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‘Once more unto the breach’
On Meaning and Structure
Gerald C
‘Once more unto the breach, dear friends, once more’
(William Shakespeare, Henry V, Act III, Scene I)

The sense of art, its meaning, is not a simple entity expressed by the artist for an audience. The
artwork, even in its immaterial or performative dimension, has a certain autonomy as it calls for our
attention. At the moment of perception, the work looks like it is quasi out of context. At the same
WLPHWKHZRUNGHSHQGVRQWKLVYHU\FRQWH[W±E\QHJDWLRQ7KHPHDQLQJWKDWZHH[SHULHQFHIURPWKH
work in such an unfamiliar fashion comes into being precisely by detaching itself from a texture
without which meaning would remain unnoticed. The sense of art needs a con-text, not as determinant, but wherein meaning can be heard. This is a vital paradox for art to have a voice. The
autonomy of art is dependant on its ability to detach itself, for example, from any predictable and
recognisable system of signs. We can easily imagine that the world within which artistic meaning
emerges is itself made of signs that have been arranged and structured for the sake of communication
and understanding. Those structured systems of signs are indeed used for instrumental and practical
reasons. When artistic meaning calls for attentiveness, it does so by transpiring from such structures,
by creating a ‘breach.’ Such is the very odd relationship that this essay will endeavour to describe.
Moreover, instead of dismissing structural analysis, as has too often been the case in so-called
SRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW WKLQNLQJ HSLWRPLVHG IRU H[DPSOH E\ -DFTXHV 'HUULGD -HDQ)UDQoRLV /\RWDUG RU
Julia Kristeva, the essay will show that any structure-related method of analysis, like any other
methods, only becomes limited when untimely used. When applied in a timely and attentive fashion,
structural analysis can divulge what are the necessary conditions for the emergence of meaning to be
possible at all. Structure thus becomes the place of meaning, in so far as we understand meaning as a
breach of structure. And vice versa, meaning as a breach can become the place of structure.
5HSUHVHQWDWLRQ6LJQL¿FDWLRQ6LJQ
,WLV¿UVWRIDOOQHFHVVDU\WRFODULI\WKHUHOHYDQWFRQFHSWVWKDWZLOOEHYLVLWHGLQWKHFRXUVHRIWKLV
essay. To a greater or lesser degree, any meaningful artefact evokes or tells us some-thing. Even the
most abstract image is not completely free from being recognised or understood as some-thing. In
RWKHU ZRUGV PHDQLQJIXO FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV DOZD\V LQFOXGH VRPH OHYHOV RI UHSUHVHQWDWLRQ DQG VLJQL¿FDWLRQ:KHQDQLPDJHLVWKRXJKWWRUHSUHVHQWVRPHWKLQJLWVLPSO\PHDQVWKDWWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ
refers to external elements that were present in the past, or that are projected into the future through
imagination, or that are present in a different context, whatever this may be.
Perceiving an image as such creates a distance that begets the desire to see the real or the ideal
through what is perceived. Perceptual experience of a representation involves necessarily a three-fold
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PDWUL[LPDJHYLHZHUDQGGHVLJQDWHGREMHFW6LJQL¿FDWLRQRQWKHRWKHUKDQGFRXOGEHGH¿QHGDVD
system, a set of items, such as signs, connected by the mind to elaborate or understand a story. Thus,
XQOLNHUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDQGLQWKHZD\ZHGH¿QHWKHZRUGQDUUDWLRQDVDSDUWLFXODULQVWDQFHRIVLJQL¿cation, operates within a two-fold framework made of the perceiving subject and the plane of the
FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ 7KH SHUFHLYLQJ VXEMHFW FRQQHFWV WRJHWKHU WKH VLJQL¿HG VLGHV RI VLJQV WR FUHDWH RU
understand a story.

,QDZD\VLJQL¿FDWLRQDVV\VWHPRILQWHUUHODWHGVLJQVZRUGV¿JXUHVRUHYHQVRXQGVGRHVQRW
have any ‘opacity’, as Lyotard calls it.1 0RUHRYHU VLJQL¿FDWLRQ LV FRQVWUXFWHG LQGXFHG RU OHG
sometimes at the expense of sensuous meaning experienced as such. The most obvious example
would be Western medieval art whose primary function was often to communicate the story of the
6FULSWXUHV6LJQL¿FDWLRQLVLQGHHGWKHHIIHFWRIDV\VWHPRIVLJQVZKRVHVLJQL¿HGVLGHVDUHVLPSO\
FRQQHFWHGWRHDFKRWKHU'H¿QHGDVVXFKFRQ¿JXUDWLRQVWKDWRSHUDWHDVVLJQL¿FDWLRQRUQDUUDWLRQDUH
WKHUHIRUHDNLQWRµODQJXDJH¶LQWKHZD\)HUGLQDQGGH6DXVVXUHGH¿QHGLWDVLJQV\VWHPWKDWFRQYH\V
or formulates ideas.2 Representation, for its part, calls for the spectator’s perceptual experience of the
GHVLJQDWHGREMHFWWKURXJKWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ

