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Colin MacCabe

subject slips away, the ny

The Revenge of the Author

very identity of the body Wyiting.”!:

at‘iv‘e whergall identity is losg} starting with th@

any aesthetic based on m,g

This essay is an attempt to bring into alignment two major and contra-
dictory areas of my own experience. 1 have had few intellectual experi-
ences that so deeply marked me as the introduction to the work of Barthes
in the late 1960s. Barthes’s emphasis on the sociality of writing and the
transindividuality of its codes has been a major and continuing gain in
our understanding of literature and its functioning. At the same time, 1
have always been uneasy about the attempt to abolish notions of author-
ship entirely, and this uneasiness grew when, in the mid-eighties, !
became actively involved in the making of films. The most general con-
cern of the cast and crew of a film, not to mention the producer, is that

the director know what film he is making, that there be an author on the

set.

There is no more elegant statement of Barthes's opposition to the
concept of the author than his extraordinarily influential essay titled
sThe Death of the Author,” which summarised many of the most pow:
erful theses of §/Z. Barthes’s concern, in both the brief essay and the

major study, was to stress the reality of the textual: the contradicto
series of relations that a text enters into with the writings that precede
The project may seem to have something in common with the New Cri
cal attack on the authos, but its aims are very different. New Criticis
sought to liberate the text’s meaning from the unfortunate contingen
cies of an author’s time and place. Barthes’s attempt is to liberate th
cext from meaning altogether. The author becomes for Barthes the pr

ileged social instance of this meaning. T. assive invest in £

author W@Mﬁm s}
mént in meaning, an attempt ! to stabilise the fragmentation 01} ent;
Without the author as the crucial funciioithat grounds and dentifie

text, we could begin to emphasise how the text obliterates all grounds;
identities; “Writing is that neutral composite oblique space wher:

From The Eloquence of the ViJgar {(London: British Film Institute, 1999). Reprinted by
mission of the author. .

——

:r::cﬁ\.ue, hmore accurately a moptage of writings, and the writer’s only
et 11;3! ;1 us becomes that of editor—~regulating the mix of the writings.
und;- S tt edmgment we grasp tht? nature of the textual that we can also
an that the determination of the multiple writings making u
- the textis to I?e focused on the reader and not the writer: “The reader if thﬂ
_ fE::;:le on which all the guotations that make up a writing are inscribed
wi ouF any of them being lost; a text’s unity lies not in its origin but i
its destination.” But Barthes goes farther than an orthod }ki.;&n o H@
tion theory: “This destination ca T e ety
tion theary: "This & - nnot any lopger be personal: the reader
hords e il-yI;SiloiaE ef:;l psl‘irctl_llology,- heis sin'{ply that someone who
consriteg ng all the traces by which the written text is
| nﬁhir; are we to lf)cate this etiolated ghost of a reader liberated from
ler: ty? How, historically, are we to place a reader without history, biog-
phy, -psy.chology, and how can we socially situate his, her, or {as t};e iacgk
etermination obviously includes gender) its emer’geno!e? The answer
_be’f_ound in considering modernisnr s a response to educational
cial developments that posed readership as a major problem. It is
-da who has stressed a constant fear of writing in terms of the iriabill-
nauthor to control the reader’s construction of reading. Derrida’s
| has been to indicate how this lack of control is general to all sit-
15 of langu.age use. What Derrida does not stress, however, is the
( 1ry of th1js problem, the particular way in which techno’logical
iy .p?fslf this problem’ in.speciﬁfs forms to which there are specific
ITISES, . e advent o.f prmtmg radic ed the relations of writer
We?eiﬁi ;)lur far%lrhar category o aT.lthor an be read in relation to
e ogy. l?erqag before printing all reading involved the
ansmission of an individual text, printing suddenly produced an
"_:\a\_rh.lch with the author is not, even in the attenuated relati f
dua_l'-'cop_ying, directly related. e
l;c%k.ba;:khto the anaissance, we find that the etymologically
ngs 9 the word “author” stress the notion of both cause and
thput any special reference to written texts but it is in relation
hnology of printing and the associated new legal rela-
.: F)wn concept of author is elaborated,? Once tied to the
hie national author of the vernacularknguages replaced .
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the(classical authorities—and replaced them by virtue of his or her indi-
vidua ‘w clearer examples of this process than Milton.
It is rarely stressed that in beginning his famous attack on Parliament’s
attempt to regulate printing Milton explicitly excludes “that part which
preserves justly every man’s copy to himselfe,”* for its ordinance of June
14, 1643 was the first propezly to recognise copyright. But Milton’s intet-
est in copyright and his minute concern with the exact details of his
printed text make clear how the new category of author relates to legal
and technological changes.®

