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From Benjamin to Brakhage 

The Establishment of Film Aura 

Exposition 

“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 time and place where it happens to 
be. !
To pry an object from its shell, to destroy its aura, is a mark of a perception whose ‘sense 
of the universal quality of things’ has increased to such a degree that it extracts it even 
from a unique object by means of reproduction.  

—Walter Benjamin 
“The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” !

Walter Benjamin’s essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 

investigates the changing nature of art in a time of mass production.  He writes about the ‘aura’ 

of art—its “presence in time and space,”—and how the emergence of photography and film 

created a lack of aura due to the lack of an ‘original.’  The aura itself is art’s ability not to be 

replicated perfectly, maintaining the work’s history along with its existence.  Because film and 

photography are able to be mass produced, there is no definitive ‘original’ giving the art a 

physical manifestation in space and time, eliminating the aura.  Since the beginning of film this 

has been the case; however, the way that Stan Brakhage deals with film—using the celluloid as a 

sculptural medium—brings it to a point where it can again be considered to contain an aura.  

Brakhage creates ‘originals’ to his films that allow them to stick out among the copies that are 

produced.  This original then contains an aura, unlike all other film.  However, the only way one 

can experience the true aura is by experiencing the original in its current physical state, not a 

replication.  Furthermore, Brakhage seeks to create a new form of communication, focusing on 

visuals and disregarding language or recognizable forms of reality.  One of the most important 

aspects of this visual communication is the audience’s ability to connect personally with the film.  

Most audiences do not experience the original; therefore do not experience its aura.  However, 
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the presence of an aura, because it does not usually exist in film, intrigues an audience to a point 

where they feel a need to experience the aura.  This makes them to think more about the film and 

how it differs from regular film, allowing them to create their own personal connection to it.  The 

presence of aura creates intrigue that formulates itself into a personal connection, furthering 

Brakhage’s establishment of visual communication. 

!
Aura and Melies 

 In order to explain the presence of Brakhage’s film aura, one must further explore what 

Benjamin means by ‘aura.’  Coupled with the first quotation in the exposition, Benjamin further 

explains aura, stating “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” (Benjamin 223).  The aura of art is the establishment of an artists subjectivity 

within space and time, allowing the audience to experience the art’s physical manifestation along 

with it’s history; the wear and tear that time has on it’s original state.  If one were to see the 

Mona Lisa, they are seeing the physical manifestation of da Vinci’s subjectivity.  However, the 

original has changed over time, therefore it is not just da Vinci’s subjectivity, but also what his 

subjectivity has become as time passes.  The viewer experiences the art at a specific time and 

place, completely unique to each viewer’s point of view.  A viewer in the 19th-century 

experiences the painting differently than one in the 20th-century because time has passed and the 

painting is physically not the same as it was before.  When photography—and later, film—

emerged, it’s reproducibility allowed images to spread to the masses but effectively destroyed its 

aura.  The original of film was lost among the replications because the physical film was not 

being manipulated by man, but by machines that could reproduce exactly.  The loss of an original 

meant that there was no grounding point in time and space for one to experience the art; 

therefore no aura exists in film.   

 Brakhage is the first to manifest film that has an aura, however, one must look at his 

relationship to George Melies to see the film aura’s evolution.  Melies began his career as a stage 

magician, and used film as an enhancement of his theatrical experience. Because the films 

accompanied live performance they latched onto the aura of the show.  The contrast between live 
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performance and the mechanically created images created an original performance for each 

audience member to experience.  However, the film by itself contained no aura due to its 

reproducibility.  Melies was only able to create an aura in film be manipulating the film directly.  

He, along with other helpers, hand tinted the physical film, creating an original.  Melies took the 

film that was manipulated by a machine—a reproducible object—and made it distinguishable 

from the copies.  This also means that if he hand tinted multiple of the copies, they all became 

originals of their own because the tint would show differently in each due to the presence of 

human error.  Melies also worked with the telling of stories through the visuals of physical 

movement.  Because his films were silent, the actor’s movement told the story, as well as the 

mis-en-scene that created their environment.  However, while Melies moved toward the 

development of film aura by manipulating the physical film directly, his use of people and 

visuals that were based in ‘reality,’ the aura never fully manifested.  Benjamin explains the 

dilemma of the film actor, “The camera that presents the performance of the film actor to the 

public need not respect the performances an integral whole” (230).  Because the film cuts, and 

only captures part of the actor in the frame, as well as not capturing all angles of the actor, the 

film focuses more on the machine than the human.  The partial presence of the actor takes away 

the aura found in live performance.  Around half a century later, Brakhage takes Melies films as 

influence in his experiments. 

