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The Intangible Unique The Aura of Mass-Produced Art by Kevin Sheldon



“I will say that’s one of the Great Mysteries of Cinema that we’ve now lost. A movie used to exist only during the time it was playing on the screen. There was no object you could hold that was ‘the movie’— unless you tried to put your hands on the reels of film in the projection booth. But even then, the film was only alive as the strip of images moved through the projector. For most of the first century of the existence of motion pictures the average moviegoer could not own a film. It was an evanescent experience, like a dream you can’t fully remember. You could only rent it as it flashed before your eyes.” -Jim Emerson, editor, www.rogerebert.com, March 16, 2006



W



hile a sculpture or painting exists in a permanent instance,



movies (or plays, concerts, and the like) exist only for a limited duration and then are gone until they begin anew. Far from being only a phenomenon of time, this has repercussions in the physical dimension as well. Emerson says that film is “an evanescent experience”—because it exists only as long as you are watching it, film can not be contained, can not be felt. Emerson admits, however, that he is talking about an era that has been lost. You can, of course, hold something. He hints at this when he qualifies “unless
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you tried to put your hands on the reels of film in the projection booth.” In addition to the original reels, nowadays you have your choice of media to hold: VHS cassettes, DVDs, CD-ROMs, computer hard drives, etc. Along with these physical manifestations of a movie has come the sale of such tangibles and their entrance into our lexicon; it is not uncommon to hear someone say they “bought the new Harry Potter movie” or “own Braveheart” after purchasing a DVD, even though they obviously do not “own” the movie in the same way that someone who lays out money for an original Van Gogh now owns the painting. In the case of certain art forms that can be considered experiential as opposed to physical, discussions of ownership and physical manifestations need to be looked at differently. In The Culture Industry Revisited, Bill Ryan says that “the use-value of products of the culture industry lies in their ostensible originality.”1 Walter Benjamin, however, claims that mechanically reproduced art, such as film, lacks that originality. So the dawning of the age of mechanically reproduced art necessarily diminishes the quality of art that is now being massproduced. When art has a definite physical original, such as a painting or sculpture, any reproduction thereof is necessarily lesser, a copy. But does this description hold true for experiential art? Does it make sense to talk of a “copy” of a film, when all physical manifestations of a film are copies to begin with? If we can not place our hands on one specific object and call it the first, can we still identify an “original”? If we are to have any reasonable discussion of the quality of film, television, and the like, we can, and must, still identify an original.2 As Raymond Williams has said, the methods of mass transmission are neutral. It is only the ends to which they are put that can have a cheapening effect.3 Whether or not art was made to be mass-produced does not directly affect its quality or even its originality. The best recent example of this is the “Special Edition” re-releases of George Lucas’s Star Wars trilogy. Though roughly the same in overall content, the re-releases tweaked many of the visuals and even some elements of the plots. As a result,
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there was outcry from dedicated fans who believed that the movies had been unconscionably tampered with. Regardless of how similar these movies were overall, they were not the originals. They were not Star Wars. For Benjamin, this sentiment would be ridiculous. How could Star Wars even have an original, since there is no unique that bathes us in the aura of its physical presence? And yet anybody who attended a screening of the original film in 1977 had the same experience and anybody who saw the movie in 1997 had a different one.4 My position is that Benjamin’s definition of an aura does not suffice for art forms that lack a physical original; in the case of forms such as motion pictures, while the original still exists, it is a combination of elements—from images to sounds to narratives—that make up a unique total. Changes, no matter how subtle or welcome (even by the original artist), create something different, and when we discuss the “aura” of such art we need to refer to the feeling gained by sitting through it and experiencing the original impact of these collected elements rather than a particular physical iteration. Whatever effect might be gained from the story, characters, imagery, sound, and all else that makes up the film is that film’s “aura,” and all of those elements need to be presented in precisely the same way for an authentic viewing of the “original” film. Once the film has been altered in even the slightest way, that aura has been replaced.



