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Trandator'sNote

Leaving adde the problems involved in any trandation,
goecid difficulties arise when (as here) there is (as yet?)
no rea overlgp in theoretical context between the two
languages in question. With regard to the semiologica
reference in these essays, | have tried wherever possble to
conform to the terminologica solutions adopted by the
English trandators of Barthess Elements of Semiology. A
certain amount of bibliographica - and occasondly
explanatory - materia has been added in footnotes which
areidentified by being placed in square brackets.
The following terms pose particular difficulties

Langue|parole - The reference here is to the distinction
made by the Swiss linguist Saussure. Where parole is the
rem of the individual moments of language use, of parti-
cular 'utterances or 'messages, whether spoken or written,
langue is the system or code (‘le code de la langue') which
dlows the redization of the individual messages. As the
language-system, object of linguistics, langue is thus dso
to be differentiated from langage, the heterogeneous totality
with which the linguigt is initially faced and which may be
dudied from a variety of points of view, partaking as it
does of the physicd, the physologicd, the menta, the
individua and the socid. It is precisdy by ddimiting its
gpedific object and fixing as its task the description of that
object (that is, of the langue, the sysem of the language)
that Saussure founds linguigtics as a science. (Chomsky's
distinction between competence/per formance - 'the speaker-
hearer's knowledge of his language’ and 'the actud use of
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language in concrete situations' - resembles that between
langue|parolebut, so to speak, brings within the scope of
langue dements - the recursve processes underlying
sentence formation - regarded by Saussure as belonging
to parole). The problem in trandation is that in English
'language’ hasto servefor both langue and langage. Langue
can often be spedified by trandation as 'a’ or 'the language
or again as'language-system'’ (in opposition to the 'language-
use' of parole), but 1 have included the French term in
brackets in cases where the idea of the analytic construction
of alanguage-sysemisbeing given crucia stress (see notably
the 'Introduction to the structural anadyss of narratives).

Enoncelenonciation - Both these terms are often trand ated
in English as 'utterance’, but wheress the first Sgnifies what
is uttered (the statement, the proposition), the sscond
ggnifies the act of uttering (the act of speech, writing or
whatever by which the statement is stated, the proposition
proposed). This distinction rgoins and displaces that
between langue/parole: every enonce is a piece of parole;
congderation of enondation involves not only the socid
and psychologicd (i.e. non-linguistic) context of enonces,
but adso features of langue itsdf, of the ways in which it
structures the posshbilities of enondiation (symbol-indexes
such as persona pronouns, tenses, anaphores are the most
obvious of these linguistic features of enonciation). The
distinction - the displacement - has particular importance
in any - semiologica, psychoanaytical, textua - attention
to the passage, the divisons, of the subject in language,
in the symbolic, to the dide seized in the digunction of
the sujet de I'enonce and the sujet de I'enonciation. In the
utterance 'l am lying, for example, it is evident that the
subject of the proposition is not one with the subject of
the enunciation of the proposition - the 'I' cannot lie on
both planes at once. Dream, lapsus and joke are so many
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disorders of the regulation of these planes, of the exchange
between subject and signifier; as too, exactly, is the text.
The distinction enoncelenonciation is rendered here, accord-
ing to context, either by 'statement' or 'proposition'/
‘utterance’ or, more smply and carefully, by ‘enounced'/
‘enunciation’.

Plaisir/jouissance - English lacks a word able to carry the
range of meaning in the term jouissance which includes
enjoyment in the sense of a legal or socia possession
(enjoy certain rights, enjoy a privilege), pleasure, and,
crucidly, the pleasure of sexual climax. The problem would
be less acute were it not that jouissance is specificaly
contrasted to plaisir by Barthes in his Le Plaisir du texte:
on the one hand a pleasure (plaisir) linked to cultural
enjoyment and identity, to the cultural enjoyment of iden-
tity, to a homogenizing movement of the ego; on the other
a radicaly violent pleasure (jouissance) which shatters -
dissipates, loses - that cultural identity, that ego. The
American translation of Le Plaisir du texte (The Pleasure
of the Text, New York 1975) uses the word 'bliss' for
jouissance; the success of this is dubious, however, since
not only does 'bliss' lack an effective verbal form (to render
the French jouir), it aso brings with it connotations of
religious and socia contentment (‘heavenly bliss', ‘blissfully
happy") which damagingly weaken the force of the original
French term. | have no real answer to the problem and have
resorted to a series of words which in different contexts
can contain at least some of that force: 'thrill' (easily
verbalized with 'to thrill', more physical and potentially
sexud, than 'bliss), ‘climactic pleasure’, ‘come and
‘coming' (the exact sexual translation of jouir, jouissance),
‘dissipation’ (somewhat too moral in itsjudgement but able
to render the loss, the fragmentation, emphasized by Barthes
injouissance).
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Sgnifiance - A theoretica concept initialy proposed and
developed by Julia Kristeva (see Semeiotike: Recherches
pour une semanalyse, Paris 1969; a brief account can be
found in English in her 'The semiotic activity', Screen
Vol. 14 No. 1/2, Spring/Summer 1973). Sgnifiance has
sometimes been trandated as 'sgnificance, but this, with
its assent to the dressed postion of the dgn, is exactly
what itisnot and it hashere been | eft assignifiance. Barthes
himsdf introduces signifiance as follows in a passage which
gathers together a number of the terms that have been
discusd in this present note: . . . when the text is read
(or written) as a moving play of sgnifiers, without any
possible reference to one or some fixed sgnifieds, it becomes
necessy to distinguish sgnification, which belongs to the
plane of the product, of the enounced, of communication,
and the work of the dgnifier, which belongs to the plane
of the production, of the enunciation, of symbolization -
thiswork being cdled signifiance. Sgnifianceisaprocess
in the course of which the"subject” of the text, escaping the
logic of the ego-cogito and engaging in other logics (of the
ggnifier, of contradiction), struggles with meaning and is
deconstructed ("lost"); signifiance - and this is what im-
mediately distinguishes it from signification is thus precisely
a work: not the work by which the (intact and exterior)
subject might try to master the language (as, for example,
by awork of style), but that radical work (leaving nothing
intact) through which the subject explores - entering, not
observing - how the language works and undoes him or her.
Sgnifianceis "the un-end of possble operations in agiven
field of alanguage'. Contrary to sgnification, signifiance
cannot be reduced, therefore, to communication, representa:
tion, expression: it places the subject (of writer, reader) in
thetext not asaprojection... but asa"loss", a"disappear-
ance". Henceitsidentification with the pleasure of joui ssance:
thetext becomes erotic through signifiance (no need, that is,



Trandator's Note | 11
for the text to represent erotic "scenes').'

Findly, it must be said that the rdlatively minor part played
by grammatical gender in English, where the reference of
the pronouns he, she and it is vay largdy determined by
so-cdled 'natural’ gender, creates difficulties when trans-
lating from an effectivdly grammatical gender language such
as French: ether one produces a text in which the mascu-
line reference predominates or one spedifies the feminine
equdly at every point (he/she, him-or-herself, etc.). The
efedt of the latter Strategy - the Sgnified determination to
move againgt linguistic sexism - could only be an addition
by the trandator to Barthess writing in French; for this
reason aone, it has not been adopted here.

SH.
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The Photographic Message

The press photograph is a message. Consdered overdl
this message is formed by a source of emisson, a channd
of transmisson and a point of reception. The source of
emisson is the gaff of the newspaper, the group of tech-
nicians certain of whom take the photo, some of whom
choose, compose and tresat it, while others, findly, give it a
title, a caption and a commentary. The point of reception
is the public which reads the paper. As for the channd of
transmission, this is the newspaper itsdf, or, more precisdy,
a complex of concurrent messages with the photograph
as centre and surrounds constituted by the text, the title,
the caption, the lay-out and, in a more abstract but no less
‘informative’ way, by the very name of the paper (this name
represents aknowledge that can heavily orientate thereading
of the message dtrictly speaking: a photograph can change
its meaning asiit passes from the very conservative L'Aurore
to the communis L'Humanite). These observations are
not without their importance for it can readily be seen that
in the case of the press photograph the three traditional
parts of the message do not cal for the same method of
investigation. The emisson and the reception of the message
both lie within the field of a sociology: it is a matter of
sudying human groups, of defining motives and attitudes,
and of trying to link the behaviour of these groups to the
socid totdity of which they are a part. For the message
itsdf, however, the method is inevitably different: whatever
the origin and the destination of the message, the photo-
graph is not amply a product or a channel but dso an
object endowed with a structural autonomy. Without in
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any way intending to divorce this object from its use, it is
necessary to provide for a spedific method prior to socio-
logica analysisand which can only betheimmanent anayss
of the unique structure that a photograph congtitutes.

Naturally, even from the perspective of apurely immanent
andysis, the structure of the photograph is not an isolated
structure; it is in communication with at least one other
structure, namely the text - title, caption or article - accom-
panying every press photograph. Thetotality of theinforma
tion isthus carried by two different structures (one of which
is linguistic). These two structures are co-operative but,
gnce their units are heterogeneous, necessxily reman
separate from one another: here (in the text) the substance
of the message is made up of words; there (in the photo-
graph) of lines, surfaces, shades. Moreover, the two struc-
tures of the message each occupy their own defined spaces,
these being contiguous but not 'homogenized,, as they are
for example in the rebus which fuses words and images
in agngle line of reading. Hence, although a press photo-
graph is never without a written commentary, the andyss
must first of al bear on each separate structure; it is only
when the study of each structure has been exhaugted that it
will be possible to understand the manner in which they
complement one another. Of the two structures, one is
dready familiar, that of language (but not, it is true, that
of the 'literature’ formed by the language-use of the news
paper; an enormous amount of work is sill to be done in
this connection), while aimost nothing is known about the
other, that of the photograph. What follows will be limited
to the definition of the initid difficulties in providing a
structural anayss of the photographic message.

The photographic paradox
What is the content of the photographic message? What
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does the photograph transmit? By definition, the scene
itdf, the literd reality. From the object to its image there
is of course areduction - in proportion, perspective, colour
- but a no time is this reduction a transformation (in
the mathematicd sense of the term). In order to move from
the redity to its photograph it is in no way necessary to
divide up this redity into units and to congtitute these
units as dgns, substantially different from the object they
communicate, there is no necessity to set up ardlay, that is
to sy a code, between the object and its image. Certainly
the image is not the redity but at least it is its perfect
analogon and it is exactly this anaogicd perfection which,
to common sense, defines the photograph. Thus can be
s the specid Status of the photographic image: it is a
message without a code; from which proposition an im-
portant corollary must immediately be drawn: the photo-
graphic message is a continuous message.

Are there other messages without a code? At fird sight,
yes precisdy the whole range of andogica reproductions
of redity - drawings, paintings, cinema, theatre. In fact,
however, each of those messages develops in an immediate
and obvious way a supplementary message, in addition to
the andogicd content itsef (scene, object, landscape),
which iswhat is commonly called the style of the reproduc-
tion; sscond meaning, whose Sgnifier is a certain 'treat-
ment' of the image (result of the action of the creator) and
whoe ggnified, whether aesthetic or ideologica, refers
to a certain 'culture’ of the society receiving the message.
In short, dl these 'imitative’ arts comprise two messages.
adenoted message, which isthe analogon itsdf, and a con-
noted message, which is the manner in which the society
to a cartain extent communicates what it thinks of it. This
dudity of messages is evident in al reproductions other
than photographic ones. there is no drawing, no matter
how exact, whose very exactitude is not turned into a style
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(the gtyle of 'verism’); no filmed scene whose objectivity
isnot findly read as the very sgn of objectivity. Here again,
the study of these connoted messages has 4till to be carried
out (in particular it has to be decided whether what is cdled
awork of art can be reduced to a sysem of sgnifications);
one can only anticipate that for adl these imitative arts -
when common - the code of the connoted system is very
likely constituted either by auniversal symbolic order or by a
period rhetoric, in short by a stock of stereotypes (schemes,
colours, graphisms, gestures, expressons, arrangements of
elements).

When we come to the photograph, however, we find in
principle nothing of the kind, at any rate as regards the
press photograph (which is never an 'artistic’ photograph).
The photograph professing to be a mechanica andogue
of redity, its firs-order message in some sort completdy
fills its substance and leaves no place for the development
of a second-order message. Of al the structures of informa-
tion', the photograph appears as the only one that is
exdusvey congtituted and occupied by a 'denoted’ mes
sage, amessage which totally exhaustsits mode of existence.
In front of a photograph, the feding of 'denotation’, or,
if one prefers, of analogical plenitude, is so great that the
description of a photograph is literdly impossble; to
describe consgts precisay in joining to the denoted message
arday or second-order message derived from a code which
is that of language and constituting in relation to the
photographic analogue, however much care one takes to
be exact, a connotation: to describe is thus not smply
to be imprecise or incomplete, it is to change structures, to

1. Itisaquestion, of course, of ‘cultural’ or culturalized structures,
not of operational structures. Mathematics, for example, constitutes a
denoted structure without any connotation at all; should mass society
sdize on it, however, setting out for instance an algebraic formula in

an article on Einstein, this originaly purely mathematical message now
takes on a very heavy connotation, sinceit signifies science.
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sonify something different to what is shown.?

This purdy 'denotative’ status of the photograph, the
pefection and plenitude of its anaogy, in short its ‘objec-
tivity', has every chance of being mythicd (these are the
characteridics that common sense attributes to the photo-
graph). In actud fact, there is a strong probability (and this
will be aworking hypothesis) that the photographic message
too - at least in the press - is connoted. Connotation is not
necessaily immediately graspable at the leve of the message
itsdf (it is, one could say, at once invisble and active, clear
and implicit) but it can dready be inferred from certain
phenomena which occur a the levels of the production
and reception of the message: on the one hand, the press
photograph is an object that has been worked on, chosen,
composd, constructed, treated according to professond,
aesthetic or ideologica norms which are so many factors
of connotation; while on the other, this same photograph
is not only perceived, received, it is read, connected more
or less constioudy by the public that consumes it to a
traditiona stock of signs. Since every Sgn sSUpposes a code,
it isthis code (of connotation) that one should try to estab-
lish. The photographic paradox can then be seen as the
co-exigence of two messages, the one without a code (the
photographic analogue), the other with a code (the 'art’,
or the treatment, or the 'writing', or the rhetoric, of the
photograph); structurdly, the paradox is clearly not the
colluson of a denoted message and a connoted message
(which is the - probably inevitable - status of al the forms
of mass communication), it is that here the connoted (or
coded) message develops on the basis of a message without
a code. This structural paradox coincides with an ethical
paradox: when one wants to be 'neutral’, 'objective, one

1. The dexription of a drawing is eader, involving, finally, the
dexription of a gructure that is already connoted, fashioned with a

coded Sgnification in view. It isfor thisreason perhaps that psycho-
logical texts use a great many drawings and very few photographs.
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gtrivesto copy reality meticuloudy, as though the anaogical
were a factor of resistance against the investment of vaues
(such at least is the definition of aesthetic 'realism'); how
then can the photograph be at once 'objective’ and 'invested,
natural and cultural? It is through an understanding of the
mode of imbrication of denoted and connoted messages
that it may one day be possible to reply to that question.
In order to undertake this work, however, it must be
remembered that since the denoted message in the photo-
graph is absolutely analogical, which isto say continuous,
outside of any recourse to a code, there is no need to look
for the dgnifying units of the firg-order message; the
connoted message on the contrary does comprise a plane of
expresson and a plane of content, thus necesstating a
veritable decipherment. Such a decipherment would as yet
be premature, for in order to isolate the sgnifying units
and the ggnified themes (or vaues) one would have to
carry out (perhaps using tests) directed readings, atificidly
varying certain eements of a photograph to see if the varia
tions of forms led to variations in meaning. What can at
least be done now is to forecast the main planes of anadyss
of photographic connotation.

Connotation procedures

Connotation, the imposition of second meaning on the
photographic message proper, is redized at the different
levels of the production of the photograph (choice, technica
treatment, framing, lay-out) and represents, finally, acoding
of the photographic analogue. It isthus possible to separate
out various connotation procedures, bearing in mind how-
ever that these procedures are in no way units of Sgnifica
tion such as a subsequent andysis of a semantic kind may
one day manage to define; they are not drictly spesking
part of the photographic structure. The procedures in
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question are familiar and no more will be attempted here
than to trandate them into structura terms. To be fully
exact, the firgt three (trick effects pose, objects) should be
digtinguished from the last three (photogenia, aestheticism,
gyntax), snce in the former the connotation is produced
by amodification of the redlity itsdf, of, that is, the denoted
message (such preparation is obvioudy not peculiar to the
photograph). If they are nevertheless included amongst
the connotation procedures, it is because they too benefit
from the prestige of the denotation: the photograph alows
the photographer to conceal elusively the preparation to
which he subjects the scene to be recorded. Y et the fact il
remansthat there is no certainty from the point of view of a
subsequent structural andysis that it will be possble to
take into account the material they provide.

1. Trick effects. A photograph given wide circulation in
the American pressin 1951 is reputed to have cost Senator
Millard Tydings his seat; it showed the Senator in conversa:
tion with the Communist leader Earl Browder. In fact, the
photograph had been faked, created by the artificid bringing
together of the two faces. The methodologica interest of
trick effects is that they intervene without warning in the
plane of denotation; they utilize the specid credibility of
the photograph - this, as was seen, being smply its excep-
tional power of denotation - in order to pass off as merdy
denoted a message which is in redity heavily connoted;
inno other treatment does connotation assume so completely
the 'objective’ mask of denotation. Naturally, sgnification
is only possble to the extent that there is a stock of signs,
the beginnings of a code. The ggnifier hereis the conversa-
tional attitude of the two figures and it will be noted that
this attitude becomes a sign only for a certain society, only
given certain values. What makes the speakers' attitude the
dgn of a reprenensble familiarity is the tetchy anti-
Communism of the American electorate; which is to say
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that the code of connotation is neither atificid (asin atrue
language) nor natural, but historical.

