The Death of the Author Or the Life of Writing. Some Outroductory Reflections on Method

Life and art are not the same nor ever can finally meet.

Jack Cope – In Memoriam Ingrid Jonker, 1966

In this compilation of five short stories oddly bound together by their mutual dissimilitude, we initially set out to put together a fictional reconstruction of a fragment of South African history via the life and work of Ingrid Jonker – that darkling South African poet immortalised in a fistful of youthful scribbles, wrought with political and emotional anguish, after having drowned herself at the age of 31 in the turbulent mid-sixties. In the undying wake of her imaginary persona and poetic legacy, we glimpsed the possibility of a critical engagement in a certain time and context. Setting out we envisioned such an engagement in the form of a hermeneutic reconstruction or re-presentation of a fragment (or is it a figment) of South African history – a brief spell during which the literary kinship and activist sentiments of a group of artists-writers strained against the political tensions of the sixties in South Africa. We envisaged such a re-presentation by way of the fictional perspectives of five contemporary literary figures and proceeded to commission accounts covertly animated by the flutter of black butterflies
, yet wanted no discernible trace of or explicit reference to the Jonker-leitmotif in the fictional collage. By way of fictional hindsight, in other words, the objective was to somehow capture something of a certain time and the constructed biographical heritage and singular situatedness of an individual so as to re-engage an apparently sedimented historiography. Like most historiographies it would prove tenuous and fragile upon closer analysis, nothing but an imagined, yet recalcitrant and harshly sincere take on a historical period reconstructed via poetic snippets
 and the literary fragments of surviving lovers.
 The point of interrogating the perceived past in this way was to see how it could have been – because it probably always is – otherwise or different than imagined.

From an editorial point of view we hoped to instigate the kind of unpredictable cross-pollination that occurs during ‘trans-disciplinary’ collaboration on the level of form and content; or at least to ignite some kind of synergy resulting from the surplus that is generated by a collaborative project that comes about by way of radically isolated efforts and as such cannot ever be the mere sum of its parts. Brought together in one volume, we expected that the divergent approaches of the respective contributions might contradict rather than complement each other, and thereby continuously challenge the connective tissue that is supposed to bind them together without doing away with the productive tension generated through missing or latent links.

Following Paul’s explorative journey through South Africa in pursuit of the illusive traces left by the life and work of Jonker, we wanted to offer the contributing authors a certain frame of reference – a series of images of spaces inhabited by Jonker as well as some general textual and artistic references – to serve as backdrop for their individual narrative interventions. A certain potentially productive tension is generated when ‘reality’ and imaginary reconstruction are juxtaposed. There is certainly evidence of a mutual interdependence, but also of an undeniable antagonism as is often the case between signifier and signified. It is this process of hermeneutic destruction and therefore establishment of transitory meaning that we hoped to capture in this volume. We envisaged the productive tension as playing not only in the volume as a whole, but also and especially in the respective contributions themselves.

In our prefatory (and very much preliminary) editorial imaginings, we hoped to free Jonker from the memory of her, i.e. of her entanglement in a web of connotations created by her short-lived but celebrated existence, her youthful suicide, and her resurrection as mystified heroine of resistance. Jonker’s persona seems especially prone to be co-opted. As Cope put it, in Jonker’s case the poet’s gift – ‘to see the things’ that others do not see – “accompanied a peculiar defencelessness that left her a prey to immediate influences, for she took on unconsciously the colour that those around her gave her” (Jonker 1994: 199). This is perhaps even more so posthumously as if her inflated iconic status does not so much emanate from her actual poetic achievements, her heroic political stances or strength of character, but rather from her chameleon-like defencelessness against co-optation. Her beloved Keats would surely have approved of this kind of susceptibility since a poet, according to him, “is the most unpoetical of anything in existence, because he has no identity; he is continually in for, and filling, some other body” (quoted by Cope in ibid., pp. 201-202). In our editorial guidelines we therefore stressed above all else that our contributors and subsequently our readers should at no point be blinded by the various appropriations of the figure of Jonker or fall into the trap of co-opting her themselves. The poet was to be a mere portal in this medium through which the other personas or actors in the writing exercise – the writers and the readers – could catch a glimpse of a fragment of history – a historical figment. History is per definition a historiographical representation which attempts to re-present something while invariably re-formulating and re-creating it. It is context specific and therefore dependent upon variables such as place, time, idiom and perspective, which cannot offer us anything certain or incontestable – no definitive account of what really happened to her, who she really was or what her life and work ultimately meant. Why Jonker then, you might ask, if it is not about her or her ‘truth’? At the time we were convinced that what we hoped to achieve could only be done by way of a key figure, i.e. a figure enmeshed in the common memory and imagination of a people, which grants us common access to a certain imagined past. By way of these contributions, we hoped that Jonker would also enter the future to facilitate a critical engagement with the present.

