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Lecture

in Inauguration of the Chair

of Literary Semiology,
Collége de France, January 7, 1977

ROLAND BARTHES

translated by RICHARD HOWARD

I should probably begin with a consideration of the reasons which have led
the Collége de France to receive a fellow of doubtful nature, whose every attribute
1s somehow challenged by its opposite. For though my career has been academic, I
am without the usual qualifications for entrance into that career. And though 1t is
true that I long wished to inscribe my work within the field of science—literary,
lexicological, and sociological —I must admit that I have produced only essays, an
ambiguous genre in which analysis vies with writing. And though it is also true
that very early on I associated my investigations with the birth and development of
semiotics, it 1s true as well that I have scarcely any claim as its representative, so
inclined was I to shift its definition (almost as soon as I found it to be formed) and
to draw upon the eccentric forces of modernism, located closer to the journal Tel
Quel than to many other periodicals which testify to the vigor of semiological
inquiry.

It 1s then a patently impure fellow whom you receive in an establishment
where science, scholarship, rigor, and disciplined invention reign. In the interests
of discretion, then, and out of a personal inclination to escape intellectual
dificulty through the interrogation of my own pleasure, I shall turn from the
reasons which have induced the Collége de France to welcome me—for they are
uncertain, in my view—and address those which make my entry here more joyful
than honorific; for an honor can be undeserved—joy never 1s. It is my joy to
encounter 1n this place the memory or presence of authors dear to me and who
teach or have taught at the Collége de France. First, of course, comes Michelet,
through whom, at the start of my intellectual life, I discovered the sovereign place
of History in the study of man, and the power of writing, once scholarship accepts
that commitment. Then, closer to us, Jean Baruzi and Paul Valéry, whose lectures
I attended as an adolescent in this very hall. Then, closer still, Maurice Merleau-
Ponty and Emile Benveniste. As for the present, allow me to exempt from the
discretion and silence incumbent upon friendship the affection, intellectual
solidarity, and gratitude which bind me to Michel Foucault, for it 1s he who

kindly undertook to present this chair and its occupant to the Assembly of
Professors.
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Another kind of joy, more sober because more responsible, 1s mine today as
well: that of entry into a place that we can strictly term outside the bounds of
power. For if 1 may, in turn, interpret the Collége, 1 shall say that 1t 1s, as
institutions go, one of History's last strategems. Honor 1s usually a diminution of
power; here it 1s a subtraction, power’s untouched portion. A professor’s sole
activity here 1s research: to speak—I shall even say to dream his research aloud—
not to judge, to give preference, to promote, to submit to controlled scholarship.
This 1s an enormous, almost an unjust, privilege at a time when the teaching of
letters 1s strained to the point of exhaustion between the pressures of technocracy’s
demands and of revolutionary desire, the desire of its students. To teach or even to
speak outside the limits of institutional sanction 1s certainly not to be rightfully
and totally uncorrupted by power; power (the libido dominand:i) 1s there, hidden
in any discourse, even when uttered in a place outside the bounds of power.
Therefore, the freer such teaching, the further we must inquire into the conditions
and processes by which discourse can be disengaged from all will-to-possess. This

inquiry constitutes, in my view, the ultimate project of the instruction inaugu-
rated today.

Indeed, it is power with which we shall be concerned, indirectly but
persistently. Our modern “innocence’” speaks of power as if it were a single thing:
on one side those who have 1t, on the other those who do not. We have believed
that power was an exemplarily political object; we believe now that power is also
an 1deological object, that 1t creeps in where we do not recognize it at first, into
institutions, into teaching, but still that it is always one thing. And yet, what if
power were plural, like demons? “My name 1s Legion,” it could say; everywhere,
on all sides, leaders, massive or minute organizations, pressure groups or oppres-
sion groups, everywhere “authorized” voices which authorize themselves to utter
the discourse of all power: the discourse of arrogance. We discover then that power
1s present 1in the most delicate mechanisms of social exchange: not only in the
State, 1n classes, 1n groups, but even in fashion, public opinion, entertainment,
sports, news, family and private relauons, and even in the liberating impulses
which attempt to counteract it. I call the discourse of power any discourse which
engenders blame, hence guilt, in its recipient. Some expect of us as intellectuals
that we take action on every occasion against Power, but our true battle is
elsewhere, 1t 1s against powers in the plural, and this i1s no easy combat. For if it is
plural 1n social space, power is, symmetrically, perpetual in historical time.
Exhausted, defeated here, it reappears there; it never disappears. Make a revolution
to destroy it, power will immediately revive and flourish again in the new state of
affairs. The reason for this endurance and this ubiquity is that power is the
parasite of a trans-social organism, linked to the whole of man’s history and not
only to his political, historical history. This object in which power is inscribed,
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for all of human eternity, 1s language, or to be more precise, its necessary
expression: the language we speak and write.

Language 1s legislation, speech 1s its code. We do not see the power which 1s
in speech because we forget that all speech is a classification, and that all
classifications are oppressive: ordo means both distribution and commination.
Jakobson has shown that a speech-system 1s defined less by what 1t permits us to
say than by what it compels us to say. In French (I shall take obvious examples) I
am obliged to posit mysell first as subject before stating the action which will
henceforth be no more than my attribute: what I do 1s merely the consequence and
consecution of what I am. In the same way, I must always choose between
masculine and feminine, for the neuter and the dual are forbidden me. Further, 1
must indicate my relation to the other person by resorting to either tu or vous;
social or affective suspension 1s denied me. Thus, by its very structure my language
implies an inevitable relation of alienation. To speak, and, with even greater
reason, to utter a discourse 1s not, as 1s too often repeated, to communicate; it 1s to
subjugate: the whole language 1s a generalized rection.

[ am going to quote a remark of Renan’s. “French, ladies and gentlemen,”” he
once said in a lecture, “‘will never be the language of the absurd; nor will it ever be
a reactionary language. I cannot imagine a serious reaction having French as its
organ.” Well, Renan was, 1in his way, perspicacious. He realized that language 1s
not exhausted by the message engendered by 1t. He saw that language can survive
this message and make understood within 1t, with a frequently terrible resonance,
something other than what 1t says, superimposing on the subject’s conscious,
reasonable voice the dominating, stubborn, implacable voice of structure, 1.e., of
the species insofar as that species speaks. Renan’s error was historical, not
structural; he supposed that French—formed, as he believed, by reason—
compelled the expression of a political reason which, to him, could only be
democratic. But language—the performance of a language system—is neither
reactionary nor progressive; it is quite simply fascist; for fascism does not prevent
speech, 1t compels speech.

Once uttered, even in the subject’s deepest privacy, speech enters the service
of power. In speech, inevitably, two categories appear: the authority of assertion,
the gregariousness of repetition. On the one hand, speech 1s immediately assertive:
negation, doubt, possibility, the suspension of judgment require special mechan-
isms which are themselves caught up in a play of linguistic masks; what linguists
call modality 1s only the supplement of speech by which I try, as through petition,
to sway its implacable power of verification. On the other hand, the signs
composing speech exist only insofar as they are recognized, 1.e., insofar as they are
repeated. The sign 1s a follower, gregarious; 1n each sign sleeps that monster: a
stereotype. I can speak only by picking up what loiters around 1n speech. Once I
speak, these two categories unite in me; I am both master and slave. I am not
content to repeat what has been said, to settle comfortably 1n the servitude of signs:
[ speak, I affirm, I assert tellingly what I repeat.
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In speech, then, servility and power are inescapably intermir.gled. If we call
freedom not only the capacity to escape power but also and especially the capacity
to subjugate no one, then freedom can exist only outside language. Unfortunately,
human language has no exterior: there i1s no exit. We can get out of it only at the
price of the impossible: by mystical singularity, as described by Kierkegaard when
he defines Abraham’s sacrifice as an action unparalleled, void of speech, even
interior speech, performed against the generality, the gregariousness, the morality
of language; or again by the Nietzschean “vyes to life,” which 1s a kind of exultant
shock administered to the servility of speech, to what Deleuze calls its reactive
guise. But for us, who are neither knights of faith nor supermen, the only
remaining alternative 1s, if I may say so, to cheat with speech, to cheat speech.
This salutary trickery, this evasion, this grand imposture which allows us to
understand speech outside the bounds of power, 1n the splendor of a permanent
revolution of language, I for one call literature.