2. Pose. Condder a press photograph of Presdent
Kennedy widdy distributed at the time of the 1960 election:
a hdf-length profile shot, eyes looking upwards, hands
joined together. Here it is the- vary pose of the subject
which prepares the reading of the sgnifieds of connotation:
youthfulness, spirituaity, purity. The photograph clearly
only sgnifies because of the existence of a store of stereo-
typed attitudes which form ready-made e ements of sgnifica
tion (eyes raised heavenwards, hands clasped). A 'historical
grammar' of iconographic connotation ought thus to look
for its material in painting, theatre, associations of idess,
stock metaphors, etc., that is to say, precisdy in ‘culture*.
As has been said, pose is not a spedificdly photographic
procedure but it is difficult not to mention it insofar as it
derives its efect from the andogicd principle at the bass
of the photograph. The message in the present instance is
not 'the pose’ but 'Kennedy praying': the reader recaves
as a dmple denotation what is in actua fact a double
structure - denoted-connoted.

3. Objects. Specid importance must be accorded to
what could be cdled the posing of objects, where the meaning
comes from the objects photographed (either because these
objects have, if the photographer had the time, been arti-
ficidly arranged in front of the cameraor because the person
responsible for lay-out chooses a photograph of this or that
object). The interest lies in the fact that the objects are
accepted inducers of associations of ideas (book-case =
intellectudl) or, in amore obscure way, are veritable symbols
(the door of the gas-chamber for Chessman's execution
with itsreferenceto thefunerd gates of ancient mythologies).
Such objects constitute excellent dements of sgnification:
on the one hand they are discontinuous and complete in
themsalves, a physicd qudification for a sign, while on the
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other they refer to clear, familiar Sgnifieds. They are thus
the dements of a veritable lexicon, stable to a degree which
dlows them to be readily congtituted into syntax. Here, for
example, is a ‘composition’ of objects. a window opening
on to vineyards and tiled roofs; in front of the window a
photograph album, a magnifying glass, a vase of flowers.
Consequently, we are in the country, south of the Loire
(vines and tiles), in a bourgeois house (flowers on the table)
whose owner, advanced in years (the magnifying glass), is
reliving his memories (the photograph abum) - Francois
Mauriac in Maagar (photo in Paris-Match). The connota-
tion somehow 'emerges from al these sgnifying unitswhich
are nevertheess'captured' asthough the scenewere immedi-
ate and spontaneous, that is to say, without signification.
The text renders the connotation explicit, developing the
theme of Mauriac's ties with the land. Objects no longer
perhgps possess apower, but they certainly possessmeanings.
4. Photogenia. Thetheory of photogeniahasaready been
deveoped (lby Edgar Morin in Le Cinema ou I'homme
imaginaire’) and this is not the place to take up again the
ubject of the generd dgnification of that procedure; it
will auffice to define photogenia in terms of informational
structure. In photogenia the connoted message is the image
itdf, 'embelished’ (which is to say in generd sublimated)
by techniques of lighting, exposure and printing. An inven-
tory needs to be made of these techniques, but only insofar
as each of them has a corresponding sgnified of connotation
auffidently constant to alow its incorporation in a cultura
lexicon of technica 'effects (as for instance the 'blurring
of movement' or ‘flowingness launched by Dr Steinert and
his team to Sgnify space-time). Such an inventory would
be an excdlent opportunity for distinguishing aesthetic
efeds from sgnifying effects - unless perhaps it be recog-
nized that in photography, contrary to the intentions of
1. [Edgar Morin, LeCinimaou L'hommeimaginaire, Paris 1956



24 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT

exhibition photographers, there is never art but dways
meaning; which precisdy would at last provide an exact
criterion for the opposition between good painting, even
if strongly representational, and photography.

5. Aestheticism. For if one can tak of aestheticism in
photography, it is ssemingly in an ambiguous fashion:
when photography turns painting, composition or visua
substance treated with deliberation in its very materia
'texture, it is either so asto dgnify itsef as'art’ (which was
the case with the 'pictorialism' of the beginning of the
century) or to impose a generdly more subtle and complex
ggnified than would be possble with other connotation
procedures. Thus Cartier-Bresson constructed Cardind
Pecelli's reception by the faithful of LiSeux like a painting
by an early master. The resulting photograph, however,
IS in no way a painting: on the one hand, its display of
aestheticism refers (damagingly) to the very idea of a paint-
ing (which is contrary to any true painting); while on the
other, the composition ggnifies in a declared manner a
certain ecstatic spirituality trandated precisdy in terms of
an objective spectacle. One can see here the difference
between photograph and painting: in a picture by a Primi-
tive, 'spirituaity’ is not a dgnified but, as it were, the very
being of the image. Certainly there may be coded eements
in some paintings, rhetorica figures, period symbols, but
no sgnifying unit refers to spirituality, which is a mode of
being and not the object of a structured message.

6. Syntax. We have aready conddered a discursve
reading of object-9gns within a angle photograph. Natur-
aly, severd photographs can come together to form a
sequence (this is commonly the case in illustrated mage-
zines); the ggnifier of connotation is then no longer to be
found at the leve of any one of the fragments of the sequence
but at that - what the linguists would cdl the supraseg-
mental leve - of the concatenation. Condder for example
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four snaps of a presdential shoot a Rambouillet: in each,
the illustrious sportsman (Vincent Auriol) is pointing his
rifle in some unlikely direction, to the great peril of the
keepers who run away or fling themsdves to the ground.
The sequence (and the sequence done) offers an effect of
comedy which emerges, according to a familiar procedure,
from the repetition and variation of the attitudes. It can be
noted in this connection that the single photograph, con-
trary to the drawing, is very rarely (that is, only with much
difficulty) comic; the comic requires movement, which is
to sy repetition (easy in film) or typification (possble in
drawing), both these ‘connotations’ being prohibited to the
photograph.

Text andimage

Such are the main connotation procedures of the photo-
graphic image (once again, it is a question of techniques,
not of units). To these may invariably be added the text
which accompanies the press photograph. Three remarks
should be made in this context.

Firdly, the text constitutes a parasitic message designed
to connote the image, to 'quicken’ it with one or more
second-order Sgnifieds In other words, and this is an
important historical reversal, theimage no longer illustrates
the words; it is now the words which, structurally, are
parasitic on the image. The reversd is a a cost: in the
traditional modes of illustration the image functioned as
an episodic return to denotation from a principal message
(the text) which was experienced as connoted sSince, pre-
cdsdy, it needed an illustration; in the relationship that now
holds, it is not the image which comes to eucidate or
redlize the text, but the latter which comes to sublimate,
patheticize or rationalize the image. As however this opera
tion is carried out accessorily, the new informationa
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totality appears to be chidly founded on an objective
(denoted) message in relation to which the text is only a
kind of secondary vibration, almost without conseguence.
Formerly, the image illustrated the text (made it clearer);
today, the text loads the image, burdening it with a culture,
a mora, an imagination. Formerly, there was reduction
from text to image; today, there is amplification from the
one to the other. The connotation is now experienced only
as the natura resonance of the fundamental denotation
congtituted by the photographic andogy and we are thus
confronted with a typica process of naturaization of the
cultural.

Secondly, the effect of connotation probably differs
according to the way in which the text is presented. The
closer the text to the image, the lessit seems to connoteit;
caught as it were in the iconographic message, the verbal
message seams to share in its objectivity, the connotation
of language is 'innocented’ through the photograph's
denotation. It is true that there is never ared incorporation
gnce the substances of the two structures (graphic and
iconic) are irreducible, but there are most likely degrees of
amagamation. The caption probably has a less obvious
effect of connotation than the headline or accompanying
article: headline and article are papably separate from the
image, the former by its emphasis, the latter by its distance;
the first because it breaks, the other because it distances
the content of the image. The caption, on the contrary, by
its very disposition, by its average measure of reading,
appears to duplicate theimage, that is, to beincluded inits
denotation.

It isimpossible however (and thiswill be thefina remark
here concerning the text) that the words 'duplicate’ the
image; in the movement from one structure to the other
second Sgnifieds are inevitably developed. What is the
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relationship of these dgnifieds of connotation to the image?
To dl appearances, it is one of making explicit, of pro-
viding a stress; the text most often smply amplifying
a &t of connotations dready given in the photograph.
Sometimes, however, the text produces (invents) an entirely
new Sgnified which is retroactively projected into the image,
S0 much S0 as to appear denoted there. "'They were near to
death, their faces prove it', reads the headline to a photo-
graph showing Elizabeth and Philip leaving a plane - but
at the moment of the photograph the two still knew nothing
of the accident they had just escaped. Sometimes too, the
text can even contradict the image so as to produce a
compensatory connotation. An andysis by Gerbner (The
Social Anatomy of the Romance Confession Cover-girl)
demongrated that in certain romance magazines the verba
messsge of the headlines, gloomy and anguished, on the
cove dways accompanied the image of a radiant cover-
girl; here the two messages enter into a compromise, the
connotation having a regulating function, preserving the
irrational movement of projection-identification.

Photographicinsignificance

We saw that the code of connotation was in dl likelihood
neither 'natural’ nor ‘artificid’ but historical, or, if it be
preferred, ‘cultural’. Its dgns are gestures, attitudes,
expressons, colours or effects endowed with certain
meanings by virtue of the practice of a certain society: the
link between ggnifier and ggnified remains if not un-
motivated, at least entirely historical. Hence it is wrong to
sy that modern man projects into reading photographs
fedings and values which are characterial or 'eternal’
(infra- or trans-historical), unless it be firmly spedfied that
signification is dways developed by a given society and his-
tory. Sgnification, in short, is the diaecticd movement
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which resolves the contradi ction between cultural and natural
man.

Thanks to its code of connotation the reading of the
photograph is thus aways historical; it depends on the
reader's 'knowledge' just as though it were a matter of a
real language [langue], intelligible only if one has learned
thesigns. All things considered, the photographic ‘language
[langage] is not unlike certain ideographic languages which
mix andogica and spedifying units, the difference being
that the ideogram is experienced as a 9gn wheress the
photographic 'copy' is taken as the pure and smple
denotation of redlity. To find this code of connotation
would thus be to isolate, inventoriate and structure dl the
‘historical' eements of the photograph, dl the parts of the
photographic surface which derive their very discontinuity
from a certain knowledge on the reader's part, or, if one
prefers, from the reader's cultura situation.

This task will perhaps take us a very long way indeed.
Nothing tells us that the photograph contains 'neutral’
parts, or at least it may be that complete inggnificancein the
photograph is quite exceptiona. To resolve the problem,
we would first of all need to elucidate fully the mechanisms
of reading (in the physica, and no longer the semantic,
sense of the term), of the perception of the photograph.
But on this point we know very little. How do we read a
photograph? What do we perceive? In what order, accord-
ing to what progresson? If, as is suggested by certan
hypotheses of Bruner and Piaget, there is no perception
without immediate categorization, then the photograph is
verbdized in the very moment it is perceived; better, it is
only perceived verbalized (if thereisadday in verbdization,
there is disorder in perception, questioning, anguish for the
subject, traumatism, following G. Cohen-Seat's hypothess
with regard to filmic perception). From this point of view,
the image - grasped immediately by an inner metalanguage,
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language itsef - in actud fact has no denoted state, is
immersed for its very socid exigence in a least an initia
layer of connotation, that of the categories of language.
Weknow that every language takes up aposition with regard
to things, that it connotes redlity, if only in dividing it
up; the connotations of the photograph would thus coincide,
grosso modo, with the overall connotative planes of language.

In addition to 'perceptive’ connotation, hypothetical but
possible, one then encounters other, more particular, modes
of connotation, and firgly a 'cognitive’ connotation whose
gonifiers are picked out, locdized, in certain parts of the
andogon. Faced with such and such a townscape, | know
that this is a North African country because on the left |
can e adgnin Arabic script, in the centre a man wearing
agandoura, and so on. Here the reading closdy depends
on my culture, on my knowledge of the world, and it is
probable that a good press photograph (and they are all
good, being selected) makes ready play with the supposed
knowledge of its readers, those prints being chosen which
comprise the greatest possible quantity of information of
thiskind in such away as to render the reading fully satisfy-
ing. If one photographs Agadir in ruins, it is better to have
a fav 9gns of 'Arabness a one's disposal, even though
'‘Ardbness has nothing to do with the disaster itsdf;
connotation drawn from knowledge is dways a reassuring
force - man likes 9gns and likes them clear.

Perceptive  connotation, cognitive connotation; there
remains the problem of ideologica (in the very wide sense of
the term) or ethicd connotation, that which introduces
reasons or vaues into the reading of the image. Thisis a
grong connotation requiring a highly elaborated sgnifier
of a readily syntactica order: conjunction of people (as
was seen in the discussion of trick effects), development of
atitudes, congtdlation of objects. A son has just been
born to the Shah of Iran and in a photograph we have:



30 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT

royalty (cot worshipped by a crowd of servants gathering
round), wedth (severd nursemaids), hygiene (white coats,
cot covered in Plexiglass), the nevertheess human condition
of kings (the baby is crying) - dl the dements, that is, of
the myth of princdy birth as it is consumed today. In this
instance the vaues are apolitical and their lexicon is abun-
dant and clear. It is possible (but this is only a hypothess)
that political connotation is generdly entrusted to the text,
insofar as political choices are dways, as it were, in bad
faith: for a particular photograph | can give a right-wing
reading or a left-wing reading (See in this connection an
IFOP survey published by Les Tempsmodernesin 1955).
Denotation, or the appearance of denotation, is powerless
to dter political opinions. no photograph has ever convinced
or refuted anyone (but the photograph can ‘confirm’)
insofar as political consciousness is perhaps non-existent
outside the logos: politicsiswhat alows all languages.
These fewv remarks sketch a kind of differentid table of
photographic connotations, showing, if nothing dse, that
connotation extends a long way. Is this to say that a pure
denotation, athis-side of language, isimpossible? If sucha
denotation exigts, it is perhaps not at the levd of what
ordinary language cdls the indgnificant, the neutra, the
objective, but, on the contrary, at the levd of absolutely
traumatic images. The trauma is a sugpension of language,
a blocking of meaning. Certainly stuations which are
normaly traumatic can be seized in a process of photo-
graphic ggnification but then precisdy they are indicated
viaarhetorical code which distances, sublimates and paci-
fies them. Truly traumatic photographs are rare, for in
photography the trauma is wholly dependent on the cer-
tainty that the scene 'really' happened: the photographer
had to be there (the mythica definition of denotation).
Assuming this (which, in fact, is aready a connotation),
the traumatic photograph (fires, shipwrecks, catastrophes,
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videt deaths, dl captured ‘from life as lived) is the
photogrgph about which there is nothing to say; the shock-
photo is by structure insignificant: no vaue, no knowledge,
at the limit no verba categorization can have ahold on the
process ingtituting the sgnification. One could imagine a
kind of law: the more direct the trauma, the more difficult
is connotation; or again, the 'mythological’ efett of a
photograph is inversdly proportional to its traumatic effect.

Why? Doubtless because photographic connotation, like
evay wdl structured sgnification, isan institutional activity;
in relation to society overal, itsfunction isto integrate man,
to reesure him. Every code is a once arbitrary and ra-
tiond; recourse to a code is thus dways an opportunity
for men to prove himsdf, to test himself through a reason
ad aliberty. In this sense, the andlyss of codes perhaps
dlons an esder and surer historical definition of a society
then the andydis of its ggnifieds, for the latter can often
goper as trans-historical, belonging more to an anthro-
pologicd base than to a proper history. Hegd gave a better
odfinition of the ancient Greeks by outlining the manner in
which they made nature dgnify than by describing the
totdity of their ‘fedings and beliefs on the subject. Smilarly,
we can perhaps do better than to take stock directly of
theideologicd contents of our age; by trying to reconstitute
in its goedific structure the code of connotation of a mode
of communication as important as the press photograph we
may hopeto find, intheir very subtlety, the forms our society
usss to ensure its peace of mind and to grasp thereby the
magnitude, the detours and the underlying function of that
activity. The prospect is the more appedling in that, as was
sd at the beginning, it develops with regard to the photo-
graph in the form of a paradox - that which makes of an
inert object alanguage and which transforms the unculture
of a'mechanicd’ art into the most socid of institutions.



Rhetoric of the Image

According to an ancient etymology, the word image should
be linked to the root imitari. Thus we find oursalves im-
mediately a the heart of the most important problem
facing the semiology of images. can analogica representa
tion (the'copy') producetrue systems of sgnsand not merely
ample agglutinations of symbols? Is it possible to concealve
of an andogica 'code' (as opposed to a digita one)? We
know that linguists refuse the status of language to dl
communication by analogy - from the 'language’ of bees
to the 'language’ of gesture - the moment such communica
tions are not doubly articulated, are not founded on a
combinatory sysem of digital units as phonemes are. Nor
are linguists the only ones to be sugpicious as to the linguis-
tic nature of the image; generd opinion too has a vague
conception of the image as an area of resistance to meaning -
thisin the name of acertain mythical ideaof Life: theimage
IS re-presentation, which is to say ultimately resurrection,
and, as we know, the intdligible is reputed antipathetic
to lived experience. Thus from both ddes the image is
felt to be wesk in respect of meaning: there are those who
think that the image is an extremdy rudimentary sysem in
comparison with language and those who think that signi-
fication cannot exhaust the image's ingffable richness. Now
even - and above dl if- theimageisin a certain manner the
limit of meaning, it permits the consideration of a veritable
ontology of the process of signification. How does meaning
get into the image? Where does it end? And if it ends, what
is there beyond! Such are the questions that | wish to raise
by submitting theimage to aspectrd andyssof the messages
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it may contain. We will start by making it considerably
exde for oursalves: wewill only study the advertisng image.
Why? Because in advertising the signification of the image
is undoubtedly intentional; the dgnifieds of the advertisng
messge are formed a priori by certain attributes of the
product and these Sgnifieds have to be transmitted as
dealy as possible. If the image contains signs, we can be
aure that in advertisng these sgns are full, formed with a
viev to the optimum reading: the advertisng image is
frank, or at least emphatic.