The Intangible Unique Benjamin claims that while art has always been in some form reproducible, the advent of technology eased and abetted reproduction to a degree that the art landscape was changed. This has inherently altered our culture. As Raymond Williams notes, the very use of the word “culture” in modern contexts developed during the Industrial Revolution—our “culture” is a by-product of that era.5 In one respect, this altered existing forms of art, as paintings could be replicated, sculptures copied, etc.; in another respect, it created new art forms brought about by this burgeoning technology.
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To Benjamin, “Even the most perfect reproduction of a work of art is lacking in one element: its presence in time and space, its unique existence at the place where it happens to be.”6 This is necessarily a physical concept. Though Benjamin mentions both “time and space,” the position of the work of art therein is a “unique existence at the place where it happens to be.” In the case of a painting, sculpture, or other single artifact, this makes sense. To see the Mona Lisa, you have to go to the Louvre, and if you are anywhere else, you are not really looking at the original work of art. This focus on the physical, however, becomes virtually meaningless when discussing art that specifically arose out of the era of mechanical reproduction. In film, television, and radio you do not begin with a single item that you then manufacture many copies of. You start with the many. And in the case of experiential art, you are hardly even concerned with physicality at all. Holding a reel of film is not in itself an artistic experience. The film must be screened. And it does not particularly matter if one person is in New York and another is in London; if the two are watching identical versions of a movie, they have the same experience. While it seems that, for Benjamin, movies lack an aura altogether, the aura is in fact there, but not tied to location or to physical space. Rather, it is tied to the total experience of watching a film—the sights and sounds and stories—such that changing any part of it, when the movie is viewed a second time, strikes the viewer as different. This is not the film watched the first time. This is not the real film. Benjamin writes, “The technique of reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence.”7 In the case of physical art, this makes sense—if you have a plurality, you do not have a unique existence. But in the case of art that is only produced en masse, when the experience is the only singular item, then there is nothing stopping it from existing in many places and also still being unique. The physical is separated from the uniqueness. For the purposes of this essay, we can refer to this uniqueness as the “intangible unique.”
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The search for uniqueness in contemporary culture is a controversial subject because there is a growing feeling in the culture industries that their output is in fact extraordinarily malleable. The example of Star Wars, cited above, speaks to this. George Lucas believed that since he owned the movies, he could change them and re-release them and still call them the original Star Wars Trilogy. He compounded this artistic hubris by releasing a third version on the DVD set in 2004 and yet a fourth version for the individual DVD releases in 2006. From extended and unrated editions to director’s cuts to TV shows being altered for DVD to popular music being re-released as remixes and dance tracks, current popular culture is littered with alternates, substitutes, and replacements. It is easy to reconcile all of this if you do not grant any particular authenticity to the originals to begin with. To grant that authenticity, you would first need to recognize an original. Oddly enough, Benjamin’s description of authenticity lends itself perfectly to film, theatre, television, and their artistic brethren: “The authenticity of a thing is the essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning, ranging from its substantive duration to its testimony to the history which it has experienced.”8 If the history of art, when applied to the physical, refers to “the changes which it may have suffered in physical condition over the years as well as the various changes in its ownership,”9 then the history of these non-physical arts refers to the story, the images, the music, all the elements of its creation and how they are now seen after the days or decades since the film’s creation. When you replace 1970’s visuals used in Star Wars with modern special effects, aren’t you destroying that very history? When you reconfigure the storyline created years ago for a movie into one more palatable with modern sensibilities, aren’t you erasing that record of how things were at the time, how storylines were created? In short, when you modify experiential art to be other than it originally was, aren’t you changing the very aspects that create its authenticity, thus changing the experience of someone who views it, and therefore destroying the aura? Whatever changes are made to film, television, music, or the like, necessarily
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create something new, apart from the original, and hence the experience of the original is lost.



Selling the Unique Probably because of the very nature of these “experiential” art forms as forms born directly out of the age of mechanical reproduction, they are also the ones most often spoken of in relation to the “culture industry.” As defined by Adorno and Max Horkheimer, the culture industry is that vast socio-economic complex that makes its living feeding cultural products to us, the willingly-manipulated masses. In the fascist dystopia they imagined, it is the easily-reproducible arts that become the tools of the industry: “Because millions participate in it, certain reproduction processes are necessary that inevitably require identical needs in innumerable places to be satisfied with identical goods.”10 Our society has become quite proficient at capitalizing on culture for exploitation of various forms, from the political to the purely economic. As Adorno and Horkheimer write, “The culture industry can pride itself on having energetically executed the previously clumsy transposition of art into the sphere of consumption, on making this a principle, on divesting amusement of its obtrusive naïvetes and improving the type of commodities.”11 This commodofication, however, does not diminish the relevance of these cultural items as art forms. It simply shows powerful art being turned to other powerful, non-artistic purposes. For Adorno and Horkheimer, upon being turned to these commercial purposes, art stops being art—or if the art was created for these other purposes to begin with, it was never art in the first place. Adorno claimed that “cultural entities typical of the culture industries are no longer also commodities, they are commodities through and through.”12 However, this distinction exists primarily in the minds of the culture industry’s own agents and not necessarily in the art or its audience. If an artist honestly and truly creates something, and it is later viewed by an individual who appreciates and respects it as art, does it
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particularly matter that some other organization saw profit to be gained in the work and paid to distribute it to the venue in which the person later saw it? Does it by necessity taint the art? It would not seem so. While it is true that in culture industries, exchange value has replaced use value,13 this imposition is not true by default for the entirety of the society in which that culture industry exists. It may usually or often be true, but not always. All of this comes back to the intangible unique. Adorno and Horkheimer write that “today the industry continues to churn out standardized products for distribution and exchange on the market.”14 This standardization has to have a model, and that model is the unique for that work of art, even if it is not a single physical item, as in the case of the original Star Wars films. Whether you think film, television, and popular music are wonderful art forms or mere tools of a fascist elite, you must accept the existence of authenticity in the art forms. There must be an aura in order for it to be either effective art or effective propaganda. In short, the very terms by which Adorno and Horkheimer disdain the products of the culture industry explain just why there is other, inherent worth in those products to begin with, possibly on a totally non-industrial level.