Most important, however, is the new relation to the audience which

is thus figured. The dialogue implied in both the popular dramatic forms
and the circulated manuscripts is replaced by a literal petrifying of mean-
ings. Milton’s first published poem, one of the prefatory poems to Shake-
speare’s Second Folio, uses the metaphor of readers turned into marble
monuments to Shakespeare’s synvalu’d book.” The audience may not
be universal, may be fit though few, but it is certainly not an audience
actively engaged in dialogue with the text. The act of composition is the
poet’s alone, Milton’s blindness and the image of his solitary composition
is almost an essential part of his literary definition. But the solitary
author gains, in complementary Jdefinition, the possibility of a national
audience.

When this concept is given a Romantic turn, the author ceases o
suthorise a national vernaculay, but the new definition in terms of the
solitary imagination and a local speech continues to presuppose, in its
very definition, a potential national audience, although an audience now
seen as at odds with the dominant social definitions. What brings the
categories of both author and national audience under attack is the uni-
versal literacy of the nineteenth century, the production for the first time
of a literate population. As the capitalist economy responded to this new
market with the production of those mass-circulation newspapers that
herald the beginning of our recognisably modern culture, we entered a
new historical epoch of communication in which any author’s claim to
address his or her national audience became hopelessly problematic. Mass
literacy spelled an end to any such possibility. There is nowno conception
of the national audience not threatened by a vaster audience thatwill not
listen; the traditional elite strategies that defined the audience by those
who were excluded are irredeemably ruined by those who will simply not

Tion. This historical situation is one of the crucial determina-
odernismy/when all universal claims for art seem fatally com-
parthes’s fundamental aesthetic is borrowed from the

pay atte
tions 0
promised.

- against radical curriéylar reform. Foucault in a famous and al
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modernist reaction to this problem—a writing for an ideal and unspecified
r}eladgr, for that readér who, in Nietzsche’s memorable phrase is “far off,”
; ; ;;l;dtﬁt.loycean reader who devotes an entire life to the perusal of a
There seems to me to be a historical explanation of why we get such
a powerful resurgence of the modern aesthetic in France and it is to be
found in the delayed but very powerful impact of the co;lsumer society
th‘ere in thg decade from the mid-fifties to the mid-sixties. The fascination
with and distas culture which runs through work as diverse as
tha.t of Bartthd indicatés the extent to
which 1v:he dissottiorrsf the relationsthat supported traditional culture
were widely felt and perceived. The paradox of modernism is that it fully
lives thg crisis of the audience while postulating an ideal audience in the
futur(.e; it fully explores the slippage of significations which become s0
pressing as a securely imagined audience disappears while holdiné out
the promise of a future in which this signification will be held together
The form of this future ideal audience has been conceived across a ran; (;,
of possibilities throughout the twentieth century. After 1968 in Ffanci
however, the favoured solution was the alliance of avant-garde art anci
revolutionary politics which had marked post-Revolutionary Russia and
pre-Nazi Germany and which theorised the audience in terms ofa pdiiti-
cal mandate authorised by a future revolutionary society. o
Barthes’s classless, genderless, completely indeterminate reader is

T — T

yet another version of the \SOTi-ltiOl'l to the modernist dilefittm, but it pre-

serves the crucial relation of author and reader bequeathed by the national

L};tera?{ada{%okgndeed, that preservation can be seen in the way that
errida’s project 9losely related to Barthes’s) was so eagerly seized in

