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As his Arcades Project (1999) and Walter Benjamin’s Archive (2007) testify Benjamin was an obsessive collector and archivist. He meticulously recorded, cross-referenced and reorganised his inventory of personal effects, files, folders, boxes, photographs, books, manuscripts and correspondence. His archival collection has a highly idiosyncratic and topical flavour. Benjamin eschewed a professional, detached approach to archiving, failing to classify his materials according to some objective criteria. His purpose was always to raise a ‘tiny spark of contingency’ out of the reassembled images. In this way he hoped to wring new possibilities out of historical refuse and leftovers to shed new light on pressing problems of the present. 
In a short unpublished fragment on ‘Excavation and Memory’ written around 1932, Benjamin cautioned against going directly to the source of ‘authentic memory’. On the one hand, methodical preparation of materials is essential. Memory has to be quarried, its top soil broken through and constantly turned over by ‘meticulous investigation’. This quarrying of memory yields results: ‘images that, severed from all earlier associations, reside as treasures in the sober rooms of our later insights – like torsos in a collector’s gallery’. On the other hand, this needs to be marked according to its exact position in the present. Archival memory is not to be reported in a disinterested fashion:

‘the man who makes an inventory of his findings, while failing to establish the exact location of where in today’s ground the ancient treasures have been stored up, cheats himself of the richest prize’.

An ‘image of the person who remembers’ is essential in a manner similar to that of archaeological reports that detail all the levels of strata that were broken through on the way to buried findings. 

But what exactly to isolate as ‘the richest prize’? Never has an age been so filled with information and images, claims and counter-claims. Orally transmitted wisdom and story-telling have largely passed over to technological mediation and abbreviated habits. Experience is surrendered to exhaustion. 
We have become impoverished. We have given up one portion of the human heritage after another, and have often left it at the pawnbroker’s for a hundredth of its true value, in exchange for the small change of ‘the contemporary’.

Against the bad, new barbarism that underlies impoverished experience Benjamin counterposes a ‘good barbarism’ in the chance to remake experience on the basis of technological literacy. Technological forces continually re-present the opportunity to start again, to make a new beginning, to change reality. It leaves no place for a nostalgic hankering after pure experience. What is proposed instead is to reconstruct experience and perception, to refound social relations anew. This means renunciation of organic and naturalistic conceptions of a technologically-mediated society. 
We adopt Benjamin’s constructivist injunction in this paper to interrogate the relationship between thought images and the archive. Our present concerns represent the starting point for excavating power of early photography analysed by Benjamin in his 1931 essay ‘The little history of photography’. But now that essay and associated writing has become part of our prehistory and must itself be disinterred. Rather than languishing as an artefact available for ever more finer forms of scholasticism, not least around the question of ‘aura’, its own after-life needs to be re-examined and its political utility invoked. What follows is exploratory reconstruction.
Origins of a ‘delicate empricism’
Historical materialism cannot present a frozen image of the past since the claims of historical works represent unfinished business. Instead, Benjamin aimed to identify the constellation of social forces that utilise the ‘stream of tradition’ as fractured class interests that continue to dominate the present. ‘For it is an illusion of vulgar Marxism that the social function of a material or intellectual product can be determined without reference to the circumstances and bearers of its tradition’.
 Cultural works may or may not continue to provide political object lessons for the present but these cannot be handed down directly by their surfaces alone. 
Rather, historical materialism, as understood by Benjamin, tracks a circuitous and ‘complicated process’ of dialectical movement between pre-life and after-life in the work, pulled into the swirling current of the work’s production and reception, the intervening period and the present. 

For the dialectical historian concerned with works of art, these works integrate their fore-history as well as their after-history; and it is by virtue of their after-history that their fore-history is recognizable as involved in a continuous process of change. Works of art teach him how their function outlives their creator and how the artist’s intentions are left behind. They demonstrate how the reception of a work by its contemporaries is part of the effect that the work of art has on us today. They further show that this effect depends on an encounter not just with the work of art alone but with the history which has allowed the work to come down to our age.

