
Looking for the Author 

The 1967 essay by Roland Barthes “The Death of The Author” and the 1969 text by Michel 

Foucault “What is an Author”, give me the opportunity to reflect on the idea of authorship. 

By using examples from my experience I will explore whether it is always necessary to have 

background information of an artist in order to experience the art work. 

I write as a person who meets creative work in the street or in the gallery, by accident or by 

intention. I only have a vague idea about who Barthes and the authors that he mentions are. 

I am acquainted however with his references to the visual arts, Van Gogh and the 

Surrealists; this and my experience as a sculptor help me towards an understanding of his 

arguments. 

Despite these gaps in my knowledge, I think that  Barthes uses an extreme gesture, refusing 

the author as the origin of the text and  attributing it only to language, in order to 

undermine the idea of a powerful all controlling individual and consequently authority as a 

whole.  

I understand that his attack is not so much on the author him/herself, but more on a system 

that cultivates the idea of the author as god,1as well as on the critic.2 

In the same time, Barthes recognises culture as an organic process of human creativity and 

in this way challenges the idea of a self-congratulating, worshiped, isolated individual that 

creates.3 

 

                                                             
1 Roland Barthes ‘The Death of the Author’ in Image, Music, Text, trans. Stephen Heath (London: 
Fontana, 1977), p. 143.) ’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 very 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…’ 
2 Ibid., p.147.’Such a conception suits criticism very well, the latter then allotting itself the important 
task of discovering the Author (or its hypostases: society, history, psych6, liberty) beneath the work: 
when the Author has been found, the text is 'explained' - victory to the critic. Hence there is no 
surprise in the fact that, historically, the reign of the Author has also been that of the Critic, nor again 
in the fact that criticism (be it new) is today undermined along with the Author.’ 
3 Ibid., p.146. ‘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.’ 
 



From childhood I have been struggling with, and unconsciously reacting to, the social and 

educational demands for endless information as an unattainable condition for uttering an 

opinion about even the most mundane of matters. 

Now I suspect the reasons why I felt this way, but my public psychoanalysis will not add 

anything essential to this essay. This realization however helps me to understand why I am 

enthusiastic about Barthes announcement of the death of the author. In addition it makes 

me aware that my interpretation of Barthes’ essay “Death of the Author” is first and 

foremost conditioned and thus limited by my personal history, my life experience so far.  

In contrast then to what Barthes says, I think that I as a reader the same as any author, I am 

not ‘without history, without biography, without psychology, [I am] simply that someone 

who holds together in a single field [some of] the traces by which the text is constituted.’ 4 

 

By appropriating Barthes’ text for my own purposes- to exorcise the tyranny of the Author-I 

open for myself the possibility for dialogue and consequently understanding and knowledge; 

After all ‘the birth of the reader must be at the cost of the death of the Author.’5 

 

‘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.’6 

 

A murmur 

‘All discourses, whatever their status, form, value, and whatever the treatment to which 

they will be subjected, would then develop in the anonymity of a murmur.’7 

Following closely the economic and psychological collapse of Greece a word appeared on 

the walls of Athens. It was jumping up unexpectedly high up on the side of blocks of flats, on 

empty billboards, on fenced up doors and windows. 

                                                             
4 Ibid., p.148.: ‘the reader is without history, biography, psychology; he is simply that someone who 
holds together in a single field all the traces by which the written text is constituted.’ 
5 Ibid., p.148. 
6 Ibid., p.147. 
7
 Michel Foucault, ‘What is an Author?’, in Textual Strategies: Perspectives in Post-Structuralist 

Criticism ed. By Josue V. Harari, (London: Methuen, 1979), p.p.141-160, p.160 
 



Athens is a city full of graffiti; big colourfull well-formed letters usually in English, characters 

with no particular message, collages, stencils, simple tags, protests and comments.  

Among this plethora of images and messages and despite the chaotic patterns of the city the 

word ‘βαςανίζομαι’ stuck out. Everybody noticed it. 

‘Βαςανίζομαι’ is a Greek verb in the passive form, first person singular and so it describes an 

action that takes place in me or upon me. It means I am tormented or tortured but it also 

contains the notions of agonizing and suffering. It is one long word. 