Thethree messages

Here we have a Panzani advertisement: some packets of
pada, atin, a sachet, some tomatoes, onions, peppers, a
mushroom, dl emerging from a hdf- open string bag,
in ydlows and greens on a red background.! Let us try to
'kim off' the different messages it contains.

The image immediately yields a firds message whose
subgtance is linguistic; its supports are the caption, which
is margind, and the labels, these being inserted into the
natural disposition of the scene, 'en abyme'. The code from
which this message has been taken is none other than that of
the French language; the only knowledge required to deci-
pher it is a knowledge of writing and French. In fact, this
messsge can itsdlf be further broken down, for the sgn
Panzani gives not amply the name of the firm but also,
by its assonance, an additional sgnified, that of Italianicity'.
The linguistic message is thus twofold (at least in this
particular image): denotational and connotatlonal Since,
however, we have here only a single typica sign,?> namely

1. The description of the photograph is %IVG"I here with prudence,
for it already congtitutes a metalanguage. The reader is asked to refer
to thereproduction (XVII).

2. By typical sign is meant the dgn of a sysem insofar as it is
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that of articulated (written) language, it will be counted as
one message.

Putting aside the linguistic message, we are left with the
pure image (even if the labds are part of it, anecdotally).
This image straightaway provides a series of discontinuous
ggns. First (the order is unimportant as these Sgns are not
linear), the idea that what we have in the scene represented
is areturn from the market. A ggnified which itsdf implies
two euphoric values: that of the freshness of the products
and that of the essentidly domestic preparation for which
they are destined. Its Sgnifier is the half-open bag which lets
the provisions spill out over the table, 'unpacked'. To read
this first 9gn requires only a knowledge which is in some
sort implanted as part of the habits of a very widespread
culture where 'shopping around for oneself is opposed to
the hasty stocking up (preserves, refrigerators) of a more
'mechanical’ civilization. A second dgn is more or less
equaly evident; its dgnifier is the bringing together of the
tomato, the pepper and the tricoloured hues (yelow,
green, red) of the poster; its ggnified is Italy or rather
Italianicity. This Sgn stands in a relation of redundancy
with the connoted sgn of the linguistic messsge (the
Italian assonance of the name Panzani) and the knowledge it
draws upon is dready more particular; it is a sedficdly
'French’ knowledge (an Italian would barely perceive the
eonnotation of the name, no more probably than he would
the Italianicity of tomato and pepper), based on afamiliarity
with certain tourist stereotypes. Continuing to explore the
image (which is not to say that it is not entirdy clear at
the first glance), there is no difficulty in discovering at least
two other signs: in the first, the serried collection of different
objects transmits the idea of atotal culinary service, on the
one hand as though Panzani furnished everything necessary

adequatdy defined by itssubstance: the verbal sign, theiconic sign, the
gestural 9gn are so many typical Sgns.
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for acarefully balanced dish and on the other as though the
concentrate in the tin were equivalent to the natural produce
surrounding it; in the other sign, the composition of the
imege evoking the memory of innumerable dimentary
pantings, sends us to an aesthetic sgnified: the 'nature
morte' or, asit is better expressed in other languages, the
il life™; the knowledge on which this sign depends is
heavily cultural. It might be suggested that, in addition to
thee four signs, there is a further information pointer,
thet which tells us that this is an advertissment and which
aisss both from the place of the image in the magazine and
fram the emphasis of the label's (not to mention the caption).
This lagt information, however, is co-extengve with the
e it dudes dgnification insofar as the advertisng
neture of the image is essentidly functiona: to utter some-
thing is not necessarily to declare/ am speaking, exceptina
odiberady reflexive sysem such as literature.

Thus there are four 9gns for this image and we wiH
aane that they form a coherent whole (for they are dl
discontinuous), require a generdly cultural knowledge,
ad refer back to ggnifieds each of which is globd (for
exanple Italianicity), imbued with euphoric values. After
the linguisic message, then, we can see a second, iconic
messge Isthat theend?If dl these Sgns are removed from
the image' we are ill left with a certain informationa
matter; deprived of al knowledge, | continue to 'read' the
imegg, to 'understand'’ that it assembles in a common pace
a number of identifiable (nameable) objects, not merdy
dhgpes and colours. The sgnifieds of this third message are
condituted by the real objects in the scene, the dgnifiers
by these same objects photographed, for, given that the
raion between thing sgnified and image dgnifying in
andogicd representation is not ‘arbitrary’ (asit isin lan-

1. In French, the expression nature morte refers to the original
presnce of funereal objects, such as a skull, in certain pictures.
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guage), it is no longer necessary to dose the relay with a
third term in the guise of the psychic image of the object.
What defines the third message is precisdy that the relation
between dgnified and dgnifier is quasi-tautological; no
doubt the photograph involves a certain arrangement of the
scene (framing, reduction, flattening) but this transition
is not a transformation (in the way a coding can be); we
have here aloss of the equivaence characteristic of true Sgn
sysems and a statement of quasi-identity. In other words,
the sgn of this message is not drawn from an ingtitutional
stock, is not coded, and we are brought up againgt the
paradox (to which we will return) of a message without
acode. This peculiarity can be seen again at the leve of the
knowledge invested in the reading of the message; in order
to 'read' this last (or first) levd of the image, dl that is
needed is the knowledge bound up with our perception.
That knowledge is not nil, for we need to know what an
image is (children only learn this at about the age of four)
and what atomato, a string-bag, a packet of pasta are, but
it is amatter of an almost anthropologica knowledge. This
message corresponds, as it were, to the letter of the imege
and we can agree to cdl it the literd message, as opposed
to the previous symbolic message.

If our reading is satisfactory, the photograph anaysed
offers us three messages. a linguistic message, a coded
iconic message, and a non-coded iconic message. The
linguistic message can be readily separated from the other
two, but snce the latter share the same (iconic) substance,
to what extent have wetheright to separatethem ?1tiscertain
that the distinction between the two iconic messages is not
made spontaneoudly in ordinary reading: the viewer of the
image recelves at one and the same time the perceptud
message and the cultural message, and it will be seen later
that this confuson in reading corresponds to the function

1. Cf. The photographic message, above pp. 13-31.
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of the mass image (our concern here). The distinction,
hovever, has an operationa validity, analogous to that
which dlows the ditinction in the linguistic 9gn of a
dgnfier and a dgnified (even though in redlity no one is
dde to separate the ‘'word' from its meaning except by
recourse to the metalanguage of a definition). If the distinc-
tion permits us to describe the structure of the image in a
dmple and coherent fashion and if this description paves
the way for an explanation of therole of theimagein society,
we will take it to be justified. The task now isthusto recon-
gdar eech type of message so asto exploreit initsgenerality,
without logng sight of our aim of understanding the overall
sructure of the imege, the final inter-relationship of the
three messages Given that what is in questlon IS not a
'naive’ andysis but a structural description, the order of
the messages will be modified alittle by the inversion of the
cultural message and the litera message; of the two iconic
messages thefirst is in some sort imprinted on the second:
the literd message appears as the support of the 'symbolic’
messege Hence, knowing that a system which takes over
the 9gns of another system in order to make them its
sgnifiesisasystem of connotation, Zwemay say immediately
thet the literal image is denoted and the symbolic image
connoted. Successvely, then, we shdl look at the linguistic
message, the denoted image, and the connoted image.

Thelinguistic message
Is the linguistic message constant? Is there aways textual

1. 'Naive' anadysisis an enumeration of elements, structural descrip-
tion ams to grasp the relation of these elements by virtue of the
prindple of the solidarity holding between the terms of a structure: if
oneterm changes, so also do the others.

2. Cf. R. Barthes, Elements de semiol ogie, Communications4, 1964,
p. 130 [trz]ans Elements of Semiology, London 1967 & New Y ork 1968,
pp. 89-92].
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matter in, under, or around the image? In order to find
images given without words, it is doubtless necessary to go
back to partidly illiterate societies, to a sort of pictographic
state of the image. From the moment of the appearance of
the book, the linking of text and image is frequent, though
it seems to have been little studied from a structural point
of view. What is the sgnifying structure of 'illustration’ ?
Does the image duplicate certain of the informations given
in the text by a phenomenon of redundancy or does the
text add a fresh information to the image? The problem
could be posed higtorically as regards the classcd period
with its passion for books with pictures (it was inconceiv-
able in the eighteenth century that editions of La Fontaine's
Fables should not be illustrated) and its authors such as
Menestrier who concerned themsalves with the relations
between figure and discourse* Today, at the levd of mass
communications, it appears that the linguistic message is
indeed present in every image: astitle, caption, accompany-
ing press article, film dialogue, comie strip balloon. Which
shows that it is not very accurate to tak of a civilization
of the image - we are gtill, and more than ever, a civiliza-
tion of writing,? writing and speech continuing to be the
full terms of the informationa structure. In fact, it is Smply
the presence of the linguistic message that counts, for neither
its position nor its length seem to be pertinent (a long text
may only comprise a sngle globa dgnified, thanks to
connotation, and it is this ggnified which is put in relation
with the image). What are the functions of the linguistic
message with regard to the (twofold) iconic message? There
appear to betwo: anchorageandrelay.

As will be seen more clearly in amoment, al images are

1. Menedrier, L'Art desemblemes, 1634.

2. Imageswﬂhout wordscan oertalnly befound in certain cartoons,
but by way of a paradox; the absence of words always covers an
enigmatic intention.
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polysamous they imply, underlying their dgnifiers, a
floating chain' of dgnifieds, the reader able to choose
ome and ignore others. Polysamy poses a question
of meaning and this question aways comes through as a
dydunction, even if this dysfunction is recuperated by
oddy as a tragic (slent, God provides no possibility of
choosng between sgns) or a poetic (the panic 'shudder of
meaning of the Ancient Greeks) game; in the cinema itsdf,
traumatic images are bound up with an uncertainty (an
awxidly) concerning the meaning of objects or attitudes.
Hence in evary society various techniques are developed
intended to fix the floating chain of sgnifieds in such away
as to counter the terror of uncertain signs; the linguistic
messge is one of these techniques. At the levd of the literal
message, the text replies - in amore or less direct, more or
less partial manner - to the question: what isit? The text
hdps to identify purdy and dmply the dements of the
e and the sceneitsdlf; it isamatter of a denoted descrip-
tion of theimage (adescription which is often incomplete) or,
in Hidmdev's terminology, of an operation (as opposed to
connotation).! The denominative function corresponds
exadly to an anchorage of dl the possible (denoted) mean-
ings of the object by recourse to a nomenclature. Shown a
plaeful of something (in an Amieux advertisement), |
mey hesitate in identifying the forms and masses; the caption
(‘riceand tuna fish with mushrooms') helpsmeto choosethe
correct level of perception, permits me to focus not smply
my gaze but dso my understanding. When it comes to the
'symbolic message, the linguistic message no longer guides
identification but interpretation, constituting a kind of vice
which holds the connoted meanings from proliferating,
whether towards excessvey individua regions (it limits,
that is to say, the projective power of the image) or towards
dysphoric vdues. An advertisement (for d'Arcy preserves)
|. Elementsde semiologie, pp. 131-2 [trans, pp. 90-4].
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shows a few fruits scattered around a ladder; the caption
(‘asif from your own garden') banishes one possible signified
(parsimony, the paucity of the harvest) because of its un-
pleasantness and orientates the reading towards a more
flattering sgnified (the natural and personal character of
fruit from a private garden); it acts here as a counter-taboo,
combatting the disagreeable myth of the artificial usualy
associated with preserves. Of course, elsewhere than in ad-
vertising, the anchorage may beideological and indeed thisis
its principal function; the text directs the reader through
the signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid some and
receive others; by means of an often subtle dispatching, it
remote-controls him towards a meaning chosen in
advance. In all these cases of anchorage, language clearly
has a function of elucidation, but this €lucidation is selec-
tive, a metalanguage applied not to the totality of the iconic
message but only to certain of its signs. The text isindeed the
creator's (and hence society's) right of inspection over the
image; anchorage is a control, bearing a responsibility - in
the face of the projective power of pictures - for the use
of the message. With respect to the liberty of the signifieds
of theimage, the text has thus a repressive value' and we can
see that itis at this leve that the morality and ideology of a
society are above al invested.

Anchorage is the most frequent function of the linguistic

1. Thiscan be seen clearly in the paradoxical case where theimageis
constructed according to the text and where, consequently, the control
would seem to be needless. An advertissment which wants to com-
municate that in such and such a coffee the aroma is ‘locked in' the
product in powder form and that it will thus be wholly there when the
ooffee is used depicts, above this proposition, a tin of coffee with a
chain and padlock round it. Here, the linguistic metaphor ('locked in’)
is taken literally (a well-known poetic device); in fact, however, it is
the image which is read first and the text from which the image is
constructed becomes in the end the smple choice of one dgnified
among others. The repression is present again in the circular movement
as a canalization of the message.
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messsge and is commonly found in press photographs
and advertisements. The function of relay is less common
(et leedtt as far as the fixed image is concerned); it can be
g particularly in cartoons and comic strips. Here text
(mogt often a snatch of didogue) and image stand in a
complementary relationship; the words, in the same way
as the images, are fragments of a more generd syntagm and
the unity of the message isredlized at a higher levd, that of
the story, the anecdote, the diegess (which isample confirma:
tion that the diegess must be treated as an autonomous
sysem’). While rare in the fixed image, this relay-text
becomes very important in film, where dialogue functions
not smply as eucidation but redly does advance the action
by setting out, in the sequence of messages, meanings that
are not to be found in the image itsdf. Obvioudy, the two
functions of the linguistic message can co-exist in the one
iconic whole, but the dominance of the one or the other is
of consequence for the general economy of a work. When
the text has the diegetic vaue of relay, the information is
more codly, requiring as it does the learning of a digital
code (the sysem of language); when it has a substitute
vadue (anchorage, contral), it is the image which detains the
informationd charge and, the image being analogicdl,
the information is then 'lazier': in certain comic strips
intended for 'quick’ reading the diegesis is confided above
dl to the text, the image gathering the attributive informa
tions of a paradigmatic order (the stereotyped status of the
characters); the costly message and the discursve message
ae made to coincide so that the hurried reader may be
goaed the boredom of verbd 'descriptions, which are
entrusted to the image, that is to say to a less 'laborious
Sygem.

1. Cf. Claude Bremond, 'Le message narratif', Communications 4,
1964.
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Thedenoted image

We have seen that in the image properly spesking, the dis-
tinction between the literd message and the symbolic
message is operational; we never encounter (at least in
advertisng) aliteral image in apure state. Even if atotaly
'naive’ image were to be achieved, it would immediately
join the dgn of naivety and be completed by a third -
symboalic - message. Thus the characteristics of the literal
message cannot be substantial but only relational. Itis first
of al, so to speak, a message by eviction, constituted by
what is left in the image when the Sgns of connotation are
mentally deleted (it would not be possble actually to remove
them for they can impregnate the whole of the image, asin
the case of the 'still life composition’). This evictive state
naturally corresponds to a plenitude of virtuaities: it isan
absence of meaning full of al the meanings. Then again
(and there is no contradiction with what has just been said),
it is a aufficent message, Since it has a least one meaning
a the levd of the identification of the scene represented;
the letter of the image corresponds in short to the first
degree of intdligibility (below which the reader would
perceive only lines, forms, and colours), but this inteligi-
bility remains virtud by reason of its very poverty, for
everyone from ared society dways digposes of a knowledge
superior to the merdy anthropologica and perceives more
than just the letter. Since it is both evictive and suffidert,
it will be understood that from an aesthetic point of view
the denoted image can appear as a kind of Edenic state of
the image; cleared utopianicaly of its connotations, the
image would become radically objective, or, in the last
analysis, innocent.

This Utopian character of denotation is consderably
reinforced by the paradox dready mentioned, that the
photograph (in its litera state), by virtue of its absolutely
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andogicd nature, seems to constitute a message without a
code Here, however, structural andyss must differentiate,

far of dl the kinds of image only the photograph is able to

trangmit the (literd) information without forming it by

means of discontinuous dgns and rules of transformation.

The photograph, message without a code, must thus be
opposd to the drawing which, even when denoted, is a
coded message. The coded nature of the drawing can be

s a three levels. Firdtly, to reproduce an object or a
e in a drawing requires a st of rule-governed trans-

positions; there is no essentid nature of the pictoria copy

and the codes of transposition are historical (notably those
concaning  perspective). Secondly, the operation of the
drawing (the coding) immediately necessitates a certain divi-

gon between the dgnificant and the insgnificant: the draw-

ing does not reproduce everything (often it reproduces very

little), without its ceasing, however, to be a strong message;

wheress the photograph, athough it can choose its subject,

its point of view and its angle, cannot intervene within.
the object (except by trick effects). In other words, the denota-
tion of the drawing is less pure than that of the photo-

graph, for there is no drawing without style. Finaly, like
al codes, the drawing demands an apprenticeship (Saussure

attributed a great importance to this semiologica fact).

Does the coding of the denoted message have consequences
for the connoted message? It is certain that the coding of

the literd prepares and facilitates connotation snce it

at once edablishes a certain discontinuity in the image:

the 'execution’ of a drawing itself constitutes a connotation.

