
“Walter Benjamin On Photography” Book Critique  
by Jamie Edwards 

Today we will be critiquing “Walter Benjamin on Photography” edited and translated by Esther 
Leslie. We will look at Walter Benjamins key idea of “aura”, but more importantly we will analyse 
the way he writes. Does the way Benjamin communicates his theories, have a bearing on why they 
were so influential and persuasive? To help us we will briefly mention “The Work of Art in the Age 
of Mechanical Reproduction” because not only is it one of the most influential books in art history, 
but in my opinion it also elaborates on theories initiated in this book. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Firstly, let’s assess the introduction written by Esther Leslie. Leslie is a professor of English and 
Humanities at Birkbeck University of London. I feel that her introduction becomes a stepping stone, 
an escalator if you will, that helps us up into the reflective, philosophical, arguably grandiose words 
of Benjamin. Leslie tells us that Benjamin’s journey, from child to adult, coincided with some of the 
most significant shifts in the historical narrative of photography. I believe these carefully considered 
insights, as well as fragments of background knowledge, help kick start the reflective and analytical 
mindset that is needed by the reader. 

Benjamin grew up with a huge wealth of emerging technologies and ideologies, to be captivated by, 
as well as to write about. I will not list all of the changes that Benjamin grew up alongside, as the 
list would be enormous, but they ranged from the emergence of the “Brownie” camera, and roll film 
- allowing photographers such as Rodchenko and Moholy-Nagy to capture new perspectives - to the 
DaDa movement that thrived throughout the 20s, through artists such as Hannah Hoch. 

Leslie does not explain why the timing of Benjamin’s birth, and the explosion of visual 
experimentation, is so significant, but she does give us a basic knowledge and an understanding of 
the period. This in turn prompts us to think critically, and consider what Benjamin’s ideas are built 
upon. In my opinion this is far more powerful than simply giving us the answers. Of course as an 
engaged student or intellectual we should think analytically as we read Benjamin regardless. But 
Leslie makes sure we are considering his background, and the effect it has, before we begin.  
________________________________________________________________________________ 

After Leslie’s introduction, it is tempting to delve straight into the main article included in the book 
“Small History of Photography”. But I feel that before we begin, more clues can be found 
elsewhere. In particular, the article “Nothing Wrong with the Illustrated Press” exposes several of 
Benjamin's influences, and reasons why he writes as we have become accustom to today.  

This is his earliest critical writing (in this book), and in my opinion, it is written far more emotively 
than later articles. Good news for us, as it reveals what sparked emotion within Benjamin. He rants, 
uses slang, and is increasingly argumentative:-  

“tarts all done up in feathers” (1.1) 

“what is the point of all that” (1.2) 

“God knows!” (1.3) 



He is clearly annoyed that a respected writer, namely Friedrich Burschell, could condemn 
photography (in an article for “Die Literarische Welt” newspaper) and its truthfulness. This shows 
that Benjamin does not like naivety, nor unwillingness to consider new movements within the 
creative arts. At a time where change is happening more rapidly and radically than ever before, new 
opportunities to critique, agree, or disagree with things would have been presenting themselves 
constantly to Benjamin, making sure that the bowl containing his food for thought is constantly 
replenished. 

This short, heated article reveals a passionate young man who is eager to defend his beliefs. 
However, the fact that this article never made it to print intrigues me most. Whether Benjamin chose 
not to send it, or whether it was rejected, we do not know. More important, is that it taught 
Benjamin that he has to be more persuasive and considered when writing. If we look at his next 
article (by date) “Letter to Grete Cohn” we read something far more articulate. A way of writing we 
are more accustom to when looking back at Benjamin’s writings. 

“I am especially pleased to take with me the images which you took […] I find that they yield what 
one is able to seek in them.” (1.4) 

I believe it is not just the innovations of the time, as mentioned by Leslie, but also the strong 
opposition that the evolving medium of photography faced, that encapsulated and provoked 
Benjamin. Without his early opposition, he may not have become as considered when writing, nor 
so eager to influence people and their viewpoint on the subject. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

Now we know what stimulated him, let’s look at the way Benjamin wrote after those early 
publications, in “Small history of Photography”. From the start, Benjamin makes his belief - that 
photography can be considered an art form - clear. It had been a hot topic of debate since 
photography’s beginnings, around the time when Anna Atkins created the first ever “photo book”. 
Atkins’ cyanotypes, that documented British Algae, used the camera in the least artistic way 
possible, creating systematic and scientific photographs. This is far from what Benjamin believes 
the camera is capable of. In the very first paragraph of “Small history of Photography” Benjamin 
writes:- 

“the historical, or, if one prefers, philosophical questions that attend the rise and decline of 
photography…” (1.5) 

implying that photography is not a clinical medium that can be explained and critiqued explicitly, 
but instead it has an elusive, provocative nature. This clarity of opinion early on helps us ease 
smoothly into his theories, and later texts. 

