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AURA

NARRATIVE
This research examines a viewer’s 
experience of an ‘original’, authentic 
artefact and has generated the 
following outcomes: 23 mixed media 
drawings, a live work, a digital app, 
a limited edition print work and a 
print portfolio. 

Drawing is still associated with 
truthful and scientific observation, 
at the same time as being seen 
as ‘belated’- and invested in 
notions of artistic authorship. In 
The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, the 
German critic Walter Benjamin 
observed that modern image 
technology had transformed art. 
Benjamin’s work considered the 
impact of photographic methods 
of reproduction to examine the 
effects of the mass circulation of 
images. A period of research at the 
Walter Benjamin Archive in Berlin 
was pivotal to build on Benjamin’s 
legacy to consider the image in 
digital transition. The project reflects 
Bruno Latour’s notion of ‘switching 
codes’ by exploring the aura of 
the ‘original’ through facsimiles 
and replicas to consider the notion 
that a copy may actually add new 
layers of originality to the original to 
create new insights. The exacting 
production of mimetic drawings 
in pencil and paper transforms 
mediated images that often originate 
through fast production processes 
into examinations of history and 
memory. The resulting drawings 
produce a singular, ‘original’ work 
that is simultaneously a replica of 

an archival document or printed 
page. This meticulous mode of 
working stands in contrast to the 
predominance of instantly replicated 
and circulated memes and jpegs in 
the post digital age. Despite this, 
there is currently a renewed interest 
in the ‘authentic’ material object in 
contemporary exhibition practice. 

The research submitted here was 
in part supported by an ACE grant 
and disseminated through touring 
exhibitions, symposia, conference 
papers and presentations. 

Above: Was ist Aura Front

https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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Exhibition - photographs

OUTPUT

AURA

Please view PDF with titles of all images 
listed here.

https://extra.shu.ac.uk/refproject/McCarthy_Penny/1_AURA/OUTPUT/AURA%20List%20of%20Images%20P.McCarthy.pdf
https://extra.shu.ac.uk/refproject/McCarthy_Penny/1_AURA/OUTPUT/AURA%20List%20of%20Images%20P.McCarthy.pdf
https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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METHODS

AURA

This research includes a range of 
works in different contexts to offer 
insight into the relations between 
aura and the art work, including 
exhibitions, conferences and other 
forms of public dissemination. 
Collectively, the works reveal 
connections and patterns, informed 
by Walter Benjamin’s understanding 
of ideas as a constellation of 
processes.

Drawing is used as a key method to 
record prolonged encounters that 
depict and unravel the source 
material. These works evolved 
slowly in the studio, each made and 
re-made as in a parchment that has 
been written over and erased many 
times, yet still leaves traces of past 
layers. Because the marks of 
graphite and erasure record their 
own production, the viewer is able 
to experience the drawing’s 
manifestation as each gesture 
emerges on the surface of the 
paper. These works are traces of 
traces, bearing witness to an absent 
image that echoes through the work. 

Each work has a double character 
that points towards the temporal 
aspect of the research: the presence 
of the author, the originary work and 
its own time of making seep through 
the work. 

The method might also be 
considered in terms of economy. 
Economies of production: drawing in 
the studio at home – amid the 
entropy of domestic disorder. 
Economies of scale: this is a 
collection of modest fragments that 
can be held in the hands. Work is 
snail-mailed to exhibitions, or more 
often, friends, artists, colleagues, 
and strangers. The practice is itself 
textual and epistolary – works were 
sent through the post to Benjamin 
scholars, and curators and 
academics. These included Esther 
Leslie (Benjamin’s translator and 
biographer), Erdmut Wizisla and 
Ursula Marx at the Akademie 

der Künste in Berlin – leading to 
productive dialogues that impacted 
on the work and its direction. 
Works were handed to people, 
placed in archives, libraries, cafés, 
train stations, and also gifted at 
exhibitions, conferences, lectures 
and symposia. Economies of 
reading and study: texts were 
consumed greedily in order to 
produce studio work. Economies 
of materials: pencil on paper, 
sometimes paint was used.

This project evolved through 
different stages. 

In The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, Walter 
Benjamin observed that modern 
image technology had transformed 
art. There had always been ways 
of reproducing artworks, but with 
the advance of photography, every 
artwork could become a 
reproduction. 

