
THE DEATH OF ROLAND BARTHES,private 

problems of 'author' and 'authority' in contemporary literary criticism.
The role previously unconsidered acceptance of the author as 'authority' within and 'origin' of a Literary text has been challenged in recent years by cultural critics such as Roland Barthes, Michel Foucault and Janet Woolf. The theory thus promulgated under the banner of 'de-centring the artist', or 'the Death of the Author' is difficult to summarise cleanly, but depends on a perception of the author's disappearance within the text and the impossibility of controlloing by writing the wealth of personal and aesthetic associations, alternative readings, historical contexts, genre developments and social contexts which undermine the author's control of the effect of her work on an individual reader. This decentring of the author leads later theorists to seek new ways of interrogating artistic production which concentrate on social and political relations at the time of their creation (if this 'theological' term is acceptable in this context). For Foucault only the reader holds together the meanings of the text, and indeed it can easily be argued that without a reader a text is meaningless, or, perhaps, has no meaning. For Woolf art is a collective practise, and the servant who brings the author her morning coffee is of significance within the work. However, without the author there is no text, without the text there is no reader, and it is the relationship between author and reader, mediated by the text through a mutual relationship with language which is the field of literary aesthetics.

It is a traditional complaint of authors that they have no control over the interpretation 'placed upon' their texts. An author attempting to communicate ideas through the use of language in a text suffers from the same flexibility of interpretation that afflicts any individual trying to 'express themselves'. For the author, however, the problem is compounded by various factors :  the passage of time, which inflects meaning and challenges the (largely unconscious) cultural assumptions of the author; the critic, who examines text in such minute detail from within her own agenda (ideological, political, aesthetic) which may bear little relation to the author's own; language itself, that most internal of representative systems, a system so closely identified with us that we are unable to observe it clearly, a system which contains and structures thought and yet is highly flexible of interpretation. Language is a means by which we constitute a notion of self, explaining the world to ourselves with that interior monologue which is the origin of narrative.

That the reader or critic has always been able to interpret literary works according to her own prejudices is quite obvious. It has been the practice of critics to superimpose their own view of the world on the texts they study, often with little textual evidence to support them. G. Wilson Knight's famous work 'The Wheel of Fire', for example, could hardly contrast more strongly with Jonathon Dollimore's analysis of 'Measure for Measure' in 'Political Shakespeare', although both deal with the same text. Arguments about 'what the author intended' are nearly always futile, the author indeed may have been innocent of any intention. Before attempting an analysis of Barthes' position I should like to make some attempt to explain the nature of the activity of writing.

It seems to me that one of the most powerful unifying forces within the myriad moods, relations and mental states an individual moves among is that of the 'interior monologue', the running commentary we detect in our minds, a thread of narrative by which we explain ourselves and the world to ourselves, where the unconscious impressions we receive are made conscious, and where the internal and external worlds are brought into relation. The author, writing, develops and multiplies this internal narrative on paper, 'creating', or, through participation in a game with language, producing, an artefact to which language gives more than mere clothing, more even than form, but also ideas themselves. In this game accidental similarities between words can become significant formal devices, embodying meaning and revealing new connections and oppositions. Language is not a passive means of expression, but a partner in the exploration of the self and the world, and it is a slippery tool for the 'expression' of 'meaning'. Barthes, in his essay 'The death of the Author' (a work so full of stylistic and rhetorical flourishes that it sometimes seems impenetrable) says this


"......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


identity of the author."

(Barthes, 1977)

For Barthes, narration places a fact

"....finally outside of any function other than that of the symbol itself."


(ibid)

which sounds close to a doctrine of 'pure' art, of art for art's sake, art incapable of influencing Society and social relations. He attacks what might be called 'the tyranny of biography'


"The explanation of a work of art is always sought in the man or woman who 


produced it, as if it were always.....the voice of a single person, the 


author, confiding in us."

to which we may ask 'If it is not this, what is it ?', and Barthes, eventually, provides us with his answer. 


"It is language that speaks, not the author."

We may seek the author in the work, but she is not to be found. There is no 'interiority' to a text, it is like a painting, there is nothing behind it, there is no psychology of the author there, only words.