But at the same time, insofar as the drawing displays its
coding, the relationship between the two messages is
profoundly modified: it isno longer the relationship between

a nature and a culture (as with the photograph) but that

between two cultures; the 'ethic' of the drawing is not the

same as that of the photograph.
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In the photograph - at least a the levd of the litera
message - the relationship of dgnifieds to dgnifiers is not
one of 'transformation’ but of 'recording’, and the aisence
of a code cealy reinforces the myth of photographic
'naturalness’: the scene is there, captured mechanicaly, not
humanly (the mechanical is here a guarantee of objectivity).
Man's interventions in the photograph (framing, distance,
lighting, focus, speed) dl fectivdy belong to the plane of
connotation; it isasthough in the beginning (even if Utopian)
there were a brute photograph (frontd and clear) on which
man would then lay out, with the aid of various techniques,
the sgns drawn from a cultural code. Only the opposition
of the cultural code and the natural non-code can, it seems,
account for the spedfic character of the photograph and
dlow the assessment of the anthropologica revolution it
represents in man's history. The type of consciousness the
photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented, snce
it establishes not a consciousness of the being-there of the
thing (which any copy could provoke) but an awareness of
its having-been-there. What we have is a new spacetime
category: spatia immediacy and tempord anteriority, the
photograph being an illogica conjunction between the
here-now and the there-then. It is thus at the levd of this
denoted message or message without code that the real
unreality of the photograph can be fully understood: its
unredlity isthat of the here-now, for the photographis never
experienced asillusion, isinnoway a. presence (clamsasto
the magicd character of the photographic image must be
deflated); its redlity that of the having-been-there, for in
evary photograph there is the dways supefying evidence of
thisishow it was, giving us, by a precious miracle, aredity
from which we are shdltered. This kind of tempora equili-
brium (having-been-there) probably diminishes the projec-
tive power of the image (very few psychologicd tests resort
to photographs while many use drawings): the this was so
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eaxdly defedts the it'sme. If these remarks are at all correct,
the photograph must be related to a pure spectatoria
constiousness and not to the more projective, more'magical’
fictiond consciousness on which film by and large depends.
Thiswould lend authority to the view that the distinction be-
tween film and photograph is not a smple difference of
Oegree but aradical opposition. Film can no longer be seen
asanimated photographs: the having-been-there givesway
before a being-there of the thing; which omisson would
explan how there can be a history of the cinema, without
awy red bresk with the previous arts of fiction, wheress
the photograph can in some sense eude history (despite
the evolution of the techniques and ambitions of the
photographic art) and represent a ‘flat’ anthropologica
fact, & once absolutely new and definitively unsurpassable,
humaenity encountering for the firgt time in its history
messages without a code. Hence the photograph is not the
lagt (improved) term of the great family of images, it
coreponds to a decisve mutation of informationa
€CoNoMies.

At dl events, the denoted image, to the extent to whichiit
does not imply any code (the case with the advertisng
photograph), plays a specid role in the generd structure
of theiconic message which we can begin to define (returning
to this question after discusson of the third message):
the denoted image naturdizes the symbolic message, it
innocents the semantic artifice of connotation, which is
extrandy dense, epecidly in advertising. Although the
Panzani poster isfull of 'symbols, there nonethelessremains
in the photograph, insofar as the literal message is auffi-
dent, akind of natural being-there of objects. nature seems
gpontaneoudy to produce the scene represented. A pseudo-
truth is surreptitioudy substituted for the smple vdidity
of openly semantic systems; the absence of code disintellec-
tudizes the message because it ssems to found in nature the
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ggnsof culture. Thisiswithout doubt animportant historical
paradox: the more technology develops the diffuson of
information (and notably of images), the more it provides
the means of masking the constructed meaning under the
appearance of the given meaning.

Rhetoric of theimage

It was seen that the Sgns of the third message (the 'symboalic
message, cultural or connoted) were discontinuous. Even
when the dgnifier seems to extend over the whole image,
it is nonetheless a 9gn separated from the others: the
‘composition’ carries an aesthetic dgnified, in much the
sane way as intonation athough suprasegmenta is a
separate Sgnifier in language. Thuswe are here dedling with
a norma sysem whose sgns are drawvn from a cultura
code (even if the linking together of the dements of the
ggn gppearsmoreor lessanalogical). What givesthis sysem
its origindity is that the number of readings of the same
lexicd unit or lexia (of the same image) varies according to
individuas. In the Panzani advertisement andysed, four
connotative sgns have been identified; probably there are
others (the net bag, for example, can sgnify the miraculous
draught of fishes, plenty, etc.). The variation in readings is
not, however, anarchic; it depends on the different kinds of
knowledge - practical, national, cultural, aesthetic - invested
in the image and these can be cdassfied, brought into a
typology. It is as though the image presented itsdlf to the
reading of severd different people who can pefectly wdl
co-exig in a dngle individua: the one lexia mobilizes
different lexicons. What is a lexicon? A portion of the
symbalic plane (of language) which corresponds to a body
of practices and techniques.* Thisisthe case for the different

1. Cf. A. J. Grémas, 'Les problemes de la description mecano-
graphique, CahiersdeLexicologie, 1, 1959, p. 63.
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readings of the image: each sign corresponds to a body of
‘attitudes' - tourism, housekeeping, knowledge of art -
certain of which may obviously be lacking in this or that
individual. There is a plurality and a co-existence of
lexiconsin one and the same person, the number and identity
of these lexicons forming in some sort a person's idiolect.!
The image, in its connotation, is thus constituted by an
architecture of signs drawn from a variable depth of lexicons
(of idiolects); each lexicon, no matter how ‘'deep’, ill
being coded, if, as is thought today, the psyche itsdf is
articulated like alanguage; indeed, thefurther one ‘descends
into the psychic depths of an individual, the more rarified
and the more classifiable the signs become - what could be
more systematic than the readings of Rorschach tests?
The variability of readings, therefore, is no threat to the
'language’ of the image if it be admitted that that language
is composed of idiolects, lexicons and sub-codes. The image
is penetrated through and through by the system of meaning,
in exactly the same way as man is articulated to the very
depths of his being in distinct languages. The language of
the image is not merely the totality of utterances emitted
(for example at the level of the combiner of the signs or
creator of the message), it is also the totality of utterances
received:? the language must include the 'surprises’ of
meaning.

Another difficulty in analysing connotation is that there
is no particular analytical language corresponding to the
particularity of its signifieds - how are the signifieds of
connotation to be named? For one of them we ventured
the term lItalianicity, but the others can only be designated

1. Cf. Elementsde semiologie, p. 96 [trans, pp. 21-2].

2. In the Saussurian perspective, speech (utterances) is above al
that which is emitted, drawn from the language-sysem (and con-
gtituting it in return). It is necessary today to enlarge the notion of
language [langue], especialy from the semantic point of view, language
isthe 'totalizing abstraction’ of the messages emitted and received.
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by words from ordinary language (culinary preparation,
still life, plenty); the metalanguage which has to take charge
of them a the moment of the analyss is not specidized.
This is a difficulty, for these dgnifieds have a particular
semantic nature; as a seme of connotation, 'plenty’ does
not exactly cover 'plenty' in the denoted sense; the sgnifier
of connotation (here the profusion and the condensation of
the produce) islikethe essentid cipher of al possble plenties,
of the purest idea of plenty. The denoted word never refers
to an essence for it is dways caught up in a contingent
utterance, a continuous syntagm (that of verba discourse),
oriented towards a certain practica trangtivity of language;
the same 'plenty’, on the contrary, is a concept in a pure
state, cut off from any syntagm, deprived of any context
and corresponding to a sort of theatrical state of meaning,
or, better (3nceit isaquestion of asgn without a syntagm),
to an exposed meaning. To express these sames of connota
tion would therefore require a specid metdanguage and
we are left with barbarisms of the Italianicity kind as best
being able to account for the sgnifieds of connotation, the
auffix -icity deriving an abstract noun from the adjective:
Italianicity isnot Italy, it is the condensed essence of every-
thing that could be Italian, from spaghetti to painting. By
accepting to regulate atificdly - and if needs be
barbaroudy - the naming of the semes of connotatlon
the analysis of their form will be rendered essier.* These
sames are organized in associdtive fidds, in paradigmatic
articulations, even perhaps in oppositions, according to
certain defined paths or, asA. J. Greimas puts it, according
to certain semic axes: Italianicity beongs to a certain axis
of nationdities, dongdde Frenchicity, Germanicity or

1. Formin the precise sense given it by Hjdmdev (cf. Elements de
semiologie, p. 105 [trans, pp. 39-41]), as the functiona organization
of the dgnifieds among themselves.

2. A. J. Greimas, Cours de Semantique, 1964 (notes roneotyped by

he Ecole Normale Superieure de Saint-Cloud).
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Spanishicity. The reconstitution of such axes - which may
evertudly be in oppostion to one another - will clearly
anly be possible once a massve inventory of the systems
of connotation has been carried out, an inventory not merely
of the connotative system of the image but aso of those of
other substances, for if connotation has typical sgnifiers
Oependet on the different substances utilized (image,
languege, objects, modes of behaviour) it holds al its
ggnifieds in common: the same dgnifieds areto be foundin
the written press, the image or the actor's gestures (which is
why semiology can only be conceived in a o to speak total
framework). This common domain of the dgnifieds of
connotation is that of ideology, which cannot but be
dngefor agiven society and history, no matter what signi-
fiersof connotation it may use.

To the generd ideology, that is, correspond sgnifiers
of connotation which are spedified according to the chosen
subgtance. These ggnifiers will be caled connotators and
the set of connotators arhetoric, rhetoric thus appearing as
the ggnifying aspect of ideology. Rhetorics inevitably
vay by their substance (here articulated sound, thereimage,
gedure or whatever) but not necessarily by their form; it
is even probable that there exists a single rhetorical form,
common for instance to dream, literature and image.
Thus the rhetoric of the image (that isto say, the classfica
tion of its connotators) is gpedific to the extent that it is
upject to the physcd constraints of vison (different, for
example, from phonatory constraints) but genera to the
extent that the ‘figures are never more than forma rela-
tions of dements. This rhetoric could only be established
on the bass of a quite consderable inventory, but it is

1. Cf. Emile Benveniste, 'Remarques sur la fonction du langage
dans la deouverte freudienne', La Psychanalyse 1, 1956, pp. 3-16
[reprinted in E. Benveniste, Problimes de linguistique generale, Paris

1966, Chapter 7; trandated as Problems of General Linguistics, Coral
Gables, Florida 1971].
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possible now to foresee that one will find in it some of the
figures formerly identified by the Ancients and the Classics;*
the tomato, for example, sgnifies Italianicity by metonymy
and in another advertisement the sequence of three scenes
(coffee in beans, coffee in powder, coffee sipped in the cup)
releases a certain logical relationship in the same way as
an asyndeton. It is probable indeed that among the meta-
bolas (or figures of the substitution of one dgnifier for
another?), it is metonymy which furnishes the image with
the greatest number of its connotators, and that among
the parataxes (or syntagmatic figures), it is asyndeton which
predominates.

The most important thing, however, at least for the
moment, is not to inventorize the connotators but to
understand that in the total image they constitute dis-
continuous or better still scattered traits. The connotators
do not fill the whole of the lexia, reading them does not
exhaust it. In other words (and this would be a valid pro-
position for semiology in general), not dl the elements of
the lexia can be transformed into connotators; there aways
remaining in the discourse a certain denotation without
which, precisely, the discourse would not be possible.
Which brings us back to the second message or denoted
image. In the Panzani advertisement, the Mediterranean
vegetables, the colour, the composition, the very profusion
rise up as so many scattered blocks, at once isolated and
mounted in a general scene which has its own space and,
as was seen, its 'meaning': they are 'set' in a syntagm which

1. Classica rhetoric needs to be rethought in structural terms
(thisisthe object of awork in progress); it will then perhaps be possible
to establish a general rhetoric or linguistics of the sgnifiers of connota
tion, valid for articulated sound, image, gesture, etc. See 'L'ancienne
Rhetorique (Aide-memoire)', Communications 16, 1970.

2. We prefer here to evade Jakobson's opposition between metaphor
and metonymy for if metonymy by its origin is a figure of contiguity,

it nevertheless functionsfinally as a substitute of the Sgnifier, that is as
a metaphor.
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is not theirs and which is that of the denotation. This last
proposition is important for it permits us to found (retro-
actively) the structural distinction between the second or
literad message and the third or symbolic message and to
give a more exact description of the naturalizing function
of the denotation with respect to the connotation. We can
now understand that it is precisely the syntagm of the
denoted message which ‘'naturalizes the system of the
connoted message. Or again: connotation is only system,
can only be defined in paradigmatic terms; iconic denota-
tion is only syntagm, associates elements without any
sysem: the discontinuous connotators are connected,
actualized, 'spoken' through the syntagm of the denotation,
the discontinuous world of symbols plunges into the story
of the denoted scene as though into a lustral bath of
innocence.

It can thus be seen that in thetotal system of the image the
structura functions are polarized: on the one hand there is
a sort of paradigmatic condensation at the level of the
connotators (that is, broadly speaking, of the symbols),
which are strong signs, scattered, 'reified’; on the other a
syntagmatic ‘flow' at the level of the denotation - it will
not be forgotten that the syntagm is aways very close to
speech, and it isindeed the iconic 'discourse’ which natural -
izes its symbols. Without wishing to infer too quickly from
the image to semiology in general, one can nevertheless
venture that the world of total meaning is torn internally
(structurally) between the system as culture and the syn-
tagm as nature: the works of mass communications all
combine, through diverse and diversely successful dialectics,
the fascination of a nature, that of story, diegesis, syntagm,
and the intelligibility of a culture, withdrawn into a few
discontinuous symbols which men 'decline’ in the shelter of
their living speech.



The Third Meaning
Research noteson some Eisenstein stills

For Nordine S, director of Gnema 3

Hereis an image from Ivan the Terrible (1): two courtiers,
two adjuvants, two supernumeraries (it matters little if |
am unable to remember the details of the story exactly)
are raning down gold over the young czar's head. | think
it possible to digtinguish three levels of meaning in this
scene:

1) An informationa leve, which gathers together every-
thing | can learn from the setting, the costumes, the charac-
ters, their relations, their insertion in an anecdote with which
| am (evenif vaguely) familiar. Thislevd isthat of communi-
cation. Were it necessary to find a mode of andyss for it,
| should turn to thefirst semiotics (that of the 'message);
this leve, this semiotics, however, will be of no further
concern here.

2) A symbolic level, which is the downpour of gold and
which is itsdf gtratified. There is the referentia symbolism:
the imperiad ritual of baptism by gold. Then there is the
diegetic symbolism: the theme of gold, of wedth, in Ivan
the Terrible (supposing such atheme to exist), which makes
a dgnificant intervention in this scene. Then again there is
the Eisengteinian symbolism - if by chance a critic should
decide to demondtrate that the gold or the raining down
or the curtain or the disfiguration can be ssen as hdd in a
network of displacements and substitutions peculiar to
S. M. Eisengtein. Findly, thereisan historical symboliam, if,
in a manner even more widdy embracing than the previous
ones, it can be shown that the gold brings in a (theatrica)
playing, a scenography of exchange, locatable both psycho-
andyticaly and economicaly, that isto say semiologicdly.
Takeninitsentirety, thissecond levd isthat of signification.
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Its mode of analysis would be a semiotics more highly
devdoped than the firgt, a second or nec-semiotics, open
no longer to the science of the message but to the sciences of
the symbal (psychoanaysis, economy, dramaturgy).

3) Is that al? No, for | am still held by the image. |
reed, | recave (and probably even firsd and foremost)
athird meaning' - evident, erratic, obstinate. | do not know
whet itsdgnifiedis, at least | am unableto giveit aname, but
| can s dearly thetraits, the Sgnifying accidents of which
this - consequently incomplete - Sgn is composed: a certain
compectness of the courtiers make-up, thick and insstent
for the one, smooth and distinguished for the other; the
former's 'stupid’ nose, the latter's finely traced eyebrows,
his lank blondness, his faded, pale complexion, the afected
flatness of his hairstyle suggestive of awig, the touching-up
with chaky foundation talc, with face powder. | am not
are if the reading of this third meaning is justified - if it
can be genardized - but dready it seems to me that its
donifier (the traits to which | have tried to give words, if
not to describe) possesses a theoretical individuality. On
the one hand, it cannot be conflated with the smple existence
of the scene, it exceeds the copy of the referentid motif,
it compds an interrogative reading (interrogation bears
predsdy on the sgnifier not on the dgnified, on reading
nat on intellection: it is a 'poetical’ grasp); on the other,
neither can it be conflated with the dramatic meaning of the
episode to say that thesetraitsrefer to asgnificant "attitude’
of the courtiers, this one detached and bored, that one
diligent (‘'They are simply doing their job as courtiers),

1. In the dasscd paradigm of the five senses, the third sense is
hearing (first in importance in the Middle Ages). This is ahap|oy
coincidence, Snce what is here in question is indeed listening: firstly,
because the remarks by Eisenstein to which reference will be made are
taken from a consideration of the coming of sound in film; second,
because listening (no reference to the phone aone) bears within it that

metgphor best suited to the ‘textual’: orchestration (SME's own
word), counterpoint, stereophony.
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does not leave me fully satisfied; something in the two
faces exceads psychology, anecdote, function, excesds
meaning without, however, coming down to the obstinacy
in presence shown by any human body. By contrast with
the first two levels, communication and ggnification, this
third levd - even if the reading of it is ill hazardous - is
that of signifiance, a word which has the advantage of
referring to the field of the Sgnifier (and not of sgnification)
and of linking up with, viathe path opened by JuliaKristeva
who proposed the term, a semiatics of the text.