A catalysing work in this series was 
Was ist aura?, from a digital image 
found in the online archive of the 
Walter Benjamin Archive in Berlin 
and initially re-produced as a drawing 
in paint and pencil. This work is a 
copy of a single page from one of 
Benjamin’s early texts on how mass 
reproduction depletes the auratic 
properties of the original. It is striking 
that his note is on a sheet of paper 
from a café waiter’s pad imprinted 
with the logo for Acqua S.Pellegrino 
replete with an image of a bottle. 
Here the idea of aura is elaborated in 
a way that exemplifies the point that 
Benjamin was himself exploring. The 
fragment brings many Benjaminian 
associations to mind: his interest in 
images,
in domestic ephemera and the 
materials of modernity – and that 
central red star.

An image of this initial work was sent 
to the Walter Benjamin Archive, 
opening up an email dialogue that 
included an attached image of the 
reverse side of the fragment and the 
measurements of the piece.

The resulting work is not a 
mechanical reproduction in 
Benjamin’s sense. It is a sheet of 
paper, painted on both sides, its 

This enquiry into the auratic properties of images builds on Walter Benjamin’s reflective writing 
on the spell of images by applying the types of knowing and mimetic capacity offered by drawing. 
The Aura project affectively draws on our feeling for the idea of the unrepeatable, authentic 
artwork imperilled by digital technology, reflecting a somewhat paradoxical desire to inscribe 
works through the hand of the artist, whilst undermining this through the use of digital sources.

https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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three-dimensional presence making 
it a sculpture. However faithful 
its verisimilitude, this copy isn’t 
photographic, and it hardly could 
be, given the digital source. Making 
this tiny work took a long time as 
emulating Benjamin’s distinctive 
handwriting was hugely challenging 
and a number of working drawings 
were made to approximate and 
counterfeit his writing. 

At some point the copy always 
leads back to the original. This 
work, made as a piece for gallery 
exhibition, anticipates a different 
kind of audience to its source, 
and so in this sense authenticity 
gives place to visibility. Benjamin 
identified two types of image-
making ‘with one, the stress is on 
cult value; with the other, on the 
exhibition value of the work’.

A desire to study the ‘cult value’ of 
Benjamin’s unique original texts and 
to ‘test’ the replica in the context 
of the original led to a period of 
study at the Academie der Künste in 
Berlin, July 2019. The Walter 
Benjamin Archive (WBA) holds 
Benjamin’s ‘scrappy paperwork’, his 
‘rag-pickings’. Because of the 
precarious circumstances of his life, 
he wrote on whatever he could lay 
hands 

on. As the delicate nature of the 
fragments makes them archivally 
unstable, typically visitors can only 
view digital facsimiles in the archive. 

Rare privileged access was granted 
to allow handling of the Benjamin 
fragments. The visit moved the work 
on considerably, since previous 
drawings were made from the 
digital archive and the experience 
of viewing the actual artefact 
significantly changed the work. 

Access was also given to study 
notebook texts as well as those 
written on prescription pads and 
hotel paper. Each piece is covered 
in tiny handwriting. Benjamin’s notes 
on aura were actually written across 
several sheets from the same 
Acqua S.Pellegrino pad. Looking 
at the pieces reveals connections 
and patterns, and the constellation 
processes he used. Each of these 
fragments, particularly because they 
are fragments, has a peculiar power.

Was ist Aura? is pictured here on 
the right of the images.  The echo 
is plain, and intended. So is the 
difference between the original and 
copy. 

In response to the fragility, archival 
instability and necessarily limited 
access to Benjamin's fragments, 
Was ist aura? was produced as a 
limited edition print in the form of a 
waiter’s pad that is held in the WBA. 
Individual prints are gifted to 
scholars who make requests to view 
the original by the archivists, 
enabling scholars and visitors to 
access the work in a form that 
emulates the original, so that 
it can be retained and studied 
intimately. As Benjamin’s biographer 
Esther Leslie says: ‘There may be 
something useful and heartening 

about being able to lay some sort of 
claim to a small reflection of a less 
touchable, less accessible original.’ 

Was ist aura? aims to be 
collaborative with the viewer, inviting 
an engagement with Benjamin’s 
practice that draws attention to 
the social conditions in which the 
thinking behind the work took place 
(Theodor Adorno wrote about 
Benjamin that: ‘the scope of his 
thought is a site which can only be 
recognised by entering in there’).

