








































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































goo Environs of the Image 

exasperates me like a refrain. In a third phase. if I reread my 
journal pages severa] months. several years after having written 
them, though my doubt hasn't dissipated, I experience a certain 
pleasure in rediscovering, thanks to these lines, the events they 
relate. and even more, the inflections (of light. of atmosphere. 
of mood) they bring back. In short, at this point, no literary 
interest (save for problems of formulation. Le., of phrasing), 
but a kind of narcissistic attachment (faintly narcmistic-Iet's 
not exaggerate) to my doings (whose recall is inevitably ambig· 
UQUS, since to remember is also to acknowledge and to lose once 
again what will not recur). But still, does this final indulgence, 
achieved after having traversed a phase of rejection. justify 
(systematically) keeping a journal? Is it worth the trouble? 

I am not attempting any kind of analysis of the "Journal" 
genre (there are books on the subject), but only a personaJ 
deliberation, intended to afford a practical decision: Should I 
keep a journal with a view to publication? Can I make the journal 
into a "work"? Hence, I refer only to the functions which 
immediately come to mind. For instance, Kafka kept a diary in 
order to "extirpate his anxiety," or if you prefer, "to find 
salvation." This motive would not be a natural one for me, or 
at least not a constant one. Nor would the aims traditionally 
attributed to the IntimateJournaJ; they no longer seem pertinent 
to me. They are all connected to the advantages and the prestige 
of "sincerity" (to express yourself, to explain yourself, to judge 
yourself); but psychoanalysis, the Sartrean critique of bad faith, 
and the Marxist critique of ideologies have made "confession" 
futile: sincerity is merely a second-degree image-repertoire. No, 
the journal's justification (as a work) can only be literary in the 
absolute, even if nostalgic, sense of the word. I discern here 
four motives. 

The first is to present a text tinged with an individuality of 
writing, with a "style" (as we used to say), with an idiolect proper 
to the author (as we said more recently); let us call this motive: 
poetic. The second is to scatter like dust, from day to day, the 
traces of a period, mixing all dimensions and proportions, from 

C :lpynghled malenal 
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day that has passed ( I  can give only one of these, the second 
one involving others besides myself). 

1 

V , July 13, 1977 
Mme , the new cleaning woman, has a diabetic grandson she takes 
care of, we are told, with devotion and expertise . Her view of this disease 
is confused: on the one hand, she does not admit that diabetes is hereditary 
(which would be a sign of inferior stock), and on the other, she insists 
that it is fatal, absolving any responsibility of origin. She posits disease 
as a social image, and this image is beset with pitfalls. The Mark certainly 
appears as a source of pride and of pain: what it was for Jacob-Israel, 
dislocated, disconnected by the Angel: delight and shame of being re
marked. 

Depression, fear, anxiety: I see the death of a loved one, I panic, etc. 
Such an imagination is the very opposite of faith. For constantly to 
imagine the inevitability of disaster is constantly to accept it: to utter it 
is to assert it (again, the fascism of language). By imagining death, I 
discourage the miracle. In Ordet the madman did not speak, reflJ.Sed 
the ga1lulous and perelnptory language of inwardness. Then what is 
this incapacity for faithr Perhaps a very human love� Love, then, ex
cludes f aithr And v!ce versa � 

Gide's old age and death (which I read about in Mme van Ryssel
berghe's Cahiers de la Petite Dame) were surrounded by witnesses. 
But I do not know what has become of these witnesses: no doubt, in most 
cases, dead in their tum: there is a time when the witnesses themselves 
die without witnesses. Thus, History consists of tiny explosions of life, of 
deaths without relays. Our human impotence with regard to transition, 
to any science of degrees. Conversely, we can attribute to the classical 
God the capacity to see an infinity of degrees: "God" as the absolute 
Exponential. 

(Death, real death, is when the witness himself dies. Chateaubriand 
says of his grandmother and his great-aunt: "I may be the only man in 
the world who knows that such persons have existed": yes, but since he 
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produces the plenitude of an evidence: that it is worthwhile being alive. 
The morning e·l1ands (to the grocer, the baker, while the village is still 
almost deserted) are something I wouldn't miss for anything in the 
world. 

