














The presence of so many reproductions of works of art in one place was,
nevertheless, overpowering and yet, at the same time, the impact of the pieces was
surprisingly muted. In the article which I had read in the tea-room Benjamin had
written: “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.”?2 Certainly, the impact of Rembrandt’s “The Night Watch® was very different in
this brightly lit, noisy shop in Sheffield in 1995 from the context in which I had been
fortunate enough to see it some one hundred or so years before, and this difference
was not solely due to the nature of its reproduction and scaling down in size. The
“quality of its presence”, as Benjamin writes, has indeed been depreciated, for its
“authenticity” has been interfered with.?}

Benjamin’s notion of “authenticity” stems from the history of the art object: “the
essence of all that is transmissible from its beginning”. The historical context of the
object is interrupted by the very process of reproduction, for there is a loss of control
over the reproduction which inevitably has an impact on the original work of art.
Thus, for example, I felt sure that the experience of viewing Rembrandt’s painting
would be forever influenced by having seen twenty reproduced versions of it scaled
down and neatly packaged onto the fronts of 1995 diaries. Benjamin goes further,
however, than merely arguing that the existence of a reproduction influences the way
in which the original work of art is viewed, for he appears to attribute “authority”
to the art object itself. In other words, he is concerned with what he calls the “aura
of the work of art”, in addition to the effect of that piece of art (or its copy) on the
spectator. This may be a difficult concept to grasp, for it gives almost living qualities
to inanimate objects, but it is one with which I have the utmost sympathy. My own
position regarding art is that it is inextricably linked with the social conditions of
those producing it; hence my argument that worthwhile art cannot be produced under
conditions of mass oppression. Thus, I would agree with Benjamin that there is more
to a work of art than the physical brush-strokes on a canvas and that the contexts
of both production and viewing are crucial to its existence.

Benjamin is, nevertheless, more concerned with the viewing context than I can
claim to be, for this context is clearly of less importance in the nineteenth century
when reproduction is on a much smaller scale. In particular, Benjamin argues that
reproduction “detaches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition”, and
that this leads to a “shattering of tradition”. I would suggest that this “shattering”
may be something to be commended, although Benjamin clearly views it as regrettable.
“By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique
existence”, Benjamin writes. My view is that it is not the existence of the copies which
is regrettable, but the lack of skill involved in producing them.

Interestingly, Benjamin artributes the “contemporary decay of the aura™ to two
circumstances which had been strongly suggested to me even in my short visit to
1995. These circumstances are “the desire of contemporary masses to bring things
‘closer’ spatially and humanly™ and their desire to overcome “the uniqueness of every
reality by accepting its reproduction”. In Meadowhall reproductions of various types
were to be seen everywhere; from reproductions of the past, such as my tea-room,
to imitations of foreign places (I had seen a whole Italian street, for example) and
copies of classical statues and architecture. Such was the effect that I often had to
remind myself that [ was indeed in Sheffield in 1995 and not the Florence of 1695!
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It is no wonder that Benjamin hints at a confusion between image and reality?4, for
in what way is the original Ancient Greek statue more ‘real’ than an imitation in a
1995 shopping hall when the viewer has experience only of the latter? The obsession
with imitation made me wonder at the insecurity of a people who had brought together
a history of world culture under one roof and would, thus, surely be in danger of
losing their sense of place in time and space.

In his concern over the authenticity of the single, original art object Benjamin
overlooks the potentially beneficial aspect of reproduction. This is perhaps surprising
as he appears not to share my doubts over the intrinsic merits of Great Art and,
therefore, one would assume that such works should be enjoyed by as many people
as possible.?’ On the other hand, unfortunately Benjamin is not alone in his apparent
belief that the production or enjoyment of art can be restricted to a relatively small
number. My view could not be more opposed to this, for, as I wrote in 1893:

I do not believe in the possibility of keeping art vigorously alive by the action,
however energetic, of a few groups of specially gifted men and their small circle of
admirers amidst a general public incapable of understanding and enjoying their
work.2¢

I would stress, however, that the act of increasing access to Great Works of Art —
so that the masses can enjoy or even own a copy of “The Night Watch’, for example
—1s not at all what I mean by “popular art”. My concept of popular art is one which
requires active participation by all in the joy of skilled labour and is not dependent
upon the patronage of an upper-class elite. Popular art is, therefore, not possible in
the present “thrall of muddle, dishonesty and disunion”?7 that is the capitalist system
and we should guard against the misconception that equality of access means equality
in any but the most superficial sense.

It is not entirely without regret, nevertheless, that I adopt this attitude to Great
Works of Art, for there is undoubtedly much to be gained from the study and
appreciation of such works and I hope that one day all mankind will be free to enjoy
them. My argument is that this cannot happen until there is a radical shift (indeed a
revolution) in the structure of society. At that time we will have leisure to contemplate
“the dreadful times of the past ... in pictures and poetry”, as Old Hammond did.®
Perhaps, I may be criticised for appealing only to the “pleasure principle” and for
denying the importance of the intellect in the appreciation of the Art of Great Men?
If so, then I would direct my accusers to this ‘Athena’ of 1995 where Great Art is
readily accessible, but treated with the same disposability as the novelties that occupy
the racks on either side.

Depressed by what 1 had found in ‘Athena’ I made my way out of the shop in
search of at least a ray of hope for the future, for what I had witnessed so far had
filled me with horror. The society of 1995 appeared to be concerned only with novelty,
shallow pleasures and commercialism. This caused me the utmost despair when I
considered the implications for the average man; for how must his daily existence be
when he chooses to spend his spare time at a place such as Meadowhall??®

In this frame of mind | wandered into another shop, ‘Virtual Reality’, and found
myself immediately accosted by a young ‘Sales Assistant’, who painstakingly
explained the concept of this new invention. Finding me, perhaps, rather slow in
understanding (for I admit to comprehending only a small proportion of what I was
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told) he urged me to try it, explaining that by simply wearing a headset [ would find
myself in — of all places — the late nineteenth-century. Needless to say, after what |
had seen of the late twentieth-century, I accepted his offer with open arms.
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Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Artin the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’; p.222.
Benjamin’s argument mirrors Morris’ own. In ‘Popular Art’ Morris wrote: “Every
real work of art, even the humblest, is inimitable”; p.106.

Walter Benjamin, “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, p.223;
immediately following quotations on from pp.223-5.

In ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Benjamin comments;
“The adjustment of reality to the masses and of the masses to reality is a process
of unlimited scope™; p.225.

In ‘Art and Society’ Morris asks: “What business have we with art at all unless all
can share it?”; p.139.

26 William Morris, ‘Art and the Future: The Deeper Meaning of the Struggle’; p.143.

27
28
29

‘Popular Art’; p.106.

News from Nowhere, p.271.

Theodor Adorno is in the tradition of Morris when he writes: “... in a communist
society work will be organised in such a way that people will no longer be so tired
and so stultified that they need distraction.” ‘Letter to Walter Benjamin’, 18 March
1936, from Aesthetics and Politics translated by Harry Zohn, London: New Left
Books (1977), pp.122-3.

11



