


I M A G E M U S I C TEXT 

ROLAND BARTHES was bom in 1915 and died in 1980. At 
the time of his death he was Professor at the College de 
France. Among his books are Le Degre zero de I'ecriture 
(1953), Mythologies (1957), Elements de semiologie (1964), 
S/Z (1970), L'Empire des signes (1970), Sade, Fourier, Loyola 
(1971), Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes (1975), Fragments 
d'un discours amoureux (1977), and La Chambre claire (1980). 

STEPHEN HEATH is a Fellow ofJesus College and Reader in 
Cultural Studies in the University of Cambridge. His books 
include a study of Barthes, Vertige du deplacement (1974), 
and, most recently, Gustave Flaubert: 'Madame Bovary'(\992). 



ROLAND BARTHES 

Image Music Text 
Essays selected and translated 

by Stephen Heath 

FontanaPress 
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 



Fontana Press 
An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers 

77-85 Fulham Palace Road 
Hammersmith, London, w6 8JB 

www.fireandwater.com 

Published by Fontana Press 1977 
14 

Copyright © Roland Barthes 1977 
English translation copyright © Stephen Heath 1977 

Illustrations I, XI, XII, XIII, XIV and XV 
are from the collection of Vincent Pinel 

ISBN 0 00 686135 0 

Set in Times 

Printed in Great Britain by 
Clays Ltd, St Ives plc 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be 
reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, 

in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, 
photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior 

permission of the publishers. 

This book is sold subject to the condition that it shall not, 
by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold, hired out or 

otherwise circulated without the publisher's prior 
consent in any form of binding or cover other than that in which 

it is published and without a similar condition including this 
condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. 

http://www.fireandwater.com


Contents 

Translator's Note 7 
Sources 13 

The Photographic Message 15 
Rhetoric of the Image 32 
The Third Meaning 52 

Research notes on some Eisenstein stills 
Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein 69 
Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives 79 
The Struggle with the Angel 125 

Textual analysis of Genesis 32: 22-32 
The Death of the Author 142 
Musica Practica 149 
From Work to Text 155 
Change the Object Itself 165 

Mythology today 
Lesson in Writing 170 
The Grain of the Voice 179 
Writers, Intellectuals, Teachers 190 

Index 217 



Translator's Note 

Leaving aside the problems involved in any translation, 
special difficulties arise when (as here) there is (as yet?) 
no real overlap in theoretical context between the two 
languages in question. With regard to the semiological 
reference in these essays, I have tried wherever possible to 
conform to the terminological solutions adopted by the 
English translators of Barthes's Elements of Semiology. A 
certain amount of bibliographical - and occasionally 
explanatory - material has been added in footnotes which 
are identified 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 
realm 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 
allows the realization of the individual messages. As the 
language-system, object of linguistics, langue is thus also 
to be differentiated from langage, the heterogeneous totality 
with which the linguist is initially faced and which may be 
studied from a variety of points of view, partaking as it 
does of the physical, the physiological, the mental, the 
individual and the social. It is precisely by delimiting its 
specific object and fixing as its task the description of that 
object (that is, of the langue, the system of the language) 
that Saussure founds linguistics as a science. (Chomsky's 
distinction between competence/performance - 'the speaker-
hearer's knowledge of his language' and 'the actual use of 
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language in concrete situations' - resembles that between 
langue|parole but, so to speak, brings within the scope of 
langue elements - the recursive processes underlying 
sentence formation - regarded by Saussure as belonging 
to parole). The problem in translation is that in English 
'language' has to serve for both langue and langage. Langue 
can often be specified by translation as 'a' or 'the language' 
or again as 'language-system' (in opposition to the 'language-
use' of parole), but I have included the French term in 
brackets in cases where the idea of the analytic construction 
of a language-system is being given crucial stress (see notably 
the 'Introduction to the structural analysis of narratives'). 

Enonce|enonciation - Both these terms are often translated 
in English as 'utterance', but whereas the first signifies what 
is uttered (the statement, the proposition), the second 
signifies the act of uttering (the act of speech, writing or 
whatever by which the statement is stated, the proposition 
proposed). This distinction rejoins and displaces that 
between langue/parole: every enonce is a piece of parole; 
consideration of enonciation involves not only the social 
and psychological (i.e. non-linguistic) context of enonces, 
but also features of langue itself, of the ways in which it 
structures the possibilities of enonciation (symbol-indexes 
such as personal pronouns, tenses, anaphores are the most 
obvious of these linguistic features of enonciation). The 
distinction - the displacement - has particular importance 
in any - semiological, psychoanalytical, textual - attention 
to the passage, the divisions, of the subject in language, 
in the symbolic, to the slide seized in the disjunction of 
the sujet de I'enonce and the sujet de l'enonciation. In the 
utterance 'I 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 enonce|enonciation is rendered here, accord
ing to context, either by 'statement' or 'proposition'/ 
'utterance' or, more simply 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 social possession 
(enjoy certain rights, enjoy a privilege), pleasure, and, 
crucially, the pleasure of sexual climax. The problem would 
be less acute were it not that jouissance is specifically 
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 radically 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 also brings with it connotations of 
religious and social contentment ('heavenly bliss', 'blissfully 
happy') which damagingly weaken the force of the original 
French term. I 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 
sexual, than 'bliss'), 'climactic pleasure', 'come' and 
'coming' (the exact sexual translation of jouir, jouissance), 
'dissipation' (somewhat too moral in its judgement but able 
to render the loss, the fragmentation, emphasized by Barthes 
in jouissance). 
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Signifiance - A theoretical concept initially 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). Signifiance has 
sometimes been translated as 'significance', but this, with 
its assent to the stressed position of the sign, is exactly 
what it is not and it has here been left as signifiance. Barthes 
himself introduces signifiance as follows in a passage which 
gathers together a number of the terms that have been 
discussed in this present note: '. . . when the text is read 
(or written) as a moving play of signifiers, without any 
possible reference to one or some fixed signifieds, it becomes 
necessary to distinguish signification, which belongs to the 
plane of the product, of the enounced, of communication, 
and the work of the signifier, which belongs to the plane 
of the production, of the enunciation, of symbolization -
this work being called signifiance. Signifiance is a process 
in the course of which the "subject" of the text, escaping the 
logic of the ego-cogito and engaging in other logics (of the 
signifier, 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 a work 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. 
Signifiance is "the un-end of possible operations in a given 
field of a language". Contrary to signification, signifiance 
cannot be reduced, therefore, to communication, representa
tion, expression: it places the subject (of writer, reader) in 
the text not as a projection... but as a "loss", a "disappear
ance". Hence its identification with the pleasure of jouissance: 
the text becomes erotic through signifiance (no need, that is, 
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for the text to represent erotic "scenes").' 

Finally, it must be said that the relatively minor part played 
by grammatical gender in English, where the reference of 
the pronouns he, she and it is very largely determined by 
so-called 'natural' gender, creates difficulties when trans
lating from an effectively grammatical gender language such 
as French: either one produces a text in which the mascu
line reference predominates or one specifies the feminine 
equally at every point (he/she, him-or-herself, etc.). The 
effect of the latter strategy - the signified determination to 
move against linguistic sexism - could only be an addition 
by the translator to Barthes's writing in French; for this 
reason alone, it has not been adopted here. 

S.H. 
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The Photographic Message 

The press photograph is a message. Considered overall 
this message is formed by a source of emission, a channel 
of transmission and a point of reception. The source of 
emission is the staff of the newspaper, the group of tech
nicians certain of whom take the photo, some of whom 
choose, compose and treat it, while others, finally, give it a 
title, a caption and a commentary. The point of reception 
is the public which reads the paper. As for the channel of 
transmission, this is the newspaper itself, or, more precisely, 
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 a knowledge that can heavily orientate the reading 
of the message strictly speaking: a photograph can change 
its meaning as it passes from the very conservative L'Aurore 
to the communist 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 call for the same method of 
investigation. The emission and the reception of the message 
both lie within the field of a sociology: it is a matter of 
studying human groups, of defining motives and attitudes, 
and of trying to link the behaviour of these groups to the 
social totality of which they are a part. For the message 
itself, however, the method is inevitably different: whatever 
the origin and the destination of the message, the photo
graph is not simply a product or a channel but also 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 specific method prior to socio
logical analysis and which can only be the immanent analysis 
of the unique structure that a photograph constitutes. 

Naturally, even from the perspective of a purely immanent 
analysis, 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. The totality of the informa
tion is thus carried by two different structures (one of which 
is linguistic). These two structures are co-operative but, 
since their units are heterogeneous, necessarily remain 
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 a single line of reading. Hence, although a press photo
graph is never without a written commentary, the analysis 
must first of all bear on each separate structure; it is only 
when the study of each structure has been exhausted that it 
will be possible to understand the manner in which they 
complement one another. Of the two structures, one is 
already 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 still to be done in 
this connection), while almost nothing is known about the 
other, that of the photograph. What follows will be limited 
to the definition of the initial difficulties in providing a 
structural analysis 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 
itself, the literal reality. From the object to its image there 
is of course a reduction - in proportion, perspective, colour 
- but at no time is this reduction a transformation (in 
the mathematical sense of the term). In order to move from 
the reality to its photograph it is in no way necessary to 
divide up this reality into units and to constitute these 
units as signs, substantially different from the object they 
communicate; there is no necessity to set up a relay, that is 
to say a code, between the object and its image. Certainly 
the image is not the reality but at least it is its perfect 
analogon and it is exactly this analogical perfection which, 
to common sense, defines the photograph. Thus can be 
seen the special 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 first sight, 
yes: precisely the whole range of analogical reproductions 
of reality - 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 analogical content itself (scene, object, landscape), 
which is what is commonly called the style of the reproduc
tion; second meaning, whose signifier is a certain 'treat
ment' of the image (result of the action of the creator) and 
whose signified, whether aesthetic or ideological, refers 
to a certain 'culture' of the society receiving the message. 
In short, all these 'imitative' arts comprise two messages: 
a denoted message, which is the analogon itself, and a con
noted message, which is the manner in which the society 
to a certain extent communicates what it thinks of it. This 
duality of messages is evident in all reproductions other 
than photographic ones: there is no drawing, no matter 
how exact, whose very exactitude is not turned into a style 



18 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT 

(the style of 'verism'); no filmed scene whose objectivity 
is not finally read as the very sign of objectivity. Here again, 
the study of these connoted messages has still to be carried 
out (in particular it has to be decided whether what is called 
a work of art can be reduced to a system of significations); 
one can only anticipate that for all these imitative arts -
when common - the code of the connoted system is very 
likely constituted either by a universal symbolic order or by a 
period rhetoric, in short by a stock of stereotypes (schemes, 
colours, graphisms, gestures, expressions, 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 mechanical analogue 
of reality, its first-order message in some sort completely 
fills its substance and leaves no place for the development 
of a second-order message. Of all the structures of informa
tion1, the photograph appears as the only one that is 
exclusively constituted and occupied by a 'denoted' mes
sage, a message which totally exhausts its mode of existence. 
In front of a photograph, the feeling of 'denotation', or, 
if one prefers, of analogical plenitude, is so great that the 
description of a photograph is literally impossible; to 
describe consists precisely in joining to the denoted message 
a relay 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 simply 
to be imprecise or incomplete, it is to change structures, to 

1. It is a question, 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 
seize on it, however, setting out for instance an algebraic formula in 
an article on Einstein, this originally purely mathematical message now 
takes on a very heavy connotation, since it signifies science. 



The Photographic Message | 19 

signify something different to what is shown.1 

This purely 'denotative' status of the photograph, the 
perfection and plenitude of its analogy, in short its 'objec
tivity', has every chance of being mythical (these are the 
characteristics that common sense attributes to the photo
graph). In actual fact, there is a strong probability (and this 
will be a working hypothesis) that the photographic message 
too - at least in the press - is connoted. Connotation is not 
necessarily immediately graspable at the level of the message 
itself (it is, one could say, at once invisible and active, clear 
and implicit) but it can already be inferred from certain 
phenomena which occur at 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, 
composed, constructed, treated according to professional, 
aesthetic or ideological 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 consciously by the public that consumes it to a 
traditional stock of signs. Since every sign supposes a code, 
it is this code (of connotation) that one should try to estab
lish. The photographic paradox can then be seen as the 
co-existence 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); structurally, the paradox is clearly not the 
collusion of a denoted message and a connoted message 
(which is the - probably inevitable - status of all 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 description of a drawing is easier, involving, finally, the 
description of a structure that is already connoted, fashioned with a 
coded signification in view. It is for this reason perhaps that psycho
logical texts use a great many drawings and very few photographs. 
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strives to copy reality meticulously, as though the analogical 
were a factor of resistance against the investment of values 
(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 is to say continuous, 
outside of any recourse to a code, there is no need to look 
for the signifying units of the first-order message; the 
connoted message on the contrary does comprise a plane of 
expression and a plane of content, thus necessitating a 
veritable decipherment. Such a decipherment would as yet 
be premature, for in order to isolate the signifying units 
and the signified themes (or values) one would have to 
carry out (perhaps using tests) directed readings, artificially 
varying certain elements 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 analysis 
of photographic connotation. 