It seems likely that Benjamin 
obtained the S.Pellegrino waiter’s 
pad that he used for notes on aura 
on his travels in Italy. A further 
phase of work involved situating 
prints of Was ist aura? in public 
locations where Benjamin may have 
written his notes. These fragmentary 
works were re-introduced into 
the world by applying Benjamin’s 
flâneurial approach, situated in 
cafes, and other locations to be 
found randomly.  Works were also 
placed in library books, tourist maps 
and guides, on café tables, in 
museums in Berlin and locations in 
Italy.  

https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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"The author lays his ideas on the 
marble table of the café. Lengthy 
meditation, for he makes use of the 
time before the arrival of his glass, 
the lens through which he examines 
the patient. Then, deliberately, 
he unpacks his instruments: 
fountain pens, pencil, and pipe. 
The numerous clientele, arranged 
as in an amphitheatre, make up 
his clinical audience. Coffee, 
carefully poured and consumed, 
puts the idea under chlorophorm 
[…] With the cautious lineaments of 
hand-writing, the operator makes 
incisions, displaces internal accents, 
cauterizes proliferations of words, 
inserts a foreign term as a silver rib. 
At last the whole is finely stitched 
together with punctuation, and he 
pays the waiter, his assistant, in 
cash."
Walter Benjamin, One Way Street: 
Polyclinic, 2002, pp.88-89

Uncertain Fragments

One of the most poignant works in 
the WBA is a list of books written on 
library cards, held together by black 
stitches. Benjamin’s library cards 
from the Bibliothèque Nationale de 
France were probably a gift from 
Georges Bataille, the librarian (it 
was Bataille who preserved these 
fragments). Benjamin’s booklists, 
written on these cards, relate to his 
Arcades project. 

Uncertain Fragments was initially 
made as a series of hand-made 
replicas of Benjamin’s ephemera 
with the intention of communicating 
a sense of proximity, of hands 
passing through materials across 
time. These mixed media drawings 
were then reproduced as a print 
portfolio that includes a hand-
stitched work.

Uncertain Fragments was also 
produced as a print portfolio that 
includes replicas of Benjamin’s 
incomplete notes, his perceptions 
laid out on scraps of paper, library 
cards, and a prescription pad. 

The images show the development 
of the work in the studio. There is 
something potent, and perhaps 
auratic, in the experience of 
handling these hand-made 
replicas, each conveys a sense 
of the embodiment of thought, a 
materialisation of the wider human 
context of the original. 

"I, however, had something else in 
mind: not to retain the new but to 
renew the old. 

And to renew the old–in such a way 
that I myself, the newcomer, would 
make what was old my own - was 
the task of the collection that filled my 
drawer."

W. Benjamin, Selected Writings,
Volume 3. Edited by Howard Eiland
and Michael Jennings, Harvard
2002

This research employed a strategy 
that sought to increase visibility of 
the material aspects of Benjamin’s 
work, by extension exploring the 
social, physical and conceptual 
conditions of the archive. The 
replica acts as a particular kind of 
knowledge construction that offers 
alternative models to consider 
the ways that archival artefacts 
are experienced, re-considering 
under-explored assumptions 
around the ways Benjamin’s work 
is understood. Visual methods 
often use images as forms of 
documentation but these works go 
beyond visual description to become 
performative, each replica operating 
as a ‘prop’ that invites a physical 
engagement with the viewer. Held 
in the hands, the work reaches out, 
collapsing time to become 
contemporaneous with the viewer. 

The research acts as a catalyst to 
develop new kinds of discourse 
in this field, inviting new thinking 
about the display of archival 
artefacts. It also contributes to 
academic discourse on the ways 
in which artworks operate in such 
contexts, exploring how art and its 
methodologies can further extend 
current debates around value and 

https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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the  conditions of the archive.

The research draws on a number 
of methodological predecessors 
including T J Clark’s The Sight 
of Death (2008 that involved 
returning to the same work again 
and again. The exhibition When 
Attitudes Become Form (Venice, 
2013 created an asymmetrical 
relationship with an earlier 
exhibition in Bern in 1969 through 
reenactment. Michael Taussig’s 
work on Walter Benjamin and his 
use of drawing in anthropology was 
also valuable. Elaine Sturtevant’s 
inexact replicas of art works were 
another touchstone. 

The experience and encounter 
with the archive is discussed in a 
blogpost here: https://blogs.shu. 
ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-
researcher-blog-visiting-walter-
benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron 
=1595507905.35563802719116210 
93750

Other iterations of work from this 
series were included in the Strange 
Weave of Time of Space exhibitions 
and earlier events including Project 
for an Exhibition at Bloc Art Space, 
Sheffield where the research was 
exhibited and discussed at a 
symposium.

