)

Check for
updates

From the Contemporary Art World to the
"Contemporaneity' of Aura: A Literature Review on
Media, Technology and Art

Airong Liu

Faculty of Humanities and Arts, Macao University of Science and Technology, Macao,
999078, China

liuairongl997@126.com

Abstract. New technologies, such as digital art, virtual reality and artificial in-
telligence, have transformed the creation subjects, aesthetic concepts and meth-
ods of creation in the art world, and expanded the boundaries of artistic expres-
sion and communication. By qualitatively analysing literature and combining the
theories and concepts of the art world, 'aura' and cultural capital, this paper ex-
plores how new media and technologies change the creation and practice of art
subjects, how to find the trace of aura in the contemporary art world, and whether
new technologies can provide more people with opportunities for artistic experi-
ence and expression. The affordance of technology provides a driving force for
innovation in artistic production, and the contemporaneity of aura has been newly
interpreted in digital art. Aura is no longer limited to the artwork itself, but exists
within the unique experience of the viewer. The development of technology can-
not completely bridge the digital divide, and may also create new inequalities
under the logic of commerce. The research and attention to art production in the
era of digital technology should not stop at 'schockwirkung', but should also pay
attention to the issues of cultural power behind it.
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1 Introduction

This paper explores the contemporary dynamics between media, technology and art
practice, and the 'contemporaneity' of aura. Art is a collective activity; the choices made
by each member of a collective, including artists, distributors, curators, etc., ultimately
result in the finished state of a work of art [1]. Thus, each member of the art practice is
part of the 'art world'. According to Actor-Network Theory, everything in society is
situated in an ever-changing network of relationships, and non-human actors can act
and enter into these networks of relationships [2]. Art is an ever-evolving field that is
consistently shaped and influenced by media and technology, in addition to the subjec-
tive actions of human actors. The continuous development of new technologies and the
emergence of new media have greatly expanded the boundaries of artistic expression,
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creation perspectives, and modes of communication and reception. Thus, the function-
ing and composition of the 'art world' in each era are not only shaped by human actors
such as artist patrons, dealers, regulatory bodies and critics, but also by the renewal of
the entire system of artistic production in a dynamic relationship with media and tech-
nology.

With the advancement of technologies such as digital art, augmented reality (AR),
virtual reality (VR), artificial intelligence (Al), and the rise of new media, the contem-
porary art world is undergoing innovation and change. The key question is how new
technologies affect the 'aura’ of emerging art forms. The concept of 'aura' was coined
by Benjamin as 'the unique manifestation of something that is at a distance but feels so
close' [3]. According to Benjamin, mechanical reproduction techniques allow for the
mass reproduction and distribution of artworks, thus altering the authenticity, cult value
and display value of artworks, and dispersing their 'aura'.

It is worth pointing out here that 'the disappearance of aura' was a key issue in the
series of debates between Benjamin and Adorno. Benjamin argued that the disappear-
ance of aura was a necessity, that art existed to serve politics, and that 'the linguistic
constraints of the talkies ...... coincided with the fascist emphasis on national inter-
est'[3]. Adorno, on the other hand, argues that aura have not disappeared, but have re-
surfaced more subtly, entering the logic of commercialization [4]. At the same time, it
has also been suggested that aura did not die because of reproducible visual media, but
is constantly lost and found, existing in a state of perpetual crisis [5]. How then does
artistic production in the contemporary art world reproduce (or disperse) the contem-
poraneity of aura amid changing media and technologies? This is the theme that this
paper seeks to explore.

Based on the above reflections on the interrelationship between media, technology
and art, as well as Becker's theory of the art world and Benjamin's theory of aura, this
study has launched a qualitative documentation and analysis to answer the following
questions:

Q1: How do new media and technologies change the creation and practice of art
subjects?

Q2: How can we find the trace of aura in contemporary art practice?

Q3: Can new technologies provide more people with opportunities for artistic expe-
rience and expression, leading to the era of ubiquitous aura?

