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Masterclass with Visiting Research Fellow  
Professor Marcus Boon (York University) 

Walter Benjamin’s “On the Mimetic Faculty” 
August 11, 2015  

At the origin of much of contemporary theorizations of imitation, copying, mimesis and the like is a 
short text, written in 1933 by Walter Benjamin entitled “On the Mimetic Faculty”.  In under four pages, 
Benjamin offers a concise but expansive account of imitation that is anthropological, philosophical and 
poetic all at once. In this masterclass, we will explore this remarkable text in detail, and Professor 
Marcus Boon will show the way that Benjamin’s ideas open up in the direction of contemporary debates 
concerning intellectual property, the commons and “luxury communism”, ideas of gift economy and the 
society of the spectacle. We will also examine Benjamin’s writing practice, and the challenges of 
producing a popular and/or populist theoretical analysis. 

• Date: August 11, 2015, 10am-2pm  

• Lunch: We will break for lunch from apx. 12-12.30. There are cafes nearby or you can bring a 
brown bag lunch.  

• Venue: Macquarie University C8A 310 Senate Room 
Inquiries: Dr. Margie Borschke, Senior Lecturer Journalism and Media 
margie.borschke@mq.edu.au (02) 9850 2159  

• Transport: See http://www.mq.edu.au/on_campus/getting_to_macquarie/  
Macquarie University station is a 10 minute walk from C8A.  

• Parking: Pay & Display parking is available on campus. 
http://www.mq.edu.au/on_campus/getting_to_macquarie/parking/where_to_park/#pay 

 
Marcus Boon is Professor of English at York University and a Faculty of Arts Visiting Research Fellow 
in the Department of Media Music Communication and Cultural Studies at Macquarie University in 
August 2015. He is the author of In Praise of Copying (Harvard University Press, 2010) and The Road of 
Excess (Harvard University Press, 2002) and is currently working on a new book, The Politics of 
Vibration. For more on his writing and research interests see http://marcusboon.com/  

  



 

Participants:  

1. Dr. Ian Andrews  
http://ian-andrews.org  
ian@ian-andrews.org 

Ian Andrews is a media artist and theorist working with generative sound, video and text in 
installation formats. His areas of research interest include aesthetics, philosophy, poetry, sound, 
media and film theory, semio-linguistics and contemporary art. He is particularly interested in the 
pedagogic possibilities of post-aesthetic art theories and practices, and how such directions relate 
to methodologies of practice-led research. . He studied film and sound at the University of 
Technology Sydney (UTS) from which he graduated with first class honours in 1994, and completed 
a doctorate in 2013. Andrews has exhibited his works in national and international film and media 
art festivals. In 2001 he presented a retrospective of his work, from 1983 to 2000, in Dlux’s 
d>Art.  In 2004 he exhibited work at Australian Centre for the Moving Image in Melbourne, the 
FILE festival in Sao Paulo, and ISEA2004 in Helsinki. He teaches sound theory and semiotics at 
UTS. 

Current Research interests: I am currently examining the ethics of experimental art, focusing 
on the place of ethical-political responsibility in non-intentional and aleatory process-based art 
practices. I'm also interested in how meaning is produced in music, musical cultures and musical 
semiological systems. How music contributes to the social production of meaning. I'm also writing 
a paper on function of language in visual art and the relation between current 'conceptual writing' 
practices and conceptual and concrete art. 

Throughout my work I've become very interested in the concept of mimesis and this masterclass, I 
hope, will give me the opportunity of developing my research into other aspects of this notion that I 
have not yet considered. 

2. Dr Iqbal Barkat (Lecturer, Macquarie University)  
iqbal.barkat@mq.edu.au 

Iqbal Barkat wrote his PhD on novelty in cinema, tracing the history through from the work of 
Dziga Vertov, a pioneering film-maker in the early Soviet Union. 

As part of his research he has produced the independent feature film Mortars, which seeks to 
explore what Robert Koehler calls the 'cinema of in-between-ness' - refusing categories of fiction or 
non-fiction. It follows the life of a woman whose house was destroyed by demolition exercises 
carried out by the Australian Defence Force. She has lived in a broken house for over fifty years and 
is still seeking reparations. 

Research interests: include Independent Cinema; Early Soviet Cinema; Dance; Community 
Filmmaking; The Cinematic Practice of Dziga Vertov; The Philosophy of Alain Badiou. 

