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There are interpreters everywhere. Each speaking his own language, even if he has some knowledge of the language of the other. The interpreter’s ruses have an open field and he does not forget his own interests.

Jacques Derrida





Part One

Paris
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Life is not a novel. Or at least you would like to believe so. Roland Barthes walks up Rue de Bièvre. The greatest literary critic of the twentieth century has every reason to feel anxious and upset. His mother, with whom he had a highly Proustian relationship, is dead. And his course on ‘The Preparation of the Novel’ at the Collège de France is such a conspicuous failure it can no longer be ignored: all year, he has talked to his students about Japanese haikus, photography, the signifier and the signified, Pascalian diversions, café waiters, dressing gowns, and lecture-hall seating – about everything but the novel. And this has been going on for three years. He knows, without a doubt, that the course is simply a delaying tactic designed to push back the moment when he must start a truly literary work, one worthy of the hypersensitive writer lying dormant within him and who, in everyone’s opinion, began to bud in his A Lover’s Discourse: Fragments, which has become a bible for the under-twenty-fives. From Sainte-Beuve to Proust, it is time to step up and take the place that awaits him in the literary pantheon. Maman is dead: he has come full circle since Writing Degree Zero. The time has come.

Politics? Yeah, yeah, we’ll see about that. He can’t really claim to be very Maoist since his trip to China. Then again, no one expects him to be.

Chateaubriand, La Rochefoucauld, Brecht, Racine, Robbe-Grillet, Michelet, Maman. A boy’s love.

I wonder if the area was already full of ‘Vieux Campeur’ shops back then.

In a quarter of an hour, he will be dead.

I’m sure he ate well, on Rue des Blancs-Manteaux. I imagine people like that serve pretty good food. In Mythologies, Roland Barthes decodes the contemporary myths erected by the middle classes to their own glory. And it was this book that made him truly famous. So, in a way, he owes his fortune to the bourgeoisie. But that was the petite bourgeoisie. The ruling classes who serve the people are a very particular case that merit analysis; he should write an article. Tonight? Why not right away? But no, first he has to organise his slides.

Roland Barthes ups his pace without paying attention to the world around him, despite being a born observer, a man whose job consists of observing and analysing, who has spent his entire life scrutinising signs of every kind. He really doesn’t see the trees or the pavements or the shop windows or the cars on Boulevard Saint-Germain, which he knows like the back of his hand. He is not in Japan any more. He doesn’t feel the bite of the cold. He barely even hears the sounds of the street. It’s a bit like Plato’s allegory of the cave in reverse: the world of ideas in which he shuts himself away obscures his awareness of the world of the senses. Around him, he sees only shadows.

These reasons I mention to explain Roland Barthes’ anxiety are all well known. But I want to tell you what actually happened. If his mind is elsewhere that day, it’s not only because of his dead mother or his inability to write a novel or even his increasing and, he thinks, irreversible loss of appetite for boys. I’m not saying that he’s not thinking about these things; I have no doubts about the quality of his obsessive neuroses. But, today, there is something else. In the absent gaze of a man lost in his thoughts, the attentive passer-by would have recognised that state which Barthes thought he was destined never to feel again: excitement. There is more to him than his mother and boys and his phantom novel. There is the libido sciendi, the lust for learning, and, awoken by it, the flattering prospect of revolutionising human knowledge and, perhaps, changing the world. Does Barthes feel like Einstein, thinking about his theory as he crosses Rue des Ecoles? What is certain is that he’s not really looking where he’s going. He is less than a hundred feet from his office when he is hit by a van. His body makes the familiar, sickening, dull thudding sound of flesh meeting metal, and it rolls over the tarmac like a rag doll. Passers-by flinch. This afternoon – 25 February 1980 – they cannot know what has just happened in front of their eyes. For the very good reason that, until today, no one understands anything about it.
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Semiology is a very strange thing. It was Ferdinand de Saussure, the founding father of linguistics, who first dreamed it up. In his Course in General Linguistics, he proposes imagining ‘a science that studies the life of signs within society’. Yep, that’s all. For those who wish to tackle this, he adds a few guidelines: ‘It would form a part of social psychology and, consequently, of general psychology; I shall call it semiology (from the Greek semeion, “sign”). It would show what constitutes signs, what laws govern them. Since it does not exist yet, no one can say what it will be; but it has a right to existence, a place staked out in advance. Linguistics is only a part of this general science; the laws discovered by semiology will be applicable to linguistics, and the latter will circumscribe a well-defined area within the mass of anthropological facts.’ I wish Anthony Hopkins would reread this passage for us, enunciating each word as he does so well, so that the whole world could at least grasp all its beauty if not its meaning. A century later, this brilliant intuition, which was almost incomprehensible to his contemporaries when the course was given in 1906, has lost none of its power or its obscurity. Since then, numerous semiologists have attempted to provide clearer and more detailed definitions, but they have contradicted each other (sometimes without realising it themselves), got everything muddled up, and ultimately succeeded only in lengthening (and even then, not by much) the list of systems of signs beyond language: the highway code, the international maritime code, bus and hotel numbers have been added to military ranks and the sign-language alphabet … and that’s about it.

Rather meagre in comparison with the original ambition.

Seen this way, far from being an extension of the domain of linguistics, semiology seems to have been reduced to the study of crude proto-languages which are much less complex and therefore much more limited than any real language.

But in fact, that’s not the case.

It’s no accident that Umberto Eco, the wise man of Bologna, one of the last great semiologists, referred so often to the key, decisive inventions in the history of humanity: the wheel, the spoon, the book … perfect tools, he said, unimproveable in their effectiveness. And indeed, everything suggests that in reality semiology is one of the most important inventions in the history of humanity and one of the most powerful tools ever forged by man. But as with fire or the atom, people don’t know what the point of it is to begin with, or how to use it.
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In fact, a quarter of an hour later, he still isn’t dead. Roland Barthes lies in the gutter, inert, but a hoarse wheeze escapes his body. And while his mind sinks into unconsciousness, probably full of whirling haikus, Racinian alexandrines and Pascalian aphorisms, he hears – maybe the last thing he will hear, he thinks (he does think, surely) – a distraught man yelling: ‘He thrrrew himself under my wheels! He thrrrew himself under my wheels!’ Where’s that accent from? Around him, the passers-by are recovering from the shock, have gathered in a circle and are leaning over what will soon be his corpse, discussing, analysing, evaluating:

‘We should call an ambulance!’

‘No point. He’s done for.’

‘He thrrrew himself under my wheels – you werrre all witnesses!’

‘Doesn’t look too good, does he?’

‘Poor guy …’

‘We have to find a phone box. Anyone got some coins?’

‘I didn’t even have time to brrrake!’

‘Don’t touch him. We must wait for the ambulance.’

‘Let me through! I’m a doctor.’

‘Don’t turn him over!’

‘I’m a doctor. He’s still alive.’

‘Someone should inform his family.’

‘Poor guy …’

‘I know him!’

‘Was it suicide?’

‘We have to find out his blood group.’