2 The Contemporary Art World and the Affordance of Media

Becker defines the 'art world' as the network of people and organisations that collabo-
rate in the production of art and the shared practices by which participants coordinate
their activities [1]. Individuals and organisations operating within networks of artistic
production coordinate through shared conventions that govern artistic practice and pro-
vide meaning to the conventions from inception to completion of an artwork. The rou-
tinisation of collaboration in the artistic production process allows conventions to be
developed as references for future production activities of the same type; conventions
are constantly reproduced and become 'entrenched' and 'semi-automated'. Innovative
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behaviours that do not follow the conventions are possible, but with additional costs
(e.g. time, energy, resources, etc.). Work is thus caught in a tension between conven-
tional ease and success and unconventional hassles and lack of recognition. These in-
terlocking elements replicate the world and guide practice, producing traditionally con-
servative outcomes.

The technological affordance and interactive affordance of new contemporary media
provide additional drivers for innovation in the art world. Firstly, the materiality of new
technologies and media is changing the aesthetic experiences and expectations of art-
ists. Halpern and Humphreys used online ethnography and semi-structured interview
methods to examine the construction of the art world and the expansion of the aesthetic
experience of iPhone photography (iPhoneography) [6]. IPhone photographers (ipho-
neographer) legitimise the existence of iPhone photography as an independent art form
through the construction of new productive and aesthetic conventions. The ability to
take a picture of the iPhone anywhere, anytime, the professionalism of configuring
lenses, and the ease of uploading images directly to social media sites are seen as part
of the aesthetics of iPhone photography. This portability gives aesthetic significance to
the photography of everyday scenes and allows the aesthetics of everyday life to be
appreciated by a wider range of people. [Phone is equipped with a variety of filter ap-
plications that allow iPhone photographers to additionally edit and recreate their photos
using aesthetic programmes and incorporate their own aesthetic experience to give each
iPhone photography work a unique character. Each iPhone photography work gives a
unique flavour and mood. The new aesthetics of art under the logic of technology is
embodied in the emphasis on materiality, routine and process; the completion of a work
of art does not imply a static endpoint, but rather a dynamic process of change and
continuous development, which constantly produced in the internal transformation of
the medium.

While the new media provide the impetus for innovative art forms, they may also
create new constraints on the creation of creative works through platform algorithms.
The presentation of the creative process as well as individual artworks on new media
platforms has become a new way for artists to get paid, thus making new media com-
panies effectively emerging actors in the functioning of the contemporary art world.
However, the operational strategies of new media platforms intentionally or practically
conceal the overt operation of their coded architectures, and the platforms may accel-
erate or restrict the dissemination of individual artists' creative content without disclos-
ing the reasons for doing so. There is a significant mismatch of resources between me-
dia companies and the platform's artist users. Instagram has played an important role in
the mediated operations of the contemporary art world; however, as Cotter has found,
like other platforms, Instagram rarely shares details about the platform's algorithmic
architecture or how it works [7]. Algorithmic ranking determines who and what gains
visibility on social media. By establishing the conditions of social media users' 'visibil-
ity', algorithms act as disciplinary bodies that dictate norms of participation. Bishop
researched and followed independent artist bloggers on Instagram through online eth-
nographies and semi-structured interviews [8]. These artist bloggers rely heavily on
Instagram to disseminate their personal work attracting more attention from art brokers
and dealers, as well as attracting more followers and building their personal brands. As
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the livelihood of these artist bloggers is closely related to the attention they receive on
the platform, they have been pushed to the forefront as a "testing group" for the plat-
form's algorithm, and are the first to experience the frustration of the platform's lack of
transparency. To avoid the risk of being "restricted" or even "limited in account func-
tionality", artists have researched the way the algorithm works through self-experimen-
tation and testing, looking for different ways to deal with the opacity of the platform's
algorithm. Continuing to produce content on Instagram that is (perceived to be) more
popular with the platform's users may ultimately shape artistic practice.

New technologies not only empower or limit the creativity of artists, but may also
produce new creative subjects. Along with the development of Al technology, ma-
chines, which in the past served as tools, intermediaries, and assistants in the art world,
have also acquired "creative abilities," adding to the complexity of the composition of
the contemporary art world. Through in-depth interviews, Tan identifies two roles that
Al plays in the imagination of creators: the "J.A.R.V.I.S." and the amplifier [9].
"J.LA.R.V.I.S." is Iron Man's intelligent assistant, and for this segment of creators, Als
such as ChatGPT are important creative assistants and productivity helpers, demon-
strating a variety of application scenarios ranging from assisting with design, generat-
ing reports, learning languages, and analysing data, to writing speeches. Some inter-
viewees also see Al "as a tool to make themselves stronger", amplifying their creativity
through machine technology to achieve "creations that were once hard to imagine".
This is an instrumental and pragmatic perspective. Elgammal and Mazzone found in
their study that along with the enhancement of Al technology, human creators are grad-
ually changing their technological imaginings and roles in relation to Al, while Al is
also influencing the role of human creators [10]. Human artists must also play a more
important role in the feedback loops between themselves and generative systems such
as Playform, such as 'acting like curators', making differentiated, judgmental decisions
about which images to use and which to continue to develop within the system. Thus,
in the creative practice of the contemporary art world, machines are no longer just tools,
but also collaborators with human creators, working together with them through pow-
erful algorithms and aggregation capabilities.