Connotation procedures 

Connotation, the imposition of second meaning on the 
photographic message proper, is realized at the different 
levels of the production of the photograph (choice, technical 
treatment, framing, lay-out) and represents, finally, a coding 
of the photographic analogue. It is thus possible to separate 
out various connotation procedures, bearing in mind how
ever that these procedures are in no way units of significa
tion such as a subsequent analysis of a semantic kind may 
one day manage to define; they are not strictly speaking 
part of the photographic structure. The procedures in 
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question are familiar and no more will be attempted here 
than to translate them into structural terms. To be fully 
exact, the first three (trick effects, pose, objects) should be 
distinguished from the last three (photogenia, aestheticism, 
syntax), since in the former the connotation is produced 
by a modification of the reality itself, of, that is, the denoted 
message (such preparation is obviously 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 allows 
the photographer to conceal elusively the preparation to 
which he subjects the scene to be recorded. Yet the fact still 
remains that there is no certainty from the point of view of a 
subsequent structural analysis that it will be possible to 
take into account the material they provide. 

1. Trick effects. A photograph given wide circulation in 
the American press in 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 artificial bringing 
together of the two faces. The methodological interest of 
trick effects is that they intervene without warning in the 
plane of denotation; they utilize the special credibility of 
the photograph - this, as was seen, being simply its excep
tional power of denotation - in order to pass off as merely 
denoted a message which is in reality heavily connoted; 
in no other treatment does connotation assume so completely 
the 'objective' mask of denotation. Naturally, signification 
is only possible to the extent that there is a stock of signs, 
the beginnings of a code. The signifier here is 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 
sign of a reprehensible 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 artificial (as in a true 
language) nor natural, but historical. 

2. Pose. Consider a press photograph of President 
Kennedy widely distributed at the time of the 1960 election: 
a half-length profile shot, eyes looking upwards, hands 
joined together. Here it is the- very pose of the subject 
which prepares the reading of the signifieds of connotation: 
youthfulness, spirituality, purity. The photograph clearly 
only signifies because of the existence of a store of stereo
typed attitudes which form ready-made elements of significa
tion (eyes raised heavenwards, hands clasped). A 'historical 
grammar' of iconographic connotation ought thus to look 
for its material in painting, theatre, associations of ideas, 
stock metaphors, etc., that is to say, precisely in 'culture*. 
As has been said, pose is not a specifically photographic 
procedure but it is difficult not to mention it insofar as it 
derives its effect from the analogical principle at the basis 
of the photograph. The message in the present instance is 
not 'the pose' but 'Kennedy praying': the reader receives 
as a simple denotation what is in actual fact a double 
structure - denoted-connoted. 

3. Objects. Special importance must be accorded to 
what could be called 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
ficially arranged in front of the camera or 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 = 
intellectual) or, in a more obscure way, are veritable symbols 
(the door of the gas-chamber for Chessman's execution 
with its reference to the funeral gates of ancient mythologies). 
Such objects constitute excellent elements of signification: 
on the one hand they are discontinuous and complete in 
themselves, a physical qualification for a sign, while on the 
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other they refer to clear, familiar signifieds. They are thus 
the elements of a veritable lexicon, stable to a degree which 
allows them to be readily constituted 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 album) - Francois 
Mauriac in Malagar (photo in Paris-Match). The connota
tion somehow 'emerges' from all these signifying units which 
are nevertheless 'captured' as though the scene were 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 
perhaps possess a power, but they certainly possess meanings. 

4. Photogenia. The theory of photogenia has already been 
developed (by Edgar Morin in Le Cinema ou I'homme 
imaginaire1) and this is not the place to take up again the 
subject of the general signification of that procedure; it 
will suffice to define photogenia in terms of informational 
structure. In photogenia the connoted message is the image 
itself, 'embellished' (which is to say in general 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 signified of connotation 
sufficiently constant to allow its incorporation in a cultural 
lexicon of technical 'effects' (as for instance the 'blurring 
of movement' or 'flowingness' launched by Dr Steinert and 
his team to signify space-time). Such an inventory would 
be an excellent opportunity for distinguishing aesthetic 
effects from signifying effects - unless perhaps it be recog
nized that in photography, contrary to the intentions of 

1. [Edgar Morin, Le Cinima ou L'homme imaginaire, Paris 1956.] 
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exhibition photographers, there is never art but always 
meaning; which precisely 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 talk of aestheticism in 
photography, it is seemingly in an ambiguous fashion: 
when photography turns painting, composition or visual 
substance treated with deliberation in its very material 
'texture', it is either so as to signify itself as 'art' (which was 
the case with the 'pictorialism' of the beginning of the 
century) or to impose a generally more subtle and complex 
signified than would be possible with other connotation 
procedures. Thus Cartier-Bresson constructed Cardinal 
Pacelli's reception by the faithful of Lisieux 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 signifies in a declared manner a 
certain ecstatic spirituality translated precisely in terms of 
an objective spectacle. One can see here the difference 
between photograph and painting: in a picture by a Primi
tive, 'spirituality' is not a signified but, as it were, the very 
being of the image. Certainly there may be coded elements 
in some paintings, rhetorical figures, period symbols, but 
no signifying unit refers to spirituality, which is a mode of 
being and not the object of a structured message. 

6. Syntax. We have already considered a discursive 
reading of object-signs within a single photograph. Natur
ally, several photographs can come together to form a 
sequence (this is commonly the case in illustrated maga
zines); the signifier of connotation is then no longer to be 
found at the level of any one of the fragments of the sequence 
but at that - what the linguists would call the supraseg-
mental level - of the concatenation. Consider for example 
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four snaps of a presidential shoot at 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 themselves to the ground. 
The sequence (and the sequence alone) 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 say repetition (easy in film) or typification (possible in 
drawing), both these 'connotations' being prohibited to the 
photograph. 

Text and image 

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. 

Firstly, the text constitutes a parasitic message designed 
to connote the image, to 'quicken' it with one or more 
second-order signifieds. In other words, and this is an 
important historical reversal, the image no longer illustrates 
the words; it is now the words which, structurally, are 
parasitic on the image. The reversal is at 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 since, pre
cisely, it needed an illustration; in the relationship that now 
holds, it is not the image which comes to elucidate or 
'realize' 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 informational 
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totality appears to be chiefly founded on an objective 
(denoted) message in relation to which the text is only a 
kind of secondary vibration, almost without consequence. 
Formerly, the image illustrated the text (made it clearer); 
today, the text loads the image, burdening it with a culture, 
a moral, 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 natural resonance of the fundamental denotation 
constituted by the photographic analogy and we are thus 
confronted with a typical process of naturalization 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 less it seems to connote it; 
caught as it were in the iconographic message, the verbal 
message seems to share in its objectivity, the connotation 
of language is 'innocented' through the photograph's 
denotation. It is true that there is never a real incorporation 
since the substances of the two structures (graphic and 
iconic) are irreducible, but there are most likely degrees of 
amalgamation. The caption probably has a less obvious 
effect of connotation than the headline or accompanying 
article: headline and article are palpably 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 the image, that is, to be included in its 
denotation. 

It is impossible however (and this will be the final remark 
here concerning the text) that the words 'duplicate' the 
image; in the movement from one structure to the other 
second signifieds are inevitably developed. What is the 
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relationship of these signifieds of connotation to the image? 
To all appearances, it is one of making explicit, of pro
viding a stress; the text most often simply amplifying 
a set of connotations already given in the photograph. 
Sometimes, however, the text produces (invents) an entirely 
new signified which is retroactively projected into the image, 
so much so 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 analysis by Gerbner (The 
Social Anatomy of the Romance Confession Cover-girl) 
demonstrated that in certain romance magazines the verbal 
message of the headlines, gloomy and anguished, on the 
cover always 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. 

Photographic insignificance 

We saw that the code of connotation was in all likelihood 
neither 'natural' nor 'artificial' but historical, or, if it be 
preferred, 'cultural'. Its signs are gestures, attitudes, 
expressions, colours or effects, endowed with certain 
meanings by virtue of the practice of a certain society: the 
link between signifier and signified remains if not un
motivated, at least entirely historical. Hence it is wrong to 
say that modern man projects into reading photographs 
feelings and values which are characterial or 'eternal' 
(infra- or trans-historical), unless it be firmly specified that 
signification is always developed by a given society and his
tory. Signification, in short, is the dialectical movement 
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which resolves the contradiction between cultural and natural 
man. 

Thanks to its code of connotation the reading of the 
photograph is thus always 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 
the signs. All things considered, the photographic 'language' 
['langage'] is not unlike certain ideographic languages which 
mix analogical and specifying units, the difference being 
that the ideogram is experienced as a sign whereas the 
photographic 'copy' is taken as the pure and simple 
denotation of reality. To find this code of connotation 
would thus be to isolate, inventoriate and structure all the 
'historical' elements of the photograph, all 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 cultural 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 insignificance in the 
photograph is quite exceptional. To resolve the problem, 
we would first of all need to elucidate fully the mechanisms 
of reading (in the physical, 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 progression? If, as is suggested by certain 
hypotheses of Bruner and Piaget, there is no perception 
without immediate categorization, then the photograph is 
verbalized in the very moment it is perceived; better, it is 
only perceived verbalized (if there is a delay in verbalization, 
there is disorder in perception, questioning, anguish for the 
subject, traumatism, following G. Cohen-Seat's hypothesis 
with regard to filmic perception). From this point of view, 
the image - grasped immediately by an inner metalanguage, 
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language itself - in actual fact has no denoted state, is 
immersed for its very social existence in at least an initial 
layer of connotation, that of the categories of language. 
We know that every language takes up a position with regard 
to things, that it connotes reality, 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 firstly a 'cognitive' connotation whose 
signifiers are picked out, localized, in certain parts of the 
analogon. Faced with such and such a townscape, I know 
that this is a North African country because on the left I 
can see a sign in Arabic script, in the centre a man wearing 
a gandoura, and so on. Here the reading closely 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 
this kind in such a way as to render the reading fully satisfy
ing. If one photographs Agadir in ruins, it is better to have 
a few signs of 'Arabness' at one's disposal, even though 
'Arabness' has nothing to do with the disaster itself; 
connotation drawn from knowledge is always a reassuring 
force - man likes signs and likes them clear. 

Perceptive connotation, cognitive connotation; there 
remains the problem of ideological (in the very wide sense of 
the term) or ethical connotation, that which introduces 
reasons or values into the reading of the image. This is a 
strong connotation requiring a highly elaborated signifier 
of a readily syntactical order: conjunction of people (as 
was seen in the discussion of trick effects), development of 
attitudes, constellation of objects. A son has just been 
born to the Shah of Iran and in a photograph we have: 
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royalty (cot worshipped by a crowd of servants gathering 
round), wealth (several nursemaids), hygiene (white coats, 
cot covered in Plexiglass), the nevertheless human condition 
of kings (the baby is crying) - all the elements, that is, of 
the myth of princely birth as it is consumed today. In this 
instance the values are apolitical and their lexicon is abun
dant and clear. It is possible (but this is only a hypothesis) 
that political connotation is generally entrusted to the text, 
insofar as political choices are always, as it were, in bad 
faith: for a particular photograph I can give a right-wing 
reading or a left-wing reading (see in this connection an 
IFOP survey published by Les Temps modernes in 1955). 
Denotation, or the appearance of denotation, is powerless 
to alter 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: politics is what allows all languages. 

These few remarks sketch a kind of differential table of 
photographic connotations, showing, if nothing else, that 
connotation extends a long way. Is this to say that a pure 
denotation, a this-side of language, is impossible? If such a 
denotation exists, it is perhaps not at the level of what 
ordinary language calls the insignificant, the neutral, the 
objective, but, on the contrary, at the level of absolutely 
traumatic images. The trauma is a suspension of language, 
a blocking of meaning. Certainly situations which are 
normally traumatic can be seized in a process of photo
graphic signification but then precisely they are indicated 
via a rhetorical 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 mythical definition of denotation). 
Assuming this (which, in fact, is already a connotation), 
the traumatic photograph (fires, shipwrecks, catastrophes, 
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violent deaths, all captured 'from life as lived') is the 
photograph about which there is nothing to say; the shock-
photo is by structure insignificant: no value, no knowledge, 
at the limit no verbal categorization can have a hold on the 
process instituting the signification. One could imagine a 
kind of law: the more direct the trauma, the more difficult 
is connotation; or again, the 'mythological' effect of a 
photograph is inversely proportional to its traumatic effect. 