Historical materialism’s concern with the image’s critical reception in the present demands the abandonment of ‘the calm, contemplative attitude towards his object in order to become conscious of the critical constellation in which precisely this fragment of the past finds itself precisely with this present’.
 From a vantage point in the present historical materialism views with nothing but ‘horror’ the cultural and scientific heritage preserved from the past, stained as it must be with every age’s weight of oppression, exploitation and suffering. Its ‘bad barbarism’ remains intact unless it is meets its curative redress in the present: 

The products of art and science owe their existence not merely to the effort of the great geniuses who created them, but also, to the anonymous toil of their contemporaries. There is no document of culture which is not at the same time a document of barbarism.
 
Yet simply recalling the unnamed labourers that provided a base for this superstructure risks lapsing into vulgar materialism; vulgar materialism is the flip side of affirmative cultural history. While cultural works may be archived and recognised as legitimate objects for pragmatic study by cultural history this merely sets the seal on their continued reification in the present. Archival fetishism dampens the explosive charge of a work for the present. 

Instead of the chronic empirical precision of positivism and historicism that fills in the holes left by narrative history with detailed illustrations, Benjamin evoked Goethe’s appeal for ‘a delicate empiricism’: ‘There is a delicate empiricism which so intimately involves itself with the object that it becomes true theory’.
 Such an appeal to the critical potential of images of social types in the photography of August Sander might appear suspect, rooted as it was in Simmel’s formal sociology, police photography, and murderously appropriated for the Nazi scientology of racial types. Nevertheless, the critical import of Sander’s images of social types lies in the renewed possibility for a critique of the physiognomic concept of the masses in the contact it continues to make with the functional distribution of occupations today.
For Benjamin, the ‘origin’ of an artwork is distinct from its ‘genesis’. Origin marks an open space that declares history incomplete, to which the present can lay claim. Against this conception of incomplete is the closed grave of empirical fetishism. Benjamin calls this ‘genesis’, which origin subsumes and overcomes. Origin is not a factual zero-point of derivation but the ‘authentic’ boundary of an isolated monad, its outline determined by the ‘meaningful juxtaposition’ of the ‘remotest extremes’. These boundaries cannot be absolute ones since ‘that which is comprehended in the idea of origin still has history’. Benjamin calls the idea a ‘monad’, the singular phenomenon of a work severed from all immediacy, a work with an afterlife and a fore-life, ‘nothing less than an abbreviated outline of this image of the world’.
 

Origin is an eddy in the stream of becoming, and in its current it swallows the material involved in the process of genesis. That which is original is never revealed in the naked and manifest existence of the factual; its rhythm is apparent only to a dual insight. On the one hand it needs to be recognized as a process of restoration and reestablishment, but, on the other hand, and precisely because of this, as something imperfect and incomplete. There takes place in every original phenomenon a determination of the form in which an idea will confront the historical world, until it is revealed fulfilled, in the totality of its history.

In a letter to Adorno, Benjamin defended the ‘delicate empiricism’ of philology to the extent that it comes under a constructive principle rooted in the critical historical experience of the present. Philology’s inert and closed nature is overcome insofar as ‘it presses for the exhibition of the material content in which the truth content can be historically revealed’.
 Truth content is to be detected in the manner of exhibits collected for a forensic investigation.
 Artworks must be approached as isolated monads by historical materialism by breaking with both its fetishistic appearance as the eternal image-object and preserving this appearance as its real content: 

The historical object removed from pure facticity does not need any “appreciation”. It does not offer up vague analogies to actuality, but constitutes itself in the precise dialectical problem [Aufgabe] which actuality is obliged to resolve.