Mother feeling better today. She is sitting in the garden, wearing a 
big straw hat. As soon as she feels a little better, she is drawn by the 
house, filled with the desire to participate; she puts things away, turns 
off the furnace during the day (which I never do). 

This afternoon, a sunny, windy day, the sun already setting, I burned 
garbage at the bottom of the garden. A complete course of physics to 
follow; a1 .ned with a long bamboo pole, I stir the heaps of paper, which 
slowly burn; it takes patience who would have guessed how long paper 
can resist the fire r On the other hand, the emerald-green plastic bag (the 
garbage bag itself) burns very fast, leaving no trace: it literally van
ishes. This phenomenon might serve, on many an occasion, as a metaphor. 

Incredible incidents (read in the Sud-Ouest or heard on the radior 
I don't remember): in Egypt it has been decided to execute those Moslems 
who convert to another religion. In the U.S.S.R., a French agent was 
expelled because she gave a present of underwear to a Soviet friend. 
Compile a contemporary dictionary of intolerance (literature, in this 
case Voltaire, cannot be abandoned, so long as the evils subsist to which 
it bears witness). 

July 17, 1977 
As if Sunday morning intensifUls the good weather. Two heteroclite 

intensities reinforce each other. 

I never mind doing the cooking. I like the operations involved. I take 
pleasure in observing the changingfonns of the food as they occur (colora
tions, thickenings, contractions, crystallizations, polarizations, etc.). There 
is something a little perverse about this observation. On the other hand, 
what I can't do, and what I always do badly, are proportions and sched
ules: I put in too much oil, afraid everything will burn; I leave things on 
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the fire too long, afraid they won't be cooked through. In short, I'm afraid 
because I don't know (how much, how long). Whence the security of a 
code (a kind of guaranteed knowledge): I'd rather cook rice than potatoes 
because I know it takes seventeen minutes. This figure delights me, insofar 
as it's precise (to the point of being preposterous); a round number would 
seem contrived, and just to be certain, I'd add to it. 

. 

July 18, 1977 
Mother's birthday. All I can offer her is a rosebud from the garden; 

at least it's the only one, and the first one since we're here. Tonight, M. 
is coming for dinner and will do the cooking: soup and a pimento 
omelette; she brings champagne and almond cookies from Peyrehorade. 
Mme L. has sent flowers from her garden, delivered by one of her 
daughters. 

Moods, in the strong, Schumannian sense: a broken series of con
tradictory impulses: waves of anxiety, imaginations of the worst, and 
unseasonable euphorias. This morning, at the core of Wony, a crystal 
of happiness: the weather (very fine, very light and dry), the music 
(Haydn), coffee, a cigar, a good pen, the household noises (the human 
subject as caprice: such discontinuity alamlS, exhausts). 

July 19, 1977 
Early in the morning, coming back with the milk, I stop in the church to 

have a look around. It's been remodeled according to the prescribed New 
Look: now it resembles nothing so much as a Protestant establishment (only 
the wooden galleries indicate a Basque tradition); no image, the altar has 
become a simple table, no candle, of course. Too bad, isn't it� 

Around six in the evening, I doze on my bed. The window is wide open, 
the gray day has lifted now. I experience a certain floating euphoria: 
everything is liquid, aerated, potable (I drink the air, the moment, the 
garden). And since I happen to be reading Suzuki, it seems to me that I'm 
quite close to the state Zen calls sabi; or again (since I'm also reading 
Blanchot), to the "fluid heaviness" he speaks of apropos of Proust. 

• • • 
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July 2 1, 1977 
Some bacon, onions, thyme, etc.: simmering, the smell is wonderful. 

Now this fragrance is not that of food as it will be sei ved at table. There 
is an odor of what is eaten and an odor of what is prepared (observation 
for the "Science of Motley," or "diaplwrology"). 

