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When is Art Art? 

 
 

For Benjamin the “Aura” of a piece of art in essence dependent on is presence 

in time and space as an original, a one and only, and thus on its history,  its line 

of ownership, it restricted exhibition, its authenticity, and its cultural value, or cult 

value. The connection a viewer, listener, or observer feels with the object of art is 

unique, and is completely bound to the context of the observation including the 

weather, the time, the space, and the feelings or mood the observer is in when 

he or she is observing said art. Benjamin also states that true art has an original, 

and that it is inextricably linked with its cultural heritage and the ritual value 

surrounding its creation, exhibition, and reception.  

 Art is by nature reproducible. Teachers show their students how to carve 

wood, shape clay, engrave, paint, and even how to design grand works of 

architecture.  Their students often make copies of their teachers work in order to 

become familiar with techniques and styles. With manual reproduction, 

Benjamin argues that the authenticity and “authority” (p.4) of the original is 

preserved. However, in mechanical or as he calls it “technical” reproduction 

what is lost is the “aura”.  He states that the reason for this loss of aura is two-fold; 

1) in mechanical reproduction the copy is more independent of the original 



than in manual reproduction, and 2) technical reproduction allows the copy of 

the original to be in situations that would have been inaccessible to the original.  

 Benjamin personifies art when he says it has an aura. This “aura” is very 

much like the spirit of a person that encompasses where she has been, what she 

has experienced, her character and education, her personality, and all of this in 

relation to how she interacts with others. The separation that Benjamin describes 

when discussing the distance between the original and the final audience is 

what diminishes or completely shatters the aura. Works that are simply 

mechanically reproduced like a photograph or a film, for which many copies or 

prints can be made, he says, there is no original. In fact he states, “for the first 

time in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art 

from its parasitical dependence on ritual.” It is this ritual to which he refers 

without which a piece of art cannot have an “aura”. 

 Another important element Benjamin argues is that mechanically 

reproducible art now has a much larger and wider audience and thus, one 

quality that adheres to a work’s authenticity; its limited access, no longer holds 

true. In this way he states, “the cathedral leaves its locale to be received in the 

studio of a lover or art: the choral production, performed in an auditorium or in 

the open air, resounds in the drawing room”. Art comes to the beholder, not the 

other way around, and the “aura” is no longer valid. 

 Let us now look at the Zenph Studios.  Their mission is to create note-

perfect “re-performances” with precise nuanced key-strokes and pedal motions 



that were used to create the original and bring them to the listener. By using 

computer technology to capture the exact weight with which keys were 

depressed, the timing between these attacks, the duration of the key stroke, 

and the velocity at which the keys were struck, they are able to produce 

computerized reproductions of the original. There is no human medium or agent 

through whom this “music” passes, rather it is a series of so-called “natural 

behavior” logarithms and detailed high-resolution analytics that through a 

computer reproduce the sounds that a human created in the first place.  

 Clearly this would be a perfect example of what Benjamin would describe 

as a decay or probably even complete obliteration of the aura. Firstly, this 

technology enables listeners millions of miles away from the original time and 

space and presence of the original to hear the sounds of the performance. This 

alone allows no connection with the original performance.  

 The advantage of this software is clear; for people who cannot attend the 

concert of performers who only perform domestically once or twice a year, or 

performers who have altogether stopped performing, it allows them to hear a 

reproduced version of the original. Or does it? This, of course, begs the question 

of whether aura is lost between a live performance and a recording made by 

the performer. One might ask, what is the difference between a live 

performance of the Goldberg Variations of Bach by Glenn Gould, and a “live” 

recording of these pieces? Is the aura still present in the recording? One can 

hear the breathing, the singing along, and even if one closes one’s eyes, 



potentially envision his low piano stool and his rocking to and fro. However, this 

latter aspect is only possible if one has seen him live or video footage. Is then the 

aura present in the video footage but not in the recording since the visual 

aspect is there? Benjamin would argue that the performer, like a film actor in 

contrast to a stage actor, does not have the ability to interact with his 

audience, or adjust his performance to the particular space and time of the 

event, and thus the aura is gone. 

 I believe that there is most definitely a dissipation of the aura that occurs 

from a live performance to a recording since the individuals are not there 

connecting spiritually, temporally, and spatially. Likewise, if there is a video 

recording the audience is no longer present at the moment of the event but 

rather able to watch the video whenever and wherever they want. It becomes 

artificial and the aura is highly diminished. However,  having a computer figure 

out the logarithms of Glenn Gould’s (or anyone else’s) performance and 

creating a program to recreate this “performance” if we can call it that 

anymore, constitutes an out and out demolition of all elements falling under the 

rubric of “aura” according to Benjamin.   

 Ultimately, Zenph Studios has created something brilliant, but the question 

really arises, when does art lose its essence? When does a work of art become 

merely a mechanistic and soulless work meant for mass consumption and mass 

distribution? I have to say that for me the most enjoyable thing about a work of 

art is connecting with it in person. Seeing, smelling, hearing, tasting, feeling it, 



and allowing the moment to penetrate my being and my experience are 

fundamental ingredients for appreciating, or even hating a piece of art.  

Although Benjamin’s argument moves beyond the aura to argue political points 

about this transformation of artistic invention, I agree with him largely 

concerning mechanical reproduction of art. 

 

Notes 

All references in this paper are taken from Walter Benjamin’s article from 1935 

entitled The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction, transcribed by 

Andy Blunden in 1998, and available at the UCLA School of Theater, Film, and 

Television website, and the website for Zenph Studios; 

http://zenph.com/index.html 

 

 


