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consequences, and in which the hunger for power, sensuality, and the lust for aggression 
can fi nd satisfaction, uninhibited by any opposition, unthreatened by any punishment.

At the same time, fantasy also affords man freedom from his temporal and spatial 
bonds. All at once, time is no longer a fi xed, predetermined fact; there opens up the pos-
sibility of traversing thousands of years in minutes, of swapping the present for the far-
distant past or future. And in fantasy, spatial boundaries are no more binding than tem-
poral; fantasy makes us omnipresent and allows us to experience a variety of events in the 
most heterogeneous of locations.

And yet this one substitute for that freedom which will never be enjoyed in reality is 
granted only to the few because, according to the basic principle of unfairness that con-
trols all creation, fantasy remains the privilege of only a comparatively small number of 
preferred souls. Nature denies the vast masses this instrument, just as they are denied all 
chances of increasing their enjoyment of life.

Yet in this land of America, which has taken on the task of making available to the 
masses all material conveniences and facilitations of life with the help of mechanical 
products, of democratizing needs and thus reconciling the injustices of nature, it should 
now come to the point that fantasy is also democratized and does not remain the privi-
lege of the preferred few.

The same mass production that makes good clothing, tasty morsels, and comfortable 
homesteads available to the poor for little money should henceforth also supply the spir-
itually poor with the enjoyment of fantasy experiences that provide clearly defi ned ideas 
to the unfocused, dull, and formless longing of those people who inherently do not have 
an active imagination or the ability to create at their disposal.

With some directorial tricks and technical devices, this new apparatus is able to abol-
ish compulsively causal thinking, to arbitrarily change the length and markers of time, to 
conjure up the past, to move smoothly from one place to another, and to allow the entire 
array of human dreams of yearning to arise playfully before the eyes in all the desired 
combinations.

Film producers quickly learned never to disregard any of the many restrictions, needs, 
and hardships that people suffer from in their daily lives. If the drive for the exercise of 
one’s will, for struggle and possession, comes up against insurmountable barriers within 
civilization, and if this confl ict arouses a feeling of hopeless inferiority in many tortured 
souls, then fi lm at least offers the enjoyment of a fi ctitious fulfi llment of human striving 
for recognition. [. . .]

Thus the fantasy machine spares all those inherently poorly equipped people, who 
never once had the mental prowess to independently imagine the fulfi llment of their 
wishes, any and all effort; it offers each of them his respective longed-after fantasy as a 
pre-assembled good available for purchase. It was inevitable that precisely this invention, 
which supplies so many millions with an important enjoyment of life that was previously 
refused to them, has become one of the greatest commercial successes.
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Our chapter, which began with Georg Lukács in 1911 distinguishing the aesthetic and 
metaphysical categories of fi lm from those of theater, now concludes with a section 
from Ernst Jünger’s The Worker juxtaposing the modern “type” with the bourgeois 
“individual,” as aligned with cinema and the stage, respectively. Although Jünger’s 
political views were far removed from those of Lukács and other Marxist intellectuals, 
he shared their interest in technology, visual media, and the modern condition. In the 
following text, Jünger (1895–1998) anticipates many ideas from Benjamin’s 1936 
Artwork essay, including the difference between the fi lm and stage actor, as well as the 
need to rethink the entire category of art in an age of the masses. Jünger’s discussion 
of the sadism of slapstick comedy also points forward to Theodor W. Adorno and Max 
Horkheimer’s critical assessment in their 1944 book, Dialectic of Enlightenment.

That we are dealing with a representation of the type rather than of the individual 
becomes even more evident in the case of the cinema.

The decline of the classical drama—whose last, wretched phases we ourselves still 
witnessed—is a process whose outcome had already been decided by the end of the eight-
eenth century. For this process refl ects the decline not of the individual but rather of the 
person in whom the aristocratic world found expression. The theater encompasses not 
only actors and not only plays; it also encompasses the breath of life that forces its way in 
from streets and squares, from courtyards and homes, to set the candles of the chandelier 
fl ickering. The theater encompasses the absolute monarch, whose visible presence consti-
tutes the center guaranteeing the inner unity of the entire event.

But all of this—this harmony beyond our imagination, which sometimes calls out to 
us from historical accounts like the echo of some enchanting music—is reduced to a mere 
reminiscence from the moment when man abandons his search for absolute principles to 
take up general ones. The fact that the classical drama has lost any connection to real life 
is evident in the rise of a new group of spectators who seek out classical works in order to 
be edifi ed. Perhaps nothing better illustrates this loss of unity than the barrier that has 
been erected between the stage and the audience. Long gone are those seats that brought 
part of the orchestra stalls right up onto the stage.