I mean by literature neither a body nor a series of works, nor even a branch of
commerce or of teaching, but the complex graph of the traces of a practice, the
practice of writing. Hence, 1t 1s essentially the text with which I am concerned —
the fabric of signifiers which constitute the work. For the text 1s the very
outcropping of speech, and 1t 1s within speech that speech must be fought, led
astray—not by the message of which 1t is the instrument, but by the play of words
of which 1t 1s the theater. Thus I can say without differentiation: literature,
writing, or text. The forces of freedom which are in literature depend not on the
writer's civil person, nor on his political commitment—for he is, after all, only a
man among others—nor do they even depend on the doctrinal content of his work,
but rather on the labor of displacement he brings to bear upon the language. Seen
in this light, Céline 1s quite as important as Hugo, and Chateaubriand as
important as Zola. By this I am trying to address a responsibility of form; but this
responsibility cannot be evaluated in 1deological terms—which 1s why the sciences
of 1deology have always had so little hold over it. Of these forces of literature, 1
wish to indicate three, which 1 shall discuss in terms of three Greek concepts:
Mathesis, Mimesis, Semiosis.

Literature accommodates many kinds of knowledge. In a novel like
Robinson Crusoe there is a historical knowledge, a geographical, a social
(colonial), a technological, a botanical, an anthropological knowledge (Robinson
proceeds from nature to culture). If, by some unimaginable excess of socialism or
barbarism, all but one of our disciplines were to be expelled from our educational
system, 1t 1s the discipline of literature which would have to be saved, for all
knowledge, all the sciences are present in the literary monument. Whereby we can
say that literature, whatever the school in whose name it declares itself, is
absolutely, categorically realist: it is reality, 1.e., the very spark of the real. Yet
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literature, 1n this truly encyclopedic respect, displaces the various kinds of
knowledge, does not fix or fetishize any of them; it gives them an indirect place,

and this indirection 1s precious. On the one hand, it allows for the designation of
possible areas of knowledge—unsuspected, unfulhfllec. Literature works in the
interstices of science. It 1s always behind or ahead of science, like the Bolognese
stone which gives oft by night what 1t has stored up by day, and by this indirect
glow i1lluminates the new day which dawns. Science is crude, life is subtle, and it is
for the correction of this disparity that literature matters to us. The knowledge it
marshals 1s, on the other hand, never complete or final. Literature does not say that
it knows something, but that it knows of something, or better, that it knows about
something —that it knows about men. What it knows about men is what we might
call the great mess of language, upon which men work and which works upon
them. Literature can reproduce the diversity of sociolects, or, starting from this
diversity, and suffering its laceration, literature may imagine and seek to elaborate
a limit-language which would be its zero degree. Because it stages language
instead of simply using it, literature feeds knowledge into the machinery of
infinite reflexivity. Through writing, knowledge ceaselessly reflects on knowledge,
in terms of a discourse which 1s no longer epistemological, but dramatic.

It 1s good form, today, to contest the opposition of sciences and letters,
insofar as the number of relations, whether of model or method, uniting these two
regions and often erasing their frontier i1s increasing, and it i1s possible that this
opposition will appear one day to be a historical myth. But from the point of view
of language, which is ours here, this opposition 1s pertinent; moreover 1t does not
necessarily set up the opposition between the real and the fantastic, the objective
and the subjective, the True and the Beautiful, but only different loci of speech.
According to scientific discourse—or a certain discourse of science—knowledge 1s
statement; 1n writing, it i1s an act of stating. The statement, the usual object of
linguistics, 1s given as the product of the subject’s absence. The act of stating, by
exposing the subject’s place and energy, even his deficiency (which 1s not his
absence), focuses on the very reality of language, acknowledging that language 1s
an immense halo of implications, of effects, of echoes, of turns, returns, and
degrees. It assumes the burden of making understood a subject both insistent and
ineffable, unknown and yet recognized by a disturbing familiarity. Words are no
longer conceived illusively as simple instruments; they are cast as projections,
explosions, vibrations, devices, flavors. Writing makes knowledge festive.

The paradigm I am proposing here does not follow the functional division:
it 1s not aimed at putting scientists and researchers on one side, writers and
essayists on the other. On the contrary, it suggests that writing is to be found
wherever words have flavor (the French words for flavor and knowledge have the
same Latin root). Curnonski used to say that in cooking “things should have the
taste of what they are.”” Where knowledge 1s concerned, things must, if they are to
become what they are, what they have been, have that ingredient, the salt of words.
It is this taste of words which makes knowledge profound, fecund. I know for
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instance that Michelet proposes much that is denied by historical scholarship.
Nonetheless Michelet founded something on the order of an ethnology of France,
and each time a historian displaces historical knowledge, in the broadest sense of
the term and whatever its object, we find, quite simply, writing.

Literature’s second force 1s its force as representation. From ancient times to
the efforts of our avant-garde, literature has been concerned to represent some-
thing. What? I will put it crudely: the real. The real 1s not representable, and it 1s
because men ceaselessly try to represent it by words that there is a history of
literature. That the real is not representable, but only demonstrable, can be said 1n
several ways: either we can define it, with Lacan, as the impossible, that which 1s
unattainable and escapes discourse, or in topological terms we observe that a
pluri-dimensional order (the real) cannot be made to coincide with a unidimen-
sional order (language). Now, it is precisely this topological impossibility that
literature rejects and to which 1t never submits. Though there 1s no parallelism
between language and the real, men will not take sides, and it is this refusal,
perhaps as old as language itself, which produces, in an 1incessant commotion,
literature. We can imagine a history of literature, or better, say, of productions of
language, which would be the h*<tory of certain (often aberrant) verbal expedients
men have used to reduce, tame, deny, or, on the contrary, to assume what 1s always
a delirtum, i.e., the fundamental inadequation of language and the real. I said a
moment ago, apropos of knowledge, that literature 1s categorically realist, in that
it never has anything but the real as its object of desire; and I shall say now,
without contradicting myself —because I am here using the word in its familiar
acceptation—that literature 1s quite as stubbornly unrealistic; 1t considers sane its
desire for the impossible.

This function—perhaps perverse, therefore htting—has a name: it is the
utopian function. Here we come back to History. For 1t 1s in the second half of the
nineteenth century, one of the grimmest periods of calamitous capitalism, that
literature finds its exact hgure, at least for us Frenchmen, in Mallarmé.
Modernity—our modernity, which begins at this period—can be defined by this
new phencmenon: that utopias of language are conceived in it. No “history of
literature’” (if such is still to be written) could be legitimate which would be
content, as in the past, to link the various schools together without indicating the
gap which here reveals a new prophetic function, that of writing. “To change
language,” that Mallarméan expression, 1s a concomitant of “T'e change the

world,” that Marxian one. There 1s a political reception of Mallarmé, of those
who have followed him and follow him still.

