Chris Dorsett: Aura discussion paper (draft)

The Henry Moore Institute archive contains photographic documentation of studio interiors, bronze foundries, and art school facilities for teaching sculpture students. My question is: what do these ‘sculptors’ papers’ demonstrate about the presence of sculpture in contemporary cultural life? One important answer is that photographic reproductions help us ‘see’ sculptures – see what has been destroyed or is difficult to view (Worsley & Curtis, Guide to the Henry Moore Institute Archive). Generally speaking, when sculpture is photographed in studios and foundry workshops, the resulting images help us visualize transitional sculptural states not often retained once the sculpture is complete. Interestingly, Edward Steichen’s famous photograph of Rodin's Balzac shows us a disposable plaster cast, not the final permanent bronze, ‘white and almost phosphorescent’ in the sculptor’s moonlit studio (Cladel, 1937). My discussion paper on Walter Benjamin’s concept of ‘aura’ – 'that which withers' in reproduction – focuses on the status of plaster casts in relation to photographic documentation. The point is that Steichen’s atmospheric image, known to have influenced Rodin’s view of his own potential as a sculptor, surely epitomises auratic presence (a ‘unique existence in a place’) even though we are looking at a visual replication (a photograph of the artist’s studio) of a material replica (a cast of the artist’s modelled clay original).

Another relevant image is Karen Knorr's photograph The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction (1988). We are shown the plaster cast court at the V&A and a museum visitor who would rather consult an illustrated catalogue than look directly at the surrounding sculptures, objects which are, of course, themselves cast reproductions. Here Benjamin's concept of aura is implicated for contemporary art audiences. In the 1936 essay whose title Knorr appropriates, Benjamin promoted lithography and photography as processes in which the authoritative presence of an original artwork is ‘depreciated’ in favour of mediating duplications that are so rapidly disseminated that they 'keep pace with speech'. 

Ancient Greek bronze founding is offered by Benjamin as evidence of the absence of true technical reproducibility (‘the only art works which they could produce in quantity’) until the development of a hegemonic Western print culture in the 19th century (which ‘represents something new’). Anyone with experience of sculptural practices will know that Benjamin’s point about bronze founding is only half right. Casting bronze objects has always been a matter of replacing a fragile material with a more durable one (cire perdue – wax is lost in favour of bronze). Here reproducibility, running at a ratio of one to one, is hardly mechanical in the sense meant by Benjamin. However the plaster molding process that produces (and this was so even in the Classical period) multiple wax casts for founding is most certainly a technical procedure that can replicate quantities of sculptural objects. Let us not be distracted by Benjamin’s journalistic analogy of mechanical reproduction keeping pace with speech (Hegel?); at the time he was writing his essay museums and art schools were packed with multiple plaster replications of antique sculptures, anatomical figures and architectural details. In terms of technical reproduction this also represented a new level of public dissemination but the difficulty for Benjamin was that this manner of quantification replicated presence rather than representation. One is auratic, the other not. And yet if Benjamin had survived the war he would have witnessed a widespread and indiscriminate destruction of cast collections – they lost relevance in the same way that old newspapers do. Post-war cast smashing surely marks the moment that molded reproductions were finally seen to be as unauratic as print media (Benjamin hoped that the modern world would ‘pry’ unique objects from their shells in this way – for shells read collection-holding institutions).

It is a good moment to consider the status of cast plaster. Publications such as Frederiksen & Marchand’s Plaster Casts: Making, Collecting and Displaying from Classical Antiquity to the Present (2010) and a sequence of conferences at the Ashmolean Museum (2007), the V&A (2010), and Edinburgh College of Art (2011) have stimulated museological debate about the relevance of these forgotten educational resources but not led to, as far as I know, a reconsideration of the concept of aura. At the Cast Collection Conference in Edinburgh the art historian Stephen Bann discussed the semiotic parallels between photographs and casts in Victorian museums and perhaps our Midweek Postgraduate Conversation is an opportunity to explore the possibility that, despite Benjamin, presence can be non-auratic in ‘secondary’ forms that have the kind of brilliance described by George Steiner in Real Presences (1989):

We have seen that the commentary, the translation, the formal transformation, or even the polemic parody of the source-text can surpass the original. Their brilliance can come to replace or to bury it. We have seen that modern relativism is right when it insists on the fluidity of the lines which separate the vitality of the primary form from that of the secondary. Yet neither truth alters the profound difference between the status of being of the independent and the dependent forms. The primary text – the poem, picture, piece of music – is a phenomenon of freedom. It can be or cannot be. The hermeneutic-critical response, the executive enactment via performance, via vision and reading, are the clauses dependent on that freedom. Even at the highest point of recreative or subversive virtuosity, their genesis is that of dependence. Their licence may indeed be boundless (the post-structuralist and deconstructive game-theories and play have shown this); but their freedom is strictly a secondary one. (Steiner, 1989: 151)