The creative ability of machines can make them important collaborators for humans,
but whether machine creators have the "creativity" of human artists is a question worthy
of further discussion. Natale and Henrickson introduced the concept of 'The Lovelace
effect!, contrasting it with the more common notion of '"The Lovelace Objection' [11].
The Lovelace Objection” is expressed in the field of computer science as "computers
can't produce or create anything, but only do what the programmer instructs them to
do." Natale and Henrickson examined the case of an Al-created robot called 'AICAN'.
In 2019, HG Contemporary Gallery exhibited paintings created by the Al system
AICAN. Visitors began to perceive AICAN's work as 'creative', influenced by the ex-
hibition's infrastructural design, the way the artworks were presented, and art exhibition
conventions such as AICAN's creator, Ahmed Elgammal, positioning himself as a col-
laborator with AICAN [11]. AICAN's creativity is attributed to social and cultural cy-
cles of meaning, which means machine creators are not inherently creative. Technology
is always immersed in a cultural and social context; The Lovelace effect shifts the focus
from what computers are capable of doing in ontological terms to the perceptions of
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the human users with whom they interact, arguing that creativity is the result of human-
computer interactions and human perceptions of technology in social and cultural cir-
cuits of meaning, rather than an internal function of the computer itself.

While the affordance of media fuels innovation in the contemporary art world, it also
has the potential to reshape the practice of artmaking by placing restrictions on the
creative behaviour of artists through technological elements such as platform algo-
rithms. The development of technology offers the possibility of a wider range of art-
making subjects, yet creativity has always been linked to the human being, and the
affordance of technology is only one of the mechanisms that produce this perception.

3 The "Contemporaneity" of Aura

Benjamin used "aura" to summarise the most fundamental aesthetic characteristic of
traditional art. Benjamin suggested that "aura" means originality, "the immediacy of
the original constitutes its originality", which can also be said to be uniqueness [3]. The
aura is constrained by the here and now, so the aura of the original cannot be imitated
by a copy. Secondly, "aura" also refers to the cult value that underlies traditional art
[3]. Art has a high value because it was born in primitive times and is closely related to
witchcraft rituals, and "aura" is largely related to this worship value. With the develop-
ment of history and art, this worship function changed from conscious to unconscious,
but it has consistently been accompanied by the production and appreciation of works
of art. According to Benjamin, the emergence of mass production brought about by
mechanical reproduction has had a great impact on the "aura" of works of art, and the
authority and uniqueness of "aura" have been gradually lost in the modern era of me-
chanical reproduction.

As Adorno proposed, Benjamin only saw self-regulating art as having an aura, and
"increasing reproducibility and the consequent disappearance of the aura will lead to
the disappearance of self-regulating art". Adorno believed that technological progress
was not contradictory to self-regulating art, that art did not have to obey the existing
order, and that reproducibility also helped artists enter a state of freedom. He believed
that aura is a fundamental part of contemporary art, and essentially does not deny Ben-
jamin's thesis on the decline of aura, but considered his argument to be one-sided and
dangerous. In addition to Benjamin and Adorno, other scholars have suggested that aura
is not a quality that comes with a work of art, but rather a state experienced by the
viewer of the work of art, and that aura does not die with reproducible visual media,
but instead continues to die and be reborn in a state of constant crisis in the context of
the competition or interplay between new and traditional media [5].

