


B Rhetoric of the lmage

ROLAND BARTHES

ccording to an ancient etymology, Ihe word image
should be linked to the root imitari. Thus we find ourselves immediately at the
heart of the most important problem facing the semiology of images: can ana-
logical representation (the "copy") produce true systems of signs and not
merely simple agglutinations of symbols? Is it possible to conceive of an ana-
logical "code"(as opposed to a digital one)? We know that linguists refuse the
status of language to all communication" by analogy-from the "language"
of bees to the "language" of gesture-the moment such communications are
not doubly articulated, are not founded on a combinatory system of digital
units as phonemes are. Nor are linguists the only ones to be suspicious as to
the linguistic nature of the image; general opinion too has a vague conception
of the image as an area of resistance to meaning-this in the name of a certain
mythical idea of Life: the image is re-presentatiory which is to say ultimately
resurrection, and, as we know, the intelligible is reputed antipathetic to lived
experience. Thus from both sides the image is felt to be weak in respect of
meaning: there are those who think that the image is an extremely rudimen-
tary system in comparison with language and those who think that significa-
tion cannot exhaust the image's ineffable richness. Now even-and above all
if -the image is in a certain manner thelimit of meaning, it permits the con-
sideration of a veritable ontology of the process of signification. How does
meaning get into the image? Where does it end? And if it ends, what is there
beyond? Such are the questions that I wish to raise by submitting the image to
a spectral analysis of the messages it may contain. We will start by making it
considerably easier for ourselves: we will only study the advertising image.
Why? Because in advertising the signification of the image is undoubtedly
intentional; the signifieds of the advertising message are formed a priori by
certain attributes of the product and these signifieds have to be transmitted as
clearly as possible. If the image contains signs, we can be sure that in
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1,54 THE RHETORIC OF THE IMAGE

composition of the image, evoking the memory of innumerable alimentary
paintings, sends us to an aesthetic signified: the"nature morte" or, as it is bet-
ter expressed in other languages, the "still I'fe"3; the knowledge on which this
sign depends is heavily cultural. It might be suggested that, in addition to
these four signs, there is a further in{ormation pointer, that which tells us that
this is an advertisement and which arises both from the place of the image in
the magazine and from the emphasis of the labels (not to mention the cap-
tion). This last in{ormation, however, is co-extensive with the scene; it eludes
signification insofar as the advertising nature of the image is essentially func-
tional: to utter something is not necessarily to declare t am speaking, except in
a deliberately reflexive system such as literature.

Thus there are four signs for this image and we will assume that they
form a coherent whole (for they are all discontinuous), require a generally cul-
tural knowledge, and refer back to signifieds each of which is global (for
example, Italianicity), imbued with euphoric values. After the linguistic mes-
sage, then, we can see a second, iconic message. Is that the end? If all these
signs are removed from the image, we are still left with a certain informa-
tionai matter; deprived of all knowledge, I continue to "read" the image, to
"understand" that it assembles in a common space a number of identifiable
(nameable) objects, not merely shapes and colors. The signifieds of this third
message are constituted by the real objects in the scene, the signifiers by these
same objects photographed, for, given that the relation between thing signi-
fied and image signifying in analogical representation is not "arbitrary" (as it
is in language), it is no longer necessary to dose the relay with a third term in
the guise of the psychic image of the object. What defines the third message is
precisely that the relation between signified and signifier is quasi-tautological;
no doubt the photograph involves a certain arrangement of the scene (fram-
ing, reduction, flattening) but this transition is not a transformation (in the wav
a coding can be); we have here a loss of the equivalence characteristic of true
sign systems and a statement of quasi-identity. In other words, the sign of this
message is not drawn from an institutional stock, is not coded, and we are
brought up against the paradox (to which we will return) of a message without
a code.a This peculiarity can be seen again at the level of the knor,vledge invest-
ed in the reading of the message; in order to "read" this last (or first) level of
the image, all that is needed is the knowledge bound up with our perception.
That knowledge is not nil, for we need to know what an image is (children
only learn this at about the age of four) and what a tomato, a string-bag, a
packet of pasta are, but it is a matter of an almost anthropological knowledge.
This message corresponds, as it were, to the letter of the image and we can
agree to call it the literal message, as opposed to the previous symbolic
'message.