Why? Doubtless because photographic connotation, like 
every well structured signification, is an institutional activity; 
in relation to society overall, its function is to integrate man, 
to reassure him. Every code is at once arbitrary and ra
tional; recourse to a code is thus always an opportunity 
for man to prove himself, to test himself through a reason 
and a liberty. In this sense, the analysis of codes perhaps 
allows an easier and surer historical definition of a society 
than the analysis of its signifieds, for the latter can often 
appear as trans-historical, belonging more to an anthro
pological base than to a proper history. Hegel gave a better 
definition of the ancient Greeks by outlining the manner in 
which they made nature signify than by describing the 
totality of their 'feelings and beliefs' on the subject. Similarly, 
we can perhaps do better than to take stock directly of 
the ideological contents of our age; by trying to reconstitute 
in its specific structure the code of connotation of a mode 
of communication as important as the press photograph we 
may hope to find, in their very subtlety, the forms our society 
uses 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 appealing in that, as was 
said at the beginning, it develops with regard to the photo
graph in the form of a paradox - that which makes of an 
inert object a language and which transforms the unculture 
of a 'mechanical' art into the most social of institutions. 



Rhetoric of the Image 

According to an ancient etymology, the word image should 
be linked to the root imitari. Thus we find ourselves im
mediately at the heart of the most important problem 
facing the semiology of images: can analogical representa
tion (the 'copy') produce true systems of signs and not merely 
simple agglutinations of symbols? Is it possible to conceive 
of an analogical 'code' (as opposed to a digital one)? We 
know that linguists refuse the status of language to all 
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 system of digital units as phonemes are. Nor 
are linguists the only ones to be suspicious as to the linguis
tic nature of the image; general opinion too has a vague 
conception of the image as an area of resistance to meaning -
this in the name of a certain mythical idea of Life: the image 
is re-presentation, which is to say ultimately resurrection, 
and, as we know, the intelligible is reputed antipathetic 
to lived experience. Thus from both sides the image is 
felt to be weak in respect of meaning: there are those who 
think that the image is an extremely rudimentary system in 
comparison with language and those who think that signi
fication cannot exhaust the image's ineffable richness. Now 
even - and above all if- the image is in 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 I wish to raise 
by submitting the image to a spectral analysis of the messages 
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it may contain. We will start by making it considerably 
easier for ourselves: we will only study the advertising image. 
Why? Because in advertising the signification of the image 
is undoubtedly intentional; the signifieds of the advertising 
message are formed a priori by certain attributes of the 
product and these signifieds have to be transmitted as 
clearly as possible. If the image contains signs, we can be 
sure that in advertising these signs are full, formed with a 
view to the optimum reading: the advertising image is 
frank, or at least emphatic. 

The three messages 

Here we have a Panzani advertisement: some packets of 
pasta, a tin, a sachet, some tomatoes, onions, peppers, a 
mushroom, all emerging from a half-open string bag, 
in yellows and greens on a red background.1 Let us try to 
'skim off' the different messages it contains. 

The image immediately yields a first message whose 
substance is linguistic; its supports are the caption, which 
is marginal, 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 
message can itself be further broken down, for the sign 
Panzani gives not simply the name of the firm but also, 
by its assonance, an additional signified, that of Italianicity'. 
The linguistic message is thus twofold (at least in this 
particular image): denotational and connotational. Since, 
however, we have here only a single typical sign,2 namely 

1. The description of the photograph is given here with prudence, 
for it already constitutes a metalanguage. The reader is asked to refer 
to the reproduction (XVII). 

2. By typical sign is meant the sign of a system 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 labels are part of it, anecdotally). 
This image straightaway provides a series of discontinuous 
signs. First (the order is unimportant as these signs are not 
linear), the idea that what we have in the scene represented 
is a return from the market. A signified which itself implies 
two euphoric values: that of the freshness of the products 
and that of the essentially domestic preparation for which 
they are destined. Its signifier is the half-open bag which lets 
the provisions spill out over the table, 'unpacked'. To read 
this first sign 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 sign is more or less 
equally evident; its signifier is the bringing together of the 
tomato, the pepper and the tricoloured hues (yellow, 
green, red) of the poster; its signified is Italy or rather 
Italianicity. This sign stands in a relation of redundancy 
with the connoted sign of the linguistic message (the 
Italian assonance of the name Panzani) and the knowledge it 
draws upon is already more particular; it is a specifically 
'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 a familiarity 
with certain tourist stereotypes. Continuing to explore the 
image (which is not to say that it is not entirely 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 a total culinary service, on the 
one hand as though Panzani furnished everything necessary 

adequately defined by its substance: the verbal sign, the iconic sign, the 
gestural sign are so many typical signs. 
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for a carefully 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 
image, evoking the memory of innumerable alimentary 
paintings, sends us to an aesthetic signified: the 'nature 
morte' or, as it is better expressed in other languages, the 
'still life'1; the knowledge on which this sign depends is 
heavily cultural. It might be suggested that, in addition to 
these four signs, there is a further information pointer, 
that which tells us that this is an advertisement and which 
arises both from the place of the image in the magazine and 
from the emphasis of the labels (not to mention the caption). 
This last information, however, is co-extensive with the 
scene; it eludes signification insofar as the advertising 
nature of the image is essentially functional: to utter some
thing is not necessarily to declare / am speaking, except in a 
deliberately reflexive system such as literature. 

Thus there are four signs for this image and we wiH 
assume that they form a coherent whole (for they are all 
discontinuous), require a generally cultural knowledge, 
and refer back to signifieds each of which is global (for 
example, Italianicity), imbued with euphoric values. After 
the linguistic message, then, we can see a second, iconic 
message. Is that the end? If all these signs are removed from 
the image,' we are still left with a certain informational 
matter; deprived of all knowledge, I continue to 'read' the 
image, to 'understand' that it assembles in a common space 
a number of identifiable (nameable) objects, not merely 
shapes and colours. The signifieds of this third message are 
constituted by the real objects in the scene, the signifiers 
by these same objects photographed, for, given that the 
relation between thing signified and image signifying in 
analogical representation is not 'arbitrary' (as it is in lan-

1. In French, the expression nature morte refers to the original 
presence 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 precisely that the relation 
between signified and signifier 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 a loss of the equivalence characteristic of true sign 
systems and a statement of quasi-identity. In other words, 
the sign of this message is not drawn from an institutional 
stock, is not coded, and we are brought up against the 
paradox (to which we will return) of a message without 
a code.1 This peculiarity can be seen again at the level of the 
knowledge invested in the reading of the message; in order 
to 'read' this last (or first) level of the image, all 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 a tomato, a string-bag, a packet of pasta are, but 
it is a matter of an almost anthropological knowledge. This 
message corresponds, as it were, to the letter of the image 
and we can agree to call it the literal message, as opposed 
to the previous symbolic message. 

If our reading is satisfactory, the photograph analysed 
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 since the latter share the same (iconic) substance, 
to what extent have we the right to separate them ? It is certain 
that the distinction between the two iconic messages is not 
made spontaneously in ordinary reading: the viewer of the 
image receives at one and the same time the perceptual 
message and the cultural message, and it will be seen later 
that this confusion 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, 
however, has an operational validity, analogous to that 
which allows the distinction in the linguistic sign of a 
signifier and a signified (even though in reality no one is 
able 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 
simple and coherent fashion and if this description paves 
the way for an explanation of the role of the image in society, 
we will take it to be justified. The task now is thus to recon
sider each type of message so as to explore it in its generality, 
without losing sight of our aim of understanding the overall 
structure of the image, the final inter-relationship of the 
three messages. Given that what is in question is not a 
'naive' analysis but a structural description,1 the order of 
the messages will be modified a little by the inversion of the 
cultural message and the literal message; of the two iconic 
messages, the first is in some sort imprinted on the second: 
the literal message appears as the support of the 'symbolic' 
message. Hence, knowing that a system which takes over 
the signs of another system in order to make them its 
signifiers is a system of connotation,2 we may say immediately 
that the literal image is denoted and the symbolic image 
connoted. Successively, then, we shall look at the linguistic 
message, the denoted image, and the connoted image. 

The linguistic message 

Is the linguistic message constant? Is there always textual 

1. 'Naive' analysis is an enumeration of elements, structural descrip
tion aims to grasp the relation of these elements by virtue of the 
principle of the solidarity holding between the terms of a structure: if 
one term changes, so also do the others. 

2. Cf. R. Barthes, Elements de semiologie, Communications 4, 1964, 
p. 130 [trans. Elements of Semiology, London 1967 & New York 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 partially 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 signifying 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 historically as regards the classical 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 themselves with the relations 
between figure and discourse.1 Today, at the level of mass 
communications, it appears that the linguistic message is 
indeed present in every image: as title, caption, accompany
ing press article, film dialogue, comie strip balloon. Which 
shows that it is not very accurate to talk of a civilization 
of the image - we are still, and more than ever, a civiliza
tion of writing,2 writing and speech continuing to be the 
full terms of the informational structure. In fact, it is simply 
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 single global signified, thanks to 
connotation, and it is this signified 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 be two: anchorage and relay. 

As will be seen more clearly in a moment, all images are 

1. Menestrier, L'Art des emblemes, 1684. 
2. Images without words can certainly be found in certain cartoons, 

but by way of a paradox; the absence of words always covers an 
enigmatic intention. 
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polysemous; they imply, underlying their signifiers, a 
'floating chain' of signifieds, the reader able to choose 
some and ignore others. Polysemy poses a question 
of meaning and this question always comes through as a 
dysfunction, even if this dysfunction is recuperated by 
society as a tragic (silent, God provides no possibility of 
choosing between signs) or a poetic (the panic 'shudder of 
meaning' of the Ancient Greeks) game; in the cinema itself, 
traumatic images are bound up with an uncertainty (an 
anxiety) concerning the meaning of objects or attitudes. 
Hence in every society various techniques are developed 
intended to fix the floating chain of signifieds in such a way 
as to counter the terror of uncertain signs; the linguistic 
message is one of these techniques. At the level of the literal 
message, the text replies - in a more or less direct, more or 
less partial manner - to the question: what is it? The text 
helps to identify purely and simply the elements of the 
scene and the scene itself; it is a matter of a denoted descrip
tion of the image (a description which is often incomplete) or, 
in Hjelmslev's terminology, of an operation (as opposed to 
connotation).1 The denominative function corresponds 
exactly to an anchorage of all the possible (denoted) mean
ings of the object by recourse to a nomenclature. Shown a 
plateful of something (in an Amieux advertisement), I 
may hesitate in identifying the forms and masses; the caption 
('rice and tuna fish with mushrooms') helps me to choose the 
correct level of perception, permits me to focus not simply 
my gaze but also 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 excessively individual regions (it limits, 
that is to say, the projective power of the image) or towards 
dysphoric values. An advertisement (for d'Arcy preserves) 

I. Elements de semiologie, pp. 131-2 [trans, pp. 90-4]. 
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shows a few fruits scattered around a ladder; the caption 
('as if 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 signified (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 usually 
associated with preserves. Of course, elsewhere than in ad
vertising, the anchorage may be ideological and indeed this is 
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 elucidation is selec
tive, a metalanguage applied not to the totality of the iconic 
message but only to certain of its signs. The text is indeed 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 the image, the text has thus a repressive value1 and we can 
see that it is at this level that the morality and ideology of a 
society are above all invested. 

Anchorage is the most frequent function of the linguistic 

1. This can be seen clearly in the paradoxical case where the image is 
constructed according to the text and where, consequently, the control 
would seem to be needless. An advertisement 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 
coffee 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 simple choice of one signified 
among others. The repression is present again in the circular movement 
as a canalization of the message. 



Rhetoric of the Image \ 41 

message and is commonly found in press photographs 
and advertisements. The function of relay is less common 
(at least as far as the fixed image is concerned); it can be 
seen particularly in cartoons and comic strips. Here text 
(most often a snatch of dialogue) and image stand in a 
complementary relationship; the words, in the same way 
as the images, are fragments of a more general syntagm and 
the unity of the message is realized at a higher level, that of 
the story, the anecdote, the diegesis (which is ample confirma
tion that the diegesis must be treated as an autonomous 
system1). While rare in the fixed image, this relay-text 
becomes very important in film, where dialogue functions 
not simply as elucidation but really does advance the action 
by setting out, in the sequence of messages, meanings that 
are not to be found in the image itself. Obviously, 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 value of relay, the information is 
more costly, requiring as it does the learning of a digital 
code (the system of language); when it has a substitute 
value (anchorage, control), it is the image which detains the 
informational charge and, the image being analogical, 
the information is then 'lazier': in certain comic strips 
intended for 'quick' reading the diegesis is confided above 
all 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 discursive message 
are made to coincide so that the hurried reader may be 
spared the boredom of verbal 'descriptions', which are 
entrusted to the image, that is to say to a less 'laborious' 
system. 

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

We have seen that in the image properly speaking, the dis
tinction between the literal message and the symbolic 
message is operational; we never encounter (at least in 
advertising) a literal image in a pure state. Even if a totally 
'naive' image were to be achieved, it would immediately 
join the sign of naivety and be completed by a third -
symbolic - message. Thus the characteristics of the literal 
message cannot be substantial but only relational. It is first 
of all, so to speak, a message by eviction, constituted by 
what is left in the image when the signs of connotation are 
mentally deleted (it would not be possible actually to remove 
them for they can impregnate the whole of the image, as in 
the case of the 'still life composition'). This evictive state 
naturally corresponds to a plenitude of virtualities: it is an 
absence of meaning full of all the meanings. Then again 
(and there is no contradiction with what has just been said), 
it is a sufficient message, since it has at least one meaning 
at the level of the identification of the scene represented; 
the letter of the image corresponds in short to the first 
degree of intelligibility (below which the reader would 
perceive only lines, forms, and colours), but this intelligi
bility remains virtual by reason of its very poverty, for 
everyone from a real society always disposes of a knowledge 
superior to the merely anthropological and perceives more 
than just the letter. Since it is both evictive and sufficient, 
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 utopianically of its connotations, the 
image would become radically objective, or, in the last 
analysis, innocent. 

