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INTRODUCTION:
REVISITING
BENJAMIN'S
VISION IN THE
DIGITAL AGE

I n  1 9 3 6 ,  G e r m a n
p h i l o s o p h e r  a n d
cultural  critic  Walter
Benjamin  published
o n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
influential  essays  of
the  twentieth  century:
The Work  of  Art  in
t h e  A g e  o f
M e c h a n i c a l
Reproduction.  In  it,
he  explored  how  the
advent of photography,
film, and mass printing
was  fundamentally
altering  the  nature  of

art, its perception, and
i t s  soc i e ta l  r o l e .
Benjamin  argued  that
m e c h a n i c a l
reproduction  stripped
a r tworks  o f  t he i r
"aura"—the  unique
presence  in  time  and
space that gave them
an  a lmost  sacred,
r itual ist ic  quality.
Nearly a century later,
we  find  ourselves  in  a
new  epoch ,  o f ten
called the age of digital
reproduction,  where
copies  are  not  just
m e c h a n i c a l  b u t
infinitely  replicable,
e d i t a b l e ,  a n d
s h a r e a b l e .
Understanding  The
Work  of  Art  in  the
Age  of  algorithms,

https://www.everybodystreet.com/


2

2 The Work Of Art In The Age 2022-08-03

soc ia l  media ,  and
artificial  intelligence  is
n o t  m e r e l y  a n
academic exercise; it is
essential  for  grasping
how we create,  value,
and  experience  art
today.
Ben jamin 's  essay
remains  startlingly
re levant ,  bu t  the
context  has  shifted.  If
m e c h a n i c a l
r e p r o d u c t i o n
threatened  the  aura,
digital  reproduction
h a s  a t o m i z e d  i t ,
democratized it, and in
some ways, given birth
to  new forms  of  aura
rooted  in  virality  and
digital  scarcity.  This
article delves deep into
the  original  thesis,
expands its insights to
c o n t e m p o r a r y
phenomena  like  NFTs,
AI-generated  art,  and
social  media  imagery,
and  considers  what
authenticity  means
when every image can

be copied, altered, and
posted  in  an  instant.
We  will  traverse  the
landscape  of  modern
creativity, asking: what
is the fate of art in the
age  of  infinite
reproducibility?

THE ORIGINAL
THESIS:
MECHANICAL
REPRODUCTION
AND THE LOSS OF
AURA

To  understand  where
we  are,  we  must  first
revisit where we came
f rom.  Ben jamin ' s
central  concept  was
the aura—the sense of
distance,  uniqueness,
and  authenticity  that
an  original  artwork
possesses.  A  painting
hanging in  a  museum
has a history you can
touch:  the  specific
brushstrokes,  the
cracks in the varnish, a
mark left by a previous



The Work Of Art In The Age 3

3

owner.  It  exists  in  a
specific place and time.
A photograph or a film,
b y  c o n t r a s t ,  i s
des igned  f rom  i ts
i n c e p t i o n  t o  b e
reproduced.  There  is
no  "original"  negative
in  the  same way;  the
value is in the copy.
Ben jam in  d id  no t
m o u r n  t h i s  l o s s
e n t i r e l y .  H e  s a w
political  and  liberating
potential in mechanical
reproduction. When art
c o u l d  b e  m a s s -
produced,  i t  could
break  free  from  the
elites  who  controlled
access to it. A painting
of a monarch could be
printed on a poster in a
w o r k e r ' s  h o m e ,
c h a l l e n g i n g  t h e
a u t h o r i t y  o f  t h e
or ig ina l .  F i lm,  for
B e n j a m i n ,  w a s  a
revolutionary  medium
tha t  exposed  the
masses to new ways of
s e e i n g ,  a l t e r i n g

perception  itself.  He
w r o t e  t h a t  t h e
"distracted"  reception
of  film—where  the
v i e w e r  d o e s  n o t
contemplate  but  is
c a u g h t  u p  i n  t h e
flow—represented  a
n e w  f o r m  o f
engagement ,  one
suited  to  the  modern
urban experience.
Y e t  t h e  q u e s t i o n
rema ins :  can  the
authenticity  Benjamin
valued be preserved in
any  form? His  answer
was  that  the  function
of art shifts from ritual
( a r t  a s  m a g i c  o r
religion) to politics (art
as  a  tool  for  social
c h a n g e ) .  B u t  t h e
politics  of  art  in  the
1930s  is  very  different
from the politics of art
in 2025. Today, we are
not  just  dealing  with
m e c h a n i c a l
reproduction  but  with
digital  reproduction
that  is  immediate,



4

4 The Work Of Art In The Age 2022-08-03

perfect,  and  often
without  a  tangible
original.

