The Author

Aims:  to examine how to find the author; to introduce some terms for the author as a function; to look at a seminal essay on the concept of the author; to think about how important we think the author is.

Objectives: that the students should study Frida Kahlo paintings, with and without biographical notes and discuss the difference in their readings; that they should respond to the words "Jane Austen", and individually to write down how they know about who she is; that they should contribute to a discussion about the terms "implied author", "textual author", "composite author"; that they should work in pairs to summarise a section of Barthes' and Foucault's essays, and display their sentence to show the gist of the argument; that they should contribute to a discussion about who thinks the author is important and why, and who thinks he/she is not, and why not. 
Structure
1. Introduction.  Aims and objectives. (5 mins) 
2. Hand out Frida Kahlo paintings.  One group has a painting of Viva la Vida with no notes.  Another has Viva la Vida with notes about despite her physical pain, Kahlo living life to the full.  Another has notes on Kahlo's depression and apparent suicide.  Another group has Broken Column and no notes, another has Broken Column and notes about Kahlo's injuries.  Each group asked to write down what they think the painting means, and how they read the symbolism within it.  Discussion of findings, with paintings on view. (15 mins)
3. On board:  the word "Jane Austen".  Individually to write down how they know about who she is.  Thoughts pooled on board.  Bring in the terms "implied author", "textual author", "composite author". On board: "Jane Austen" is a historical figure."Jane Austen" is a set of traits associated with our expectations of her (the Austen industry).  "Jane Austen" is a set of traits that the reader "finds" in the text. (10 mins)
4. Textual or implied author is one built up as a picture from reading a work.  A textual author is a virtual image of the author's attitudes, as presented by the text.  

5. Composite author is one built up from reading a range of works.  

6. Textual, implied or composite author may be very different from the "real-life" individual.  We could have a sense of a person and personality to which we could give the name "Jane Austen" even without reading any biographical evidence.
7. Hand out sections of Barthes' essay.  Each pair responsible for reducing their section to a sentence.  On a large piece of paper at the front of the class, to display the gist of the argument.  (10 mins)
8. Ask:  who thinks the author is important?  Why?  Who thinks he/she is not?  Why not?  If time, run a tennis debate down the class, each side putting forward one point at a time. (5 mins)
9. Conclusion:  close with quote from Barthes about the birth of the reader.  It is to this topic that we will turn next week. (5 mins)
The Author

Aims:
· to examine how to find the author and how valid it is to look for them
· to introduce some terms for the author as a function 

· to look at a seminal essay on the concept of the author 

· to think about how important we think the author is

· Textual or implied author is one built up as a picture from reading a work.  

· Composite author is one built up from reading a range of works.  


The Broken Column by Frida Kahlo



"To attribute work to a single author is to imprison it in the imagined self of its individual  producer."  

The birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the author.
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The Broken Column  by Frida Kahlo

On September 17, 1925, Kahlo (aged 18) was riding in a bus when the vehicle collided with a trolley car. She suffered serious injuries in the accident, including a broken spinal column, collarbone, ribs and pelvis, eleven fractures in her right leg, a crushed and dislocated right foot, and a dislocated shoulder. An iron handrail pierced her abdomen and her uterus which seriously damaged her reproductive ability.  Her marriage to Diego Rivera was fiery and he had frequent affairs with other women (most notably, Kahlo's sister). 
Kahlo herself wrote:  ‘Waiting with anguish hidden away, the broken column, and the immense glance, footless through the vast path … carrying on my life enclosed in steel … If only I had his caresses upon me as the air touches the earth.’

Although she recovered from her injuries and eventually regained her ability to walk, she was plagued by relapses of extreme pain for the remainder of her life. She underwent as many as thirty-five operations as a result of the accident, mainly on her back, her right leg and her right foot.

· What is the meaning of this picture?

· Is there symbolism within it?  If so, what does the symbolism represent?




· Viva La Vida by Frida Kahlo

Frida Kahlo lived in and out of hospitals her whole adult life, she suffered from excruciating pain, infertility, and amputation.  She had much to be miserable about, but her nature was to live life as fully and as passionately as she could: 

‘There is nothing more precious than laughter and scorn — It is strength to laugh and lose oneself, to be cruel and light. Tragedy is the most ridiculous thing “man” has.’ 
· What is the meaning of this picture?

· Is there symbolism within it?  If so, what does the symbolism represent?




Viva La Vida (1954) by Frida Kahlo

Kahlo had low self-esteem that many art historians have partly put down to her traumatic childhood (Kahlo contracted polio when she was six, which left her right leg thinner than the left, which Kahlo disguised by wearing long skirts. It has been conjectured that she also suffered from spina bifida, a congenital disease that could have affected both spinal and leg development).  Her lack of self confidence was further compounded when, on September 17, 1925, Kahlo (aged 18) was riding in a bus when the vehicle collided with a trolley car. She suffered serious injuries in the accident, including a broken spinal column, collarbone, ribs and pelvis, eleven fractures in her right leg, a crushed and dislocated right foot, and a dislocated shoulder. An iron handrail pierced her abdomen and her uterus which seriously damaged her reproductive ability.  A few days before Frida Kahlo died on July 13, 1954, she wrote in her diary: "I hope the exit is joyful - and I hope never to return - Frida". The official cause of death was given as pulmonary embolism, although some suspected that she died from overdose that may or may not have been accidental.  An autopsy was never performed. 
· What is the meaning of this picture?

