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The development and rapid uptake of platforms and applications to capture and share 
video are generating emergent practices associated with social media, presenting new 
opportunities for filmmakers to explore different contexts.  

This paper will examine the development of mobile video applications and their use as 
production tools for the creation of media works embracing the notions surrounding 
auratic experience. Investigating the debate over the ability for mobile works to 
generate aura, I will review the work of Walter Benjamin (1931, 1935), Jay Bolter and 
colleagues (2006), and Stefan Schutt and Marsha Berry (2011). As part of my 
examination of aura, I will also discuss the presence of ‘additional contexts generated 
through visual juxtapositioning’ (Schutt & Berry 2011, pp.39-40). I will also call on my 
own autoethnographic and practice-led research to affirm the mobile video format’s 
ability to engage in thoughtful and reflective media creation through the use of 
applications such as Instagram and the database film creation platform Korsakow. In 
particular, I will discuss the autoethnographic process of creating my film North, an 
interactive documentary that utilises Instagram Video and Korsakow to examine my 
experience of Melbourne. In doing so, I will identify the potential for mobile formats to 
explore various contexts, thus generating an auratic experience. 

The art of filmmaking has become synonymous with a modern utilisation of the internet 
and the most contemporary media equipment, with digital technology ‘permeat[ing] the 
entire culture’ (Weil 2002, p.523). Weil says that digital modes of production and 
distribution have progressed immensely over time, writing that such technology: 

‘is mass produced, and is consequently becoming readily accessible to 

everyone, including artists. Equipment is improving, not only terms of its 

versatility, but also with its ease of use. Work from recent years reveals the 

extraordinary new spectrum of possibilities brought by this new device: the 

personal computer...’ 

(Weil 2002, p.523). 

More recently, however, this development within the areas of production and 
distribution has spread into the realm of mobile, with some traditional filmmakers 
adopting mobile devices in their endeavors. Myers points to South Korean film director 
Park Chan-wook, who has begun to use the iPhone in his practice, writing that it is the: 



‘flexibility that is attracting filmmakers to the smartphone as a work tool. If 

you know what you are doing you can whip out your phone, shoot a scene 

pretty much anywhere and Bam! It’s in the can and ready to be edited’ 

(Myers 2012, n.p.). 

Of course, mobile video sharing platforms Instagram Video and Vine make it even 
easier, allowing the user to edit and distribute within the application. There is a fierce 
competition generating between the two platforms, operated by Facebook and Twitter 
respectively, with heated debate also brewing among social media commentators 
(Talreja 2012, n.p.). Interestingly the discussion is not centered on the respective 
features of each application, but rather on the cultures surrounding them, with Xeni 
Jardin tweeting that ‘the vernacular video format emerging on Vine, stuff in the “most 
popular” list, is fascinating. That pop art form took no time to develop’ (Jardin 2013). As 
soon as Instagram released video sharing capabilities, Vine users responded on Twitter 
using the hash tag #TeamVine to show their loyalty to the perceived Vine community. 
Instagram is also building a culture around its video sharing through its mission 
statement ‘to capture and share the world’s moments’ (Buchanan 2013). 

Adding to the chorus of wide adoption of these contemporary methods is the Tribeca 
Film Festival, which recently opened a sub-competition, making ‘a call for submissions 
from filmmakers who’d like to use the Vine platform to be featured on 
TribecaFilm.com, along with a nice cash prize of $600’ (Crook 2013).  

The endorsement of mobile video sharing by Tribeca is a particularly apt one, which 
demonstrates the progress towards contemporary methods that is so prevalent 
throughout the film industry. There is an argument, however, that these modern 
techniques of production and distribution are diminishing the ability for filmmakers to 
generate an aura in their work. 

In his article ‘Everyone I Know is Stayin’ Home: The New Cinephila’ (2009), James 
Quandt adds to Sontag’s ‘lament for the bygone days of cinephilia...’ (Betz 2010, p.130). 
He writes: 

‘The phrase “in cinema experience” has recently entered the discourse of 

film curation – to differentiate traditional filmgoing from gallery and 

installation presentation of “moving image” works, videotheques, etc – a 



marker of the rapid move of cinema’s realm from the social and ceremonial 

to the insular and domestic, the analogue to the digital, the hard-won to the 

easily accessible’ 

(Quandt 2009, n.p.). 