$QRWKHUIXQGDPHQWDOFRQFHSWLQQHHGRIFODUL¿FDWLRQLVWKDWRIµVLJQ¶ZKLFK,ZLOOGH¿QHZLWKLQ
the context of Saussure’s semiology, leaving aside, for the purpose of this essay, Charles Sanders
3HLUFH¶V ZRUN LQ WKH ¿HOG3 6DXVVXUH¶V ZHOONQRZQ WULDG RI WHUPV ± VLJQ VLJQL¿HG DQG VLJQL¿HU ±
FRQVWLWXWHVWKHFRUHRIKLVVHPLRORJ\7KHVWUXFWXUDOUHODWLRQVKLSEHWZHHQWKHVLJQL¿HG WKHFRQYH\HG
‘concept’) and what conveys it (’the sound-image’) constitutes the sign, making language ‘a system
of signs that express ideas’.4 And unlike the symbol, the sign is characterised by a completely arbitrary
RU µXQPRWLYDWHG¶  UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ VLJQL¿HU DQG VLJQL¿HG5 Narrative mechanisms therefore
RSHUDWHDVV\VWHPVRIVLJQVZKRVHVLJQL¿HGVLGHVUHODWHWRHDFKRWKHUUHJDUGOHVVRIWKHVLJQL¿HU RU
conveyance).
Now, unless we resign ourselves to being abstracting animals, it would be indeed hard to deny
that signs also point to something outside of themselves, which is often referred to as ‘reality’ but can
also be an ‘ideality’. This other dimension of the sign is ‘designation’. Again, I will leave aside
3HLUFH¶VGH¿QLWLRQRIµVLJQ¶LQUHODWLRQWRµREMHFW¶DQGµLQWHUSUHWDQW¶WRIRFXVRQWKHVSHFL¿FLVVXHRI
KRZWRXQGHUVWDQGWKHQDWXUHRIPHDQLQJDVEUHDFKZLWKLQDVHWVWUXFWXUHRIVLJQVZKRVHVLJQL¿HG
VLJQL¿HUSDLUVUHODWHWRHDFKRWKHULQVXFKRUVXFKDZD\6
 6HH-HDQ)UDQoRLV/\RWDUG¶VIRUPXODWLRQRIWKHUHODWLRQEHWZHHQVLJQL¿FDWLRQDQGV\VWHP/\RWDUGDiscours,
Figure (1985 [1971]), 73-116.
2
See Ferdinand de Saussure Cours de linguistique générale (1916).
3
See Charles Sanders Peirce, The Essential Peirce, eds. N. Houser and C. Kloesel (Vol. 1) and the Peirce
Edition Project (Vol. 2), (Bloomington IN: Indiana University Press).
4
Saussure Cours de linguistique générale, 16.
5  7KH OLQJXLVW ePLOH %HQYHQLVWH TXHVWLRQHG WKH DUELWUDU\ FKDUDFWHU RI WKH UHODWLRQVKLS VLJQL¿HUVLJQL¿HG LQ
Problems in General Linguistics: what is arbitrary for him is the relationship sign/designated object.
(Benveniste 1971, Chap. IV). Similarly, for Peirce, the symbol is a sign whose association with its designated
object is ruled by conventions and habits. See Charles Sanders Pierce, The Writings of Charles S. Peirce: A
Chronological Edition (Bloomington I.N: Indiana University Press, 1982), Vol.2.
6
Peirce, The Essential Peirceµ,GH¿QHDVLJQDVDQ\WKLQJZKLFKLVVRGHWHUPLQHGE\VRPHWKLQJHOVH
called its Object, and so determines an effect upon a person, which effect I call its interpretant, that the later is
1
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The Order of Structure
,QUHSUHVHQWDWLRQDODUWVSDLQWHG¿JXUHVIRUH[DPSOHGHVLJQDWHVRPHWKLQJRXWVLGHRIWKHSDLQWLQJ LH
VRPHWKLQJUHDORULGHDO 7RUHDGDQLPDJHDVDVHOIFRQWDLQHGV\VWHPRIµVLJQV¶GLYLGHGLQWRVLJQL¿HU
DQGVLJQL¿HGLVDWKHRUHWLFDOWRROWKDW¿WVMXVWL¿HVRUHYHQIRUPVWKHYHU\SULQFLSOHRIQDUUDWLRQ
VLJQL¿FDWLRQDVGH¿QHGDERYH±EXWQRWUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ)RUSRVWVWUXFWXUDOLVW-HDQ)UDQoRLV/\RWDUG
this is clear evidence of the limits of Saussurian structuralist semiology if we want to understand the
µEUHDNLQJRII¶QDWXUHRIPHDQLQJZKLFKKHFDOOVWKHµ¿JXUDO¶7 Signs are bound to have a designating
dimension, which is what enables us to read them as representation. To ignore this conditions our
UHDGLQJRIµVLJQV¶DQGE\H[WHQVLRQRXUSHUFHSWLRQRIZKDWHYHUFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ7KLVVRXQGVOLNHDQ
obvious thing to say. It is, however, essential to bear in mind to understand what led poststructuralist
WKHRULVWVWRGHYHORSSROLWLFDOSV\FKRDQDO\WLFDOLQWHUSUHWDWLRQVRIVSHFL¿FDUWLVWLFPHDQLQJ :HVWHUQ
PRGHUQLVP LQWHUPVRIOLEHUDWLRQIURPWKHRSSUHVVLQJUHSUHVVLQJ±LQRWKHUZRUGVFRQWURODQGSRZHU
Signs designate a reality/ideality outside of themselves and, as such, their structuring must obey rules
and conventions to be able to tell us about such realities/idealities. Meaning that emerges through art
that breaks off such a structuring cannot be encapsulated by Saussurrian structuralist semiology.
As Lyotard rightly argued, Saussure’s structuralist semiology is limiting because it overlooks
designation and therefore precludes the possibility of opacity of meaning.8 It tries to grasp the nature
of meaning by analysing the ‘order’ of the system of signs and how they are related to each other in
QDUUDWLRQRUVLJQL¿FDWLRQ7KLVPHWKRGE\GH¿QLWLRQDQGE\QDWXUHGRHVQRWDQGFDQQRWWDNHLQWR
account that ‘space’ or ‘distance’ between sign and designated object, and whose ability to break off
systemic structures made up of rules and conventions, in other words ‘discourse’, constitutes the very
HVVHQFHRIWKHµ¿JXUDO¶,QGHHGDPHWKRGRIDQDO\VLVWKDWLJQRUHVWKHRSDFLW\RIPHDQLQJ±WKHWKLUG
GLPHQVLRQRIWKHVLJQVRWRVSHDN±ZLOOPLVVRXWRQZKDWSUHFLVHO\EUHDNVRIIWKHV\VWHPLFVWUXFWXUH
WKDWPDNHVXSWKHIXQFWLRQRIWKHVLJQ7RLQWHUSUHWFRQ¿JXUDWLRQVLQWHUPVRIVLJQL¿FDWLRQRUQDUUDWLRQ
has to do with, as Lyotard puts it, ‘the mind constructing the mediation’ between the signs and
thereby overlooking the ‘opacity’ of meaning that emerges from the ‘distance’ or ‘space’ between
sign and designated or represented object.9
Interestingly, this ‘dissociation’ between sign and designation can also be sensed in the way
thinkers such as Gottlob Frege differentiated between ‘sense’ (that comes from the system) and
‘reference’ (the intended object of representation);10 or Émile Benveniste who relocated after Saussure