This body of work also includes the 
project Folder for the exhibition 
Material Truths at Site Gallery, 
Sheffield in 2017.

Lost in space performance script
https://www.sitegallery.org/
exhibition/material-truths/

The exhibition explored the relations 
between seeing and knowing, 
questioning structures or scientific 
facts to reveal the complexity of 
systems which produce and mediate 
images or truths, interrogating the 
stability of material evidence and how 
we understand what we see.

The Folder series comprised 
eight works exhibited as sketches 
alongside finished works. Each work 
then had a dual nature as both a 
finished and incomplete ‘double’ of 
the same image. This functioned as 
an apparatus that drew attention to 
the formal mechanisms and material 
properties of the drawings, 
simultaneously interfering and 
disrupting the viewer's sense of the 
logical order of the making of the 
works.  

The first version of the digital 
work Macchia was presented at 
the exhibition as a participatory 
sited work that related directly to 
analogue works in the show.  This 
version of Macchia encouraged 
viewers to use the app to locate 
sources and equivalents selected by 
the software for the material images 
in the exhibition. The computer 
screen showed 10 digital ‘versions’ 
for each exhibited drawing. 

See Joan’s hand drawing from the 
output gallery (image 2 from the top 
left.

A further iteration of Macchia is 
included in Uncertain Fragments 
with further information.

Macchia
https://macchia-2017.herokuapp. 
com

https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/penny-mccarthy-researcher-blog-visiting-walter-benjamin-archive/?doing_wp_cron=1595507905.3556380271911621093750
https://extra.shu.ac.uk/refproject/McCarthy_Penny/1_AURA/METHODS/Lost%20in%20Space%20script%20for%20Site%20performance%202..pdf
https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/material-truths/
https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/material-truths/
https://macchia-2017.herokuapp.com
https://macchia-2017.herokuapp.com
https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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Iterations of Was ist aura? and Uncertain 
Fragments were presented in exhibitions, 
as printed multiples and also as staged 
archival interventions. Other forms 
of public dissemination of this work 
included conference presentations. 

A series of original prints of Was ist aura? were 
placed in locations specific to the work’s context, 
as appropriate to Benjamin’s thinking in the 
famous ‘Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 
Reproduction’ essay which discusses how postcards and 
reproductions have diminished the aura of the original but 
enabled a more active relationship with 
the work.

This phase of work involved distributing prints of 
Was ist aura? in public locations where Benjamin 
may have written his notes. It seems likely that 
Benjamin obtained the S.Pellegrino waiter’s pad 
that he used for notes on aura on his travels in Italy. These 
small works were placed in locations to be 
found at random in Italy and Berlin.  
Works were slipped into library books, tourist maps 
and guides, on café tables, amongst information in 
museums. Works were also placed in the interstices 
of the walls at Volterra’s portes, places of almost mythical 
significance to Benjamin. 

Was ist aura? is a double-sided mixed media drawing 
replica of archival material from Walter Benjamin Archive, 
Akademie der Künste, Berlin. This work is 
held in the WBA archive (from July 2019). These are also 
available via the Walter Benjamin Archive when 
researchers request to view the original aura manuscript. It 
is also available as a limited edition print work of 40 the 
same work.

https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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A strange weave of time and space: shown at Project 
Space Plus, University of Lincoln; Site Gallery, 
Sheffield (July 2019 - November 2019.
McCarthy received Arts Council National Lottery Project Grants
funding that supported a mulit-stranded project in collaboration with curator 
Jeanine Griffin. The project also received funding and support from Site 
Gallery and the Art & Design Research Centre (ADRC).

The project includes a virtual tour of the exhibition and an online glossary that 
will also be available as a publication. (https://astrangeweave.org/)

Please view PDF of publication ‘Writing Tests’ here. Official publication has 
been delayed due to COVID-19. 

Please see Site Gallery link here: https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/a-
strange-weave-of-time-and-space/#:~:text=An%20exhibition%20and%20 
research%20project,in%20the%20post-digital%20contex

Find the virtual tour here: https://astrangeweave.org/SWTS_F.html

https://astrangeweave.org/
https://extra.shu.ac.uk/refproject/McCarthy_Penny/1_AURA/DISSEMINATION/WritingTests_SecondDraft_11.02.2021.pdf
https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/a-strange-weave-of-time-and-space/#:~:text=An%20exhibition%20
https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/a-strange-weave-of-time-and-space/#:~:text=An%20exhibition%20
https://www.sitegallery.org/exhibition/a-strange-weave-of-time-and-space/#:~:text=An%20exhibition%20
https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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1. Exhibition
Was ist aura? was shown for the first
time at the exhibition Malevolent
Eldritch Shrieking curated by Paul
Morrison at Attercliffe™, Sheffield,
24 March – 05 May 2018.