This Utopian character of denotation is considerably 
reinforced by the paradox already mentioned, that the 
photograph (in its literal state), by virtue of its absolutely 
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analogical nature, seems to constitute a message without a 
code. Here, however, structural analysis must differentiate, 
for of all the kinds of image only the photograph is able to 
transmit the (literal) information without forming it by 
means of discontinuous signs and rules of transformation. 
The photograph, message without a code, must thus be 
opposed to the drawing which, even when denoted, is a 
coded message. The coded nature of the drawing can be 
seen at three levels. Firstly, to reproduce an object or a 
scene in a drawing requires a set of rule-governed trans
positions; there is no essential nature of the pictorial copy 
and the codes of transposition are historical (notably those 
concerning perspective). Secondly, the operation of the 
drawing (the coding) immediately necessitates a certain divi
sion between the significant and the insignificant: the draw
ing does not reproduce everything (often it reproduces very 
little), without its ceasing, however, to be a strong message; 
whereas the photograph, although 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. Finally, like 
all codes, the drawing demands an apprenticeship (Saussure 
attributed a great importance to this semiological fact). 
Does the coding of the denoted message have consequences 
for the connoted message? It is certain that the coding of 
the literal prepares and facilitates connotation since it 
at once establishes 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 is no 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. 



44 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT 

In the photograph - at least at the level of the literal 
message - the relationship of signifieds to signifiers is not 
one of 'transformation' but of 'recording', and the absence 
of a code clearly reinforces the myth of photographic 
'naturalness': the scene is there, captured mechanically, not 
humanly (the mechanical is here a guarantee of objectivity). 
Man's interventions in the photograph (framing, distance, 
lighting, focus, speed) all effectively belong to the plane of 
connotation; it is as though in the beginning (even if Utopian) 
there were a brute photograph (frontal and clear) on which 
man would then lay out, with the aid of various techniques, 
the signs drawn from a cultural code. Only the opposition 
of the cultural code and the natural non-code can, it seems, 
account for the specific character of the photograph and 
allow the assessment of the anthropological revolution it 
represents in man's history. The type of consciousness the 
photograph involves is indeed truly unprecedented, since 
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 space-time 
category: spatial immediacy and temporal anteriority, the 
photograph being an illogical conjunction between the 
here-now and the there-then. It is thus at the level of this 
denoted message or message without code that the real 
unreality of the photograph can be fully understood: its 
unreality is that of the here-now, for the photograph is never 
experienced as illusion, is in no way a. presence (claims as to 
the magical character of the photographic image must be 
deflated); its reality that of the having-been-there, for in 
every photograph there is the always stupefying evidence of 
this is how it was, giving us, by a precious miracle, a reality 
from which we are sheltered. This kind of temporal equili
brium (having-been-there) probably diminishes the projec
tive power of the image (very few psychological tests resort 
to photographs while many use drawings): the this was so 
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easily defeats the it's me. If these remarks are at all correct, 
the photograph must be related to a pure spectatorial 
consciousness and not to the more projective, more 'magical' 
fictional consciousness on which film by and large depends. 
This would lend authority to the view that the distinction be
tween film and photograph is not a simple difference of 
degree but a radical opposition. Film can no longer be seen 
as animated photographs: the having-been-there gives way 
before a being-there of the thing; which omission would 
explain how there can be a history of the cinema, without 
any real break with the previous arts of fiction, whereas 
the photograph can in some sense elude history (despite 
the evolution of the techniques and ambitions of the 
photographic art) and represent a 'flat' anthropological 
fact, at once absolutely new and definitively unsurpassable, 
humanity encountering for the first time in its history 
messages without a code. Hence the photograph is not the 
last (improved) term of the great family of images; it 
corresponds to a decisive mutation of informational 
economies. 

At all events, the denoted image, to the extent to which it 
does not imply any code (the case with the advertising 
photograph), plays a special role in the general structure 
of the iconic message which we can begin to define (returning 
to this question after discussion of the third message): 
the denoted image naturalizes the symbolic message, it 
innocents the semantic artifice of connotation, which is 
extremely dense, especially in advertising. Although the 
Panzani poster is full of 'symbols', there nonetheless remains 
in the photograph, insofar as the literal message is suffi
cient, a kind of natural being-there of objects: nature seems 
spontaneously to produce the scene represented. A pseudo-
truth is surreptitiously substituted for the simple validity 
of openly semantic systems; the absence of code disintellec-
tualizes the message because it seems to found in nature the 
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signs of culture. This is without doubt an important historical 
paradox: the more technology develops the diffusion 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 the image 

It was seen that the signs of the third message (the 'symbolic' 
message, cultural or connoted) were discontinuous. Even 
when the signifier seems to extend over the whole image, 
it is nonetheless a sign separated from the others: the 
'composition' carries an aesthetic signified, in much the 
same way as intonation although suprasegmental is a 
separate signifier in language. Thus we are here dealing with 
a normal system whose signs are drawn from a cultural 
code (even if the linking together of the elements of the 
sign appears more or less analogical). What gives this system 
its originality is that the number of readings of the same 
lexical unit or lexia (of the same image) varies according to 
individuals. In the Panzani advertisement analysed, four 
connotative signs have been identified; probably there are 
others (the net bag, for example, can signify 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 classified, brought into a 
typology. It is as though the image presented itself to the 
reading of several different people who can perfectly well 
co-exist in a single individual: the one lexia mobilizes 
different lexicons. What is a lexicon? A portion of the 
symbolic plane (of language) which corresponds to a body 
of practices and techniques.1 This is the case for the different 

1. Cf. A. J. Greimas, 'Les problemes de la description mecano-
graphique', Cahiers de Lexicologie, 1, 19S9, 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 
lexicons in one and the same person, the number and identity 
of these lexicons forming in some sort a person's idiolect.1 

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', still 
being coded, if, as is thought today, the psyche itself is 
articulated like a language; indeed, the further 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:2 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 Italianicity, but the others can only be designated 

1. Cf. Elements de semiologie, p. 96 [trans, pp. 21-2]. 
2. In the Saussurian perspective, speech (utterances) is above all 

that which is emitted, drawn from the language-system (and con
stituting it in return). It is necessary today to enlarge the notion of 
language [langue], especially from the semantic point of view, language 
is the '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 at the moment of the analysis is not specialized. 
This is a difficulty, for these signifieds have a particular 
semantic nature; as a seme of connotation, 'plenty' does 
not exactly cover 'plenty' in the denoted sense; the signifier 
of connotation (here the profusion and the condensation of 
the produce) is like the essential cipher of all possible plenties, 
of the purest idea of plenty. The denoted word never refers 
to an essence for it is always caught up in a contingent 
utterance, a continuous syntagm (that of verbal discourse), 
oriented towards a certain practical transitivity of language; 
the seme '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 (since it is a question of a sign without a syntagm), 
to an exposed meaning. To express these semes of connota
tion would therefore require a special metalanguage and 
we are left with barbarisms of the Italianicity kind as best 
being able to account for the signifieds of connotation, the 
suffix -icity deriving an abstract noun from the adjective: 
Italianicity is not Italy, it is the condensed essence of every
thing that could be Italian, from spaghetti to painting. By 
accepting to regulate artificially - and if needs be 
barbarously - the naming of the semes of connotation, 
the analysis of their form will be rendered easier.1 These 
semes are organized in associative fields, in paradigmatic 
articulations, even perhaps in oppositions, according to 
certain defined paths or, as A. J. Greimas puts it, according 
to certain semic axes:2 Italianicity belongs to a certain axis 
of nationalities, alongside Frenchicity, Germanicity or 

1. Form in the precise sense given it by Hjelmslev (cf. Elements de 
semiologie, p. 105 [trans, pp. 39-41]), as the functional organization 
of the signifieds 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 
eventually be in opposition to one another - will clearly 
only be possible once a massive inventory of the systems 
of connotation has been carried out, an inventory not merely 
of the connotative system of the image but also of those of 
other substances, for if connotation has typical signifiers 
dependent on the different substances utilized (image, 
language, objects, modes of behaviour) it holds all its 
signifieds in common: the same signifieds are to be found in 
the written press, the image or the actor's gestures (which is 
why semiology can only be conceived in a so to speak total 
framework). This common domain of the signifieds of 
connotation is that of ideology, which cannot but be 
single for a given society and history, no matter what signi
fiers of connotation it may use. 

To the general ideology, that is, correspond signifiers 
of connotation which are specified according to the chosen 
substance. These signifiers will be called connotators and 
the set of connotators a rhetoric, rhetoric thus appearing as 
the signifying aspect of ideology. Rhetorics inevitably 
vary by their substance (here articulated sound, there image, 
gesture 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.1 

Thus the rhetoric of the image (that is to say, the classifica
tion of its connotators) is specific to the extent that it is 
subject to the physical constraints of vision (different, for 
example, from phonatory constraints) but general to the 
extent that the 'figures' are never more than formal rela
tions of elements. This rhetoric could only be established 
on the basis of a quite considerable 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; translated 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;1 

the tomato, for example, signifies 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 signifier for 
another2), 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 all the elements of 
the lexia can be transformed into connotators; there always 
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. Classical rhetoric needs to be rethought in structural terms 
(this is the object of a work in progress); it will then perhaps be possible 
to establish a general rhetoric or linguistics of the signifiers 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 functions finally as a substitute of the signifier, 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 
literal 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 
system: 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 the total system of the image the 
structural 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 always very close to 
speech, and it is indeed 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 notes on some Eisenstein stills 

For Nordine Sail, director of Cinema 3 

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

1) An informational level, which gathers together every
thing I can learn from the setting, the costumes, the charac
ters, their relations, their insertion in an anecdote with which 
I am (even if vaguely) familiar. This level is that of communi
cation. Were it necessary to find a mode of analysis for it, 
I should turn to the first semiotics (that of the 'message'); 
this level, this semiotics, however, will be of no further 
concern here. 

2) A symbolic level, which is the downpour of gold and 
which is itself stratified. There is the referential symbolism: 
the imperial ritual of baptism by gold. Then there is the 
diegetic symbolism: the theme of gold, of wealth, in Ivan 
the Terrible (supposing such a theme to exist), which makes 
a significant intervention in this scene. Then again there is 
the Eisensteinian symbolism - if by chance a critic should 
decide to demonstrate that the gold or the raining down 
or the curtain or the disfiguration can be seen as held in a 
network of displacements and substitutions peculiar to 
S. M. Eisenstein. Finally, there is an historical symbolism, if, 
in a manner even more widely embracing than the previous 
ones, it can be shown that the gold brings in a (theatrical) 
playing, a scenography of exchange, locatable both psycho-
analytically and economically, that is to say semiologically. 
Taken in its entirety, this second level is that of signification. 
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Its mode of analysis would be a semiotics more highly 
developed than the first, a second or neo-semiotics, open 
no longer to the science of the message but to the sciences of 
the symbol (psychoanalysis, economy, dramaturgy). 

3) Is that all? No, for I am still held by the image. I 
read, I receive (and probably even first and foremost) 
a third meaning1 - evident, erratic, obstinate. I do not know 
what its signified is, at least I am unable to give it a name, but 
I can see clearly the traits, the signifying accidents of which 
this - consequently incomplete - sign is composed: a certain 
compactness of the courtiers' make-up, thick and insistent 
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 affected 
flatness of his hairstyle suggestive of a wig, the touching-up 
with chalky foundation talc, with face powder. I am not 
sure if the reading of this third meaning is justified - if it 
can be generalized - but already it seems to me that its 
signifier (the traits to which I have tried to give words, if 
not to describe) possesses a theoretical individuality. On 
the one hand, it cannot be conflated with the simple existence 
of the scene, it exceeds the copy of the referential motif, 
it compels an interrogative reading (interrogation bears 
precisely on the signifier not on the signified, on reading 
not 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 these traits refer to a significant 'attitude' 
of the courtiers, this one detached and bored, that one 
diligent ('They are simply doing their job as courtiers'), 

1. In the classical paradigm of the five senses, the third sense is 
hearing (first in importance in the Middle Ages). This is a happy 
coincidence, since 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 alone) bears within it that 
metaphor 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 exceeds psychology, anecdote, function, exceeds 
meaning without, however, coming down to the obstinacy 
in presence shown by any human body. By contrast with 
the first two levels, communication and signification, this 
third level - even if the reading of it is still hazardous - is 
that of signifiance, a word which has the advantage of 
referring to the field of the signifier (and not of signification) 
and of linking up with, via the path opened by Julia Kristeva 
who proposed the term, a semiotics of the text. 