From this there follows a certain ethic of literary language, which must be
affrmed, because it 1s contested. We often reproach the writer, the intellectual, for
not writing “everyone’s’”’ language. But it is good that men, within the same
language—for us, French—should have several kinds of speech. If 1 were a
legislator (an aberrant supposition for someone who, etymologically speaking, 1s
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an “‘an-archist’), far from imposing a unification of French, whether bourgeois or
popular, I would instead encourage the simultaneous apprenticeship to several
French forms of speech, of various function, promoted to equality. Dante seriously
debates which language he will use to write the Convivio: Latin or Tuscan? Nor is
it for political or polemical reasons that he chooses the vulgar tongue: it is by
considering the appropriateness of either language to his subject. The two forms
of speech—as for us, classical French and modern French, written French and
spoken French—thus form a reservoir from which he is free to draw, according to
the truth of desire. This freedom 1s a luxury which every society should afford its
citizens: as many languages as there are desires—a utopian proposition in that no
society 1s yet ready to admit the plurality of desire. That a language, whatever it
be, not repress another; that the subject may know without remorse, without
repression, the bliss of having at his disposal two kinds of language; that he may
speak this or that, according to his perversions, not according to the Law.

Utopia, of course, does not save us from power. The utopia of language is
salvaged as the language of utopia—a genre like the rest. We can say that no writer
who began in a rather lonely struggle against the power of language could or can
avoid being co-opted by it, either in the posthumous form of an inscription within
official culture, or in the present form of a mode which imposes its image and
forces him to conform to expectation. No way out for this author than to shift
ground—or to persist—or both at once.

T o persist means to affirm the Irreducible of literature, that which resists and
survives the typified discourses, the philosophies, sciences, psychologies which
surround it, to act as if literature were incomparable and immortal. A writer—Dby
which I mean not the possessor of a function or the servant of an art, but the
subject of a praxis—must have the persistence of the watcher who stands at the
crossroads of all other discourses, in a position that is trivial in relation to purity
of doctrine (trivialis 1s the etymological attribute of the prostitute who waits at the
intersection of three roads). To persist means, in short, to maintain, over and
against everything, the force of drift and of expectation. And it is precisely because
it persists that writing is led to shift ground. For power seizes upon the pleasure of
writing as it seizes upon all pleasure, to manipulate it and to make of 1t a product
that is gregarious, nonperverse, in the same way that it seizes upon the genetic
product of love’s pleasure, to turn it into soldiers and fighters to its own advantage.
To shift ground, then, can mean: to go where you are not expected, or, more
radically, to abjure what you have written (but not necessarily what you have
thought), when gregarious power uses and subjugates it. Pasolini was thus led to
“abjure’’ (as he said) his Trilogy of Life films because he realized that power was
making use of them—yet without regretting the fact that he wrote them in the first
place. “I believe,” he said in a text published posthumously, “that before action
we must never in any case fear annexation by power and its culture. We must
behave as if this dangerous eventuality did not exist. . . . But I also believe that



afterwards we must be able to realize how much we may have been used by power.
And then, if our sincerity or our necessity has been controlled or manipulated, I
believe we must have the courage to abjure.”

To persist and, at the same time, to shift ground relates, in short, to a kind of
acting. We must therefore not be surprised if on the impossible horizon of
linguistic anarchy—at that point where language attempts to escape its own
power, 1ts own servility—we find something which relates to theater. To designate
the impossible in language, I have cited two authors: Kierkegaard and Nietzsche.
Yet both have written. It was in each instance, however, in a reversal of identity, as
a performance, as a frenzied gambling of proper names—one by incessant recourse
to pseudonymity, the other by proceeding, at the end of his writing life, as
Klossowski has shown, to the limits of the histrionic. We might say that
literature’s third force, its strictly semiotic force, i1s to act signs rather than to
destroy them —to feea them 1into a machinery of language whose satety catches and
emergency brakes have exploded; in short, to institute, at the very heart of servile
language, a veritable heteronymy of things.

Which brings us to semiology.

First of all we must repeat that the sciences (at least those in which I have
done any reading at all) are not eternal; they are values which rise and fall on an
Exchange—the Exchange of History. In this regard, it sufhces to recall the
exchange fate of Theology, now a diminished area of discourse, yet once so
sovereign a science as to be placed outside and above the Septenium. The fragility
of the so-called humar: sciences derives perhaps from this: that they are unforesee-
ing sciences (whence the disappointments and the taxonomic discomfort of
Economics )—which immediately alters the notion of science. Even the science of
desire, psychoanalysis, must die one of these days, though we all owe 1t a great
deal, as we owe a great deal to Theology: for desire 1s stronger than its interpreta-
tion.

Semiology, which we can canonically define as the science of signs, of all
signs, has emerged from linguistics through its operational concepts. But linguis-
tics itself, somewhat like economics (and the comparison 1s perhaps not insignifi-

cant), is, I believe, in the process of splitting apart. On the one hand, linguistics
tends toward the formal pole, and, like econometrics, it 1s thereby becoming more
formalized; on the other hand, linguistics 1s assimilating contents that are more
and more numerous and remote from its original field. Just as the object of
economics today 1s everywhere, in the political, the sohal, the cultural, so the

object of linguistics is limitless. Speech, according to an intuition of Benveniste’s,
is the social itself. In short, either due to excessive ascesis or excessive hunger,

whether famished or replete, linguistics 1s deconstructing itself. It is this decon-

struction of linguistics that I, for my part, call semiology.

Lr:
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You may have noticed that in the course of my presentation I have surrepti-
tiously shifted from language to discourse, in order to return, sometimes without
warning, from discourse to language, as if I were dealing with the same object. I
believe, indeed, that today, within the pertinence chosen here, language and
discourse are undivided, for they move along the same axis of power. Yet initially
this originally Saussurian distinction (the pairing was Langue/Parole) was very
useful; 1t gave semiology the courage to begin. By this opposition, I could reduce
discourse, miniaturize it into a grammatical example, and thereby hope to hold all
human communication under my net, like Wotan and Loge securing Alberich
transformed into a tiny toad. But the example 1s not “the thing itself,” and the
matter of language cannot be held or contained in the limits of the sentence. It is
not only the phonemes, the words, and the syntactical articulations which are
subject to a system of controlled freedom, since we cannot combine them
arbitrarily; it 1s the whole stratum of discourse which is fixed by a network of rules,
constraints, oppressions, repressions, massive and blurred at the rhetorical level,
subtle and acute at the grammatical level. Language flows out into discourse;
discourse flows back into language; they persist one above the other like children
topping each other’s fists on a baseball bat. The distinction between language and
discourse no longer appears except as a transitory operation—something, in short,
to “abjure.” There has come a ime when, as though stricken with a gradually
increasing deafness, I hear nothing but a single sound, that of language and
discourse mixed. And linguistics now seems to me to be working on an enormous
imposture, on an object it makes improperly clean and pure by wiping its fingers
on the skein of discourse, like Trimalchio on his slaves’ hair. Semiology would
consequently be that labor which collects the impurity of language, the waste of
linguistics, the immediate corruption of the message: nothing less than the
desires, the fears, the appearances, the intimidations, the advances, the blandish-
ments, the protests, the excuses, the aggressions, the various kinds of music out of
which active language 1s made.

