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CULTURE IN THE DIGITAL AGE  FILM STUDIES

Maia Levanidze

Keywords: author’s cinema, mass thinking, visual communication, consumer society

The rapid development of technology in the late 19" and early 20" centuries contributed to the emergence of a new
mass art that offered the viewer a moving image close to reality. Thanks to its active editing narrative style, cinema
had a profound influence on the formation of the mental makeup of 20"-century society from the very beginning. The
new art, which actively attracted viewers to movie theaters, increasingly frightened philosophers and art historians
at the beginning of the century. Cinema, as if destroying thinking people and enriching and developing its language
system, increasingly created new mechanisms of influence and contributed to the formation of a mass audience. It
changed and “managed” its everyday life.

Based on the language system of film art, new forms of visual communication have been created since the 1960s and
1970s: television, media art, digital art, network art, etc. This further expands the viewing area and creates a “global
village” worldwide. It can be said that the consumer society is formed through the active influence of audiovisual
culture.

How did society in the early 20™ century react to the new art? What threats did the thinkers of that period see in
the specific features and characteristics of cinema, and how real were their fears, doubts, and opinions towards
modern art? | attempt to answer these questions by drawing on the writings of such authors as Paul Valéry, Walter

n the late 19" and early 20" centuries, technological

progress brought worldview changes to art and soci-

ety, accelerating and transforming the usual rhythm
and routine of life. Technical progress also made pos-
sible the emergence of a new art form, cinema, which
offered the viewer a visual narrative familiar to him and
close to the real situation. Various changes caused ex-
citement on the one hand and fear on the other.

At the beginning of the century, philosopher Paul
Valéry expressed his concern about the detrimental im-
pact of technological progress on society and culture,
believing that it could fundamentally change modern art
by subordinating the content of the work, which would
then lead to the development of an empty form devoid
of authorial concept. Paul Valéry, in a way, predicted the
processes that have recently developed in contemporary
culture, especially in media and film art. When, under the
influence of digital technologies, content has become
simplified, and images have become incredibly complex
and diverse.

Paul Valéry’s ideas are reflected in The Dehumani-
sation of Art by José Ortega y Gasset and Walter Ben-

Benjamin, Marshall McLuhan, Jean Baudrillard, and others.

jamin’s The Artistic Model in the Age of Its Technical
Reproducibility—0On the Historical Commandment. Both
speak of different aspects of the same problem. As early
as 1925, José Ortega y Gasset predicted the beginning of
the processes that Walter Benjamin recorded, dissemi-
nated, and analyzed in 1936.

Ortega y Gasset speaks of the prospect of exclud-
ing the human factor from the creative process, which
leads to the impoverishment of content and the en-
richment of form. The separation of form from content
favors the formation of mass thinking. As early as the
beginning of the century, under the influence of tech-
nical progress, art was oriented towards the formation
of two new types of people: the first, the thinking man
endowed with special skills and having the desire and
ability to read, perceive and understand even complex,
inaccessible texts, and the mass spectator, who does not
belong to any socio-economic class, self-sufficient and
guided only by the laws necessary for his existence. The
mass man accepts any achievement of civilization as his
own without critical analysis. Sensing the power of the
crowd, he moves recklessly to aggressive action and re-
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jects everything alien to him. Against the background of
such a split in society, Gasset in his work speaks of the
consequences of the development of mass thinking and
of the danger that may arise in the next stages of human-
ity’s development, which is realized in the formation of
Fascism, Nazism and Soviet totalitarianism.

When an individual loses all value for the masses,
this process of devaluation is exacerbated in totalitarian
regimes. For example, one can recall the actions of the
Nazis in concentration camps when they made house-
hold items out of human skin. Gasset’s mass man is
transformed over time and at the present stage of so-
ciety’s development under the active influence of visual
media is taking over space more and more aggressive-
ly. To prevent the predominance of mass thinking over
individual and to save humanity from the formation of
an aggressive mass, Gasset advocates the development
of modernist art that emerged in the early 20™ century
(cubism, expressionism, avant-garde, Dadaism), as he
believes that the unique style and form of thinking of
each of them will transform the mass audience. This is
the kind of art that should accustom the mass audience
to large-scale thinking, make them humane, and get rid
of the perception of only directly presented content. The
fact is that this view of Gasset remained only a mimetic
wish.

Avant-garde tried to rise above the mass audience
and create an elitist art form out of montage and rhyth-
mic narrative form, but in vain, society rejected it and
forced artists to abandon elitist forms of thinking.

On the contrary, Russian avant-garde used discontin-
uous, fragmentary forms of thinking to create a new man.
New Soviet country, new ideology, new people. Autom-
aton man (Lunacharsky'), into whose consciousness the
ideas of communism and socialism were hammered (S.
Eisenstein?). The Soviet dictatorship needed mass think-
ing and mass society, and it can be said that it eventually
succeeded in constructing an even more ideology-driven
Soviet man.