My concern here lies not with communication but with 
signification and signifiance. I must therefore name as 
economically as possible the second and third meanings. 
The symbolic meaning (the shower of gold, the power of 
wealth, the imperial rite) forces itself upon me by a double 
determination: it is intentional (it is what the author wanted 
to say) and it is taken from a kind of common, general 
lexicon of symbols; it is a meaning 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 system of destination. 
I propose to call this complete sign the obvious meaning. 
Obvius means which comes ahead and this is exactly the 
case with this meaning, which comes to seek me out. In 
theology, we are told, the obvious meaning is that 'which 
presents itself quite naturally to the mind' and this again is 
the case here: the symbolics 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, at once persistent and fleeting, smooth 
and elusive, I propose to call it the obtuse meaning. The word 
springs readily to mind and, miracle, when its etymology 
is unfolded, it already provides us with a theory of the 
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supplementary meaning. Obtusus means that which is 
blunted, rounded inform. Are not the traits which I indicated 
(the make-up, the whiteness, the wig, etc.) just like the 
blunting of a meaning too clear, too violent? Do they not 
give the obvious signified a kind of difficultly prehensible 
roundness, cause my reading to slip? An obtuse angle is 
greater than a right angle: an obtuse angle of 100°, says the 
dictionary; the third meaning also seems to me greater 
than the pure, upright, secant, legal perpendicular of the 
narrative, it seems to open the field of meaning totally, 
that is infinitely. I even accept for the obtuse meaning the 
word's pejorative connotation: the obtuse meaning appears 
to extend outside culture, knowledge, information; analyti
cally, it has something derisory about it: opening out into 
the infinity of language, it can come through as limited in 
the eyes of analytic reason; it belongs to the family of 
pun, buffoonery, useless expenditure. Indifferent to moral 
or aesthetic categories (the trivial, the futile, the false, the 
pastiche), it is on the side of the carnival. Obtuse is thus 
very suitable. 

The obvious meaning 

A few words with 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 figures in 
II 'symbolize' three ages of life and the unanimity of mourn
ing (Vakulinchuk's funeral). The clenched fist in IV, given in 
full 'detail', signifies indignation, anger mastered and chan
nelled, the determination of the struggle; metonymically 
joined to the whole Potemkin story, it 'symbolizes' the 
working class in all its resolute strength, for, by a miracle 
of semantic intelligence, this fist which is seen wrong way 
up, kept by its owner in a sort of clandestinity (it is the hand 
which first of all hangs down naturally along the trouser 
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leg and which then closes, hardens, thinks at once its future 
struggle, its patience and its prudence), cannot be read as 
the fist of some hoodlum, of some fascist: it is immediately 
a proletarian fist. Which shows that Eisenstein's 'art' is not 
polysemous: it chooses the meaning, imposes it, hammers it 
home (if the signification is overrun by the obtuse meaning, 
this is not to say that it is thereby denied or blurred): the 
Eisensteinian meaning devastates ambiguity. How? By the 
addition of an aesthetic value, emphasis. Eisenstein's 
'decorativism' has an economic function: it proffers the 
truth. Look at III: in extremely classic fashion, grief comes 
from the bowed heads, the expressions of suffering, the hand 
over the mouth stifling a sob, but when once all this has 
been said, very adequately, a decorative trait says it again: 
the superimposition of the two hands aesthetically arranged 
in a delicate, maternal, floral ascension towards the face 
bowing down. Within the general detail (the two women), 
another detail is mirroringly inscribed; derived from a 
pictorial 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 all realist art) 
has some connection with the 'truth' of Potemkin. Baudelaire 
spoke of 'the emphatic truth of gesture in the important 
moments of life'; here it is the truth of the 'important pro
letarian moment' which requires emphasis. The Eisensteinian 
aesthetic does not constitute an independent level: it is part 
of the obvious meaning, and the obvious meaning is always, 
in Eisenstein, the revolution. 

The obtuse meaning 
I first had the conviction of the obtuse meaning with image 
V. A question forced itself upon me: what is it in this tear
ful old woman that poses for me the question of the signifier? 
I quickly convinced myself that, although perfect, it was 
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neither the facial expression nor the gestural figuration 
of grief (the closed eyelids, the taut mouth, the hand clasped 
on the breast): all that belongs to the full signification, to 
the obvious meaning of the image, to Eisensteinian realism 
and decorativism. I felt that the penetrating trait - disturbing 
like a guest who obstinately sits on saying nothing when one 
has no use for him - must be situated somewhere in the 
region of the forehead: the coif, the headscarf holding in 
the hair, had something to do with it. In image VI, however, 
the obtuse meaning vanishes, leaving only a message of 
grief. It was then I understood that the scandal, supple
ment or drift imposed on this classic representation of grief 
came very 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 SME himself between 
'the shadows of the cathedral' and 'the enshadowed cathe
dral', from a relation between the 'lowness' of the line of the 
headscarf, pulled down abnormally close to the eyebrows 
as in those disguises intended to create a facetious, simpleton 
look, the upward circumflex of the faded eyebrows, faint 
and old, the excessive curve of the eyelids, lowered but 
brought together as though squinting, and the bar of the 
half-opened mouth, corresponding to the bar of the head
scarf and to that of the eyebrows, metaphorically speaking 
'like a fish out of water'. All these traits (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 dialogism so tenuous 
that there is no guarantee of its intentionality. The charac
teristic of this third meaning is indeed - at least in SME -
to blur the limit separating expression from disguise, but 
also to allow that oscillation succinct demonstration - an 
elliptic emphasis, if one can put it like that, a complex and 
extremely artful disposition (for it involves a temporality 
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of signification), perfectly described by Eisenstein himself 
when he jubilantly quotes 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, 
in my opinion, in image VII; 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 always lets the previous 
meaning continue, as in a geological formation, saying the 
opposite without giving up the contrary - a (two-term) 
dramatic dialectic that Brecht would have liked. The Eisen-
steinian 'artifice' is at once falsification of itself - pastiche -
and derisory fetish, since it shows its fissure and its suture: 
what can be seen in image VII is the join and thus the initial 
disjoin of the beard perpendicular to the chin. That the top 
of a head (the most 'obtuse' part of the human person), 
that a single bun of hair (in image VIII) can be the expression 
of grief, that is what is derisory - for the expression, not 
for the grief. Hence no parody, no trace of burlesque; there 
is no aping of grief (the obvious meaning must remain 
revolutionary, the general mourning which accompanies 
Vakulinchuk's death has a historical meaning), and yet, 
'embodied' in the bun, it has a cut-off, a refusal of contami
nation ; the populism of the woollen shawl (obvious meaning) 
stops at the bun; here begins the fetish - the hair - and a kind 
of non-negating derision of the expression. The whole of the 
obtuse meaning (its disruptive force) is staked on the ex
cessive mass of the hair. Look at another bun (that of the 
woman in image IX): it contradicts the tiny raised fist, 
atrophies it without the reduction having the slightest 
symbolic (intellectual) value; prolonged by small curls, 
pulling the face in towards an ovine model, it gives the woman 
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something touching (in the way that a certain generous 
foolishness can be) or sensitive - these antiquated words, 
mystified words if ever there were, with little that is revolu
tionary or political about them, must nevertheless be as
sumed. I believe that the obtuse meaning carries a certain 
emotion. Caught up in the disguise, such emotion is never 
sticky, it is an emotion which simply designates what one 
loves, what one wants to defend: an emotion-value, an 
evaluation. Everyone will agree, I think, that SME's pro
letarian ethnography fragmented the length of Vakulin-
chuk's funeral, is constantly informed by something loving 
(using the word regardless of any specification as to age or 
sex). Maternal, cordial, virile, 'sympathetic' without any 
recourse to stereotypes, the Eisensteinian people is essentially 
lovable. We savour, we love the two round-capped heads in 
image X, we enter into complicity, into an understanding 
with them. Doubtless beauty can work as an obtuse meaning; 
this is the case in image XI, where the extremely dense 
obvious meaning (Ivan's attitude, young Vladimir's half
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 XII and XIII), 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 
also what falls outside such contrariety, its limit - inver
sion, 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 Fellini 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'.1 

Let us continue (if these examples will suffice to 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 signi
fication still remain, still circulate, still come through: 
without it, I can still state and read. No more, however, is 
it to be located in language use. It may be that there is a 
certain constant in Eisensteinian obtuse meaning, but in 
that case it is already a thematic language, an idiolect, this 
idiolect being provisional (simply decided by a critic 
writing a book on SME). Obtuse meanings are to be found 
not everywhere (the signifier is rare, a future figure) but 
somewhere: in other authors of films (perhaps), in a certain 
manner of reading 'life' and so 'reality' itself (the word is 
simply used here in opposition to the deliberately fictive). 
In image XVI from Ordinary Fascism (by Mikhail Romm), 
a documentary image, I can easily read an obvious meaning, 
that of fascism (aesthetics and symbolics of power, the 
theatrical hunt), but I can also read an obtuse meaning: 
the (again) disguised, blond silliness of the young quiver-
bearer, the flabbiness of his hands and mouth (I cannot 
manage to describe, only to designate a location), Goering's 
thick nails, his trashy ring (this already on the brink of 
obvious meaning, like the treacly platitude of the imbecile 
smile of the bespectacled man in the background - visibly 
an 'arse-licker'). In other words, the obtuse meaning is not 
situated structurally, a semantologist would not agree as to 
its objective existence (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 compelled 
the lone and unhappy Saussure to hear in ancient poetry the 

1. [Georges Bataille, 'Le gros orteil', Documents, Paris 1968, pp. 
75-82.] 
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enigmatic voice of anagram, unoriginated and obsessive. 
Same uncertainty when it is a matter of describing the obtuse 
meaning (of giving an idea of where it is going, where it 
goes away). The obtuse meaning is a signifier without a 
signified, 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 
pictorial 'rendering' of words is here impossible, with the 
consequence that if, in front of these images, we remain, you 
and I, at the level of articulated language - at the level, that 
is, of my own text - the obtuse meaning will not succeed in 
existing, 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 I 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; 
a factor which will be taken up later) or much rather thanks 
to what, in the image, is purely image (which is in fact very 
little), we do without language yet never cease to under
stand one another. 

In short, what the obtuse meaning disturbs, sterilizes, is 
metalanguage (criticism). A number of reasons can be 
given for this. First and foremost, obtuse meaning is dis
continuous, indifferent to the story and to the obvious 
meaning (as signification 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). 
Eisenstein would probably have acknowledged this in
congruity, this im-pertinence of the signifier, Eisenstein 
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 against a different visual 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 signifier (the third meaning) is 
not filled out, it keeps a permanent state of depletion (a 
word from linguistics which designates empty, all-purpose 
verbs, as for example the French verbfaire). We could also 
say on the contrary - and it would be just as correct - that 
this same signifier is not empty (cannot empty itself), that it 
maintains a state of perpetual erethism, desire not finding 
issue in that spasm of the signified which normally brings 
the subject voluptuously back into the peace of nomin
ations. Finally, the obtuse meaning can be seen as an 
accent, the very form of an emergence, of a fold (a crease 
even) marking the heavy layer of informations and signifi
cations. If it could be described (a contradiction in terms), 
it would have exactly the nature of the Japanese haiku -
anaphoric gesture without significant 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, 
She weeps. 

This accent - the simultaneously emphatic and elliptic 
character of which has already been mentioned - is not 
directed towards meaning (as in hysteria), does not theatrica
lize (Eisensteinian decorativism belongs to another level), 
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 affirmed against a majority 
practice (that of signification), obtuse meaning appears 
necessarily 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 simple 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 signifier in relation to the narrative allows 
us to situate with some exactitude the historical, political, 
theoretical task accomplished by Eisenstein. In his work, the 
story (the diegetic, anecdotal representation) is not destroyed 
- quite the contrary: what finer story than that of Ivan 
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 (provisionally?) 
from mythical (narrative) solutions. The contemporary 
problem is not to destroy the narrative but to subvert it; 
today's task is to dissociate subversion from destruction. It 
seems to me that SME operates such a distinction: the 
presence of an obtuse, supplementary, third meaning - if 
only in a few images, but then as an imperishable signature, 
as a seal endorsing the whole of the work (and the whole of 
his work) - radically recasts the theoretical status of the 
anecdote: the story (the diegesis) is no longer just a strong 
system (the millennial system of narrative) but also and 
contradictorily a simple space, a field of permanences and 
permutations. It becomes that configuration, that stage, 
whose false limits multiply the signifieds permutational 
play, that vast trace which, by difference, compels what 
SME himself calls a vertical reading, that false order 
which permits the turning of the pure series, the aleatory 
combination (chance is crude, a signifier on the cheap) 
and the attainment of a structuration which slips away from 
the inside. It can thus be said that with SME we have to 
reverse the cliche" according to which the more gratuitous 
a meaning, the more it will appear as a mere parasite of the 
story being narrated; on the contrary, it is this story 
which here finds itself in some sort parametric to the signi
fier for which it is now merely the field of displacement, the 
constitutive negativity, or, again, the fellow-traveller. 