It was written on the walls with black house paint using a decorator’s roller on a long stick to 

reach high. To maneuver a roller on a long extension is difficult so “rollups” are usually 

compositions with straight edges. ‘Βαςανίζομαι’ however was not written in capital letters 

as one might have expected but in plain clear curvy small letters.  

Because of the technique used, the difficulty in writing it, the word had the same awkward 

look and feel as the first words we managed to put on paper when we were learning to 

write. What was struggling to appear on the walls of Athens was awkwardly familiar both in 

looks and meaning. 

Soon after, an enormous mistake appeared on the walls. It was written with the same 

technique, naturally awkward, unashamedly exposed for all to see. This time it was a small 

word with a tyrannical meaning; λάθοσ 8 grossly misspelled as λάθωσ. The one of the two 

vowels of the word -one of the two possibilities where you could go wrong without changing 

the sound of the word- the ο (omicron) was replaced with an ω (omega) which was now 

staring up oblivious, exposed like a wound. That was funny; the word wrong was spelled 

wrongly. However that was not all. 

Whoever has been to school is instantly shocked confronted by this blatant mistake. This is 

shameful, embarrassing, degrading; and yet, it is amusing, a relief. This tyrannical word, 

wrong, you are wrong, wrong decision, wrong turn and so on, was caught naked, as 

vulnerable as the rest of us. Its authority was challenged, demystified. So from now on we 

were no longer shamefully and guiltily wrong, but we were sometimes naturally rong. 

                                                             
8 The word λάθοσ, translates both as mistake and wrong in English 



‘Writing unfolds like a game [jeu] that invariably goes beyond its own rules and transgresses 

its limits.’ 9  

Who wrote these words? Who is speaking? 

‘What difference does it make who is speaking?’10 

 

Vandalism 

‘…the hand, cut off from any voice, borne by a pure gesture of inscription (and not of 

expression), traces a field without origin…’ 11 

 

In Athens, like other cities, the walls are covered with signatures written in seconds with 

spray paint or markers.  

There are also more elaborate “throw- ups”, big multicoloured compositions of letters 

spelling the name of the individual or the graffiti crew who did it.  

A “‘writer’s” challenge is to write his/her name in as many but most importantly difficult to 

reach prominent places, without being caught by the authorities. Skill in the control of the 

can and the ability to operate under the pressure of time in precarious situations and 

strange locations are of paramount importance. 

Youths (usually) persistently violate the written and unwritten rules of the city; with 

complete disregard towards what is proper, towards laws about public and private property 

and with no respect towards authority they infest the cityscape each with their particular 

scent, reclaiming the city as their playground. 

I know that things as always are not that simple; authorities on the subject of graffiti have 

written volumes of books and articles, approaching it sociologically, politically, aesthetically, 

juridically and so on. 

                                                             
9 Ibid., p.142. 
10 Ibid., p. 160 ‘We would no longer hear the questions that have been rehashed for so long: ‘Who 
really spoke? Is it really he and not someone else? With what authenticity or originality? And what 
part of his deepest self did he express in his discourse?’ Instead, there would be other questions, like 
these: ‘What are the modes of existence of this discourse? Where has it been used, how can it 
circulate, and who can appropriate it for himself? What are the places in it where there is room for 
possible subjects? Who can assume these various subject-functions?’ And behind all these questions, 
we would hear hardly anything but the stirring of an indifference: 
‘What difference does it make who is speaking?’ 

11 Barthes, p. 146.  



What interests me however, is the idea of the signature as a gesture, as the need to leave a 

personal visible mark, a trace, an affirmation of our existence in the world. This is achieved 

in two ways; by evidence on the external material world, the mark on the wall and by the 

adrenaline imbued event of doing it, feeling in ourselves that we exist. 

In the same time I am interested in the negation of this affirmation through the acceptance 

of the ephemeral nature of the gesture. 

Graffiti artists dedicate time and effort and they risk their life and their freedom for the 

production of a new “piece”, despite the knowledge that their work may be obliterated 

anytime by a new graffiti, by a fresh coat of paint, by special detergents, by weather 

conditions and time, on purpose or by accident. 

The absolute care and dedication put into the work is contradicted by an indifference that 

mimics or better reenacts the indifference shown by nature towards our existence. 

This attitude can be interpreted as humble or as heroic depending on what makes you tick. 

