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The work of art in the age

of mechanical reproduction

In ‘The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, Walter Benjamin
argued that the era of unique, authentic, ‘original’ art objects — those that had
‘aura’ — had been fore-closed by the advent of industrialization and the rise of
the mass audience: photography and especially film exemplified this develop-
ment.' He could also have used the example of the artist’s multiple — he was
writing in 1936, a year after Marcel Duchamp had published an unnumbered,
unsigned edition of his Rozoreliefs, the earliest multiple in this ca.talogue.2
Defining an artist’s multiple is difficult. Indeed the difficulty of definition
seems at times to be its chief characteristic. Attempts to cajole the resistant,
intractable, artist’s multiple into some strait-jacket are doomed to failure — as
was Denise Remé’s copyrighting of the term in 1966. A via negativa may seem a
way forward: what differentiates a multiple from other media and formats? The
overlap with sculpture and the print is crucial. The sixteenth-century gculptor,
Giambologna (Giovanni Bologna) and his principal assistant, Antonio Susini,
editioned numerous small-scale bronze statuettes of human figures, bulls and
birds.” How different are they to the portrait busts by Kenny Hunter of Osama
bin Laden, and Monica Lewinsky, which he made for The Multiple Store.
Giambologna’s and Hunter’s works are obviously both sculptures, but there is
a difference: Hunter’s choice of the portrait-bust for the media personalities,
the terrorist leader and mistress of the American President, Bill Clinton, inter-

rogates the medium by asking who is a suitable subject, and its strange pairing
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