Barthes does, however, find it useful to mention authors individually. His piece is studded with proper names; 'Balzac', 'Valery', 'Mallarme', 'Proust', 'Brecht'. To whom do these names refer ?  Authors. Do they influence their work ?  Valery and Mallarme are praised for their aesthetic attitudes, Brecht is mentioned in connection with one of his aesthetic (literary) rules, and Proust is, of course, connected with his biography, the biography (however Barthes wriggles) of an author who precedes the text, who "exists before it". In fact, with Proust, biography is literarily unavoidable.

Thus Valery


"....stressed the linguistic....nature of his activity.....the essentially 


verbal condition of literature."

and this psychological trait in Valery the man influences the work of Valery the author.

Barthes stresses what we might call the second-hand nature of language, its self-referential quality.


"We know now a text is......a multi-dimensional space in which a variety of 

writings, none of them original, blend and clash."

and therefore all sense of origin, all definite fixity of meaning is lost.


".....writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to evaporate it."

This refusal to fix meaning, the ambiguity beloved of Empson, is certainly one of literature's strengths, and one employed by authors both consciously and unconsciously.

For all Barthes' flights of rhetorical fancy he seems to be taking one side of a traditional aesthetic debate to elegant extremes. Some have maintained that a work of art is a thing in itself, irreducible and eternally true, not requiring personal interpretation. Some, E.M.W. Tillyard among them, and a gaggle of New Historicists behind, feel that a work must be understood in the context of the time of its production, the time of its origin. Barthes stresses the immediacy of reading and the interactivity, the cross-pollination of texts in general, the slippery quality of language and symbol, and the importance of the ambiguity. These are good points, but there is a central position to be explored between Barthes and Tillyard which allows us as readers to retain some connection with the author. Absurd assertions about what Shakespeare 'intended' are all too common in literary criticism, yet we can gain an impression of Tillyard through his projection of Shakespeare just as we gain an impression of Dovstoyevsky through reading 'The Idiot'. It is this impression, this personal quality which attracts us to texts, particularly 'literary' texts, of which it is one of the defining marks. To quote Tillyard, from 'Shakespeare's History Plays' as he attempts to excuse one of Henry V's periodic bouts of heartlesness. 


"....the sub-human element in the population must have been considerable


in Shakespeare's day; that it should be treated almost like beasts


was taken for granted."

such assertions reveal the cultural bias of the critic rather than the author, and demonstrate that our conception of the 'Elizabethan World View', for example, need be no more accurate than a mock tudor housing estate.

The impression we gain of the author is conveyed by the author's engagement with language, a language she makes her own, which she inhabits in a variety of guises, which she filters consciously and unconsciously through any number of narratorial positions and veiwpoints, and infinite thematic choices. This is not to say she has any definite 'message' in the 'theological' way Barthes derides; Goethe is often quoted as saying "There is no one theme great enough for my Faust.", and ambiguity or multi-valence  is clearly one of the delights taken in literary work by the creative artist, Joyce, for example, or Shakespeare. These ambiguities are one of the sources of humour in ordinary speech, and can therefore be seen to be understood as a creative force by the vast majority of people, not just a 'creative elite'.

The middle ground between the author and the reader is the text. The middle ground between 'author theory' and 'reader theory' is that the text is the middle ground between author and reader. A work of art in author theory as advanced by Leo Tolstoy or Herbert Read is a message from author to reader designed to reproduce in the recipient the emotions reflected on in the work. As Tolstoy puts it in his monograph 'What is Art ?'


"To evoke in oneself a feeling one has once experienced and having evoked

it in oneself then by means of movements, lines, sounds, or forms expressed in words, so to transmit that feeling that others experience the same feeling - this is the activity of art.

Art is a human activity consisting in this, that one man consciously by means of certain external signs, hands on to others feelings he has lived through, and that others are infected by these feelings and also experience them."

Mild and reasonable as these sentiments appear, they constitute a very tall order. To transmit feeling to another to the extent that the same feeling is re-experienced by them would be the most extra-ordinary achievement. Even Herbert Read, for whom it is apparently nothing to 'become' a sculpture or painting at the drop of a hat, has reservations about the practicalities of this position and amends Tolstoy's testament thus :


"....the real function of art is to express feeling and transmit


understanding."