If our reading is satisfactory, the photograph analyzed offers us three
messages: a linguistic message, a coded iconic message, and a non-coded
iconic message. The linguistic message can be readily separated from the
other two, but since the latter share the same (iconic) substance, to what
extent have we the right to separate them? It is certain that the distinction
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1,56 rHE RHETORTC OF THE rMAGE

signified, thanks to connotation, and it is this signified which is put in relation
with the image). What are the functions of the linguistic message with regard
to the (twofold) iconic message? There appear to be two: anchorage and relny.

As will be seen more clearly in a moment, all images are polysemous;
they imply, underlying their signifiers, a "floating chain" of signifieds, the
reader able to choose some and ignore others. Polysemy poses a question of
meaning and this question always comes through as a dysfunction, even if
this dysfunction is recuperated by society as a tragic (silent, God provides no
possibility of choosing between signs) or a poetic (the panic "shudder of
meaning" of the Ancient Greeks) game; in the cinema itself, traumatic
images are bound up with an uncertainty (an anxiety) concerning the mean-
ing of objects or attitudes. Hence in every society various techniques are
developed intended to fix the floating chain of signifieds in such a way as to
counter the terror of uncertain signs; the linguistic message is one of these
techniques. At the level of the literal message, the text replies-in a more or
less direct, more or less partial manner - to the question: what is lf ? The text
helps to identify purely and simply the elements of the scene and the scene
itself; it is a matter of a denoted description of the image (a description
which is often incomplete) or, in Hjelmslev's terminology, of an operation (as
opposed to connotation).e The denominative function corresponds exactly to
an anchorage of all the possible (denoted) meanings of the object by recourse
to a nomenclature. Shown a plateful of something (in an Amieur advertise-
ment), I may hesitate in identifying the forms and masses; the caption (" rice
and tuna fish zuith mushrooms") helps me to choose the correct leoel of percep-
tion, permits me to focus not simply my gaze but also my understanding.
When it comes to the "symbolic message," the linguistic message no longer
guides identification but interpretation, constituting a kind of vise which
holds the connoted meanings from proliferating, whether towards exces-
sively individual regions (it limits, that is to say, the projective power of the
image) or towards dysphoric values. An advertisement (for d'Arcy pre-
serves) shows a few fruits scattered around a ladder; the caption (" as if from
your oTrin garden") banishes one possible signified (parsimony, the paucity of
the harvest) because of its unpleasantness and orientates the reading
towards a more flattering signified (the natural and personal character of
fruit from a private garden); it acts here as a counter-taboo, combatting the
disagreeable myth of the artificial usually associated with preserves. Of
course, elsewhere than in advertising, the anchorage may be ideological and
indeed this is its principal function; the text directs the reader through the
signifieds of the image, causing him to avoid some and receive others; by
means of an often subtle dispatching, It remote-controls him towards a mean-
ing chosen in advance. In all these cases of anchorage, language clearly has
a function of elucidation, but this elucidation is selective, a metalanguage
applied not to the totality of the iconic message but only to certain of its
signs. The text is indeed the creator's (and hence society's) right of inspec-
tion over the image; anchorage is a control, bearing a responsibility-in the
face of the projective power of pictures-for the use of the message. With
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158 THE RHETORIC OF THE IMAGE

perceive only lines, forms, and colors), but this intelligibility remains virtual
by reason of its very poverty, for everyone from a real society always dispos-
es of a knowledge superior to the merely anthropological and perceives more
than just the letter. Since it is both evictive and sufficient, it will be understood
that from an aesthetic point of view the denoted image can appear as a kind
of Edenic state of the image; cieared utopianically of its connotations, the
image would become radically objective, ot in the last analysis, innocent.