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 level of the third 
meaning, and at that level alone, 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 metalanguage 
end. Everything that can be said about Ivan or Potemkin 
can be said of a written text (entitled Ivan the Terrible or 
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Battleship Potemkin) except this, the obtuse meaning; I 
can gloss everything in Euphrosyne, except the obtuse 
quality of her face. The filmic, then, lies precisely here, in 
that region where articulated language is no longer more 
than approximative and where another language begins 
(whose science, therefore, cannot be linguistics, soon 
discarded like a booster rocket). The third meaning -
theoretically locatable but not describable - can now be 
seen as the passage from language to signifiance and the 
founding act of the filmic itself. Forced to develop in a 
civilization of the signified, it is not surprising that (despite 
the incalculable number of films in the world) the filmic 
should still be rare (a few flashes in SME, perhaps else
where?), so much so that it could be said that as yet the 
film does not exist (any more than does the text); there is 
only 'cinema', language, narrative, poetry, sometimes 
extremely 'modern', 'translated' into 'images' said to be 
'animated'. Nor is it surprising that the filmic can only 
be located after having - analytically - gone across the 
'essential', the 'depth' and the 'complexity' of the cinematic 
work; all those riches which are merely those of articulated 
language, with which we constitute the Work and believe 
we exhaust it. The filmic is not the same as the film, is as 
far removed from the film as the novelistic is from the novel 
(I can write in the novelistic without ever writing novels). 

The still 

Which is why to a certain extent (the extent of our theoretical 
rumblings) the filmic, very paradoxically, cannot be grasped 
in the film 'in situation', 'in movement', 'in its natural 
state', but only in that major artefact, the still. For a long 
time, I have been intrigued by the phenomenon of being 
interested and even fascinated by photos from a film 
(outside 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 reversal of values. I at first ascribed this taste for stills 
to my lack of cinematic culture, to my resistance to film; 
I thought of myself as like those children who prefer the 
pictures to the text, or like those clients who, unable to 
attain the adult possession of objects (because too expensive), 
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 stills which sees them as a remote sub-
product of the film, a sample, a means of drawing in custom, 
a pornographic extract, and, technically, 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 specific filmic (the filmic of the future) 
lies not in movement, but in an inarticulable third meaning 
that neither the simple photograph nor figurative painting 
can assume since they lack the diegetic horizon, the possi
bility of configuration mentioned earlier,1 then the 'move
ment' regarded as the essence of film is not animation, flux, 

I. There are other 'arts' which combine still (or at least drawing) 
and story, diegesis - namely the photo-novel and the comic-strip. I am 
convinced that these 'arts', born in the lower depths of high culture, 
possess theoretical qualifications and present a new signifier (related 
to the obtuse meaning). This is acknowledged as regards the comic-
strip but I myself experience this slight trauma of signifiance faced with 
certain photo-novels: 'their stupidity touches me' (which could be 
a certain definition of obtuse meaning). There may thus be a future -
or a very ancient past - truth in these derisory, vulgar, foolish, dialogical 
forms of consumer subculture. And there is an autonomous 'art' (a 
'text'), that of the pictogram ('anecdotalized' images, obtuse meanings 
placed in a diegetic space); this art taking across historically and cultur
ally heteroclite productions: ethnographic pictograms, stained glass 
windows, Carpaccio's Legend of Saint Ursula, images d'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 constitutes) is doubled by another text, the film. 
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mobility, 'life', copy, but simply the framework of a 
permutational unfolding and a theory of the still becomes 
necessary, a theory whose possible points of departure must 
be given briefly here in conclusion. 

The still offers us the inside of the fragment. In this 
connection we would need to take up - displacing them -
Eisenstein's own formulations when envisaging the new 
possibifities of audio-visual montage: '. . . the basic centre 
of gravity . . . is transferred to inside the fragment, into 
the elements included in the image itself. And the centre of 
gravity is no longer the element "between shots" - the shock -
but the element "inside the shot" - the accentuation within 
the fragment. . .' Of course, there is no audio-visual mon
tage in the still, but SME's formula is general insofar as it 
establishes a right to the syntagmatic disjunction of images 
and calls for a vertical reading of the articulation. More
over, the still is not a sample (an idea that supposes a sort 
of homogeneous, statistical nature of the film elements) 
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 specimen chemically 
extracted from the substance of the film, but rather the 
trace of a superior distribution of traits of which the film 
as experienced in its animated flow would give no more than 
one text among others. The still, then, is the fragment of a 
second text whose existence never exceeds the fragment; 
film and still find themselves in a palimpsest relationship 
without it being possible to say that one is on top of the 
other or that one is extracted from the other. Finally, the 
still throws off the constraint of filmic time; which con
straint is extremely powerful, continuing to form an obstacle 
to what might be called the adult birth of film (born tech
nically, occasionally even aesthetically, film has still to be 
born theoretically). For written texts, unless they are very 
conventional, totally committed to logico-temporal order, 
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reading time is free; for film, this is not so, since the image 
cannot go faster or slower without losing its perceptual 
figure. The still, by instituting a reading that is at once 
instantaneous and vertical, scorns logical time (which is 
only an operational time); it teaches us how to dissociate 
the technical constraint from what is the specific filmic and 
which is the 'indescribable' meaning. Perhaps it was the 
reading of this other text (here in stills) that SME called 
for when he said that a film is not simply to be seen and heard 
but to be scrutinized and listened to attentively. This seeing 
and this hearing are obviously not the postulation of some 
simple 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 - which is a crucial problem of our time. 



Diderot, Brecht, Eisenstein 

For Andre Techine 

Let us imagine that an affinity of status and history has 
linked mathematics and acoustics since the ancient Greeks. 
Let us also imagine that for two or three millennia this 
effectively Pythagorean space has been somewhat repressed 
(Pythagoras is indeed the eponymous hero of Secrecy). 
Finally, let us imagine that from the time of these same 
Greeks another relationship has been established over 
against 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 precisely 
that practice which calculates the place of things as they 
are observed: if I set the spectacle here, the spectator will 
see this; if I put it elsewhere, he will not, and I can avail 
myself of this masking effect 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 - against music (against the 
text) - representation. 

Representation is not defined directly by imitation: 
even if one gets rid of notions of the 'real', of the 'vraisem-
blable', of the 'copy', there will still be representation for 
so 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 possible to write because there are intimations of 
something else) will have as its dual foundation the sover
eignty of the act of cutting out [decoupage] and the unity 



70 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT 

of the subject of that action. The substance of the various 
arts will therefore be of little importance; certainly, theatre 
and cinema are direct expressions 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, geometrical discourse in 
that it cuts out segments in order to depict them: to discourse 
(the classics would have said) is simply '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 
allows us to conceive theatre, painting, cinema, literature, 
all those arts, that is, other than music and which could be 
called dioptric arts. (Counter-proof: nothing permits us to 
locate the slightest tableau in the musical text, except by 
reducing it to a subservience to drama; nothing permits 
us to cut out in it the slightest fetish, except by debasing 
it through the use of trite melodies.) 

As is well known, the whole of Diderot's aesthetics rests 
on the identification of theatrical scene and pictorial tableau: 
the perfect play is a succession of tableaux, that is, a gallery, 
an exhibition; the stage offers the spectator 'as many real 
tableaux as there are in the action moments favourable to 
the painter'. The tableau (pictorial, theatrical, literary) 
is a pure cut-out segment with clearly defined edges, 
irreversible 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 intellectual, 
it has something to say (something moral, social) but it 
also says that it knows how this must be done; it is simul
taneously significant and propaedeutical, impressive 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 is laid), which answer perfectly 
to that dramatic unity theorized by Diderot: firmly cut out 
(remember the tolerance shown by Brecht with regard to 
the Italian 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 visual and the ideal 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 social); nothing separates 
the scene in epic theatre from the Eisenstein shot (except 
that in Brecht the tableau is offered to the spectator for 
criticism, not for adherence). 

Is the tableau then (since it arises from a process of cutting 
out) a fetish-object? Yes, at the level of the ideal meaning 
(Good, Progress, the Cause, the triumph of the just History); 
no, at that of its composition. Or rather, more exactly, it 
is the very composition that allows the displacement of the 
point at which the fetish comes to a halt and thus the setting 
further back of the loving effect 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-
composed picture [tableau] is a whole contained under a 
single point of view, in which the parts work together to 
one end and form by their mutual correspondence a unity as 
real as that of the members of the body of an animal; so 
that a piece of painting made up of a large number of figures 
thrown at random on to the canvas, with neither propor
tion, intelligence nor unity, no more deserves to be called a 
true composition than scattered studies of legs, nose and 
eyes on the same cartoon deserve to be called a portrait 
or even a human figure.'' Thus is the body expressly intro
duced into the idea of the tableau, but it is the whole body 
that is so introduced - the organs, grouped together and as 
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though held in cohesion by the magnetic power of the 
segmentation, function in the name of a transcendence, 
that of the figure, which receives the full fetishistic 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-Eisensteinian 
cinema mises en scene marked by the dispersion of the 
tableau, the pulling to pieces of the 'composition', the 
setting in movement of the 'partial organs' of the human 
figure, in short the holding in check of the metaphysical 
meaning of the work - but then also of its political meaning; 
or, at least, the carrying over of this meaning towards 
another politics). 

Brecht indicated clearly that in epic theatre (which proceeds 
by successive tableaux) all the burden of meaning and 
pleasure bears on each scene, not on the whole. At the level 
of the play itself, there is no development, no maturation; 
there is indced an ideal meaning (given straight in every 
tableau), but there is no final meaning, nothing but a 
series of segmentations each of which possesses a sufficient 
demonstrative power. The same is true in Eisenstein: the 
film is a contiguity of episodes, each one absolutely mean
ingful, aesthetically perfect, and the result is a cinema by 
vocation anthological, itself holding out to the fetishist, 
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 film is missing from the copy of Battleship 
Potemkin - the scene with the baby's pram, of course -
it having been cut off and stolen lovingly like a lock of hair, 
a glove or an item of women's underwear?). The primary 
force of Eisenstein is due to the fact that no image is boring, 
you are not obliged to wait for the next in order to under
stand and be delighted; it is a question not of a dialectic 
(that time of the patience required for certain pleasures) 
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but of a continuous jubilation made up of a summation of 
perfect instants. 

Naturally, Diderot had conceived of this perfect instant 
(and had given it thought). In order to tell a story, the painter 
has only an instant at his disposal, the instant he is going to 
immobili2e 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 
artificial (unreal; this is not a realist art), a hieroglyph in 
which can be read at 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 historical meaning of the repre
sented action. This crucial instant, totally concrete and 
totally abstract, is what Lessing subsequently calls (in the 
Laocoon) the pregnant moment. Brecht's theatre, Eisenstein's 
cinema 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 
son, she demonstrates at once her past as tradeswoman and 
the future that awaits her - all her children dead in conse
quence of her money-making blindness. When (in The 
General Line) the peasant woman lets her skirt be ripped 
up for material 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 is just this presence of all 
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 is a social 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 
gestures (but never a gesticulation) in which a whole social 



74 | IMAGE - MUSIC - TEXT 

situation can be read. Not every gest is social: there is 
nothing social 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 social. The 
action by which the canteen-woman tests the genuineness of 
the money offered is a social gest; as again is the excessive 
flourish with which the bureaucrat of The General Line 
signs his official papers. This kind of social gest can be 
traced even in language itself. A language can be gestual, 
says Brecht, when it indicates certain attitudes that the 
speaker adopts towards others: 'If thine eye offend thce, 
pluck it out' is more gestual 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 gestual, 
which is why it is pointless to criticize Eisenstein's art (as 
also that of Brecht) for being 'formalizing' or 'aesthetic': 
form, aesthetic, rhetoric can be socially responsible if they 
are handled with deliberation. Representation (since that is 
what we are concerned with) has inescapably to reckon 
with the social gest; as soon as one 'represents' (cuts out, 
marks off the tableau and so discontinues the overall 
totality), it must be decided whether the gesture is social 
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 ideal 
meaning, the actor must present the very knowledge of 
the meaning, for the latter would not be ideal if it did not 
bring with it its own machination. This knowledge which the 
actor must demonstrate - by an unwonted supplement - is, 
however, neither his human knowledge (his tears must not 
refer simply to the state of feeling 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 enslaved 
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to the spectator (bogged down in 'reality', in 'humanity'), 
that he guides meaning towards its ideality - a sovereignty 
of the actor, master of meaning, which is evident in Brecht, 
since he theorized it under the term 'distanciation'. It is 
no less evident in Eisenstein (at least in the author of The 
General Line which is my example here), and this not as a 
result of a ceremonial, ritual art - the kind of art called for 
by Brecht - but through the insistence of the social gest 
which never ceases to stamp the actors' gestures (fists 
clenching, hands gripping tools, peasants reporting at the 
bureaucrat's reception-desk). Nevertheless, it is true that in 
Eisenstein, as in Greuze (for Diderot an exemplary painter), 
the actor does sometimes adopt expressions of the most 
pathetic quality, a pathos which can appear to be very little 
'distanced'; but distanciation is a properly Brechtian method, 
vital to Brecht because he represents a tableau for the spec
tator to criticize; in the other two, the actor does not neces
sarily have to distance: what he has to present is an ideal 
meaning and it is sufficient therefore that he 'bring out' the 
production of this value, that he render it tangible, intel
lectually visible, by the very excess of the versions he gives 
it; his expression then signifies an idea - which is why it 
is excessive - not some natural quality. All this is a far cry 
from the facial affectations of the Actors' Studio, the much 
praised 'restraint' of which has no other meaning than its 
contribution to the personal glory of the actor (witness in 
this respect Brando's grimacings in The Last Tango in 
Paris). 