3. Vanessa Berry (PhD Candidate, MMCCS, Macquarie University) 
vanessa.berry@mq.edu.au 

Bio: Vanessa Berry is a writer and visual artist whose work on urban spaces investigates hidden, 
overlooked and forgotten places and the experience of place through memory and imagination. She 
is the author of the blog Mirror Sydney and two books of nonfiction essays, Strawberry Hills 
Forever (2007) and Ninety9 (2013). Her artwork has been exhibited at major Australian galleries 



 

such as the Museum of Contemporary Art Australia and the National Gallery of Australia, as well as 
at many artist run galleries in Australia and internationally. She is also regarded as Australia's most 
prominent zine maker having produced these self published artist publications since 1996. She is 
currently a PhD candidate at Macquarie University. 

Research interests: My research concerns literary nonfiction of place, experimental cartography, 
and the creative atlas as an emerging literary form. My research draws substantially on the work of 
Walter Benjamin and I would value the opportunity to take part in the masterclass with Professor 
Boon. My thesis includes a close reading of the Benjamin essay "A Berlin Chronicle" with a focus on 
his idea of discontinuity in urban space. It also uses Benjamin's ideas of literary form, such as the 
Denkbilder, and a cartographic approach to life writing. My research also refers to the Arcades 
Project in discussing the notion of the collection as a form for urban writing, a notion which I 
extend to the creative atlas and the blog, forms which I have used in the creative component of my 
research.  

I have found the versatility of Benjamin's ideas, the literary forms in which he presented them, and 
the elegant combination of the conceptual and the material that exists across his work to be a great 
source of ideas and inspiration throughout my academic studies. The richness and flexibility of 
Benjamin's work presents challenges, however, as it opens it to numerous interpretations. It is this 
aspect of Professor Boon's work I am most interested in: how he has developed concepts arising 
from Benjamin's work, such as the Buddhist reading of "nonsensuous similarity" in In Praise of 
Copying.  

In "On The Mimetic Faculty", the notion of the "magical correspondances and analogies" of ancient 
understandings of the world existing as "minimal residues" in the present is one that I find 
particularly generative. In my work on urban place I consider traces and residues that provide 
continuity between past and present. These include sites in which practices persist or the 
mythologies of particular places. 

4. Dr Margie Borschke (Senior Lecturer, Macquarie University) 
margie.borschke@mq.edu.au 

Bio: Dr Margie Borschke teaches undergraduate and postgraduate units in journalism and media 
studies and conducts research on media use, social media, digital culture and media history. She is 
an associate member of the Centre for Media History.  She holds a PhD in Media (University of 
New South Wales), a MA in Politics (University of Toronto) and a Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in 
Political Science (McGill University).  

Research Interests: I conduct social and cultural research on media use, with an emphasis on 
copies and copying practices, and material culture. I have a particular interest in the cultural 
politics of intellectual property and the role of unauthorised use and reproduction in cultural 
history. My work also focuses on the aesthetic dimensions of networked distribution and the 
persistence of analog media formats in digital culture. My current projects include a scholarly 
monograph on the aesthetics of unauthorised reproduction, use and distribution in digital 
networks, a media history of the Australian lyrebird, and a research project on the role of 
unauthorised reproduction in scholarly communities. 

5. Heather Contant (PhD Candidate, UNSW) 
h.contant@unsw.edu.au 

My research is about communities that have explored the possibilities of the radio band of the 
electromagnetic spectrum throughout history. I am looking at four case studies beginning with the 



 

Baden-Baden music festival of 1929 where Bertolt Brecht premiered Der Lindburghflug, which 
would go on to serve as a practical example for his famous 1932 essay “Radio as an Apparatus for 
Communication.” Since Walter Benjamin not only wrote about this play and other experimental 
radio work, but also produced radio at the Frankfurt and Berlin stations, his writings serve as the 
theoretical framework of my research. My other case studies include Variations VII by John Cage, 
Japan’s Mini-FM movement from the 1980’s, and Makrolab by Marko Peljhan. The thing that 
unites these case studies is the way that they each used radio to bring physically people together. 
We so often talk about the ability of radio (and other wireless media) to “bring people together” 
metaphorically across great distances, but these case studies show that wireless media becomes 
more interesting—more illuminating—when people actually come together to explore its 
possibilities in an artistic context. Since these case studies have inspired subsequent generations to 
gather together to explore the possibilities of the radio spectrum, they do exactly what Benjamin 
said the Author as Producer should do: “to induce other producers to produce.” 

