May I quote you? Notes from a traveller in the jungle of permissions
Hazel K. Bell

Of all the editor's and writer's chores, obtaining copyright permissions for quotations can be the most frutrating. In the year 2001, I assembled an anthology of extracts from indexes, and thus had many copyright permissions to seek. Anything published more than 70 years earlier, and by authors who had died more than 70 years earlier, was, blessedly, fair game. It was rather a macabre pleasure to learn that Arthur Conan Doyle died early in 1930, and his works had thus had just come into the public domain. To quote anything published after that year, or by an author who lived after that year, permission was required - unless it could be regarded as that agonizingly indefinable concept, `fair use'. I made a list of all the rest, determined by the pricking of my thumbs which extracts were short enough not to need permission to quote, and set about surmounting the first hurdle: discovering who held the rights to all remaining.

Some of the authors on my list had died within the previous 70 years, so rights to their work would no longer be held by the publishers, but by the authors' heirs. To learn who these might be, I consulted and received great help from the Literary Estates Department of the Society of Authors, and sent off letters of request accordingly.

However, not all the heirs or rights could be traced. Jeeves, a gentleman's personal gentleman is an unexpected product by C. Northcote Parkinson (he of the famous Law). The Literary Estates Department could not tell me who now handles his rights, but gave me the addresses of two publishers still producing other books of his. I wrote to each in turn, in vain; the second referred me to an agency, to which I wrote. They replied, `I regret that we do not know who controls these rights'. This was a dead end to enquiry.

Authors' heirs who are relatives, e.g., the sister of Barbara Pym, the brother of Stephen Potter, responded kindly to my requests. Living authors to whom I wrote individually, Penelope Lively and Julian Barnes, were equally kind, sending personally written permissions.

When the rights are owned by publishers, finding them was leass easy than one would expect. Which were still extant, and which had been subsumed under the umbrellas of which corporations? I sent off my requests accordingly - but these proved long and tortuous paths to permissions. Many requests were met -- often after long delay -- by the information that the rights had now passed to other publishers or agents, to whom I should apply -- setting me back to square one. From one publisher to the next, to an agent, on to another agent, was a frequently recurring chain. Sometimes permission would be given for limited territory only -- for rights elsewhere, usually in North America, I should apply to a second publisher or agent. Wording of acknowledgements might be strictly specified, sometimes two lengthy acknowledgements thus being needed for one short extract. Some publishers wrote to notify me of their normal six‑week waiting list for Permission Requests, thanking me for my continued patience and co‑operation. Whatever gave them that idea, I wondered.

I received a letter dated 25 September that opened insouciantly, `With reference to your letter of 8th March, we are pleased to grant permission ...'


All those who gave permission insisted on `acknowledgement to the author, title, and publisher'. I began to ponder the meaning of `acknowledgement'. Did it mean naming the source, ceding that these people had written/published these works, or the specific recording of the granting of permission to quote?

I asked one publisher for permission to reproduce a photograph included in their volume, and received this reply:


`Unfortunately, I can neither grant nor deny permission for you to reprint it in your forthcoming book. Although I was unable to determine from looking through our volume who holds copyright to the photograph, or if it is protected by copyright at all, it is clear to me that this press has no authority over its use.'


I kept lists of fees required for permission to print, to be kept within the total sum budgeted for this.  Agents were more likely to require fees than publishers were, and publishers more than individual authors, I found. No clear principle seemed to emerge as to the amount of money requested for permissions, related to literary value or reputation of the works. When a fee required seemed excessive, the question would arise -- was this piece worth a place in the anthology at such a cost? It might be excised, or paraphrased to save the budget -- and thus lose publicity for the source work, which I supposed would have been valuable to them.


I needed items from a learned society journal, some of the contributors to which I knew to be long retired; others were dead. I had no records of their addresses. The Literary Estates department was unable to help me trace their heirs. The Library Association would not divulge the addresses of retired members, but forwarded letters that I sent to them for my authors. I made enquiries among senior members of the Society, and did thus trace nearly all. Reaction to my requests in most cases was delight that the work was to be revived. I received messages such as, `If it indeed requires a word from me to approve your intentions, it is yours'; `I have no objection to your using my article ... In fact, I am pleased that you have found some use for it!'; and `Permission granted with pleasure. How you stir the memory!'


Finding one early contributor and the heir of another showed a strange personal scenario. I knew the town both ladies had lived in, and wrote to a senior member of the Society who also lived there to ask if she had addresses for either. She told me that one had moved to another town when widowed, the other to France, and neither had given her their new address. By other means I did trace them both - each of them still living in the same town at their previous addresses, never having moved away. I thought it best to say nothing to my mis-informant, and looked no further into that matter.

My longest correspondence generated by seeking permissions for the anthology concerned a sequence of twenty lines from the index of a book published in the US in 1989. I wrote to the publishers requesting permission to quote these lines, and received from them five email messages, including:

`Please send me a sample of how you plan to use it. If they are stand‑alones, epigraphs, sidebars, there is definitely a fee', and, `I need more in‑put about how it appears in our book, and how it will appear in your book.'

They finally granted permission to reprint these lines, free, but only for the US, Philippines and Canada, and both faxed and posted to me three copies of a form to sign and return, giving eleven conditions of use, and strict wording for the acknowledgement. They told me that for rights for the rest of the world I should apply to a New York agency, which I did. The agency immediately granted permission, telling me that all the rights for the book had in fact reverted to the author, their client, and all the permission should have come from them. They asked only for a copy of the anthology, saying that the author `would enjoy seeing it, and that would be plentiful payment for the permission'.

It all proved a most expensive exercise in the matter of postage, and a tortuous and complicated operation altogether. It may be easier for those who come after, with such a task in hand. WATCH, the Writers Artists and their Copyright Holders website, has been established as a resource for such quests as mine. Perhaps it will be easier going subsequently.


`The Peter Sellers collection' CD includes a sketch, `The Trumpet Volunteer', in which the late comedian plays a young rock and roll singer planning to `muck about with the classics the public don't know about', in particular `a completely new arrangement of Purcell's `Trumpet Voluntary', with `a nice sort of beat going behind it -- something for the kids to do a bit of jive to'. To his earnest interviewer's suggestion that this work `has been attributed to Jeremiah Clarke', he replies, `It's not my concern, is it? I mean, all I know is, out of copyright -- that's all we're bothered about'.

I know just how he felt.
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