Does the tableau have a subject (a topic)? Nowise; it has a 
meaning, not a subject. The meaning begins with the social 
gest (with the pregnant moment); outside of the gest, 
there is only vagueness, insignificance. 'In a way,' writes 
Brecht, 'subjects always have a certain naivety, they are 
somewhat lacking in qualities. Empty, they are in some sort 
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sufficient to themselves. Only the social gest (criticism, 
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 
construction of socialism (except in the case of The General 
Line); battleship or czar are of minor importance, are 
merely vague and empty 'subjects', what alone counts is 
the gest, the critical demonstration of the gesture, its 
inscription - to whatever period it may belong - in a text 
the social machination of which is clearly visible: 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 
social gest, drugs are insignificant, or rather, their signi
ficance is simply that of an essential nature - vague, empty, 
eternal: 'drugs lead to impotence' (Trash), 'drugs lead to 
suicide' (Absences ripities). The subject is a false articula
tion: why this subject in preference to another? The work 
only begins with the tableau, when the meaning is set 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 even t̂he 
denunciation of war in general; its gest is not there, but in 
the blindness of the tradeswoman who believes herself to 
live off war only, in fact, to die of it; even more, the gest 
lies in the view that I, spectator, have of this blindness. 

In the theatre, in the cinema, in traditional literature, 
things are always 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 always the Law: law of society, law of struggle, law of 
meaning. Thus all militant art cannot but be representational, 
legal. In order for representation to be really bereft of 
origin and exceed its geometrical 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 is the extreme limit at which 
representation is outplayed; the spectator can no longer 
take up any position, for he cannot identify his eye with 
the closed 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 Eisenstein) can only be legal: in 
the long run, it is the Law of the Party which cuts out the 
epic scene, the filmic shot; it is this Law which looks, frames, 
focusses, enunciates. Once again Eisenstein and Brecht 
rejoin Diderot (promoter of bourgeois domestic tragedy, 
as his two successors were the promoters of a socialist 
art). Diderot distinguished in painting major practices, 
those whose force is cathartic, aiming at the ideality of 
meaning, from minor practices, those which are purely 
imitative, anecdotal - the difference between Greuze and 
Chardin. In other words, in a period of ascendency every 
physics of art (Chardin) must be crowned with a meta
physics (Greuze). In Brecht, in Eisenstein, Chardin and 
Greuze co-exist (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 
peace, cease to be metaphysical ? that is, significant, read
able, representational? fetishist? When are we to have 
music, the Text? 

It scems that Brecht knew hardly anything of Diderot 
(barely, 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, a place for pooling theatrical experiments and studies 
- doubtless because he saw in Diderot, in addition to the 
figure of a great materialist philosopher, a man of the theatre 



Introduction to the Structural Analysis 
of Narratives 

The narratives of the world are numberless. Narrative is 
first and foremost a prodigious variety of genres, themselves 
distributed amongst different substances - as though any 
material were fit 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 all these 
substances; narrative is present in myth, legend, fable, tale, 
novella, 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 almost infinite diversity of forms, narrative 
is present in every 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, all 
human groups, have their narratives, enjoyment of which 
is very often shared by men with different, even opposing,1 

cultural backgrounds. Caring nothing for the division 
between good and bad literature, narrative is international, 
transhistorical, transcultural: it is simply there, like life 
itself. 

Must we conclude from this universality that narrative 
is insignificant? Is it so general that we can have nothing 
to say about it except for the modest description of a few 
highly individualized varieties, something literary history 
occasionally 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 cultural level 
of their consumers. 
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differentiate and identify them? How is novel to be set 
against novella, tale against myth, drama against tragedy 
(as has been done a thousand times) without reference to a 
common model? Such a model is implied by every proposi
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 dealing with narrative on the 
grounds of its universality, there should have been (from 
Aristotle on) a periodic interest in narrative form and it is 
normal that the newly developing structuralism should make 
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 are the 
products and from which they can be generated. Faced with 
the infinity of narratives, the multiplicity of standpoints -
historical, psychological, sociological, ethnological, aes
thetic, etc. - from which they can be studied, the analyst 
finds himself in more or less the same situation as Saussure 
confronted by the heterogeneity of language [langage] and 
seeking to extract a principle of classification and a central 
focus for description from the apparent confusion of the 
individual messages. Kceping simply to modern times, the 
Russian Formalists, Propp and Levi-Strauss have taught us 
to recognize the following dilemma: either a narrative is 
merely a rambling 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 - all mythical 
forms of chance1 - or else it shares with other narratives a 
common structure which is open to analysis, no matter 
how much patience its formulation requires. There is a 
world of difference between the most complex randomness 

1. There does, of course, exist an 'art' of the storyteller, which is the 
ability to generate narratives (messages) 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 elementary combinatory scheme, and it is 
impossible to combine (to produce) a narrative without 
reference to an implicit system 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 
narrative structure are nevertheless unable to resign them
selves to dissociating literary analysis from the example of 
the experimental sciences; nothing daunted, they ask that a 
purely inductive method be applied to narrative and that 
one start by studying all the narratives within a genre, a 
period, a society. This commonsense view is Utopian. 
Linguistics itself, with only some three thousand languages 
to embrace, cannot manage such a programme and has 
wisely turned deductive, a step which in fact marked its 
veritable constitution as a science and the beginning of its 
spectacular progress, it even succeeding in anticipating facts 
prior to their discovery.1 So what of narrative analysis, 
faced as it is with millions of narratives? Of necessity, it 
is condemned to a deductive procedure, obliged first to 
devise a hypothetical model of description (what American 
linguists call a 'theory') and then gradually to work down 
from this model towards the different narrative species 
which at once conform to and depart from the model. 
It is only at the level of these conformities and departures 
that analysis will be able to come back to, but now equipped 
with a single descriptive tool, the plurality of narratives, 
to their historical, geographical and cultural diversity.2 

1. See the history of the Hittite a, postulated by Saussure and 
actually discovered fifty years later, as given in Emile Benveniste, 
Problimes de linguistique generate, Paris 1966, p. 35 [Problems of 
General Linguistics, Coral Gables, Florida 1971, p. 32]. 

2. Let us bear in mind the present conditions of linguistic descrip
tion: ' . . . linguistic "structure" is always relative not just to the data or 
corpus but also to the grammatical theory describing the data' E. 
Bach, An Introduction to Transformational Grammars, New York 
1964, p. 29; 'it has been recognized that language must be described as a 
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Thus, in order to describe and classify 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 a model able to provide it with its initial terms 
and principles. In the current state of research, it seems 
reasonable1 that the structural analysis of narrative be 
given linguistics itself as founding model. 

I. The Language of Narrative 

1. Beyond the sentence 

As we know, linguistics stops at the sentence, the last unit 
which it considers to fall within its scope. If the sentence, 
being an order and not a series, cannot be reduced to the sum 
of the words which compose it and constitutes thereby a 
specific unit, a piece of discourse, on the contrary, is no 
more than the succession 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 smallest segment that is 
perfectly and wholly representative of discourse.'2 Hence 
there can be no question of linguistics setting itself an 
object superior to the sentence, since beyond the sentence 

formal structure, but that the description first of all necessitates 
specification of adequate procedures and criteria arid that, finally, 
the reality of the object is inseparable from the method given for 
Its description', Benveniste, 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 logical 
than linguistic. [Bremond's various studies in this field have now been 
collected in a volume entitled, precisely, Logique du ricit, Paris 1973; 
his work consists 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 actualization of any 
one of which in turn produces a new set of alternatives.] 

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 itself (as a set of sen
tences) is organized and that, through this organization, it 
can be seen as the message of another language, one operat
ing at a higher level than the language of the linguists.1 Dis
course has its units, its rules, its 'grammar': beyond the 
sentence, and though consisting solely of sentences, it must 
naturally 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 a result 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 themselves.2 This last fact is not without 
significance, for, although constituting an autonomous 
object, discourse must be studied from the basis of linguistics. 
If a working hypothesis is needed for an analysis whose 
task is immense and whose materials infinite, then the most 
reasonable thing is to posit a homological relation betwcen 
sentence and discourse insofar as it is likely that a similar 
formal organization orders all 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, allowing for certain specifications, is a 
short 'discourse'. This hypothesis 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 especially: Benveniste, op. cit., Chapter 10; Z. S. Harris, 
'Discourse Analysis', Language 28, 1952, pp. 18-23 & 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 artificial languages can only 
have bcen acquired after natural language: what is important 
for men is to have the use of several systems of meaning and 
natural language helps in the elaboration of artificial lan
guages. It is therefore legitimate to posit a 'secondary' 
relation between sentence and discourse - a relation 
which will be referred to as homological, in order to respect 
the purely formal nature of the correspondences. 

The general language [langue] of narrative is one (and 
clearly only one) of the idioms apt for consideration by the 
linguistics of discourse1 and it aceordingly comes under 
the homological hypothesis. Structurally, narrative shares 
the characteristics of the sentence without ever being 
reducible to the simple sum of its sentences: a narrative is a 
long sentence, just as every constative sentence is in 
a way the rough outline of a short narrative. Although there 
provided with different signifiers (often extremely complex), 
one does find in narrative, expanded and transformed 
proportionately, the principal verbal categories: tenses, 
aspects, moods, persons. Moreover the 'subjects' themselves, 
as opposed to the verbal predicates, readily yield to the 
sentence model; the actantial typology proposed by A. J. 
Greimas2 discovers in the multitude of narrative characters 
the elementary functions of grammatical analysis. Nor does 

1. One of the tasks of such a linguistics would be precisely 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. See below III.l. [Also, section II of "The struggle with the angel' 
in the present volume. Greimas's own account can be found in Simon-
tique structurale, Paris 1966, Chapter 10.] 
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the homology suggested here have merely a heuristic value: 
it implies an identity between language and literature 
(inasmuch as the latter can be seen as a sort of privileged 
vehicle of narrative). It is hardly possible any longer to 
conceive of literature as an art that abandons all further 
relation with language the moment it has used it as an 
instrument to express ideas, passion or beauty: language 
never ceases to aceompany discourse, holding up to it the 
mirror of its own structure - does not literature, particu
larly today, make a language of the very conditions of 
language?1 

2. Levels of meaning 

From the outset, linguistics furnishes the structural analysis 
of narrative with a concept which is decisive in that, 
making explicit immediately what is essential in every 
system of meaning, namely its organization, it allows us 
both to show how a narrative is not a simple sum of 
propositions and to classify the enormous mass of elements 
which go to make up a narrative. This concept is that of 
kvel of description.2 

A sentence can be described, linguistically, on several 
levels (phonetic, phonological, grammatical, contextual) 
and these levels are in a hierarchical relationship with one 

1. Remember Mallarme's insight at the time when he was contemplat
ing a work of linguistics: 'Language appeared to him the instrument 
of fiction: he will follow the method of language (determine it). 
Language self-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 be recalled that for Mallarme 'Fiction' and 'Poetry' 
are taken synonymously (cf. ibid., p. 33S). 

2. 'Linguistic descriptions are not, so to speak, monovalent. A 
description is not simply "right" or "wrong" in itself . . . 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 all have their own units and correlations 
(whence the necessity for a separate description of each of 
them), no level on its own can produce meaning. A unit 
belonging to a particular level only takes on meaning if it 
can be integrated in a higher level; a phoneme, though 
perfectly describable, means nothing in itself: it partici
pates in meaning only when integrated in a word, and the 
word itself must in turn be integrated in a sentence.1 The 
theory of levels (as set out by Benveniste) gives two types of 
relations: distributional (if the relations are situated on the 
same level) and integrational (if they are grasped from one 
level to the next); consequently, distributional relations alone 
are not sufficient to account for meaning. In order to conduct a 
structural analysis, it is thus first of all necessary to distinguish 
several levels or instances of description and to place these in
stances within a hierarchical (integrationary) perspective. ] 

The levels are operations.2 It is therefore normal that, 
as it progresses, linguistics should tend to multiply them. 
Discourse analysis, however, is as yet only able to work on 
rudimentary levels. In its own way, rhetoric had assigned 
at least two planes of description to discourse: dispositio 
and elocutio.3 Today, in his analysis of the structure of myth, 
Levi-Strauss has already indicated that the constituent 
units of mythical discourse (mythemes) acquire meaning 
only because they are grouped in bundles and because these 
bundles themselves combine together.4 As too, Tzvetan 

1. The levels 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 linguists. It is 
Benveniste who, in my opinion, has given the most illuminating 
analysis in this respect; op. tit., Chapter 10. 