‘He’s a customer of mine. He comes to my bar for a drink every morning.’

‘He won’t be coming any more …’

‘Is he drunk?’

‘He smells of alcohol.’

‘A glass of white, sitting at the bar. Same thing every morning, for years.’

‘That doesn’t help us with his blood group …’

‘He crrrossed the rrroad without looking!’

‘The driver must remain in control of his vehicle at all times. That’s the law here.’

‘Don’t worry, mate, you’ll be fine. As long as you’ve got good insurance …’

‘Yeah, there goes his no-claims bonus though.’

‘Don’t touch him!’

‘I’m a doctor!’

‘So am I.’

‘Look after him, then. I’ll go and call an ambulance.’

‘I have to deliverrr my merrrchandise …’

Most of the world’s languages use an apico-alveolar r, known as the rolled r, in contrast to French, which adopted the dorso-velar r about 300 years ago. There is no rolled r in German or English. Nor in Italian or Spanish. Portuguese, maybe? True, it does sound a little guttural, but the man’s intonation is not nasal or sing-song enough; it’s quite monotonous, in fact, so much so that it’s hard to make out the notes of panic.

So he’s probably a Russian.
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Born of linguistics and almost doomed to be the runt of the litter, used only for the study of the most rudimentary, limited languages, how at the last possible moment was semiology able to turn itself into a neutron bomb?

By means Barthes was familiar with.

To begin with, semiology was devoted to the study of non-linguistic systems of communication. Saussure himself told his students: ‘Language is a system of signs expressing ideas, and in this way is comparable to writing, the sign language alphabet, symbolic rites, forms of politeness, military signals, etc. It is simply the most important of these systems.’ This is more or less true, but only if we limit the definition of systems of signs to those designed to communicate explicitly and intentionally. The Belgian linguist Eric Buyssens defines semiology as ‘the study of communication processes; in other words, means used to influence others and recognised as such by the others in question’.

Barthes’ stroke of genius is to not content himself with communication systems but to extend his field of enquiry to systems of meaning. Once you have tasted that freedom, you quickly become bored with anything less: studying road signs or military codes is about as fascinating for a linguist as playing gin rummy would be for a poker player, or drafts for a chess player. As Umberto Eco might say: for communicating, language is perfect; there could be nothing better. And yet, language doesn’t say everything. The body speaks, objects speak, history speaks, individual or collective destinies speak, life and death speak to us constantly in a thousand different ways. Man is an interpreting machine and, with a little imagination, he sees signs everywhere: in the colour of his wife’s coat, in the stripe on the door of his car, in the eating habits of the people in the apartment next door, in France’s monthly unemployment figures, in the banana-like taste of Beaujolais Nouveau (it always tastes either like banana or, less often, raspberry. Why? No one knows, but there must be an explanation, and it is semiological), in the proud, stately bearing of the black woman striding ahead of him through the corridors of the metro, in his colleague’s habit of leaving the top two buttons of his shirt undone, in some footballer’s goal celebration, in the way his partner screams when she has an orgasm, in the design of that piece of Scandinavian furniture, in the main sponsor’s logo at this tennis tournament, in the soundtrack to the credits of that film, in architecture, in painting, in cookery, in fashion, in advertising, in interior decor, in the West’s representation of women and men, love and death, heaven and earth, etc. With Barthes, signs no longer need to be signals: they have become clues. A seismic shift. They’re everywhere. From now on, semiology is ready to conquer the world.
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Superintendent Bayard reports to the accident and emergency department of the Pitié-Salpêtrière, where he is given Roland Barthes’ room number. The case he is investigating can be summarised as follows: a man, sixty-four years old, knocked over by a laundry van, Rue des Ecoles, Monday afternoon, while on a zebra crossing. The driver of the van, one Yvan Delahov, of Bulgarian nationality, tested positive for alcohol, but was below the limit: 0.6 g, while the legal maximum is 0.8. He admitted that he was running late, delivering his shirts. Nevertheless, he claimed that he was not driving at more than 60 km/h. The victim was unconscious when the ambulance arrived, and had no papers on his person, but he was identified by one of his colleagues, a certain Michel Foucault, a lecturer at the Collège de France and a writer. The man, it turns out, was Roland Barthes, also a lecturer at the Collège de France and a writer.

So far, nothing justified sending an investigator, never mind a superintendent from the Renseignements Généraux, the French police’s intelligence service. Jacques Bayard’s presence is, in truth, down to one detail: when Roland Barthes was run over, on 25 February 1980, he had just eaten lunch with François Mitterrand, on Rue des Blancs-Manteaux.

In theory, there is no link between the lunch and the accident, nor between the Socialist candidate for next year’s presidential election and some laundry firm’s Bulgarian driver, but it is the habit of Renseignements Généraux to gather information about everything, and especially, during this run-up to the election campaign, about François Mitterrand. Michel Rocard is more popular in the opinion polls (Sofres survey, January 1980: ‘Who is the best Socialist candidate?’ Mitterrand 20%, Rocard 55%), but presumably those in high places do not believe that he will dare to cross the Rubicon: the French Socialists believe in following the rules, and Mitterrand has been re-elected as leader of the party. Six years ago, he gained 49.19% of the vote against Giscard’s 50.81%: the smallest margin of defeat recorded in a presidential election since the establishment of universal suffrage. So it’s impossible to dismiss the risk that a left-wing president could be elected for the first time in the history of the Fifth Republic; that is why the RG have sent an investigator. Jacques Bayard’s mission consists essentially in verifying whether Barthes drank too much at Mitterrand’s apartment or, better still, whether he took part in a sadomasochistic orgy involving dogs. The Socialist leader has been involved in so few scandals in recent years that one might almost imagine he was deliberately watching his step. The fake kidnapping in the Observatory gardens has been forgotten. The Francisque medal awarded by the Vichy regime is now taboo. They need something new. Officially, Jacques Bayard’s task is to establish the circumstances of the accident, but he doesn’t need it spelled out what is expected of him: to find out if there is any way of damaging the Socialist candidate’s credibility by investigating and, if necessary, smearing him.

When Jacques Bayard reaches the hospital room, he discovers a queue several yards long outside in the corridor. Everyone is waiting to visit the victim. There are well-dressed old people, badly dressed young people, badly dressed old people, well-dressed young people, people of all kinds, long-haired and short-haired, some North African types, more men than women. While waiting their turn, they talk amongst themselves, speaking in loud voices, sometimes yelling, or they read books, smoke cigarettes. Bayard is yet to fully appreciate just how famous Barthes is and must be wondering what the hell is going on. As is his prerogative, he walks to the front of the queue, says ‘Police’, and enters the room.

