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This paper seeks to critically engage with the philosopher and cultural theorist Walter
Benjamin’s bifurcation of the art of painting with the technical apparatus attendant on
cinema in the essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction” using Jem
Cohen’s film Museum Hours (2012). Benjamin’s genealogical account of the decline of
the auratic in painting arising from modern techniques of reproducibility and
dissemination necessitates a historical and cultural cleavage between the organism of
form and the modernist fragment, which suggests a paradigmatic shift in aesthetic
sensibility, challenged by Cohen precisely on the grounds of the dialectical confrontation
between painting and cinema, and reconfigured by the film’s ambivalent interrogation of
multiple acts of spectatorship, viewing, and interpretation. As | will analyze, Museum
Hours offers an alternative account of the source of the aura in painting from Benjamin
by demonstrating how art is cognitively and aesthetically registered and disseminated
through a phenomenological experience of film. The camera’s traversing of the spaces
inside and outside of the museum become integral to the dis-location of the auratic,
reconfiguring the ethical valence of looking at and interpreting art as activities
transformed by cinema’s translocation of the image of painting outside of the museum.
In this way, | demonstrate how Museum Hours sustains a dialogue with Benjamin and
Maurice Merleau-Ponty on what the latter calls “the living historicity” (“The Indirect
Language” 73) of art by reconfiguring the relations between painting and film, aesthetic
contemplation and the explosion of frames of reference separating the two mediums.
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