On second thought though, the humble and the heroic may be the same; the two sides of 

the coin called the human condition; a contradiction in which the writer is born. 

 

When a Banksy is a Banksy 

Greyson Perry in the second of the 2013 Rieth Lectures, talking about the ‘idea that 

Duchamp put forward that anything could be art that he decided was art’,12 in reversing the 

argument mentions Banksy and says: 

…recently one of his works that he’d put on the side of a North London Poundland shop of a 

child worker sewing union jacks - that was his contribution to the Jubilee celebrations - the 

owner of the building hacked, very carefully hacked his painting off of the wall and then put 

it up for auction. And Banksy was very cross about this because his art work, he was giving it 

to the people, and so he said, “That’s no longer a Banksy.”  “You can’t sell it. It’s no longer a 

Banksy.” I don’t know how effective his negation of its Bansky-ness would be, but I like the 

idea.13 

                                                             
12

 Grayson Perry, ‘Playing to the Gallery: Beating The Bounds’ (Lecture 2), BBC Radio 4, Reith Lectures 
2013, Recorded at St George’s Hall, Liverpool, Transmission: 22 October 2013, transcript p.5. 
13 Ibid. p.6. 



“Slave Labour” was put forward to be auctioned in Miami in February 2013.After a lot of 

pressure, campaigns, interviews, the involvement of Scotland Yard and the FBI, and articles 

in the local as well as the international Press, the section of the debated masonry /mural 

was withdrawn from sale. 

Three months later, ‘Slave Labour’ resurfaced in London to be auctioned afresh. There were 

new articles in the press, interviews, and a big fuss all over again about the moral and 

practical issues concerning the new attempt to sell the piece. , Mary McCarthy, from Bristol, 

the director of MM Contemporary Arts in an interview with the BBC said that without an 

authenticity certificate by the artist or by the artist’s authentication representatives Pest 

Control, the work would not sell or would not fetch a high price. However the work was sold 

to a private collector for £75,000. Everybody knew this was a Banksy. 

The name Banksy is a trade mark; it points first and foremost to stenciled primarily black 

images of minimal composition with a witty social comment or satire on city walls. 

It is associated with among other things, the event of illegal graffiti being trans mutated 

from vandalism to expensive commodity and national heritage (and controversy around this 

issue), the documentary (or mockumentary) film Exit trough the Gift Shop, a celebrity 

without a proper name who seems to be amusing himself and his followers by playing 

harmlessly with authority and the idea of the author.  

Banksy’s work appeared first on the walls of Bristol in the 1990s, then in London and 

continues to appear since, outdoors in public spaces, as well as in museums and galleries 

with permission or without, in a number of cities including New York and the Palestinian 

Territories in the West Bank . Banksy uses the internet as a means of communication with 

his followers, for announcing events, posting new work, authenticating works and generally 

directing the game. 

The author of the Banksy works remains a mystery figure; his identity is not revealed. This 

constant non-appearance of the real person though it may have started as a need for the 

protection of the graffiti artist from the authorities, is now consciously maintained as a 

game. The elusiveness of the author has been cultivated as an important ingredient of 

Banksy-ness. 



The authority that has been authorised by the author Banksy to authenticate his work is 

“Pest Control”. The power of this authority is played with from the start;14 the most 

recognised and thus most desired of Banksy works, graffiti made out in the streets, is illegal 

activity so it cannot be authenticated by Pest Control. Moreover Banksy has announced that 

his street work is not made to be sold and that a street Banksy is no longer a Banksy when it 

is taken out of context. He pretends to exert control over the work though he knows that 

the work is abandoned to its own fate from the moment of its birth. 

The game goes on: is a Banksy a Banksy when it is protected by council authorities behind 

Perspex or when it is painstakingly cleaned from vandalising graffiti by the authorities that 

penalise graffiti as vandalism? (See appendix) 

Maybe it is a Banksy for precisely this reason. So much fuss, so much energy spent in our 

effort to claim a gesture. Within the contradiction of trying to make permanent what was 

conceived as ephemeral, the Banksy-work by being destroyed is revealed.  

 

“Maman” 

In 1990 my adolescent fantasy of the lonesome passionate heroic artist, a personal need 

illuminated by the works of Michael Angelo and Rodin, was suddenly challenged by life; half 

way through my Masters in fine art- the final preparation for my illustrious carrier- a spanner 

was thrown in the cogs of my machine; I was pregnant. In some months’ time I would not be 

any longer the person I thought I was, I would become a mother. 