: . X o
$ a way of preserving the traditional literary canon

temporary article signals this danger. Speaking of the concept
and its emphasis on the Zodes of writing, he warns that the concept “ha
mere;y transposed the empirical characteristics of an author to & tran
:ze:ﬁo:ligal anonymity” and that it thus “sustains the privileges of th__‘
It is the case, however, that Foucault shares Barthes’s commitment to
those aspects of literary modernism which concentrate on the difficulty of
thfa author’s position. Beckett's “What matter who’s speaking, someone
said, What matter who's speaking” acts as a kind of epigraph for ;he essay.’
Despite Foucault’s emphasis on the need to look beyond literature if \\;e
are to understand the functioning of the author and despite his concern
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to trace the history of authorship, the entire article is still written with an
emphasis on thp untenability of the traditiona! Romantic valuation of the
author as the originator of discourse. In Foucault there is no consideration
of the Rew cation and enter ai_l_l_ﬂl‘!_ﬂ'lf;t which have rendered
that position untenable but, in the samg¢ moment,. haye opened up new
possibilities. I
It is significant that when Foucault does mention he has limited his
discussion to the author of the written word that he catalogues his omis-
sion in terms of painting and music—arts whose development is con-
temporary with, and indeed dependent on, the evolution I have sketched
within national cultures. Foucault offers no discussion at all of the cin-
ema, which not only displaced the dominance of the written word but
also introduced radical new relations bemeems,_@g_audw is
omMission 18 i1 some way all the Tore suIprising since a mere decade
earlier Cahiers du Cinéma had half elaborated a new concept of the author
in relation to cinema. I say “half elaborated” because the Cahiers critics
(Frangois Truffaut, Eric Rohmer, Jean-Luc Godard, and Jacques Rivette)
never saw their task in thepretical terms. Their concerns were polemical
ific. Above all they were concerned with the importance of the
“cringfor the construction of a film. They saw the weakness of the French
rfemna in terms of its overvaluation of the written element in fiim, which
failed to take account of the mise-en-scéne which was accomplished by
emphasising the role of the metteur-en-scene, the director. This empha-
sis went hand in hand with the second task: the redescription of the huge
archive of Hollywood cinema by selecting from its thousands of films a
series of corpuses that could be identified through the consisient use of
mise-en-scgrie, the consistency being provided by those directors {JTohn
For alsh, Howard Hawks-—the names are now famitiar] who
be called “authors.”
/The project is thys curiously at variance with the literary use of
the term “author.” pOr Barthes, the author is the figure used to obscure
e specificity of the textual. For Cahiers, the author, while sharing the
omantic features of creativity, inferiority, etc., was the figure used to
emphasise the specifici he codes that went to make up the cinema.
It is exactly that mix that makes for the interest and pleasure of those
articles, and no one was more elegant than Truffaut in his juxtapositions:

You can refute Hawks in the name of Ray |or vice versa) or admit them
both, but to anyone who would reject them both I make so bold as to
say this: Stop going to the cinema, don’t watch any more films, you

-
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MI never know the meaning of inspiration, of a viewfinder, of poetic
intuition, a frame, a shot, an idea, a good film, the cinema.

The emphasis of this sentence, which I re-emphasise, is the necessity of
understgrﬁj,ngfilmi%l; of the relation between the fundamental
Mma iewfinder, frame, shot} and the fundamen-
tal themes mspiratiom poetic intuition, idea). The.gcandal of "U
Cahiers, howeVer, is that it insisted on the relevance of themes of great art
to a form whose address to the audience neglected all the qualifications of
education, class, and nationality which the various national cultures o
Europe had been so concerned to stress. This position is interestin
because it is a theory of the author produced both in relation to the mate-
riality of the form and also—and this is crucial—from the point of view of
the audience.8

The attempts, in the late sixties and seventies, to develop this concern
with the materiality of the form and to analyse further the cinermatic codes
that Cahiers had been the first to bring into discursive focus, ran into
inevitable epistemological and political impasses because they sought to
undertake the development(without any recourse to the category of the
aytho?’f‘he difficulties are clear in the pages of Screen, which most con-
sistently tried to carry out this theoretical project. The logic of the codes] (
revealed in analysis was not located in any originating consciousness bUt -
was immanent to the text itself. The emphasis on the textﬁahty of mean-
ing, independgnt, of the conditions of either production or feception,
prought eat gainsibut, like Barthes’s project of the late sixties {to which
it was very closely allied), it rested on very precarious epistemological’
ground Jconstantly veering between freezing the text outside any but the
most geiYfral pragmatic constraints {provided by psychoanalysis} and col:
lapsing it into a totg] relativism and subjectivism where the readiné
inhered in the reader.