It was therefore never intended to be a book about Jonker although she figured as constant point of reference and interlocutor on Paul’s journey and served as point of departure for this volume. Jack Cope was no doubt right in his insistence that “[n]o more can be said now in Ingrid Jonker’s name; the poet has uttered to the last syllable all that was possible and given and suffered and no room is left for regret at what was undone” (Jonker 1994: 195). Neither our initial methodological instructions nor the resultant fictional accounts following from those ever sought to speak in Jonker’s name. In fact, most readers of the foregoing contributions would probably concur that the mention of her name here – post facto as it were – seems more like an artificially inserted adjunct than a binding golden thread in any conventional sense. In fact, contextualising this volume in terms of Jonker seems entirely superfluous, since her role as means to an end or lens, if you will, through which we hoped to capture and juxtapose five divergent approaches and voices in a complimentary way, is a procedural or methodological specification that determined the process without being a necessary condition for understanding or appreciation of the end result. For all intents and purposes, Jonker is entirely absent; rather than the proverbial golden thread, her presumed (absent-)presence is nothing but a paradox. Think, for example, of what happens when the focal point of a composition is cut out and only the background remains. The absent foreground nevertheless continues to exert a determining influence on the background without it being clear what precisely the impact is on the meaning and appearance of the visible remainder. The impact of the omission can only vaguely be gauged when the absent-presence becomes present(ed) or re-presented somehow – through the fictional attempt to create a world that contextualises or frames the absent figure and in which she might have felt at home, for example, or by populating the physical spaces in which she lived, loved and wrote with imaginary characters and scenarios. Her (re-)presented absence might animate the respective stories in theory, but in practice they bear no discernible trace of her biography or work. 

So no actual encounter with Jonker takes place in any of the five fictional contributions, no foreknowledge of her work or person is required, not even the fact that she is the absent foreground that exerts an undeniable influence on how the fictionalised backgrounds appear to us. It is almost as if you have to blot her out to really see her, because her iconic status blinds and distorts rather than illuminates. You can only ever glimpse something of her if her presence is an absence marked only by a lingering profile and then you will obviously never be sure if what you see bears any actual resemblance to her or her time. The mirage will nevertheless remain as a shimmering reminder that not all is as it appeared or was remembered. 
§§§

Such were our initial methodological intuitions communicated upon invitation to the contributing writers. What we ended up with in no way resembled any kind of hermeneutic retrieval of or critical engagement with a sedimented past. In hindsight a hermeneutic agenda seemed radically misplaced and a fundamental rethinking or at least a philosophical interrogation of our initial methodological considerations seemed necessary. We felt the need to reflect upon how things ended up being articulated (the individual contributions to this book and their compilation, for example), how they are caught up and made possible, yet in no way over-determined, by what has already been said or written (be it or not the leitmotif of Ingrid Jonker). But contrary to the project of a hermeneutic retrieval that is always in pursuit of meaning even if this meaning is constructed in the fusion of horizons between past and present, between the original intention of the author and the historical situatedness of the reader, we were left with no manifest or latent (but retrievable) meaning. We were at a loss, at a loss for words quite literally, and couldn’t quite bring ourselves to write this postscript, for what was there to say and what would be the point of saying it in the absence of any sense. 

This compilation, we discovered, is nothing but words strung together to make stories, compiled into one volume with other stories, whose words as a whole can only be explained by other (my) words here, but which have no recourse to any fundamental or subterranean meaning to be unearthed or original authoritative intention from which it extends and to which it must remain true. Statements (in whichever form or format), it seems, have a life of their own and apparently cannot – quite counter-intuitively – be taken as a sign or symptom of something else. They should instead be taken at face-value and at the level of the surface-effect of their existence as material objects. To be sure, they are not isolated or random occurrences; all discursive objects are inextricably intertwined with all others and those that have gone before have made those that followed possible, which in turn exert an influence on the discursive formations that follow.
 