THE DIGITAL
SHIFT: COPY,
PASTE, AND THE
END OF THE
ORIGINAL

When Benjamin talked
about  mechanica l
rep roduc t i on ,  he
referred  to  processes
l i ke  l i t hog raphy ,
photography,  and  film.
T h e s e  i n v o l v e d
physical  negatives  or
plates. A photographic
p r i n t  s t i l l  h a d  a
material  connection to
a negative. But in the
digital  realm,  there  is
n o  p h y s i c a l
negative—only a file of
zeros and ones. Every
copy  is  pixel-perfect.
T h e r e  i s  n o
degradation.  There  is
no "original"  digital  file
in the traditional sense;
the  file  you  create  is
identical to the file you

send.  The  concept  of
an  original  becomes
mean ing le s s  i n  a
technical  sense.
This has had profound
implications  for  The
Work  of  Art  in  the
Age  of  the  internet.
First,  it  democratized
creation. Anyone with a
s m a r t p h o n e  i s  a
p h o t o g r a p h e r ,  a
v i d e o g r a p h e r ,  a
potential  artist.  The
ba r r i e r s  t o  en t r y
dropped to  near  zero.
S e c o n d ,  i t
d e m o c r a t i z e d
distribution. A work of
art  no longer needs a
gallery,  a museum, or
a  publisher.  It  can be
uploaded to Instagram,
Twitter,  DeviantArt,  or
any platform and reach
millions.  But  third,  it
made  monetization
a n d  a t t r i b u t i o n
incredibly  difficult.  If
everything  is  a  copy,
how  do  you  assign
value or ownership?
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Enter  the  blockchain
and  NFTs.  The  Non-
Fungible  Token  (NFT)
e m e r g e d  a s  a
technological  answer
to  the  d i lemma  of
digital  scarcity.  By
registering  a  unique
token on a blockchain,
an  artist  can  claim
"ownership" of a digital
file.  The  file  itself  can
be  copied  endlessly,
b u t  t h e  t o k e n  i s
u n i q u e .  T h i s  i s  a
fascinating  reversal:
instead  of  trying  to
prevent  copying,  you
create a system where
a copy is just a copy,
and  the  "or ig inal"
e x i s t s  a s  a
c r y p t o g r a p h i c
signature.  This  new
form  of  aura  is  not
based  on  physical
uniqueness  but  on
social  consensus  and
ledger  verification.  The
work of art in the age
o f  N F T s  i s
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y

u b i q u i t o u s  a n d
uniquely  owned.

The Rise
of the
Prosumer
:
Everyone
is an
Artist
Now
O n e  o f  t h e  m o s t
significant
consequences of digital
reproduction  is  the
blurring  of  the  l ine
between producer and
consumer.  We  are  all
"prosumers"—creating
content  constantly.  A
selfie  is  a  self-portrait.
A food photo is a still
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life. A tweet is a short-
form  essay.  But  does
this  mean  that  the
concept  of  "art"  has
b e e n  d i l u t e d ,  o r
d e m o c r a t i z e d ?
Benjamin  would  likely
see this as a fulfillment
of  his  political  hopes:
art as a daily practice,
n o t  a n  e x c l u s i v e
ceremony.
H o w e v e r ,  t h e
overwhelming  volume
of  digital  imagery has
a l so  c rea ted  new
challenges. Attention is
the  scarce  resource
now,  not  the  artwork
itself.  An  artist  must
compete  with  billions
of  other  images.  The
aura,  once  based  on
physical presence, now
depends on algorithmic
amplification.  A  work
becomes "authentic" if
i t  goes  v i ra l ,  i f  i t
g a r n e r s  l i k e s ,
comments, and shares.
This is a kind of social
authentication.  The

artist's biography, their
story,  their  process
becomes  part  of  the
aura.  We  value  the
handmade not because
i t  i s  t e c h n i c a l l y
superior but because it
carr ies  the  s ign  of
human  effort  in  a  sea
of  generated  content.