But this invisible barrier that transforms the stage into a platform not only separates 
the spectator from the actor, it also separates the actor from the drama. The demise 
of the theater is revealed by the fact that, with the collapse of the aristocratic world, 
the great actor comes onto the scene and begins to make a name for himself, as can 
be seen in London, Paris, and Berlin. But this great actor is none other than the bour-
geois individual, whose appearance on the stage also explodes the strict rules of classical 
drama.

The victory of personality over traditional rules and characters replicates the victory 
of the individual over the person. The courtly theater of the constitutional monarchy is 
reduced to a cultural affair, to a moral institution, to a museum piece. The public it 
embodies more and more distinctly is not that of a privileged audience but rather that of 
paying spectators and paid criticism. Thus the theater is entirely unable to escape the 
sanctions of repeated attacks by vital anarchy, by the so-called bourgeois drama, and by 
social debate.

Nonetheless, it still maintains an air of external unity, whereas the popular theater of 
bourgeois democracy breaks into a series of independent and confl icting elements. Here 
we fi nd the theater serving as an instrument of general education, as a business, as an 
association, and as a forum for party affairs: in short, as an expression of all those endeav-
ors peculiar to bourgeois society. However, this theater is no more a theater than this 
society is a society in the true sense. The decisive break occurred, as already stated, at an 
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early date. It coincides historically with the great theater scandals, in which bourgeois 
society gave expression to the fact that it no longer experienced itself as a unity.

Today we see in cinemas, as they are beginning to develop in our time, not a continu-
ation of this leveling process but rather the expression of an utterly different principle. To 
understand this, one must realize that, here again, the decisive factor does not reside in 
the cinema’s technological character or apparatus. This is already evident in the fact that 
the same technological character has also penetrated the theater, as one sees, for example, 
in the use of revolving stages, serial productions, and other phenomena.

For this reason, it is a mistake when the theater attempts to distinguish itself from 
fi lm according to the criterion of quality. Above all, one must realize that behind the 
claim to quality lie hidden two opposing value judgments. Individual quality is utterly 
different from the kind of quality recognized by the type. In the last phase of the bour-
geois world, quality is equated with individual character, especially with the individual 
character and unique design of a product. Thus a painting by an old master or an object 
acquired in an antique shop possesses quality in a sense completely different from what 
was imaginable at the time of its production. The existence of advertising, whose tech-
niques are employed in identical fashion for a brand of cigarettes and for the centennial 
celebration of a classic,1 clearly reveals the extent to which quality and commercial value 
have become identical. Understood in this sense, quality is a subdivision of advertising 
through which individual character is presented to the masses as a need. But since the 
type no longer feels any trace of the need for individuality, such claims to individual char-
acter appear to him as a pure fi ction. Thus a man who drives a certain car will never seri-
ously imagine himself in possession of a means of transport designed exclusively to suit 
his individuality. On the contrary, he would be suspicious—and rightly so—of a car 
existing only in one unique model. What he tacitly understands by quality is rather the 
type, the brand, the model constructed with the utmost precision. Individual quality, on 
the other hand, ranks for him as a curiosity or something for a museum.

The same fi ction comes into play whenever the theater lays claim to quality—in this 
case, artistic superiority—in comparison with the cinema. The concept of the unique 
model appears here as the promise of a unique experience. But such unique experience is 
one of the preeminent forms of individuality. It was unknown before the discovery of the 
bourgeois individual, since the absolute and the unique are mutually exclusive, and it 
loses its meaning in a world where the character of total work begins to take hold.

The unique experience is the experience of the bourgeois novel, which is the novel of 
a society of Robinsons. In the theater, such unique experience is conveyed by the actor in 
his capacity as bourgeois individual—which is why theater criticism has, to an ever-
greater extent, been transformed into a criticism of actors. Corresponding to this process 
are those disastrous defi nitions that the nineteenth century imposed on art, such as “a 
slice of nature viewed through a particular temperament” or “a judgment day upon the 
soul” and the like.2 The common denominator of such defi nitions lies in the preeminent 
place they assign to individual experience.

