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 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.  This holds 
not only for the art work but also, for instance, for a landscape which passes in review before the 
spectator in a movie.  In the case of the art object, a most sensitive nucleus -- namely, its 
authenticity -- is interfered with whereas no natural object is vulnerable on that score.  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.  Since the 
historical testimony rests on the authenticity, the form, too, is jeopardized by reproduction when 
substantive duration ceases to matter.  And what is really jeopardized when the historical 
testimony is affected is the authority of the object. ... That which withers in the age of mechanical 
reproduction is the aura of the work of art. [p221] 
 
 We know that the earliest art works originated in the service of a ritual -- first the magical, 
then the religious kind.  It is significant that the existence of the work of art with reference to its 
aura is never entirely separated from its ritual function.  In other words, the unique value of the 
“authentic” work of art has its basis in ritual, the location of its original use value.  This ritualistic 
basis, however remote, is still recognizable as secularized ritual even in the most profane forms of 
the cult of beauty. [p223] ... 
 
 An analysis of art in the age of mechanical reproduction must do justice to these 
relationships, for they lead us to an all-important insight: for the first time in world history, 
mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual.  
To an ever greater degree the work of art reproduced becomes the work of art designed for 
reproducibility.  From a photographic negative, for example, one can make any number or prints; 
to ask for the “authentic” print makes no sense.  But the instant the criterion of authenticity 
ceases to be applicable to artistic production, the total function of art is reversed.  Instead of being 
based on ritual, it begins to be based on another practice -- politics. [p224] ...  
 
 


