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RESEARCH QUESTION

Tate © Gilbert & George
Gilbert & George Fates 2005 Laser print on paper 4260 x 7600 mm
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Through the examination of the work of Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross,
this paper will argue that authorship within collaborations is defined not through the
determination of the source of an idea, but through the discourse used in the
development of the work. This analysis will take place within Michel Foucault’s
philosophy on authorship and power relations.

Cornford & Cross, Utopia, 1999.
Renovated ornamental pond, food colouring,
fountains for 'In the Midst of Things', Bournville, Birmingham.
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ABSTRACT

This paper asserts that the question of authorship within collaborations is defined by
the discourse that occurs within them and not from whom the idea originated. Critical
discourse in art today, still relies on the individual, prizing the solitary artist genius in the
proclamation of artistic merit (O’Neill. 2007).
Paul O’Neill, an artist, curator and contributor for Art Monthly reveals that the ‘romantic
cliché of the lone artist, curator and critic’ as an author of a work is still incredibly
pervasive (O’Neill. 2007:p7). The value of the individual artist is still perceived as higher
than that of artistic collaborations, apart from a few exceptions such as Gilbert and
George. New artistic initiatives are seen as homogenous or copies of more established
creative partnerships. Despite this, the numbers of artistic collaborations are rising,
which he attributes to the growing pressures upon the individual artist by the
contemporary art market. This poses a problem. How can one distinguish between
emerging collaborative work? If old definitions of authorship are used, how can one
determine the author within collaborations? Shall we continue to ask the question of
who is the artistic genius within the work? Or does this mean that perhaps a different
perspective on authorship within collaborations should be investigated?
These are the issues this paper seeks to address. Through the philosophy of Michel
Foucault on authorship and power relations, this paper shall analyse the work and
artistic processes of Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross, in search of a
different approach to the issue of authorship within collaborations. Upon examination,
one will be able to surmise that the discourses that take place within these
collaborations occur on opposite sides of the spectrum. Gilbert and George renounce
their individuality, while Cornford and Cross rely on their differences to develop the
work through discursive debate. This paper shall prove that it is within these
distinctions that discourse marks these collaborative partnerships.
Foucault states that within all relationships, a negotiation of power exists resulting in a
discourse that contributes towards the formulation of knowledge (Foucault. 1980). This
paper shall argue that authorship within collaborations is therefore not determined by
the idea’s source, but through the discourse that affects its development and eventual
outcome. Through this argument, this paper shall prove that it is in distinguishing
between collaborative discourses such as Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross
that authorship within them can be defined.
For the purposes of clarity and depth, this paper is limited to collaborative partnerships,
particularly those mentioned. This research was done with the awareness that many
external factors influence the authorship of a work, such as funding, institutions and
socio-political contexts. To achieve a greater analysis of creative collaborations, this
paper focuses on the negotiations of power occurring within these artistic relationships.

Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross both claim sole authorship of their work,
and it is upon this conjecture that this argument is based.
This paper is also not intended for issues concerning collective collaboration, due to the
complex group dynamics that exist outside the research’s scope, though some of its
assertions may also apply.

Key words: Authorship, Power Relations, Collaborative Partnership, Discourse,
Knowledge

LITERATURE REVIEW

Group Practice, Paul O’Neill
In ‘Group Practice,’ Paul O’Neill reveals how the increasing numbers of collaborative
initiatives occurring in contemporary art are a result of the widespread notion of the
solitary creative genius and its pressures upon the individual artist. He exposes the
issue of authorship, the problem of homogeneity within collaborations and the loss of
artistic diversity and originality within them for the good of the whole. This article
supports the paper’s argument that a more current definition of authorship must be
created in relation to collaborations in order to sanctify them as equal to individual
creative endeavours. At the same time, this paper also disputes the claim of
homogenized collaborations through the investigating the argumentative discourse of
Cornford and Cross. It asserts that not all collaborations are the same and are defined
by the distinct discourse present within them.