Since Benjamin is my theoretical framework in this project, I have devoted a lot of time (probably 
too much time) getting to know his writings and life. This past January I lectured about him at the 
Melbourne School of Continental Philosophy (MSCP), and I am presenting a paper for the 
upcoming Energies in the Arts Conference about a correspondence between him and his friend 
Ernst Schoen. My writing has been published in Leonardo Music Journal, Das Superpaper, and 
elsewhere, and I have taught at The New School, Borough of Manhattan Community College, and 
Eyebeam in New York City. 

Benjamin’s mimetic faculty has always been particularly interesting for my research. I’ve recently 
been looking at the mimetic faculty in comparison with Kant, Hegel, and other German Idealists, 
Aristotle’s account of the heavens in Metaphysics, Rousseau’s description of language development, 
and the ideas of Ludwig Klages and the Munich Cosmic Circle. It would be great to discuss this with 
my peers and with someone who has way more experience with Benjamin like Marcus Boon. 

6. Sarah Goffman (DCA Candidate, University of Wollongong) 
goffgirl_2000@yahoo.com 

Bio: An extensive exhibition history since 1992, in Australia and overseas. In the past a co-director 
of Elastic Projects, founded in 2000, as well as firstdraft gallery. A large range of works centering 
around site-specific projects and installation with mixed media; predominantly using trash and re-
contextualised found objects, focusing on consumer exchanges and the metaphysical. I also write 
and perform as Lucy the psychiatrist from the cartoon “Peanuts”.  In the last four years I have been 
a recipient of various Japanese residencies, looking at customs and aesthetics, and collecting 
packaging which I have been appropriating, transforming and replicating. I have completed various 
residencies, most notably in Bundanon, Queenstown, Tasmania as part of LARQ and a studio 
residency with The Performance Space at Carriage Works, a Tokyo studio through the Australia 
Council and at Tokyo Wondersite with Asialink.  In 2011 I was included in an off-site Yokohama 
Triennale project in Shin-Minatomira a Bank Art Project Life 3, curated by Bec Dean from The 
Performance Space. 

I am a trash collector/converter, making objects and replicating rituals that mirror society and 
negotiate the parameters of conspicuous consumption.  I’m currently undertaking a Doctorate in 
Creative Arts at University of Wollongong. I would like to attend the masterclass as I am interested 
in the dialectics of Walter Benjamin’s studies and I would like to have more insights into his oeuvre, 
his work has informed a great deal of my research, in particular his Arcades Project. Imitation is at 
the center of my object-based practical work, and negotiating the interconnectedness with post-
modernism and the effects of Benjamin and Baudrillaud is discussed. The title of my thesis TRASH 



 

CONVERTER: the processes of contemporary alchemy: Collecting, copying, transforming and 
arranging in sculptural forms. 

7. Chris Rodley (PhD Candidate, University of Sydney)  
crodley@gmail.com 

Bio: Chris Rodley is a PhD candidate in Digital Cultures within the Department of Media and 
Communications at the University of Sydney, where his dissertation is focused on defining the 
emerging field of data-driven literature. Chris is co-author of a book chapter in The Future of 
Writing, published by Palgrave Pivot, which sought to define the emerging field of data-driven 
literature. His media art collaborations with Andrew Burrell have been exhibited across Australia 
and internationally. He has also written on issues in media and culture for The Guardian and 
BuzzFeed. 
 
Masterclass Relevance: My PhD project is entitled “The Poetics of Search: Literary Innovation 
in the Age of Big Data”. It seeks to show how access to Big Data – high volume, high variety, real-
time digital information – is reshaping creative writing in fundamental ways, including in the areas 
of media art, electronic literature, journalism and vernacular digital communication. My contention 
is that a new and distinctive kind of poetics is emerging, whereby the central writerly act lies in 
interfacing with data structures via search, entailing a liminal form of human-machine agency. This 
in turn is leading to innovations in genre, narrative, thematic content and modes of authorship, all 
of which has important sociocultural and political implications. 