My concern here lies not with communication but with
dgnification and signifiance. | must therefore name as
economicaly as possible the second and third meanings.
The symbolic meaning (the shower of gold, the power of
wedlth, the imperid rite) forces itself upon me by a double
determination: it isintentional (it is what the author wanted
to say) and it is taken from a kind of common, generd
lexicon of symboals; it isameaning which seeks me out, me,
the recipient of the message, the subject of the reading, a
meaning which starts with SME and which goes on ahead
of me; evident certainly (so too is the other), but closed
in its evidence, held in a complete sysem of destination.
| propose to cdl this complete Sgn the obvious meaning.
Obvius means which comes ahead and this is exactly the
case with this meaning, which comes to ssek me out. In
theology, we are told, the obvious meaning is that ‘which
presents itsdlf quite naturally to the mind' and this again is
the case here: the symbalics of the raining down of gold
appears to me as for ever having been endowed with a
'natural’ clarity. As for the other meaning, the third, the
one 'too many', the supplement that my intellection cannot
succeed in absorbing, a once persstent and flegting, smooth
and dusive, | proposeto cal it the obtuse meaning. Theword
springs readily to mind and, miracle, when its etymology
is unfolded, it dready provides us with a theory of the
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supplementary meaning. Obtusus means that which is
blunted, rounded inform. Arenot thetraitswhich | indicated
(the make-up, the whiteness, the wig, etc.) just like the
blunting of a meaning too clear, too violent? Do they not
gve the obvious ggnified a kind of difficultly prehensible
roundness, cause my reading to dip? An obtuse angle is
gregter than aright angle: an obtuse angle of 100°, saysthe
dictionary; the third meaning dso seems to me greater
than the pure, upright, secant, legd perpendicular of the
narrative, it seems to open the field of meaning totally,
that is infinitely. | even accept for the obtuse meaning the
word's pgorative connotation: the obtuse meaning appears
to extend outside culture, knowledge, information; analyti-
cdly, it has something derisory about it: opening out into
the infinity of language, it can come through as limited in
the eyes of andytic reason; it belongs to the family of
pun, buffoonery, usdess expenditure. Indifferent to moral
or aesthetic categories (the trivia, the futile, the fase, the
pastiche), it is on the sde of the carnival. Obtuse is thus
vay suitable.

The obvious meaning

A few wordswith regard to the obvious meaning, even though
it is not the object of this study. Here are two images in
which it can be seen in its pure state. The four figuresin
[ 'symbolize' three ages of life and the unanimity of mourn-
ing (Vakulinchuk's funerd). The denchedfigin IV, givenin
ful 'detail', 9gnifies indignation, anger mastered and chan-
neled, the determination of the struggle; metonymicaly
joined to the whole Potemkin story, it 'symbolizes the
working dass in dl its resolute strength, for, by a miracle
of semantic intelligence, this fist which is seen wrong way
up, kept by itsowner in asort of clandestinity (it isthe hand
which firgt of all hangs down naturaly aong the trouser
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leg and which then closes, hardens, thinks at onceits future
struggle, its patience and its prudence), cannot be reed as
the fig of some hoodlum, of some fascist: it is immediately
a proletarian fist. Which shows that Eisengtein's 'art’ is not
polysemous: it chooses the meaning, imposes it, hammers it

home (if the Sgnification is overrun by the obtuse meaning,

this is not to say that it is thereby denied or blurred): the
Eisengteinian meaning devastates ambiguity. How? By the
addition of an aesthetic value, emphasis. Eisengein's
‘decorativism' has an economic function: it proffers the
truth. Look at I11: in extremely classic fashion, grief comes
from the bowed heads, the expressons of suffering, the hand

over the mouth difling a sob, but when once dl this has
been said, very adequately, a decorative trait says it again:

the superimposition of the two hands aesthetically arranged

in a delicate, maternal, flord ascenson towards the fece
bowing down. Within the generd detail (the two women),

another detail is mirroringly inscribed; derived from a
pictorid order as a quotation of the gestures to be found in

icons and pietd, it does not distract but accentuates the
meaning. This accentuation (characteristic of dl redist art)

has some connection with the'truth’ of Potemkin. Bauddaire
gpoke of 'the emphatic truth of gesture in the important

moments of life'; here it is the truth of the 'important pro-

letarian moment' which requiresemphasis. The Eisengeinian
aesthetic does not constitute an independent level: it is part

of the obvious meaning, and the obvious meaning is dways,

in Eisengtein, the revolution.

The obtusemeaning

| first had the conviction of the obtuse meaning with image
V. A question forced itself upon me: what isit in this tear-

ful old woman that posesfor methe question of the sgnifier?
| quickly convinced mysdf that, athough perfect, it was
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nether the fadd expresson nor the gestura figuration
of grief (the dosad eydids, the taut mouth, the hand clasped
on the breast): dl that belongs to the full sgnification, to
the obvious meaning of the image, to Eisensteinian realism
and decorativiam. | felt that the penetrating trait - disturbing
like a guest who obstinately sits on saying nothing when one
has no use for him - must be Stuated somewhere in the
region of the forehead: the coif, the headscarf holding in
the hair, had something to do withiit. In image V1, however,
the obtuse meaning vanishes, leaving only a message of
orief. It was then | understood that the scanda, supple-
ment or drift imposed on this classc representation of grief
care vey precisely from a tenuous relationship: that of the
low headscarf, the closed eyes and the convex mouth; or
rather, to use the distinction made by SMIE himself between
'the shadows of the cathedral' and 'the enshadowed cathe-
dral’, from arelation between the 'lowness of the line of the
headscarf, pulled down abnormaly close to the eyebrows
asinthose disguisesintended to create afacetious, Smpleton
look, the upward drcumflex of the faded eyebrows, faint
and old, the excessve curve of the eydids, lowered but
brought together as though squinting, and the bar of the
haf-opened mouth, corresponding to the bar of the head-
scaf and to that of the eyebrows, metaphoricaly speaking
'likeafish out of water'. All thesetraits (the funny headdress,
the old woman, the squinting eyelids, the fish) have as their
vague reference a somewhat low language, the language of a
rather pitiful disguise. In connection with the noble grief
of the obvious meaning, they form a didogism so tenuous
that there is no guarantee of its intentionality. The charac-
terigtic of this third meaning is indeed - at least in SME -
to blur the limit separating expresson from disguise, but
aso to dlow that oscillation succinct demonstration - an
dliptic emphass, if one can put it like that, a complex and
extremdy artful digpogtion (for it involves a temporaity
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of ggnification), perfectly described by Eisengein himsdf
when he jubilantly gquotes the golden rule of the old K. S.
Gillette: 'just short of the cutting edge'.

The obtuse meaning, then, has something to do with
disguise. Look at Ivan's beard raised to obtuse meaning,
inmy opinion, inimage V1, it declares its artifice but with-
out in so doing abandoning the 'good faith' of its referent
(the historical figure of the czar): an actor disguised twice
over (once as actor in the anecdote, once as actor in the
dramaturgy) without one disguise destroying the other; a
multi-layering of meanings which aways lets the previous
meaning continue, as in a geologicd formation, saying the
opposite without giving up the contrary - a (two-term)
dramatic dialectic that Brecht would have liked. The Eisen-
deinian ‘artifice’ is at once fadfication of itsaf - pastiche -
and derisory fetish, snce it shows itsfissureand its suture:
what can be seen inimage VI isthe join and thusthe initial
digoin of the beard perpendicular to the chin. That the top
of a head (the most 'obtuse’ part of the human person),
that asinglebun of hair (inimage VI11) can betheexpression
of grid, that is what is derisory - for the expresson, not
for the grief. Hence no parody, no trace of burlesque; there
is no aping of grief (the obvious meaning must reman
revolutionary, the generd mourning which accompanies
Vakulinchuk's death has a historicd meaning), and yet,
‘embodied’ in the bun, it has a cut-off, a refusa of contami-
nation ; the populism of the woollen shawl (obvious meaning)
stops at the bun; here beginsthe fetish - the hair - and akind
of non-negating derision of the expression. Thewhole of the
obtuse meaning (its disruptive force) is staked on the ex-
cessve mass of the hair. Look at another bun (that of the
woman in image 1X): it contradicts the tiny raised fist,
atrophies it without the reduction having the dightest
symbalic (intellectual) value; prolonged by smdl curls,
pulling the facein towardsan ovinemodd, it givesthewoman
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something touching (in the way that a certain generous
foolidiness can be) or sensitive - these antiquated words,
mydified words if ever there were, with little that is revolu-
tionary or political about them, must nevertheless be as-
sumed. | believe that the obtuse meaning carries a certain
emotion. Caught up in the disguise, such emotion is never
dicky, it is an emotion which smply designates what one
loves, what one wants to defend: an emotion-value, an
evauation. Everyone will agree, | think, that SME's pro-
letarian ethnography fragmented the length of Vakulin-
chuk's funerd, is constantly informed by something loving
(usng the word regardless of any specification as to age or
$£x). Maternal, cordial, virile, 'sympathetic’ without any
recourseto stereotypes, the Eisensteinian peopleisessentialy
lovable. We savour, we |love the two round-capped headsin
image X, we enter into complicity, into an understanding
with them. Doubtless beauty can work asan obtuse meaning;
this is the case in image XI, where the extremey dense
obvious meaning (lvan's attitude, young Vladimir's hdf-
wit foolishness) is anchored and/or set adrift by Basmanov's
beauty. But the eroticism included in the obtuse meaning
(or rather: the eroticism which this meaning picks up) is
no respector of the aesthetic: Euphrosyne is ugly, 'obtuse
(images X11 and X111), like the monk (image XIV), but this
obtuseness exceeds the anecdote, becomes a blunting of
meaning, its drifting. There is in the obtuse meaning an
eroticism which includes the contrary of the beautiful., as
adso what fdls outside such contrariety, its limit - inver-
gon, unease, and perhaps sadism. Look at the flabby
innocence of the 'Children in the Fiery Furnace' (image
XV), the schoolboyish ridicule of their mufflers dutifully
tucked up to the chin, the curds-and-whey skin (of their
eyes, of their mouths set in the skin) which Fdlini seems
to have remembered in the hermaphrodite of his Satiricon
- the very same mentioned by Georges Bataille, notably
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in that text in Documents which situates for me one of the
possible regions of obtuse meaning, "The big toe'.

Let us continue (if these examples will aufficeto lead on to
one or two more theoretical remarks). The obtuse meaning
is not in the language-system (even that of symbols). Take
away the obtuse meaning and communication and sgni-
fication still remain, ill circulate, still come through:
without it, | can ill state and read. No more, however, is
it to be located in language use. It may be that there is a
certain constant in Eisengteinian obtuse meaning, but in
that case it is dready athematic language, an idiolect, this
idiolect being provisona (amply decided by a critic
writing abook on SME). Obtuse meanings are to be found
not everywhere (the Sgnifier is rare, a future figure) but
somewhere: in other authorsof films (perhaps), inacertain
manner of reading 'lifé and so 'reality’ itsdf (the word is
amply used here in opposition to the deliberately fictive).
Inimage XVI from Ordinary Fascism (by Mikhall Romm),
adocumentary image, | can eadly read an obvious meaning,
that of fasdam (aesthetics and symbolics of power, the
theatrical hunt), but | can aso read an obtuse meaning:
the (again) disguised, blond slliness of the young quiver-
bearer, the flabbiness of his hands and mouth (I cannot
manage to describe, only to designate alocation), Goering's
thick nails, his trashy ring (this dready on the brink of
obvious meaning, like the treacly platitude of the imbecile
amile of the bespectacled man in the background - vishbly
an 'arse-licker'). In other words, the obtuse meaning is not
situated structurally, a semantologist would not agree as to
its objective exigence (but then what is an objective read-
ing?); and if to me it is clear (to me), that is still perhaps
(for the moment) by the same "aberration’ which compdled
the lone and unhappy Saussure to hear in ancient poetry the

1. [Georges Bataille, 'Le gros orteil', Documents, Paris 1963, pp.
75-82]
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enigmatic voice of anagram, unoriginated and obsessve.

Same uncertainty when itisamatter of describing the obtuse
meaning (of giving an idea of where it is going, where it

goes away). The obtuse meaning is a dgnifier without a

gonified, hence the difficulty in naming it. My reading

remains suspended between the image and its description,

between definition and approximation. If the obtuse mean-

ing cannot be described, that is because, in contrast to the

obvious meaning, it does not copy anything - how do you

describe something that does not represent anything? The

pictorid 'rendering' of words is here impossible, with the
conseguence that if, in front of these images, we remain, you

and |, at the levd of articulated language - at the leve, that

is, of my own text - the obtuse meaning will not succeed in

exiging, in entering the critic's metalanguage. Which means
that the obtuse meaning is outside (articulated) language
while nevertheless within interlocution. For if you look at

the images | am discussing, you can see this meaning, we

can agree on it 'over the shoulder' or 'on the back' of

articulated language. Thanks to the image (fixed, it is true;

afactor which will be taken up later) or much rather thanks
to what, in the image, is purely image (which isin fact very

little), we do without language yet never cease to under-

gand one another.

In short, what the obtuse meaning disturbs, sterilizes, is
metadanguage (criticism). A number of reasons can be
gven for this. First and foremost, obtuse meaning is dis-
continuous, indifferent to the story and to the obvious
meaning (as dgnification of the story). This dissociation
has a de-naturing or at least a distancing effect with regard
to the referent (to 'reality’ as nature, the realist instance).
Eisengein would probably have acknowledged this in-
congruity, this im-pertinence of the dgnifier, Eisengtein
who tells us concerning sound and colour: 'Art begins
the moment the creaking of a boot on the sound-track
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occurs againgt a different visud shot and thus gives rise
to corresponding associations. It is the same with colour:
colour begins where it no longer corresponds to natural
colouration . . ." Then, the ggnifier (the third meaning) is
not filled out, it keeps a permanent state of depletion (a
word from linguistics which designates empty, dl-purpose
verbs, as for example the French verbfaire). We could aso
say on the contrary - and it would bejust as correct - that
this same Sgnifier is not empty (cannot empty itsalf), that it
maintains a state of perpetual erethism, desre not finding
issue in that spasm of the sgnified which normally brings
the subject voluptuoudy back into the peace of nomin-
ations. Finally, the obtuse meaning can be seen as an
accent, the very form of an emergence, of afold (a crease
even) marking the heavy layer of informations and sgnifi-
cations. If it could be described (a contradiction in terms),
it would have exactly the nature of the Japanese haiku -
anaphoric gesture without ggnificant content, a sort of
gash rased of meaning (of desire for meaning). Thus in
image V:

Mouth drawn, eyes shut squinting,
Headscarf low over forehead,
Sheweeps.

This accent - the smultaneoudy emphatic and dliptic
character of which has dready been mentioned - is not
directed towards meaning (asin hysteria), does not theatrica-
lize (Eisengteinian decorativism belongs to another leve),
does not even indicate an elsewhere of meaning (another
content, added to the obvious meaning); it outplays meaning
- subverts not the content but the whole practice of mean-
ing. A new - rare - practice dfirmed against a mgority
practice (that of dgnification), obtuse meaning appears
necessxily as a luxury, an expenditure with no exchange.
This luxury does not yet belong to today's politics but
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nevertheless already to tomorrow's.

Something has still to be said concerning the syntagmatic
responsibility of the third meaning: what is its place in the
movement of the anecdote, in the logico-temporal system
without which, so it seems, it is impossible to communicate
a narrative to the 'mass' of readers and spectators? It is
clear that the obtuse meaning is the epitome of a counter-
narrative; disseminated, reversible, set to its own tempo-
rality, it inevitably determines (if one follows it) a quite
different analytical segmentation to that in shots, sequences
and syntagms (technical or narrative) - an extraordinary
segmentation: counter-logical and yet ‘true’. Imagine
‘following' not Euphrosyne's schemings, nor even the
character (as diegetic entity or symbolic figure), nor even,
again, the face of the Wicked Mother, but merely, in this
face, this attitude, this black veil, the heavy, ugly flatness-
you will then have a different time-scale, neither diegetic
nor oneiric, a different film. A theme with neither variations
nor development (the obvious meaning is fully thematic:
there is a theme of the Funeral), the obtuse meaning can
only come and go, appearing-disappearing. The play of
presence/absence undermines the character, making of it
a smple nub of facets; a disjunction expressed in another
connection by SME himself: "What is characteristic is that
the different positions of one and the same czar . .. are given
without link between one position and the next."

Precisely. The indifference or freedom of position of the
supplementary dgnifier in relation to the narrative alows
us to situate with some exactitude the historical, political,
theoretical task accomplished by Eisenstein. In hiswork, the
story (the diegetic, anecdotal representation) is not destroyed
- quite the contrary: what finer story than that of lvan
or Potemkin? This importance given to the narrative is
necessary in order to be understood in a society which,
unable to resolve the contradictions of history without a
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long political transaction, draws support (provisionaly?)
from mythical (narrative) solutions. The contemporary
problem is not to destroy the narrative but to subvert it;
today's task isto dissociate subverson from destruction. It
seams to me that SME operates such a distinction: the
presence of an obtuse, supplementary, third meaning - if
only in afew images, but then as an imperishable signature,
asased endorsing the whole of the work (and the whole of
his work) - radicaly recasts the theoretical status of the
anecdote: the story (the diegess) is no longer just a strong
sysem (the millennia system of narrative) but dso and
contradictorily a smple space, afield of permanences and
permutations. It becomes that configuration, that stage,
whose fdse limits multiply the dgnifieds permutational
play, that vast trace which, by difference, compels what
SME himsdf cdls a vertical reading, that false order
which permits the turning of the pure series, the aeatory
combination (chance is crude, a dgnifier on the chegp)
and the attainment of astructuration which slipsaway from
the inside. It can thus be sad that with SME we have to
reverse the dide' according to which the more gratuitous
ameaning, the more it will appear as a mere parasite of the
gory being narrated;, on the contrary, it is this story
which here finds itsdlf in some sort parametric to the sgni-
fier for which it is now merely the field of displacement, the
congdtitutive negativity, or, again, the fellow-travdler.