Brakhage uses Melies’ technique of working directly with the film and takes away the 

presence of the actor, or any representation of reality, creating his films that contain a complete 

aura.  He saw that Melies’ work with “The Machine […protected] The Magician (and his 

friends), carrying him as gently as a baby in a cradle .. as a baby in the womb . . . . as man 

entombed” (Brakhage lecture 16).  Brakhage, like Melies’ tinting of the film, worked directly 

with the physical film—mainly 16 and 8mm celluloid—without having captured images on it.  

By taking away ‘The Machine’—camera—Brakhage returns to the art of da Vinci and the Mona 

Lisa.  He used the celluloid as a sculptural medium, re-establishing the touch of human error into 

his art.  Afterward, his celluloid, now with a three-dimensional aspect unfamiliar to film, became 

an original, distinguishable from the copies to be made following its completion.  This original 

establishes the aura lost to film.  Brakhage said of Melies and his films, “One may, out of 
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incredible courage, become Melies, that marvelous man who gave even the ‘art of the film’ its 

beginning in magic.  Yet Melies was not witch, witch doctor, priest, or even sorcerer.  He was a 

19th-century stage magician.  His films are rabbits” (Brakhage 16).  While Melies’ films may be 

‘rabbits’ in their ability at the time to form some semblance of aura, capturing the audience in 

performance, Brakhage completes the ‘trick’ by taking away the live performance and 

completing the aura. 

!
The Audience Connection and Brakhage’s Visual Communication 

One thing to establish is that Brakhage may not have been searching to create aura within 

film, but merely tripped upon it during experimentation.  However, his accidental creation of 

aura allowed him to further work in the creation of strictly visual communication.  Brakhage 

believed that “Any man that sets out to make a work for audiences is never going to make a work 

of art.  A work of art is made for the most personal reasons—as an expression of love” (120).  

His work—often a mass of painted figures flashing across the screen with no connection to 

reality—deals with the representation of his own subjectivity.  This subjectivity necessitates the 

audience to personally connect in some way to the piece.  The presence of aura allows an 

audience to connect to his film sin a way they usually don’t connect with film.  Normally, the 

film remains the same no matter where one sees it, but with the original, Brakhage’s film aura 

influences the audience, allowing them to experience the film’s existence along with its history.  

However, this can only be experienced in full through the watching of the original in its current 

state, making it almost impossible for the average viewer to experience the arts true aura.   

The presence of an aura in general, since it is so different from regular film, creates an 

obsession with bridging the gap between the viewer and the work of art.  Benjamin gives an 

example of the experience of aura, saying “If, while resting on a summer afternoon, you follow 

with your eyes a mountain range on the horizon or a branch which casts its shadow over you, 

you experience the aura of those mountains, of that branch” (Benjamin 225).  The viewer here is 

in the presence of the object, experiencing the aura, but Benjamin also talks about a distance 

between the viewer and the object, only allowing the objects shadow to effect the viewer.  When 

a reproducible art such as film contains an aura, the replications of the original are represents the 
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shadow of the mountain.  One only experiences a fraction of what is there, and not even in a 

tactile manner.  Thus begins the obsession with ‘bridging the gap’ between the viewer and the 

art.  The need to experience the aura intrigues the viewer, causing them to watch the film more in 

an effort to connect in some way to it.  This intrigue allows the viewer then to create their own 

personal connection to the film, even though they are not experiencing the aura.  Furthermore, if 

one were to ‘bridge the gap’ and watch a Brakhage film in its current state, on a film projector, 

they would have their personal connection combined with their experience of its aura, amplifying 

Brakhage’s ability to communicate visual to his audience.   

The final stage of Brakhage’s efforts is the communication of his subjectivity strictly 

through visuals.  Assume for now that the following viewer has not, and never will experience 

the original of a Brakhage film. In his essay “metaphors on vision,” Brakhage “suggest[s] that 

there is a pursuit of knowledge foreign to language and founded upon visual communication, 

demanding a development of the optical mind, and dependent upon perception in the original and 

deepest sense of the word” (Brakhage 12).  The aura has created an intrigue in the viewer to 

experience the film’s original.  This intrigue allows the viewer to create a personal connection 

with the film—their own viewing of what is to be experienced if they were to see an original.  

Through repetitive viewings, or even just one, the viewer has done what Brakhage asks; to 

“squint, [giving] the visual objects at hand their freedom, and allowing the distant to come to 

[them]” (15).  The personal connection the viewer makes to the film through their search for the 

aura allows them to experience Brakhage’s subjectivity in their own perception, communicating 

to him only through the visuals he created.  It is important that the viewer make their own 

meaning behind his films, otherwise there is not dialogue—the basis of communication.  If no 

one were to differ from Brakhage’s views of his films, there would only be dictation, not 

communication. 

!
Meditations 

I. 

