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Who Will Read Us if We All Become Writers?

Print and Digital Literary Periodicals, Authorship, and Authority

Readers, writers, and authors

From the late nineties onwards, many discussions of authorship have felt obliged to transcend the boundaries of the printed world and address the issues concerning authorship in the barely explored jungle of hypertext or the Internet. One significant example is the most comprehensive Anglo-Saxon criticism of the French discourse on literary subjectivity, Seán Burke's The Death and Return of the Author.
 When after six years the second edition of Burke's book came out, it was extended to include a new epilogue challenging what hypertext theory had to say about authorial functions. What happened in this period between 1992 and 1998 was the birth of a new field of criticism, a new discourse at the intersection of literary and Internet studies. One key figure in the founding of this dominium was George P. Landow,
 whose role in the birth of this discourse is unquestionable, yet – a common fate of pioneers – he soon became a main target of criticism for his lurid claims and overambitious prognoses. Landow – along with other early theorists of digital textuality, mostly academics who left traditional literary studies behind – pictures a near future where digital textuality eliminates the difference between authorly and readerly activity, thus threatening the cultural status of authors. These early speculations about the relation of authorship and hypertextual environment have attracted substantial criticism.
 A criticism which has been backed by the changing emphases in Internet studies in general: a growing conviction that 1) Internet communication should be studied in its social and historical context (instead of as something homogeneous and brand new); 2) it should be seen as flexible and adaptable to different needs, traditions, convictions (and not as something that determines a certain type of textuality, communication, etc.); and 3) as for prognoses, it is just as challenging to investigate the modes in which we use the Internet today, that is, integrated in a combination of different media.


It is in this manner that I want to comment on an idea recurrent in hypertext theory: the diminishing or even disappearing difference or boundary between author and reader. I’d like to identify three types of arguments discussing this tendency.


1) The first one is centred around authorly and readerly activity and is grounded in the conviction that the essential difference between reader and author is their capacity to adopt a creative approach to texts. The suggestion is that as the reader becomes able to manipulate the text in various ways, the difference between the two activities disappears. This approach often draws on poststructuralist theories of authorship, sometimes even tends to see hypertext as the manifestation of some poststructuralist claims, e.g. “the death of the author”. We can note that arguments that attest to this approach, which define authorship as a certain kind of activity or creativity, often appear – no matter how much they strive to present themselves as theories of authorship – to be more like manuals for hypertext authors.

2) The second type is more on the social side of authorship: these arguments are based on the fact that a revolution in reproduction techniques is very likely to be followed by an explosion in the number of people publishing, which in the end results in a more democratic public space. Essays reflecting this assumption range from the confessional (e.g. people from all over the world relating how the creation of their personal homepages or blogs serves their creativity and fulfils their wish to share their opinions and experience with others, or represent themselves to a potentially wide audience
) to the immaculately scholarly. Texts of the latter type often refer to Walter Benjamin's essay, The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical Reproduction [1936], in which he observes that a revolution in reproduction technology, in his time “the increasing extension of the press” from the end of the 19th century, offers former readers a new role as writers: “[t]hus,” Benjamin argues, “the distinction between author and public is about to lose its basic character. The difference becomes merely functional; it may vary from case to case.”
 And the age of digital textuality seems to fulfil the tendency Benjamin welcomed.

jcertain kind of creativity and one which identifies it with the fact of publishing one's work – have one thing in common: they tend to pay little, if any, attention to the cultural construction of authorship as authority, which transcends the field of the mere activity of creating texts or the mere fact of publication. Authority implied in authorship can be understood as a certain status in a community, in certain cases originating in the difference between authors who ‘count’ and people ‘who just write’ (e. g. scientists and charlatans, journalists and scribblers, authors and dilettantes). There's no doubt that the poststructuralist challenge to the modern notion of authorship can be understood as a reconciliation of readerly and writerly manipulations of the text. However, another lesson to be learnt from that discourse is that the cultural construction of authorship has always been more than the simple recognition of a particular kind of activity, a particular way of operating with letters; authorship as authority transcends the field of the mere activity of creating texts or the mere fact of publication.