The Masterclass will contribute to my work in two ways. First, I anticipate that Marcus Boon's In 
Praise of Copying will be a significant reference point in an early section of my thesis, where I 
describe the rise of conceptual writing and literary appropriation ("copying") and how it relates to 
the utilisation of big social data in digital writing. Second, I am already relying on Walter 
Benjamin's notion of literary montage (as articulated in the Arcades project), since it is a 
foundational reference point for writing based on appropriating found texts. I would love the 
chance to explore "On the Mimetic Faculty" in order to better understand the context of Benjamin's 
poetics/aesthetics/historiography. 

8. Mike Nugent (PhD Candidate, MMCCS, Macquarie University) 
mike.nugent@students.mq.edu.au 

Bio: I am currently a PhD student in MMCCS, working as a media historian. I completed my 
Masters of Research in 2014 in Modern History with a thesis entitled “Video Cassette Revolution: 
The VCR in Australia” which examined the history of the VCR in Australian culture. My PhD thesis 
broadens that focus, being on the history of the video cassette recorder in Australia, Canada, 
East/West/Unified Germany and the USSR/Russia. Specifically, the thesis will focus on how a 
person’s social, cultural, economic and political contexts affected how they interacted with the VCR. 
With this thesis I am hoping to expand the understanding of how people conceive of and interact 
with media technologies. 

Masterclass Relevance: A large part of the domestic and international video market was based 
around the production, distribution and sale of copies, both legitimate and illegitimate. This is in 
both the sense of pirated videocassettes, but also in the way that the VCR prompted people to 
recreate cinematic ideas and experiences across the video economy, from popcorn at the video store 
to people setting up home cinemas. As a result of this, Professor Boon’s work on the idea of copies 
has proven both relevant and helpful to my work thus far in its exploration of the very meanings 
behind these key terms and the ultimate effects on the societies that utilise them. 



 

9. Camilo Montealegre (Master of Creative Writing student, Macquarie University)  
camilo.montealegre-sanchez@students.mq.edu.au 

Bio: I am an international student at Macquarie University currently studying the Master of 
Creative Writing. I come from Bogota, Colombia. There, I obtained my Bachelor’s and Master’s 
degree in Philosophy at Los Andes University. I completed the first program with a thesis on the 
concept of otherness in Hegel’s Science of Logic. And, I attained the second degree with a 
monograph on the constraints involved in writing Philosophy in the University and what this 
Institution could learn from the Institution of Literature. In this last text, I drew arguments from 
Jacques Derrida notions of University and Fiction, and from his reading of Kant’s The Conflict of 
the Faculties and of Kafka’s Before the Law.  

Masterclass Relevance: I am interested in understanding why Benjamin seems to discredit and 
has little interest in constructing a history of the “commonplace, sensuous area of similarity”, that 
is, of the onomatopoeic character of language (161). In my opinion, this is a path that might help 
establish a close connection between language and music, one of the topics I would like to explore 
in my fiction. In his book, La Haine de la Musique, Pascal Quignard follows a similar lead and 
explains how mimicry in music can be track down to a magical antecedent, and to power relations 
exercised by sound over nature and humans. I think that this type of reflections about music can be 
complemented by the suggestions made by Benjamin about the non-sensuous similarities in 
written language. However, first, it is necessary to understand how the non-sensuous similarities 
establish the ties between the spoken word and the signified, the written word and the signified, 
and between the spoken and the written (Benjamin 162). I know that this masterclass will help me 
approach this question that is left unsolved in Benjamin’s short essay. 

10. Roberta Simpson (PhD candidate, Sociology, Macquarie University)  
Roberta.simpson@mq.edu.au 
 
Bio: I am a doctoral student in the Department of Sociology at Macquarie University. I am using a 
phenomenological approach in my research into the function of process in drawing practice arguing 
that art is a constitutive, rather than constituted practice. As a non-traditional thesis I am 
combining art practice with theory, in part researching my own practice, and contribute to teaching 
on units considering the Arts and Popular Culture. I hold a Masters in Fine Art from Central Saint 
Martins and a Bachelor in Visual Art from the Australian National University. 
  
Masterclass Relevance: My interest in this masterclass results from my interest in Benjamin 
and in particular this paper: On the Mimetic Faculty, as well as The Work of Art in the Age of 
Mechanical Reproduction, having referred to both of these in my analyses. I am keen to hear wider 
usage and interpretation of Benjamin's work, as well as his approach to writing. 
 
 