I know how personal such a definition 1s. I know whereof it compels my
silence: 1n one sense, and quite paradoxically, all of semiology, the semiology
which 1s being studied and already acknowledged as the positive science of signs,
which 1s developing in periodicals, associations, universities, and study centers.
Nevertheless, it seems to me that the intention behind the establishment of a chair
at the Collége de France is not so much the consecration of a discipline as the
allowing for the continuance of a certain individual labor, the adventure of a
certain subject. Now, semiology, so far as I am concerned, started from a strictly
emotional impulse. It seemed to me (around 1954) that a science of signs might
stimulate social criticism, and that Sartre, Brecht, and Saussure could concur in
this project. It was a question, in short, of understanding (or of describing) how a
society produces stereotypes, 1.e., triumphs of artifice, which it then consumes as
innate meanings, i.e., triumphs of nature. Semiology (my semiology, at least) 1s

generated by an intolerance of this mixture of bad faith and good conscience
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which characterizes the general morality, and which Brecht, in his attack upon 1t,
called the Great Habit. Language worked on by power: that was the object of this
first semiology.

Semiology then shifted ground, took on a different coloration, while
retaining the same political object—for there 1s no other. This shift occurred
because the intellectual community has changed, if only through the break of May
'68. On the one hand, contemporary studies have modihed and are modifying the
critical image of the social subject and of the speaking subject. On the other hand,
it has appeared that, insofar as the machinery of contestation was multiplying,
power itself, as a discursive category, was dividing, spreading like a liquid leaking
everywhere, each opposition group becoming in its tura and in its way a pressure
group and intoning in its own name the very discourse of power, the universal
discourse. Political bodies were seized with a kind of moral excitement, and even
when claims were being made for pleasure, the tone was threatening. Thus we
have seen most proposed liberations, those of society, of culture, of art, of
sexuality, articulated in the forms of the discourse of power. We took credit for
restoring what had been crushed, without seeing what else we crushed in the
Process.

If the semiology I am speaking of then returned to the Text, it 1s because, in
this concert of minor dominations, the Text itself appeared as the very index of
nonpower. The Text contains in 1tself the strength to elude gregarious speech
(the speech which incorporates), even when that speech seeks to reconstitute itself
in the Text. The Text always postpones—and 1t 1s this movement of mirage I have
attempted to describe and to justily just now 1n speaking of literature. The Text
procrastinates elsewhere, toward an unclassified, atopic site, so to speak, far from
the topoi of politicized culture, “that obligation to form concepts, species, forms,
ends, laws . . . that world of identical cases,” of which Nietzsche speaks. Gently,
transitorily, the text raises that cope of generality, of morality, of in-difference (let
us clearly separate this prefix from the root), which weighs on our collective
discourse. Literature and semiology thereby combine to correct each other. On one
side, the 1incessant return to the text, ancient or modern, the regular plunge into
the most complex of signifying practices, 1.e., writing (since writing operates with
ready-made signs), forces semiology to work on differences, and keeps it from
dogmatizing, from “taking” —{rom taking itself for the universal discourse which
it 1s not. And on the other side, semiotic scrutiny, focused on the text, forces us to
reject the myth usually resorted to in order that literature may be saved from the
gregarious speech surrounding and besetting it—f{rom the myth of pure creativity.
The sign must be thought—or rethought—the better to be deceived.

The semiology I speak of 1s both negative and active. Someone bedevilled
throughout life, for better and for worse, by language, can only be fascinated by
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the forms of its void—as against its emptiness. The semiology proposed here is
therefore negative—or better still, however heavy the term, apophatic—not in that
it repudiates the sign, but in that 1t denies that it 1s possible to attribute to the sign
traits that are positive, fixed, ahistoric, acorporeal, in short: scientific. This
apophatic quality involves at least two consequences which directly concern the
teaching of semiology.

The first 1s that semiology cannoi itself be a metalanguage, though at its
origin it was entirely so predisposed, since it is a language about languages. It is
precisely 1n reflecting on the sign that semiology discovers that every relation of
exteriority of one language to another 1s, in the long run, untenable. Time erodes
my power of distance, mortifies 1t, turns this distance into sclerosis. I cannot
function outside language, treating it as a target, and within language, treating it
as a weapon. If it is true that the subject of science 1s that very subject which is not
shown, and that 1t 1s ulumately this retention of the spectacle that we call
“metalanguage,” then what I am led to assume, in speaking of signs with signs, is
the very spectacle of this bizarre coincidence, of that strange squint which relates
me to the Chinese shadow-casters when they show both their hands and the rabbat,
the duck, and the wolf whose silhouettes they simulate. And to those who take
advantage of this condition tc deny that active semiology, the semiology which
writes, has anything to do with science, we must reply that it is by an epistemolog-
ical abuse, which in fact 1s beginning to crumble, that we 1dentify metalanguage
and science, as if one were the necessary condition of the other, whereas it 1s only
its historical, hence challengeable, sign. It may be time to distinguish the
metalinguistic, which 1s a label like any other, from the scientific, whose criteria
are elsewhere (perhaps, let 1t be said in passing, what 1s strictly scientific 1s the
destruction of the science which precedes).

Semiology has a relation to science, but it 1s not a discipline (this 1s the
second consequence of 1its apophatic quality). What relaunon? An ancllary
relation: it can help certain sciences, can be their fellow traveler for a while,
oftering an operational protocol starting from which each science must specity the
difference of its corpus. Thus, the best-developed part of semiology, the analysis of
narrative, can be useful for History, ethnology, textual criticism, exegesis, and
iconology (every image 1s, in a way, a narrative). In other words, semiology 1s not a
grid; it does not permit a direct apprehension of the real through the imposition of
a general transparency which would render it intelligible. It seeks instead to elicit
the real, in places and by moments, and it says that these efforts to elicit the real are
possible without a grid. It is in fact precisely when semiology comes to be a grid
that 1t elicits nothing at all. We can therefore say that semiology has no
substitutive role with regard to any discipline. It is my hope that semiology will
replace no other inquiry here, but will, on the contrary, help all the rest, that 1ts
chair will be a kind of wheelchair, the wild card of contemporary knowledge, as
the sign itself i1s the wild card of all discourse.

This negative semiology is an active semiology: it functions outside death. I
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mean by this that it does not rest on a ““semiophysis,” an inert naturalness of the
sign, and that it 1s also not a “‘semioclasty,” a destruction of the sign. Rather, to
continue the Greek paradigm, 1t 1s a semiotropy; turned toward the sign, this
semiology is captivated by and receives the sign, treats and, if need be, imitates 1t as
an imaginary spectacle. The semiologist is, in short, an artist (the word as I use 1t
here neither glorifies nor disdains; it refers only to a typology). He plays with signs
as with a conscious decoy, whose fascination he savors and wants to make others
savor and understand. The sign—at least the sign he sees—is always immediate,
subject to the kind of evidence that leaps to the eyes, like a trigger of the
imagination, which 1s why this semiology (need I specify once more: the semiol-
ogy of the speaker) is not a hermeneutics: it paints more than it digs, via di porre
rather than via de levare. Its objects of predilection are texts of the Image-making
process: narratives, images, portraits, expressions, idiolects, passions, structures
which play simultaneously with an appearance of verisimilitude and with an
uncertainty of truth. I should like to call “semiology” the course of operations
during which 1t 1s possible—even called for—to play with the sign as with a
painted veil, or again, with a hiction.

This pleasure of the imaginary sign 1s conceivable now due to certain recent
mutations, which affect culture more than society itself: the use we can make of the
forces of literature I have mentioned 1s modified by a new situation. On one hand
and first of all, the myth of the great French writer, the sacred depositary of all
higher values, has crumbled since the Liberation; it has dwindled and died
gradually with each of the last survivors of the entre-deux-guerres; a new type has
appeared, and we no longer know—or do not yet know—what to call him: writer?
intellectual? scribe? In any case, literary mastery is vanishing; the writer is no
longer center stage. On the other hand and subsequently, May 68 has revealed the
crisis 1n our teaching. The old values are no longer transmitted, no longer
circulate, no longer impress; literature is desacralized, institutions are impotent to
defend and impose it as the implicit model of the human. It is not, if you like, that
literature 1s destroyed; rather it is no longer protected, so that this is the moment to
deal with 1t. Literary semiology i1s, as it were, that journey which lands us in a
country free by default; angels and dragons are no longer there to defend it. Our
gaze can fall, not without perversity, upon certain old and lovely things, whose
signified 1s abstract, out of date. It is a moment at once decadent and prophetic, a

moment of gentle apocalypse, a historical moment of the greatest possible
pleasure.

