
The Power of the author - Excerpt from Authorship module.
In this chapter I examine the exhibited ‘author power’ and the progressive convolutions of authorship evolution.
Although the printing press was invented in 1440, the advent of (Print based) British copyright law didn’t originate until 1710. Sensing the ownership of printed material was leaving the control of the authors, an edict was created that sought to give authors control of their work.

It appears content piracy is not a new concept. 

Certain printers of books were granted monopoly to reproduce works under the ‘Act for the encouragement of learning’ (The first copyright statute – The British statute of Anne 1710). This act was introduced to tackle the problem of unendorsed printing of content without consent from the authors or proprietors of works. Originally copyright law only referred to books but progressed to include all forms of reproducible content. The original decree also dictates “For the encouragement of learned men to compose and write useful books”, in common terms to encourage or incentivise writers to carry on producing content whilst receiving rewards for their produce. At the heart of this law’s conception lies the intention to encourage learning. For me, this is the most significant part of the law, to incentivise creation and to educate. An attempt to nurture the works of the ‘learned’ for the good of mankind. This empowerment of authorship (backed by law) changed the nature of what authors became. 

In the fairly distant past, it seems the notion of the author was easier to define. In terms of creative works such as books or paintings, there was the sense of being able to attribute the works to one definable creator. But even in the case of earlier literature there are instances of the author transcending the texts and elevating into the realms of celebrity I.e. Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818) or Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). In the example of Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein, (also titled The Modern Prometheus) the addition of the authors name is of significance as the book was originally published anonymously and authorless in 1818, then subsequently authored by Shelley in its second edition once the book’s popularity (and notoriety) grew. In 1831 Shelley re-authored the book in a revised version, which has become the closest to the text we know today. Shelley’s preface in the newer version altered the inception of the story, playing on her power to re-author elements of her own story in the creation of the text. Shelley’s authorship pierced the literature and became part of the story she had written.

Interestingly the Hollywood film versions of Frankenstein shared a similar parity to attributing authorship to Shelley. The earlier movie adaptations (1910, 1931, 1958) were entitled purely ‘Frankenstein’ but the 1994 version (directed by Kenneth Brannagh) re-attributed Mary Shelley’s name to the title to Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (Perhaps fuelled by a desire to return to the original source material and away from the society engrained image of the Hollywood authored and Boris Karloff authored Frankenstein). Continuing with the Frankenstein example is the well-known audience led misunderstanding of Frankenstein being the creator of the monster, not the monster itself. An example of consumer led re-authorship that remains pertinent to this day.

Dr Frankenstein | Frankenstein’s monster

Other examples are the Hoover (Vacuum cleaner), Coke (Cola), The Walkman (personal stereo) etc. Regardless of the original intentions of the text/product/individual, if the product is innovative enough to be the first example of its kind and the uptake of consumers is great enough, the the audience psyche will decide what it is called, not the creator.

As popular media modernised and became more complex (Movies, TV, Video games, internet and the digital revolution) the idea of authorship has evolved. The move towards collaborative authorship is natural progression as there is a necessity for multiple individuals to work on products so that they are recognizable to the media savvy audiences. An authored collaborative collective could be demonstrated by viewing the end credits of any Hollywood film. The multitude of the cast and crew involved in a film production all participate and would proportion a slice of their own authorship to a single production. There is a hierarchy in terms of large-scale collaboration and some individuals’ author more than others.

In the infographic below there is a clear demonstration of the authorship hierarchy of voice actors in the Simpsons. The infographic shows the characters that each individual cast member voices.
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Hank Azaria voices 18 different Simpsons characters giving what appears to be the majority of voiced authorship dominance within the cartoon. So statistically it would appear that he would dominate in terms of (aural) screen presence. You would expect Hank Azaria to be the most important member of the cast. But if we delve deeper into the characters that he plays you can see that none of the roles are within the central Simpsons family. Yeardley smith (Lisa Simpson) only plays one role, but is at the heart of the Simpsons family unit. Lisa’s character would spend more time on screen, as a larger proportion of the scripts would revolve around her. In an episode of the simpsons attributing authorial dominance to an individual depends upon what the script requires in the development of the narrative. Interestingly the parts of Itchy and Scratchy are also shared amongst the voice talent of the show deferring authority to another, or perhaps undermining the importance of these characters in the production of the show. 