In other words, the third meaning structures the film
differently without - at least in SME - subverting the story
and for this reason, perhaps, it is at the leve of the third
meaning, and at that levd aone, that the ‘filmic' finally
emerges. The filmic is that in the film which cannot be
described, the representation which cannot be represented.
The filmic begins only where language and metadanguage
end. Everything that can be said about Ivan or Potemkin
can be sad of a written text (entitled Ivan the Terrible or
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Battleship Potemkin) except this, the obtuse meaning; |
can gloss everything in Euphrosyne, except the obtuse
quality of her face. The filmic, then, lies precisgly here, in
that region where articulated language is no longer more
than approximative and where another language begins
(Wwhoe science, therefore, cannot be linguistics, soon
discaded like a booster rocket). The third meaning -
theoreticdly locatable but not describable - can now be
s as the passage from language to signifiance and the
founding act of the filmic itsdf. Forced to develop in a
civilization of the sgnified, it is not surprising that (despite
the incalculable number of films in the world) the filmic
should till be rare (a few flashes in SME, perhaps ese
where?), so much so that it could be said that as yet the
film does not exig (any more than does the text); there is
only ‘cinemad, language, narrative, poetry, sometimes
extremdy 'modern’, 'translated’ into 'images sad to be
‘animated. Nor is it surprisng that the filmic can only
be located after having - andyticadly - gone across the
‘essentid’, the 'depth’ and the ‘complexity’ of the cinematic
work; dl those riches which are merdly those of articul ated
language, with which we constitute the Wok and believe
we exhaugt it. The filmic is not the same as the film, is as
far removed from the film as the novdigtic is from the novel
(I can write in the noveligtic without ever writing novels).

Thestill

Whichiswhy to acertain extent (the extent of our theoretical
rumblings) the filmic, very paradoxically, cannot be grasped
in the film 'in dituation’, 'in movement', 'in its natural
state', but only in that mgor artefact, the till. For along
time, | have been intrigued by the phenomenon of being
interested and even fascinated by photos from a film
(outsde a cinema, in the pages of Cahiers du cinema) and
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of then losing everything of those photos (not just the capti-
vation but the memory of the image) when once inside the
viewing room - a change which can even result in a com-
plete reversd of vaues. | at first ascribed this taste for ills
to my lack of cinematic culture, to my resstance to film;
| thought of mysdf as like those children who prefer the
pictures to the text, or like those clients who, unable to
attain the adult possesson of objects (becausetoo expendve),
are content to derive pleasure from looking at a choice of
samples or a department store catalogue. Such an explana
tion does no more than reproduce the common opinion
with regard to tills which sees them as a remote sub-
product of thefilm, asample, ameansof drawingin custom,
a pornographic extract, and, technicaly, a reduction of
the work by the immobilization of what is taken to be the
sacred essence of cinema - the movement of the images.

If, however, the spedfic filmic (the filmic of the future)
lies not in movement, but in an inarticulable third meaning
that neither the smple photograph nor figurative painting
can assume since they lack the diegetic honzon the possi-
bility of configuration mentioned earlier,’ then the 'move-
ment' regarded as the essence of film is not animation, flux,

I. There are other 'arts' which combine ill (or at least drawing)
and story, diegesis - namely the photo-novel and the comic-strip. | am
convinced that these 'arts’, born in the lower depths of high culture,
possess theoretical quaifications and present a new signifier (related
to the obtuse meaning). This is acknowledged as re%ards the comic-
strip but | mysdf ex |enoeth|ssllght trauma of S|gn iance faced with
certain photo-novels: 'their stupidity touches me' (which could be
acertain definition of obtuse meaning). There may thus be a future -
or avery ancient past - truth in these derisory, vulgar, foolish, dialogica
forms of consumer subculture. And there is an autonomous 'art' (a
'text'), that of the pictogram (‘anecdotalized' images, obtuse meanings
placed in adiegetic space); thisart taking across historically and cultur-
aly heteroclite productions: ethnographic pictograms, stained glass
windows, Carpaccio'sLegend of Saint Ursula, imagesd'Epinal, photo-
novels, comic-strips. The innovation represented by the still (in com-
parison with these other pictograms) would be that the filmic (which
It congtitutes) is doubled by another text, the film.
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mobility, 'life', copy, but smply the framework of a
permutationd unfolding and a theory of the still becomes
necessaty, atheory whose possible points of departure must
be given briefly here in conclusion.

The 4ill offers us the inside of the fragment. In this
connection we would need to take up - displacing them -
Eisengein's own formulations when envisaging the new
posshifities of audio-visud montage: . . . the basic centre
of gravity . .. is transferred to inside the fragment, into
the dements included in the image itsdlf. And the centre of
gravityisnolonger the element "between shots" - the shock -
but the element "inside the shot" - the accentuation within
the fragment. . ." Of course, there is no audio-visua mon-
tage in the still, but SME's formula is generd insofar as it
establishes a right to the syntagmatic digunction of images
and cdls for a vertical reading of the articulation. More-
over, the gill is not a sample (an idea that supposes a sort
of homogeneous, dtatistical nature of the film eements)
but a quotation (we know how much importance presently
accrues to this concept in the theory of the text): at once
parodic and disseminatory. It is not a gpecimen chemicdly
extracted from the substance of the film, but rather the
trace of a superior distribution of traits of which the film
asexperienced initsanimated flow would give no more than
one text among others. The till, then, is the fragment of a
ssoond text whose existence never exceeds the fragment;
film and gill find themsaves in a paimpsest relationship
without it being possible to say that one is on top of the
other or that one is extracted from the other. Findly, the
dill throws off the constraint of filmic time; which con-
straint is extremey powerful, continuing to form an obstacle
to what might be cdled the adult birth of film (born tech-
nicdly, occasondly even aesthetically, film has ill to be
born theoretically). For written texts, unless they are very
conventiond, totally committed to logico-tempord order,
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reading time s freg; for film, this is not so, snce the image
cannot go faster or dower without losng its perceptua
figure. The ill, by ingtituting a reading that is at once
instantaneous and vertical, scorns logica time (which is
only an operational time); it teaches us how to dissociate
the technica constraint from what is the spedific filmic and
which is the 'indescribable’ meaning. Perhaps it was the
reading of this other text (here in ills) that SME cdled
for when hesaid that afilmisnot smply to be seen and heard
but to be scrutinized and listened to attentively. This seeing
and this hearing are obvioudy not the postulation of some
smple need to apply the mind (that would be banal, a pious
wish) but rather a veritable mutation of reading and its
object, text or film - whichisa crucid problem of our time.



Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein

For AndreTechine

Let us imagine that an afinity of status and history has
linked mathematics and acoustics since the ancient Greeks.
Let us aso imagine that for two or three millennia this
effectivdy Pythagorean space has been somewhat repressed
(Pythagoras is indeed the eponymous hero of Secrecy).
Findly, let us imagine that from the time of these same
Gresks another relationship has been established over
agang the first and has got the better of it, continually
taking the lead in the history of the arts - the relationship
between geometry and theatre. The theatre is precisgly
that practice which caculates the place of things as they
are observed: if | sat the spectacle here, the spectator will
ge this; if | put it esewhere, he will not, and | can avall
mysdf of this masking efect and play on the illusion it
provides. The stage is the line which stands across the path
of the optic pencil, tracing at once the point at which it is
brought to a stop and, as it were, the threshold of its
ramification. Thus is founded - aganst music (against the
text) - representation.

Representation is not defined directly by imitation:
evan if one gets rid of notions of the 'real’, of the ‘vraisem-
blable, of the 'copy’, there will still be representation for
S0 long as a subject (author, reader, spectator or voyeur)
casts his gaze towards a horizon on which he cuts out the
base of a triangle, his eye (or his mind) forming the apex.
The 'Organon of Representation’ (which it is today becom-
ing posshle to write because there are intimations of
something else) will have asits dud foundation the sover-
egnty of the act of cutting out [decoupage] and the unity
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of the subject of that action. The substance of the various
arts will therefore be of little importance; certainly, theatre
and cinema are direct expressons of geometry (unless, as
rarely, they carry out some research on the voice, on
stereophony), but classic (readable) literary discourse,
which has for such a long time now abandoned prosody,
music, is also a representational, geometrica discourse in
that it cuts out segmentsin order to depict them: to discourse
(the classcs would have said) issmply 'to depict the tableau
one has in one's mind'. The scene, the picture, the shot,
the cut-out rectangle, here we have the very condition that
dlows us to concelve theatre, painting, cinema, literature,
all those arts, that is, other than music and which could be
cdled dioptric arts. (Counter-proof: nothing permits us to
locate the dightest tableau in the musicd text, except by
reducing it to a subservience to drama; nothing permits
us to cut out in it the dightest fetish, except by debasing
it through the use of trite melodies.)

Asiswdl known, the whole of Diderot's aesthetics rests
ontheidentification of theatrical sceneand pictorial tableau:
the perfect play isasuccesson of tableaux, that is, agdlery,
an exhibition; the stage offers the spectator 'as many red
tableaux as there are in the action moments favourable to
the painter'. The tableau (pictorial, thesatrical, literary)
IS a pure cut-out segment with clearly defined edges,
irreversble and incorruptible; everything that surrounds it
is banished into nothingness, remains unnamed, while
everything that it admits within its field is promoted into
essence, into light, into view. Such demiurgic discrimination
implies high quality of thought: the tableau is intellectua,
it has something to say (something moral, socid) but it
also says that it knows how this must be done; it is smul-
taneoudly dgnificant and propaedeutical, impressve and
reflexive, moving and conscious of the channels of emotion.
The epic scene in Brecht, the shot in Eisenstein are so many
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tableaux; they are scenes which are laid out (in the sense
in which one says the table islaid), which answer perfectly
to that dramatic unity theorized by Diderot: firmly cut out
(remember the tolerance shown by Brecht with regard to
the Itdian curtain-stage, his contempt for indefinite theatres
- open air, theatre in the round), erecting a meaning but
manifesting the production of that meaning, they accom-
plish the coincidence of the visud and theideal dicoupages.
Nothing separates the shot in Eisenstein from the picture
by Greuze (except, of course, their respective projects:
in the latter moral, in the former socia); nothing separates
the scene in epic theatre from the Eisengtein shot (except
that in Brecht the tableau is offered to the spectator for
criticism, not for adherence).

Isthe tableau then (Snceit arises from a process of cutting
out) a fetish-object? Yes, at the levd of the idea meaning
(Good, Progress, the Cause, the triumph of thejust History);
no, at that of its compostion. Or rather, more exactly, it
is the very composition that dlows the displacement of the
point at which the fetish comes to a halt and thus the setting
further back of the loving efect of the dicoupage. Once
again, Diderot is for us the theorist of this dialectic of
desire; in the article on '‘Composition’, he writes: 'A well-
composd picture [tableau] is a whole contained under a
gangle point of view, in which the parts work together to
oneend and form by their mutual correspondence aunity as
red as that of the members of the body of an animal; s0
that a piece of painting made up of alarge number of figures
thrown at random on to the canvas, with neither propor-
tion, intelligence nor unity, no more deserves to be caled a
true composition than scattered studies of legs, nose and
gyes on the same cartoon desarve to be cdled a portrait
or even a humanfigure." Thus is the body expresdy intro-
duced into the idea of the tableau, but it is the whole body
that is so0 introduced - the organs, grouped together and as
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though hed in coheson by the magnetic power of the
segmentation, function in the name of a transcendence,
that of the figure, which recaives the full fetishigtic load and
becomes the sublime substitute of meaning: it is this mean-
ing that is fetishized. (Doubtless there would be no difficulty
in finding in post-Brechtian theatre and post-Eisengteinian
cinema mises en scene marked by the dispersion of the
tableau, the pulling to pieces of the 'compostion’, the
setting in movement of the 'partial organs of the human
figure, in short the holding in check of the metgphysca
meaning of the work - but then dso of its political meaning;
or, a least, the carrying over of this meaning towards
another politics).

Brecht indicated clearly that in epic theatre (which proceeds
by successve tableaux) al the burden of meaning and
pleasure bears on each scene, not on the whole. At the leved
of the play itsdf, there is no development, no maturation;
there is indced an ideal meaning (given straight in every
tableau), but there is no fina meaning, nothing but a
series of segmentations each of which possesses a aufficent
demonstrative power. The same is true in Eisengtein: the
film is a contiguity of episodes, each one absolutely mean-
ingful, aestheticaly perfect, and the result is a cdnemaby
vocation anthologica, itsdf holding out to the fetishig,
with dotted lines, the piece for him to cut out and take
away to enjoy (isn't it said that in some cinematheque or
other a piece of filmis missng from the copy of Battleship
Potemkin - the scene with the baby's pram, of course -
it having been cut off and stolen lovingly like alock of hair,
a glove or an item of women's underwear?). The primary
force of Eisengtein isdueto the fact that noimageisboring,
you are not obliged to wait for the next in order to under-
sand and be ddlighted; it is a question not of a didectic
(that time of the patience required for certain pleasures)
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but of a continuous jubilation made up of a summation of
pefect instants.

Naturally, Diderot had concelved of this perfect instant
(and had given it thought). In order to tell astory, the painter
has only an instant at his disposd, the instant he is going to
immohbili2e on the canvas, and he must thus choose it well,
assuring it in advance of the greatest possible yield of mean-
ing and pleasure. Necessarily total, this instant will be
atificda (unred; this is not a redist art), a hieroglyph in
which can be read a a single glance (at one grasp, if we
think in terms of theatre and cinema) the present, the past
and the future; that is, the historica meaning of the repre-
sented action. This crucid instant, totally concrete and
totaly abstract, is what Lessng subsequently cdls (in the
Laocoon) the pregnant moment. Brecht'stheatre, Eisenstein's
dnema are series of pregnant moments. when Mother
Courage bites on the coin offered by the recruiting sergeant
and, as a result of this brief interval of distrust, loses her
0N, she demonstrates at once her past as tradeswoman and
the future that awaits her - al her children dead in conse-
guence of her money-making blindness. When (in The
General Line) the peasant woman lets her skirt be ripped
up for materid to help in repairing the tractor, the gesture
bears the weight of a history: its pregnancy brings together
the past victory (the tractor bitterly won from bureaucratic
incompetence), the present struggle and the effectiveness of
solidarity. The pregnant moment isjust this presence of dl
the absences (memories, lessons, promises) to whose
rhythm History becomes both intelligible and desirable.

In Brecht, it is the social gest which takes up the idea of
the pregnant moment. What then isa socid gest (how much
irony has reactionary criticism poured on this Brechtian
concept, one of the clearest and most intelligent that drama-
tic theory has ever produced!)? It is a gesture or set of
gedures (but never a gesticulation) in which a whole socid
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gtuation can be read. Not every gest is socid: there is
nothing socid in the movements a man makes in order to
brush off a fly; but if this same man, poorly dressed, is
struggling against guard-dogs, the gest becomes socid. The
action by which the canteen-woman tests the genuineness of
the money offered is a socid gest; as again is the excessve
flourish with which the bureaucrat of The General Line
ggns his offidd papers. This kind of socid gest can be
traced even in language itsdf. A language can be gestud,
says Brecht, when it indicates certain attitudes that the
pesker adopts towards others: 'If thine eye offend thce,
pluck it out' is more gestud than 'Pluck out the eye that
offends thce' because the order of the sentence and the
asyndeton that carries it along refer to a prophetic and
vengeful situation. Thus rhetorical forms may be gestud,
which is why it is pointless to criticize Eisengtein's art (as
aso that of Brecht) for being formalizing' or 'aesthetic'
form, aesthetic, rhetoric can be socidly responsible if they
are handled with deliberation. Representation (Sncethat is
what we are concerned with) has inescgpably to reckon
with the socid gest; as soon as one 'represents’ (cuts out,
marks df the tableau and so discontinues the overdl
totality), it must be decided whether the gesture is socid
or not (when it refers not to a particular society but to
Man).

What does the actor do in the tableau (the scene, the
shot)? Since the tableau is the presentation of an ided
meaning, the actor must present the very knowledge of
the meaning, for the latter would not be ided if it did not
bring with it its own machination. Thisknowledge which the
actor must demonstrate - by an unwonted supplement - is,
however, neither his human knowledge (his tears must not
refer amply to the state of feding of the Downcast) nor his
knowledge as actor (he must not show that he knows how
to act well). The actor must prove that he is not endaved
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to the spectator (bogged down in ‘'reality’, in 'humanity’),
that he guides meaning towards its idedity - a sovereignty
of the actor, master of meaning, which is evident in Brecht,
gance he theorized it under the term 'distanciation'. It is
no less evident in Eisengtein (at least in the author of The
General Linewhich ismy example here), and thisnot asa
result of a ceremonidl, ritual art - the kind of art caled for
by Brecht - but through the ingstence of the socid gest
which never ceases to stamp the actors gestures (figts
clenching, hands gripping tools, peasants reporting at the
bureaucrat's reception-desk). Neverthdess, it istrue that in
Eisengen, asin Greuze (for Diderot an exemplary painter),
the actor does sometimes adopt expressons of the most
pathetic quality, a pathos which can appear to be very little
'distanced’; but distanciationisaproperly Brechtian method,
vita to Brecht because he represents a tableau for the spec-
tator to criticize; in the other two, the actor does not neces-
sxily have to distance: what he has to present is an ided
meaning and it is suffident therefore that he 'bring out' the
production of this value, that he render it tangible, intel-
lectudly visble, by the very excess of the versons he gives
it; his expresson then dgnifies an idea - which is why it
IS excessive - not some natural quality. All thisis afar cry
from the facid affectations of the Actors' Studio, the much
prased 'restraint' of which has no other meaning than its
contribution to the persona glory of the actor (witness in
this respect Brando's grimacings in The Last Tango in
Paris).