If then, in this teaching which, given its very location, expects no sanction
other than the loyalty of its auditors, if method intervenes as a systematic
procedure, it cannot be a heuristic method meant to result in decoding. Method
can bear only upon language itself, insofar as it struggles to baffle any discourse
which takes, which is why we can justly claim that method, too, is a Fiction—a
proposition already advanced by Mallarmé when he thought of preparing a thesis
in linguistics: ““All method is a fiction. Language has appeared as the instrument
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of fiction; it will follow the method of language, language reflecting upon itself.”
What I hope to be able to renew, each of the years it 1s given me to teach here, is the
manner of presentation of the course or seminar, in short, of “presenting”’ a
discourse without imposing it: that would be the methodological stake, the
quaestio, the point to be debated. For what can be oppressive in our teaching is
not, finally, the knowledge or the culture it conveys, but the discursive forms
through which we propose them. Since, as I have tried to suggest, this teaching
has as its object discourse taken in the inevitability of power, method can really
bear only on the means of loosening, baffling, or at the very least, of lightening this
power. And I am increasingly convinced, both in writing and 1n teaching, that the
fundamental operation of this loosening method 1s, if one writes, fragmentation,
and, if one teaches, digression, or, to put it in a preciously ambiguous word,
excursion. 1 should therefore like the speaking and the listening that will be
interwoven here to resemble the comings and goings of a child playing beside his
mother, leaving her, returning to bring her a pebble, a piece of string, and thereby
tracing around a calm center a whole locus of play within which the pebble, the
string come to matter less than the enthusiastic giving of them.

When the child behaves in this way, he in fact describes the comings and
goings of desire, which he endlessly presents and represents. I sincerely believe
that at the origin ol teaching such as this we must always locate a fantasy, which
can vary from vyear to year. This, I know, may seem provocative: how, in the
context of an institution, however free it may be, dare we speak of a phantasmic
teaching? Yet if we consider for a moment the surest of human sciences, if we
consider History, how can we help acknowledging that it has a continuous
relation with fantasy? This is what Michelet understood: History 1s ultimately the
history of the phantasmic site par excellence, that of the human body. It was by
starting from this fantasy, linked for him with the lyric resurrection of past bodies,
that Michelet could make History into an enormous anthropology. Science can
thus be born of fantasy. It is to a fantasy, spoken or unspoken, that the professor
must annually return, at the moment of determining the direction of his journey.
He thereby turns from the place where he is expected, the place of the Father, who
is always dead, as we know. For only the son has fantasies; only the son 1s alive.

The other day, I reread Thomas Mann’s novel The Magic Mountain. This
book deals with a disease I know well, tuberculosis. By my reading, I held in
consciousness three moments of this disease: the moment of the story, which
takes place before World War I; the moment of my own disease, around 1942; and
the present moment, when this disease, vanquished by chemotherapy, has no
longer the same aspect it once had. Now, the tuberculosis I experienced 1s, down to
virtually the last detail, the tuberculosis of The Magic Mountain. The two
moments were united, equally remote from my own present. I then realized with
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stupefaction (only the obvious can stupefy) that my own body was historical. In a
sense, my body 1s the contemporary of Hans Castorp, the novel’s hero; my body,
still unborn, was already twenty years old in 1907, the year when Hans entered and
took up residence in “the country up there.” My body i1s much older than I, as if
we always kept the age of the social fears with which life has accidentally given us
contact. Therefore, if I want to live, I must forget that my own body is historical. ]
must fling myself into the illusion that I am contemporary with the young bodies
present before me, and not with my own body, my past body. In short, I must be
periodically reborn. I must make myself younger than I am. At hfty-one, Michelet
began his vita nuova, a new work, a new love. Older than he (you will understand
that this parallel is out of fondness), I too am entering a vita nuova, marked today
by this new place, this new hospitality. I undertake therefore to let myself be borne
on by the force of any living life, forgetfulness. There 1s an age at which we teach
what we know. Then comes another age at which we teach what we do not know;
this 1s called research. Now perhaps comes the age of another experience: that of
unlearning, of yielding to the unforeseeable change which forgetting imposes on
the sedimentation of the knowledges, cultures, and beliefs we have traversed.
This experience has, I believe, an illustrious and outdated name, which I now
simply venture to appropriate at the very crossroads of its etymology: Sapientia:
no power, a little knowledge, a little wisdom, and as much flavor as possible.
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: From the ninth century B.C. through the reign of the last great Assyrian
: king, Ashurbanipal (688-627), the palaces of Nimrud and Nineveh were decorated
% with wall reliefs depicting scenes from Assyrian history. Most of the surviving

examples of this art are now on view at the British Museum in London; the
greatest number, and the most artistically impressive, come from the reigns of
Ashurnasirpal (883-859) and of Ashurbanipal. The palace reliets are pictonal
narratives in which Assyrian history becomes primarily a spectacle of extraordi-
nary power. The celebratory nature of the reliefs, the obvious relish with which
the defeat, humiliation, and slaughter of Assyria’s enemies are portrayed, and the
profusely gory detail of the battle and the hunting scenes, would seem both to
confrm the historians’ view of the Assyrians as an intensely nationalistic,
imperialistic, and violent people, and to justify the distaste one senses even in the
admiration of Mesopotamian scholars for this art.

Figure 1 (All photos of Assyrian reliefs by Ulysse
Dutout.)
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Essentially, Assyrian palace reliefs are condemned for what we will call
narrative reasons. l'he story they tell 1s not ours. Subjects of only peripheral
human nterest transmit a message ol repellent violence. But to what extent 1is
Assyrian sculpture reducible to narrative accounts of it—accounts which inevita-
bly stress the murderous violence of Assyrian history? In the section from the Lion
Hunt reproduced in Figure 1, we are irresistibly drawn to the point of maximal
violence. The movements of the wounded lion on the left and of the two horses
compel a rapid reading of the scene from left to right. Our eyes stop at what
appcars to be the dramatic center of the relief: the plunging of the horseman’s

Figure 2

spear into the lion’s open mouth. But this anecdotal climax i1s ambiguous. First of
all, the movement to the right continues beyond the climactic point. As a result,
this movement does not merely serve the moment of violent contact between the
animal and the man’s spear; indeed, 1t carries the viewer away from that contact
and thereby detracts from the impact of the lion leaping toward the left. If one
looks more closely at this part of the scene (in Figure 2), it becomes even clearer
that the juxtaposition of the two animals’ opposite movements demands a
continuously mobile reading of the scene rather than a visual stop a: the lion’s
gaping, wounded mouth. There are, for example, formal relations in the scene
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T he Forms of Violence

which distract the viewer from its violent subject: note the several parallel lines
just below the spear (a series comprising the rein, the harness, the lion’s leg, and
the horse’s leg), as well as a similarity in the broken lines which constitute the
outlines of both the lion’s paw and the hunter’s tassle just beneath it. Finally, and
most strikingly, the spear’s identity is undermined by its participation in the
triangle which 1t creates along with the rein below it and the part of the horse’s
mane between spear and rein. One’s interest moves between the geometric and the
anecdotal at the very point at which the anecdotal center of the scene is being most
strongly emphasized.