Please see related blog posts, 
containing the Exhibition poster and 
more information about the event.

2. Exhibition
Folder series of art works in three-
person exhibition Material Truths,
Site Gallery, Sheffield, February
2017.

3. Exhibition
Lost in Space
Scenario Live work at
Site Gallery, Sheffield,
10th March 2017.

This took the form of a 
reading using the text 
from Lost in Space 
Scenarios (drawing). 

4. Exhibition
Workshops and talks
on post-truth with The
Society of Explorers,
9th March 2017.

Please see related blog 
post here.

5. Exhibition 
Jerwood Drawing 
Prize Finalists (2016), 
Jerwood Space, London 
and touring 

Please see here for 
more information on the 
event.

McCarthy’s 5-minute 
discussion of the work 
was part of Drawing 
Talks curated by Anita 
Taylor

https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/files/2018/04/2018-03-Malevolent-Eldritch-Shrieking.pdf
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/malevolent-eldritch-shrieking-gravity-lecture/?doing_wp_cron=1597259026.0314769744873046875000
https://blogs.shu.ac.uk/c3riimpact/researcher-blog-penny-mccarthy/?doing_wp_cron=1591270840.1523818969726562500000
https://jerwoodarts.org/exhibitionsandevents/projects/jerwood-drawing-prize-2016/
https://jerwoodarts.org/exhibitionsandevents/projects/jerwood-drawing-prize-2016/
https://jerwoodarts.org/exhibitionsandevents/projects/jerwood-drawing-prize-2016/
https://resonancefm.com/programmes/57d7dc3b50000b3f5c000001
https://resonancefm.com/programmes/57d7dc3b50000b3f5c000001
https://resonancefm.com/programmes/57d7dc3b50000b3f5c000001
https://resonancefm.com/programmes/57d7dc3b50000b3f5c000001
https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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1. Gravity talk: an artist’s 
perspective on museum 
collections, 
30th January 2020.

3. Inspired by Leonardo Discussion 
Group: Drawing from the Archive
- Leonardo’s Notebooks and 
Contemporary Ideas - Drawing from the 
Archive, in conjunction with Leonardo da 
Vinci: a life in drawing, Millenium Gallery, 
Sheffield, 15th April 2019.

Please find the event page here.

4. Salla delle Asse, in conjunction 
with Leonardo da Vinci: a life
in drawing, Millenium Gallery, 
Sheffield, 4th April 2019.

Please find the event page here.

2. Symposium presentation: 
Proposal for an Exhibition (Aura), 
Bloc Projects, Sheffield, 4th - 5th 
July, 2019.

5. Macchia: mirroring images in 
the digital domain, peer-reviewed 
conference paper and presentation, 
Eigth International Conference on 
the Image Venice International 
University, 31st October - 1st 
November 2017.

Please find conference paper here: 
http://shura. shu.ac.uk/17254/

6. Podcast
My Fakes and Counterfeits,
Internal Nebular, Wirksworth
Festival, 16th September 2017.

AUDIO HERE

https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/whats-on/events/2020/1/gravity-talk-an-artist’s-perspective-on-the-museum-collection
https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/whats-on/events/2020/1/gravity-talk-an-artist’s-perspective-on-the-museum-collection
https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/whats-on/events/2020/1/gravity-talk-an-artist’s-perspective-on-the-museum-collection
https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/whats-on/events/2019/4/inspired-by-leonardo-discussion-group-drawing-from-the-archive-%E2%80%93-leonardo%E2%80%99s-notebooks-and-contemporary-ideas
https://www.museums-sheffield.org.uk/whats-on/events/2019/4/inspired-by-leonardo-lunchtime-talk-penny-mccarthy-%E2%80%93-sala-delle-asse
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/17254/
http://shura.shu.ac.uk/17254/
https://soundcloud.com/haarlemartspace/podcast-no5-penny-mccarthy-my-fakes-and-counterfeits
https://www.shu.ac.uk/art-design-media-research-centre
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