
POSTGRADUATE ELECTIVE COURSE

ART: THEORY AND PRACTICE SINCE 1960

SESSION 3: “THE DEATH OF THE AUTHOR”

In 1968 Roland Barthes' essay 'The Death of the Author' was published and Barthes was at pains 

to point out that writers (and, for our purposes, we can extend this to include the artist) are not 

the source and origin of the meanings in their works.  All writing, claims Barthes, is to be 

understood more as an art of quotation than of individual invention.  Every text (and, theorists 

have thought of a work of art as a kind of text) is only made possible by virtue of its inter-

relatedness to all other texts.  The effect of this is to deny the individual author (and the artist) 

mastery over his or her work: because he or she is no longer in control of the meanings of their 

works, the author has been stripped of authority.  

Rather than being seen as a medium through which the artist expresses and communicates his/her 

messages to the suitably receptive viewer, the work of art can become more like a battlefield in 

which meaning is fought over by interested parties.  Rather than being a one-way process of 

transmission (like a monologue to a silent audience, for example) in which the artist assumes 
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control over the content and meanings of the work, the new understanding of the work is that it is 

more like a heated debate in which many, often conflicting, voices are heard.  The work of art is 

not a fait accompli on the part of the privileged artist; it is an open-ended invitation for the 

viewer to actively work on it.  To quote Sherrie Levine (who is herself paraphrasing Barthes); 

"the birth of the viewer must be at the cost of the painter".

  

In this session we will examine these issues, and try to sketch in a broad historical account of 

some of the differing ways in which the figure of the author/artist has been understood at 

different moments in the west.  We will, for example, consider both the mediaeval and the 

humanist accounts of the individual and of the nature of individualism in artistic production, as 

well as considering the notion of the individual in terms of capitalism, ownership rights, and 

market forces.

  

We will then move on to discuss the recent shift away from humanism and its emphasis on the 

individual person, in favour of an anti-humanist notion of the "subject".  (The term "subject" is 

used to suggest that we can only understand what it means to be a "person"—to be "me"—by 

occupying a pre-existent position within a system of representation.  When each of us use the 

word "I", for example, it seems to be very personal to us, but, in fact, it is simply a common 

piece of language which we all 'activate' now and again, and which says nothing about us as a 

unique individual.)

  

Ideas such as these (which have been developed by thinkers such as Barthes, Derrida and Lacan) 

are introduced to help us get to grips with the works of artists such as Cindy Sherman, Sherrie 

Levine, Mike Bidlo, Richard Prince, David Salle and Sigmar Polke, all of whom address in their 

different ways the questions of the artist's role, identity, function and authority over the content 

and meanings of their works.
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