Jacques Bayard notes immediately: the surprisingly high bed, the tube stuck in the throat, the bruises on the face, the sad look. There are four other people in the room: the younger brother, the editor, the disciple, and some kind of young Arab prince, very chic. The Arab prince is Youssef, a mutual friend of the master and his disciple, Jean-Louis, whom the master considers the most brilliant of his students, or at least the one he feels the greatest affection for. Jean-Louis and Youssef share an apartment in the 13th arrondissement, where they organise parties that brighten up Barthes’ life. He meets so many people there: students, actresses, lots of celebrities, often the director André Téchiné, sometimes Isabelle Adjani, and always a crowd of young intellectuals. For now, these details do not interest Superintendent Bayard, who is here simply to reconstruct the circumstances of the accident. Barthes regained consciousness after his arrival at the hospital. He declared to his close friends, who rushed to his bedside: ‘How stupid of me! How stupid!’ Despite the multiple contusions and a few broken ribs, his condition did not appear too worrying. But Barthes has an ‘Achilles heel’, as his younger brother puts it: his lungs. He had tuberculosis in his youth, and he is a prodigious cigarette-smoker. Result: a chronic respiratory weakness that catches up with him that night: he starts suffocating, has to be intubated. When Bayard arrives, Barthes is awake, but no longer able to speak.

Bayard talks quietly to Barthes. He is going to ask him a few questions; all he need do is nod or shake his head to indicate yes or no. Barthes stares at the superintendent with his sad spaniel eyes. He gives a weak nod.

‘You were on your way to your place of work when the vehicle hit you, is that correct?’ Barthes nods. ‘Was the vehicle moving quickly?’ Barthes tilts his head slowly from side to side, and Bayard understands: he doesn’t know. ‘Were you distracted?’ Yes. ‘Was your inattention connected to your lunch?’ No. ‘To the course you had to prepare?’ A pause. Yes. ‘Did you meet François Mitterrand at that lunch?’ Yes. ‘Did anything special or unusual happen during that lunch?’ A pause. No. ‘Did you consume alcohol?’ Yes. ‘A lot?’ No. ‘One glass?’ Yes. ‘Two glasses?’ Yes. ‘Three glasses?’ A pause. Yes. ‘Four glasses?’ No. ‘Did you have your papers with you when the accident happened?’ Yes. A pause. ‘Are you sure?’ Yes. ‘You did not have any papers on you when you were found. Is it possible you forgot them, left them at home or somewhere else?’ A longer pause. Barthes’ gaze is suddenly charged with a new intensity. He shakes his head. ‘Do you remember if someone touched you while you were on the ground, before the ambulance arrived?’ Barthes seems not to understand or perhaps not to hear the question. He shakes his head again: no. ‘No, you don’t remember?’ Another pause, but this time, Bayard thinks he can identify the expression on the man’s face: it is incredulity. Barthes replies no. ‘Was there any money in your wallet?’ Barthes stares at his interrogator. ‘Monsieur Barthes, can you hear me? Did you have any money on you?’ No. ‘Did you have anything valuable with you?’ No response. Barthes’ gaze is so unwavering that were it not for a strange fire in the back of his eyes one would think him dead. ‘Monsieur Barthes? Did you have something valuable in your possession? Do you think something might have been stolen from you?’ The silence that fills the room is broken only by Barthes’ hoarse breathing in the ventilator tube. There’s another long pause. Slowly, Barthes shakes his head, then looks away.
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On his way out of the hospital, Superintendent Bayard thinks: there’s a problem here. It strikes him that what should have been a routine investigation will perhaps not be completely superfluous, after all; that the disappearance of the papers is a curious grey area in what otherwise looks like an ordinary accident; that he will have to interview more people than he’d imagined in order to clear this up; that his investigation should begin on Rue des Ecoles, outside the Collège de France (an institution whose existence was entirely unknown to him before today, and whose nature he therefore hasn’t quite grasped); that he will have to start by meeting this Monsieur Foucault, ‘professor of the history of systems of thoughts [sic]’; that, after this, he will have to interrogate a whole gang of hairy students, plus the accident witnesses, plus the victim’s friends. He is simultaneously baffled and annoyed by this extra work. But he knows what he saw in that hospital room. What he saw in Barthes’ eyes: fear.

Superintendent Bayard, absorbed by his thoughts, pays no attention to the black DS parked on the other side of the boulevard. He gets in his official vehicle, a Peugeot 504, and heads towards the Collège de France.
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In the entrance hall, he spots a list of course titles: ‘Nuclear Magnetism’, ‘Neuropsychology of Development’, ‘Sociography of South East Asia’, ‘Christianity and Gnosis in the pre-Islamic East’ … Perplexed, he goes to the staffroom and asks to see Michel Foucault, only to be told that he is busy giving a class.

The lecture hall is packed. Bayard cannot even get in. He is held back by a solid wall of students, who react furiously when he tries to force his way through. Taking pity on him, one explains in a whisper how it works: if you want a seat, you need to arrive two hours before the lecture starts. When the hall is full, you can always fall back on the hall across the corridor, where the lecture is broadcast over speakers. You won’t get to see Foucault, but at least you’ll hear him speak. So Bayard walks over to Lecture Hall B, which is also pretty full, though there are a few empty seats remaining. The audience is a colourful mix: there are young people, old people, hippies, yuppies, punks, goths, Englishmen in tweed waistcoats, Italian girls with plunging necklines, Iranian women in chadors, grandmothers with their little dogs … He sits next to two young male twins dressed as astronauts (though without the helmets). The atmosphere is studious: people scribble in notebooks or listen reverently. From time to time they cough, as if at the theatre, but there is no one on the stage. Through the speakers, the superintendent hears a nasal, slightly 1940s-sounding voice; not Chaban-Delmas exactly, more like a mix of Jean Marais and Jean Poiret, only higher-pitched.

‘The problem I would like to pose you,’ says the voice, ‘is this: what is the meaning, within an idea of salvation – in other words, within an idea of illumination, an idea of redemption, granted to men on their first baptism – what could be the meaning of the repetition of penitence, or even the repetition of sin?’

Very professorial: Bayard can sense that. He tries to grasp what the voice is talking about, but unfortunately he makes this effort just as Foucault says: ‘In such a way that the subject moving towards the truth, and attaching itself to it with love, in his own words manifests a truth that is nothing other than the manifestation in it of the true presence of a God who, Himself, can tell only truth, because He never lies, He is completely honest.’

If Foucault had been speaking that day about prison, or power, or archaeology, or green energy, or genealogy, who knows? … But the implacable voice drones on: ‘Even if, for various philosophers or views of the universe, the world might well turn in one direction or another, in the life of individuals time has only one direction.’ Bayard listens without understanding, rocked gently by the tone, which is simultaneously didactic and projected, melodious in its way, underpinned by a sense of rhythm, an extremely precise use of silences and punctuation.

Does this guy earn more than he does?