Parenthetically one might remark that it is not clear even from Alose ']\“PF
reading of the Screen of this period that the category of author was ever '
abandoned according to the theoretical programme. Perhaps the most
powerful single piece from that period, Stephen Heath’s exemplary analy- I:K'p*‘

3

'y

sis ?f Orson Welles’s Touch of Evil, unites formal and narrative determi-
ng:mon in the atternpt by the detective Quinlan {Welles) to keep control of
his cane.” When we consider the significance of the signifier cane in
Welles’s own biography, then it is obvious that Heath’s text as we have it
is radically incomplete, needing elaboration in terms of Welles’s own life

| and his relation to the institutions of cinema. Screen’s aim of producing
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readings independent of their grounding within specific determinates of
meaning was always suspect. If there was great importance in emphasis-
ing the potential polysemy of any text, its potential for infinitisation, and
if there was fundamental significance in analysing the transindividual
codes from which any text was composed, it is still the case that texts are
continuously determined in their meanings/A he question is how we are
tounderstand those determinations without producing, on the one hand,
an author autonomously creating meanings in a sphere anterior to their
specific articulation and, on thg other, an audience imposing whatever
meaning it chooses on a text.

It may be helpful i oblem to consider from a theo-
retical perspective the process of fi

lmﬁ?ﬂ%owever one is to under-
\%{ stand the collectivities 2 roduetion of a written text, it is

Sbvious at a very simple level in the production of films that it is directly
counterintuitive to of one responsible author. Even a very cheap fea-
ture Bim involves thirty tgfforty people wor gether over a period of
, some six months, and thefmass of copyright law and trade union practice

which has grown up arould fitm has fargely as its goal the ever more pre-

in relation to a particularlelement of the final artifact. The experience of
production relations within a film makes clear how one can award an
authorial primacy to the director without adopting any of the idealist pre-
suppositions about origin or Tomogeneity which seermn to arise unbidden
in one’s path. If we are to Talk of an audience for a film, then,.at least in
the first instance, that audience cannot be theorised in relation to the
empirical audience or to the readings that audience produces. So varied are
the possibilities of such readings and so infinite the determinations that
enter into such a calculation that it is an impossible task. Indeed, were it
possible to calculate the readings produced by any specific film, then the
Department of Reader Response would be the most important section of
any film studio, and Hollywood would be a less anxious place with much
greater security of tenure.
Any future audience can be approached only through the first audience
or the film—the cast and crew who produiced it{ Iyis the director’s skill
in making others wgrk t ether to produce a film, which is of necessity
invisible at the outset; Ozifﬁ'étermmes the extent to which the film will
be successfully realised. It is the collective determination to make visible
something that has not been seen before that marks the successful pro-
duction of a film, and it is insofar as the producers of the film are also its

v ing, makeup, costume] where an individual or individuals can be named

LIV AVUALT LT e
\ O2¢c.

cise specification of “cre tivity,” the delineation of areas {design, light-
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{ firstaudience phat we can indicate the dialectic that places the author not

Gutside the text but within the process of its production. Tt might be said
forth e that such an analysis provides an ethic that is cﬁtain.ly important
and may be crucial in differentiating among the numerous productions of
the new popular forms of capitalist culture. I venture to suggest that those
elements in popular culture which genuinely mark important areas of
desire and reflection are those where the producers have been concerned
in the first place to make something for themselves. Where the determi-
nation is simply to produce a work for a predefined audience from whic
the producers exclude themselves, one will be dealing with that meretri-
cious and toxic repetition that is the downside of the new forms of ) ¢t®
mechanicazigg ilectronic production, A further generalisation would be sd
that ge’ﬁ:% E_r_ggf_”iﬂ%in popular culture is constantly to be located in %
relatigrito emergent and not yet fully defined audiences:

The process of filmmaking indicates not only how the moment of cre-
ation integrally entails the figuring of the audience but also how that audi-

ence is figured in relation to a reality that thus achieves social effectivity.