7
8
9
10

thereby mediately determined by the former.’
See Lyotard, Discours, Figure, ‘/HSDUWLSULVGX¿JXUDO¶>7KHELDVRIWKH¿JXUDO@
Ibid., ‘Signe linguistique’, 73-90.
Ibid., 104.
See Gottlob Frege, ‘Uber Sinn und Bedeutung’, in Zeitschrift für Philosophie und philosophische KritiK
(1892), S. 25-50. English translation in Philosophical Writings (1960): ‘On Sense and Reference’, trans. Peter
Geach and Max Black (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1960). Frege establishes a straightforward and somehow
simplistic distinction between: the use of signs (in his case words) for which ‘we presuppose a reference’ (‘wir
setzen eine Bedeutung voraus’ 6 DQGWKDWFRUUHVSRQGVWRWKHVFLHQWL¿FDWWLWXGHLQVHDUFKRIWKHWUXWK
(‘Warheit’) of the real or designated object through the sign; and the use of signs with no concern for the
question of the existence of the reference (‘Bedeutung’), i.e. problems of truth, and that only deals with the
experience of sense (‘Sinn’).
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the arbitrary character of the linguistic sign (the unmotivated relationship is that of sign/designated,
DQGQRWVLJQL¿HUVLJQL¿HG 11 For Lyotard, these are symptoms of awareness of the existence of, in his
RZQZRUGVµVRPHVLOHQWPHDQLQJRUVRPHRSDFLW\EHORZVLJQL¿FDWLRQVSODFHGWKLVWLPHLQWKHKHDUW
of language itself, in its form’.12 Of course, such a formulation may sound abstruse if not relocated
within the context of Lyotard’s argument. The point is that meaning goes beyond (or below) the way
signs relate to each other to constitute a language. They indeed carry an opacity because of that to
which they refer outside of themselves, because of the distance or space they create by designating
an object of representation. Lyotard’s conception of the opacity of meaning is, needless to say, highly
political. Meaning reveals its true nature through the breaking-off capacity of its opacity within the
structuring power of language. The true nature of meaning is therefore seen as a moment of freedom
that escapes the authority of ‘discourse’.
For art historian Norman Bryson in Word and Image, this act of freedom takes place against the
‘work of the discursive’ as seen in most paintings of the Ancien Régime)UDQFHZKHUHE\WKHVLJQL¿HG
LVFRQYH\HGE\DWUDQVSDUHQWEXWVWLOOH[LVWLQJVLJQL¿HUHQWLUHO\GHYRWHGWRVRPHLGHDOLVHGRULQVWLWXtional orders.13 For him, the manifestation of the opacity of meaning clearly depends on the importance
JLYHQWRWKHVLJQL¿HUZKHQWKHVLJQL¿HULVµVXERUGLQDWH¶WKHLPDJHLVQHYHU¿JXUDO7KHVLJQRSHUDWHV
ZLWKLQDSURGXFLQJSURGXFHGG\QDPLFVZKHUHE\WKHVLJQL¿HULVDFRQYH\DQFHLQWKHVHUYLFHRIWKH
FRQYH\HGVLJQL¿HGZKLFKSUHFOXGHVDQ\OLEHUDWLRQRIWKHVLJQL¿HU7KLVFRQFHSWLRQRIPHDQLQJDV
EUHDFKDV,FDOOLWLVDUJXDEO\OHVVVRSKLVWLFDWHGWKDQ/\RWDUG¶V7KH¿JXUDOHOHPHQWRIDFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ
HQGVXSEHLQJFRQ¿QHGWRDGHJUHHRIµQRQUHFRJQLVDELOLW\¶VWHPPLQJIURPµWKHSDLQWHUO\VLJQ¶RUµWKH
LQGHSHQGHQWH[LVWHQFHRIWKHVLJQL¿HU¶14 This, inexorably, makes the manifestation of the opacity of
meaning akin to abstraction. For example, he sees abstraction in the Rococo style and Jean-Honoré
Fragonard’s painting (e.g., Portrait of Denis Diderot LQSDUWLFXODUZLWKµLWVDYRLGDQFHRI¿QLVK
DQGLWVLQVLVWHQFHRQEHLQJH[DPLQHGRQWKHPDWHULDOSODQHRILWVVLJQL¿HUV¶15