This obviously goes against the very grain of our initial intuition that a fragment of history can be hermeneutically retrieved to uncover or recover some deeper meaning or make possible some critical engagement with it. There is no deeper meaning and there is no authoritative subject underpinning or projecting meaning. In fact, it seems to have far-reaching implications for the status and role of all the actors implicated in the writing exercise – not only for the contributing authors and the poet, but also for the readers themselves, as we shall finally see. Being an author used to be a way to immortalise oneself, to ward off death, and the explanation of the text used to be sought there too – in the author that produced it: Baudelaire’s work was no doubt the failure of the man Baudelaire, Van Gogh’s work his madness, Tchaikovsky’s his vice, Jonker’s poetry an attempt to exorcise her dread of annihilation (according to Cope in Jonker 1994: 203). This modern figure of the author vested in the British empiricist, French rationalist and Reformational faith in the supremacy of the individual, and kept in place in literature until relatively recently by positivism and the capitalist ideology, has been under attack for some time now. Foucault (1969) refers us back to Beckett’s infamous rhetorical question, “What does it matter who is speaking” and to Barthes’ declaration of the death of the author. Barthes (1967) in turn traces this attack all the way back to Mallarmé’s substitution of language for the person of the author, Valéry’s ceaseless questioning and mocking of the author, Proust’s reversal of the role of narrator and character, turning the latter into the condition of possibility of the former, not to mention the various surrealist techniques to secularise the image of the author, and finally, the definitive deathblow dealt by linguistics’ insistence upon the vacuousness of the author function outside of the very utterance which defines it. It is no longer certain nor is it important who is speaking for authorship is no longer self-evidently synonymous with the definitive determination of what a text means or the immortalisation of the writing subject. Rather, for some time now authorship has signalled “a voluntary effacement” of the subject (Foucault 1969: 102). As Barthes (1967: 2) puts it: “literature is that neuter, that composite, that oblique into which every subject escapes, the trap where all identity is lost, beginning with the very identity of the body that writes it”. Instead of securing for us a place in history, our works possess the right to kill their author, as in the cases of Flaubert, Proust and Kafka, Foucault insists (1969: 102). Works precisely have the power to wipe out the producing subject’s individual characteristics and creative intentions, reducing the mark of the writer to nothing more than the ‘singularity of his/her absence’. 
With the absence of the author, the text itself is fundamentally transformed. Time, first of all, is no longer the same: the author no longer pre-exists the book but is born simultaneously with the text for writing is nothing but that perculiar performative gesture in which an utterance has no other content that the act by which it is uttered, as Barthes explains (1967: 4). The hand of the writer is detached from any voice, borne by a pure gesture of inscription devoid of expression. It traces a field without origin or no origin other than language itself, i.e. that particular medium which ceaselessly questions any origin. So not only is there no Jonker behind the poems or individual ‘authors’ pre-existing the five short stories, there are also no presiding artist- or editor-authors pre-existing this curatorial compilation. Between this cover there is no text with one definitive recoverable meaning or even several different hermeneutic possibilities for meaning; only 
“a space of many dimensions, in which are wedded and contested various kinds of writing, no one of which is original: the text is a tissue of citations, resulting from a thousand sources of culture … the writer can only imitate a gesture forever anterior, never original; his only power is to combine different kinds of writing, to oppose some by others, so as never to sustain himself by just one of them; if he wants to express himself, at least he should know that the eternal ‘thing’ he claims to ‘translate’ is itself only a readymade dictionary whose words can be explained (defined) only by other words, and so ad infinitum” (ibid., pp. 4-5). 