Against the seamless time and factual pile-ups of ‘an eternal image of the past’ favoured by ‘epic’ historicism and the facticity of archival fetishism, Benjamin advocates a constructivist form of historical materialism that violently wrenches the unique artwork out of its quasi-naturalistic immersion in an immediately given environment. 

The historical materialist must abandon the epic element in history. For him, history becomes the object of a construct whose locus is not empty time but rather the specific epoch, the specific life, the specific work. The historical materialist blasts the epoch out of its reified ‘historical continuity’, and thereby the life out of the epoch, and the work out of the lifework. Yet this construct results in the simultaneous preservation and sublation [Aufhebung] of the lifework in the work, of the epoch in the lifework, and of the course of history in the epoch.

Naturalism has always been premised not on the harmonious evolution of humanity or civilisation but on the destruction and barbarism of class violence, including ‘the destructive energies of technology’.

A prehistory of bungled photography
In this constructivist spirit, Benjamin supplied an answer to Kracauer’s challenge to ‘expose the close ties between the prevailing social order and artistic photography’, refusing to read off early photography directly from either artistic ‘tradition’ or the material preconditions of its production. However, Benjamin did not disregard the fact that in actuality there is a dialectical relationship between the social order, tradition and photography. In the folder in his Arcades Project dedicated to photography, Convolute Y, Benjamin compiles quotes and repeatedly asks questions about the nature of that relationship. He notes ‘a prophecy’ from the Belgian historical painter, Wiertz from 1855, that ‘bricklayer painters’ – ‘who are good at “rendering” – faced redundancy by photography, ‘this titan child’. At that time optimistic possibilities for photography were entertained that the routine work of ‘bricklayer-painters’ would be supplanted in the future by the all-round intellect and skill of ‘architect-painters’. 
Benjamin contrasted this to Baudelaire’s ‘sober – indeed, pessimistic’ judgement that photography’s indexical properties allied to popular taste will, if left unchecked, spell disaster for art: ‘If photography is permitted to supplement some of art’s functions, they will forthwith be usurped and corrupted by it, thanks to photography’s natural alliance with the mob’.
 Both positions represented a one-sided ‘violent reaction’ to the spread of artistic photography since this occurred before the future learned the ‘lessons inherent in the authenticity of photography’. When painters determined to part company on this criteria with technicians, technology itself was diverted by the social relations of production from developing the possibilities immanent to photography.
As a new technology, the reception of photography was ‘bungled’, as Benjamin said about positivism in general. In thrall to technological visions of ‘progress’, social democracy neglected the destructive and distorting role played by class relations in the reception of technological development. The ‘bungled reception of technology’ consisted of ‘a series of energetic, constantly renewed efforts, all attempting to overcome the fact that technology serves this society only by producing commodities’.
 A particularly graphic example of bungled technology was given by Benjamin in a radio lecture on the River Tay railway bridge disaster of 1879. A storm destroyed a section of the bridge resulting in the deaths of two hundred passengers.
 Railroad capital leapt ahead with the iron construction of bridges despite warnings from bridge builders that the material properties of iron bridges were not well understood yet. Social relations saw to it that functional technology would repeatedly misfire to even greater destructive effect in the twentieth century. 
But not before Benjamin allowed the first photography a moment in the 1840s when class and technology entered upon an entirely appropriate relationship: ‘in this early period subject and technique were as exactly congruent as they became incongruent in the period of decline that immediately followed’.
 Perhaps here Benjamin is registering the changed social character of the bourgeois after the 1848 revolutions. In any case, before 1848 both the bourgeois client as a ‘member of a rising class’ and the latest photographic technique complemented each other so closely that an aura of self-assured presence was inscribed onto the photographic plate. A decade later, the ‘bungling’ of photographic technology depended on a certain ambiguity in class relations that demanded from photography a forced patina of social rank. A little further on in Convolute Y, Benjamin inserts a query about the class basis of early photography in a quotation from the historian of photography and his personal friend, Gisele Freund:

‘Photography … was first adopted within the dominant social class …: manufacturers, factory owners and bankers, statesmen, men of letters, and scientists’. Gisela Freund, ‘La Photographie au point de vue sociologique’, (manuscript, p. 32). Is this accurate? Shouldn’t the sequence be reversed?