‘Between this system of law that governs actions and relates to a subject of will, and consequently the indefinite repeatability of the error, and the outline of the salvation and perfection that concerns the subjects, which implies a temporal scansion and an irreversibility, there is, I think, no possible integration …’

Yes, without a doubt. Bayard is unable to suppress the bitterness that instinctively makes him detest this voice. The police have to battle people like this for taxpayers’ funds. They’re functionaries, like him, except that he deserves to be remunerated by society for his work. But this Collège de France, what is it exactly? Founded by François I, okay: he read that in the entrance hall. Then what? Courses open to all, but of interest only to work-shy lefties, retired people, lunatics or pipe-smoking teachers; improbable subjects that he’s never even heard of before … No degrees, no exams. People like Barthes and Foucault paid to spout a load of woolly nonsense. Bayard is already sure of one thing: no one comes here to learn how to do a job. Episteme, my arse.

When the voice wraps up by giving the date and time of next week’s lecture, Bayard returns to Lecture Hall A, elbows his way through the flood of students pouring out through the swing doors, finally enters the lecture hall, and spots a bald, bespectacled man at the very back of the room wearing a turtleneck sweater under his jacket. He looks at once sturdy and slender. He has a determined jaw with a slight underbite and the stately demeanour of those who know that they are valued by the world. His head is perfectly shaved. Bayard joins him on the stage. ‘Monsieur Foucault?’ The tall slaphead is gathering his notes in the relaxed manner of a teacher whose work is done. He turns welcomingly towards Bayard, aware of what levels of shyness his admirers must sometimes overcome in order to speak to him. Bayard takes out his card. He, too, is well aware of its effect. Foucault stops dead for a second, looks at the card, stares at the policeman, then goes back to his notes. In a theatrical voice, as if for the attention of what’s left of the audience, he declares: ‘I refuse to be identified by the authorities.’ Bayard pretends he hasn’t heard him: ‘It’s about the accident.’

The big baldy shoves his notes in his satchel and exits the stage without a word. Bayard runs after him: ‘Monsieur Foucault, where are you going? I have to ask you a few questions!’ Foucault strides up the steps of the lecture hall. He replies without turning around, loud enough for all the remaining students to be able to hear him: ‘I refuse to be confined by the authorities!’ The audience laughs. Bayard grabs his arm: ‘I just want you to give me your version of the facts.’ Foucault stands still and says nothing. His entire body is tensed. He looks down at the hand gripping his arm as if it were the most serious human-rights violation since the Cambodian genocide. Bayard does not loosen his hold. Murmurs, around them. After a minute or so of this, Foucault finally speaks: ‘My version is that they killed him.’ Bayard is not sure he’s understood this correctly.

‘Killed him? Killed who?’

‘My friend Roland.’

‘But he’s not dead!’

‘He is already dead.’

From behind his glasses, Foucault stares at his interrogator with the intensity of the short-sighted. And slowly, emphasising each syllable, as if concluding a long argument whose secret logic he alone knows, he announces:

‘Roland Barthes is dead.’

‘But who killed him?’

‘The system, of course!’

The use of the word ‘system’ confirms to the policeman exactly what he feared: he’s surrounded by lefties. He knows from experience that this is all they talk about: society’s corruption, the class struggle, the ‘system’ … He waits unenthusiastically for the rest of the speech. Foucault, magnanimously, deigns to enlighten him:

‘Roland has been mercilessly mocked in recent years. Because he had the power of understanding things as they are and, paradoxically, inventing them with unprecedented freshness, he was criticised for his jargon, he was pastiched, parodied, caricatured, satirised …’

‘Do you know if he had enemies?’

‘Of course! Ever since he joined the Collège de France – I brought him here – the jealousy has intensified. All he had were enemies: the reactionaries, the middle classes, the fascists, the Stalinists and, above all, above all, the rancid old critics who never forgave him!’

‘Forgave him for what?’

‘For daring to think! For daring to question their outdated bourgeois ideas, for highlighting their vile normative functions, for showing them up for what they really were: prostitutes sullied by idiocy and compromised principles!’

‘But who, in particular?’

‘You want names? Who do you think I am? The Picards, the Pommiers, the Rambauds, the Burniers! They’d have executed him themselves given the chance. Twelve bullets in the Sorbonne courtyard, beneath the statue of Victor Hugo!’

Suddenly, Foucault strides off again and Bayard is caught off guard. The professor gets a head start of several yards, leaves the lecture hall and races up the stairs. Bayard runs after him, close behind. Their footsteps ring loudly on the stone floors. The policeman calls out: ‘Monsieur Foucault, who are those people you mentioned?’ Foucault, without turning around: ‘Dogs, jackals, mules, morons, nobodies, but above all, above all, above all! the servants of the established order, the scribes of the old world, the pimps of a dead system of thought who seek to make us breathe the stench of its corpse forever with their obscene sniggers.’ Bayard, clinging to the bannister: ‘What corpse?’ Foucault, storming up the stairs: ‘The corpse of the dead system of thought!’ Then he laughs sardonically. Trying to find a biro in the pockets of his raincoat while keeping up with the professor, Bayard asks him: ‘Could you spell Rambaud for me?’

8

The superintendent enters a bookshop to buy some books but he is unused to such places and struggles to find his way among the aisles. He cannot find any works by Raymond Picard. The bookseller, who seems relatively knowledgeable, mentions in passing that Raymond Picard is dead – something Foucault had omitted to tell him – but that he can order New Criticism or New Fraud. On the other hand, he does have a copy of Enough Decoding! by René Pommier, a disciple of Raymond Picard who lays into structuralist criticism (that, in any case, is how the bookseller sells him the book, which doesn’t get him much further), and most notably, Le Roland-Barthes Sans Peine (‘Roland-Barthes Made Easy’), by Rambaud and Burnier. This is quite a slim book with a green cover, a photograph of Barthes staring out severely from an orange oval. Coming out of the frame, a Crumb-style cartoon character says ‘hee-hee’, grinning and laughing, mockingly, one hand over his mouth. In fact, I’ve checked, and it is Crumb. But Bayard has never heard of Fritz the Cat, the countercultural cartoon strip and film, in which black people are saxophone-playing crows and the hero is a cat in a turtleneck who, Kerouac-style, smokes joints and fucks anything that moves in Cadillacs, against a backdrop of urban riots and burning skips. Crumb is famous, though, for the way he drew women, with their big, powerful thighs, their lumberjack shoulders, their breasts like mortar shells and their mares’ arses. Bayard is no cartoon-strip connoisseur, and does not make the connection. But he buys the book, and the Pommier too. He doesn’t order the Picard because at this stage of the investigation dead authors don’t interest him.

The superintendent sits in a café, orders a beer, lights a Gitane, and opens Roland-Barthes Made Easy. (Which café? The little details are important for reconstructing the atmosphere, don’t you think? I see him at the Sorbon, the bar opposite the Champo, the little art-house cinema at the bottom of Rue des Ecoles. But, in all honesty, I don’t have a clue: you can put him wherever you want.) He reads:


R. B. (in Roland-Barthes, Roland Barthes calls himself R. B.) appeared in its archaic form twenty-five years ago, in the book entitled Writing Degree Zero. Since then it has, little by little, detached itself from French, from which it is partially descended, forming an autonomous language with its own grammar and vocabulary.



Bayard takes a drag on his Gitane, swallows a mouthful of beer, turns the pages. At the bar, he hears the waiter explain to a customer why France will descend into civil war if Mitterrand is elected.