July 22, 1977 
For some years, a unique project, apparently: to explore my own stu

pidity, or better still: to utter it, to make it the object of my books. In 
this way I have already uttered my "egoist" stupidity and my "lover's" 
stupidity. There remains a third kind, which I'll someday have to get 
down on paper: political stupidity. What I think of events politically 
(and I never fail to think something), from day to day, is stupid. This 

• 

is a stupidity which I should now utter in the third book of this little 
trilogy, a kind of Political Diary. It would take en01mous courage, but 
maybe this would exorcise that mixture of boredom, fear, and indignation 
which the Politician (or rather Politics) constitutes for me. 

"/" is harder to write than to read. 

Last night, at Casino, the Anglet supeimarket, with E.M., we were 
filscinated by this Babylonian Temple of Merchandise. It really is the 
Golden Calf: piles of (cheap) "wealth," mustering of the species (classified 
by types), Noah's ark of things (Swedish clogs to eggplants), predatory 
stacking of carts. We're suddenly convinced that people will buy anything 
(as I do myself): each cart, while parked in front of the cash register, is 
the shameless chariot of manias, impulses, perversions, and cravings: 
obvious, confronting a cart proudly passing before us, that there was no 
need to buy the cellophane-wrapped pitW ensconced there. 

I'd like to read (if such a thing exists) a History of Stores. What 
happened before Zola and Au Bonheur des dames1 

August 5, 1977 
Continuing War and Peace, I have a violent reading the 

Ikath of old Prince Bolkonsky, his last words of tenderness to his daughter 
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(Rereading: this bit gave me a distinct pleasure, so vividly did it revive 
the sensations of that evening; but curiously, in reading it over, what I 
remembered best was what was not wrilten, the interstices of notation: 
for instance, the gray of the rue de Rivoli while I was waiting for the 
bus; no use trying to describe it now, anyway, or I'll lose it again instead 
of some other silenced sensation, and so on, as if resurrection always 
occurred alongside the thing expressed: role of the Phantom, of the 
Shadow.) 

However often I reread these two fragments, nothing tells 
me they are publishable; on the other hand, nothing tells me 
that they are not. Which raises a problem that is beyond me-e
the problem of "publishability"; not: "is it good or is it bad?" (a 
form every author gives to his question), but "is it publishable 
or isn't it?" This is not only a publisher's question. The doubt 
has shifted, slides from the text's quality to its image. I raise for 
myself the question of the text from the Other's point of view; 
the Other is not the public, here, or any particular public (that 
is the publisher's question); the Other, caught up in a dual and 
somehow personal relation, is anyone who will read me. In short, 
I imagine that my Journal pages are put in front of "whom I 
am looking at," or under the silence of "whom I am speaking 
to." Is this not the situation of any text? No. The text is 
anonymous, or at least produced by a kind of nom de guerre, that 
of the author. This is not at all true of the Journal (even if its 
"I" is a false name): the Journal is a "discourse" (a kind of written 
record according to a special code), not a text. The question I 
raise for myself: "Should I keep a journal?" is immediately sup
plied, in my mind, with a nasty answer: 'Who cares?" or, more 
psychoanalytically: "It's your problem." 

All I have left to do is analyze the reasons for my doubt. Why 
do I suspect, from the point of view of the image, Journal writing? 
I believe it is because this writing is stricken, in my eyes, with a 
kind of insidious disease, negative characteristics deceptive 
and disappointing, as I shall try to say. 

