Walter Benjamin – The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction. 
One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and go on to say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of a work of art. (1999:215)

Benjamin wrote this essay in 1936 and his comments about the impact of mechanical reproduction on art need to be understood within the context of the rise of Fascism and its implications for him as a German Jew. For the purposes of this enquiry into what the aura may be I will not be concerned by the specific means of mechanical reproduction that he cites.The main focus will be on what Benjamin describes as an enduring, yet reducable, characteristic of the original work of art and that is its aura. 
In determining what the aura might be he states the following:

The presence of the original is the prerequisite to the concept of authenticity. (ibid: 214) 
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. (ibid: 215)
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 expereinced. (ibid: 215)
Within these quotations Benjamin identifies the qualities on which the aura predicates. It authenticity, its essence, its transmissable life, its origins and its history and that process reproduction affects the reception of art too,
Mechanical reproduction of art changes the reaction of the masses towards art. (ibid: 227)
Technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach for the original itself. (ibid: 214)
It is unquestionable that the process of reproduction, whether through printing, film or other means renders the original a copy, and that the copy is not the same as the object it was copied from but I would question his pejorative implications of reproducing art and the status of the other that is created, as there are issues of democracy and mass production here. In this essay, the mobilizing of the masses for evil purposes is synonymous with the copying of art and the production of films and photographs. Admittedly films were used effectively for propaganda purposes under the Nazis but they have also been the agents of positive change. 
He discriminates between manual and process reproduction (ibid: 124) citing the independence of process reproduction. This helps to differentiate between copying and reproduction. I.e. the process of training in art studios as opposed to reproduction in a factory.

Benjamin also identifies the shattering of tradition as being the agent of negative change while still arguing that each object has its own history. I would argue that this state of flux is what it is and history is not a fixed point with our purview. In identifying the history of the object he is fixing its genesis. History is a continuum.

 Benjamin states that 

The technique of reproduction detatches the reproduced object from the domain of tradition. By making many reproductions it substitutes a plurality of copies for a unique existence. And in permitting the reproduction to meet the beholder or listener in his own particular situation, it reactivates the object reproduced. These two processes lead to a tremendous shattering of tradition which is the obverse of the contemporary crisis and renewal of mankind (ibid: 215) ` 
He describes the result of the liquidation of the traditional value of the Cultural Heritage. Here Cultural Heritage refers to the work of art’s origins. I would ask, What about the origins of new work? Also all art work operates within its own context and what Benjamin call sense perception or reception changes over time.
During long periods of history, the mode of human sense perception changes with humanity’s entire mode of existence. (ibid: 216)

Benjamin connects the destruction of sense perception with the destruction of civilisation, a sort of anaesthetising of the aesthetic sensibility, which leads to the emergence of brutalizing regimes and their acceptance. His concerns about the mobilisation of a mass brutish sensibility and that the mechanical reproduction of art is the thin edge of the wedge and serves as a metaophor for the mobilisation of technology for oppressive purposes.

As Marinetti admits, (he) expects war to supply the artistic gratification of sense perception that has been changed by technology. (ibid: 235) 
Having discussed the implications for society of mechanical reproduction what of the impact on the art object itself? What happens to its aura? 
Benjamin states:

When the age of mechanical reproduction separated art from its basis in cult, the semblance of autonomy disappeared forever. (ibid: 220)
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 place where it happens to be (ibid: 214)

And what is really jeopardized when the historical testimony is affected is the authority of the object. (ibid: 215) 
Quantity has been transmuted into Quality. (ibid: 232)
I would suggest that one of the reasons why this essay has been of such enduring interest, particularly to art historians, is because it sanctifies the original work of art in pseudo mystical terms in order to bolster the elitist tendencies of the Fine Art establishment and the Art Collector. Even Benjamin uses terms like parasitical to describe the dependant relationship art has with ritual.
For the first time in world history, mechanical reproduction emancipates the work of art from its parasitical dependence on ritual (ibid: 218)

However, he could be using the term parasitical without negative connotations. 
This essay is riddled with contradictions, although it may not have been when it was written, and in the original German. I find it ironic that we are debating these issue through the means of translation    (see Benjamin’s article, the task of the Translator in illuminations. 1999) and through the medium of mechanical reproduction. I.e. print. It could be argued that the authority or aura of this essay has been diminished by these processes too. My position is that the aura of an object, whether it is a, reproduction or not, is not fixed. It is mutable but still has authority. I would use the term agency to describe aura.
Notes and Questions:

The whole premise of the essay predicates on this quotation of Paul Valery. (ibid: 211) concerning what art is and how they change.
“Our fine arts were developed; their types and uses were established, in times very different from the present, by men whose power of action upon things was insignificant in comparison with ours. But the amazing growth of our techniques, the adaptability and precision they have attained, the ideas and habits they are creating, make it a certainty that profound changes are impending in the ancient craft of the Beautiful. In all the arts there is a physical component which can no longer be considered or treated as it used to be, which cannot remain unaffected by our modern knowledge and power. For the last twenty years neither matter nor space nor time has been what it was from time immemorial. We must expect great innovations to transform the entire technique of the arts, thereby affecting artistic invention itself and perhaps even bringing about an amazing change in our very notion of art.”

Valéry, P. 1931 Pièces sur L’Art, in Le Conquete de l’ubiquite . Paris. 
Technical reproduction can put the copy of the original into situations which would be out of reach for the original itself (ibid: 214)
Is this a bad thing?
I would say that the Eiffel Tower is the process of detatchment from the domain of tradition yet it still exists and presumably either retains its aura or its aura is/ has changed? 
Is copying a red herring… is Benjamin just concerned with the artist’s hand. All art is located within its time, even copies. Is Andy Warhol’s work Art?

In this essay is he is describing alienation?
Works of Art are received and valued on different planes (ibid: 218)
Is mechanical reproduction about lack of autonomy…. The fascist state (ibid: 220)
Does film have its own aura?

Is the actor just a worker?

The importance of viewpoint. The spectator – reception theory (see page 226) 
Mechanical Reproduction of Art changes the reaction of the masses to art. (ibid: 227)
Part X1V the Dadaists.
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