Lesson one: The basics of conversation.

1 – How do you formulate yourself?

French: What is your name?

2 – I formulate myself L.

French: My name is William.



Bayard more or less understands the satirical intent and also that in theory he ought to be on the same wavelength as the authors of this pastiche, but he is wary. Why, in ‘R. B.’, does ‘William’ call himself ‘L’? It’s a puzzle. Fucking intellectuals.

The waiter to the customer: ‘When the communists are in power, everyone with money will leave France and put it somewhere else, somewhere they won’t have to pay taxes and where they’re sure they won’t get caught!’

Rambaud and Burnier:


3 – What ‘stipulation’ locks in, encloses, organises, arranges the economy of your pragma like the occultation and/or exploitation of your egg-zistence?

French: What is your job?

4 – (I) expel units of code.

French: I am a typist.



This makes him laugh a little, but he hates what he instinctively perceives as a principle of verbal intimidation. Of course, he knows that this kind of book is not aimed at him, that it’s a book for intellectuals, for those smart-arsed parasites to have a good snigger amongst themselves. Mocking themselves: the last laugh. Bayard is no idiot; he’s already doing a bit of a Bourdieu without even realising it.

At the bar, the speech continues: ‘Once all the money’s in Switzerland, we won’t have any capital left to pay wages, and it’ll be civil war. And the socialists and commies will have won, just like that!’ The waiter stops pontificating for a minute to go and serve someone. Bayard returns to his reading:


5 – My discourse finds/completes its own textuality through R. B. in a game of smoke and mirrors.

French: I speak fluent Roland-Barthes.



Bayard gets the gist: Roland Barthes’ language is gibberish. But in that case why waste your time reading him? And, more to the point, writing a book about him?


6 – The ‘sublimation’ (the integration) of this as (my) code constitutes the ‘third break’ of a doubling of cupido, my desire.

French: I would like to learn this language.

7 – Does the R. B. as macrology serve as ‘fenceage’ to the enclosed field of Gallicist interpellation?

French: Is Roland-Barthes too difficult for a French person to learn?

8 – The scarf of Barthesian style tightens ‘around’ the code as it is confirmed in its repetition/duplication.

French: No, it’s pretty easy. But you have to work at it.



The superintendent’s perplexity increases. He doesn’t know who he hates more: Barthes or the two comics who felt the need to parody him. He puts the book down, stubs out his cigarette. The waiter is back behind the bar. Holding his glass of red, the customer objects: ‘Yeah, but Mitterrand’ll stop them at the border. And the money will be confiscated.’ The waiter scolds the customer, frowning: ‘You think the rich are idiots? They’ll pay professional smugglers. They’ll organise networks to ship their money out. They’ll cross the Alps and the Pyrenees, like Hannibal! Like during the war! If it’s possible to get Jews over the border, they won’t have any trouble getting bundles of cash over, will they?’ The customer does not seem too convinced, but as he obviously doesn’t have a comeback he settles for a nod, then finishes his glass and orders another one. The waiter takes out an open bottle of red and puffs himself up: ‘Oh yes! Oh yes! Personally, I don’t give a toss. If the pinkos win, I’m out of here. I’ll go and work in Geneva. They won’t get my money, no way. Over my dead body! I don’t work for pinkos! What do you take me for? I don’t work for anyone! I’m free! Like de Gaulle! …’

Bayard tries to remember who Hannibal is and notes mechanically that the little finger on the waiter’s left hand is missing a phalanx. He interrupts his speech to order another beer, opens the René Pommier book, counts the word ‘nonsense’ seventeen times in four pages, and closes it again. In the meantime, the waiter has begun opining on another subject: ‘No civilised society can get by without the death penalty! …’ Bayard pays and exits the café, leaving his change on the table.

He passes the statue of Montaigne without seeing it, crosses Rue des Ecoles and enters the Sorbonne. Superintendent Bayard understands that he understands nothing, or at least not much, about all this rubbish. What he needs is someone to explain it to him: a specialist, a translator, a transmitter, a tutor. A professor, basically. At the Sorbonne, he asks where the semiology department is. The person at reception sharply replies that there isn’t one. In the courtyard outside, he approaches some students in navy blue sailor coats and boat shoes to ask where he should go to attend a semiology course. Most of them have no idea what it is or have only vaguely heard of it. But, at last, a long-haired young man smoking a joint beneath the statue of Louis Pasteur tells him that for ‘semio’ he has to go to Vincennes. Bayard is no expert when it comes to academia, but he knows that Vincennes is a university swarming with work-shy lefties and professional agitators. Out of curiosity, he asks this young man why he isn’t there. The man is wearing a large turtleneck jumper, a pair of black trousers with the legs rolled up as though he’s about to go mussel-fishing, and purple Doc Martens. He takes a drag on his joint and replies: ‘I was there until my second second year. But I was part of a Trotskyite group.’ This explanation seems to strike him as sufficient, but when he sees from Bayard’s enquiring look that it isn’t, he adds: ‘Well, there were, uh, a few problems.’

Bayard does not press the matter. He gets back in his 504 and drives to Vincennes. At a red light, he sees a black DS and thinks: ‘Now, that was a car! …’

9

The 504 joins the ring road at Porte de Bercy, gets off at Porte de Vincennes, goes back up the very long Avenue de Paris, passes the military hospital, refuses to give way to a brand new blue Fuego driven by some Japanese, skirts around the chateau, passes the Parc Floral, enters the woods, and parks outside some shack-like buildings that resemble a giant 1970s suburban secondary school: just about humanity’s worst effort in architectural terms. Bayard, who remembers his distant years spent studying law in the grandeur of Assas, finds this place utterly disorientating: to reach the classrooms, he has to cross a sort of souk run by Africans, step over comatose junkies sprawled on the ground, pass a waterless pond filled with junk, pass crumbling walls covered with posters and graffiti, where he can read: ‘Professors, students, education officers, ATOS staff: die, bitches!’; ‘No to closing the food souk’; ‘No to moving from Vincennes to Nogent’; ‘No to moving from Vincennes to Marne-la-Vallée’; ‘No to moving from Vincennes to Savigny-sur-Orge’; ‘No to moving from Vincennes to Saint-Denis’; ‘Long live the proletarian revolution’; ‘Long live the Iranian revolution’; ‘Maoists = fascists’; ‘Trotskyites = Stalinists’; ‘Lacan = cop’; ‘Badiou = Nazi’; ‘Althusser = murderer’; ‘Deleuze = fuck your mother’; ‘Cixous = fuck me’; ‘Foucault = Khomeini’s whore’; ‘Barthes = pro-Chinese social traitor’; ‘Callicles = SS’; ‘It is forbidden to forbid forbidding’; ‘Union de la Gauche = up your arse’; ‘Come to my place, we’ll read Capital! signed: Balibar’ … Students stinking of marijuana accost him aggressively, thrusting thick pamphlets at him: ‘Comrade, do you know what’s going on in Chile? In El Salvador? Are you concerned about Argentina? And Mozambique? What, you don’t care about Mozambique? Do you know where it is? You want me to tell you about Timor? If not, we’re having a collection for a literacy drive in Nicaragua. Can you buy me a coffee?’ Here, he feels less at sea. Back when he was a member of Jeune Nation, he used to beat the crap out of filthy little lefties like these. He throws the tracts in the dried-out pond that serves as a rubbish tip.