2. 'In somewhat vague terms, a level may be considered as a system 
of symbols, rules, and so on, to be used for representing utterances', 
Bach, op. tit., p. 57. 

3. The third 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 [Structural Anthropology, New York and London 1963, p. 211]. 
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Todorov, reviving the distinction made by the Russian 
Formalists, proposes working on two major levels, them
selves subdivided: story (the argument), comprising a 
logic of actions and a 'syntax' of characters, and discourse, 
comprising the tenses, aspects and modes of the narrative,1 

But however many levels 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 
merely to follow the unfolding of the story, it is also to 
recognize its construction in 'storeys', to project the horizontal 
concatenations of the narrative 'thread' on to an implicitly 
vertical axis; to read (to listen to) a narrative is not merely 
to move from one word to the next, it is also to move from 
one level to the next. Perhaps I may be allowed to offer a 
kind of apologue in this connection. In The Purloined 
Letter, Poe gives an acute analysis of the failure of the 
chief commissioner of the Paris police, powerless to find 
the letter. His investigations, says Poe, were perfect 'within 
the sphere of his speciality';2 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 shift to another level, to substitute the 
concealer's principle of relevance for that of the policeman. 
Similarly, 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 eludes all 
unilateral investigation. 

1. See T. Todorov, 'Les categories du recit litteraire', Communications 
8,1966 [Todorov's work on narrative is now most easily accessible in 
two books, Litter-attire et Signification, Paris 1967; Po&tique de la prose, 
Paris 1972. For a short account in English, see 'Structural analysis of 
narrative', Novell, 3,1969, pp. 70-6]. 

2. [This in accordance with the Baudelaire version of the Poe story 
from which Barthes quotes; Poe's original reads: 'so far as his labours 
extended'.] 
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A great deal of tentative effort is still required before 
it will be possible to ascertain precisely the levels of narra
tive. Those that are suggested in what follows constitute 
a provisional profile whose merit remains almost exclusively 
didactic; they enable us to locate and group together the 
different problems, and this without, I think, being at 
variance with the few analyses so far.1 It is proposed to 
distinguish three levels of description in the narrative work: 
the level of 'functions' (in the sense this word has in Propp 
and Bremond), the level of 'actions' (in the sense this word 
has in Greimas when he talks of characters as actants) 
and the level of 'narration' (which is roughly the level of 
'discourse' in Todorov). These three levels are bound to
gether according to a mode of progressive integration: a 
function only has meaning insofar as it occupies a place in 
the general action of an actant, and this action in turn 
receives its final meaning from the fact that it is narrated, 
entrusted to a discourse which possesses its own code. 

II. Functions 

1. The determination of the units 

Any system being the combination of units of known 
classes, the first 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 smallest narrative units. 

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

1. I have been concerned in this introduction to impede research in 
progress as little as possible. 
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Since the Russian Formalists,1 a unit has been taken as 
any segment of the story which can be scen as the term of a 
correlation. The essence of a function is, so to speak, the 
sced that it sows in the narrative, planting an element that 
will come to fruition later - either on the same level or 
elsewhere, on another level. If in Un Caeur simple Flaubert 
at one point tells the reader, scemingly without emphasis, 
that the daughters of the Sous-PreTet of Pont-1'EvSque 
owned a parrot, it is because this parrot is subsequently 
to have a great importance in Felicite's life; the statement 
of this detail (whatever its linguistic form) thus constitutes a 
function, or narrative unit. 

Is everything in a narrative functional ? Does everything, 
down to the slightest detail, have a meaning? Can narrative 
be divided up entirely into functional units? We shall sce 
in a moment that there are several kinds of functions, there 
being several 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 signifies. 
This is not a matter of art (on the part of the narrator), but 
of structure; in the realm of discourse, what is noted is by 
definition notable. Even were a detail to appear irretrievably 
insignificant, resistant to all functionality, it would none
theless end up with precisely the meaning of absurdity or 
uselessness: 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):2 art is a 

1. See especially B. Tomachevski, 'Thematique' (1925), in Thiorie 
de la literature ed. T. Todorov, Paris 1965, pp. 263-307. A little later, 
Propp defined the function as 'an act of a character, defined from the 
point of view of its significance for 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 
is impossible to see) can exist 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,1 however 
long, however loose, however tenuous may be the thread 
connecting it to one of the levels of the story.2 

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,3 not the manner in which it is said. 
This constitutive signified may have a number of different 
signifiers, often very intricate. If I am told (in Goldfinger) 
that Bond saw a man of about fifty, the piece of information 
holds simultaneously 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 signified 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 sight of the functional nature of the segments under 
consideration and to recognize in advance that they will not 
necessarily coincide with the forms into which we tradi
tionally cast the various parts of narrative discourse (actions, 
scenes, paragraphs, dialogues, interior monologues, etc.) 
still less with 'psychological' divisions (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 functionality of a narrative unit is more or less immediate 
(and hence apparent) according to the level on which it operates: when 
the units are situated on the same level (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 level - a modern text, weakly 
signifying 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 [cf. Simantique structurate, pp. 116f.]. The exploration of the 
functional level is thus part of general semantics. 
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feelings, 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
sionally, not systematically. 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 elements only1). When we 
are told that - the telephone ringing during night duty at 
Secret Service headquarters - Bond picked up one of the four 
receivers, the moneme four in itself constitutes a functional 
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 value (linguistically, the 
word /four/ never means 'four'); which explains how certain 
functional units can be shorter than the sentence without 
ceasing to belong to the order of discourse: such units then 
extend not beyond the sentence, than which they remain 
materially shorter, but beyond the level of denotation, 
which, like the sentence, is the province of linguistics pro
perly speaking. 

2. Classes of units 

The functional units must be distributed into a small num
ber of classes. If these classes are to be determined without 
recourse to the substance of content (psychological substance 

1. The word must not be treated as an indivisible element of literary 
art, like a brick in building. It can be broken down into much finer 
"verbalelements'", 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 major classes of 
functions, distributional and integrational. The former 
correspond to what Propp and subsequently Bremond 
(in particular) take as functions but they will be treated here 
in a much more detailed way than is the case in their work. 
The term 'functions' will be reserved for these units (though 
the other units are also functional), the model of description 
for which has become classic since Tomachevski's analysis: 
the purchase of a revolver has for correlate the moment 
when it will be used (and if not used, the notation is reversed 
into a sign 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 stuffing, the worshipping of the parrot, 
etc. As for the latter, the integrational units, these comprise 
all the 'indices' (in the very broad sense of the word1), 
the unit now referring not to a complementary and con
sequential act but to a more or less diffuse concept which is 
nevertheless necessary to the meaning of the story: psycho
logical 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 several 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 indicial notation 'is for', one must 
move to a higher level (characters' actions or narration), 
for only there is the indice 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 call; it finds its 

1. These designations, like those that follow, may all be provisional. 
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meaning only on the level of a general typology of the actants 
(Bond is on the side of order). Indices, because of the, in 
some sort, vertical nature of their relations, are truly 
semantic units: unlike 'functions' (in the strict sense), they 
refer to a signified, not to an 'operation'. The ratification of 
indices is 'higher up', sometimes even remaining virtual, 
outside any explicit syntagm (the 'character' of a narrative 
agent may very well never be explicitly named while yet 
being constantly indexed), is a paradigmatic ratification. 
That of functions, by contrast, is always 'further on', is a 
syntagmatic ratification.1 Functions and indices thus overlay 
another classic distinction: functions involve metonymic 
relata, indices metaphoric relata; the former correspond 
to a functionality of doing, the latter to a functionality of 
being.2 

These two main classes of units, functions and indices, 
should already allow a certain classification of narratives. 
Some narratives are heavily functional (such as folktales), 
while others on the contrary are heavily indicial (such as 
'psychological' 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 classes it is immediately possible to determine 
two sub-classes of narrative units. Returning to the class 
of functions, its units are not all of the same 'importance': 
some constitute real hinge-points of the narrative (or of a 
fragment of the narrative); others merely 'fill in' the narrative 
space separating the hinge functions. Let us call the former 
cardinal functions (or nuclei) and the latter, having regard to 
their complementary nature, catalysers. For a function to 

1. Which does not mean that the syntagmatic setting out of functions 
may not finally hold paradigmatic relations between separate functions, 
as is recognized since Levi-Strauss and Greimas. 

2. Functions cannot be reduced to actions (verbs), nor indices to 
qualities (adjectives), for there are actions that are indicial, being 
'signs' of a character, an atmosphere, etc. 
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be cardinal, it is enough that the action to which it refers 
open (or continue, or close) an alternative that is of direct 
consequence for the subsequent development of the story, 
in short that it inaugurate or conclude an uncertainty. If, 
in a fragment of narrative, the telephone rings, it is equally 
possible to answer or not answer, two acts which will 
unfailingly carry the narrative along different paths. 
Betwcen two cardinal functions however, it is always possible 
to set out subsidiary notations which cluster around one or 
other nucleus without modifying its alternative nature: 
the space separating the telephone rang from Bond answered 
can be saturated with a host of trivial incidents or descrip
tions - Bond moved towards the desk, picked up one of the 
receivers, put down his cigarette, etc. These catalysers are 
still functional, insofar as they enter into correlation with a 
nucleus, but their functionality is attenuated, unilateral, 
parasitic; it is a question of a purely chronological func
tionality (what is described is what separates two moments of 
the story), whereas the tie between two cardinal functions 
is invested with a double functionality, at once chrono
logical and logical. Catalysers are only consecutive units, 
cardinal functions are both consecutive and consequential. 
Everything suggests, indced, that the mainspring of nar
rative is precisely the confusion of consecution and con
sequence, what comes after being read in narrative as what is 
caused by; in which case narrative would be a systematic 
application of the logical fallacy denounced by Scholasticism 
in the formula post hoc, ergo propter hoc - a good motto for 
Destiny, of which narrative all things considered is no more 
than the 'language'. 

It is the structural framework of cardinal functions 
which accomplishes this 'telescoping' of logic and tempor
ality. At first sight, such functions may appear extremely 
insignificant; 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: cardinal 
functions are the risky moments of a narrative. Betwcen 
these points of alternative, these 'dispatchers', the catalysers 
lay out areas of safety, rests, luxuries. Luxuries which are 
not, however, useless: it must be stressed again that from 
the point of view of the story a catalyser's functionality 
may be weak 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 
merely expletive notation always has a discursive function: 
it accelerates, delays, gives fresh impetus to the discourse, 
it summarizes, anticipates and sometimes even leads astray.1 

Since what is noted always appears as being notable, the 
catalyser ceaselessly revives the semantic tension of the 
discourse, says ceaselessly that there has bcen, that there is 
going to be, meaning. Thus, in the final analysis, the cata
lyser has a constant function which is, to use Jakobson's 
term, a phatic one:2 it maintains the contact between 
narrator and addressee. A nucleus cannot be deleted without 
altering the story, but neither can a catalyst without altering 
the discourse. 

As for the other main class of units, the indices, an inte-
grational class, its units have in common that they can only 
be saturated (completed) on the level of characters or on the 
level of narration. They are thus part of a parametrical 
relation3 whose second - implicit - term is continuous, 
extended over an episode, a character or the whole work. 

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

2. [For the scheme of the six factors of verbal communication and 
their corresponding linguistic functions - emotive, conative, referential, 
phatic, metalinguistic 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 calls 'parametrical' an element which remains constant 
for the whole duration of a piece of music (for instance, the tempo in 
a Bach allegro or the monodic character of a solo). 
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A distinction 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 office where 
Bond is on duty the moon can be seen half-hidden by thick 
billowing clouds, is to index a stormy 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 always have implicit 
signifieds. Informants, however, do not, at least on the level 
of the story: they are pure data with immediate significa
tion. Indices involve an activity of deciphering, the reader 
is to learn to know a character or an atmosphere; informants 
bring ready-made knowledge, their functionality, like that 
of catalysers, is thus weak without being nil. Whatever its 
'flatness' in relation to the rest of the story, the informant 
(for example, the exact age of a character) always serves to 
authenticate the reality of the referent, to embed fiction in 
the real world. Informants are realist operators and as such 
possess an undeniable functionality not on the level of the 
story but on that of the discourse.1 

Nuclei and catalysers, indices and informants (again, the 
names are of little importance), these, it scems, are the initial 
classes into which the functional level units can be divided. 
This classification must be completed by two remarks. 
Firstly, 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 (cardinal) notation 
of waiting, but it is also, and simultaneously, the indice of a 

1. In 'Frontieres du recit', Communications 8, 1966 [reprinted in 
Figures II, Paris 1969], Gerard Genette distinguishes two types of 
description: ornamental and significant. The second clearly relates to 
the level of the story; the first to that of the discourse, which explains 
why for a long time it formed a perfectly coded rhetorical 'piece': 
descriptio or ekphrasis, a very highly valued exercise in neo-rhetoric. 