This utopian character of denotation is considerably reinforced by the
paradox already mentioned, that the photograph (in its literal state), by virtue
of its absoluteiy analogical nature, seems to constitute a message without a
code. Here, however, structurai analysis must differentiate, for of all the kinds
of image only the photograph is able to transmit the (literal) hrformation
without forming it by means of cliscontinuous signs and ruies of transforma-
tion. The photograph, message rvithout a code, must thus be opposed to the
drawing which, even rvhen denotecl, is a cclcJed message. The coded nature of
the drawing can be seen at three lel'els. Firstiv to reproduce an object or a
scene in a dra.,ving requires a set of rule-goz,ented transpositions; there is no
essential nature of the pictorial copv and the codes of transpositiorr are his-
torical (notably those concerning perspective). Secondly, the operation of the
drawing (the codir-rg) immediately necessitates a certain division between the
significant and the insignificant: the drawing does not reproduce euerything
(often it reproduces very little), u'ithout its ceasing, however, to be a strong
message; whereas the photograph, aithough it can choose its subject, its point
of view and its angle, cannot intervene n:itlin the object (except by trick
effects). In other words, the denotation of the clrawing is less pure than that
of the photograph, for there is no drawing without styie. Finally, iike all
codes, the drawing demands an apprenticeship (Sausslrre attributed a great
importance to this semiological fact). Does the coding of the denoted message
have consequences for the connoted message? It is certain that the coding of
the literal prepares and facilitates comotation since it at once establishes a
certain discontinuity in the image: the "execution" of a drawing itself consti-
tutes a connotation. But at the same time, insofar as the clrawing displays its
coding, the relationship between the two messages is profoundly modified: it
is no longer the relationship between a nature and a culture (as with the pho-
tograph) but that between two cultures; the "ethic" of the drawing is not the
same as that of the photograph.

In the photograph-at least at the ievel of the literal message-the rela-
tionship of signifieds to signifiers is not one of "transformation" but of
"recording," and the absence of a code clearly reinforces the myth of photo-
graphic "naturainess": the scene is there, captured mechanically, not humanly
(the mechanical is here a guarantee of objectivity). Man's interventions in the
photograph (framing, distance, lighting, focus, speed) all effectively belong to
the plane of connotation; it is as though in the beginning (even if utopian)
there were a brute photograph (frontal and clear) on which man would then
lay out, with the aid o{ various techniques, the signs drawn from a cultural
code. Only the opposition of the cultural code and the naturai non-code can,
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masking the constructed meaning under the appearance of the given
meaning.

Runtonrc oF THE IuecE

It was seen that the signs of the third message (the "symbolic" message, cul-
tural or connoted) were discontinuous. Even when the signifier seems to
extend over the whole image, it is nonetheless a sign separated from the oth-
ers: the "composition" carries an aesthetic signified, in much the same way as
intonation although suprasegmental is a separate signifier in language. Thus
we are here dealing with a normal system whose signs are drawn from a cul-
tural code (even if the linking together of the elements of the sign appears
more or less analogical). What gives this system its originality is that the num-
ber of readings of the same lexical unit or lexia (of the same image) varies
according to individuals. In the Panzani advertisement analyzed, four conno-
tative signs have been identified; probably there are others (the net bag, lor
example, can signify the miraculous draught of fishes, plenty, etc.). The vari-
ation in readings is not, however, anarchic; it depends on the different kinds
of knowledge-practical, national, cultural, aesthetic-invested in the image
and these can be classified, brought into a typology. It is as though the image
presented itself to the reading of several different people who can perfectly
well co-exist in a single individual: the one lexia mobilizes different lexicons.
What is a lexicon? A portion of the symbolic plane (of language) which corre-
sponds to a body of practices and techniques.l2 This is the case for the different
readings of the image: each sign corresponds to a body of "attitudes" - tourism,
housekeeping, knowledge of art - certainty of which may obviously be lack-
ing in this or that individual. There is a plurality and a co-existence of lexicons
in one and the same person, the number and identity of these lexicons form-
ing in some sort a person's idiolect.l3 The image, in its connotation, is thus con-
stituted by an architecture of signs drawn from a variable depth of lexicons
(of idiolects); each lexicory no matter how "deep," still being coded, if, as is
thought today, the psyche itself is articulated like a language; indeed, the fur-
ther one "descends" into the psychic depths of an individual, the more rari-
fied and the more classifiable the signs become-what could be more
systematic than the readings of Rorschach tests? The variability of readings,
therefore, is no threat to the "langu age" of the image if it be admitted that that
language is composed of idiolects, lexicons and sub-codes. The image is pen-
etrated through and through by the system of meaning, in exactly the same
way as man is articulated to the very depths of his being in distinct languages.
The language of the image is not merely the totality of utterances emitted (for
example at the level of the combiner of the signs or creator of the message), it
is also the totality of utterances received:14 the language must include the
"surprises" of meaning.