The force of this violent subject is, then, contravened by visual abstractions
which disrupt the spectator’s reading of the subject. It is true that relations could
be detected among the formal elements of any representation at all. But the close-
up in Figure 2 should suggest what we believe to be the Assyrians’ exceptional
willingness to de-emphasize their subjects through various kinds of formal play.
And because of this play, the mobility of the viewer’s response can become more
important than the violent movements which constitute the subject of the scene.
The sculptural representation of the slaughter of lions offers the spectator an
alternative mode of agitation; it is calculated not to produce ““aesthetic calm’’ but
rather to make us enjoy a kind of aesthetic violence—the “violence’” of multiple
contacts producing multiple forms. Finally, our perceptual wandering from one
part of a scene to another i1s also an epistemological uncertainty about the
identities of certain forms (a leg or merely one of several parallel lines, part of a
spear or one side of a triangle).

The element of play 1s especially evident 1n the palace reliefs depicting the
Assyrians’ military campaigns. Play in these scenes 1s largely a question of a
profusion of forms. So many things are going on at once—as, for example, 1n
Figures 3 and 4—that we hardly know where to look. In Figure 3, we have a
deceptive centering of all the action in the space between the top rungs of the two
converging ladders. The ladders, as well as the men climbing them and the
bowsmen to the right, all point to this apparently central space, but we are subtly
moved into an entirely different direction by the curved line of prisoners descend-
ing toward the left on the bottom slab. And yet, as Figure 5 clearly shows, the
horizontal line which begins about two-thirds of the way up the curve draws us
away from the prisoners and toward the group advancing from the right. Because
the horizontal line of the pole being carried by the first man in that procession 1s
extended by the right leg of the second man from the top of the descending curve,
to look at the curve is already to begin looking away from it, to start moving
toward the right.

Nothing is more typical of Assyrian art than such mobilizing strategies. Any
focused point almost invariably includes the cues which keep us on the move. The
sculptor manages simultaneously to bring a coherent centering to his scene and to

transform every center into the margin of another (provisional) focus of our
attention. Moreover, the connections from one section to another make 1t difacult
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to settle on one ‘‘right”’ reading of these
scenes—a reading which might guaran-
tee our visual progress toward climactic
spaces. We read not only from left to
right on each slab; our taking in of the
reliefs 1s always a complex sequence of
horizontal and vertical eye movements,
of movements from left to right and from
right to left, of following a “story line”
sometimes curved and sometimes
straight.

*

By devaluing the content of any
one scene of violence, the Assyrian sculp-
tors train us to formalize psychic mo-
bility. Mobility becomes a response to
formal stimuli rather than a movement
of identification with the narrative con-
tent of any representation. Nothing
could be more antagonistic to the
narrativizing of violence which has
characterized Western humanist culture.
Narrativity sustains the glamour of historical violence. It creates violence as an
1solated, 1dentifiable topic or subject. A liberal humanist tradition has trained us
to locate violence historically—that 1s, as a certain type of eruption against a
background ol generally nonviolent human experience. In this view, violence can
be accounted for through historical accounts of the circumstances in which 1t
occurs. Violence 1s thus reduced to the level of a plot; 1t can be 1solated,
understood, perhaps mastered and elnninated. And, having been conditioned to
think of violence within narrative frameworks, we expect this mastery to take
place as a result of the pacifying power of such narrative conventions as begin-
nings, explanatory middles, and climactic endings.

The practical implications of this view are numerous. They range from
political efforts to restructure governments in ways which will minimize occasions
congenial to violence, to a refusal of certain subjects in art (especially in popular
arts such as television), subjects which presumably bring violent impulses to the
foreground of the public’s desires. It is all right to study historical violence (only
by studying it can we learn to arm ourselves against it), but few things are censored
more harshly by the humanistic ethic we refer to than an “‘aesthetic complacency”

in the images and language ol violence.

We wish to take the opposite point of view: only a radically aesthetic
perspective on violence (proposed, for example, by the Assyrian palace reliefs) will

Figure 5
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allow us both to recognize and to redefine our constant implication in violence. In
our culture, the “natural” tendency i1s to sequester violence: we immobilize and
centralize both historical acts of violence and their aesthetic representations. A
major trouble with this 1s that the immobilization of a violent event invites a
pleasurable identification with its enactment. A coherent narrative depends on
stabilized 1mages; stabilized images stimulate the mimetic impulse. Centrality, the
privileged foreground, and the suspenseful expectation of climaxes all contribute,
in historical and artistic narratives, to a fascination with violent events on the part
of readers and spectators. The historian’s or the artist’s privileging of the subject
of violence encourages a mimetic excitement focused on the very scene of violence.
The atrophied relations of that scene to adjacent (but background) activities
blocks our own relations to those activities and limits the mobility of our attention
and 1nterest. All critiques of violence, to the extent that they conceive of it in terms
of scenes which can be privileged, may therefore promote the very explosions
which they are designed to expose or forestall.

The Assyrians appear to accumulate scenes of horror with a singular
complacency, but the violent spectacle never maintains a privileged position in
the palace reliefs. Such an art 1s enormously suggestive not only about aesthetic
responses, but also about our moral relation to history. The Assyrians force us to
see a continuity among all forms of violence. They refuse to melodramatize a type
of violence which would appear to be inherently melodramatic. As a result, we are
unable to abstract a particular historical horror from the disruptive mobility
which 1s inherent to our contacts with the world. The murderous moments of
history are perhaps eftorts to stop that movement, to transform the mobile
attention we bring to the world into a fetishistic immobilization of a privileged
scene.

The very casualness with which the Assyrians treat violence should be
instructive. The brutalities of war and of hunting are somewhat trivialized in their
artistic re-creations. The great scenes of Assyrian history always include cues
which nvite us to dismiss their historical seriousness, cues which displace our
attention and thereby prevent the stable reading of static images. Assyrian
sculpture simultaneously celebrates, reformulates, and mocks the glory of Assyr-
1an history. In art, omnipresent spectacles of historical violence can thus serve as a
potential corrective to our fascination with violence in history. We are always
implicated 1n violence; our choice is not between violence and nonviolence, but is

rather between the psychic dislocations of mobile desire and a destructive fixation
on anecdotal violence.

The subversion of the anecdote in the Assyrian palace reliefs depends in part
on the arusts’ indifference to psychological expressiveness. No two faces in the
reliefs are ever the same, but the differences do not express different characters. The
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Assyrians render distinctive details with a naturalistic scruple, although there is
no sign in their work of the psychological intention usually associated with such
scruples. The highly individualized heads in Roman sculpture, for example, are
portraits of particular personalities. If we think of a psychologically nonexpres-
sive figurative art, we are likely to take classical Greek sculpture as our example.
The Greeks give us recognizable but idealized human hgures, igures which are
insufficiently individualized to be psychologically informative. We feel comfort-
able with the alternative best exemplified in Greek and Roman sculpture: between
the subordination of the personal and the idiosyncratic to an i1dealized view of the

human figure on one hand, and on the other, the triumph of the individual over
the type 1n a richly psychological art.

But the Assyrians give us something outside this alternative: a realistic art 1n
which the human body is individualized but nonexpressive. There 1s an impres-
sive range of facial types in Figure 6, but they do not have the eftect ol substituting
a more ‘“‘refined” psychological interest for the grosser narrative design of glorify-
ing the king. (Psychology would not in any case subvert narrative; it merely
creates more sophisticated narratives.) The faces in Assyrian sculpture are blank or
bland; a vague smile is the strongest expressive element in this representation of
the Elamite king’s worshiping subjects. In a sense, critics are right to speak of the
palace reliefs as stereotypic; where they are wrong is in taking this observation as a
self-evident condemnation. Given the extraordinary capacity for visual differentia-
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tions which the Assyrians show in their art, it seems to us presumptuous to
conclude that they are unable to imagine psychological differences. Or rather, it is
a presumption typical of humanist culture to give the psychological imagination
priority over other ways of imagining differences. The Assyrians never use a
human face to tell a story. Faces interest them for their visibility, not for their
depth. What strikes us as an exceptional respect for all the appearances in the
universe—human as well as nonhuman—Ileads them to represent an incredible
variety of volumes in men’s bodies rather than the necessarily limited signs of a
hypothetical and constraining human nature.