Benjamin used the word "schockwirkung (shock effect)" to describe the main char-
acteristic and effect of modern artworks. With the development of mechanical repro-
duction techniques, the aura of works of art has been destroyed; at the same time, works
of art have adapted to the pace and demands of modern society, producing a shock
effect by stimulating the senses and nerves of the viewer. The shock effect is a transient,
intense, even violent feeling that frees the viewer from the numbness and tedium of
everyday life to experience a new, different, and even dangerous reality.
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In Halpern and Humphreys' study of iPhoneography, iPhoneographers compared the
use of filter apps to paint; this reintroduces the artist's hand into the creative process,
creating a unique artistic 'authenticity' based on personal aesthetic experience [6]. This
"authenticity" is based on the creator's personal aesthetic experience; through the
beauty of the image itself, the creator conveys to the viewer his or her unique under-
standing of everyday life, and expects to resonate with the viewer's soul and create a
tremor, which is not the same as the stimulating shock effect that fast-food artworks in
the age of mechanical reproduction can bring. From Benjamin's literal definition of
"aura", there is still an aura in contemporary artworks based on digital technology,
which presents highly personalised characteristics of their creators.

The aura is not in the object being created, but in the unique experience of gazing at
it, which coincides with The Lovelace effect mentioned above. The Lovelace is not an
internal function of the artifact, but is deeply embedded in the socio-cultural circuit of
meaning, and is felt in a dynamic relationship of interaction. In literary theory, the re-
ception aesthetics theory believes that a literary text is an open and unfinished structure,
which can only realise its meaning and life and become a work of literature through the
reading activities of the readers [12]. This theory suggests that the aura of a literary
work is not an intrinsic characteristic of the text, but not only the product of the author's
creative activities, requiring the interpretation of the readers. The technology allows the
public to view and interpret works of art at a time and place of their choosing. This
interpretation is governed and influenced by unique factors such as the time and space
in which the viewer is located and the viewer's horizon of expectation, and takes on a
unique significance, which means the aura of the same work is unique to each viewer.

New media have transformed the ways and forms in which contemporary art is cre-
ated, as well as providing new online methods for the dissemination and reception of
artworks. Mihelj, Leguina and Downey focused on the diverse channels of digital en-
gagement that digital media offers to contemporary consumers [13]. Digital exhibitions
can maximise the appearance and details of artworks for audiences who are far away
from or inconvenient to travel to museums and art galleries, with complete and detailed
curatorial texts, and provide interactive features for comments, so that the general au-
dience can gain more knowledge and experience of art. New forms of communication
allow the display and appreciation of artworks to be no longer constrained by traditional
physical space, expanding the public sphere of the contemporary art world. The repro-
ducibility of mechanical technology has changed the relationship between the public
and art, meaning that those works of art that were once only accessible to the aristocratic
elite were mass-produced on production lines, and the relationship between the masses
and works of art changed from "the most conservative relationship to the most progres-
sive relationship." As a result, viewers of contemporary art have a unique experience
of gazing into a wider public sphere than ever before and gaining a sense of reality. The
contemporaneity of aura involves the democratisation of art, whereby the public trans-
cends the artwork, no longer empathising with it, but absorbing it and interpreting it in
a personalised way.
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4 Cultural Capital and the "Aura Divide"

One of the main advantages of digital technology is its ability to reach larger and more
diverse audiences, including those who may not have been previously engaged or in-
terested. As the public sphere of art continues to expand through the development of
technology and the generalisation of media, the aura has also begun to be 'democra-
tised', gazed upon, experienced and felt by a diverse audience in popular art. However,
Mihelj et al. noted that digital technologies have not only dramatically increased the
number, diversity, and proximity of cultural offerings, but have also created new op-
portunities for cultural differentiation, segmentation, and inequality [13]. Due to the
specific technological support of digital platforms and their dependence on commercial
revenues, digital media may exacerbate rather than ameliorate existing inequalities in
access to culture.

Bourdieu put forward the concept of "cultural capital", which is a kind of symbolic
capital that can be transformed into economic capital under certain conditions, and can
also influence the formation and reproduction of social classes [14]. Cultural capital is
used in ways that include differentiation, compartmentalisation and display of differ-
ence, referring to the fact that people of different classes maintain and display their
class identity by consuming different cultural activities. The upper classes generally
prefer 'refined' or 'elite' forms of culture, such as classical music or theatre, while the
working classes choose 'popular' forms of culture, including popular music. However,
with the development of contemporary digital technology, more cultural content can be
accessed in a wider range of contexts, and individuals can often enjoy both "high" and
"low" forms of culture at the same time, so the cultural distinction between 'high' and
'low' has become unclear. However, Mihelj et al. argued that this does not mean that
cultural capital has lost its importance; on the contrary, the ability to appreciate differ-
ent forms of culture is a new form of cultural capital that may entrench and perpetuate
existing inequalities [13].