Gilbert and George, David Sylvester
Through the interview with David Sylvester, Gilbert and George reveal the distinct
discourse of their partnership. They state how they use an additive process, where one
cannot dispute another, similar to improvisational theatre techniques. They agree to
always agree with the other’s suggestion, adding input until they are both satisfied with
the work. They also revealed how they reject their practice as ‘collaboration’ and rather
consider themselves a singular artist or unit. For the purpose of definition, this paper
disagrees with their rejection of the title ‘collaboration.’ On the other hand, their claim of
singular authorship supports this paper’s argument as defined by the additive process
of their work.

Inside Outside, Cornford and Cross
In this article, Cornford and Cross reveal the ‘adversarial’ nature of their discourse in the
development of their work. It supports the paper’s argument that discourse is the
defining element of authorship within the collaborative partnership. They also present a
counterpoint to the singular persona of Gilbert and George, prizing their differences as
catalysts of their work’s development. They also state how their sole authorship
defines their work: from conception, realization to documentation.

What is an Author, Michel Foucault
In this paper, Michel Foucault asserts that the idea of an author denotes a certain body
of knowledge, used to classify or exclude. He proposed that question of authorship
should move away from who the author is to the examination of the discourse that
surrounds the work; the question of how knowledge is assessed, created, mediated
and controlled. This paper seeks to meet his challenge, through the investigation of the
collaborative partnerships of Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross.
Power/Knowledge, Michel Foucault
In this book, Michel Foucault states how all social relationships are power relations,
how negotiations between them move power through society resulting in the formation
of knowledge. Another main assertion of the book is the idea of the ‘eye of power’ or
the ‘Panopticon’ (Foucault. 1980:p146-7). He argues that within these relations,
individuals edit their behaviour and actions because of the gaze of the other. This
theoretical framework forms the basis of this paper’s main argument.

CRITICAL ESSAY
Between every point of a social body, between a man and a woman,
between the members of a family, between a master and a pupil, between
everyone who knows and everyone who does not, there exist relations of power
(Foucault. 1980:p187).
According to Foucault, all social relations are negotiations of power (Foucault. 1980).
This paper argues that authorship within artistic partnerships is formed through the
relations that take place between its authors, and is not based on the progenitor of the
idea. Through the examination of the creative collaborations of Gilbert and George and
Cornford and Cross, this paper shall assert that it is through the distinct modes of
discourse within these relationships that defines the authorship of their work.
So how does one define joint authorship? Henry Lydiate, an art laywer and Artquest
contributor, clarifies its definition based on present UK copyright law. He states:
‘Collaboration’ and ‘distinct’ are the key words: if two or more makers’
contributions are not clearly distinguishable from each other, it is a work of joint
authorship; if they are distinct, then the work is simply a collection or anthology
of individual copyright works (Lydiate. 2004:p45).
The works of both Gilbert and George and Cornford and Cross fall under this definition.
Since Gilbert and George use photomontages, the artistic hand of the individual is
blurred. While with Cornford and Cross, installations are the focal point of their work,
making it virtually impossible for one to distinguish to whom the conception of the work
should be appropriated. Because of this blurring of roles, the question of authorship
arises. Who truly creates the work? Or more importantly what is an author?
Based on today’s artistic critical discourse, an author is still viewed as a solitary figure
from whom creative genius supposedly originates from. O’Neil says it best in his article
on Group Practice:
After four decades of institutional critique, the prevailing image of the artist is
still one that adheres to a vanguard position for the artist as autonomous subject
– an individual author and/or producer of the unique work of art within the
context of the institutions of art and beyond – with artistic and/or curatorial
autonomy sustained throughout (O’Neill. 2007:p10).
Foucault reveals a different perspective on authorship. He theorizes that an author is a
signifier for a particular body of knowledge, which is transmitted, created, controlled
and mediated through discourse (Foucault. 1977). He states that Shakespeare pertains
to a particular body of work, citing Aristotle and his philosophy as another example. He
explains that an author does not pertain to a particular person, but the context upon
which the work was brought into being. If we adopt this framework within the visual
arts, we can find that it applies to artistic partnerships as well. Since the hands of the