This is a solution to the E:;E)Nl:ﬂim of realism which avoids the trap of rep:
resentation (which cTides the. elfectiyity of the textual] and the snare of?
endless textuality (which endlessly defers the text’s relation to the real).
The lw%m of the reader or viewer by the work of art in relation to
4 social réalityis thereby altered by the repositioning that allows the tra-
TToRaT Btristic and oppositional claims of realism without its tradi-
tional epistemology.10 '

Considerations of this order enable us to conceptualise the author as
a contradictory movement within a collectivity rather than as a homoge- 1’5
neous, autonomous, and totalising subject. If the process of filmmaking
allows us an obvious way of seeing tHe authokj lprality.of positions,

“itshould not be taken asanempirical formula for the studying of authors. é

If one were to take a specific film and attempt to constitute the author i
relation to this first audience, one would be faced by a multiplication of the
determinations on that audience to a level that makes any exhaustive
analysis not simply technically but theoretically impossible. The useful-
ness of the film analogy, and the usefulness of the Cahiers critics who
deliberately adopted a position similar to that of experiencéd technicians
is that it indicates the multiplicity of positions in which we mlis-t-l-(;caté
It should not be thought, howevey, that the theoretical task is
to specify the determinations that would limit the possible meanings of
the texts in relation to possible positions in which it could be produced and
received. Such a dream of scientific rigour discounts that our own position
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N
s yeader is always present in any such calculation and that the very fact
of a future allows for positions as yet unaccounted for. It should be stressed
at this point that infinity once again becomes a real term in the analysis.
The difference between this conception of infinity, however, and
Barthes's, is that whereas Barthes’s is located in some atemporal and ide-
alist account of meaning, this infinity is rooted in a historical and mate-
rialist account of significations. Marx so dominates our thinking about
naterialism that it may seem at first that any conception of infinite
determinations is hostile to materialism. For over two millennia, how-

materialist thought from the variety of xeligious views to which it was

" opposed. Indeed, it may well be that Marx’s own unwillingness to pro-

ducethe philosophy of dialectical materialism derived from his under-
standing of the centrality of infinity to any materialist philosophy.

If we are to understand the implications of these considerations for
any practice of criticism, there is no doubt that the only place to start
is with the most important example we have of materialist criticism:
Walter Benjamin’s fragments, Charles Baudelaire: A Lyric Poet in the Era
of High Capitalism.!! In a stunning tour de force Benjamin commences
with an analysis of Baudelaire’s physiognomy and its resemblance to that
of a professional conspirator and then weaves in and out of the social and
literary text as he moves from the taverns, where the political conspirators
gather, to the question of the wine tax and how the tax relates to the poem
on the ragpicker. He reintegrates the question of wine into the social spec-
tacle of Paris—as the drunk family weaves its way home—and into its
political economy: the vin de la barriére produced by the wine tax absorbs
several social pressures that might otherwise threaten the governmerit,
Benjamin’s method is to start with the doxa of nineteenth-century life
and to work through until connections begin to reveal themselves.
Eschewing any theory of mediations, he uses montage to imbricate the lit-
erary and social text. There is no question of judging this method in terms
of cause and effect within a social totality [all of which categories in this
context become idealist}: the wmdaﬁmlﬁ.h‘i‘lw
and the pa i dialectical one in which the proofs of i
dwlwﬂﬁ, Such methods are extremely alien to academic
thought, and it is not surprising that the academic Theodor Adorno was
so repelled by this text. In that most discouraging of letters which he sends
to Benjamin in November 1938, he takes almost personal exception to
«that particular type of concreteness and its behavioristic overtones” and
warns Benjamin that “materialist determination of cultural traits is only
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possible if it is mediated through the total social process.”12 But to imag-
ine that the social process can be totalised is to misunderstand the living
relation of the present, which determines that the past can be totalised
only for now. It has no totality in itself but rather an infinite number of
possibilities vis-3-vis a future it cannot know but which will bring it to
life. ‘

