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The Death of the Author

In his story Sarrasine Balzac, describing a castrato 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. The
sense of this phenomenon, however, has varied; in ethno-
graphic societies the responsibility for a narrative is never
assumed by a person but by a mediator, shaman or relator
whose ‘performance’ — the mastery of the narrative code —
may possibly be admired but never his ‘genius’. The author
is a modern figure, a product of our society insofar as,
emerging from the Middle Ages with English empiricism,
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French rationalism and the personal faith of the Reforma-
tion, it discovered the prestige of the individual, of, as it is
more nobly put, the ‘human person’. It is thus logical that
in literature it should be this positivism, the epitome and
culmination of capitalist ideology, which has attached the
greatest importance to the ‘person’ of the author. The
author still reigns in histories of literature, biographies of
writers, interviews, magazines, as in the VETY consciousness
of men of letters anxious to unite their person and their
work through diaries and memoirs. The image of literature
to be found in ordinary culture is tyrannically centred 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.

Though the sway of the Author remains powerful (the
new criticism has often done no more than consolidate it),
it goes without saying that certain writers have long since
attempted to loosen it. In France, Mallarme was doubtless
the first to see and to foresee in its full extent the necessity
to substitute language itself for the person who until then
had been supposed to be its owner. For him, for us too, it
is language which speaks, not the author; to write is, through
a prerequisite impersonality (not at all to be confused with
the castrating objectivity of the realist novelist), to reach
that point where only language acts, ‘performs’, and not
‘me’. Mallarmé’s entire poetics consists in suppressing the
author in the interests of writing (which is, as will be seen,
to restore the place of the reader). Valéry, encumbered by a
psychology of the Ego, considerably diluted Mallarmé’s
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tion has no other content (contains no other proposition)
than the act by which it is uttered — something like the 7
declare of kings or the I sing of very ancient poets. Having
buried the Author, the modern scriptor can thus no longer
believe, as according to the pathetic view of his predecessors,
that this hand is too slow for his thought or passion and that
consequently, making a law of necessity, he must emphasize
this delay and indefinitely ‘polish’ his form. For him, on
the contrary, the hand, cut off from any voice, borne by a
pure gesture of inscription (and not of expression), traces a
field without origin — or which, at least, has no other origin
than language itself, language which ceaselessly calls into
question all origins.

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 centres
of culture. Similar to Bouvard and Pécuchet, those eternal
copyists, at once sublime and comic and whose profound
ridiculousness indicates precisely the truth of writing,
the writer can only imitate a gesture that is always anterior,

s ARt SN

never original. His only power is to mix writings, to counter
the ones with the others, in such a way as never to rest on
any one of them. Did he wish to express himself, he ought at
least to know that the inner ‘thing’ he thinks to ‘translate’
is itself only a ready-formed dictionary, its words only
explainable through other words, and so on indefinitely;
something experienced in exemplary fashion by the young
Thomas de Quincey, he who was so good at Greek that in
order to translate absolutely modern ideas and images into
that dead language, he had, so Baudelaire tells us. (in Paradis
Artificiels), ‘created for himself an unfailing dictionary,
vastly more extensive and complex than those resulting
from the ordinary patience of purely literary themes’.
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Succeeding the Author, the scriptor no longer bears within
him passions, humours, feelings, impressions, but rather this
immense dictionary from which he draws a writing that can
know no halt: life never does more than imitate the book,
and the book itself is only a tissue of signs, an imitation
that is lost, infinitely deferred.

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,
psyché, liberty) beneath the work: when the Author has

been found, the text is ‘explained’ — victory to the critic.

- o b s i et S

Hence there is 0o Surptise in the fact that, historically, th
reign of the Author has also been that of the Critic, norw
again in the fact that criticism (be it new) is today under-
mined along with the Author. In the multiplicity of writing,
everything is to be disentangled, nothing deciphered; the
structure can be followed, ‘run’ (like the thread of a stock-
ing) at every point and at every level, but there is nothing
beneath: the space of writing is to be ranged over, not
pierced; writing ceaselessly posits meaning ceaselessly to
evaporate it, carrying out a systematic exemption of
meaning. In precisely this way literature (it would be better
from now on to say writing), by refusing to assign a ‘secret’,
an ultimate meaning, to the text (and to the world as text),
liberates what may be called an anti-theological activity,
an activity that is truly revolutionary since to refuse to
fix meaning is, in the end, to refuse God and his hypostases
— reason, science, law.

Let us come back to the Balzac sentence. No one, no
‘person’, says it: its source, its voice, is not the true place of
the writing, which is reading. Another — very precise ~—
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