Cinephilia’s main concern is with the rise of modern technology and its command of the 
traditional experience of watching a film, projected from celluloid, in a cinema. Quandt 
uses the example of how the colour grade in a 35mm reel of Jacques Demy’s Model 
Shop (1969) was much more vibrant than a DVD version of the same film (Quandt 
2009). He claims that the DVD is an inferior copy that lacks the aura of the celluloid 
version, saying that: 

‘[o]ne enters the realm of the ineffable, of those venerable Benjaminian 

notions of aura and authenticity, when attempting to analyze the difference 

between analogue and digital copies - the weight, solidity, grain, clarity, the 

there-ness of images are all difficult qualities to describe’ 

(Quandt 2009, n.p.). 

He claims that motion picture, edited, manipulated and printed on celluloid, is an auratic 
form of art. It could be argued that such an analogy might be additionally applied to the 
act of sifting through one’s news feed on Instagram or Vine.  

Benjamin famously defined aura, in all its slipperiness, as: 

‘A peculiar web of space and time: the unique manifestation of a distance, 

however near it may be. To follow, while reclining on a summer’s noon, the 

outline of a mountain range on the horizon or a branch, which casts its 

shadow on the observer until the moment or the hour partakes of their 

presence - this is to breathe in the aura of these mountains, of this branch. 

Today, people have as passionate an inclination to bring things close to 

themselves or even more to the masses, as to overcome uniqueness in 

every situation by reproducing it’ 

(Benjamin 1931, p.20). 

Benjamin’s definition arguably raises the question of its own viability. He himself had 
explanations of events and instances that could and could not bear an aura, ideas that 



can be shown to directly contradict each other in his various works. In ‘The Work of 
Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction’, he wrote: 

‘One might subsume the eliminated element in the term “aura” and go on to 

say: that which withers in the age of mechanical reproduction is the aura of 

the work of art. This is a symptomatic process whose significance points 

beyond the realm of art. One might generalise by saying: the technique of 

reproduction detaches the reproduced object from the domain of the 

tradition’ 

(Benjamin 1935, p.3). 

Yet, in ‘A Short History of Photography’, he claims that some earlier photographs 
produced with ‘primitive’ cameras had an aura to them, but that this aura dissipated 
upon the introduction of ‘instruments capable of overcoming darkness completely and 
of registering objects with the clarity of a mirror’ (Benjamin 1931, p.19) – instruments 
widely used in art in the 1930s. What Benjamin claims is that, the ability to adjust the 
aesthetics of an image – through such in-camera features as focus, aperture, exposure – 
renders it unauratic. It could be posited that if Benjamin were writing today, such 
features might include jump-cut editing features in Vine or retro filters within Instagram.  

Few theorists concerned with aura concede that modern works of their time do 
provoke an aura. Bolter and his colleagues point to The Oakland Project (2004), an 
ongoing audio project based in a cemetery, which offers ‘an experience in which visitors 
walk among the graves and hear the stories of the ghosts’ (Bolter et al. 2006, p.23), 
noting that ‘we are seeking to exploit the unique character, the aura, of the cemetery’ 
(Bolter et al. 2006, p.23). 

Regarding aura in new media, Bolter and his colleagues write that: 

‘... Benjamin was wrong if he thought audiences and producers would accept 

a final and irrevocable loss of aura in their popular media forms. What 

Benjamin identified was not the end of aura, but rather an ongoing crisis, in 

which the experience of aura is alternatively called into question and 

reaffirmed’  

(Bolter et al. 2006, p.22). 



This explains, then, both Quandt’s claim that cinema is auratic and Benjamin’s own 
contrasting views in his various publications; that there is a possibility for contemporary 
media to exude an aura. Bolter and his colleagues highlight the argument, its reflective 
nature, and the importance of the experience a viewer has with the artifact in question.  