3) Thus the third approach I would like to identify will not settle for the issue of difference or convergence between readers and writers, but also aims to investigate the ways certain communities define the difference between writers in general and authoritative writers in particular. For the purposes of this paper I will use the term ‘writer’ for the former and ‘author’ to describe those writers who satisfy the often complex system of criteria (ways of socialization, education, publication; merits and acknowledgements) which defines authorship within a certain community in a somewhat guild-like manner. I am not suggesting that this differentiation is a necessary characteristic of all cultural communities; it is, however, obviously intrinsic to the construction of a huge number of them (e.g. literature: both élite and popular, the scholarly communities, or journalism, etc.). In these communities authority is conferred according to different patterns and through different systems of media. And, as for the Internet, while acknowledging the obvious process of the democratisation of the public sphere and the emergence of new patterns of authorship, as well as the concomitant dissolution or pluralization of canons, one could also point out that, for the time being, cultural communities where the difference between writers and authors is essential strive to find ways in which hypertextual environments can be used to construct or reflect this difference (see, for example, the problem of online scientific publishing and the question of quality measurement). To put it differently, an explosion in the number of people publishing (no matter whether this is due to changes in reproduction techniques or for example political changes leading to a less controlled public sphere) might shift the emphasis from the difference between writers and readers to that between authors and writers. 

Literary journals and the making of authors 

In the following section of my paper I would like to quote two examples where literary periodicals play an essential role in conferring authority. The times, the places and many circumstances are different, but what connects the two cases is a similarity in the situation: the significance of literary periodicals emerges in both against a background of a proliferation of new writers and new patterns of literary authorship, a situation which is perceived by its actors as chaotic. One of my examples dates back to eighteenth-century England, the other is from the turn-of-the-millennium Hungary. 

In the introduction to his book discussing eighteenth-century English literary reviews and literary careers, Frank Donoghue notes that “whatever their particular agendas, periodicals necessarily lead a different ‘social life’ than do books.”
 Donoghue portrays the period he discusses as a transition from aristocratic patronage to a “fully developed literary market” which brings to life “a mushrooming population of writers” and a broad and whimsical reading public. This situation, he argues, deprives authors of a reliable measure for success, and he interprets the proliferation of new literary periodicals as an answer to this challenge:

My argument operates on the assumption that this transformation of the conditions of literary production precipitated a crisis among aspiring authors. By midcentury they had neither a clear index of literary fame (such as affiliation with a patron had once bestowed) nor a way to specify a relationship of one piece of their writing to the next (since market demands so greatly influenced what they chose to write). The most forceful steps toward making sense of these transformed conditions were taken not by individual authors but rather by the periodical culture that increasingly came to dominate the literary scene in ways that are still not fully appreciated. Excluding newspapers, there were more than 30 different periodicals published in London in 1745. By 1755, that number had increased to more than 50, and by 1765 to more than 75.

Literary fame was made by reviewers, literary reviews mediated between a traditional way of constructing authorship and the modernist model of the author as entrepreneur.


What seems to be adaptable from this diagnosis to the Hungarian scene at the turn of the millennium is 1) the crisis of measure due to a more or less sudden appearance of a “mushrooming population of writers”; 2) the market's relatively new presence as a chance for some to become famous writers, whatever this might mean; 3) the fact that this is experienced by others as a threat to their authority; 4) a proliferation of literary periodicals (between 30 and 40); and 5) the fact that these periodicals play an essential role in defining and maintaining one type of literary authorship.

Yet, beyond this point, the parallel doesn't seem to hold: Donoghue refers to periodicals as “the quintessentially market-driven literary phenomena,”
 i.e. he is speaking of periodicals, mainly reviews, that follow market demands and influence the success of writers on the market. In smaller literary cultures like literature written in Hungarian, however, the shift from the honorarium system, where the payment of the author, as Martha Woodmansee puts it, “bore no relationship to the exchange value of [the] work but was rather an acknowledgement of the writer's achievement,”
 to the writer-entrepreneur scheme has never materialised to a full extent. Different types of patronage (from the fifties up to the present system of practically exclusively public sponsorship) have played an enduring role in the careers of writers as well as periodicals. And this is not merely an interesting economic fact. By the end of the nineties this situation had been paired up with the conviction that élite literature and authorship in this field of literature can be and should be defined independently from market demands. If an author is successful in the realm of élite literature and in the market at the same time, it is usually regarded (within the boundaries of élite literature) as a mere coincidence. While Donoghue speaks of the culture of literary periodicals in eighteenth-century England as a response to the emergence of the book market, one could argue that literary periodicals in Hungary at the turn of the millennium, in the age of the rebirth of the literary market, are of a sustaining nature rather than a responsive one, and they have a very significant role in maintaining a literary culture where authorship is to a certain extent defined independently from success among readers, and most certainly independently from the financial success of writers.