Without really knowing how he got there, Bayard ends up at the culture and communications department. He scans the list of ‘course units’ displayed on a pinboard in the corridor and finally finds roughly what he came here for: ‘Semiology of Image’, a classroom number, a weekly timetable, and the name of a professor – Simon Herzog.
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‘Today, we are going to study figures and letters in James Bond. If you think of James Bond, which letter comes to mind?’ Silence, as the students consider the question. At least Jacques Bayard, sitting at the back of the classroom, is familiar with James Bond. ‘What is the name of James Bond’s boss?’ Bayard knows this! He is surprised to find himself wanting to say the answer out loud, but several students get there before him, giving the response simultaneously: M. ‘Who is M, and why M? What does M signify?’ A pause. No answer. ‘M is an old man, but is a feminine figure. It’s the M of Mother, the nurturing mother, who provides and protects, the one who gets angry when Bond does something silly but who always indulges him, who Bond wants to please by succeeding in his missions. James Bond is a man of action but he is not a lone gunman, he is not on his own, he is not an orphan (he is biographically, but not symbolically: his mother is England; he is not married to his homeland, he is its beloved son). He is supported by a hierarchy, an organisation, an entire nation that assigns him impossible missions – which the country takes great pride in him carrying out (M, the metonymical representation of England, the representative of the queen, often repeats that Bond is his best agent: he is the favourite son) – but that provides him with all the material means necessary to accomplish them. James Bond, in fact, has his cake and eats it too, and that is why he is such a popular fantasy, an extremely powerful contemporary myth: James Bond is the adventurer-functionary. Action AND security. He commits offences, misdemeanours, even crimes, but he is permitted, he has the authority; he won’t be punished because he has the famous “licence to kill” signified by his identification number. Which brings us to those three magic figures: 007.

‘Double 0 is the code for the right to commit murder, and here we see a brilliant application of the symbolism of figures. How could the licence to kill be represented by a figure? Ten? Twenty? A hundred? A million? Death is not quantifiable. Death is nothingness, and nothingness is zero. But murder is more than mere death, it is death inflicted on another. It is death times two: his own inevitable death, whose probability is increased by the dangers of his job (we are often reminded that the life expectancy of double 0 agents is very low), and that of the other. Double 0 is the right to kill and to be killed. As for 7, it was obviously chosen because it is traditionally one of the most elegant numbers, a magical number charged with history and symbolism; but in this case, it complies with two criteria: it is an odd number, of course, like the number of roses we give to a woman, and prime (a prime number is divisible only by one and by itself) in order to express a singularity, a uniqueness, an individuality that confounds the whole impression of interchangeability suggested by an identification number. Let’s cast our minds back to the series The Prisoner, with its protagonist, “Number 6”, who desperately, rebelliously repeats: “I am not a number!” James Bond, on the other hand, is perfectly comfortable with his number, all the more so as it confers upon him extraordinary privileges, making him an aristocrat (in Her Majesty’s service, naturally). 007 is the antithesis of Number 6: he is satisfied with the extremely privileged place society gives him, he works devotedly for the preservation of the established order, without ever questioning the enemy’s nature or motivation. Where Number 6 is a revolutionary, 007 is a conservative. The reactionary 7 here opposes the revolutionary 6, and as the meaning of the word “reactionary” supposes the idea of posteriority (the conservatives “react” to the revolution by working for a return to the ancien régime, i.e. the established order), it is logical that the reactionary figure succeeds the revolutionary figure (to put it as plainly as possible: that James Bond is not 005). The function of 007 is, therefore, to guarantee the return of the established order, threatened by a menace that destabilises the world order. The end of each episode coincides always with a return to “normality”, i.e. “the old order”. Umberto Eco calls James Bond a fascist. In actual fact, we can see that he is, above all, a reactionary …’

A student raises his hand: ‘But there’s also Q, the guy in charge of gadgets. Do you see a meaning in that letter too?’

With an immediacy that surprises Bayard, the professor goes on:

‘Q is a paternal figure, because he is the one who provides James Bond with weapons and teaches him how to use them. He passes on his savoir faire. In this sense, he ought to be called F, for Father … But if you watch the scenes involving Q carefully, what do you see? A distracted, impertinent, playful James Bond, who doesn’t listen (or pretends not to). And, at the end, you have Q who always asks: “Questions?” (or variations on the theme of: “Do you understand?”). But James Bond never has any questions; although he plays the dunce, he has assimilated what has been explained to him perfectly because he is an extraordinarily quick study. So Q is the Q of “questions” – questions that Q calls for and that Bond never asks, except in the form of jokes, and his questions are never those that Q is expecting.’

Another student speaks up now: ‘And in English, Q is pronounced exactly the same way as the word “queue”, which implies shopping. People queue outside the gadget shop, they wait to be served; it is a dead time, a playful time, between two action scenes.’

The young professor waves his arms enthusiastically: ‘Exactly! Well observed! That’s a very good idea! Don’t forget that one interpretation never exhausts the sign, and that polysemy is a bottomless well where we can hear an infinite number of echoes: a word’s meaning never runs dry. And the same’s true even for a letter, you see.’

The professor looks at his watch: ‘Thank you for your attention. Next Tuesday we’ll talk about clothes in James Bond. Gentlemen, I’ll expect you in tuxedos, naturally [laughter in the classroom]. And ladies, in Ursula Andress-style bikinis [men whistling, women protesting]. See you next week!’

While the students leave the hall, Bayard goes up to the young lecturer with a discreetly malicious smile that the lecturer does not understand, but which means: ‘I’m going to make you pay for that slaphead’s bad attitude.’
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‘Just to be clear, Superintendent, I am not a specialist in Barthes, nor strictly speaking am I a semiologist. I have an MAS in modern criticism of the historical novel, I’m preparing a linguistics thesis on acts of language, and I also run a tutorial. This semester, I’m giving a specialised course in semiology of image and, last year, I ran an introductory course on semiology for first-year students. I taught them the basics of linguistics because that’s the foundation of semiology; I told them about Saussure and Jakobson, a bit of Austin, a bit of Searle; we worked mainly on Barthes because he’s the most accessible and because he often chose his subjects from popular culture, which are more likely to pique my students’ interest than, say, his critiques of Racine or Chateaubriand, because these kids are doing media studies, not literature. With Barthes, we could spend a lot of time discussing steak frites, the latest Citroën, James Bond … it’s a more playful approach to analysis, and that is in a sense the definition of semiology: it applies literary criticism methods to non-literary subjects.’

‘He’s not dead.’

‘I beg your pardon?’