ARTIFICIAL
INTELLIGENCE AND
THE CRISIS OF
AUTHORSHIP

No  discussion  of  The
Work  of  Art  in  the
A g e  o f  d i g i t a l
r e p r o d u c t i o n  i s
complete  wi thout
confronting  AI.  In  the
l a s t  f e w  y e a r s ,
generative models like
DALL-E,  Midjourney,
and  Stable  Diffusion
have made it  possible
to  create  intricate,
beautiful  images  from
a simple  text  prompt.
These  systems  are
trained  on  billions  of
existing images—many
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of  them  copyrighted
artwork—and  they
synthesize new images
that resemble the style
of  human artists.  This
i s  m e c h a n i c a l
reproduction  taken  to
its logical extreme: the
m a c h i n e  i t s e l f
becomes the artist,  or
r a t h e r ,  t h e  u s e r
becomes the director.
The crisis  here is  one
of  authorsh ip  and
originality. If an AI can
produce an image that
looks like a Van Gogh
in seconds, what does
that do to the aura of
Van Gogh? Some argue
that  it  cheapens  the
craft;  others  say  it
opens up new creative
possibilities.  Benjamin
might see AI art as the
u l t i m a t e  f o r m  o f
"reproduction  without
an original,"  since the
AI has no intention, no
history,  no  unique
perspective.  Yet  the
output  can  still  move

us.  The  aura,  then,
might be an emergent
p r o p e r t y  o f  t h e
viewer's  perception,
not an intrinsic quality
of the object.
Interestingly,  the  art
world  has  begun  to
e m b r a c e  A I  a s  a
collaborative  tool.
A r t i s t s  u s e  A I  t o
g e n e r a t e  i n i t i a l
concepts,  then  refine
them  by  hand.  The
"work"  becomes  the
combination of  human
curation  and  machine
g e n e r a t i o n .  T h e
authenticity lies in the
artist's  choice,  their
prompt  engineering,
their  post-processing.
This is a new definition
of  creat iv i ty—not
creation  from  nothing
but  selection  from
infinite  possibil ity.
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The Loss
of Craft?
A New
Kind of

Value
Traditional  art  values
skill,  patience,  and
mastery.  A  dig i ta l
artwork can be created
in  seconds.  Does  this
devalue  the  hours  of
practice  a  traditional
painter  undergoes?
Perhaps  not  entirely.
There is still  a market
for  hyper-real ist ic
painting, for sculpture,
for  performance.  But
the hierarchy of  value
has  shifted.  We  now
also  value  concept
over  execution.  The
i d e a  b e h i n d  a n
artwork—its  social
commentary, its irony,

i t s  e m o t i o n a l
resonance—becomes
more  important  than
the technical skill. This
was  already  true  with
conceptual  art  in  the
20th  century ,  but
digital  reproduction
has  accelerated  it.
Authenticity now often
comes with a story. A
Banksy  mural  that  is
shredded  moments
a f t e r  s a l e  g a i n s
immense  cu l tura l
cap i ta l .  A  d ig i t a l
artwork that is created
in  a  specific
geopolitical  context,
like  the  "Protest  Art"
f rom  I ran  or  Hong
Kong,  carries  an  aura
of resistance. The work
of  art  in  the  age  of
global  communication
i s  e m b e d d e d  i n  a
narrative,  and  that
n a r r a t i v e  i s  a s
important as the pixels
themselves.
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SOCIAL MEDIA:
THE GALLERY OF