Within the context of this project Barthes’ assertion hardly seems controversial, since an anthology of short stories invariably constitutes “a space of many dimensions” which weds and contests various kinds of writing oftentimes resulting from numerous different cultures (although he is referring to writing in general and not just to collaborative writing). But surely some measure (perhaps the only surviving measure) of originality resides precisely in the writer’s “power to combine different kinds of writing, to oppose some by others” as is particularly evident in the power of the ‘editor-writer’. If its ‘originality’ resides in it being a unique combination, i.e. combining existing things in a new way, then a story (and even an anthology) can be original. But it would be an originality limited to organisation not gesture. A writer can only work with what already exists (even neologisms are determined by already existing semantic and grammatical conventions). The insistence upon the originality of a text has become an outdated criterion (has perhaps always been misleading, even inaccurate), since it postulates the possibility of a new origin forever anterior to or beyond the confines of an existing functional system such as language. More fundamentally, perhaps, language is the very medium that inherently questions, and facilitates a questioning of, the very existence of origins or metaphysical starting points.
 

The misguided belief in the possibility and even necessity that something should be ‘original’ to be worthy of our consideration is linked to the equally misguided belief in expression. An expression or revelation announces or discloses something other than itself; it is the declaration of that which has remained hidden, the unsaid that has secretly informed the said, insisting thereby on the distinction between the act of articulation or the utterance itself as vehicle, and that which is uttered or the content that is brought into the light. But insisting on such a distinction would be to deny the infinite regress of signs only ever referring to other signs or signifiers without being dependant upon some underlying signified content. There is no inner voice guiding or animating the writing hand; the hand engages in a pure gesture of inscription, not transposing meaning, but inscribing words from a readymade dictionary whose words can be explained, commented upon or critiqued only by other words. 

That leaves any piece of writing eternally open-ended, devoid of any final signification, and the critic at a loss. The death of the author, along with the demise of originality, expression and meaning, has as its inevitable consequence, the death of the critic, since there is nothing left to recover as normative yardstick – along with the author, all of his/her hypostases disappeared: society, history, the psyche, freedom. The critic has been robbed of his task because the very act and objective of reading has changed fundamentally. In reading everything in the text is distinguished, but there is no longer any need for decipherment, the structure might be analysed, but no longer interpreted as symptomatic of some underlying ground. The space of the writing may be traversed, but remains impenetrable because there is nothing but surface-effects. Barthes (1967: 5) nevertheless insists that “writing ceaselessly posits meaning” – hence our recalcitrant belief in or insistence upon meaning(!) But, and here we find the definitive qualifier, “writing ceaselessly posits meaning but always in order to evaporate it: it proceeds to a systematic exemption of meaning” (my emphasis). 

To accept the consequences of such an exemption is not to succumb to a fatalistic nihilism, but to liberate the true locus of writing from its enchainment to the author and the tyranny of meaning, expression and origin. The true locus of writing, according to Barthes (1967: 6) following Balzac, is reading: “the reader is the very space in which are inscribed, without any being lost, all the citations a writing consists of; the unity of a text is not in its origin, it is in its destination”. This is not simply to substitute one subject-position or –perspective for another and thereby to reintroduce the very hermeneutic conundrum of interpretation and meaning reconstruction separate and apart from the author’s original intention. The instatement of the reader to his or her rightful place at the centre of writing is simultaneously an indictment of and perhaps the definitive deposition of the autonomous subject, for the reader is a ‘man (or woman) without qualities’, i.e. without history, biography or psychology. S/he is simply someone who “holds gathered into a single field all the paths of which the text is constituted”. The reader-function, therefore, is not a subject-position but devoid of subjective qualities. Unlike the author-function, the reader-function does not serve to ensure a constant level of value or the consistent quality of an oeuvre; neither does it act as guarantor of the conceptual or theoretical coherence of an oeuvre; nor does it ensure the stylistic unity of an oeuvre or bars anachronisms from its midst (Foucault 1969: 108). Unlike the author, the reader is subject only to the “unfolded exteriority” of writing – that “interplay of signs arranged less according to the signified content than according to the very nature of the signifier” (ibid., p. 101). It is to recognise that signifiers have a life of their own and cannot be contained by any point of origin, teleology or psychology. It no longer matters who is speaking, with what authenticity, originality or intention. What concerns us as readers are the modes of existence of a discourse, its conditions of possibility, circulation, transformation, usage and appropriation. 
§§§