‘You said “we could”. You were talking in the past tense, as if it were no longer possible.’

‘Um, no, that’s not what I meant …’

Simon Herzog and Jacques Bayard walk side by side down the university’s corridors. The young lecturer holds his satchel in one hand and a sheaf of photocopies in the other. He shakes his head when a student tries to hand him a leaflet. The student calls him a fascist, and he responds with a guilty smile, then corrects Bayard:

‘Even if he did die, we could still apply his critical methods, you know …’

‘What makes you think he might die? I didn’t mention the seriousness of his injuries.’

‘Well, er, I doubt whether superintendents are sent to investigate all road accidents, so I deduce from that that it’s serious, and that there’s something fishy about the circumstances.’

‘The circumstances are pretty straightforward, and the victim’s condition is really nothing to be worried about.’

‘Really? Ah, well, I’m glad to hear it, Superintendent …’

‘I didn’t tell you I was a superintendent.’

‘No? I just thought Barthes was so famous that the police would send a superintendent …’

‘I’d never even heard of this bloke until yesterday.’

The young postgrad falls silent. He looks disconcerted; Bayard is satisfied. A student in socks and sandals hands him another tract: Waiting for Godard: a one-act play. He puts it in his pocket and asks Herzog:

‘What do you know about semiology?’

‘Um, well, it’s the study of the life of signs within society.’

Bayard thinks about his Roland-Barthes Made Easy. He grits his teeth.

‘And in plain French?’

‘But … that’s Saussure’s definition …’

‘This Chaussure, does he know Barthes?’

‘Er, no, he’s dead. He was the inventor of semiology.’

‘Hmm, I see.’

But Bayard does not see anything. The two men walk through the cafeteria. It looks like the ruins of a warehouse and smells strongly of merguez sausage, pancakes and marijuana. A tall, lanky guy in mauve lizard-skin boots is standing on a table. Fag in mouth, beer in hand, he harangues some students who listen, eyes shining. As Simon Herzog has no office, he invites Bayard to sit down and, automatically, offers him a cigarette. Bayard refuses, takes out a Gitane, and says:

‘So, in concrete terms, what’s the point of this … science?’

‘Um, well … understanding reality?’

Bayard grimaces imperceptibly.

‘Meaning?’

The young lecturer takes a few seconds to think about this. He gauges his interrogator’s capacities for abstraction – clearly quite limited – and adapts his response accordingly. If not, they’ll be going round in circles for hours.

‘In fact, it’s simple. There are loads of things in our environment that have, um, a function of use. You see?’

Hostile silence from the policeman. At the other end of the room, the guy in mauve lizard-skin boots is telling his young disciples about the events of May ’68 which, in his account, sounds like a mixture of Mad Max and Woodstock. Simon Herzog tries to keep his explanation as simple as possible: ‘A chair is for sitting on, a table is for eating on, a desk for working at, clothes for keeping warm, et cetera. Okay?’

Icy silence.

‘Except that, in addition to their function of … um, their usefulness … these objects also possess a symbolic value … as if they could speak, if you like: they tell us things. That chair, for example, that you’re sitting on, with its zero design, its low-quality varnished wood and its rusted frame, tells us that we are in a community that doesn’t care about comfort or aesthetics and that has no money. Added to this, those mingled smells of bad food and cannabis confirm that we’re in a higher-education establishment. In the same way, your manner of dressing signals your profession: you wear a suit, which indicates an executive job, but your clothes are cheap, which implies a modest salary and/or an absence of interest in your appearance; so you belong to a profession in which presentation doesn’t matter, or not very much. Your shoes are badly scuffed, and you came here in a car, which signifies that you are not deskbound – you are out and about in your job. An executive who leaves his office is very likely to be assigned some kind of inspection work.’

‘I see,’ says Bayard. (A long silence, during which Herzog can hear the man in lizard-skin boots telling his fascinated audience how, back when he was head of the Armed Spinozist Faction, he defeated the Young Hegelians.) ‘Then again, I know where I am, because there’s a sign saying “University of Vincennes – Paris 8” over the entrance. And the word “Police” is also written in bold on the red, white and blue card I showed you when I came to talk to you after your lecture, so I don’t really see where you’re going with this.’

Simon Herzog starts to sweat. This conversation brings back painful memories of oral exams. Don’t panic, just concentrate. Don’t focus on the seconds passing in silence; ignore the falsely sanctimonious attitude of the sadistic examiner who is secretly enjoying his institutional superiority and the suffering he’s inflicting on you because in the past he suffered the same himself. The young postgrad thinks fast, attentively observing the man facing him, and proceeds methodically, stage by stage, as he’s been taught. Then, when he feels ready, he lets a few further seconds pass, and says:

‘You fought in Algeria; you have been married twice; you are separated from your second wife; you have a daughter under twenty, with whom you have a difficult relationship; you voted for Giscard in both rounds of the last presidential election, and you’ll do the same again next year; you lost a colleague in the line of duty, perhaps it was your own fault, in any case you blame yourself or feel bad about it, though your superiors decided it was not your responsibility. And you went to see the latest James Bond film at the cinema, but you prefer a good Maigret on TV or films starring Lino Ventura.’

A very, very long silence. At the other end of the room, the reincarnation of Spinoza is recounting, to the cheers of the crowd, how he and his gang overcame the Fourier Rose group. Bayard mutters tonelessly:

‘What makes you say that?’

‘Well, it’s very simple!’ (Another pause, but this one is the young professor’s. Bayard does not react at all, except for a slight quivering in the fingers of his right hand. The man in mauve lizard-skin boots starts singing a Rolling Stones song a cappella.) ‘When you came to see me at the end of the lecture earlier, you instinctively placed yourself in a position where you wouldn’t have your back to the door or the window. You don’t learn that at police school, but in the army. The fact that this reflex has stayed with you signifies that your military experience was not limited to the usual National Service but marked you sufficiently that you have kept some unconscious habits. So you probably went to war and you’re not old enough to have fought in Indochina, so I think you were sent to Algeria. You’re in the police, so you’re bound to be right wing, as confirmed by your hostility to students and intellectuals (which was plain from the minute we started talking), but as an Algerian veteran you considered de Gaulle’s granting of independence as a betrayal. So you refused to vote for the Gaullist candidate, Chaban, and you are too rational (a condition of your job) to give your vote to a candidate like Le Pen, who has no chance of making it through to the second round, so your vote naturally went to Giscard. You came here alone, against all the rules of the French police, where officers always go about in twos, so you must have been given special dispensation, a favour that could only have been granted for a serious reason such as the death of a colleague. The trauma is such that you cannot bear the idea of having a new partner, so your superiors allow you to operate solo. That way, you can pretend to be Maigret, who, judging from your raincoat, is a role model, consciously or not. (Superintendent Moulin, with his leather jacket, is probably too young for you to identify with, and, well, you don’t have enough money to dress like James Bond.) You wear a wedding ring on your right hand, but you still have a ring mark on your left ring finger. You presumably wished to avoid the feeling that you were repeating yourself by changing your ring hand for the second marriage, as a way of warding off fate, or something like that. But apparently it didn’t work, because your rumpled shirt, this early in the day, proves that no one is doing the ironing at your house; and, in conformity with the petit-bourgeois model, which fits your sociocultural background, if your wife were still living with you, she would not have let you leave the house wearing an unironed shirt.’