Enjoying the Unique While Adorno would clearly have us believe that the products of the culture industry are essentially worthless on an artistic level, the concept of the intangible unique might help free the artistic appreciation of modern culture from the cynicism attached to knowledge of its method of creation. The crucial starting point is, of course, an acknowledgement that art can be art even when it is bought and sold. Adorno felt that commodification turned art into something else, which affected its audience in a very different way than “true” art. Raymond Williams, however, maintains that the methods themselves are neutral. There is nothing inherently un-artistic about film or television, only about the way they are sometimes used as mere tools of capitalism. “Like its
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counterpart, avant-garde art, the entertainment industry determines its own language, down to its very syntax and vocabulary,”15 and this language can speak in many different ways. What matters is not the language itself but what is said. The aura, the essential component of the viewing experience, is always present in Adorno’s view of art. That reproduced art could be viewed in someone’s living room as opposed to the place where it was supposed to be viewed is problematic for him. Mechanical reproduction “enables the original to meet the beholder halfway, be it in the form of a photograph or a phonograph record. The cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the studio of a lover of art; the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in the open air, resounds in the drawing room.”16 Adorno writes, “The situations into which the product of mechanical reproduction can be brought may not touch the actual work of art, yet the quality of its presence is always depreciated.”17 This contradicts Benjamin’s comparison of art in the age of mechanical reproduction with art that came before. He writes, The uniqueness of a work of art is inseparable from its being imbedded in the fabric of tradition. This tradition itself is thoroughly alive and extremely changeable. An ancient statue of Venus, for example, stood in a different traditional context with the Greeks, who made it an object of veneration, than with the clerics of the Middle Ages, who viewed it as an ominous idol. Both of them, however, were equally confronted with its uniqueness, that is, its aura.18



Benjamin recognizes that a single artifact has different meanings to different people based on the context in which it is viewed. While the art has a single aura, that aura produces different effects depending on the context in which it is viewed. Mechanically reproduced art does exactly the same thing. Benjamin is talking about different contexts based on time, which makes sense with art that is based on a single physical presence, but with art that is not based on a single physical presence contexts based on space need also be applied. If it is perfectly fine for art to produce different effects when viewed by different groups over
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time and still have a single aura, why is it not also reasonable for art to produce different effects when viewed by different groups at the same time, who have different contexts because of their individual location or history? This leads directly into the mechanical age’s possibly greatest gift to culture: the democratization of art. Adorno and Horkheimer wrote decades ago, “Art exercised some restraint on the bourgeois as long as it cost money. That is now a thing of the past… Consumers now find nothing expensive.”19 Certainly the ability to watch an opera on PBS in one’s home is infinitely more fiscally reasonable to most people than actually purchasing tickets to see it at the Met. Similarly, they write that “if technology had its way the film would be delivered to people’s homes as happens with the radio.”20 Well, technology is certainly having its way now. Since both film and radio are experiential art forms, the intangible unique allows these films to be enjoyed in the home just like radio. Technology allows this uniqueness to be delivered right into your home exactly as it first appeared in a theater, albeit on a slightly smaller screen.21 Anybody who is as nauseated by the idea of jazz replacing the symphony as Adorno was would not champion the idea of art’s democratization. But many others would welcome the opportunity for so many more people to enjoy art, and the subsequent emergence of art forms no longer reliant on bourgeois elitism. Adorno and Horkheimer write, “The purity of bourgeois art, which hypostasised itself as a world of freedom in contrast to what was happening in the material world, was from the beginning bought with the exclusion of the lower classes—with whose cause, the real universality, art keeps faith precisely by its freedom from the ends of the false universality.”22 Experiential art, however, is infinitely more democratized through the intangible unique. Because the same legitimate, authoritative experience can be had without having to be in a specific place at a specific time, many more people can enjoy and be affected by it. This is, incidentally, why mass culture can be so effective as propaganda. Adorno and Horkheimer’s worst-case scenario of the industries’ takeover of culture actually gives a lot of credit to the industries’ output of art. If mechanically-reproduced
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art did not have an aura, it would not be able to do all the things Adorno and Horkheimer are afraid of.