In terms of definition, to ‘authorise’ is to endorse, give approval or validate the worth of something. With the weight of that definition comes ‘authority’, so the role of the author is to be elevated by association. A successful, well-known literature author will sell books based upon name alone as their proximity to a text sends forth a perceived value to the audience. (J.K. Rowling’s Harry potter and the Deathly Hallows set a pre-order record of 1.6 million copies ordered before its release) Additionally, celebrity authors exist as a marketing tool and perhaps complicate matters further. (I have a theory that Katie Price has written more books than she has read)  Autobiographies exist as a vehicle to elevate the subject into the realms of literature, but often are written by ghost-writers that defer ownership to the celebrity individual. There is no definitive way to gauge the involvement of a ghost-writer, as they are involved in a different capacity in different instances, but the power to author is deferred through monetary recoupment. 

In a modern sense, the copy and paste function of every digital operating system has done its fair share to undermine the sense of authorship online and offline. The perfect digital recreation of text, images, music and video has warped our idea of the value of content and I surmise that this is why online piracy through torrent streams and other filesharing mechanisms is still reasonably socially acceptable. Also confusingly for users is the idea that if something is downloadable, then it must be free. I would argue, there is an even greater complexity to authorship in the non physical presence of digital content. With the advent of streaming content (Movie rental or ‘Freemimum’ music download services like Spotify or lovefilm etc.) the authorship issue increases its complexity as the content isn’t even stored on our digital devices. Data flows, but is then deleted once consumed. We have nothing to show for what is ours. We purchase experiences and engagement in moments. 

The philosophical complexities of authorship have been widely explored by theorists, who have a different take upon the notion of authorship. In 1968 Roland Barthes famously wrote The Death of the Author. His writing attacked the traditional understanding of the role of the author and reductively undermines that role. Barthes argues that there is no such thing as an author and the term that should actually be used is that of the scriptor. The text on the page written is recognized by the reader, interpreted by their own references and created in the mind of the reader. Therefore Barthes suggests authorship lies in the creation of the reader. This also means that multiple interpretations of the text can be inferred that were not intended by the original scriptor. Barthes essentially transfers the power to the reader. “It is language that speaks, not the author”. 

Michel Foucault takes a similar standpoint to Barthes, but develops authorship as existing in a temporary state. In What is an author? Foucault begins by stating “It came into being” but if one sense of authorship is ownership, then I argue that this is not something that will be relinquished in the future. The levels of intricacy will intensify as long as there is incitement to create works for reward. Most importantly in his writing, Foucault defines his idea of “Author Function”. Foucault defines the author function and develops the discourse accordingly.

Initially Foucault looks at the way authorship is used as a way of attributing the ownership to an author. My interpretation is the need to make an individual accountable for their writings. Accountable in the sense that writers receive reward or notoriety for the works produced, and also as a way of self policing the content that is made available to the wider audience. The perceived threat of anonymous writing would have its origins embedded within the fear transgressive, blasphemous or slanderous writing being distributed on a large scale.

Foucault moves to discuss how the ‘author function’ affects texts differently, with no single applicable rule on the presence of an author. A scientific text is perhaps less authored by the writer, but is ‘authorised’ by the scientific methodology. A literary text extracts more of the afore-mentioned reader interpreted aspects to the reading.

The work of Barthes and Foucault is convincing in terms of their analysis and discourse, but I still get the sense that there has been little change to the wider consensus of authorship. As we continue in the collaboratively inflected communities that serve as a way of engaging the masses, there becomes less ‘me’ but more ‘we’, reverting the moniker of author to that of writer and presence.
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