I'he Assyrians’ imagination of difference involves a risky play with almost
identical repetition. The palace reliefs often suggest a compulsive fascination with
at least two versions of the same object or activity, but even such double images
mobilize perception instead of arresting it. The general architectural design of
Figure 7 1s constituted by two sets of parallel diagonal lines which are intersected,
in the middle of the scene, by the implied axes of a single vertical line and a single
horizontal line. A potential architectural monotony is thus forestalled both by the
conficting directions of the two series of diagonal lines and by the powerful
straightening eftect of the centered cross. Another type of order is created by three
sets of paired images: the huntsmen’s heads, the lion’s paws, and the two hands
roughly 1n the same position. But this order is also thwarted by the peculiar
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from each other, and the upper paw 1s parallel not to its mate but to the tail draped
over the shoulder of the man to the left. Also, which hand 1s the hand to the nght
really paired with? It lies on the lion’s body in a position similar to that of the
vertical hand to the left, and yet its diagonal shape makes 1t appear to be an
extension of the arm rising diagonally toward it from the lower left. As 15
frequently the case in the palace reliefs, repetition gives rise to doubt or puzzle-
ment in the spectator. One proceeds from A4 to its repetition 1n A’, but the latter
contains a difference which makes us check the model by returning to A.
Repetition in Assyrian sculpture makes repetition itself problematic. It appears to
provide the strongest elements of order in our visual field, whereas 1n fact 1t
initiates an inconclusive movement of perceptual verification on our part between
the repeated terms.

A frequent configuration in the palace reliefs 1s that of two parallel lines
fairly close to each other and, at some distance, another line parallel to the first
two. Parallel lines create an order based on identical repetition. To read two
parallel lines on a flat surface is to read the space between them as a space always
identical to itself. Parallel lines can be used to reinforce narrative effects 1n
painting and sculpture merely by providing the frame which focuses our attention
on centers of narrative interest. The signs of exasperation with these framing

R
| dissonances between the elements of each couple. The animal’s paws move away
’
i
I effects in modern painting (such as the use of irregularly shaped canvases, or the

Figure 8
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tracing of a mangled or incomplete frame within the painting itself ) could be
thought of as strategies designed to prevent this focusing on centers, to de-structure
and disseminate the spectators’ interest.

In Figure 8, 1t 1s the line of the bowstring, nearly parallel to the lines of the
spears, which helps the Assyrian sculptors to de-center our attention. For in
crossing the space between the two spears and the bowstring, we are drawn away
from both the anecdotal violence accentuated by the spears (and the two hands)
and the stabilizing order of parallel lines themselves. The line of the bowstring
moves us toward the scene at the left and away from the potentially magnetic space
between the bowstring and the spears. More exactly, the parallelism of the two
spears and the bowstring should initiate a continuous movement between the
scene to the right and the scene to the left. The empty space within the parallelo-
gram 1s thus an extremely important part of the scene; our eye is always crossing
this space 1in order to follow the contradictory cues on its edges. Could this space,
then, be more important than the terminal points to which it leads us?

Let’'s take a more extreme example of space undesigned and yet crucial to the
spectator’'s visual mobility. In Figure 9, each set of paws contains several parallel
lines. We move between the image at the bottom and the image at the top partly
because ol this repeated design, and partly because the two fragments “come
together’” as bits of two implied diagonal lines which would meet on one of the
claws of the animal at the bottom.

The empty space here, contrary to what can be repeatedly seen elsewhere in

the palace reliefs, does not appear to be carefully designed; it may strike us as
neglected, left-over space at the bottom of a scene and near the end of a slab. It is,
we might say, merely between more interesting elements and spaces. But this very
fact can help us to refine our notion of mobility. We wish to suggest that the
spectator’s pleasure in following all the cues in Assyrian sculpture which displace
his interest and attention is less in the variety of scenes which he thereby takes in
than 1n the very tension of the displacing movement itself.

In establishing continuously dis-
missed and displaced relational terms,
the viewer of the Assyrian palace reliefs
experiences a pleasure akin to the plea-
sure of desire. Desire could be defined as
a pleasurable movement toward an ab-
sent source of satisfaction. The pleasure
of desire 1s inseparable from the tension
created by the lack in desire. Desire con-
stitutes a mobile and indeterminate sen-
suality, for 1t 1s never quite focused on
its object (which is both present and
absent 1n the nch but insubstantial
images ol desiring fantasy). And the
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T he Forms of Violence

incomplete pleasures of desire, incapable by definition of filling the lack in desire,
stimulate the productive restlessness of fantasies always on the move. In the visual
mobility which we have been describing in connection with the Assyrian palace
reliefs, the spectator moves between two forms with a residual impression of the
first form and 1n anticipation of the second. The latter will, presumably, “com-
plete” the former by establishing a structurally intelligible relation with it. But, as
we have seen, the second form also initiates departures toward other forms. This
constant mobility leads us to postulate an aesthetic pleasure brought about not by
aesthetic objects but by the spaces between their constituent parts. We may define
this pleasure as an agitated crossing of the intervals which separate forms.
Assyrian art i1s a lesson in interstitial sensuality.

As a final example from this extraordinary art, consider the representation of
a lion being released from a cage in Figure 10. There 1s a powerful narrative line
here: both the man and the lion direct our attention toward anticipated scenes of
action to the left. The cages function as immobilizing frames, and in a sense the
narrative movement in this scene is anti-aesthetic. It is as if violent pressures
inherent to the action being represented made representation itself impossible; we
have two picture frames in the process of being abandoned by their subjects.

And yet we are also drawn back into the frame—without, however, being
forced to substitute a pictorial immobility for narrative movement. First of all, in
terms of mere quantity of space, the nearly abandoned cages occupy almost the
entire scene. Partly because of the prominence given to the repeated lines and
forms of the two cages, they can compete for our attention with the dramatic
subject in which they play only an accessory role. Above all, the lion’s progress 1s
strangely arrested by a certain confusion between his body and the bars of his cage.
An undisturbed narrative reading would require a clear sense of the lion behind
the bars of his cage. In fact, his resemblance to the cage 1s emphasized by the
blurred distinction between foreground and background. The next to the top bar
in particular seems to be an extension of the lion’s body. At the same time,
however, the leonine aspect of that bar is qualified by its relation, simply as a
curved line, to the straight line across the top of the cage. We have, as it were, an
overdetermined curve: it is simultaneously a nonfigurative line, the bar of a cage,
and part of an animal’s body.

The inside of the cage is thus transformed from a narrative space (bars 1n the
foreground, moving lion in the background) into a continuous aesthetic space of
related forms. We are kept within the frame, but its contents have, so to speak,
become extremely active without contributing to narrative movement. This
activity is purely relational. It consists of contacts among juxtaposed forms,
contacts which suggest a certain irrelevance in the anecdotal distinction between

the animate and the inanimate. The lion, it might be said, leaves his cage by
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Figure 10

remaining within it, by the peculiar way in which he almost becomes his cage. As
1s frequently the case 1n the palace reliefs, relations make i1dentities somewhat
uncertain. Or, more exactly, the subject of the scene s its de-narrativization—that
1s, the process by which we substitute a reading of related fragments for the
reading ol a coherently structured anecdote.

