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Human = 
unique?

• Consciousness, ability to 
analyze/create beauty, 
stories, sense of time, 
meaning of life, traditions, 
language and social 
interaction, something more 
than instincts, specialized 
individuals for top level 
hierarchies
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Human = similar to other species?

• Feelings/emotions (pain, 

pleasure, sadness, joy), 

selection based on biology, 

aiming towards

survival/reproduction, fitting

to (cultural) norms, language

& social interaction

• However, the entire question

is biased
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Art, Technology & Mass Culture
• Walter Benjamin:  ”The Art Work Essay”
• Reproducibility of Art
• Effects of Mass Production
• The Concept of Aura
• Universalizing Art?
– Case: Google Arts & Culture

• Group Task
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Walter Benjamin
• Benjamin, Walter 1936. “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical

ReproducAon”
• Important theory for aestheAcs as well as communicaAon and 

media theory
• Captures a moment in the early phases of rapid development of 

technology
– Technology as ”power of acAon upon things” (Paul Valéry)
– Ubiquity of technology

• ”Every day the urge grows stronger to get hold of an object at very
close range by way of its likeness, its reproducAon.”
– Benjamin points towards the contemporary image-oriented culture
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”During long periods of history, the mode of human
sense perception changes with humanity’s entire
mode of existence. The manner in which human
sense perception is organized, the medium in which
it is accomplished, is determined not only by nature
but by historical circumstances as well”

Benjamin, 222
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Reproducibility of Art
• Benjamin traces, what happens to artworks when they are mechanically

reproduced to the extent of mass production
• Emphasis on new forms of art (especially film)

– Current application to digital reproduction?
• However, works of art have always been reproduced
• Older ways of reproduction

– Drawing
– Stamping
– Printmaking (intaglio, relief printing, stenciling, lithography) 
– Early photography (camera obscura)
– What changes, if the medium changes?
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Effects of Mass Production
• Larger audiences: ”mass”
• Uniqueness of an artwork?
– ”If we can see the reproduction, why should we go 

see the original?”
– Our perception of creative works changes; also our
thoughts will change

– Does the act of reproducing an artwork diminish its
value?
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The Concept of Aura
• Aura describes the atmosphere of value that surrounds a 

unique object
– ”Glamour”; related to authenticity; close to cult value

• Aura not applicable as such to newer artforms
– Characterized by reproducibility, accessibility & ubiquity (e.g. 

film., photography, Internet art)
• Cult value replaced by exhibition value

– Democratization and accessibility of art?
• ”Old art” unique, permanent (?), maintains its distance >< 

”New art” reproducible, transitory(?), held close
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Universalizing Art?
• Google Arts & Culture Project (launched in 2011) & 

Google Street View
• Virtual Gallery Tour allows visitors to navigate

through collections from a first-person perspective
with directional controls
– Simulation (Baudrillard) of an auratic experience? 
– Artwork View; Artwork Collection

• Visual experience: what about other senses?
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Art & Technology
Technology is not just something we use or apply to achieve a
goal, although this is right as a first approximation.
Technologies organize our lives in ways that make it impossible
to conceive of our lives in their absense; they make us what we
are. Art, really, is an engagement with the ways our practices,
techniques, and technologies organize us, and it is, finally, a
way to understand our organization and, inevitably, to
reorganize ourselves.

Alva Noë, Strange Tools (2015)
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Aestheticization: what?
• ”The ac2on or process of making something

aesthe2c in character or appearance” (dic2onary)

• An increasingly large part of the elements of which
our reality consists of is aesthe2cally constructed
– ”An aesthe2cs boom” (Welsch 1996): focus on 

style/styling, design, experience etc.: on prac2cal as 
well as theore2cal levels

Sanna Lehtinen | sanna.lehtinen@aalto.fi



Aestheticization Processes (Welsch)

1) Surface aestheticization (”universalization”)

– ”Aesthetic furnishment of reality” (enhancement, embellishment)

– World as a domain of experience: stylisation, hedonism, self-

perfection, consumerism, branding, lifestyle (aesthetics as the essence)

2) Deep-seated aestheticization (”fundamentalization”)

– Material reality constituted through technologies (both

substance/cover as well as structure/core)

– Social reality as constituted through media: not documentary but

arranged and artificial reality: virtual & modelable (cf. social media)

– Subjective reality: self-styling
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Aestheticization: consequences
”To see something is constantly to overlook
something else.” (Welsch 1996, 18)
-> Development of a ”blind-spot culture” a risk
-> Sensitivity to difference and exclusion to be
pursued even in ”hyperaestheticized” culture
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Aesthe&ciza&on: why? 
• Way of spreading of new ideologies

à Mental images/fantasies start to direct phenomena; 
”imaginary reality”

à Neutral <> useful/necessary <> harmful models
• E.g. concealing mechanisms of politics/ideology with

ceremonies and/or propaganda (Leni Riefenstahl’s films
in 1930s: ”Triumph of the Will”, ”Olympia”)

• Present especially during transitional periods
-> Normalization by making attractive/lucrative
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Group Task: Museum Selfie
• In groups of 4–5, get acquainted with the

phenomenon of the museum selfie through
materials in MyCourses
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