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The kernel, the soul - let us go further and say the substance, the bulk, the actual and valuable material of 
all human utterances - is plagiarism. For substantially all ideas are secondhand, consciously and 
unconsciously drawn from a million outside sources, and daily used by the garnerer with a pride and 
satisfaction born of the superstition that he originated them. 
    -Mark Twain (via Jonathan Lethem’s essay, "The Ecstasy of Influence") 
 
 
For a third time I’ve allowed my art magazine subscriptions to lapse. I’m forever waffling: one year, I feel 
I should receive ARTFORUM, Art in America and others(1) to stay informed of Art World goings-on; 
the next, I elect to save money by dropping the magazines and relying instead on Internet art resources, 
galleries and museums. These venues allow me to focus on the artwork without the burden of 
confounding commentary. I enjoy reading reviews or thoughtful essays on art; in fact, as an artist, writer 
and compulsive reader, I would think myself the ideal subscriber, but I can’t rationalize forking over 
income for writing that Richard Dawkins describes as the "vacuous rhetoric of mountebanks and 
charlatans."(2) Dawkins was attacking the language of postmodern philosophy - the likes of Deleuze, 
Guttari and Lacan - but his critique of their obscurantism is applicable to contemporary art writing. Most 
of it is esoteric nonsense.(3) 
 
So, once again, I’m left with subscriptions to just two magazines: The New Yorker and Harper’s. The 
articles published in The New Yorker are first-class - clear, intelligent and well crafted - and, even though 
the magazine is published weekly, it rarely disappoints. Harper’s is less consistent and more biased, but 
when the magazine is on, it’s incomparable. The most recent issue (February 2007) is exemplary and two 
related articles are of particular interest to contemporary artists. "The Ecstasy of Influence: A Plagiarism," 
by the novelist Jonathan Lethem(4), follows a perspective piece, "On the Rights of Molotov Man," 
written by the artist (and fellow art blogger), Joy Garnett, and the acclaimed photographer, Susan 
Meiselas. 
 
 
Most artists are brought to their vocation when their own nascent gifts are awakened by the work of a 
master. That is to say, most artists are converted to art by art itself...Invention, it must be humbly 
admitted, does not consist in creating out of void but out of chaos. 



    -Jonathan Lethem, cutting-and-pasting from the pages of Lewis Hyde’s "The Gift" and Mary Shelley’s 
"Frankenstein" 
 
 
Two quotations spring to mind whenever I consider copyright, originality or the avant garde. The first is 
so familiar as to seem trite while the second, I assume, is indebted to sources uncredited by Bono, the lead 
singer and songwriter for the popular rock band, U2. 
 
    There is nothing new under the sun. 
    -Ecclesiastes 1:9 
 
    Every artist is a cannibal, every poet is a thief. 
    All kill their inspiration and sing about the grief. 
    - lyrics from "The Fly," written by U2 
 
 
Indeed, we are all borrowers and collagists. The honest among us could read the Mark Twain passage that 
prefaces this post, nod in agreement and leave it there but for the law. Technology drives the evolution of 
copyright legislation. The Fifteenth century invention of the printing press necessitated consideration of 
an author’s right to reproduction and the ideas contained within any text. Whereas reproduction rights are 
principally attached to capital - how does the author get paid for the dissemination of his or her ideas? - 
intellectual rights are attached to ego. Enlightenment thinking has it that ego drives invention as much as 
(if not more than) necessity. By granting innovative thinkers and craftsmen control of their respective 
inventions - be it a painting, a novel or a microscope - through patents and copyrights, lawmakers 
believed they were encouraging progress. And so they were, but today, living in the era of memes, 
emergence and the Internet, it comes as no surprise that there is renewed debate regarding intellectual 
property rights. 
 
Undeniably, all "career artists" are ego driven beasts. As Emily Nussbaum writes in The New York Times 
Book Review, "For so many artists, the act of creativity is intended as a Napoleonic imposition of one’s 
uniqueness upon the universe." As a result, many artists are loath to own up to influence and are fiercely 
protective of their product. Before I even turned ten, my father, a freelance writer and author, stressed to 
me the importance of copyright law. As Lethem writes in "The Ecstasy of Influence," 
 
 
...copyright is revered by most established writers and artists as a birthright and bulwark, the source of 
nurture for their infinitely fragile practices in a rapacious world. Plagiarism and piracy, after all, are the 
monsters we working artists are taught to dread, as they roam the woods surrounding our tiny preserves 
of regard and remuneration. 
 
 
Indeed, but the times they are a’changin’.(5) Increasingly, artists working in all mediums and crafts - 
writers, musicians, filmmakers, painters - embrace influence and sampling with the same enthusiasm that 
jazz musicians and open source code advocates always have. Three factors contribute to the changing 
attitude: globalization, leaps in communications technology, and the expansion of corporate hegemony. 
The first two make the world seem smaller, allowing for accelerated cultural exchange. The Internet 
savvy among us have grown accustomed to speaking a language of pastiche - blog hyperlinks, Ctl-X/Ctl-
V, YouTube - and we exposed to a cornucopia of outside influence. Unfortunately, and somewhat 
paradoxically, the shrinking world is no more comprehensible; in fact, each subsequent generation seems 
more anxious and confused than the last. The corporate fist, meanwhile, has engendered dissent, making 
reactionaries out of every file sharer (soon to be, if not already, the majority of young people). The 



arguments from both sides - the prosecutors and the copyright violators - tend to be extreme. Again 
turning to Lethem: 
 
 
 If I were to tell you that pirating DVDs or downloading music is in no way different from loaning a 
friend a book, my own arguments would be as ethically bankrupt as [those of the litigious corporations]. 
The truth lies somewhere in the vast gray area between these two overstated positions. For a car or a 
handbag, once stolen, no longer is available to its owner, while the appropriation of an article of 
'intellectual property' leaves the original untouched. As [Thomas] Jefferson wrote, 'He who receives an 
idea from me, receives instruction himself without lessening mine; as he who lights his taper at mine, 
receives light without darkening me.' 
 
 
That passage is a brilliant summation of the issue at large, but things get complicated when considering 
specifics...and consider them we must. 
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The subtitle of "On the Rights of Molotov Man," the piece preceding Lethem's essay, is "Appropriation 
and the art of context." Indeed, the latter half of this subtitle is central to the dispute between Joy Garnett 
and Susan Meiselas. The details of the situation, in a nutshell, are as follows. Garnett trolled the web for 


