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apparent. Barthes knows better 
than most of his younger col­
leagues that a direct attack upon 
the theological Enemy, that an 
all-out attempt to write different­
ly from tradition is almost certain 
to yield only more of the same 
thing (and probably more 
crudely so). Instead of trying to 
make himself into a "French 
James Joyce" by ripping tradi­
tional French prose to shreds, 
Barthes strikes the pose of an 
eminently readable author (his 
recent Fragments d'un discours 
amoureux seems to have been 
something of a best-seller), and 
proceeds, as we have seen, to 
lead his readers far astray. The 
signifier cannot be "liberated," 
but the sign can be perverted. 

The question of reference has 
always been a thorny one for 
semiologists: at one time, it was 
thought possible to make a messy 
discipline somewhat cleaner, 
more "scientific," by peremptorily 
exluding reference from consider­
ation; but the referential ity of 
language did not go away. 
Rather than close his eyes to the 
built-in referentiality of the sign, 
Barthes perversely displays it in 
his title: the expression "Empire 
of Signs," like each of the frag­
ments, has a referent (which it 
comments upon and describes, 
"typical Western gestures"); but 
is that referent ("Japan") some­
thing or someplace different from 
the signs which compose it? It is 
impossible to decide. Once set in 
motion, the referent of these signs 
fluctuates from "outside" the 
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text to "inside" it, from what 
Barthes is writing about to 
Barthes's writing itself (not 
enough attention has been paid 
to the latter). The location, the 
referent of L Empire des signes 
does not vanish by methodologi­
cal fiat; reference is postulated, 
but it never stays in place. Once 
again, we have "more of the 
same," and at the same time, 
"something else": perpetual 
motion, perpetual translation. 
This is writing where, happily, 
something (sign or referent: but 
which is which?) is always 
missing, where something has 
fortunately always been lost in 
translation. 

Something is lost, starting with 
the subject ("Japan," Barthes, 
the reader). The subject is trans­
lated from the "father tongue" 
(Fr. p. 13), that is, from ideology 
and ideological criticism, into a 
space " .. . without origin, ... 
without cause, .. . without 
anybody, ... without moorings" 
("The Incident") . In this mobile, 
indeterminate space, subject and 
object lose their definition and 
take on a third dimension: in a 
word, they get · spaced out. 
Barthes's project, his dr-eam of 
"descend [ing] into the untrans­
latable" does not signal a roman­
tic desire to transcend language 
or to express the ineffable; it 
simply affirms Barthes's desire to 
explore other ways of getting 
lost, to invent new perpetual 
motion games. It is the writing of 
a happy atheist, of someone who 
revels in having made a world 
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rnodt'rne fabnqtw. doni (tqnon~ mf~ml! 
l'orlhoqrapht~ (H de Bi.!lzac a ecrtt 
quelque part le chique). mats que je 
su1s obltqe d'employer. parce qu ' ll 
est consacre par les artistes pour ex­
primer une monstruousite moderne. 
stgntfie · absence de modele et de 
nature. Le chic peut se comparer au 
travail de ces maitres d' ecriture. doues 
d'une belle main et d'une bonne 
plume taillee pour I' anglaise ou Ia 
coulee. et qui savent tracer hardiment. 
les yeux fermees. en maniere de 
paraphe. une tete de Christ ou Ia 
chapeau de l'empereur 

Bau delaire. " Du chic et du poncif." 
in Curiosires esrhetiques 

Chic. a frightful and bizarre word and 
of modern stamp. whose orthography 
is unknown to me (H. de Balzac some­
where wrote: chique). but which I am 
obliged to use. because artists use it 
to express a modern monstrosity. 
signifies: absence of model and na ­
ture . Chic can be compared to the 
work of these writing teachers. gifted 
with a fine hand and a pen sharpened 
for a soft and flowing line and who 
know how to trace boldly, with their 
eyes closed. in the manner of a 
paraph. a head of Christ. or the em­
peror's hat 

Reste-a savo1r-ce qui fait chier. 
Jacques Derrida. Glas 

Remains-to know-what makes excrete. 

Barth es would like to see language. In all his 
criticism a moral imperative to apprehend words 
as objects. to cut them out of the air and paste them 
back in books underscores what he paradoxically 
senses as a frightful excess. In part because he 
equates visibility of a word with the void following 

Photo : 
Barthes opposing manuscript and the 
printed page : "Je vois le langage," in 
Roland Barthes par roland barthes (Paris: 
Seuil, 1975), pp. 164-65 
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without moorings, without 
ground; for him the "death of 
God" is not a fait accompli, but a 
task continually to be repeated. 
To be repeated, not through 
negation, but through translation 
(displacement, writing) . 