Disoriented and confused, I went to see an art exhibition in the Riverside Galleries in 

London. On entering the space there was a bigger than life photograph of the mischievous 

wrinkled face of a woman; small sparkling eyes full of life: Louise Bourgeois. I did not know 

her name or her work. I came in with no expectations. I was in for a surprise. 

Coming into the room where the work was shown I entered another reality: big marble 

sculptures, horizontal rather than vertical, fragments:  big surprised cartoon like eyes carved 

out of black marble; a perfect sphere with a perfect child’s arm sticking out real size and 

vulnerable carved out of pink marble; orifices tenderly carved into all sides of a white block 

                                                             
14<www.thepestcontrolexperts.com/London> ’Please be aware that because many Banksy pieces are 
created in an advanced state of intoxication the authentication process can be lengthy and 
challenging. Pest Control deals only with legitimate works of art and has no involvement with any kind 
of illegal activity.’ 



of marble, some dark and some communicating through, allowing light in; multiple 

protrusions like growth pushing through, breasts, penises,  budding cells, pregnancies; 

lifeless dangling legs made from black rubber, black rubber members hang by meat hooks, 

chunky dense blocks of matter made vulnerable. The show was bizarre but the sensation, 

the dynamic of its contradictions went straight under my skin. It was so familiar.  

On leaving the exhibition I was compelled to read the biography on the board that 

welcomed and introduced the visitor to the artist’s work. 

Who is this formidable woman whose world just touched mine?  

Twenty three years later, a couple of weeks ago, I visited Louse Bourgeois’ exhibition 

“Women without Secrets” in Edinburgh. One of the works exhibited is a big metal Spider. It 

was towering in front of me carrying a white marble egg in its basket-shaped abdomen; it 

was threatening. Long metal legs cantilever a cauldron-shaped body, are marking a 

protective space under it. It is called “Maman”. 

I never thought of my mother as a spider. Louise Bourgeois’ proposal however, once 

experienced is making sense. A glimpse of her life through fragments of her personal life 

revealed in what she wrote, what she said, in what people who knew her said, her fears, her 

fragility, her aggression, her anxieties, illuminates her language, the symbolism in her work. 

With a little push from the title, transported in the mental space called Louise Bourgeois - a 

composite of my experiences and her stories- her spider comes to life. 

I imagine her massive spiders as Louise Bourgeois herself, forever older than anyone who 

would ever walk into the space beneath them, or rather, as a frightening and in the same 

time frightened primordial mother, creator of a fragile protected space, a sanctuary not a 

prison, where we temporarily, precariously shelter looking for our own truths. 

With this essay, triggered by my reading of Barthes and Foucault, I tried to renegotiate the 

idea of the author as a tyrannical authority, a doctrine, and reestablish it as simply a creative 

gesture, an invitation into another space.  

‘In writing the point is not to manifest or exalt the act of writing nor is it to pin a subject 

within language. It is, rather, a question of creating a space into which the writing subject 

constantly disappears.’15 

                                                             
15Foucault, p.142.  
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Bye bye Banksy! 

 Posted by AntK on February 16, 2013 at 15:19 in Local News and Stories from HoL 

For a few days now I've suspected something was afoot with Turnpike Lane's 
Banksy; it's been surrounded by scaffolding and tarpaulin since Wednesday - and 
there was a security van present for much of that time. 

This morning I had a sneaky look under said tarpaulin to find it had been removed. I 
spoke to the guy rendering the wall and he said that after repeated attempts to gouge 
it out, the owner of the Poundland building had decided to take steps to 'preserve' it. 
He wasn't sure where it's gone...one can only wonder if it's been sold. Sad to see it 
go - it was nice to have a landmark of sorts...16 

 

                                                             
16Harringay on Line, 16 February 20013 <www.harringayonline.com/forum/topics/bye-bye-banksy-1> 

http://www.harringayonline.com/profile/AntK
http://www.harringayonline.com/forum/categories/local-news-and-stories-from-hol/listForCategory
http://www.harringayonline.com/forum/topics/banksy-hanksy-or-fake
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