7KH¿JXUDOLVFOHDUO\UHGXFHGWRDFHUWDLQµSK\VLFDOLW\¶WKDWVXUIDFHVIURPWKHOLEHUDWLRQRIWKH
VLJQL¿HULHZKHQWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQLQ%U\VRQ¶VRZQZRUGVµFRPHVWRDVVHUWWKHLUUHGXFLELOLW\RILWV
own material construction’.16 Notwithstanding the reductive conceptualisation, Bryson’s interpreWDWLRQUHPDLQVHTXDOO\KLJKO\SROLWLFDOOLEHUDWLRQWDNHVSODFHZKHQWKHQDWXUDOVLJQL¿HUIUHHVLWVHOI
IURP WKH JULS RI WKH VLJQL¿HG WKDW LV WKH DXWKRULW\ RI GLVFRXUVH DQG LWV VLJQLI\LQJ RUGHU$V ZLWK
/\RWDUGPHDQLQJDVEUHDFKLVDPRPHQWRIIUHHGRP±SDUDGR[LFDOO\SURYLQJWKHSRLQWRIPHDQLQJ¶V
dependence on structure in order to breach it.

11

12
13
14

15
16

For Benveniste, only the relationship between sign and designated object deserves to be called unmotivated
DQG QRW WKH UHODWLRQVKLS EHWZHHQ VLJQL¿HU DQG VLJQL¿HG 7KHVH DUH DFFRUGLQJ WR 6DXVVXUH XQL¿HG LQ DQ
DUELWUDU\ZD\IRUJLYLQJELUWKWRVLJQL¿FDWLRQ
Lyotard, Discours, Figure, 104.
See Bryson, ‘Discourse, Figure’, in Word and Image (1994), Chap. I, pp. 1-28.
Bryson uses this word when describing Fragonard’s painting Fête at Saint-Cloud (1775): ‘The Fête at SaintCloud DVDYLVXDOLGHDLVDOODERXWGZDU¿QJKXPDQEHLQJVVRWKDWWKH\DSSURDFKDSRLQWRIQRQUHFRJQLVDELOLW\¶
(Ibid., 107).
Ibid., 109-110.
Ibid., 24.

‘Once more unto the breach’ On Meaning and Structure

39

The Opacity of Meaning as Breach
0HDQLQJDVEUHDFKFDQQRWEHDSSUHKHQGHGZKHQFRQ¿JXUDWLRQVDUHUHDGDVVHOIFRQWDLQHGV\VWHPRI
VLJQVGLYLGHGLQWRVLJQL¿HUDQGVLJQL¿HGLQWKHVHUYLFHRIVLJQLI\LQJRUGHUVRIWKHNLQGVRIQDUUDWLRQ
DQGVLJQL¿FDWLRQ0HDQLQJDVEUHDFKLVDQRSDFLW\WKDWSUHVXSSRVHVWKDWZHDFNQRZOHGJHWKHGLVWDQFH
or space between sign and designated object.

7KHRSDFLW\FRQWDLQHGZLWKLQDQ\FRQ¿JXUDWLRQVWHPVIURPWKHLQYLVLELOLW\RIWKHGHVLJQDWHG
object. A landscape painting, for example, painted according to Albertian rules of perspective is
clearly ‘representational’ of a landscape we believe has a reality; at the same time, the real landscape
UHPDLQVLQYLVLEOHZKHQSHUFHLYHGWKURXJKWKHYLVXDOFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ7KHZD\VWKHVLJQVUHODWHWRHDFK
other in the painting, the way their relationships are structured, enable us to recognise a landscape.
This is the language made of rules and conventions that the painting uses for us to recognise what is
painted.
At the same time the ‘silent meaning’ of the painting lies elsewhere; it lies within the space or
distance that separates (or brings together) the sign and the designated object, in other words, the
painting and the world of what is painted. Such an opacity obviously belongs to the sensuous world
and can only be felt. No structuralist analysis can put a grip on it. The ‘silent meaning’ of the opacity
LV QR VLJQL¿FDWLRQ RU QDUUDWLRQ ,QWHUHVWLQJO\ WKH RSDFLW\ RI PHDQLQJ FDQ UHYHDO LWVHOI DW YDULRXV
degrees of intensity and intention depending on the historical and cultural contexts. A 17th century
Dutch still-life painting has an opacity (e.g., Pieter Claesz, Still-Life With Crab, 1644), but one that
is not intentionally brought forth as in the case of most Western modernist art (Jean Fautrier, The
Green Three, 1944). The former is a passive form of opacity of meaning, whereas the latter is active.