Does the tableau have a subject (atopic)? Nowiseg; it has a
meaning, not a subject. The meaning begins with the socid
ges (with the pregnant moment); outside of the gedt,
there is only vagueness, indgnificance. 'In a way,' writes
Brecht, 'subjects dways have a certan naivety, they are
somewhat lacking in qualities. Empty, they are in some sort
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aufficent to themsdves. Only the socid gest (criticiam,
strategy, irony, propaganda, etc.) introduces the human
element.’ To which Diderot adds (if one may put it like
that): the creation of the painter or the dramatist lies not
in the choice of a subject but in the choice of the pregnant
moment, in the choice of the tableau. It matters little, after
all, that Eisenstein took his 'subjects from the past history
of Russia and the Revolution and not - 'as he should have
done' (so say his censors today) - from the present of the
congtruction of sociaism (except in the case of The General
Line); battleship or czar are of minor importance, are
merdy vague and empty 'subjects, what aone counts is
the gest, the critical demondtration of the gesture, its
inscription - to whatever period it may belong - in a text
the socid machination of which is clealy visble: the
subject neither adds nor subtracts anything. How many
films are there now 'about’ drugs, in which drugs is the
'subject'? But this is a subject that is hollow; without any
socid gedt, drugs are inggnificant, or rather, their dgni-
ficance is amply that of an essentia nature - vague, empty,
eternal: 'drugs lead to impotence (Trash), 'drugs lead to
suicide' (Absences ripities). The subject is a fdse articula
tion: why this subject in preference to another? The work
only begins with the tableau, when the meaning is st into
the gesture and the co-ordination of gestures. Take Mother
Courage: you may be certain of a misunderstanding if you
think that its 'subject’ is the Thirty Years War, or evar‘the
denunciation of war in generd; itsgest is not there, but in
the blindness of the tradeswoman who believes hersdf to
live off war only, in fact, to die of it; even more, the gest
liesin the view that |, spectator, have of this blindness.

In the theatre, in the cinema, in traditional literature,
things are dways seen from somewhere. Here we have the
geometrical foundation of representation: a fetishist subject
is required to cut out the tableau. This point of meaning
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is dways the Law: law of society, lav of struggle, law of

meaning. Thusal militant art cannot but be representational,
legd. In order for representation to be redly bereft of

origin and exceed its geometrica nature without ceasing to
be representation, the price that must be paid is enormous -

no less than death. In Dreyer's Vampyr, as a friend points
out, the camera moves from house to cemetery recording

what the dead man sees: such isthe extreme limit at which

representation is outplayed; the spectator can no longer

take up any position, for he cannot identify his eye with

the dosad eyes of the dead man,; the tableau has no point

of departure, no support, it gapes open. Everything that

goes on before this limit is reached (and this is the case of

the work of Brecht and Eisengtein) can only be legd: in

the long run, it is the Law of the Party which cuts out the
epic scene, thefilmic shot; it isthisLaw whichlooks, frames,

focusses enunciates. Once again Eisenstein and Brecht

rgoin Diderot (promoter of bourgeois domestic tragedy,

as his two successors were the promoters of a socidist

art). Diderot distinguished in painting mgor practices,

those whose force is cathartic, aming a the idedity of

meaning, from minor practices, those which are purdy

imitative, anecdota - the difference between Greuze and

Chardin. In other words, in a period of ascendency every

physcs of art (Chardin) must be crowned with a meta-

physcs (Greuze). In Brecht, in Eisenstein, Chardin and

Greuze co-exig (more complex, Brecht leaves it to his
public to be the Greuze of the Chardin he sets before their

eyes). How could art, in a society that has not yet found

peece, cease to be metgphysicd ? that is, sgnificant, read-

able, representationa? fetishit? When are we to have
music, the Text?

It scems that Brecht knew hardly anything of Diderot
(bardly, perhaps, the Paradoxe sur le comidien). He it is,
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however, who authorizes, in a quite contingent way, the
tripartite conjuncture that has just been proposed. Round
about 1937, Brecht had the idea of founding a Diderot
Society, aplacefor pooling theatrical experimentsand studies
- doubtless because he saw in Diderot, in addition to the
figure of agreat materialist philosopher, aman of thetheatre



Introduction to the Sructural Analysis
of Narratives

The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is
first and foremogt a prodigious variety of genres, themsdves
digtributed amongst different substances - as though any
materid werefit to receive man's stories. Able to be carried
by articulated language, spoken or written, fixed or moving
images gestures, and the ordered mixture of al these
subgtances; narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale,
novela epic, history, tragedy, drama, comedy, mime,
painting (think of Carpaccio's Saint Ursula), stained glass
windows, cinema, comics, news item, conversation. More-
over, under this dmost infinite divergity of forms, narrative
IS present in evary age, in every place, in every society; it
begins with the very history of mankind and there nowhere
is nor has been a people without narrative. All classes, dl
human groups, have their narratives, enjoyment of which
is very often shared by men with different, even opposing,*
cultural  backgrounds. Caring nothing for the divison
between good and bad literature, narrative is international,
transhigtorica, transcultural: it is amply there, like life
itsdlf.

Must we conclude from this universality that narrative
is indgnificant? Is it so generd that we can have nothing
to sy about it except for the modest description of afew
highly individudized varieties, something literary history
occasondly undertakes? But then how are we to master
even these varieties, how are we to justify our right to

1. It must be remembered that this is not the case with either
poetry or the essay, both of which are dependent on the cultura level
of their consumers.
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differentiate and identify them? How is nove to be st
agang novella, tale against myth, drama againgt tragedy
(&s has been done a thousand times) without reference to a
common model ? Such amode isimplied by every propos-
tion relating to the most individual, the most historical, of
narrative forms. It is thus legitimate that, far from the
abandoning of any idea of dedling with narrative on the
grounds of its universaity, there should have been (from
Aristotle on) a periodic interest in narrative form and it is
normal that the newly developing structuralism should meke
this form one of its first concerns - is not structuralism's
constant aim to master the infinity of utterances [ paroles)
by describing the 'language' ['langue’] of which they arethe
products and from which they can be generated. Faced with
the infinity of narratives, the multiplicity of standpoints -
historical, psychological, sociologicd, ethnologicd, aes
thetic, etc. - from which they can be studied, the andyst
finds himsdf in more or less the same situation as Saussure
confronted by the heterogeneity of language [langage] and
seeking to extract a principle of classfication and a central
focus for description from the apparent confuson of the
individua messages. Kceping Smply to modern times, the
Russan Formaists, Propp and Levi-Strauss have taught us
to recognize the following dilemma either a narrative is
merely arambling collection of events, in which case nothing
can be said about it other than by referring back to the
storyteller's (the author's) art, talent or genius - al mythicd
forms of chance' - or else it shares with other narratives a
common structure which is open to andyss, no meatter
how much patience its formulation requires. There is a
world of difference between the most complex randomness

1. There does, of course, exigt an 'art’ of the storyteller, which isthe
ability to generate narratives (m es) from the structure (the code).
This art corresponds to the notion of performance in Chomsky and is
far removed from the 'genius' of the author, romantically conceived as
some barely explicable personal secret.
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and the most dementary combinatory scheme, and it is
impossble to combine (to produce) a narrative without
reference to an implicit sysem of units and rules.

Where then are we to look for the structures of narrative?
Doubtless, in narratives themselves. Each and every nar-
rative? Many commentators who accept the idea of a
narraive structure are nevertheless unable to resgn them-
sves to dissociating literary andyss from the example of
the experimenta sciences, nothing daunted, they ask that a
purdy inductive method be applied to narrative and that
one start by studying al the narratives within a genre, a
period, a society. This commonsense view is Utopian.
Linguidtics itsdf, with only some three thousand languages
to embrace, cannot manage such a programme and has
widy turned deductive, a step which in fact marked its
veritable congtitution as a science and the beginning of its
spectacular progress, it even succeeding in anticipating facts
prior to their discovery.! So what of narrative anaysis,
faced as it is with millions of narratives? Of necessity, it
is condemned to a deductive procedure, obliged firs to
devie a hypothetical modd of description (what American
linguigs cdl a'theory') and then gradually to work down
from this modd towards the different narrative species
which a once conform to and depart from the model.
It is only at the leve of these conformities and departures
that anadlysswill be able to come back to, but now equipped
with a sngle descriptive tool, the plurality of narratlves
to their historical, geographica and cultural diversity.?

1. See the history of the Hittite a, postulated by Saussure and
actudly discovered fifty years later, as given in Emile Benveniste,
Problimes de linguistique generate, Paris 1966, p. 35 [ Problems of
General Linguistics, Coral Gables, Florida1971, p. 32].

2. Let us bear in mind the present conditions of linguistic descrip-
tion:'... linguigtic "structure" is dways relative not just to the data or
corpus but aso to the grammatical theory describing the data’ E.
Bach, An Introduction to Transformational Grammars, New Y ork
1964, p. 29; 'it has been recognized that language must be described asa
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Thus, in order to describe and dassfy the infinite number
of narratives, a 'theory' (in this pragmatic sense) is needed
and the immediate task is that of finding it, of starting to
define it. Its development can be greatly facilitated if one
begins from amodd able to provide it withitsinitia terms
and principles. In the current state of research, it ssems
ressonable' that the structural andysis of naraive be
given linguigtics itsdlf as founding model.

|. The Language of Narrative
1. Beyond the sentence

As we know, linguistics stops at the sentence, the last unit
which it consders to fal within its scope. If the sentence,
being an order and not aseries, cannot be reduced to the um
of the words which compose it and constitutes thereby a
specific unit, a piece of discourse, on the contrary, is no
more than the successon of the sentences composing it.
From the point of view of linguistics, there is nothing in
discourse that is not to be found in the sentence: 'The
sentence,’ writes Martinet, 'is the smdlest segment that is
perfectly and wholly representative of discourse.” Hence
there can be no question of linguistics setting itself an
object superior to the sentence, snce beyond the sentence

forma structure, but that the description first of al necesstates
qr?ecification of adequate procedures and criteria arid that, finally,
the redity of the object is inseparable from the method given for
Its description’, Benvenigte, op. cit., p. 119 [trans, p. 101].

1. But not imperative: see Claude Bremond, 'La logique des
possibles narratifs, Communications 8, 1966, which is more logica
than Iigguistic. [Bremond's various studies in thisfield have now been
collected in a volume entitled, precisely, Logique du ricit, Paris 1973;
his work congists in the analysis of narrative according to the pattern
of possible alternatives, each narrative moment - or function - giving
rise to a set of different possible resolutions, the actudization of any
one of which in turn produces a new set of aternatives)

2. Andre Martinet, 'Reflexions sur la phrase, in Language and
Society (Studies presented to Jansen), Copenhagen 1961, p. 113.
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are only more sentences - having described the flower, the
botanist is not to get involved in describing the bouquet.
And yet it is evident that discourse itsdlf (as a set of sen-
tences) is organized and that, through this organization, it
can be seen as the message of another language, one og)erat-
ing a a higher level than the language of the linguists.” Dis-
course has its units, its rules, its 'grammar': beyond the
sentence, and though congisting solely of sentences, it must
naturaly form the object of a second linguistics. For a long
time indeed, such a linguistics of discourse bore a glorious
name, that of Rhetoric. As aresult of a complex historical
movement, however, in which Rhetoric went over to belles-
lettres and the latter was divorced from the study of
language, it has recently become necessary to take up the
problem afresh. The new linguistics of discourse has still
to be developed, but at least it is being postulated, and by
the linguists themsdves? This last fact is not without
ggnificance, for, dthough constituting an autonomous
object, discourse must be studied from the basis of linguistics.
If a working hypothesis is needed for an andyss whose
task isimmense and whose materials infinite, then the most
reasonable thing is to posit a homological relation between
sentence and discourse insofar as it is likdy that a smilar
forma organization orders al semiotic systems, whatever
their substances and dimensions. A discourse is a long
'sentence’ (the units of which are not necessarily sentences),
just as a sentence, dlowing for certain specifications, is a
short 'discourse’. This hypothes's aceords well with a num-
ber of propositions put forward in contemporary anthro-

1. It goes without saying, as Jakobson has noted, that between the
sentence and what lies beyond the sentence there are transitions;
co-ordination, for instance, can work over the limit of the sentence.

2. See expecidly: Benvenigte, op. cit., Chapter 10; Z. S. Harris,
'Discourse Analysis, Language 28, 1952, pp. 1823 & 474-94; N.
Ruwet, 'Analyse structural d'un poeme francais, Linguistics 3, 1964,
pp. 62-83.
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pology. Jakobson and Levi-Strauss have pointed out that
mankind can be defined by the ability to create secondary -
'self-multiplying’ - systems (tools for the manufacture of
other tools, double articulation of language, incest taboo
permitting the fanning out of families) while the Soviet
linguist Ivanov supposes that artificid languages can only
have bcen acquired after natural language: what isimportant
for men isto have the use of severa systems of meaning and
natural language helps in the elaboration of artificia lan-
guages. It is therefore legitimate to posit a 'secondary'
relation between sentence and discourse - a reation
which will be referred to as homological, in order to respect
the purely forma nature of the correspondences.

The generd language [langue] of narrative is one (and
clearly only one) of the idioms apt for consderation by the
linguistics of discourse' and it aceordingly comes under
the homological hypothesis. Structuraly, narrative shares
the characteristics of the sentence without ever being
reducible to the smple sum of its sentences. anarrativeisa
long sentence, just as every condative sentence is in
away therough outline of a short narrative. Although there
provided with different dgnifiers (often extremdy complex),
one does find in narrative, expanded and transformed
proportionately, the principal verba categories. tenses,
aspects, moods, persons. Moreover the 'subjects themsdves,
as opposed to the verbd predicates, readily yidd to the
sentence model; the actantial typology proposed by A. J.
Greimas” discovers in the multitude of narrative characters
the dementary functions of grammatical anayss. Nor does

1. One of the tasks of such a linguistics would be precisdly that of
establishing a typology of forms of discourse. Three broad types can
be recognized provisionally: metonymic (narrative), metaphoric (lyric
poetry, sapiential discourse), enthymematic (intellectual discourse).

2. Seebdow I11.1. [Also, section Il of "The stru%qlewith the angel'
in the present volume. Greimas's own account can be found in Smon-
tiquestructurale, Paris 1966, Chapter 10
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the homology suggested here have merdly a heuristic value:
it implies an identity between language and literature
(inesmuch as the latter can be seen as a sort of privileged
vehide of narrative). It is hardly possble any longer to
concave of literature as an art that abandons al further
relation with language the moment it has used it as an
ingrument to express ideas, passon or beauty: language
never ceases to aceompany discourse, holding up to it the
mirror of its own structure - does not literature, particu-
larly todal, make a language of the very conditions of

language”

2. Levds of meaning

From the outset, linguistics furnishes the structural analysis
of narrative with a concept which is decidgve in that,
meking explicit immediately what is essentid in every
gydem of meaning, namely its organization, it dlows us
both to show how a narrative is not a smple sum of
propositions and to dassfy the enormous mass of eements
which go to make up a narrative. This concept is that of
kvel of description.?

A sentence can be described, linguigticaly, on severd
levels (phonetic, phonological, grammatical, contextua)
and these levels are in a hierarchica relationship with one

1. Remember Mallarme'singght at the timewhen he was contempl at-
ing awork of linguistics: 'Language appeared to him the instrument
of fiction: he will folow the method of language (determine it).
Lm%uage sf-reflecting. So fiction seems to him the very process of
the human mind - it is this that sets in play all method, and man is
reduced to will' (Euvres complites, Bibliotheque de la Pleiade, Paris
1961, p. 851. It will berecalled that for Mallarme 'Fiction' and 'Poetry"
are taken synonymoudy (cf. ibid., p. 339).

2. 'Linguigtic descriptions are not, so to speak, monovalent. A
description is not amply "right" or "wrong" in itsdf ... it is better
thought of as more useful or less, M. A. K. Halliday, 'General linguis-
tics and its application to language teaching', Patterns of Language,
London 1966, p. 8.
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another, for, while al have their own units and correlations
(whence the necessity for a separate description of each of
them), no levd on its own can produce meaning. A unit
belonging to a particular levd only takes on meaning if it
can be integrated in a higher level; a phoneme, though
perfectly describable, means nothing in itslf: it partici-
pates in meaning only when integrated in a word, and the
word itsalf must in turn be integrated in a sentence! The
theory of leves (as set out by Benveniste) gives two types of
relations: distributiond (if the relations are situated on the
same leve) and integrational (if they are grasped from one
levd to the next); consequently, distributiona relationsaone
are not sufficent to account for meaning. In order to conduct a
structural analysis, itisthusfirg of al necessary to distinguish
severd levelsor instances of description and to placethesein-
gsanceswithin ahierarchica (mtegratl onary) perspective. |
The levds are operations.? It is therefore normad that,
as it progresses, linguistics should tend to multiply them.
Discourse analyss, however, is as yet only able to work on
rudimentary levels. In its own way, rhetoric had assgned
a least two planes of description to discourse: dispositio
and elocutio.® Today, in hisandysis of the structure of myth,
Levi-Strauss has dready indicated that the congtituent
units of mythical discourse (mythemes) acquire meaning
only because they are grouped in bundles and because these
bundles themsalves combine together.* As too, Tzvetan
1. The leves of integration were postulated by the Prague School
(vid. J. Vachek, A Prague School Reader in Linguistics, Bloomington
1964, p. 468) and have been adopted since by many Iln?wsts It is
Benvenige who, in my opinion, has given the most illuminating
andysisinthisr&spect; op. tit., Chapter 10.
2 'In somewhat vague terms, a level may be consdered as a sysem
szm(%)lst,ltrul §S5$m S0 on, to be used for representing utterances,

3. Thethird pact of rhetoric, invent io, did not concern language - it
had to do with res, not with verba.

4. Claude L6vi-Strauss, Anthropologic structural, Paris 1958, p.
233[Sructural Anthropology, New Y ork and London 1963, p. 211].
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Todorov, reviving the distinction made by the Russan

Formdists, proposes working on two mgor levels, them-

sves subdivided: story (the argument), comprisng a
logic of actions and a 'syntax’ of characters, and discour se,
comprising the tenses, aspects and modes of the narrative,’
But however many leves are proposed and whatever defini-

tion they are given, there can be no doubt that narrative is
a hierarchy of instances. To understand a narrative is not

merey to falow the unfolding of the story, it is dso to

recognizeitsconstructionin'storeys, to project the horizontal
concatenations of the narrative 'thread' on to an implicitly

verticd axis; to read (to listen to) a narrative is not merely

to move from one word to the next, it is dso to move from

one levd to the next. Perhaps | may be dlowed to offer a
kind of apologue in this connection. In The Purloined

Letter, Poe gives an acute andyss of the falure of the
chief commissoner of the Paris police, powerless to find

the letter. His investigations, sys Poe, were perfect 'within

the sphere of his speciality’;” he searched everywhere,

saturated entirely the level of the 'police search, but in

order to find the letter, protected by its conspicuousness,

it was necessary to hift to another leve, to substitute the
conceder's principle of rdevance for that of the policeman.