Benjamin further cites Freund to show how a highly profitable new industry of studio portrait photography emerged from the 1850s to reflect the ‘social condition’ of the clientele. In such ways social relations shaped the reception of the new technology away from the first generation of artistic-photography to the one-sided products of commercial photography. 
In his review of Freund’s La Photographie en France au dix-neuvième siècle: Essai de sociologie et d’esthétique (1936), a study ‘based on the materialist dialectic’, Benjamin concurred with her account that the high artistic standards of the early photographers was related to their lack of artistic pretensions and non-commercial function, whereas the moment when photography was proclaimed an art coincided with it becoming a business:

Photography’s claim to be an art is contemporaneous with its emergence as a commodity. This is consistent with the influence which photography, as a technique of reproduction, had on art itself. It isolated art from the patron, delivering it up to the anonymous market and its demand.
 

In Freund’s Photography & Society she outlines the class basis of photography and how the future of photography was determined by this wider petit bourgeois strata:

Grocers, haberdashers, clockmakers, druggists – men ‘enclosed in the little world of their shops’, with little means and just enough education to keep their account books – these were the members of the bourgeoisie who were to find in photography a means of self-expression conforming to their new ideals and economic status. Their place in society would determine the nature and direction of photography. This group established, for the first time, the economic base that allowed the art of the portrait to become accessible to the masses.

Such ‘new ideals’ found expression in the studio-based picturesque paraphernalia of pillars, drapes, the pedestal table, balustrades, and painted backgrounds. Only the sound training of the first generation of photographers as craftsmen, rather than their artistic background, enabled them to lift their work out of the mediocre enclosure within painterly pretensions, which would become the hallmark of the aspiring class of photographers. But, Benjamin asserted, once the quantitative social diffusion of photography was effected by an aspirational petit bourgeoisie came a decline in quality. ‘In the end, though, businessmen invaded professional photography from every side; and when, later on, the retouched negative, which was the bad painter’s revenge on photography, became ubiquitous, a sharp decline in taste set in’.

Yet despite their general agreement on broad historical affinities, Benjamin objects not only to Freund’s outmoded talk of ‘artistic geniuses’ but also to the new ‘eternal value’ of the photographic image as capturing forever the ‘configuration’ of the social structure of the time. Freund freezes what Benjamin found critical in thought-images: ‘In reality, its configuration is likely to change with the different periods in which it is observed’.
 

Once the ambiguity of class relations is named as an operative force in the ‘landscape’ of ‘bungled photography’, it alters its reception in the present. This requires the construction of a constellation that, first, incorporates the ‘delicate empiricism’ of the factual ‘genesis’ of the early photography and, second, the relationship of its subsequent after-history to the present. Social relations dammed the stream of photographic practice, rerouting it through a superannuated ‘tradition’ of ‘creativity and genius, eternal value and mystery’. Benjamin thought that a new point of ‘origin’ or ‘beginning’ from the critical perspective of the present could potentially break through this dam to allow an incomplete ‘stream of becoming’ to flow into our pressing concerns. 
What is aura, actually?