 One of the most effective films that accomplish the above method of communication is 

Brakhage’s Mothlight.  Upon first viewing the film I was not familiar with his work, and I 
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retained little to nothing of value from it.  However, I remember feeling a sense of dread as the 

film played.  It began with images of moth wings, and other bug parts, changing to images of 

leaves and blades of grass.  Suddenly, within the calm section of foliage appeared the massive 

image of a fly.  Not a horse fly, or a mutant fly from an anti-communist propaganda movie, but a 

normal fly.  At first I could not pinpoint to epicenter of my dread, but as the film continued, 

returning to images of moths, the fly remained with me.  It was engrained in my head as I 

watched, affecting my views of all that followed.  I was captured by its presence and I remember 

asking myself one question; how did he achieve such a spectacle?  I was hooked, my obsession 

fueled by my mind working out the physics of grafting such an image.  Mothlight spoke to me, 

and the conversation that followed took me on a journey through my fear of darkness, and the 

inherent human fear of death.  In an interview Brakhage gave he talked about his influence for 

Mothlight.  He talked about his experience, watching moths kill themselves by going toward the 

light, and then the misery he felt as he drew an affinity with the moth.  I obviously did not have 

the same experience Brakhage had in his making of the film, but the fact that I was able to spark 

a discussion with myself around a similar theme of death speaks to the success of Brakhage’s 

visual communication.   

II. 

 While the majority of his films contain an aura, many of them resemble Melies’ films that 

only partially establish an aura, but this does not mean that they fail in their visual 

communication.  His film The Wold Shadow is his experiments with the capturing of light in a 

forest.  The forest is easily recognizable and grounded in reality, but it is Brakhage’s experiment 

with the iris size that creates the visual subjectivity.  At first you see a simple forest, but the 

shadows morph with the movement of the iris, making you question their shape, and furthermore 

their ability to represent themselves.  In this I experienced the inability to classify what was real 

in the forest, and how shadows affected my views of the shape of the trees.  As the iris expanded, 

bringing in excessive amounts of light, I was able to see the trees in their full shape, but the light 

caused me to squint, again casting shadow on what was brought to light.  In this way, Brakhage 

still communicated to me without the use of spoken or written language, but there was no further 

connection.  I did not feel the need to experience the original since there was no original for this 
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particular piece.  My intrigue was not in how the man was affecting the image, but how the 

machine was affecting it.   

III. 

Benjamin talks further in his essay about how film’s mass production causes the aura to 

be replaced by politics; “if changes in the medium of contemporary perception can be 

comprehended as decay of the aura, it is possible to show its social causes” (Benjamin 224).  

This change to politics seems to be the case for most film, but the presence of aura in Brakhage’s 

films makes it so that politics are not necessary.  One could obviously bring political meaning to 

one of his films if that’s what they experience in his subjectivity, but the aura does not necessitate 

it.  In fact, it seems to say that there should be no political affiliations with his films.  Benjamin 

talks about how Fascism introduced “aesthetics into political life” (243) and “Communism 

[responded] by politicizing art” (244), but that was due to the lack of an aura, where mass-

production allowed governments to take control of art and mold it for their own use.  When a 

government takes a film and uses it as propaganda, the result is a one-sided opinion upon a 

subject.  There can be no questions about the purpose of the content, and the film is then treated 

as a dictation rather than a conversation.  Therefore, because Brakhage creates in a way that 

allows for, even asks for different viewpoints, there is no room for politics within his films, at 

least those that contain an aura. 

!
Epilogue: The Importance of Visual Communication 

 Film’s role in art has always been the expression of meaning through pictures in motion, 

capturing reality through the perspective of the leans.  The machine presence in the creation of 

art allowed for its ability to be mass-produced.  This effectively took the aura from film, and as it 

developed film strived for ultimate realism.  Avant-garde film strayed away from realistic 

structure, but stayed rooted in figures of reality.  Only when one sees a film by Stan Brakhage 

does one experience a film not dependent on spoken or written language as well as the human 

form.  In some films he grounds the viewer in reality, then making them question its presence, 

but overall he deals with the audience and their reading of his subjectivity.  This reading is 

facilitated by the presence of an aura that then intrigues the audience to make their own personal 
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connection.  Brakhage communicates without the need of classic narrative or structure, making 

film a medium unique in its ability to directly communicate feeling through moving images.  Not 

all of his films accomplish this in full, and one can only experience it completely by 

experiencing the original in its current physical state, but the development of a new form of 

communication does not come without flaws.  Brakhage’s death in 2003 did not mark the end of 

this form of communication.  There are artists that continue this style of work.   I look at the 

work he accomplished, specifically the creation of film aura, and propose resurgence in this 

creation.  Why leave film an aura-less art?  Brakhage’s films are still available to the mass 

public, but the presence of aura also establishes as an art no different than the Mona Lisa.  Make 

film what it is capable of; an art with an aura that has the ability to affect as many people as 

possible in as many places as possible. 

!
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