0RGHUQLVW DUW EUHDNV RII UXOHV DQG FRQYHQWLRQV RI SUHPRGHUQLVW RUGHUV RI VLJQL¿FDWLRQ DQG
QDUUDWLRQ7KHPRGHUQLVW¿JXUH LQWKHVHQVHRIPHDQLQJIXOIRUP EUHDNVRIIWKHRUGHURIGLVFRXUVH
its structure and grip on its account of reality or ideality. Balthus’ painting The Street (1933) offers a
good illustration.
7KH ZD\ WKH SDVVHUVE\ DUH VHW ZLWKLQ WKH FRQ¿JXUDWLRQ RI WKH VXUURXQGLQJ VWUHHW EUHDNV RII WKH
signifying order of the painting as a whole. The surrounding street operates at one single level of
VLJQL¿FDWLRQDOOVLJQL¿HGVLGHVRIVLJQVUHODWHWRHDFKRWKHUWRVLJQLI\DVWUHHW7KHVLJQL¿HULVµSDLQW¶
ZKLOHWKHVLJQL¿HGFRQ¿JXUDWLRQLVWKHµSDLQWHG¶VWUHHW7KHZD\WKHSDVVHUVE\DUHFRQ¿JXUHGGLVUXSWV
WKLVRUGHURIVLJQL¿FDWLRQ7KH\DSSHDUDVLIWKH\GLGQRWUHDOO\EHORQJWRWKHVWUHHWJLYLQJWKXVWKH
impression that they are bringing forth their ‘opacity’, i.e., the space or distance in-between the sign
DQG WKH GHVLJQDWHG REMHFW WKH UHDO SDVVHUVE\ 7KH SDVVHUVE\ ¿JXUHV GR QRW TXLWH ¿W ZLWKLQ WKH
signifying structure of the rest of the painting; they break off the order of ‘discourse’ by bringing
forth the opacity of meaning. The passers-by do not fully belong to the surrounding street; yet,
SDUDGR[LFDOO\WKH\DUHSDLQWHGDVLIWKH\PLUDFXORXVO\¿WWHGSDUWLFXODUIHDWXUHVRIWKHVXUURXQGLQJ
street, which of course is un-seen in real life situations. The ensuing effect is that the painted
passers-by appear to bring forth the opacity of meaning; they ‘present’ themselves through the
XQH[SHFWHGFKDUDFWHURIWKHLUFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ7KH\DUHXQH[SHFWHGO\LQPHWLFXORXVKDUPRQ\ZLWKWKH
surfaces and geometrical lines of the picture. The left hand of the little girl in the foreground matches
exactly the curve of the shoe of the builder in white. The length of the handle of her racket corre-
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sponds to the width of the builder’s left leg. The left contour of the apron of the woman holding a
child on the right side of the painting coincides with the line of the edge of the footpath, and so on.
7KHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQLVFRPSRVHGRIWKHVHLPSRVVLEOHFRLQFLGHQFHV±LHWKHLPSRVVLELOLW\RI¿QGLQJ
real passers-by in such a formal harmony with their surroundings.
The breach of meaning stems here from a designated impossibility, akin to Francis Bacon’s use
RIPDUNVRIFKDQFHWKDWDUHSDUDGR[LFDOO\FRQ¿JXUHGZLWKH[WUDRUGLQDU\DFFXUDF\DQGFDOFXODWLRQWR
bring forth their opacity (e.g., Study for Head of Lucian Freud, 1967). Paradoxically, the unexpected
nature of Bacon’s marks of chance is rendered by an excess of calculation. In a similar vein, Balthus’
passers-by do not fully belong to their surroundings, creating thus an effect of opacity or presencing.
The painted passers-by ‘are’ in excess at a moment of formal harmony that no instantaneous realistic
photograph could have possibly recorded.

7KH SDUDGR[LFDO FKDUDFWHU RI WKHVH FRQ¿JXUDWLRQV UHYHDOV VRPHWKLQJ IXQGDPHQWDO DERXW WKH
nature of meaning: structure is the place of meaning as breach; vice versa, meaning as breach is the
place of structure. Beyond the straightforward critical dimension one can see in The Street, or in
Western modernism as a whole as in Lyotard or other poststructuralist theorists, what the painting
reveals is the reciprocal self-determining nature of meaning and structure whereby each acts as the
SODFHRIIRUPDWLRQRIWKHRWKHU±DFRQFHSWWKRURXJKO\GHYHORSHGLQ1LVKLGD.LWDU{¶VVWXGLHVRIWKH
‘place’ (basho ک) and ‘contradictory self-identities’ (mujunteki jiko dôitsu ᅶᅀᄑᒲࢄպˢ).17
Semiological Disturbance
As already suggested the opacity of meaning can be manifested in a variety of ways, depending on
the historical and cultural contexts, whether actively or passively. The opacity of meaning as breach
can also emerge through the disturbance of semiological planes. Referring to Roland Barthes’ s
distinction between ‘myth’ and ‘language’ may shed light on what is at stake.
In ‘Myth Today’ Barthes distinguishes between two semiological planes: ‘language’ and
‘myth’.187KH¿UVWSODQHLVWKDWRIWKHµOLQJXLVWLFV\VWHP¶RUµODQJXDJHREMHFW¶WKHVHFRQGSODQHLVWKDW
RIWKHµP\WK¶RUµPHWDODQJXDJH¶7KHIRUPHULVDV\VWHPRIVLJQVWKDWRSHUDWHVDVVLJQL¿HUIRUWKH
myth. To take an example, in John Everett Millais’s painting Ophelia (1852) and on the plane of
ODQJXDJHREMHFWWKHSDLQWLVWKHVLJQL¿HUWKDWPHGLDWHVZLWKH[WUDRUGLQDU\DFFXUDF\IUHVKQHVVDQG
¿GHOLW\DERWDQLFDOHQYLURQPHQWDQGD\RXQJZRPDQO\LQJLQDVWUHDPZLWKÀRZHUVLQKHUULJKWKDQG
$VDVLJQWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQFRQVWLWXWHVDVLJQL¿HUIRUWKHP\WKWRRSHUDWH2SKHOLDG\LQJLQ6KDNHspeare’s Hamlet, Act IV Scene vii (1988). In despair because of the killing of her father by her lover,
+DPOHWVKHOHWVKHUVHOIVLQNDIWHUKDYLQJSLFNHGÀRZHUVVOLSSHGDQGIDOOHQLQWRWKHZDWHU7KHSRSS\
17