- Benjamin saw guite clearly that the notion of X«atality” nd its asso-

-

ciated concept ¢f mediation were attractive because they were an attempt

scholarly engagement in the present. His reply to Adorno stresses the per-
sonal basis of his own study and his need to keep the contradictions of
his personal concerns in tension with “the experiences which all of us
shared in the past 15 years.” He distinguished sharply between this pro-
ductive contradiction and a “meye loyalty T0 dialectical Fintertdlisai
eeprand productive is the opposition between thé\persopal

and the/social tiat Benjamin refers to it as “an antagonism of which I

would ni 1t in my dreams wish to be relieved.” And he goes on to state

that “the overcoming of this antagonism consititutes the problem of my

study.”12 It seems to me that his disagreement with Adorno was to dom-

inate his thoughts for the short period of life that remained. The major text

of that period is the fulgurant and elliptical paragraphs which compose the

theses on the philosophy of history. I now find it impossible to read those

paragraphs €xcept as a prolonged and mediated reply to the bétise of

Adorno’s letter. The constant opposition between the historicist and the

historical materialist is fully comprehensible only if we read the text, in

large measure, as an expression of the opposition between Adorno and

himself. Every line of that remarkable text repays study, but for current

purposes [ want merely to quote the first half of the sixteenth thesis:

An historical materialist cannot do without the notion of a present
which is not a transition, but in which time stands still and has come
to a stop. For this notion defines the present in which he himself is
writing history. Historicism gives the “eternal” image of the past; his-
torical materialism supplies a unique experience with the past.

Benjamin here makes clear the extent to which the critic enters into
a full relation with the past in which his or her present reveals the past as
ifis for us. The crucial problem here is how we are to understand that

~ “us.” How does the critic’s {and notice that the term must here be con-
-~ sidered interchangeable with “historian”} personal constitution relate to

any wider social qo]lectivity? Where Adorno relies on concepts of totality
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and mediation to constitute a fixed social past, Benjamin in the theses
relentlessly uses the concept of “class struggle” to locate us in a mobile
social present. The virtue of the concept is that it emphasises contradic-
tion and division; its weakness is that itis very doubtful that any curzent
definition of class, either Marxist Ot sociologicat, will not limit its contents
to a reductive notion of the economic. The rhetorical function this con-
cept plays in the theses cannot be sustained when it is given any sub-
stantial investigation. Benjamin would find himself limited to another
form of the Adorno criticism from those who would demand “political

correctness” in the present rather than “the total social process” in the

past.

To elaborate Benj amin it would be necessary to build some notion of

4 social unconscious into the notion of class struggle. Tt is interesting
that in early drafts of the “Arcades” project Benjamin had relied onJung,
for it is Jung, of course, who does propose 4 transindividual unconscious.
Unfortunately Jung’s concept of the collective unconscious is 50 histor-

ically unspecific that it is completely unegqual to the task proposed. But

ihe references to both Jung and Georg Simmel are not to be condemned
from the pious position of the orthodox Adorno. They indicate 2 dimen-
sion that must be added to notions of class struggle which would radically
cransform that notion. ' -
Without presuming on the content of such a transformation, On¢ can
indicate some of the effects of introducing the anconscious into the inves-
tigation of the past. The historical critic, the critical historian, brings 10
the past the currency of his or her own epoch; the effort to make the past
speak must inevitably draw on resources of which the critic is unaware and
which appear only in the construction of the past. The risks are consid-
erable and there can be no question of guarantees. Adorno recalled Ben-
jamin's remarking that each idea of the “Arcades” project had
away from a realm in which madness reigns, a1
tinction between the nonsensically individual and the significantly col

lective disappears.’
fhari The treative work it analyses.

herself in their audienoe{

There was one massie contradi
es-Llinguistic, psychoana

lenged the primacy of the conscl
~re st such 2 notion of the pIj,

Iytical and Marxist—which ch

acy of the conscious subject

tobe wrested
ealm in which the dis-

41in this respect a critical work shares significant.
e author finds him- o

ies. On the one hand thg:é

s subject. On the other, the auteur theory [which depended
} was unavoidable: in its wealk
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form, si _— .
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valy : v experience as a produ -
ij]e:_n ;‘szocf; :rf f ro_le of the d}rector which would square these parti?:ular ﬁxgﬁl
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owed me to organise my thoughts. olorado in 1758,

1. Roland Barthes, “The Death of th i
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