Smilarly, the 'search’ carried out over a horizontal set of

narrative relations may well be as thorough as possible but

must still, to be effective, also operate 'vertically': meaning

is not 'at the end' of the narrative, it runs across it; just as
conspicuous as the purloined letter, meaning €udes dl

unilaterd investigation.

1. SeeT. Todorov, 'Lescategoriesdu recit litteraire’, Communications
8,1966 [Todorov's work on narrative is now most essly accessible in
two books, Litter-attire et Sgnification, Paris 1967; Po&tique dela prose,
Paris 1972. For a short account in English, see 'Structural analysis of
narrative’, Novell, 3,1969, pp. 70-6].

2. [Thisin accordance with the Baudelaire version of the Poe story

from which Barthes quotes; Poe'soriginal reads: 'so far as his labours
extended'.]
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A great ded of tentative efort is still required before
it will be possible to ascertain precisdy the leves of narra
tive. Those that are suggested in what follows congtitute
a provisond profile whose merit remains amost exdusvey
didactic; they enable us to locate and group together the
different problems, and this without, | think, being at
variance with the fev andyses so far.! It is proposed to
distinguish three levels of description in the narrative work:
the levd of 'functions' (in the sense this word has in Propp
and Bremond), the levd of 'actions’ (in the sense thisword
has in Grelmas when he taks of characters as actants)
and the leve of 'narration’ (which is roughly the levd of
'discourse’ in Todorov). These three leves are bound to-
gether according to a mode of progressve integration: a
function only has meaning insofar as it occupies a place in
the generd action of an actant, and this action in turn
receives its fina meaning from the fact that it is narrated,
entrusted to a discourse which possesses its own code.

[1. Functions
1. The determination of the units

Any sysem being the combination of units of known
classes, thefirgt task is to divide up narrative and determine
the segments of narrative discourse that can be distributed
into a limited number of classes. In a word, we have to
define the smdlest narrative units.

Given the integrational perspective described above, the
andyss cannot rest sdified with a purely distributional
definition of the units. From the start, meaning must be
the criterion of the unit: it isthe functiona nature of certain
segments of the story that makes them units - hence the
name 'functions immediately attributed to these first units.

1. | have been concerned in thisintroduction to impede research in
progress as little as possible.
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Since the Russan Formalists' a unit has been taken as
any ssgment of the story which can be scen as the term of a
correlation. The essence of a function is, so to speak, the
oad that it sows in the narrative, planting an eement that
will come to fruition later - either on the same leved or
esawhere, on another leve. If in Un Caeur simple Flaubert
a one point tells the reader, scemingly without emphasis,
that the daughters of the SousPreTe of Pont-1EvSque
owned a parrot, it is because this parrot is subsequently
to have a great importance in Fdicite's life; the statement
of thisdetail (whatever its linguistic form) thus constitutes a
function, or narrative unit.

Is everything in a narrative functiona ? Does everything,
down to the dightest detail, have a meaning? Can narrative
be divided up entirdly into functional units? We shal sce
in a moment that there are severd kinds of functions, there
being severd kinds of correlations, but this does not alter
the fact that a narrative is never made up of anything other
than functions: in differing degrees, everything in it Sgnifies.
Thisis not a matter of art (on the part of the narrator), but
of structure; in the relm of discourse, what is noted is by
definition notable. Even were adetail to appear irretrievably
indgnificant, resstant to al functiondity, it would none-
theless end up with precisdly the meaning of absurdity or
usdessness everything has a meaning, or nothing has. To
put it another way, one could say that art is without noise
(as that term is employed in information theory):? art is a

1. See expecidly B. Tomachevski, 'Thematique' (1925), in Thiorie
delaliteratureed. T. Todorov, Paris 1965, ﬁp. 263-307. A littlelater,
Propp defined the function as 'an act of a character, defined from the
point of view of itssgnificancefor the course of the action' Morphology
of the Folktale, Austin and London 1968, p. 21.

2. This is what separates art from 'life/, the latter knowing only
‘fuzzy' or 'blurred’ communications. 'Fuzziness (that beyond which it
isimpossble to see) can exigt in art, but it does so as a coded element
(in Watteau for example). Even then, such ‘fuzziness is unknown to
the written code: writing is inescapably distinct.
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system which is pure, no unit ever goes wasted,! however
long, however loose, however tenuous may be the thread
connecting it to one of the leves of the story.?

From the linguistic point of view, the function is clearly
a unit of content: it is what it says that makes of a state-
ment a functional unit,® not the manner in which it is said.
This congtitutive sgnified may have a number of different
ggnifiers, often very intricate. If | am told (in Goldfinger)
that Bond saw a man of about fifty, the piece of information
holds smultaneoudy two functions of unequal pressure:
on the one hand, the character's age fits into a certain
description of the man (the 'usefulness of which for the rest
of the story is not nil, but diffuse, delayed); while on the
other, the immediate Sgnified of the statement is that Bond
is unacquainted with his future interlocutor, the unit thus
implying a very strong correlation (initiation of a threat and
the nced to establish the man's identity). In order to deter-
mine the initial narrative units, it is therefore vital never to
lose sght of the functional nature of the segments under
consideration and to recognize in advance that they will not
necessaxily coincide with the forms into which we tradi-
tionaly cast the various partsof narrative discourse (actions,
scenes, paragraphs, didogues, interior monologues, etc.)
gtill less with 'psychologica’ divisons (modes of behaviour,

1. At least in literature, where the freedom of notation (in conse-
quence of the abstract nature of articulated language) leads to a much
greater responsibility than in the ‘analogical’ arts such as cinema.

2. The functiondlity of a narrative unit is more or less immediate
(and hence apparent) according to theleve on which it operates: when
the units are situated on the same leve (as for instance in the case of
suspense), the functionality is very clear; it is much less so when the
function is saturated on the narrational levd - a modern text, weskly
dgnifying on the plane of the anecdote, only finds a full force of mean-
ing on the plane of the writing.

3. 'Syntactical units beyond the sentence are in fact units of content'
A. J Greimas, Cows de simantique structurate (roneoed), 1964,

VI, 5 [d. S'mantlcillje structurate, pp. 116f.]. The exploration of the
functiond levd is thus part of generd semantics.
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fedings, intentions, motivations, rationalizations of charac-
ters).

In the same way, since the 'language’ ['langue’] of narra-
tive is not the language [langue] of articulated language
[langage articuli] - though very often vehicled by it - nar-
rative units will be substantially independent of linguistic
units; they may indeed coincide with the latter, but occa-
sondly, not sysematicaly. Functions will be represented
sometimes by units higher than the sentence (groups of
sentences of varying lengths, up to the work in its entirety)
and sometimes by lower ones (syntagm, word and even,
within the word, certain literary dements only®). When we
are told that - the telephone ringing during night duty at
Secret Savice headquarters- Bond pi cked up one of the four
receivers, the moneme four initsaf constitutes a functiona
unit, referring as it does to a concept necessary to the story
(that of a highly developed bureaucratic technology). In
fact, the narrative unit in this case is not the linguistic unit
(the word) but only its connoted vaue (linguigticdly, the
word /four/ never means 'four'); which explainshow certain
functiona units can be shorter than the sentence without
ceasng to belong to the order of discourse: such units then
extend not beyond the sentence, than which they remain
materidly shorter, but beyond the levd of denotation,
which, like the sentence, is the province of linguigtics pro-

perly speaking.

2. Clases of units

The functiond units must be distributed into a smdl num-
ber of classes. If these dlasses are to be determined without
recourse to the substance of content (psychologica substance

1. Theword mug not be treated as an indivisble dement of literary
art, like a brick in building. It can be broken down into much finer

"verbaldements™, J. Tynianov, quoted by T. Todorov in Langages
6,1971, p. 18.
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for example), it is again necessary to consider the different
levels of meaning: some units have as correlates units on
the same level, while the saturation of others requires a
change of levels, hence, straightaway, two mgjor dasses of
functions, distributiona and integrational. The former
correspond to what Propp and subsequently Bremond
(in particular) take as functions but they will be treated here
in amuch more detailed way than is the case in their work.
The term 'functions' will be reserved for these units (though
the other units are dso functional), the modd of description
for which has become classic snce Tomachevski's anaysis.
the purchase of a revolver has for correlate the moment
when it will be used (and if not used, the notation is reversed
into asgn of indecision, etc.); picking up the telephone has
for correlate the moment when it will be put down; the
intrusion of the parrot into Felicity's home has for correlate
the episode of the duffing, the worshipping of the parrot,
etc. Asfor thelatter, theintegrational units, these comprise
dl the 'indices (in the very broad sense of the word?),
the unit now referring not to a complementary and con-
sequentid act but to a more or less diffuse concept which is
nevertheless necessary to the meaning of the story: psycho-
logicd indices concerning the characters, data regarding
their identity, notations of 'atmosphere’, and so on. The
relation between the unit and its correlate is now no longer
distributional (often severd indices refer to the same signi-
fied and the order of their oceurence in the discourse is
not necessarily pertinent) but integrational. In order to
understand what an indicid notation 'is for', one must
move to a higher levd (characters actions or narration),
for only thereistheindice clarified: the power of the admini-
strative machine behind Bond, indexed by the number of
telephones, has no bearing on the sequence of actions in
which Bond is involved by answering the cal; it finds its

1. These designations, likethosethat follow, may all be provisonal.
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meaning only ontheleve of agenerd typology of the actants
(Bond is on the sde of order). Indices, because of the, in

ome sort, verticd nature of their relations, are truly

semantic units: unlike ‘functions’ (in the strict sense), they

refer to a Sgnified, not to an 'operation’. The ratification of

indices is 'higher up', sometimes even remaining virtual,

outsde any explicit syntagm (the 'character' of a narrative
agent may very wel never be explicitly named while yet

being congtantly indexed), is a paradigmatic ratification.

That of functions, by contrast, is dways further on', is a
syntagmatic ratification.! Functionsandindicesthusoverlay
another classc distinction: functions involve metonymic
relata, indices metaphoric relata; the former correspond

to a fgnctiondity of doing, the latter to a functiondity of

being.

These two main dasses of units, functions and indices,
should dready dlow a certain classfication of narratives.
Some narratives are heavily functiona (such as folktales),
while others on the contrary are heavily indicid (such as
'psychologicd’ novels); betwcen these two poles lies a
whole series of intermediary forms, dependent on history,
society, genre. But we can go further. Within each of the
two main dassss it is immediatdy possible to determine
two sub-classes of narrative units. Returning to the class
of functions, its units are not dl of the same 'importance’:
some congtitute red hinge-points of the narrative (or of a
fragment of the narrative); othersmerdy ‘fill in' the narrative
pace separating the hinge functions. Let us call the former
cardinal functions(or nuclei) and thelatter, having regard to
their complementary nature, catalysers. For a function to

1. Which doesnot mean that the syntagmatic setting out of functions
may not finally hold paradigmatic relations between separate functions,
asisrecognized snce L evi-Srauss and Greimas.

2. Functions cannot be reduced to actions (verbs), nor indices to

qualities (adjectives), for there are actions that are indicial, being
'dgns of a character, an atmosphere, etc.
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be cardindl, it is enough that the action to which it refers
open (or continue, or close) an dternative that is of direct
consequence for the subsequent development of the story,
in short that it inaugurate or conclude an uncertainty. If,
in afragment of narrative, the telephonerings, it is equdly
possible to answer or not answer, two acts which will
unfallingly carry the narrative aong different paths.
Betwoen two cardina functions however, itisawayspossible
to set out subsidiary notations which cluster around one or
other nucleus without modifying its aternative nature:
the space separating thetel ephone rang from Bond answered
can be saturated with a host of trivial incidents or descrip-
tions - Bond moved towar ds the desk, picked up one of the
receivers, put down his cigarette, etc. These catdysers are
gtill functional, insofar as they enter into correlation with a
nucleus, but their functiondity is attenuated, unilaterd,
parasitic; it is a question of a purdy chronologica func-
tionality (what isdescribed iswhat separates two moments of
the story), wheress the tie between two cardina functions
is invested with a double functiondity, a once chrono-
logicd and logical. Catalysers are only consecutive units,
cardina functions are both consecutive and consequentid.
Everything suggests, indced, that the mainspring of nar-
rative is precisgly the confuson of consecution and con-
sequence, what comes after being read in narrativeaswhét is
caused by; in which case narrative would be a sysematic
application of thelogica falacy denounced by Scholagticiam
intheformulapost hoc, ergo propter hoc - agood motto for
Destiny, of which narrative all things consdered is no more
than the 'language’.

It is the structura framework of cardinal functions
which accomplishes this 'telescoping' of logic and tempor-
aity. At firgt sght, such functions may appear extremdy
inggnificant; what defines them is not their spectacularity
(importance, volume, unusualness or force of the narrated
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action), but, so to speak, the risk they entail: cardina
functions are the risky moments of a narrative. Betwcen
these points of aternative, these 'dispatchers, the catalysers
lay out areas of safety, rests, luxuries. Luxuries which are
not, however, usdess. it must be stressed again that from
the point of view of the story a catalyser's functiondity
may be wesk but not nil. Were a catalyser purely redundant
(in relation to its nucleus), it would nonetheless participate
in the economy of the message; in fact, an apparently
merdly expletive notation dways has a discursve function:
it accelerates, delays, gives fresh impetus to the dlscourse
it suUmmarizes, anticipates and sometimes even leads astray.*
Since what is noted aways appears as being notable, the
cadyser ceasdessy revives the semantic tenson of the
discourse, says ceasdlesdy that there has been, that thereis
going to be, meaning. Thus, in the final anayss, the cata-
lyser has a constant functlon which is, to use Jakobson's
term, a phatic one:® it maintains the contact between
narrator and addressee. A nucleus cannot be deleted without
atering the story, but neither can a catalyst without atering
the discourse.

As for the other main class of units, the indices, an inte-
grationd class, its units have in common that they can only
be saturated (completed) on the leve of characters or on the
level of narration. They are thus part of a parametrical
rdation® whose second - implicit - term is continuous,
extended over an episode, a character or the whole work.

1. Vdery spoke of 'dilatory signs. The detective novel makes
abundant use of such 'confusing' units.

2. [For the scheme of the gx factors of verbal communication and
their corresponding linguistic functions - emotive, conative, referential,
phatic, metdinguistic and poetic - see R. Jakobson, ‘Linguistics and
Poetics in Style in Language, ed. T. A. Sebeok, New York 1960,
pp. 350-77.]

3. N. Ruwet cdls 'parametrical’ an eement which remains constant

for the whole duration of a piece of music (for instance, the tempo in
a Bach dlegro or the monodic character of a solo).
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A digtinction can be made, however, between indices
proper, referring to the character of a narrative agent, a
reeling, an atmosphere (for example suspicion) or a philo-
sophy, and informants, serving to identify, to locate in time
and space. To say that through the window of the dffice where
Bond is on duty the moon can be seen haf-hidden by thick
billowing clouds, is to index a sormy summer night, this
deduction in turn forming an index of atmosphere with
reference to the heavy, anguish-laden climate of an action
as yet unknown to the reader. Indices dways have implicit
ggnifieds. Informants, however, do not, at least on the leve
of the story: they are pure data with immediate sgnifica-
tion. Indices involve an activity of deciphering, the reader
isto learn to know acharacter or an atmosphere; informants
bring ready-made knowledge, their functiondity, like that
of catalysers, is thus week without being nil. Whatever its
flatness in relation to the rest of the story, the informant
(for example, the exact age of a character) dways sarves to
authenticate the redity of the referent, to embed fiction in
the rea world. Informants are realist operators and as such
possess an undeniable functionality not on the levd of the
story but on that of the discourse.

Nucle and cataysers, indices and informants (again, the
names are of littleimportance), these, it scems, aretheinitia
clases into which the functiona level units can be divided.
This classfication must be completed by two remarks.
Firgtly, a unit can at the same time belong to two different
classes: to drink a whisky (in an airport lounge) is an
action which can act as acatalyser to the (cardind) notation
of waiting, but it is also, and smultaneoudly, theindice of a

1. In 'Frontieres du recit’, Communications 8, 1966 [reprinted in
Figures I, Paris 1969], Gerard Genette distinguishes two types of
description: ornamental and significant. The second clearly relates to
the leve of the story; thefirst to that of the discourse, which explains

why for a long time it formed a perfectly coded rhetorical 'piece’:
descriptio or ekphrasis, avery highly valued exercisein neo-rhetoric.
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