In the Empire of Signs, then, 
something is always lacking, and 
happily so, for something is 
therefore always to be desired. 
Something is lacking and remains 
to be desired precisely because, 
in the Empire of Signs, there is 
"nothing but language." No 
desire to return to a maternal, 
pre-linguistic Nature, no desire 
for quietude, for an end to desire; 
Barthes does not react to Culture, 
as in Mythologies, he does not 
seek to negate the "father 
tongue": instead he makes of 
language the locus and medium 
of his desire, that absence which 
elicits desire and without which 
(that is, if the Mother were 
(present) it would be impossible 
for him to write. Why is this a 
modern text? Because in it, 
language no longer functions like 
a regrettable but inevitable 
Paternal intrusion into a pre­
linguistic Eden, like culture set 
offagainst nature (in sum, like 
original sin); here there never has 
been anything but language : "ce 
langage qui est ma Nature a moi, 
homme moderne." 6 

Barthes's text has no designs upon 
such deathless transcendance as 
most utopias are made of. No 
attempt is made to banish death 
from the Empire of Signs; nor is 

358 

{.;Onley 

an emasculative thrust Barthes avows, "I have a 
sickness : I see language. Wh at I ought simply 
listen to, an odd pulsion, perverse in what desire 
mistakes for an object [s 'y trompe d 'objet]. is re­
vealed to me like a 'vision.' analogous (all propor ­
tions born in mind) to what Scipio had in a dream 
of the musical spheres of the world. After the 
primitive scene. where I listen without seeing. 
there follows a perverse scene where I imagine 
seeing that to which I listen. Listening deviates in 
scopics: from language. I feel myself visionary and 
voyeur." 1 This fragment from Roland Barthes par 
Roland Barthes is situated below a boldfaced 
heading. JE VOl!? LE LANGAGE. which the index 
classifies twenty- five pages below as one of many 
reperes in the text both sighting points and "re­
fathers. " fictive origins capping recurred seizures 
of paternal absence in autobiographical photo­
graphs co llected in the preface (p. 16) and later 
agglutinated in fragmentary co nfess ions located 
between the high and low case of lettered speech. 
These are marked on one hand, following the 
schematics of Lacan 's Autre and autre, by the dif­
ference between RB and rb and. on the other. by 
the play of printed type and photographic copy of 
manuscript. On the page cited above (p. 164). 
Barthes admits seeing language in nummular 
specificity; on th e opposite (p. 165) . he sets in 
counterpoint two almost identical illustrations of 
notes scribbled on the stereotype. Th e hurried 
script of flattened whorls in the two pi ctures shows 
itself splicing the concept of the cliche to a bruta­
lizing example . "Le stereotype 'Ia classe ouvriere. 
Si on pouvait I' appeler autrement? ( .. . ) le stereo­
type. a ce point a affaire avec Ia verite ( . .. ) Ia 
classe ouvriere qu'est-ce que c'est?" The literal 
cliche of his writing-displaying across RB / rb a 
stereotype as a logical denial of the paternal arche­
type-reconstitutes in his neo-Freudian vocabu­
lary what more than twelve years before, in respect 
to the play of typeface in Michel Sutor's Mobile, 
he termed a "dialectic of difference." 2 In the lapse 
from 1953 to 1975 we confront a shift in perspec­
tive . But the distance between the text and image 
always disengages the sham of a speciously 

Photo : 
Detail of Barthes's notes on the stereotype, 
"Ia classe ouvriere, " in Barthes par barthes, 
p. 165. 
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death dramatized (which would 
amount to the same thing): 
death is, I iterally, mat. In the 
spaces between the fragments, in 
the white matting of the page, in 
the restless translation of mean­
ing, death is silently at work. 

"Over there" quotation reigns; 
every sign is produced like a 
move on a chess board. The 
"Japanese" sign is a quotation 
without irony. Whether the 
chopsticks pick up rice, vege­
tables, or fish, they displace 
familiar traits: speaking of chop­
sticks, Barthes writes, "The 
double wand translates the food" 
("La double baguette translate Ia 
nourriture" [p. 29; his stress]) . 
Japanese translation moves like 
desire, it is the very movement of 
desire. "In the gesture of the 
chopstick, . . . there is something 
maternal, the very reserve, 
exactly measured that goes into 
displacing a child." Translation 
again (this time, in the (m)other 
tongue): readers or writers in 
Empire of Signs, are we not like 
that translated child? 