Another difficulty in analyzing connotation is that there is no particular
analytical language corresponding to the particularity of its signifieds-how
are the signifieds of connotation to be named? For one of them we ventured
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"figures" are never more than formal relations of elements. This rhetoric
could only be established on the basis of a quite considerable inventory, but it
is possibie nor,rr to foresee that one will find in it some of the figures formerly
identified by the Ancients and the Classics:18 the tomato, for example, signi-
fies ltalianicify by metonymy and in another advertisement the seguence of
three scenes (coffee in beans, coffee in powder, coffee sipped in the cup)
releases a certain logical relationship in the same way as an asyndeton. It is
probable indeed that among the metabolas (or figures of the substitution of
one signifier for anotherle), it is metonymy which furnishes the image with
the greatest number of its connotators, and that among the parataxes (or syn-
tagmatic figures), it is asyndeton which predominates.

The most important thing, however, at least for the moment, is not to
inventorize the connotators but to understand that in the total image they
constitute discontinuous or better still scattered traits. The connotators do not
fill the whole of the lexia, reading them does not exhaust it. In other words
(and this would be a valid proposition for semiology in general), not all the
elements of the lexia can be transformed into connotators; there always
remaining in the discourse a certain denotation without which, precisely, the
discourse would not be possible. Which brings us back to the second message
or denoted image. ln the Panzanl advertisement, the Mediterranean vegeta-
bles, the color, the composition, the very profusion rise up as so many scat-
tered blocks, at once isolated and mounted in a general scene which has its
own space and, as was seen, its "meaning": they are " set" in a syntagm which
is not theirs and which is that of the denotation. This last proposition is important
for it permits us to found (retroactively) the structural distinction between the
second or literal message and the third or symbolic message and to give a
more exact description of the naturalizing function of the denotation with
respect to the connotation. We can now understand that it is precisely the syn-
tagm of the denoted message which "naturalizes" the system of the connoted message.
Or again: connotation is only system, can only be defined in paradigmatic
terms; iconic denotation is only syntagm, associates elements without any
system: the discontinuous connotators are connected, actualized, "spoken"
through the syntagm of the denotation, the discontinuous world of symbols
plunges into the story of the denoted scene as though into a lustral bath of
innocence.

It can thus be seen that in the total system of the image the structural
functions are polarized: on the one hand there is a sort of paradigmatic con-
densation at the level of the connotators (that is, broadly speaking, of the
symbols), which are strong signs, scattered, "reified"; on the other a syntag-
matic'flow'at the level of the denotation-it will not be forgotten that the
syntagm is always very close to speech, and it is indeed the iconic "discourse"
which naturalizes its symbols. Without wishing to infer too quickly from the
image to semiology in general, one can nevertheless venture that the world of
total meaning is torn internally (structurally) between the system as culture
and the syntagm as nature: the works of mass communications all combine,
through diverse and diversely successful dialectics, the fascination of a

nature, that of story, diegesis, svn
n'ithdrawn into a few discontinur
shelter of their living speech.
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