To be sure, literary periodicals also played a significant role in earlier periods of modern Hungarian literature, and writers achieving massive success without being recognised by élite literary circles is not, of course, a recent phenomenon in Hungary, either. What happened in the nineties is rather that alternative models of gaining fame by writing became very visible due to the appearance of a variety of mass media, up-to-date marketing methods and the birth of a free market for books on the one side, and substantial cuts in public sponsorship for literature, more specifically for authors, on the other.


At least, this situation has but one advantage: it outlines the components of the machinery of making authors in Hungarian élite literature. So now I am going to list some of these components – concentrating on those which are associated with periodicals.

1) It is important to note that unlike many established forms of literary periodical which publish one type of text, or a very limited number of genres (reviews, poetry, literature in translation, etc.), most Hungarian literary periodicals publish a mixture of everything: prose, poetry, essays, reviews, and even drama; some incorporate foreign literature, but the focus is mainly on Hungarian texts. This comprehensive, multi-genre nature of periodicals turns them into laboratories of making literature.

 
2) Typically you can only aspire to be regarded as an author if you publish regularly in periodicals, i.e. if you are continuously present on the literary scene. The authority of those who suddenly appear on the scene by publishing a more or less successful book is often questioned on these grounds, which means that authorship is conceived of as a procedure, an evolution, a process of socialisation or education; periodicals are regarded as major scenes, rather like ballrooms, for this process.


3) Continuous presence also means that one's work is written about in literary periodicals. Periodicals seem to be adamant in not reviewing bestsellers if their writers do not meet the requirements of élite literary authorship. Or if they do publish essays discussing these works, there is always a strong emphasis on the difference in approach (sociological vs. aesthetic). But if someone's work is written about, that does not necessarily mean a book review – there are many examples of critics identifying important tendencies in contemporary literature mentioning names of young writers who have not published any books yet. That is, you can be counted as an author before you have published a book, on the basis of the inclusion of your texts in periodicals.

4) It goes without saying that a continuous presence is also essential for critics’ authority. What the Hungarian type of mixed-genre literary periodical makes visible is the mutual authorisation of critic and writer: their texts appear in the same environment, as safeguards for each other’s authorship.


5) The same applies for editors, whose role is not restricted to being a minor co-author; they are the main agency of conferring authority upon authors by accepting their texts for publishing and “their” authors’ authority shines back on them. 


6) This system can also be characterised by a hierarchy of media as sources of information. As there is an emphasis on the definition of authorship that is independent from success among a wide audience, media that, at least potentially, address a wider audience are at lower levels of the hierarchy. On the other hand, oral and informal channels of communication play an important role in establishing authority – doing public readings is a must for authors, taking part in public discussions is an everyday task for critics, and frequenting these events is still a relatively common activity among the Hungarian intelligentsia.


7) Beside authors’ personal careers, another idea reflected in the culture of literary periodicals is that authors are working on an on-going joint project. Being an author is seen not simply as an individual effort, but also as a continuous collaboration with others on the “literature project”. (Though the nature of this project might be understood in different ways). The idea of authorship as an individual achievement and taking part in a collaborative effort at the same time (which, evidently, is more common in small cultures), is another major marker in the distinction between authors and writers. The joint project can be understood in synchronic as well as diachronic terms: publishing in a journal today obviously means joining a thread of tradition manifest in the successive numbers and volumes of the journal.

What makes élite literary culture a community is, among other things, the strong belief that periodicals – as the main sources of information on facts and evaluations, interpretation and merits – have a decisive role in conferring authority, and the strong belief that there is an essential cultural difference between authors, who are socialised into and introduced to literature through the culture of periodicals, on the one side, and writers, who try to construct their authority through other means and media, on the other. This distinction between authors and writers seems to be essential to the demarcation of élite literature's community. I do not mean to say that the demarcation commits authors to the “inside” and writers to the “outside”, rather that only those can belong to this community who believe in this difference between author and writer, and who are able to decipher information according to this structure of meanings.


(I may have pictured what I call the community of Hungarian élite literature as far more élitist than it in fact is, and I have no doubt that, however élitist it has been, the massive presence of other models for literary careers, publishers’ financial rationality and readers’ demands is in effect eroding the clear-cut outlines of this sanctuary. Yet, for the time being, the beliefs I have listed above have the lion's share of the shaping of the map of literature, and thus they play an essential role in how we read texts, print and digital, as well.)