r With the different methods of technical reproduction of a work of art, its fitness for exhibition increased to such an extent that the quantitative shift between its two poles turned into a qualitative transformation of its nature… In the same way today, by the absolute emphasis on its exhibition value the work of art becomes a creation with entirely new functions, among which the one we are conscious of, the artistic function, later may be recognized as incidental. This much is certain: today photography and the film are the most serviceable exemplifications of this new function. 23



In the preceding analysis, Benjamin describes the shift in function of photography and film. In addition to those, we must add all other forms of art whose genesis is enmeshed in the development of techniques of mechanical reproduction (or production). For as with all other things, new tools of production inevitably lead to different ends. What Benjamin did not realize was that applying identical techniques of analysis to products of different techniques of production is problematic. All art has an aura that is granted by its authenticity and uniqueness, but when modes of production differ, that uniqueness and the resultant authenticity come from very different places. Benjamin himself said, “Painting simply is in no position to present an object for simultaneous collective experience, as it was possible for architecture at all times, for the epic poem in the past, and for the movie today.”24 As such, must not we incorporate the “simultaneous collective experience” into our definition of “unique”? As Williams suggested, “The word, culture, cannot automatically be pressed into service as any kind of social or personal directive... The arguments which can be grouped under its heading do not point to any inevitable action or affiliation.”25 Culture is not any one thing, even if there does exist a noticeable trend to the ways in which certain entities try to use it. Thankfully, art is stronger
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than that; it has an intrinsic strength of form that can overcome the circumstances of its creation.



T



he existence of the intangible unique, like the word



“culture” itself, does not argue for or against the quality of art. It provides the means for art to be aesthetically pleasing, honest and true, or a tool of fascist domination. The constant is that art that is a by-product of mechanical (re) production is not tied to a single physical artifact. Instead, it gets its authenticity from the originality of the experience of someone viewing or hearing that art the way it was first presented, regardless of when or where the presentation is finally taking place. Its aura comes from this uniqueness, this sequence of images, sounds, and ideas that could be mapped out or described but never physically touched or held. It is intangible, but still very real. Even if you cannot look at an object and call it “the” Star Wars, that does not mean that an original does not exist, and when it is changed and modified, the experience of watching what it once was is inevitably lost. A new experience has been created, and however good or bad it may be, it is not the original. The aura of that intangible unique has been lost. r
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Notes 1 Deborah Cook, The Culture Industry Revisited: Theodor Adorno on Mass Culture, (Maryland: Rowman & Littlefield, 1996), 33. 2 You might have noticed a lack of a specific categorization of these “physical” and “experiential” art forms. That is partly because I dislike placing art into categories. It is also because in many cases, there are no clear lines. For the most part, things such as painting and sculpture and what are known as the “fine arts” fit into the first category while things such as film, television, radio, theatre, and what are commonly known as the “performing arts” fit into the second. I believe that by understanding the rest of my argument, the reader will understand in each particular circumstance which art they’re familiar with can best be understood in each way. 3 Raymond Williams, Culture and Society 1780-1950, (New York: Columbia University Press, 1983), 300. 4 By “experience,” I refer to the impact of the overall combination of factors and elements comprising the work. The actual way this might affect two different people watching the same film is not necessarily “the same,” of course, much as the emotional experiences of two different people looking at Michelangelo’s David might also differ, but they both saw the same David. 5 Williams, vii. 6 Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction,” trans. Andy Blunden, 1998. From http://www.marxists.org/reference/subject/philosophy/works/ge/ benjamin.htm, 3. 7 Ibid, 4. 8 Ibid. 9 Ibid, 3. 10 Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer, “The Culture Industry: Enlightenment as Mass Deception,” trans. Andy Blunden, 1998. From http://www.marxists.org/reference/archive/ adorno/1944/culture-industry.htm, 2. 11 Ibid, 18. 12 Theodor Adorno, “Culture Industry Reconsidered,” New German Critique 6 (1975): 13. 13 Cook, 26. 14 Ibid, 3. 15 Adorno and Horkheimer, 10. 16 Benjamin, 3. 17 Adorno and Horkheimer, 4.
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Benjamin, 5. Adorno and Horkheimer, 27. Ibid, 27. Interestingly, there’s another debate arising in regards to home theater systems—is the experience of watching a film in your home the same as doing so in the theater? Smaller screen, but technology is making it closer and closer. Some people find it preferable because you don’t have to be in a noisy, crowded, dirty theater. As the technology for home viewing changes, this raises other questions that could be factored into the discussion of finding a film’s unique. 22 Adorno and Horkheimer, 18. 23 Benjamin, 6. 24 Ibid, 12. 25 Williams, 295.
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