(Read, 1968)

and this transmission theory is what Barthes attacks. There are many good reasons for this, which I hope I have touched upon (ambiguity, multi-valence, changing cultural and social attitudes,) but Barthes does not advance them, they are too commonsense for him, and he is content with assertion. A more balanced position than either would have to suggest that a text constitutes a changing web of meanings which may overlap between author and reader, but is highly unlikely to reproduce the 'feeling' of the author exactly; in fact it is well understood by one and all that it is extremely difficult if not impossible to communicate anything at all accurately, even with your best friend. 'Misunderstanding' is in the nature of language.

However this may be (and we struggle on regardless, rather enjoying it sometimes) a work of art, a text, acts as a parcel of meanings which, although packed by the author, has become muddled and transformed in its journey. Upon unwrapping the contents may have changed, grown, mutated, decayed away; each recipient experiences the text differently, makes different connections within and outside it, makes judgements on it based on her own attitudes and experience. However, the act of the selection of the contents of the work at its origin are not without significance, and whether the exclusions and conflicts and the stylistic inflections are conscious or unconscious is irrelevant. The work takes place only in the mind of the reader, that is its only existence, but it must be sent out by the author. The strength of a text, and therefore the continuation of interest in its author, is at least partly dependent on the flexibility of interpretation built into it. The case of Shakespeare is interesting; highest icon of authorial authority, used in the prosecution of every argument in a positively biblical way, sometimes worshipped as a prophet of eternal truths, exemplary focus of critical and touristic personality cult, the most we can definitely say about him is that the extant examples of his signature prove him to be virtually illiterate. (Every time he wrote his name he spelt it wrong in a different way.) His texts, however, by virtue of a flexibility compounded by various factors (inaccurate transmission, different editions/versions, texts adapted as played, editors) and their innate qualities as drama have aroused the enthusiasm and fury of people in various cultures for 400 years.

As H.R. Jauss says in his essay 'Literary History as a challenge to Literary Theory.'


"The psychical processes in the assimilation of a text (on the primary 

horizon of aesthetic experience) is by no means only a random selection of

 
merely subjective impressions, but the carrying out of certain directions 


in a process of directed perception which can be comprehended from the 


motivations which constitute it and the signals which set it off......"

Now Barthes, with his passion for long drawn out textual analysis would agree with this, and yet it contradicts his thesis. For who sets these 'directions' and 'signals' in place if not the author ?  Language itself cannot achieve it alone, for these are actions within language, carried out by individuals. The text is a game between language and author at its outset, and then becomes a game between language and the reader. The Author's thread of narrative, with its simultaneous reinforcement and dissolution of the author's 'self' or 'I', (the paradigm and essence of narrative itself and of all narrators), the author's narrative self, is diffracted and diffused through the text, a text which contains the imprint of the author's relationship with language and the author's ideologies and attitudes. The reader, engaging with this text, recreates a picture of text, narrative and authorial attitude through reference to her knowledge of genre, two historical contexts, two geographical contexts and through the inferred relationship of her ideology to that of the author. Not only can the reader read beyond the character or narrator, making judgements as to their 'reliability' and so on, but also beyond the author, making judgements and forming inferences which are beyond the author's control. Although it is foolish to imagine the reader as a passive figure in this process, merely acted upon by the author through the text, it is equally impossib;le to dismiss the significance of the author. The author reveals herself through the text in ways she does not expect or consider, she implies ideological positions of which she is unaware, and although she cannot claim to be the creator of language or of narrative her role in the production of the text cannot be dismissed. It is her attempt to limit and create meaning in text which selects the material which, in turn, acts as the focus for the reader's interpretation. Barthes' polemical attempt to expell the author from her own work in favour of the reader (here read 'critic') may indeed reflect the historical tenor of critical debate where pronouncements on the author's intentions are frequently mere assertions of the critic's prejudice, but even the most radical criticism must take the text, and thus by implication the author, as its starting point. 'The Death of the Author' leads only to the triumph of the critic, and critics, let's face it, are less interesting than authors.
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