· Is there symbolism within it?  If so, what does the symbolism represent?



Viva La Vida by Frida Kahlo

· What is the meaning of this picture?

· Is there symbolism within it?  If so, what does the symbolism represent?
Structuralism is an intellectual movement which began in France in the 1950s and is first seen in the work of the anthropologist C L Strauss (1908-) and the literary critic Roland Barthes (1915-1980) ... its essence lies in the belief that things cannot be understood in isolation – they have to be seen in the context of the larger structures they are part of.  p39

Saussure focused on patterns and functions of language in use today, with the emphasis on how meanings are maintained and established and on the functions of grammatical structures.

1  the meanings we give to words are purely arbitrary, and that these meanings are maintained by convention only.  There is no inherent connection between a word and what it designates.

2  the meanings of words are what we might call relational.  That is to say, no word can be defined in isolation from other words.  The definition of any given word depends upon its relation with other "adjoining" words.  we could have no concept of "day" without a concept of "night", no concept of "good" without a concept of "bad".

3  language constitutes our world, it doesn't just record it or label it.  Well know examples of this process would be the choice between paired alternatives like "terrorist" or "freedom fighter".  There is no neutral or objective way of designating such a person, merely a choice of two terms which "construct" that person in certain ways.  p43

The seasons are a way of seeing the year, not an objective fact of nature.  p44

View the notion that language does not reflect or record the world; rather, it shapes it, so that how we see is what we see.  p61

Derived from linguistics, structuralism inherits its confidently scientific outlook:  it too believes in method, system, and reason as being able to establish reliable truths, and it is generally written in a neutral, anonymous style. p63

Post-structuralist maintains that we have no certain standard by which to measure anything.

Derived from philosophy, a discipline that has tended to emphasise the difficulty of achieving secure knowledge about things:  ref. Nietzche's famous remark "There are no facts, only interpretations."  p 63

Style of writing is more emotive than structuralism.  Often the tone is urgent and euphoric, and the style flamboyant and self-consciously showy.  p 63

The Post-structuralist's way of speaking about language involves a rather obsessive imagery based on liquids – signs float free of what they designate, meanings are fluid, and subject to constant "slippage" or "spillage" ... The meanings words have can never be guaranteed one hundred per cent pure.  Thus, words are always "contaminated" by their opposites – you can't define night without reference to day, to good without reference to evil.  p 64

"The Death of the Author" (1968) ... is the "hinge" round which Barthes turns from structuralism to post-structuralism.  In that essay he announces the death of the author, which is a rhetorical way of asserting the independence of the literary text and its immunity to the possibility of being unified or limited by any notion of what the author might have intended, or "crafted" into the work.  p 66

It is often referred to as "reading against the grain" or "reading the text against itself", with the purpose of "knowing the text as it cannot know itself." E.g. using the word "guest" comes from the Latin "hostis" meaning an enemy.  This hints at the double aspect of a guest, as either welcome or unwelcome, or as changing from one to the other. 

p 71

Deconstruction is not synonymous with "destruction".  It is in fact much closer to the original meaning of the word "analysis", which etymologically means "to undo" ... The deconstruction of a text does not proceed by random doubt or arbitrary subversion, but by the careful teasing out of warring forces of signification within the text.  p 71

Structuralist looks at parallels, echoes ... the effect of doing this is often to show a unity of purpose within the text, as if the text knows what it wants to do and has directed all its means towards this end.  By contrast the deconstructionist aims to who that the text is at war with itself:  it is a house divided, and disunified.  p 72

Looks at contradictions/paradoxes; shifts and breaks in tine, viewpoint, tense, time, person, attitude; conflicts, absences and omissions, linguistic quirks, aporia, with the end effect of showing textual disunity.

Structuralists

· Analyse prose narratives, relating the text to some larger containing structure such as the conventions of a particular literary genre, a network of intertextual connections, a projected model of an underlying universal structure, a notion of narrative as a complex of recurrent patterns or motifs

· Apply the concept of systematic patterning and structuring to the whole field of Western culture, and across cultures, treating as "systems of signs" anything from Ancient Greek myths to brands of soap powder.

· Look for parallels, echoes, reflections/repetitions, contrasts and patterns in plot, structure, character/motive, situation/circumstance, language/imagery, with the effect of showing textual unity and coherence

Poststructuralists

· "Read the text against itself" so as to expose what might be thought of as the "textual subconscious", where meanings are expressed which may be directly contrary to the surface meaning.

· They fix upon the surface features of the words – similarities in sound, the root meanings of words, a "dead" (or dying) metaphor and bring these to the foreground, so that they become crucial to the overall meaning.