“[photography] stood closer to the arts of the carnival […]than it did to industry” (1.6) 

is my favourite example of the technique. In my opinion we are being asked to regard photography 
as a more chaotic and disorganised medium, rather than a disaplined, cold one. Furthermore, 
Benjamin uses words such as “allure” and “essence” when describing the publication of old 
photographs, signifying what he believes is the true nature of photography. Benjamin could've come 
in and stated his ideas unequivocally, but instead has decided to predispose ideas upon us, before 
strongly criticising the words of the “Leipzig Anzeiger” newspaper who believe that emotions and 



human qualities “cannot be captured by any man-made machine”. Even calling them “extremely 
rudimentary” and “laughable”. I agree with Benjamin, based on my knowledge of the medium. 
However, if I was reading “Small History of Photography” for the first time, in the magazine in 
which it was published, I believe it would be incredibly difficult to disagree with Benjamin. It 
would be very easy to be pulled in, as Benjamin teed up his beliefs, subtly but cleverly 
manipulating the reader, in order to strengthen his argument. 

Moreover, I believe Benjamin was initiating conversation in this book, about an energy he went on 
to call “aura” in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” published 5 years later. 
I would say that Benjamin, again, is pre-loading theories and feelings, as I have just described. Only 
this time instead of him pinpointing his theory a few pages later, he waited 5 years. Of course it 
could be that it took Benjamin this long to define and find a way to communicate aura, but I think 
we should consider the possibility that he is using “A Small History of Photography” to tee up later 
theories. After all, the magazine that “A Small History of Photography” was published in, was not 
his own. Benjamin may not have wanted his fundamental theory - arguably the most important, 
influential theory of his life - expressed in someone else’s publication. Instead Benjamin encourages 
us to feel aura in the photographs he presents, so that when we read words like “essence”, “unique 
existence” and “phenomenon” later in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” 
we feel a familiarity from previous writings, before we are hit with a definite, precise description of 
what we feel.  

“We can encapsulate what stands out here by using the term aura” (2.1) 

“… we speak of breathing in the aura of those mountains or that branch.” (2.2) 

These descriptive sentences in Benjamins own, later published book, are - and can only be - 
strengthened due to the previous influence of impalpable ideas, stimulated in earlier writings. 

In the later stages of “A Small History of Photography” Benjamin does actually ask the question:- 

“What is aura actually?” (1.7) 

having stated that the work of Eugene Atget can “suck the aura out of reality like water from a 
sinking ship.”. Even using the very same examples of a mountain and a branch in the wind on a 
summer’s day, as he does in “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” five years 
later. Crucially however, Benjamin refers to the energy as atmosphere, not aura. Consciously or not, 
I would certainly argue that Benjamin is avoiding too much distinction, in order to add weight to 
later publications. He is being incredibly clever, setting himself apart from the large majority of 
critical writers by not just allowing us to think about the said theories, but immerse ourselves in the 
energies he is describing. Thereby increasing our understanding, alongside engagement, when we 
do begin to define the essence, atmosphere, and allure of aura. 

I would love to know, definitively, if the earlier article “Nothing Wrong with the Illustrated Press” 
was rejected, or if it was withheld by Benjamin. If it was withheld, it absolutely shows a conscious 
effort to hold back ideologies. He even mentioned aura in that rant, 6 years before “A Small History 
of Photography” was published. A full 11 years before “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction”! If aura was first proposed over a decade earlier in an angered, aggressive, 



spontaneous response to another writers views, it almost certainly would not have had the impact 
that it did on the art world. And western society for that matter. 
________________________________________________________________________________ 

By critiquing “Walter Benjamin On Photography” we have not only gained an insight into what 
inspired him as a writer, as well as his theories, but also learned a way of foreshadowing, that can 
make a theory incredibly persuasive and compelling.  

However, it is not a technique that we should take for granted and use excessively. Especially 
without due care or thought. Nonetheless, when used intelligently, for the correct theory, 
foreshadowing and predisposing can be incredibly powerful. I would argue that the correct theory is 
emotive, expressive, and largely ineffable, as the said writing technique encourages us not to think, 
but feel the theories energy. Hence, it would be used to greatest effect when describing a sublime 
influence. One excellent example of this is Walter Benjamin taking 11 years to gently baptise us 
into the sublime theory of “the aura”. 
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