The silence that follows this speech feels as if it might last twenty-four hours.

‘And my daughter?’

With an air of false modesty, Herzog waves this invitation away. ‘It would take too long to explain.’

In fact, he was carried away by his momentum. He just thought a daughter seemed to fit the picture he had painted.

‘All right. Follow me.’

‘I beg your pardon? Follow you where? Am I under arrest?’

‘I’m requisitioning you. You strike me as being less stupid than the rest of these long-haired louts, and I need a translator for all this bullshit.’

‘But … I’m sorry, but that’s completely impossible! I have a class to prepare for tomorrow, and I have to work on my thesis, and there’s a book I have to take back to the library …’

‘Listen, you little jerk: you’re coming with me. Got it?’

‘Where?’

‘We’re going to interrogate the suspects.’

‘The suspects? But I thought it was an accident!’

‘I meant the witnesses. Let’s go.’

The horde of young fans gathered around the man in boots chants ‘Spinoza fucks Hegel up the arse! Spinoza fucks Hegel up the arse! Down with dialectics!’ On his way out, Bayard and his new assistant stand aside to let a group of Maoists pass; apparently they have decided to beat up the Spinozists.
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Roland Barthes lived on Rue Servandoni, next to the Saint-Sulpice church, a stone’s throw from the Jardin du Luxembourg. I am going to park where I suppose Bayard parked his 504, outside the front door of number 11. I’ll spare you the now obligatory copy-and-paste of the Wikipedia page: the private mansion designed by such-and-such Italian architect for such-and-such Breton bishop, and so on.

It’s a handsome building, nice white stone, impressive wrought-iron gate. Outside the gate, a Vinci employee is installing an entry keypad. (Vinci is not yet called Vinci and belongs to CGE, the Compagnie Générale d’Electricité, later known as Alcatel, but Simon Herzog can’t know anything about all this.) They have to cross the courtyard and take Staircase B, on the right, just after the concierge’s office. Herzog asks Bayard what they are looking for here. Bayard has no idea. They climb the stairs because there is no lift.

The decoration in the second-floor apartment is old-fashioned. There are wooden clocks, it’s very neatly kept, very clean, even the room that serves as an office – next to the bed is a transistor radio and a copy of Chateaubriand’s Memoirs from Beyond the Tomb – but Barthes worked mostly in his attic room, on the sixth floor.

In the fifth-floor apartment, the two men are welcomed by Barthes’ younger brother and his wife – an Arab, notes Bayard; pretty, notes Simon – who invites them in for tea. The younger brother explains that the apartments on the second and fifth floor are identical. For a while, Barthes, his mother and his younger brother lived on the fifth floor, but when his mother fell ill she became too weak to climb all those stairs, so – as the second-floor apartment was available – Barthes bought it and moved in there with her. Roland Barthes had a wide social circle, he went out frequently, especially after their mother’s death, but the younger brother says he doesn’t know any of the people he hung around with. All he knows is that he often went to the Café de Flore, where he had work meetings and where he also met up with friends.

The sixth floor is actually two adjoining attic rooms knocked into one to create a small studio flat. There is a trestle table that acts as a desk, an iron-framed bed, a kitchenette with a box of Japanese tea on top of the fridge. There are books everywhere, empty coffee cups next to half-full ashtrays. It is older, dirtier and messier, but it does have a piano, a turntable, some classical music records (Schumann, Schubert) and shoeboxes containing files, keys, gloves, maps, press cuttings.

A trapdoor allows entry directly into the fifth-floor apartment without going out onto the landing.

On the wall, Simon Herzog recognises the strange photographs from Camera Lucida, Barthes’ latest book, which has just come out – among them, the yellowed snapshot of a little girl in a sunroom: his beloved mother.

Bayard asks Herzog to take a look through the files and the library. Like any book-lover entering someone’s home for the first time, even if they’ve not gone there for that reason, Herzog is already curiously examining the books in the library: Proust, Pascal, de Sade, more Chateaubriand, not many contemporary writers, apart from a few works by Sollers, Kristeva and Robbe-Grillet, and various dictionaries, critical works, Todorov, Genette, and books about linguistics, Saussure, Austin, Searle … There is a sheet of paper in the typewriter on the desk. Simon Herzog reads the title: ‘We always fail to talk about what we love’. He quickly scans the text – it’s about Stendhal. Simon is moved by the thought of Barthes sitting at this desk, thinking about Stendhal, about love, about Italy, completely unaware that every hour spent typing this article was bringing him closer to the moment when he would be knocked over by a laundry van.
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	The ‘referential’ function is the first and most obvious function of language. We use language to speak about something. The words used refer to a certain context, a certain reality, which one must provide information about.

	The so-called ‘emotive’ or ‘expressive’ function is aimed at communicating the presence and position of the sender in relation to his or her message: interjections, modal adverbs, hints of judgment, use of irony, and so on. The way the sender expresses a piece of information referring to an exterior subject gives information about the sender. This is the ‘I’ function.

	The ‘conative’ function is the ‘you’ function. It is directed towards the receiver. It is principally performed with the imperative or the vocative, i.e. the interpellation of whoever is being addressed: ‘Soldiers, I am satisfied with you!’, for example. (And remember, by the way, that a phrase is hardly ever reducible to a single function, but generally combines several. When he addresses his troops after Austerlitz, Napoleon marries the emotive function – ‘I am satisfied’ – with the conative – ‘Soldiers/with you!’)

	The ‘phatic’ function is the most amusing. This is the function that envisages communication as an end in itself. When you say ‘hello’ on the telephone, you are saying nothing more than ‘I’m listening’, i.e. ‘I am in a situation of communication’. When you chat for hours in the pub with your friends, when you talk about the weather or last night’s football match, you are not really interested in the information per se, but you talk for the sake of talking, without any objective other than making conversation. In other words, this function is the source of the majority of our verbal communications.

	The ‘metalinguistic’ function is aimed at verifying that the sender and the receiver understand one another, i.e. that they are using the same code. ‘You understand?’, ‘You see what I mean?’, ‘You know?’, ‘Let me explain …’; or, from the receiver’s point of view, ‘What are you getting at?’, ‘What does that mean?’, etc. Everything related to the definition of a word or the explanation of a development, everything linked to the process of learning a language, all references to language, all metalanguage, is the domain of the metalinguistic function. A dictionary’s sole function is metalinguistic.

	And finally, the last function is the ‘poetic’ function. This considers language in its aesthetic dimension. Plays on the sounds of words, alliteration, assonance, repetition, echo or rhythm effects, all belong to this function. We find it in poems, of course, but also in songs, oratory, newspaper headlines, advertising and political slogans.
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