THE MILLIONS

Social media platforms
are the new museums.
I n s t a g r a m  i s  t h e
pr imary  venue  for
visual  artists  today.
TikTok, for video-based
art .  P interest ,  for
inspiration.  This  has
changed  how  art  is
made  and  consumed.
Artworks  are  often
designed to be seen on
a  phone  screen.  They
are  opt imized  fo r
instant  impact.  The
"aura"  of  a  d ig i ta l
i m a g e  i s  n o t  i t s
presence in a physical
space but its presence
on a timeline, its ability
to  stop  the  scroll,  its
shareability.
Walter Benjamin noted
that mass reproduction
can lead to a "tactile"
o r  " d i s t r a c t e d "
r e c e p t i o n .  H e
contrasted  that  with

the  "contemplative"
reception of a painting.
On  social  media,  we
a r e  t h e  u l t i m a t e
distracted viewers. We
skim,  we  swipe,  we
r a r e l y  d w e l l .  A r t
becomes  part  of  an
information  stream.
Yet, paradoxically, this
can  a l so  p roduce
moments  o f  deep
connec t ion  i f  the
artwork  resonates.  A
s i ng le  image  can
b e c o m e  a  m e m e ,
spreading  across  the
world  and  acquiring
new  meanings.  The
work of art in the age
of  memes  is  infinitely
mutable.

The
Question
of Value
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and
Money
How do artists get paid
in  a  world  of  infinite
copies?  This  is  the
economic  cr is is  of
digital  art.  Physical
paintings  can  be  sold
for millions; digital files
can  be  screenshotted
i n  a  s e c o n d .  T h e
a n s w e r  h a s  b e e n
twofold: digital scarcity
(NFTs)  and  service-
based  monetization
(commissions, Patreon,
subscriptions).  Many
art ists  now  earn  a
l i v i n g  t h r o u g h
platforms  that  allow
patrons  to  support
them.  The  artwork
itself is given away for
f r e e ,  b u t  t h e
connect ion  to  the
artist,  their  process,
the i r  pe rsona l i t y
b e c o m e s  t h e
commodity. This is the

aura  redefined  as
parasocial  relationship.
Benjamin  was  acutely
a w a r e  o f  t h e
commodification of art.
H e  s a w  t h a t
m e c h a n i c a l
reproduct ion  a lso
e n a b l e d  t h e
commercialization  of
art on a massive scale.
That  trend  has  only
intensified.  The  art
market  today  i s  a
m u l t i b i l l i o n - d o l l a r
industry,  but  it  also
features  a  vibrant
underground  of  free
content.  The Work of
Art in the Age of free
distribution has forced
art i s ts  to  become
e n t r e p r e n e u r s ,
m a r k e t e r s ,  a n d
community builders.

CONCLUSION: THE
AURA REMADE

Walter  Benjamin’s
essay,  written  nearly
ninety years ago,  was
remarkably  prescient.
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It  pinpointed  a  shift
from ritual  to  politics,
from unique  object  to
reproducible  copy.
Today,  we  are  living
through  a  second
wave:  the  shift  from
m e c h a n i c a l
reproduction  to  digital
reproduction, and then
to  AI  generation.  The
aura is not dead; it has
been  transformed.  It
n o w  r e s i d e s  i n
authenticity of story, in
scarcity of provenance
(as with NFTs),  in  the
l i v e  e x p e r i e n c e
( p e r f o r m a n c e s ,
exhibitions), and in the
human  signature  of
intentionality.
The work of art in the
age  of  the  internet,
soc ia l  media ,  and
artificial  intelligence  is
more  accessible  than
ever,  but  also  more
ephemeral. Its value is
no  longer  determined
by a small elite but by
the collective attention

o f  m i l l i o n s — a
cacophony  of  tastes
and  biases.  Benjamin
h o p e d  t h a t  m a s s
reproduction  would
lead to a politicization
of  art,  a  breaking  of
the chains of tradition.
In  some ways,  it  has.
Art  is  now  a  tool  of
protest, a voice for the
marginalized,  a  global
conversation.  In  other
ways,  art  has become
entertainment, grist for
the algorithmic mill,  a
b a c k d r o p  f o r
commerce.
What remains constant
is  the human need to
create,  to  express,  to
commune  through
images.  The  too ls
c h a n g e ,  b u t  t h e
impu lse  endures .
Whether an artwork is
carved  in  marb le ,
printed on a  page,  or
generated by a neural
network,  its  meaning
emerges  f rom  the
relationship  between
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the  maker  and  the
v i e w e r .  I n  t h a t
relationship,  a  new
kind of aura can always
be  found.  And  that,
perhaps,  is  the  most
enduring  insight  of

Benjamin’s  work:  the
work of art in any age
is ultimately about how
we  see  ou rse lves
reflected  in  the  world
we  build.