Schutt and Berry (2011) discuss the presence of aura within family photography, 
quoting Briggs, who wrote that ‘the aura is neither a stable attribute nor an object, but 
an index of the dynamic fraught relationship between the beholder and the artefact’ 
(Briggs in Schutt & Berry 2011, p.48). This is an important point, reaffirming Benjamin’s 
contested definition of the term, while also explaining that aura occurs within the 
connection between the consumer and the object. Schutt and Berry position their own 
ancestral photographs within the article, noting in two pictures that ‘the aura in these 
two images speaks of optimism and trust in a good future’ (Schutt & Berry 2011, p.49), 
thereby indicating that photography can, in fact, exude an aura. What must occur for an 
aura to be present, they claim, is a personal context, of which the viewer is aware and 
which ‘... draws our attention to something purportedly embedded in the photo itself, 
something that we feel but can’t put our finger on – the “different intensity”’ (Schutt & 
Berry 2011, p.39). 

They highlight the power of juxtaposition and the impact it has on the beholder of an 
image. They link this ‘different intensity’ to concepts of postmemory and aura, asserting 
that ‘... there are the additional contexts generated though visual juxtapositioning; 
placing two or more media items together in a visual manner’ (Schutt & Berry 2011, 
p.40). Weil recalls the history of juxtaposition ‘beginning with collage in the early 20th 
Century...’ and notes that ‘... as the flow intensifies, artists of all backgrounds have 
engaged with the notion of reprocessing cultural fragments, thus creating a new context 
for the comprehension of information...’ (Weil 2002, p.524). This notion of context is 
explored in my own film North through composing careful sequences of images. Schutt 
and Berry (2011) write that: 

‘when someone reads or views a narrative sequence, the meanings they get 

from, or give to, an item such as a photograph will depend on what came 

before it and/or after it in the sequence. In other words, new possibilities... 

are generated from the contexts and frames created by the narrative journey 

to that item...’ 



(Schutt & Berry 2011, p.39). 

This concept of juxtaposition, of course, is an important one to consider within the 
realm of mobile video sharing. In the cases of both Instagram and Vine, while a user’s 
posts are more often separated within a user’s news feed, their entire collection of 
posts can be viewed once a viewer visits their profile. It is in this instance that the 
importance of juxtaposition within these platforms becomes evident and ample 
reflection on a user’s work can be enacted. 

In the case of Instagram Video, for instance, it is the archiving of captured moments, and 
the juxtaposition of these moments, that might generate an aura. Instagram’s co-
founder and C.E.O., Kevin Systrom says, ‘When I think about what Instagram is, I think 
about moment… Our mission is to capture and share the world’s moments’ (Buchanan 
2013). It is from the context of these captured moments that an auratic experience can 
emerge. 

Similarly, Vine user Simply Sylvio demonstrates the ability for the creation of new 
contexts within the medium. The Vine account is the creation of Albert Birney, an artist 
and musician, and chronicles the life of Sylvio, a six-foot gorilla (portrayed by Birney 
wearing a mask and gloves with human clothes) who enjoys – we learn, over the course 
of many posts – Nintendo, dancing, playing the trumpet, vinyl records, and nature 
(Rankin 2013). At one point on Sylvio’s feed, he meets, then later marries, another 
gorilla named Lucy. Their courtship is documented and presented on Vine. One viewer 
writes that ‘Birney’s dry witted, beautifully cinematic Vines are so lovely, I await each 
one with the same excitement and lunacy that most people reserve for new Breaking 
Bad episodes…’ (Rankin 2013). It is through revealing the personal contexts of Sylvio’s 
life that an aura is generated in Birney’s works; that the viewer experiences what Schutt 
and Berry term ‘a different intensity’. 