18

See Nishida Kitaro, Basho ሙᡤ [Place], in Hataraku mono kara miru mono he (ാࡃࡶࡢࡽぢࡿࡶࡢ
[From the acting to the seeing], Nishida Kitaro zenshu, す⏣ᗄከ㑻㞟 [Complete works of Nishida Kitaro,
1927, Vol.4] Tokyo: Iwanami Shoten, 1979). English translation by John W. M. Krummel and Shigenori
1DJDWRPR 3ODFH  'LDOHFWLF  µ%DVKR¶ 2[IRUG 2[IRUG 8QLYHUVLW\ 3UHVV   6HH DOVR Tetsugaku no
kompon mondai – Benshôhôteki sekai ဴᏛࡢ᰿ᮏၥ㢟 ± ᘚドἲⓗୡ⏺ [Fundamental problems of
SKLORVRSK\±7KHGLDOHFWLFDOZRUOG@LQNishida Kitaro zenshu, 1934, Vol.7. English translation by David A.
Dilworth (trans.), 1970, Tokyo: Sophia University Press, 107-254.
See Roland Barthes (1993 [1957]) in Mythologies: ‘Myth Today’, 107-159.
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LVDVLJQL¿HUWKDWV\PEROLVHVGHDWKWKHGDLVLHVFRQYH\LQQRFHQFHWKHZLOORZDQGWKHQHWWOHVLJQLI\
abandoned love and pain, and so on.

%DUWKHVDUWLFXODWHVWKHGLVWLQFWLRQEHWZHHQWKHWZRSODQHV±µODQJXDJH¶DQGµP\WK¶±DVIROORZV






6LJQL¿HU6LJQL¿HG

Language:

3. Sign

MYTH:

I SIGNIFIER

II SIGNIFIED
III SIGN

It can be seen that in myth there are two semiological systems, one of which is staggered in
relation to the other: a linguistic system, the language (or the modes of representation which are
assimilated to it), which I shall call the language-object, because it is the language which myth
gets hold of in order to build its own system; and myth itself, which I shall call metalanguage,
because it is a second language, in which RQHVSHDNVDERXWWKH¿UVW19
(Barthes 1957, 115)
If we refer back to Balthus’s The Street we can describe the manifestation of the opacity of meaning,
or meaning as breach, in terms of semiological disturbance between the two planes. The painted
passers-by in a way break off the principle of what looks like a potential semiological series. Again,
LIWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQDVDZKROHFRXOGEHDQDO\VHGRQWKHVDPHVHPLRORJLFDOSODQHLWZRXOGEHFRPH
no more than the narration or representation of a possible scene from real life. The metalanguage
FRXOGWKHQEHXQGHUVWRRGIRUH[DPSOHDVDVRFLDOUHDOLVWPHVVDJH7KHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQKRZHYHUGRHV
QRWDOORZWKHVHPLRORJLFDOVHULHVWRRSHUDWH:HFDQQRWVLPXOWDQHRXVO\FRQ¿JXUHWKHSDVVHUVE\DQG
WKHVXUURXQGLQJVWUHHWDVODQJXDJHREMHFWVDQGZHFDQQRWFRQ¿JXUHWKHPDVLIWKH\EHORQJHGWRWKH
same plane of myth. In The Street the two planes clash with each other. (Perhaps the compounds
µ¿JXUHREMHFW¶ 3ODQH DQGµPHWD¿JXUH¶ 3ODQH DUHPRUHDSSURSULDWHIRUYLVXDOFRQ¿JXUDWLRQV
instead of ‘language-object’ and ‘metalanguage’, which are more suitable for linguistics.) The
passers-by do not fully belong to the surrounding street; neither are they totally on their own for the
YHU\UHDVRQWKH\DUHGHSLFWHGLQDVWUHHW7KH\GRQRWDSSHDUWR¿WHLWKHU3ODQHRU3ODQHGRWKH\
FRQYH\PHDQLQJRUDUHWKH\FRQYH\HGPHDQLQJ"7KH\DUHLQIDFWQHLWKHUVLJQL¿HUQRUVLJQL¿HG7KH\
DUH QHLWKHU ¿JXUHREMHFW QRU PHWD¿JXUH QHLWKHU ODQJXDJH QRU P\WK 7KH\ DUH ¿JXUHLQH[FHVV RU
µ¿JXUH¿JXUH¶IRUWKH\EULQJIRUWKWKHRSDFLW\RIPHDQLQJE\FUHDWLQJDVHPLRORJLFDOGLVWXUEDQFH
i.e., meaning as breach.