The generalised destruction of experience and the new possibilities Benjamin identifies for its reconstitution are closely related to the fall of aura as a unique experience. Early photography arrested in space such pre-industrial figures as the Newhaven fishwife before perception had been altered irreversibly by the loss of auratic meaning and memory. As Kracauer put it, ‘the flood of photos sweeps away the dams of memory’.
 Before the flood of images sated the senses and diminished experience, early photography recorded the silent complicity between technology and society: ‘What makes the first photographs so incomparable is perhaps this: that they present the earliest image of the encounter of machine and man’.
 This image preserved something of the aura that was fated to waste away into oblivion. 
To start at the beginning from the ‘bad, new things’ means to operate as ‘constructors’. Benjamin’s constructivist style of writing builds a ‘dialectical image’, a constellation of historical facts and critical categories, above all, his claims for the decay of ‘aura’. Benjamin isolates early photography as an auratic object, newly made available for critical inspection in the here and now by an unnerving conceptual construction, its fragments re-assembled under a kind of kaleidoscopic elucidation. Benjamin does violence to the chronological sequence of events by compressing or elongating them under the illumination of an elaborate conceptual arrangement. Here the concept of aura operates as a free radical that transforms isolated details of image-objects and conceptual cousins like shock, magic, origin, distance, intimacy, uniqueness, immediacy, unconscious, decay, melancholia, mourning, ruin, revolution. 

In his ‘Little History’, Benjamin took aura to refer to a complex, historically-specific constellation of an image-object’s effect on perception. 

What is aura, actually? A strange weave of space and time: the unique appearance or semblance of distance, no matter how close it may be. While at rest on a summer’s noon, to trace a range of mountains on the horizon, or a branch that throws its shadow on the observer, until the moment or the hour become part of the appearance – that is what it means to breathe the aura of those mountains, that branch.

Originating in the sublime, Benjamin takes his examples from nature. Here aura is bound up with the spatial uniqueness and temporal immediacy of an image-object that casts a spell of remote detachment over the viewer. 

Aura can only thrive in certain conditions, in particular works surrounded by definite kinds of social relations. In different conditions, with other images and changed social relations aura decays, but not all at once for its degeneration is both uneven and combined. Aura enters a transitional phase. Weakened it lingers and can even be resuscitated for a while by artificial means. But the meaning of aura changes, from being the sacral signifier of preindustrial culture it becomes the fetish-image of commodified culture. Its sacral value spent, aura cannot live on as a distant image. At the same time its fetish-image must be destroyed by the promise of something else: the intimacy made possible by new technologies of mass reproduction. 
Uniqueness and permanence is overcome by transience and durability in the objects brought closer to an audience for critical inspection and knowledge by the new means of reproduction. ‘Every day the need to possess the object in close-up in the form of a picture, or rather a copy, becomes more imperative’.
 Aura loses its charm for analytical perception altered by the reconstituted experience of modern urban capitalism. Not even the unique image-object, the venerated artwork, can escape a changed, flattened reception as soon as it is reproduced by mass technology. ‘The peeling away of the object’s shell, the destruction of aura, is the signature of a perception whose sense for the sameness of things has grown to the point where even the singular, the unique, is divested of its uniqueness – by means of its reproduction’.
 

Early photographic subjects could still see the camera as a mysterious contraption that could produce images that felt palpably real. Here the careful art of early photographer partnership of David Octavius Hill and Robert Adamson, and the coy attitude of their Newhaven subjects corresponded to each other: ‘It has been said of Hill’s camera that it kept a discreet distance. But his subjects, for their part, are no less reserved: they maintain a certain shyness before the camera’.
 Such mutual distancing allowed aura to retain a toehold on consciousness before sheer volume, habit and repetition scrambled perception into the distracted attention of casual familiarity. Similarly, ‘subject and technique were exactly congruent’ in early photography’s demonstration of technical skill in rendering portraits of their bourgeois clients: ‘the photographer confronted, in the person of every client, with a member of a rising class equipped with an aura that had seeped into the very folds of the man’s frock coat or floppy cravat’.
 Before 1848 the bourgeoisie as a rising class seemed to possess something of an aura about them.
Aura is further enhanced by the artistic control exerted over depictions of the social order. Hill’s artistic inclinations proscribed the depiction of capitalist modernity, even as it surrounded his practice and, indeed, made it possible. 