"The Empire of Signs? Yes, if one 
understands that the signs are 
empty." Empty like death, like 
"form itself," the sign describes 
an empty space, a crypt . Barthes 
finds an appropriate image for 
the sign in an eighteenth-century 
map of Tokyo, in which the 
distinctive features of the city 
make it look like an ideogram 
whose center (the Imperial 
Palace and grounds) is empty. 
"The city is an ideogram. The 
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"natural" language and revea ls. like "Ia classe 
ouvriere." t he com monplace of t he pr inted word 
as ba nal fa ntasm. 

Th e folds of co ntrad icti on in th e passage and notes 
on th ese two pages illu strate a prob lemati c of im ­
press ionism and repress ion in all of Rol and 
Barth es's criti c ism. espec ially in th at since 1970: 
no soo ner th an Ba rth es ru ptu res th e seeming 
authority of spoke n language by in sistence on its 
materia lity, he almost im pu lsive ly fo rces himse lf 
to efface th e init ia l act of his imaginary transg res­
sio n. Th e se nsual moment in his cr it ica l gaze is 
re legated more and more to parenth es is. It is our 
intentio n to exp lore t he area of constricti on and 
reti ce nce in the w ay he occ ludes himse lf from 
re all y see in g language. By offerin g an alternati ve 
rea ding of " Sarras ine." we shall demonstrate how 
Barth es. ca ught in an Oedipal bind . ca n onl y en­
co urage his reader to transg ress so methin g he ca n ­
not all thi s being tantamount to hi s askin g that th e 
rea der cast rate hi s own almost castrat ive exa mpl e. 
Our attent ion is drawn to th e typogra phi ca l error 
on w hi ch hi s book is based. ci ted and re marked­
repere-on the final page of S!Z. w here Georges 
Bataill e mi sspell ed Balzac's title in th e Introduction 
au Bleu du ciel. 

By now it is common knowledge th at Barth es 
builds a specul ar rea ding over Balzac's sto ry. Th e 
ninety- three chapters of exeges is have a div ided 
ce nter in t he forty-seve nth . a segment bisecti ng 
th e boo k co ngru ent units of forty-s ix parts. An odd 
strip in th e marquetry, th e medi an paragraph 
heralds th e titl e of th e book in quas i - Gid ea n ab yme 
and exp lains obliquel y w hy-accordin g t_? rul es 
of Frenc h and Ital ian onomastics-Sarrasine oug ht 
to be spe ll ed Sarrazine. precise ly in th e way 
Bataille had correctl y misprinted it. " Grap hi call y, 
t hrown by the hand. in a slan t and a sling. across 
th e w hite eve nn ess of th e page, among the rotun­
diti es of th e alphabet like an ill ega l and obliqu e 
sli ce. [th e Z] cuts. bars. zebrifi es." 3 Th e slashmark 
at th e cen ter of its body. between eq uall y appor­
ti oned hor izo ntal me mbers. embl emati zes Sarra-
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text continues." Thus each sign, 
in turn, can only be understood 
by virtue of its implicit difference 
from other signs, each one 
infinitely referring to the others, 
but in patterns which no single 
term anchors or directs. Each 
sign is a different ial and combin ­
able distinctive feature, a "trait." 

Tomb, emptiness, the sign is also 
a mirror . " 'The mind of the 
perfect man,' says a Tao master, 
'is like a mirror. It neither grasps 
nor rejects. It receives but holds 
onto nothing'." But the signs in 
Barthes's "empire" are always 
plural, and they reflect only 
other (empty) mirrors, they tender 
no reassuringly human faces to 
us. The face of the sign, he 
writes, "is a fracture which 
always opens unto the face of 
another sign" (p. 66) . The 
flashes of cultural insight with 
which the text abounds never 
provide more than an "alibi" fo r 
self-recognition, shards of under­
standing, reflections of other 
fragments: what we see when we 
look at the Empire of Signs is not 
our face (not our death), but bits 
of other faces, (of other deaths) . 
Barthes asks, "What then is our 
face, if not a quotation?" (p. 
121). And yet it is impossible to 
say which term quotes which, 
which face reflects which. When 
we look at the Empire of Signs, 
are we looking at " Japan" (at the 
signified/referent), or at the 
sumptous art book published by 
Ski ra (at the signifier) , or yet 
again, are we looking at our­
selves? The question admits of 
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sine's dil emma. A w ould - be heterosexual . th e 
arti st unrequitedly loves a castrato named La 
Za mbine ll a and ult imatel y f inds himself v isibl y 
barred f ro m reso lut ion of hi s pass ion. The gross 
imposs ibility of co nsummati on is literall y im ­
printed in th e difference between th e serpentin e 
S and zi gzagged Z. two letters w hose initiall y op­
posi te shapes ca n never be reconcil ed . Opti ca l 
synco pe-blindness. insight, etc.-is th e onl y re­
sult. Thu s two di ago nals redu ce th e narrati ve to its 
most v io lent mark of negatio n in a man ner th at 
Barthes allows himself to argue for p lura lized read ­
in gs of th e story th at w ill lead back to the sa me 
difference. and to the sa me probl emati c that th e 
two bars trace at thei r absent ax is. Ba rthes an­
nou nces how th e na rrow space betwee n co m ­
mentary and fi cti on in th e scheme of S / Z places 