 %U\VRQZLWKRXWWUXO\H[SORULQJWKLVLVVXHEULHÀ\PHQWLRQVµ'LGHURW¶VLPDJLQDU\SDLQWLQJV¶ %U\VRQWord
and Image   ZKLFK IXQFWLRQ DV µVHFRQGRUGHU VHPLRORJLFDO V\VWHPV¶ ZKHUH D VLJQ LQ WKH ¿UVW V\VWHP
EHFRPHVDVLJQL¿HGLQWKHVHFRQG¶ LELG $VDUHVXOWWKHVLJQµKDVQRWKLQJof itself’ and becomes henceforth
µ³DOOVLJQL¿HG´DQG³QRVLJQL¿HU´¶ LELG 
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Un-Explained Substitution
Another form of meaning as breach can also been found in ‘metaphors’, which, interestingly for the
sake of its anti-discursive nature, Lyotard sees as belonging to the ‘language of dream’. It is not so
much the obvious psychoanalytical dimension that is relevant here, but rather the way the semiological relates to the phenomenal nature of meaning.
The manifestation of the opacity of meaning, in Lyotard’s words, is one ‘that hides and that
shows, probably metaphorically’.20 Clearly, the opacity of meaning is expressed through withdrawals
IURPDQGEULQJLQJIRUWKDJDLQVWWKHRUGHURIVLJQL¿FDWLRQDQGQDUUDWLRQ±DQGPHWDSKRULVDGHYLFHIRU
doing so. A metaphor is not any language device. Unlike a metonymy, and even less literal language,
a metaphor is, for linguists such as Roman Jakobson, more radically paradigmatic than syntagmatic,21
DOEHLWERWKDUHµ¿JXUHVRIHTXLYDOHQFH¶DV7HUHQFH+DZNHVH[SODLQV
…they characteristically propose a different entity as having ‘equivalent’ status to the one
WKDW IRUPV WKH PDLQ VXEMHFW RI WKH ¿JXUH  7KXV LQ WKH PHWDSKRU µWKH FDU EHHWOHG DORQJ¶ WKH
movement of a beetle is proposed as ‘equivalent’ to that of the car, and in the metonymic phrase
µ7KH:KLWH+RXVHFRQVLGHUVDQHZSROLF\¶DVSHFL¿FEXLOGLQJLVSURSRVHGDVµHTXLYDOHQW¶WRWKH
president of the United States. Broadly speaking, metaphor is based on a proposed similarity or
analogy between the literal subject (the car’s movement) and its metaphorical substitute (the
beetle’s movement), whereas metonymy is based on a proposed contiguous (or ‘sequential’)
between the literal subject (the president) and its ‘adjacent’ replacement (where the president
lives).
(Hawkes 1988, 77)22
As is well known, it is on the basis of this distinction between metaphor and metonymy that Jakobson
differentiates between, respectively, literary romanticism (or even symbolism) and realism. The
former involves a high degree of paradigmatic dimension, whereas the latter is characterised by its
V\QWDJPDWLFUHODWLRQVKLSVEHWZHHQXQLWVRU¿JXUHV23 For Jacques Lacan, the metaphor is also a matter
RIµVXEWLWXWLRQ¶RQHZRUGUHSODFLQJDQRWKHURUPRUHSUHFLVHO\WKHVXEVWLWXWLRQRIRQHVLJQL¿HUE\
DQRWKHULQRUGHUWRH[SUHVVWKHVDPHVLJQL¿HG,Q+DZNHV¶H[DPSOHRIWKHFDUEHHWOHPRYHPHQWWKH
PHWDSKRULFDO HIIHFW FRPHV IURP WKH VLJQL¿HU µEHHWOHG¶ VXEVWLWXWLQJ WKH VLJQL¿HU µZHQW¶ LQ RUGHU WR
H[SUHVVWKHFDU¶VPRYHPHQW$V/DFDQSXWVLWµWZRVLJQL¿HUVRQHRIZKLFKKDVWDNHQWKHSODFHRIWKH
other in the signifying chain’.24 But Lacan, contrary to Jakobson, does not distinguish metaphor from
PHWRQ\P\µ:KDWGLVWLQJXLVKHVWKHVHWZRPHFKDQLVPV±PHWDSKRUDQGPHWRQ\P\"1RWKLQJRWKHU
than a status imposed on the signifying materials’.257KLVLVRIFRXUVHRQO\DPDWWHURIGH¿QLWLRQ
Lyotard, Discours, Figure, 260.
 6HH6DXVXUH¶VH[SODQDWLRQRIWKHV\QWDJPDWLFDVVRFLDWLYHUHODWLRQRIWKHVLJQZKLFKKHDOVRGH¿QHVLQWHUPV
of horizontal/vertical modes of association (Course in General Linguistics, 123-128).
22 See Terence Hawkes on Roman Jakobson, in Structuralism and Semiotics (1988),76-87.
23 See Roman Jakobson in Fundamentals of Language (1956), 91-92.
24 Jacques Lacan, Ecrits (1966), 507.
25 Ibid., 511. Lacan in fact ascribes this ‘privileged role’ to the language of dream, but mentions that it can also
20
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What is important is the distinction made between different modes of formulation: on the one hand
metaphor/paradigm/representation, and on the other hand literality/syntagm/narration. Arguably
metonymy could be placed between the former and the latter.
Lyotard even goes further by suggesting that the manifestation of the opacity of meaning (the
¿JXUDO LVPRUHWKDQDVLPSOHOLQJXLVWLFVXEVWLWXWLRQDOEHLWPHWDSKRULFDO7KHPDQLIHVWDWLRQRIWKH
RSDFLW\RIPHDQLQJLVLQKLVRZQZRUGVµDQRQVLJQL¿HGFRPSDULVRQ¶26 In others words, the ‘silent
PHDQLQJ¶RIWKHPDQLIHVWDWLRQLVDQRQVLJQL¿HGFRPSDULVRQEHWZHHQWZRRUVHYHUDOVLJQL¿HUV7KH
RSDFLW\ RI PHDQLQJ UHPDLQV WKXV QRQH[SOLFLW DQG QRQVLJQL¿HG ,W LV WKH VHQVXRXV DQG WKHUHIRUH
ineffable dimension of the metaphor that makes up the opacity of meaning. Meaning understood this
way does not tell us some-thing; it says things to us. Meaning reveals itself as signifying moment
ZLWKRXW D VLJQL¿HG ,W LV LQGHHG D µODQJXDJH RI GUHDP¶ WKDW LQYROYHV DVVRFLDWLRQV VXEVWLWXWLRQV
recognition, and, most importantly, the sensuous, which is echoed in Bryson’s discussion of JeanAntoine Watteau’s painting (e.g., Assembly in a Park, 1717) in terms of ‘sign-strategy’ that gives rise
WRDµ¿JXUDOHIIHFW¶PHDQLQJLVµH[SHULHQFHGmysteriously, as moods, or atmospheres’.27 The reason
why the spectator is brought into Watteau’s ‘atmosphere’ is because the opacity of meaning begins to
show itself instead of hiding behind what is meant to be told or read through the order of discourse.28
Diverging Autonomy
There is, however, a blatant contradiction in Bryson’s formulation of the nature of the opacity of
meaning, as far as the visual arts are concerned. There is no question that he shares with Lyotard the
view that meaning becomes autonomous by freeing itself from the grip of ‘discourse’, in whatever
IRUP)RU%U\VRQVLPLODUWR-DNREVRQµUHDOLVWLF¶ZRUNVUHÀHFWµDKLJKSUHGRPLQDQFHRIV\QWDJPRYHU
paradigm’.297KLVSUHGRPLQDQFHSUHFLVHO\LVZKHUHKHORFDWHVWKH¿JXUDOGLPHQVLRQRIWKHFRQ¿JXUDWLRQ,QV\QWDJPDWLFUHODWLRQVKLSVZRUGVKDYHDµ¿[HGSRVLWLRQLQWKHVHTXHQFH¶DQGWKHUHDGHUGRHV
not relate them to anything other than the preceding or the following word.306\QWDJPDWLFFRQ¿JXUDtions are therefore autonomous as they do fall under the grip of something outside of themselves. For
example, in Masaccio’s Rendering of the Tribute Money (1424-1428) the syntagmatic mechanism is
predominant and as such makes the viewer remain ‘within’ the image.
Another telling example of ‘the primacy of the syntagm’31 can be found in traditional still-life
SDLQWLQJDOWKRXJK%U\VRQDFNQRZOHGJHVWKDWµLWKDVQRW\HWDWWDLQHGIXOO¿JXUDOLW\±WKHOLEHUDWLRQRI
the image from all constraints outside of itself’ whereby every element of the picture would be