The Journal corresponds to no mission. Nor is this word 
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laughable. The works of literature, from Dante to Mallarme, 
Proust, and Sartre, have always had, for those who wrote them, 
a kind of social, theological, mythic, aesthetic, moral end. The 
book, "architectural and premeditated," is supposed to repro
duce an order of the world; it always implies, 1 believe, a monist 
philosophy. The Journal cannot achieve the status of the Book 
(of the Work); it is only an Album, to adopt Mallarme's distinc
tion (it is Gide's life which is a "work," not his Journal). The 
Album is a collection of leaflets not only interchangeable (even 
this would be nothing) but above all infinitely suppressible: re
reading my Journal, 1 can cross out one entry after the next, to 
the complete annihilation of the Album, with the excuse that "I 
don't like this one": this is the method of Groucho and Chico 
Marx reading aloud and tearing up each clause of the contract 
meant to bind them. But can't the Journal, in fact, be 
considered and practiced as that form which essentially expresses 
the inessentials of the world, the world as inessential ? For 
that, the Journal's subject would have to be the word, and not 
me; otherwise, what is uttered is a kind of egotism which 
constitutes a screen between the world and the writing; whatever 
1 do, 1 become consistent, confronting the world which is not 
so. How to keep a Journal without egotism? That is precisely 
the question which keeps me from writing one (for I have had 
just about enough egotism). 

Inessential, the Journal is unnecessary as well. I cannot invest 
in a Journal as 1 would in a unique and monumental work 
which would be dictated to me by an incontrovertible desire. 
The regular writing of the Journal, a function as daily as any 
other physiological one, no doubt implies a pleasure, a comfort, 
but not a passion. It is a minor mania of writing, whose necessity 
vanishes in the trajectory leading from the entry produced to 

the entry reread: "I  haven't found that what I've written so far 
is particularly valuable, nor that it obviously deserves to be 
thrown away" (Kafka). Like any subject of perversion (I am 
told), subjected to the "yes, but . . .  " I know that my text is 
futile, but at the same time (by the same impulse) I cannot wrest 
myself from the belief that it exists. 
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Inessential, uncertain, the Journal is also inauthentic. I don't 
mean by this that someone who expresses himself in one is not 
sincere. I mean that its very form can only be borrowed from 
an antecedent and motionless Form (that, precisely, of the 
Intimate Journal), which cannot be subverted. Writing my 
Journal, I am, by status, doomed to simulation. A double 
simulation, in fact: for since every emotion is a copy of the same 
emotion one has read somewhere, to report a mood in the 
coded language of the Collection of Moods is to copy a copy: 
even if the text was "original," it would already be a copy; all 
the more so if it is familiar, worn, threadbare: "The writer, by 
his pains, those dragons he has fondled, or by a certain vivacity, 
must set himself up, in the text, as a witty histrion" (Mallarme). 
What a paradox! By choosing the most "direct," the most 
"spontaneous" form of writing, I find myself to be the clumsiest 
of ham actors. (And why not? Are there not "historic" moments 
when one must be a ham actor? By practicing an antiquated 
form of literature to the bitter end, am I not saying that I love 
literature, that I love it in a harrowing fashion, at the very 
moment when it's dying? I love it, therefore I imitate it but 
precisely: not without complexes.) 

All of which says more or less the same thing: that the worst 
torment, when I try to keep a Journal, is the instability of my 
judgment. Instability? Rather, its inexorably descending curve. 
In the Journal, as Kafka pointed out, the absence of a notation's 
value is always recognized too late. How to transform what is 
wrftten at white heat (and take pride in the fact) into a nice cold 
dish? It is this waste, this dwindling which constitute's the 
Journal's uneasiness. Again, Mallarme (who, moreover, didn't 
keep one): "Or other verbiage become just that, provided it is 
exposed, persuasive, pensive, and true when one confides it in 
a whisper": as in that fairy tale, under the effect of a curse and 
an evil power, the flowers that fall from my lips are changed 
into toads. "When I say something, this thing immediately and 
definitively loses its importance. When I write it here, it also 
loses it, but sometimes gains another importance" (Kafka). The 
difficulty proper to the Journal is that this secondary importance, 
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liberated by writing, is not certain: it is not certain that the 
Journal recuperates the word and gives it the resistance of a 
new metal. Of course, writing is indeed that strange activity 
(over which, hitherto, psychoanalysis has had little hold, under
standing it with difficulty) which miraculously arrests the hem
orrhaging of the image-repertoire, of which speech is the 
powerful and pathetic stream. But precisely: however "well 
written," is the Journal "writing"? It struggles, swells, and 
stiffens: am I as big as the text? Never! you aren't even close. 
Whence the depressive effect: acceptable when I write, disap
pointing when I reread. 