individual authors are blurred, authorship can be appropriated to their body of work, the
context from which it arose and the distinct discourse that created it.
For the purpose of deeper analysis, this paper shall focus on the distinguishing factors
of the collaborative discourse in relation to issues of authorship, acknowledging the
equal importance of the body of work as well as the particular context that the
collaborative partnership exists.
Within this framework, one can surmise that discourse authors the work. By
investigating the distinctions between the discourses within different creative
partnerships one can find the shared and unique voice.
Gilbert and George rely on an affirmative or additive process. They have agreed to
never disagree. In an interview with David Sylvester, George reveals that their process
takes place “…as long the other always says yes – and we always say yes to each
other.’ (Sylvester.1999:p3).

Gilbert & George. The Wall 1986. Mario Testino Collection. © The Artists 242 x 353 cm
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They reveal that they create their photomontages by one artist adding upon the input of
the other. They agree to never to disagree. George said, “One of our first rules for
ourselves was “Never discuss.”’ (Sylvester.1999:p13). This forms the nature of their
work, and the discourse that makes their work unique. Through this rule of not being
able to negate the other, both are forced to add upon the artistic input of the other,

pushing the artistic prejudices within their own minds. This process results in a work
that is both singular and dual at the same time (Livingstone. 2007).
The final outcome would never be the same without the other, since they mention how
they feed on each other’s artistic creativity (Sylvester. 1999). The result is more than
the summation of the two. It is the product of this distinct discourse, this transference
of control from one to the other. They are right in their declaration that there is only one
author. For the experience of creation is alternately shared, through the exchange or
power roles, creating a distinct third voice.
Cornford and Cross, on the other hand, rely on a completely opposite form of
discourse. If Gilbert and George have created a rule to never discuss, Cornford and
Cross has based the development of their work through discussion and debate.
For Cornford and Cross, it is by debunking the other’s ideas that the idea is developed.
In the article, Inside Out, David Cross reveals:
As a creative partnership we do have agreed aims, but we don’t have a set
method or approach. What unites all our projects is that they are developed
through prolonged, intense and often adversarial discussions and debate
(Cross. 2004:p658).
They reveal that they test the idea through argumentation, with each of them taking
opposite sides of the debate. They continue until no one can debunk the other,
believing in the strength of a good idea (Miller. 2002). This final idea is then developed
into a full-blown proposal.
Through this process, one can ask, if the concept of the work is created through
debate, then perhaps, the one who held that particular point of view. But according to
David Cross, their arguments are so rigorous; many times both end up switching sides.
While examining and testing ideas, our positions in the debate can shift until we
each end up defending the view we previously attacked. At this point, an idea
may be ready to be written up as a proposal (Cross. 2004:p658).
With their latest work, the Abolition of Work (2007), they filled a room over 650,000
copper coins. The title of the work came from a pamphlet from the anarchist, Bob Black
that states that all suffering comes from work, and one must base one’s life on the idea
of play.

Cornford and Cross
Abolition of Work September- November 2007
Newlyn Exchange Gallery, Penzance, Cornwall
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cornwall/content/articles/2007/09/21/
theatreandarts_abolitionofwork_newlyn_feature.shtml

In his lecture at Camberwell College of Art, David Cross revealed that they went into
different debates on what material to use, how it would be presented, debunking each
other’s theories until the other gave up. But despite the discourse being a negation of
the other’s idea, Mathew Cornwall reveals the contrary. He said, ‘I don’t feel limited by
our conversational/argumentative methodology, rather the reverse’ (Cornford.
2004:p658).
Foucault’s theories on discourse support this. He said that power is not necessarily
positive or negative, it can be any; it may even further the interests of those within the
power relation (Moss. 1998). And since the common goal of Cornford and Cross is arrie
at a strong artistic concept which their discourse develops based on their own
intellectual limits, this adversarial method would in fact be freeing.
According to Foucault’s Power/Knowledge framework, these argumentative discourse
serves as the transmission, mediation and progression of knowledge between the two
collaborators, and through this unique process, the viewer is invited to experience what
they have found.
It is no wonder that Mathew Cornford said, when questioned about the source of the
idea for this project by BBC, ‘It is always difficult to track an idea to any one source’
(Cornford. 2007). When the concept is the outcome of discursive debate, which
includes the individuals eventually switching sides, who can be the author of the work
but the discourse itself.
Through the discourses of Gilbert and George and Conford and Cross and their unique
distinctions of power relations, knowledge is created, formed, mediated and
transmitted. The distinction between the two, one being a discourse based on
affirmation, while the other based on debate, reveals how opposite methodologies
define the authorship of the work.