Meanwhile, contemporary digital media follow the logic of operating for commer-
cial profit, with many content products requiring paid access and search engines em-
bedded with commercial advertising. Cultural markets operating in this environment
seek to tailor products for niche markets, following the principle of market segmenta-
tion and no longer aiming at the general satisfaction of the public interest. As a result,
each contemporary cultural consumer needs to be able to organise his or her own cul-
tural interests, selecting and integrating cultural products from different market seg-
ments according to personal interests, to form a personalised 'programme list'. On the
surface, the segmentation approach can fully respect each individual's personalised
needs. However, the ability to select, organise and curate one's own 'list of programmes'
amid a vast amount of digital content requires specific skills and knowledge. This is
also a form of cultural capital, which means that groups that lack digital skills and
knowledge and are traditionally at the weaker end of the digital divide are still less
likely to benefit from the growing cultural choices offered by digital media.

In addition, the ability to appreciate aura is itself a form of cultural capital. Cultural
products such as popular music and online novels, which can be copied in large quan-
tities and widely disseminated, can be interpreted differently by different audiences,
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releasing a unique "aura". However, not everyone has the unique ability to interpret
them. Borrowing the concept of "reader expectation horizon" in literary theory, before
reading a literary work, readers, as the receptive subject, tend to have preexisting think-
ing and conceptual structure based on personal and social complexity, and the estab-
lished mental schema according to which they read the text is the expectation horizon
of reading experience [15]. This mental schema is affected by multiple factors such as
readers' previous reading experience and existing knowledge level. Therefore, even if
the current digital technology can promote the opening of ubiquitous aura to all audi-
ences, there are still differences and inequalities in the appreciation by individuals.

There is invisible discrimination against creators by cultural power in media plat-
forms Christin and Lu found that social media metrics were racialised by paying influ-
encers of colour less than white influencers through a mixed analysis of 1,082 posts
from the Instagram account @InfluencerPayGap; and that, compared to white
webcasters, coloured Netroots are less likely to receive monetary compensation or ne-
gotiate successfully with brands [16]. The unequal pay for digital labour reproduces
racial domination and undermines collective action among social media influencers. At
the same time, the consumer market's demand for "authenticity" makes it imperative
for artists to document their authentic art-making process while also manifesting an
"authentic" artistic identity. Who has the time, resources and means to shape and con-
tinuously express their artistic identity on social media platforms? Artist bloggers who
are located at the "head" of the media platform's traffic pool and have more resources
will benefit more from it, while artists who lack resources will be further "invisible" on
the platform. This also means that in the contemporary art world, the resource gap be-
tween creators is further widened by the commercial logic of digital technology and the
algorithms of media platforms, and cultural capital remains in the hands of those who
have the upper hand.

5 Conclusion

This paper examines the relationship between media, technology and art, and analyses
the contemporary nature of aura in the light of Becker's theory of the "art world", Ben-
jamin's concept of "aura", and Bourdieu's concept of cultural capital. The development
of digital technology has brought about new interactions between the subject and the
medium, technology and art, constructing a dynamic and open art practice in the con-
temporary art world, as well as new perspectives on aura and creativity. However, the
opaque mechanisms of platforms and algorithms, the unequal distribution of cultural
capital, and the invisible discrimination of cultural power have also deepened the ine-
quality gap in the existing experience of aura.

Nowadays, most of the Chinese domestic studies on art practices in the digital media
era remain at the level of "the shock effect" and theoretical discourse, such as focusing
on the materiality of the new media and the "cyber-aura" [17], re-examining the concept
of aura [18], and focusing on the reshaping of aura by emerging forms of art prod-
ucts[19], with less attention paid to the mechanisms and power behind them. The meth-
odology is also relatively homogeneous, focusing on discursive approaches and case
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studies. Examining aura and artistic practices, Mihelj et al. used a quantitative paradigm
to analyse secondary data on culturally engaged behaviours; Halpern and Humphreys'
iPhone photography study, and Bishop's Instagram art world study, both used online
ethnography and semi-structured interview methods; and Natale and Henrickson uti-
lized historical analysis and case study of Al creation. The literature collated and ana-
lysed in this paper can provide a highly referential research paradigm for the Chinese
domestic study of the relationship between media, technology and art production at
present.
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