· They seek to show that the text is characterised by disunity rather than unity.

· They concentrate on a single passage and analyse it so intensively that it becomes impossible to sustain a "univocal" reading and the language explodes into "multiplicities of meaning".

· They look for shifts and breaks of various kinds in the text and see these as evidence of what is repressed or glossed over or passed over in silence by the text.  These discontinuities are sometimes called "fault-lines", a geological metaphor referring to the breaks in rock formations which given evidence of pervious activity and  movement.  

1)
In his story Sarrasine Balzac, describing a castrate disguised as a woman, writes the following sentence: “This was woman herself, with her sudden fears, her irrational whims, her instinctive worries, her impetuous boldness, her fussings, and her delicious sensibility.” Who is speaking thus? Is it the hero of the story bent on remaining ignorant of the castrato hidden beneath the woman? Is it Balzac the individual, furnished by his personal experience with a philosophy of Woman? Is it Balzac the author professing “literary” ideas on femininity? Is it universal  wisdom? Romantic psychology? We shall never know, for the good reason that writing is the destruction of every voice, of every point of origin. Writing is that neutral, composite, oblique space where our subject slips away; the negative where all identity is lost, starting with the very identity of the body writing. No doubt it has always been that way. As soon as a fact is narrated no longer with a view to acting directly on reality but intransitively, that is to say, finally outside of any function other than that of the very practice of the symbol itself, this disconnection occurs, the voice loses its origin, the author enters into his own death, writing begins. 

2)

The image of literature to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centered on the author, his person, his life, his tastes, his passions, while criticism still consists for the most part in saying that Baudelaire’s work is the failure of Baudelaire the man, Van Gogh’s his madness, Tchaikovsky’s his vice. The explanation of a work is always sought in the man or woman who produced it, as if it were always in the end, through the more or less transparent allegory of the fiction, the voice of a single person, the author “confiding” in us.

3)

Lastly, to go no further than this prehistory of modernity, Surrealism, though unable to accord language a supreme place (language being system and the aim of the movement being, romantically, a direct subversion of codes—itself moreover illusory: a code cannot be destroyed, only”played off”), contributed to the desacrilization of the image of the Author by ceaselessly recommending the abrupt disappointment of expectations of meaning (the famous surrealist “jolt”), by entrusting the hand with the task of writing as quickly as possible what the head itself is unaware of (automatic writing), by accepting the principle and the experience of several people writing together. 
4)

The removal of the Author (one could talk here with Brecht of a veritable “distancing,” the Author diminishing like a figurine at the far end of the literary stage) is not merely an historical fact or an act of writing; it utterly transforms the modern text (or—which is the same thing—the text is henceforth made and read in such a way that at all its levels the author is absent). The temporality is different. The Author, when believed in, is always conceived of as the past of his own book: book and author stand automatically on a single line divided into a before and an after. The Author is thought to nourish the book, which is to say that he exists before it, thinks, suffers, lives for it, is in the same relation of antecedence to his work as a father to his child.
5)

We know now that a text is not a line of words releasing a single “theological” meaning (the “message” of the Author- God) but a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of writings, none of them original, blend and clash. The text is a tissue of quotations drawn from the innumerable centers of culture.   

6)
Once the Author is removed, the claim to decipher a text becomes quite futile. To give a text an Author is to impose a limit on that text, to furnish it with a final signified, to close the writing. Such a conception suits criticism very well, the latter then allotting itself the important task of discovering the Author (or its hypostases: society, history, psyche, liberty) beneath the work: when the Author has been found, the text is “explained”—victory to the critic. 
7)

Thus is revealed the total existence of writing: a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contestation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author. The reader is the space on which all the quotations that make up a writing are inscribed without any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but in its destination. 
8)

Classic criticism has never paid any attention to the reader; for it, the writer is the only person in literature. We are now beginning to let ourselves be fooled no longer by the arrogant antiphrastical recriminations of good society in favour of the very thing it sets aside, ignores, smothers or destroys; we know that to give writing its future, it is necessary to overthrow the myth: the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.

The Role of the Author

Seminal Essays:

Roland Barthes, "The Death of The Author", in Image-Music-Text (1977)

Michel Foucault "What is an Author?" (1969)

Useful Overview:

"Authors:  dead and posthumous" (including a section entitled "Auto-bio-graphy") in Brian McHale, Postmodernist Fiction,  Routledge, London and New York, 1987

Implied author (ie a sense of the author that we build from reading one of his or her works, without reference to biography):
Wayne C Booth, Rhetoric of Fiction (1961)

Career (or composite) Author (ie a sense of the author that we construct as a sum of all his or her works):
Seymore Chatman, Coming to Terms.  The Rhetoric of Narrative in Fiction and Film, Cornell University Press, Ithaca and London, 1990
NB

Jerome J McGann, A Critique of Modern Textual Criticism, Chicago and London, University of Chicago Press, 1983  - writing about the gap between the author seen as the sole creator of the work and the real process of literary composition involving negotiation between historically individual author and a range of other individuals and institutions – publishers, editors, censors, critics etc.