Authors and writers at the distance of the click of a mouse

Amid the new net-based literary and semi-literary phenomena (personal and collective blogs, single author and collaborative hypertext fiction, etc.) for electronic literary periodicals or journals, which publish creative writing, the principal device for conferring authority is to emphasise the difference between edited and unedited (self-published) environments. In most cases
 this simply manifests itself in the lack of practically any kind of interactivity, a feature very characteristic of web versions of many well-established print periodicals. Many of these sites (see e.g. Granta's site
) serve almost exclusively as promotional environments: apart from gathering basic information, reading selected highlights from past issues and learning the contents of volumes, the only activity available to the reader is to subscribe over the Internet. In other cases the Subscription icon is paired up with Submissions, which might facilitate handing in manuscripts, yet it does not loosen up the rigid borders of the periodical's realm in the slightest.


Nevertheless, many exciting examples could be quoted of literary e-journals which try to utilise the facilities of the Internet in various ways, while maintaining editorial authority in deciding who can become an author. Yet it seems to be the case that the more space the reader/would-be writer is allowed, the further away the journal is positioned (positions itself) from literature nurtured in the print media. This phenomenon is well reflected in the construction, content and mission statement of a very entertaining literary e-journal, Toasted Cheese.
 Toasted Cheese features original writing submitted through the Internet and selected by the editors, along with vivid forums with hundreds of posts, it encourages readers to become writers by launching contests, it offers articles to help would-be writers at the first steps in their careers (like Exercises, Five Quick Tips for Getting Your Story Published, or Daily Writing Prompts). It is a rather interactive writing space, indeed. The editors, however, seem to have agreed that a space for would-be writers cannot or will not be shared by established authors: under the Submissions heading they state that “We encourage unpublished writers to submit to Toasted Cheese. We are impressed by quality writing, not by a list of credentials.”


Shifting now to the Hungarian on-line literary scene, a striking difference is evident: as market forces play no decisive role in the publication of either books or periodicals, the writings of the most highly acclaimed authors are often downloadable for free, either from the net versions of periodicals or from state-supported digital libraries. For example, from the Digital Literary Academy,
 a state initiative to offer a regular honorarium to distinguished contemporary writers in exchange for the publication of their works on the Internet, one can find old and recent works by even Nobel Prize winner Imre Kertész (only in Hungarian, unfortunately), which would be unheard of in English-language literary life. Loose copyright restrictions allow journals to make full issues available (both new and archived), instead of using the utilities of the net merely as promotional means, in the hope that they can reach a wider audience this way.

This is not the only reason that Hungarian élite literature seems to be smoothly adaptable to the textual world of the Internet (or seems to be able smoothly to adapt the Internet to its own logic). Some of the components I listed above as cogwheels in the author-making machine are obviously rather Internet-friendly (in my description they almost seem to be crying to enter hyperspace): the mixture of genres in periodicals, the joint project nature of this type of literature, the semi-informal social network sustaining this culture, the demand for continuous presence for authors, etc. As for the matter of two crucial components, the hierarchy of media and the authority of editing, I would like to finish my paper by referring to the most comprehensive site devoted to contemporary Hungarian literature, litera.
 While the Internet versions of print periodicals have not attempted to turn themselves into experimental, interactive literary spaces, litera, a combination of a literary portal and a journal, tries to act as the heart of élite literary life: it publishes original texts, interviews and reviews, lists literary events, organises competitions, etc. Yet what makes litera very precious for my purposes is the fact that, unlike any of the literary periodicals I talked about above, it offers space for self-publishing: a forum for anyone to copy-paste their poems, and for others to comment on them. Thus I quote it as an example for how the structure of élite literary culture is adapted to an environment where self-published texts are only the click of a mouse away from the texts of authors who are highly appreciated in the traditional manner. Because, however close they seem to be to each other, the innocent-looking menu buttons, no doubt lead to different words of textuality. The editors’ handmark, the paratextual information which visually demarcates the edited and the unedited space, the territory of authors and that of writers, is very easily decipherable for anyone socialised in this culture which is constructed through a variety of media. These buttons might remind us of the fact that anyone's text entering the public sphere, be it print or digital, enters a structure of meanings which is to some extent always beyond the writer's (and even the author's) control.
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