The discovery of Simply Sylvio was made through my own autoethnographic research. 
In order to examine whether different context can be created through these mobile 
platforms, I needed to spend time exploring Instagram and Vine – and creating my own 
work on these platforms – using a research method that: 

‘involves the ethnographer participating, overtly or covertly, in people’s daily 

lives for an extended period of time, watching what happens, listening to 



what is said, asking questions – in fact, collecting whatever data are available 

to throw light on the issues that are the focus of the research’ 

(Hammersly & Atkinson in Pink 2001, p.18). 

It was mostly through this research method that I discovered the Instagram and Vine 
accounts that I did. Similarly, it was through an autoethnographic approach that I was 
able to create my own project, the interactive Instagram/Korsakow film North. 

Ellis states that autoethnography is ‘… research, writing and method that connect the 
autobiographical and personal to the cultural and social. This form usually features 
concrete action, emotion, embodiment, self-consciousness, and introspection’ (Ellis 
2004, p.xix). This was a research method I found particularly useful in this instance, as it 
complemented the inquiry in an effective way, given that the generation of aura seemed 
highly dependent on the development of additional, often personal, contexts.  

By documenting a number of locations around Melbourne, I could present my own 
experience of the city, especially given the welcome convenience of the mobile format. 
I found that its portability and high-functionality (in that the device was always powered 
on and in my pocket immediately prior to use) offered a filmmaking experience that is 
unattainable when using more traditional technologies. 

There are clips captured on the suburban street on which I live, which is most likely 
unrecognisable and insignificant to many. On the other hand, of course, there were 
many locations captured that have their own contexts steeped in a long history, such as 
the area outside Flinders Street Station and the statues of former Premiers of Victoria. 
By collecting a variety of such clips, there emerge many contexts within North. To 
invoke Bolter and his colleagues’ discussion of The Oakland Project, I sought to exploit 
‘the unique character, the aura’ of these locations, as well as my own personal contexts, 
in an effort to exude an aura from this work. 

In addition to using Instagram Video (the clips from which remain on my profile on that 
platform) for this project, I also used the database film creation platform Korsakow as a 
distribution method. There is a belief that, by utilising Korsakow – which allows the user 
to navigate between clips, often returning to the same ones at different time, and which 
has a mobile platform in development – ‘the treatment of discrete (linear) stories offers 
opportunities for compelling interactive narratives’ (Boa-Ventura, Lopes & Rodrigues 



2010 p.297). As such it offers the creation of even more contexts through the use of 
ever-changing juxtaposition, a function of the platform that can be controlled in part by 
the user.  

The experience of shooting the footage was also one that complemented my inquiry. I 
have discussed the convenience and unobtrusiveness of mobile videography, and I 
found that this was a form that flattered the experiential nature of my project. I was 
also mindful of the problematic nature of capturing an honest and personal version of 
the events and locations in the film, but was also aware that Pink writes: 

‘More recently, MacDougall (1997) proposed that ethnographic 

documentary film should be used to challenge objectifying approaches in 

anthropology to emphasize the experiential and individual nature of social 

life and develop its potential to represent individuals and specific aspects of 

experience. This approach informs a style of filmmaking in which individuals 

rather than “whole cultures” dominate and the subjectivities of both 

filmmakers and subjects are appreciated’ 

(Pink 2001, p.139). 

As such, I was happy that some contexts would remain vague within my film. It is also 
worth noting that there is room for growth within this project (alongside the likelihood 
that I will add additional footage to the project), and as such, I expect that many of 
these contexts will grow stronger and more explicit in time. 

This paper demonstrates the ability for the contemporary mobile platforms Instagram 
and Vine have the ability to produce work that may invoke an auratic experience for 
the user, through the development of different contexts. Simply Silvio is one such 
account that, in Schutt and Berry’s words, create ‘new possibilities... generated from the 
contexts and frames created by the narrative journey to that item...’ (Schutt & Berry 
2011, p.39). Additionally, it was through an autoethnographic approach that I 
discovered the possibility that further contexts can emerge, through the use of 
platforms such as Korsakow. As such, it is through the presence of such additional 
contexts, which are often manifested as a personal context within these mobile video 
sharing platforms, that works produced using Instagram Video and Vine can be auratic.  
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