Editor
Runcam I Hotds
Latsrary Edgon
Bem METCALY
L Editor
Evirn Rmamm s
Senaow Eduory
Luw MiToseay, Jeres Seanal, Bl Wasa
Nagiomal
Liwts HL. Lamda
Wankangron Edaor
KN SviRsTim
At Dhregeor
Sracwy [ CLanrsos
Aoty Edsory
Bezaanard AusTin, Pait Fown,
Camsmian LoranTies
Assiptars Fdigory
ool CLagis, (1Lame £ GUTIHERREY,
Foasm Knog-Fam, Makiou MARKETTE,
Tiacooms Rors, Crsnds, Says, Sau STasx
Asastant Art [ireces
Anvsaa CoMrELMas
Ederial Interma
Sumasmiai Evase, Paa Gurasoed,
Berny Hanmaoni, Auaster PRovay
At Indeem
Koamiasm® L Wsow
{oneribmiting Edaon
Krved Rawss, Joved Besaam, Tosd Besan,
Chuanis Covin, Mang Ernpsaron,
Bampars, Eaomamini, Tioas Fas,
MoLAS Frasir, Wiatian H. Class, Jacx HiTT,
Erarann Hoaass, CaskET KHFER,
Mlams Kpaowinn, Joses Licedakr, WyatT Masow,
Bl Mo Ko, Vil Pasaann,
MarrHew Powss, Frasana P,
Chavan O anouin, Danies Sawi fis,
JomaTiian SCHELL, JiEF SeeasiiT,

EARL SHORRS, | AKE SEVERSTE, Maki Sioos,
MATTIEW STRVENSOM, Josmd JiRiaman Suannvas,
e Tussasy, Davan Fosmie Waniag,
Joned Ernias Wimeaiasd, Tos Woun,
Thacaas D LENCOTITA

Jones B MacAxTHUR, President ard Pubinber
Vice Presdent and Asociatr Publoher
Pt [} Kispadr
Vice President and Cronarral Marages
Lo (Campsed
Vicr Presdent, Corcndiion
Seiaaw [ Cearn
Vice Presidens, Public Frlations
s Mo
Asstans b the Publiaber
Redbags ANDREASSORN
K LAy, Sewior Asoomtand
Evt P, Ofice Marager
Armiad Kaausn, Saff
ATVIRTERRG SALES:

(202) 420-57 00 Fax: (212) 260-1096
Froanar M. Ssarmi, Fastern Advertiung [heeouor
Teara M. Caxtaciios, Clasified Saley Morager|
Rights aned Reprings
Avina K. SUureasd, Produceion Dinocsor
Foumy WLorwr, Adwertismg Cosmdinaton

Rl

Mrprrumearaen
New York: Anvstos-Cramar, LT,
Pamgy Jassomag—Poowss anm Mosc
(212) 65 GRES: Faow (211) 65507 3
Cldcagr: TAUSTER METLA Bbs0n B 55, D
(6330 8551558 Fax: (630) 8581510
Dieeroi. MRz, & Paxrias, L
[ 248) 546 2222 Faox: (148) 5460019
S Framenco: [ WASOUTH AssorpaTes, L.
(5000 M35 2280 : Fax: ($10) 31183
Dwect Resprorne: MU, Mitns, Sanviss
(Ba0) S42-5180; Fax: (860) $42-0184
Camada: [MB Mina [sTERATIORNAL
(5140 TH5 21 24: Facc (514) TH61TY

4+  HARPER'S MAGAZINE | AFRIL 3007

LETTERS

Credit Where Credit’s Due

In his beautifully crafted February
eriticism, “The Ecstasy of Influence,”
Jonathan Lethem teaches more
about the importance of what [ call
“remix” than any other work | have
read. Certainly more than my own
work. It is not terribly difficult to
pound out a thousand words espous-
ing the value of synthetic creativiry,
I do i all the time. But it is extraor-
dinarily difficult to do it by drawing

the very creativity you seek to
illustrate. A culture practiced in the
skill Lethem demonstrates is one
that understands itself. It knows irs
past. It understands subtle refer-
ences. It expresses respect for those
who have created by building upon
their creativity in ways that extend
it, or at least make it relevant, 1o a
different time and different place.

But | confess | was troubled by the
link between the creativity evinced
in the essay and “plagiarism™—espe-
cially rroubled when | found buried

Harper's Magazine weloomes reader response.
PMease address mail to Leteers, Harper's
Magmzine, 666 Broaduay, New York, N.Y.
10012, or email ws at letters@harpers.org.
Shomt Letters ame mome blely 1o he published, and
all leeters ave subject to ediving. Violume pre-
eludes individual acknowledgment.

in the text the only sentence | have
ever written that [ truly like.
(Which sentence will remain a mys-
tery here.) | was troubled because
the freedom that Lethem depends
upon—the freedom to integrate and
build upon the work of others—does
not need the license the plagiarist
takes. The rules against plagiarism,
after all, require only that words bor-
rowed be acknowledged as borrowed.