What then can we deduce from all this? Not much, it seems, at least not with any clarity with regards to the implications. We can perhaps draw the dubious conclusion that the Jonker-leifmotif, along with countless other discursive and non-discursive influences, function as the condition of possibility of the statements written and the fictions fabricated here. The (non-subjective) subject-positions occupied by the poet, the contributing writers and the editors are nothing but component parts of that dictionary of existing statements utilised in the ordering of subsequent statements, in this case the five short stories, which in turn form part of that dictionary of words from which the book as a whole as curatorial project is compiled – all part and parcel of an infinitely regressing chain of words explaining words without recourse to any presiding psychology, definitive point of origin, or teleological directedness. And since no ‘authors’ preside over or precede these writings and they are therefore fundamentally devoid of origin or objective from which to derive meaning, deciphering them become quite pointless. The space – more accurately perhaps, the surface – of the writing can be traversed in the act of reading but never penetrated in an act of interpretation. These stories and the compilation as a whole are left to stand on their own in their materiality as independent discursive objects. It remains unclear what their status is as such, or more crucially, what the status is of this critical (or is it purely artistic) endeavour whose initial methodological intention of meaning-construction became irreversibly subverted by the ghost in the writing-machine, the non-subjective but irrepressible life-of-its-own of language. 

After having read this strange compilation of diverse contributions that sit oddly uncomfortably between the cover as if caught in a field of magnetic repulsion, the reader, no doubt, is thus left frustrated and dissatisfied. Apart from all the discursive complications belaboured at length above, a compilation of short stories typically lacks one resounding denouement that unravels the plot in such a way that leaves the reader appeased, if not wholly satisfied. But these five different and completely random (or so it would seem) imaginative re-presentations of an absence simply appear as fragmented and perhaps even inconclusive discursive figments that fail to form a formation of any kind. They fail to form a unity precisely because they are ‘bound together’ by an illusive absence that actively works to undermine any construction of an overarching meaning, plot or commonality of any discernable kind. It is precisely here, at this critical juncture that the liberated reader – liberated from the spell of the author – must assume his or her rightful place or succumb to the blackmail of the Enlightenment that demands either the life of the author or the death of writing. 

Benda Hofmeyr
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� Black Butterflies is the title of a collection of Jonker’s poems published by Human & Rousseau in 2007, but also of the 2011 film on the life of Jonker by Dutch director Paula van der Oest. It is the translation of “swart vlinders” taken from her 1964 poem titled,”As jy weer skryf” dedicated to Jack Cope and published posthumously in the 1966 volume, Kantelson. The tone of the poem is one of melancholy and longing for a love that has been lost irretrievably, but of which she does not want to let go. Within the context of this poem, Jonker herself is the one from whom the black butterflies emanate, covering over the sun, blotting out her very source of happiness and warmth.





� The most obvious example that comes to mind is Jonker’s “Die kind wat doodgeskiet is deur soldate by Nyanga”, fragments of which were read by Nelson Mandela as part of his historical speech delivered during South Africa’s first democratic parliamentary session on 24 May 1994.


� Thnk, for example, of Jack Cope’s “A Crown of Wild Olive” written in 1966 in commemoration of Jonker after her death and published in Jonker, I. (1994). Ingrid Jonker. Versamelde Werke. Kaapstad: Human & Rousseau, pp. 195-206.





� We obviously take our cue here from Michel Foucault’s archaeology, a historiographical methodology interested in the conditions of possibility that made a specific statement (within the human sciences in his case) possible at a specific time and in a specific context, rather than in its truth-value or whether or not this statement had any direct bearing on or correspondence with the actual state of affairs (cf. Foucault 1969).


� Foucault nevertheless concedes that in the case of a ‘discursive practice’ or ‘field’ as initiated by Freud, for example, the necessity to return to the origin is unavoidable. Freud is the founder of a discursive field, psychoanalysis, that have made possible not only a number of analogies, but also (and equally important) a certain number of differences. He has created the possibility of something other than his own discourse (that of Melanie Klein or Jacques Lacan, for example). These discourses diverge in various ways from his own texts, concepts and hypotheses, while having arisen from the psychoanalytic discourse itself. Despite their very diverging nature, they are bound by the inevitable necessity to “return to the origin”, which, according to Foucault, is part of the discursive field itself. Subsequent developments in psychoanalysis have and will always return to re-examine Freud’s texts from which they ‘originated’ (Foucault 1969: 111-112).
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