The linguistic structure developed by Sergei Eisen-
stein, Dziga Vertov, Vsevolod Pudovkin, and other Rus-

1 Jlynayapcknit, O BocnutaHuu.
2 JizeHwTeitH, MoxTam, 1964.
3 Tpoiic, Wctuna, 2016.
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sian avant-gardists in the 1920s once again changed the
way people think. And again, because change, however
spontaneous, began at the end of the 19" century, with
the screening of the film The Arrival of the Train on the
Boulevard des Capucines. It was here that audiences
first encountered realism, a moving reflection of reality
on such a scale that they left the cinema in horror. There
was a whole new opportunity to see reality from an out-
sider’s perspective.

In contrast to Soviet man, European cinema formed
other forms of mass thinking. In 1936, Walter Benjamin,
in his work The Work of Art in the Age of its Technical
Reproduction, describes a situation where the means of
technical reproduction begin to actively replicate and
profane existing works of art, (Groys®) changing the pro-
cess of perception and establishing its new status in so-
ciety.

Walter Benjamin in his work also highlights the pos-
itive and negative sides of this process. On one hand, by
replicating a work of art, it transcended localized space
and became accessible to the masses. According to Ben-
jamin, with the multiple repetition of a work of art, the
magical, unique aura, the atmosphere that accompanied
the individual environment and perception, was lost. In
the aura Benjamin meant the presence of the audience,
the time factor, uniqueness and authenticity. The work
of art has lost its exclusivity and individuality. A thing is
closely linked to the environment in which it is created,
and as soon as this context is lost, the aura disappears.
Benjamin’s view becomes particularly relevant with the
development of computer technology. Many contempo-
rary scholars have noted that the reproduction of a work
of art via the Internet and social media leads to the prof-
anation and devaluation of the work of art.

Benjamin distinguishes between two values of a
work of art: cult and exhibition. Cult is related to the rit-
ual function of a work of art when it becomes a symbol
of worship. Art is increasingly aimed at mass audiences
rather than ritualized art. Art is becoming more accessi-
ble and the boundaries between reality and its copy are
blurring. In essence, Benjamin sees technological prog-
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ress as a regression of elitist, thinking art forms.

Benjamin criticizes a society that failed to understand
the fatal consequences of the process that began with
the emergence of cinema and photography, the process
of the formation of mass art. Collective contemplation,
collective observation of a work of art formed the corre-
sponding forms of thinking.

In the process of the formation of mass society in the
1960s, it was logical to divide culture into elitist and mass
art. There were also two main trends in cinema: author’s
cinema, which created an individual stylistic trace of the
author’s concept, worldview and picture of the world,
where technology (travelling shots, active camera move-
ment, the effect of presence, a riot of trifles) gave au-
thors the opportunity to hone and develop the language
system, and mass cinema, oriented towards spectacle,
plot development, and the creation of an effective ex-
pressive range.

The cinema of the 1960s had such an impact on the
development of society that it actively shaped fashion
trends, lifestyles and dress styles in society. The influ-
ence of visual culture on forms of relationships, etc. is
intensified with the emergence of new media technolo-
gies and television.

In 1964, Marshall McLuhan’s work, Understanding
Media was published, in which the author argued that
new technologies are not just things that people use for
simple communication in everyday life. Through them,
they invent, create themselves. Television has changed
the process of human perception of reality, making it
more mosaic and fragmented than before. McLuhan
distinguishes between cold and hot forms of media and
communication. Cold refers to television, which requires
the viewer only to directly receive and assimilate the in-
formation presented, and not to analyze it, and hot re-
fers to cinema, which is oriented towards thinking. Cold
communications are acceptable to the masses because
they create the illusion of presence and participation in
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world processes. Therefore, their role in the formation
of mass thinking, in creating a global village out of the
world is very great. Media communications have, in a
way, expanded the scale of our information field, and at
the same time have compacted the world, made any in-
formation available, but dulled thinking. We can say that
McLuhan’s ideas are still relevant today, and in the con-
text of social media, the personal space of Facebook al-
lows the user to create his or her ideal virtual self, which
has almost nothing in common with the real self.

Advertising occupies an important place in the form
of television communication as the main and effective
means of shaping life patterns and mass thinking. Adver-
tising, as an organic, integral part of everyday human life,
has been contributing to the formation of a new society
oriented towards material well-being since the 1960s. In
the 1970s, Jean Baudrillard questioned the existence of
the real world and suggested that the modern world is
the progenitor of the mass media. The world is as it is of-
fered to us by media communications, audiovisual forms
that create a modelled reality of the world.

The period of development of postmodern and
post-postmodern digital art becomes an indicator of the
trends, development, and results of technological prog-
ress, which were once discussed by Paul Valéry, Walter
Benjamin, José Ortega y Gasset, and other authors. On
the one hand, the digitalization of art has brought great
narrative possibilities not only to fiction films but also
to documentaries, where, by creating a simulated reality,
the viewer gets the feeling of being in the past, of the
authenticity of reality, and of seeing a chronicle. But on
the other hand, art has lost the author’s vision and hand-
writing. Jean Baudrillard’s simulacra are also a modelled
reality reflected in a mirror, which we believe in more
than reality. Behind the image reflected in the mirror is a
complete emptiness, a routine existence devoid of emo-
tion, in which needs, desires, and even feelings are con-
trolled by digital art and communication.

Walter Benjamin. The Work of Art in the Age of its Technical Reproduction. Thilisi. 2013
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