At bottom, all these failures and weaknesses designate quite 
clearly a certain defect of the subject. This defect is existential. 
What the Journal posits is not the tragic question, the Madman's 
question: "Who am I?", but the comic question, the Bewildered 
Man's question: "Am I?" A comic a comedian, that's what the 
Journal keeper is. 

In other words, I never get away from myself. And if I never 
get away from myself, if I cannot manage to determine what 
the Journal is "worth," it is because its literary status slips 
through my fingers: on the one hand, I experience it, through 
its facility and its desuetude, as being nothing more than the 
Text's limbo, its unconstituted, unevolved, and immature form; 
but on the other hand, it is all the same a true scrap of that 
Text, for it includes its essential torment. This torment, l believe, 
consists in this: that literature is without proofs. By which it must 
be understood that it cannot prove not only what it says but 
even that it is worth the trouble of saying it. This harsh condition 
(Play and Despair, Kafka says) achieves its very paroxysm in the 
Journal. But also, at this point, everything turns around, for 
out of its impotence to prove, which excludes it from the serene 
heaven of Logic, the Text draws a flexibility which is in a sense 
its essence, which it possesses as something all its own. Kafkal
whose Journal is perhaps the only one that can be read without 
irritation expresses this double postulation of literature to 
perfection: Accuracy and Inanity: " . . .  I was considering the 

• 
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hopes 1 had formed for life. The one which appeared the most 
important, or the most affecting, was the desire to acquire a way 
of seeing life (and, what was related, of being able, by writing, 
to convince others) in which life would keep its heavy movement 
of rise and fall, but would at the same time be recognized, and 
with a no less admirable clarity, as a nothing, a dream, a drifting 
state." Yes, that is just what the ideal Journal is: at once a 
rhythm (rise and fall, elasticity) and a trap (I cannot join my 
image): a writing, in short, which tells the truth of the trap and 
guarantees this truth by the most formal of operations, rhythm. 
On which we must doubtless conclude that 1 can rescue the 
Journal on the one condition that 1 labor it to death, to the end 
of an extreme exhaustion, like a virtually impossible Text: a 
labor at whose end it is indeed possible that the Journal thus 
kept no longer resembles a Journal at all. 

Tel (bul, 1979 
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"Barthes's career was an exemplary search for understanding 
how man creates meaning, a lifelong exploration of man's 
definition as homo sigl'lifict1.ns, the maker of meaning in signs. 
In anthropology, in linguistics, philosophy, and the discourse 
upon literature, this has been a characteristic preoccupation of 
our age, and no one addressed himself to it so persistently, so 
multifariously, so ingeniously, as Ba�hes." 

-Peter Brooks, The New Republic 

"The Rustle of Language collects forty-five of Barthes's essays 
on literature and teaching written between 1967 and 1980. It 
includes hommage to various authors, from Brecht to Proust, 
and to various scholars, from Jakobson to Kristeva. There are 
central Barthes statements about the future of semiological 
investigation, urging that it go beyond exploring the class 
interests underlying discourse, and question discourse making 
itself. . . .  The typically Barthesian texture of the writing makes 
itself felt. That texture delightful to many of us-is composed 
of the mutual jostling of many (often mutually incompatible) 
registers of discourse. Linguistics, literature, philosophy, . . .  
history, semantics, Marxism-these are only the commonest of 
the many categories that organize Barthes's thinking . . . .  In all of 
these essays, the briskness and liveliness of Barthes's style makes 
the work interesting." 

-Helen Vendler, New York Review of Books 

• 

Roland Barthes studied French literature and classics at the University 
of Paris, taught French at universities in Rumania and Egypt and 
sociology at the Ecole Pratique des Hautes Etudes in Paris. He was a 
professor at the College de France until his death in 1980. 
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