Photo : 
Letter Z in " ABC Trim. Alphabet enchante, " 
par Bertall. (Paris: Hachette, 1861) illus­
trated in Massin, La Lettre et rtmage 
(Paris : Gallimard , 1973), p. 108. 
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no rational answer. All one can 
say is: yes. 
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the reader between two identical mirrors reflecting 
one another and projecting the image of the critical 
and narrative body into infinity. In speaking for 
Balzac and modernity, Barthes announces, "In this 
ideal text. the networks are multiple and play 
among themselves w ith out any one having to cap 
the others; this text is a galaxy of signifiers. not a 
structure of signifieds; it has no beginning; it is 
reversible; it is accessib le through several entries 
of which none can surely be declared the principal 
one; the codes it mobilizes profile themselves as 
far as the eye can reach" (p. 12. stress his) The 
loss of the reading self in the mirror, like that of the 
character Sarrasine expropriating his body in con­
templation of the sexual lack he admires in the 
name and form of La Zambinella, makes of the 
visib le language a limpid cacography (p. 139) in 
which the intentions of reader, character, author. 
and critic are indelibly confused . 

Disquieting is a reticence to carry the play of letters 
to its outcome. As if caress ing a problem of visi­
bility in the manner of a strip-tease artist. 4 Barthes 
surrounds the antithetica l shapes in the center w ith 
interruptive, titillating, always self-deferr ing com­
mentary generally on the stereotypical features of 
Balzacian narrative. By unveiling what Barthes 
leaves as ide, we discover a cruc ial, indeed inten ­
tional oversight by which his modern position 
(cited above) obfuscates the textual drive of 
"Sarrasi ne." 

In the manner of most aspiring artists at the age of 
22. Sarrasine. Balzac narrates. followed the road 
to the Roman academy to study sculpture En­
couraged by a Parisian teacher whom he leaves 
behind (in the vis ibl e center of the story). the pro­
tagonist is described contemplating his fortunes: 

Sarrasine partit pour l'ltalie en 1758. 
Pendant le voyage, son imagination 

,ardente s'enflamma sous un ciel de 
cuivre et a I' aspect des monuments 
merveilleux dont est semee Ia patrie 
des Arts . II admira les statues, les 



vVIII<JY 

fresques. les tableaux. et. plein d'emu 
latiOn, II Vlnt a Rome. en proie au 
des1r d'1nscrire son nome entre les 
noms de M1chei-Ange et de mons1eur 
Bouchard on (p 242) 

Sarrasine departed for Italy in 1758. 
During the voyage his ardent imagina­
tion took flame under a copper sky, 
and at the sight of marvelous monu­
ments of which the fatherland of Arts 
is sown. He admired the statues. th e 
frescoes. the tabl eaux; and. full of 
emu lation. he came onto Rome. prey 
to th e desire to inscribe his name be­
tween the names of Michaelangelo 
and Mister Bouchardon. 

Actions refer to a commonplace of art history and 
touristic literature from Du Bellay to Goethe: the 
artist must find th e authentic models of representa­
tion in Roman and Italic her itage. But the ironic 
cont igu ity of an anonymous Bouchardon flanking 
an immortal Michaelangelo-to the detriment of 
Sarrasine's image of himself-cannot but prompt 
the reader to follow the toponyms to their point de 
repere. Because the syntax fails to indicate exactly 
where Sarrasine will inscribe his signature-either 
between the French and Italian masters or between 
the syllabic cuts within each of the names-there 
results an equivocal perspective of catachresis. 
On one level. Sarrasine wants to stick his Christian 
name between two masters in an imaginary pan­
theon of 

Michei-Ange (Sarrasine) Bouchardon 

and on the other. because of th e syn ta ctical am­
biguity. he w ishes to insert it in that of each 
patronym: 

Michel 
Mi () 
Mi(~l) 

(Sarrasine) 
Sarrasine 
Sarrasine 

Ange 
Ange 
Ange 
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