Creativity requires that the arist
be free to borrow freely. It demands
that he not be required to get per-
mission in advance. But it does not
require that he be allowed 1o hide an
expression's borrowing. Whether
ideas are borrowed is too hard 10
know. We should thus leave them
alone. But it is not too much to de-
mand that a beautiful (or ugly) bor-
rowed sentence be wrapped in sim-
ple quotarion marks.

But maybe Lethem's essay, with s
careful end credits, teaches thart, too.
For his work can't help but force
those on the side of this insane regu-
lation to think again. | hope it also
helps those at the other extreme to
think again as well.

Lawrence Lessig
Professor of Law
Stanford Law School
Stanford, Calif.




After reading Jonathan Lethem's
essay, | couldn’t help but note that
by truncating another person's
words, one might then create mis-
takes. Take, for example, the atiribu-
tion of “Beautiful as the chance en-
counter of a sewing machine and an
umbrella on an operating table” w
André Breton, In face, as Breton and
Christian Keathley (Lethem's source
for the quote) point out, the simile
was by the Comte de Lautréamont,
one of many (and by no means the
most striking) thar festoon his Can-
tas of Maldoror. [t was the same
Lautréamont, this time writing un-
der his original name, lsidore
Ducasse, who also made the apropos
comment: “Plagiarism is necessary,
Progress implies it It closely grasps
an author's sentence, uses his expres-
sions, deletes a false idea, replaces it
with the right one.” And he should
know: the book thar contains this
quote, Podsies, is itself largely com-
posed of repurposed maxims from
the great French moralists.

Mark Polizzoni
Boston

Thank vou for Jonathan Lethem's
fun and illuminating essay. 1 first
elued in to the textual appropria-
tions with “his” assereion that col-
lage “might be called the art form of
the twentieth century.” Lethem cone
fesses he got this idea from filmmak-
er Craig Baldwin. [, however, recog:
nized the line from John Guare's
play Six Degvees of Separation. To-
ward the end, one character asks an-
other, "Did you see Donald
Barthelme's obituary! He said col-
lage was the art form of the twenti-
eth century,” Here, of course, the
source is even maore clusive, At any
rate, the reply, | think, is apr:

B

“Everything is somebody else's,

Prave Madden

Lincaln, Nekr.

Jomathan Letliom vesponds:

While asembling “The Ecstasy of
Influence,” I was faced with a decision:
contact those still-living writers whase
words I'd harvested, or allow them o
discover my thefts after 1'd published.
[ settled on the latter. An essay with all

my samples “cleared” wouldn't mean as
much. To risk some disgruntlement
meant having the courage of my con-
victions and was part of the provoca-
tion | had intended. Besides, such re-
actions might extend the conversation
in unexpected ways, [ did, however,
promise myself then that if [ was con-
fronted, whether ina private or a pub-
lic way, and no matter how gently, |
would apologize. [ do apologize to
Lawrence Lessig now, for a discomfore
for which I take full responsibility.

Suill, it serikes me that the yearn-
ing for a clear and universally applic-
able standard for plagiarism high-
lights an essential difference in
temperament between a public advo-
care for reform like Lessig (who, let
me be clear, is my personal hero
among public advocates) and work-
ing artists wading in the glorious
murk of overlapping forms and
methods. A call for quotation marks
suggests that an essay such as mine
ought to be considered in the con-
text of academic, scientific, or jour-
nalistic discourses—realms where
standards of accurate citation are
necessary and sensible. Perhaps my
essay should be judged in that con-
text. Yer in assembling it, [ was
aware of my own impulses to beguile,
cajole, evoke sensation, and even to
manipulate, impulses not so different
from those underlying my novels and
storics—or, | presume, those under-
lying the efforts of many ereatars in
other realms.

Artists are, among other things, mis-
chievous, and we should try to re-
member that we wish them to be. In
songs, films, paintings, and much
poetry, allusions and even direct quo-
tations (whether acquired by digital
means or otherwise) are subsumed
within the voice of the artist who
claims them. Cirations come after-
ward, if at all. There are no quotation
marks around the elements in 4 Robert
Rauschenberg collage or around
Quentin Tarantine’s swipes from
lesser-known movies. And T. 8, Eliot's
“The Waste Land™ has only end-
naotes—which, I suspect, are much Jess
often read than the poem itself,

All Riots Reserved

I am a great fan of Susan Meise-
las, a contributor with Joy Garnere