In short, the portraiture of this period owes its effect to the absence of contact between contemporary relevance and photography. Many of Hill’s portraits were made in Edinburgh’s Greyfriars cemetery – and nothing is more characteristic of this early period, except perhaps the way his subjects were at home there. And indeed the cemetery itself, in one of Hill’s pictures, looks like an interior, a separate closed-off space where the gravestones propped against gable walls rise up from the grass, hollowed out like chimneypieces, with inscriptions inside instead of flames.

Unlike biographers and art-historians who wish to emphasise Hill’s artistic and personal temperament, feeling and sensitivity, artistic control or ‘taste’ is perhaps the least important element animating Benjamin’s constellation. ‘It would be a misreading of these incunabula of photography to make too much of their “artistic perfection” or their “taste”’.
 More effectual were the technical bases of Hill’s camerawork and social relations between photographer and photographed. It is all the more glaring that Benjamin’s reliance on limited source material leads him to ignore the part played in ‘Hill’s photography’ by the actual operator of the complex photographic equipment, his partner Robert Adamson.

Illuminating the archive
Auratic solidity and fullness depended on the technical luminosity of early photographs. An ‘absolute continuum from brightest light to darkest shadow’ allowed the subject to be bathed in pure light against a dark background where all superfluous details were suppressed. For Benjamin, ‘the way the light struggles out of the darkness’ gave Hill’s portraits a radiant aura.
 Illuminated, the enlightened figure stands out with the aura of an isolated monad. It was a mark of the decline of taste that Art Nouveau photography attempted to restore through re-touching an auratic quality that had already been banished by the effects of more advanced equipment. This corresponded, Benjamin argued, to ‘the deepening degeneration of the imperialist bourgeoisie’ who had already banished aura in reality.
 
This was no rhetorical flourish. Benjamin was part of a generation traumatised by the catastrophe of technological militarism in the First World War. Technological devastation put a bloody end to any sense of aura as the magical suspension of time’s flow. Esther Leslie sees the later ‘fake aura’ as an ideological effort to deny or mask a new reality: ‘Social reality is stripped of aura, but ideology suffuses reality with fake aura’
 At this time, only Atget’s photographs dispelled aura from the image-object. His documents of street-level banality ‘suck the aura out of reality like water from a sinking ship’.
 
By the time that Benjamin was writing, ‘creativity’ had become a reactionary image-fetish in the struggle against advances in photographic technology in a rearguard effort to rescue the aura of ‘the beautiful’ even as capitalist crisis reached a crescendo. Nostalgia for a picturesque style rooted in organic social relations reflected the more general impediments placed on the constructive possibilities of technology by the imperatives of a deteriorating social system:
The more far-reaching the crisis of the present social order, and the more rigidly its individual components are locked together in their death struggle, the more the creative – in its deeper essence a variant (contradiction its father, imitation its mother) – becomes a fetish whose lineaments live only in  the fitful illumination of changing fashion. The creative in photography is its capitulation to fashion. The world is beautiful – that is its watchword. In it is unmasked the posture of a photography that can endow any soup can with cosmic significance but cannot grasp a single one of the human connections in which it exists, even when this photography’s most dream-laden subjects are a forerunner more of its saleability than any knowledge it might produce.

Against this Benjamin posited the ‘constructivist’ photography of physiognomic, political and scientific functions in a blast against the aestheticisation of everyday objects in the New Objectivity (which may be extended to Warhol through to today). 

But knowledge of everyday life and politically effective analysis can still be produced. Technology repeatedly misfires, contorted by destructive social relations. Benjamin provides one way to reconceive how the archive might be interrogated to take into account the bungling of technological development by social relations. In the crisis of Weimar in the early 1930s Benjamin detected an ‘underground connection’ with the preindustrial heyday of photography to the crisis of capitalist industry in the 1840s. Might this secret affinity between a de-auraticised reality and the afterlife of early photography still hold good in the current crisis of capitalism?
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