Nonetheless, the narrative power of Figure 10 remains very strong. The
movement toward the outside of the cage may very well strike us as more
dramatically delineated than the relational activity we have just mentioned. Not
only 1s the subject of the lion leaving his cage emphasized by the human figure’s
repetition of this action; we might also note that all the horizontal lines help to
guide our attention tc the long horizontal shape of the emerging animal’s body.
Furthermore, formal relations by no means only de-narrativize the scene. The
implicit diagonals which connect the lion’s face to the man’s face and the lion’s
front paw to the top left of the man’s cage have the effect of intensifying our
attention to the most dramatically narrative aspects of the scene. There 1s in fact a
complex diagonal structure in Figure 10. We have not only the lines just
mentioned, but there are also implicit diagonals moving in the opposite direction,
from the lower right to the upper left. These two series of diagonal lines “‘meet”” in
the small empty square to the left of the man’s cage, and this space thereby
becomes a focused element i1n the scene.
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T he Forms of Violence

In conclusion, we might consider the emphasized emptiness of that square
space as emblematic. The square 1s a cage which imprisons nothing. It i1s an
insignificant focal point designed to scatter rather than to concentrate our
attention. It 1s a space through which the play of lines compels us to pass
repeatedly, and we might say that its interpretive location is somewhere between
two very different readings of the scene. On the one hand, the structuring lines,
which, if drawn in, would pass through the empty square, lead us back to
narrative content. They help to deline a particular incident and to place this
incident within the larger narrative subject of the lion hunt. On the other hand,
one series of diagonal lines leads us back to the wavering identities and predom-
inantly formal relations within the large cage. The empty square thus mediates
between two modes of attention: a narrative vision which organizes forms into the
elements of a story, and a more agitated, erratic vision which substitutes related
and continuously shifting bits and pieces for the static integrity and wholeness

of being in narrative forms.
We have emphasized the second mode, for, in our culture, i1t 1s more

neglected than the first; most importantly, 1t has provided us with the perceptual
model of an alternative to narrative and historical violence. We may, however,
perversely end with a more conciliatory remark, and note that the peculiar
impression of balance and sanity which the Assyrian sculptors give us may be due
to their willingness not only to fracture their subjects but also to regale us with
images of the narrative violence so horrifying and so thrilling to the narrative
spirit. The nearly indefinable quality of “betweenness” in the palace reliefs may,
then, manifest an impressive hesitation or even ignorance, on the part of these
anonymous ancient artists, about the forms of disruption and of violence which
they had chosen to love.
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Mary Miss. Peiameters/Pavillions Decoys. 1978.
(Nassau County, Long Island, New York.)




Sculpture 1n the Expanded Field

ROSALIND KRAUSS

Toward the center of the held there 1s a slight mound, a swelling in the earth,
which 1s the only warning given for the presence of the work. Closer to it, the large
square face of the pit can be seen, as can the ends of the ladder that is needed to
descend into the excavation. The work itself is thus entirely below grade: half
atrium, half tunnel, the boundary between outside and 1n, a delicate structure of
wooden posts and beams. The work, Perimeters/ Pavilions/ Decoys, 1978, by Mary
Miss, 1s of course a sculpture or, more precisely, an earthwork.

Over the last ten years rather surprising things have come to be called
sculpture: narrow corridors with TV monitors at the ends; large photographs
documenting country hikes; mirrors placed at strange angles in ordinary rooms;
temporary lines cut into the floor of the desert. Nothing, it would seem, could
possibly give to such a motley of effort the right to lay claim to whatever one
might mean by the category of sculpture. Unless, that 1s, the category can be made
to become almost infinitely malleable.

The critical operations that have accompanied postwar American art have
largely worked 1n the service of this manipulation. In the hands of this criticism
categories like sculpture and painting have been kneaded and stretched and
twisted 1n an extraordinary demonstration of elasticity, a display of the way a
cultural term can be extended to include just about anything. And though this
pulling and stretching of a term such as sculpture i1s overtly performed in the
name of vanguard aesthetics—the 1deology ol the new—its covert message 1s that
of historicism. The new 1s made comfortable by being made familiar, since 1t 1s
seen as having gradually evolved from the forms of the past. Historicism works on
the new and different to diminish newness and mitigate difference. It makes a
place for change in our experience by evoking the model of evolution, so that the
man who now 1s can be accepted as being different from the child he once was, by
simultaneously being seen—through the unseeable action of the telos—as the
same. And we are comforted by this perception of sameness, this strategy for
reducing anything foreign in either time or space, to what we already know and
are.
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No sooner had minimal sculpture appeared on the horizon of the aesthetic
experience of the 1960s, than criticism began to construct a paternity for this work,

a set of constructivist fathers who could legitimize and thereby authenticate the
strangeness of these objects. Plastic? inert geometries? factory production?—none
of this was really stra ' ge, as the ghosts of Gabo and Tatlin and Lissitzky could be
called in to testify. Never mind that the content of the one had nothing to do with,
was 1n fact the exact opposite of, the content of the other. Never mind that Gabo’s
celluloid was the sign of luadity and intellection, while Judd’s plastic-tinged-
with-dayglo spoke the hip patois of California. It did not matter that constructiv-
1st forms were intended as visual proof of the immutable logic and coherence of
universal geometries, while their seeming counterparts in minimalism were
demonstrably contingent—denoting a universe held together not by Mind but by

guy wires, or glue, or the accidents of gravity. The rage to historicize simply swept
these differences aside.

Richard Serra. 5:30. 1969.
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Sculpture in the Expanded Field

Of course, with the passing of time these sweeping operations got a little
harder to perform. As the 1960s began to lengthen into the 1970s and ‘“‘sculpture”
began to be piles of thread waste on the floor, or sawed redwcod timbers rolled into
the gallery, or tons of earth excavated from the desert, or stockades of logs
surrounded by firepits, the word sculpture became harder to pronounce—but not
really that much harder. The historian/critic simply performed a more extended
sleight-of-hand and began to construct his genealogies out of the data of millenia
rather than decades. Stonehenge, the Nazca lines, the Toltec ballcourts, Indian
burial mounds—anything at all could be hauled into court to bear witness to this
work’s connection to history and thereby to legitimize its status as sculpture. Of
course Stonehenge and the Toltec ballcourts were just exactly not sculpture, and
so their role as historicist precedent becomes somewhat suspect in this particular
demonstration. But never mind. The trick can still be done by calling upon a
variety of primitivizing work from the earlier part of the century—Brancusi’s
Endless Column will do—to mediate between extreme past and present.

But 1in doing all of this, the very term we had thought we were saving—
sculpture—has begun to be somewhat obscured. We had thought to use a
universal category to authenticate a group of particulars, but the category has now
been forced to cover such a heterogeneity that it 1s, itself, in danger of collapsing.
And so we stare at the pit in the earth and think we both do and don’t know what
sculpture 1s.

Yet I would submit that we know very well what sculpture 1s. And one of the
things we know 1s that 1t 1s a historically bounded category and not a universal
one. As 1s true of any other convention, sculpture has its own internal logic, its
own set of rules, which, though they can be applied to a variety of situations, are
not themselves open to very much change. The logic of sculpture, 1t would seem,
is inseparable from the logic of the monument. By virtue of this logic a sculpture
1S a commemorative representation. It sits in a particular place and speaks 1n a
symbolical tongue about the meaning or use of that place. The equestrian statue
of Marcus Aurelius 1s such a monument, set in the center of the Campidoglio to
represent by its symbolical presence the relationship between<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>