be found in discourse.
Lyotard, Discours, Figure, 287.
27 Bryson, Word and Image, 88.
28 7KLVFRQWLQXRXVYLHZRQWKH¿JXUHDVDWZRVLGHGVLJQFRQGLWLRQVWKHZD\%U\VRQGLVWLQJXLVKHVWKHGLVFXUVLYH
IURPWKH¿JXUDOµWKHGLYLVLRQRIWKHSDLQWHUO\VLJQDVZLWKDOOVLJQVLVWKHGLYLVLRQEHWZHHQWKHVLJQL¿HGDQG
WKHVLJQL¿HUZKLFKJLYHVULVHWRWKHGLVFXUVLYHDQGWKH¿JXUDO¶ %U\VRQWord and Image, 28).
29 Bryson, Word and Image, 20-21.
30 Ibid.
31 Ibid., 23.
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syntagmatically linked in an ‘unbreakable contiguity’.32 Traditional still-life painting has not yet
unleashed the opacity of meaning, or acquired full visual autonomy, because it ‘is still secondary to
an outer reality’.33 Only by not operating as means for a reality or story outside the picture, can
FRQ¿JXUDWLRQVDSSHDUWRµSRVVHVVDvraisemblance’,34 in other words, a complete autonomy. He gives
the stained glass windows of Gothic cathedrals as counter-examples: the viewers paradigmatically
relate ‘each panel to something outside the sequence’35±LQWKLVFDVHWKHRUGHURIUHOLJLRXVGLVFRXUVH
The contradiction lies in Bryson’s confusion between autonomy and self-contained system of
signs regulated by syntagmatic relationships. The alleged autonomous visuality certainly does not
fall under the grip of external ideologies or realities; instead it becomes regulated by the systemic
RUGHURIVLJQL¿FDWLRQDQGQDUUDWLRQ,QVWHDGRIEHLQJLQWKHVHUYLFHRIWKHRUGHURIUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ
Bryson’s autonomous visuality becomes regulated by the syntagmatic order that Saussure held dear.
7KHGHJUHHRIDXWRQRP\RIYLVXDOLW\LHWKHRSDFLW\RIPHDQLQJGHSHQGVRQWKHDELOLW\FRQ¿JXUDtions have to abstract themselves from any designated reality or ideality. In other words, autonomous
visuality equates virtuality. Beside overlooking the nature of the signifying order at work that allows
µXQEUHDNDEOHFRQWLJXLW\¶LQVLJQL¿FDWLRQDQGQDUUDWLRQZHDUHKHUHDZRUOGDSDUWIURPDQ\FRQFHSWLRQ
of the reciprocal self-determining nature of visuality and discourse, or, to bring it back to the central
theme of the essay, meaning as breach and structure.
In whatever case, whether within poststructuralism or Bryson’s art history, the language of
breach, if I may formulate it thus, is always set against the background of the order of discourse, its
V\VWHPLFVWUXFWXUHRULWVLGHRORJ\EHLWLQWKHIRUPRIVLJQL¿FDWLRQQDUUDWLRQRUUHSUHVHQWDWLRQ7KH
manifestation of the opacity of meaning is a political force that has the alleged ability to ‘de-construct’
the language of structure or to reveal the autonomy of art. This suggests, in the case of Lyotard’s
FRQFHSWLRQRI¿JXUDOWKDWWKHNLQGRIVHPLRORJLFDOVWUXFWXUHWKDW6DXVVXUHRULJLQDOO\HODERUDWHGLV
vital, for it is a theoretical tool that suits the order of discourse against which, we are told, emerges
WKHRSDFLW\RIPHDQLQJ7KHVWUXFWXUHQHHGVWKHEUHDFK±DQGWKHEUHDFKQHHGVWKHVWUXFWXUH7KH
poststructuralists somehow overlooked this self-determining reciprocity for political reasons. The
non-explicit sensuous substitution of the metaphor can only take place within the literal order of
narration; vice versa, syntagmatic relationships between signs can only meaningfully unfold within
the space of designation.
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