These sorts of disputes about quality revolve around axes that have become imaginary. 
Art is not a valid criterion by which to compare the theater and the cinema, especially at 
a historical moment when we can either no longer or not yet speak of art. The decisive 
question at stake here—a question that has not yet entered our consciousness today—is 
the following: through which of the two media does the type reveal itself with greater 
precision? Only when one has grasped this—grasped, namely, that it is a question not of 
distinctions in value here, but rather of a difference in kind—can one view the matter 
with the necessary degree of impartiality. Then one will grasp the difference in nature 
that exists between the theater audience and that of the cinema right next door, even if 
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the sum of people making up each group is by chance identical. One will grasp why peo-
ple look for individuality and personality in actors, whereas such individuality in no way 
constitutes a qualifi cation for fi lm acting. There is a difference between the actor’s char-
acter mask and the masklike character of an entire epoch.

Insofar as his task lies in the representation of a type, the fi lm actor is subject to 
another law. For this reason, what people demand of him is not originality but rather 
clarity. He is expected to give expression not to the boundless harmony of a life but rather 
to its precise rhythm. His performance is thus expected to convey the conformity of a spe-
cifi c and highly objective sphere to certain rules, rules that have become part of the fl esh 
and blood of every last spectator.

Nowhere can one observe this transformation more clearly than in those moments 
where fi lm seems to take up the opposite theme—namely, that of man’s inferiority to this 
objective sphere. Thus our time has produced a special form of the grotesque, whose 
humor lies in the image of man as the plaything of technological objects. Here, tall 
houses are built only so that people might fall from them; the purpose of traffi c is to be 
run over; and motors exist so that people might explode with them.

This form of comedy operates at the expense of the individual, who cannot master the 
basic rules of a very specifi c space nor the natural gestures corresponding to them. And 
the contrast through which this humor fi nds expression lies in the fact that these rules 
are utterly self-evident for the spectator. It is thus the type who laughs at the individual.

What we have here fundamentally is a rediscovery of laughter as the sign of a terrible 
and primitive form of aggression. These cinematic projections in the centers of civiliza-
tion—in safe, warm, and well-lit rooms—are absolutely comparable to battles in which 
tribes armed with bows and arrows are attacked by machine guns.

The harmlessness, good conscience, and impartiality of everyone involved are largely 
indicative of a revolution sans phrase. This form of comedy, of destruction through laugh-
ter, is in keeping with a transitional period. Its effects are already beginning to fade, and 
fi fty years from now, should anyone decide to dig up such a fi lm from the archives, it will 
be no more comprehensible than a performance of La Mère coupable today is able to con-
jure the feelings of the individual coming to self-consciousness.3

That the cinema refl ects a different kind of sphere from the theater also becomes clear 
when one considers the following: when the classical drama is imported into the bour-
geois theater, this can be seen as a repetition in a weaker medium, but when it is imported 
into the cinema, it retains not a single trace of its old body. In the cinema, the classical 
drama appears as one motif among others, and it is related far less to its precursor than 
to the political newsreel or the African hunting scene playing alongside it in the program. 
This fact, however, is indicative of a claim to totality. Whichever segment of history, 
whichever geographical landscape, and whichever sector of society might serve as a fi lm’s 
subject, the same question always searches for an answer in this subject. This explains the 
fact that the means employed in the cinema are in large part simultaneous, uniform, and 
unambiguous—in short, they are typical means.

This becomes especially clear when we consider external characteristics. There are no 
unique performances in the cinema, nor are there premieres in the proper sense. A fi lm 
can play simultaneously in every part of the city, and it can be repeated at any time with 
a mathematical precision extending right down to the second and the millimeter. The 
audience is not any particular group or aesthetic community; rather, it is made up of the 
same general public one encounters in every other sphere of life. It is also notable that 
criticism has less infl uence in the cinema, where it is replaced by announcements (that 
is, by advertising). As already stated, people demand of the actor a representation not of 
the individual but rather of the type. This requires an extreme clarity in the performance 
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of expressions and gestures—a clarity that has recently grown sharper through the intro-
duction of the artifi cial voice and that will be heightened even further by subsequent 
developments.

Notes

1. The “centennial celebration of a classic” refers to the 1932 centennial of Goethe’s death.
2. The two defi nitions are from the novelist Émile Zola (1840–1902) and the playwright Henrik Ibsen 

(1828–1906), respectively.
3. La Mère coupable (The guilty mother) is a 1792 drama by Pierre Beaumarchais (1732–1799).