This framework also addresses the problem of the homogeneity perceived in the
proliferation of artistic collaborations today (O’Neill. 2007). By investigating the
distinctions between collaborative discourses, one can critically analyse its strengths,
weaknesses, merits and failures. Collaborations will no longer be defined as a group of
voices that rally under one banner. It will be defined by the methodologies and the
discourse of power that exists within it.
Discourse also dictates the context upon which these collaborations take place. With
Gilbert and George, the individual personality is renounced course, a counter-argument
could be, by creating a singular voice under the process of discourse, is individual
identity erased. This depends on the nature of the discourse. As with Gilbert and
George, individual personality is renounced. Marco Livingstone wrote that:
Given their utter and final rejection of their individual identities, they played in all
their works on the singularity as an artistic enterprise (Livingstone. 2007:p15).
In fact, with an interview with David Sylvester, George says, ‘We don’t think we’re two
artists. We think we are an artist’ (Sylvester. 1999).
While with Cornford and Cross, it is quite the opposite. They depend on their
philosophical, theoretical and aesthetic difference in the development of their work.
Once they agree, the development stops. Without this individuality, their concepts
would not develop. Mathew Cornford states:
I am increasingly interested in the differences between how we individually talk
and think about our joint projects. We certainly don’t speak with one voice or
have a clear party line. Our collaboration is located across a number of
overlapping institutions, discourses, and art worlds, all of which involves social
interaction (Cornford. 2004:665).
Despite differing effects upon on self-identity, one unifying factor remains. David Cross
mentions how “it is through collaborative interaction that I form my sense of self (Cross.
2004:p660). In this same vain Gilbert and George say how their identities are formed
and transformed by the other (Sylvester. 1999). Through these two collaborations we
can deduce, that within these collaborative partnerships, discourse informs, affects and
transforms the individual artist’s sense of identity.
Another question could arise. A counter-argument to this main argument could be that
the assertion of co-authorhsip is based on a utopian view of balanced power relations.
If we were to presume that there is an imbalance of power, within Gilbert and George’s
work or Cornford and Cross, to whom would main authorship be appropriated?
Foucault’s Philosophy on power relations also asserts that within relationships, even
without the action of the other, an individual’s behaviour changes(Foucault. 1980). His
theory on the Panopticon, or “the eye of power” states that we begin to edit ourselves

in the presence of another. We change our behaviour by being aware of the other’s
gaze.
Through the mere presence of another, the very idea that there is another person
watching us affects our choices and our actions. So even with the presumption of a
passive collaborator, the discourse still exists, albeit another form of discourse from
those stated above. Meaning, the final outcome is a product of two presences in
relation to the other despite a presumed inequality in the balance of power.
Through this dialectic, we can surmise that authorship within these collaborative
partnerships are defined by the nature of the discourse within them, whether it be
through affirmation or debate, within a balanced or imbalanced relation of power.
And in the study the collaboration, one should take into consideration not only the
nature of discourse but also its transformation through time. The changes within the
collaborative process signify not only the work’s growth, but also the growth of the
ideas of self-identity within these partnerships.
Within individual artists, choices are made internally, whether it is about aesthetics,
content or style, and it is through this internal process that the artist leaves his distinct
mark on a work. With collaborations, the conflict and the struggle are played out
between two people, through their discourse, with the choices made as a results of
negotiations of power. Therefore, the question of authorship should move away from
“Who really made the work?” to “What mode of discourse was used in this creation?”
Or to put it simply, “How on earth did they finally agree?”
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