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I. The Codes 

Lexias, as defined by Roland Barthes, are cut up fragments of signifiers which constitute the best 

possible space to observe meaning(s). The lexias within any given text produce a combination of 

the five major codes. The first of these is the hermeneutic code, which intentionally defies the 

reader’s need for answers by introducing an enigma, then prolonging its evaluation in order to 

create suspense. Next (according to appearance) is the cultural code, which references science or a 

body of knowledge—this code amounts to an indication instead of a reconstruction of the culture 

itself.  Third, the proairetic code encompasses actions and their sequences which fall under the logic 

of the “already-done” or “already-read.” These codes also produce suspension through the reader’s 

anticipation of an action’s resolution. The symbolic code refers to the deep structure of the text’s 

meanings, referenced through metonymies and organized as transgressions of the antithesis. 

Finally, the semantic code introduces the seme, or the unit of the signifier. According to Barthes, 

these codes create a network, or weaving of voices, that can be made multivalent and reversed. 

Thus, the code is the “mirage of structures” and the “perspective of quotations;” ultimately, it is the 

obsession of the already read, seen, done and experienced. 

(1) The American  Through the hermeneutic code, the title is the thematization of the first enigma: 

who is the American? Since both words in the title lack definitive gender, another enigma, disclosed 

simultaneously, might be: what gender is the American? HER. Enigma 1: question. 

(2)On a brilliant day in May, in the year 1868,  The specificity of the date begins to construct the 

“reality effect”—the insignificance (the story could have been placed in 1869, started in April and 

not May) blurs meaning. REF. Chronology. 

(3) a gentleman  Due to the immediateness of this character’s arrival, we immediately presume 

that this man is likely the American in question. In order to associate a number of “unbiased” or 

“realistic” characteristics to the name, however, the discourse denies the subject’s nationality for 

now. HER. Enigma 1: proposal and formulation (Here is a man; is this man the American?).  

(4) was reclining at his ease  ACT. “Leisure”:  1 : to lounge.  

(5) on the great circular divan which at that period occupied the centre of the Salon Carré, in the 

Museum of the Louvre.The discourse places the character—and the reader—in Paris, not the 

States: the displacement of emphasis confuses the identity and, more importantly, the nationality of 

the aforementioned gentleman. HER. Enigma 1: snare set by discourse. REF. Art History. 

II. Antithesis 

The antithesis is the drawing of rhetorical lines, using the symbolic code to establish the facets of a 

binary opposition. The American presents an unmistakable division between cultures: that of the 

“new world,” whose poster child is the American spirit, and that of the “old word,” here exemplified 

by Paris’ high society. Attempts to transgress the antithesis are made throughout the novel but to 

no avail, though mediations—or, the infringement of the rhetorical harmony—are presented by 

both sides with varying effect. Because of this, the discourse (and its accomplice, the character) 
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never suffers a paradigmatic fall, which accumulates the diametrically opposed terms into one 

being. 

(6) The commodious ottoman has since been removed,  Before providing readers with the 

antithesis, the discourse presents its mediation; the change that takes place here identifies the gap 

between the old (Paris, its bourgeoisie) and the new (the American).  SYM. Antithesis: mediation. 

 ACT. “Change”: 1 : to remove.  

(7) to the extreme regret of all weak-kneed lovers of the fine art;  Those who regret change will 

from now on be incorporated into group A of the antithesis, or the “old” and those who hang on to 

it. Beginning in lexia eleven we see that the gentleman now reclining is far from “weak-kneed,” and 

is thus directed from A into B: the “new,” the hardy.  SYM. Antithesis: A: introduction. 

(8) but the gentleman in question had taken serene possession of its softest spot, and, with his head 

thrown back and his legs outstretched, was staring at Murillo’s beautiful moon-borne Madonna in 

profound enjoyment of his posture. The word “but” distinguishes between the weak-kneed 

subjects of the previous lexia, identifying the man as part of a separate and more powerful class—

one able to take possession, not suffer from loss or removal. SYM. Antithesis: B: introduction.  

Furthermore, the subject’s interest is not in the art around him but internal—his enjoyment derives 

from the position he allows himself. SEM. Power.  ACT. “Leisure”: 2 : to possess.  

III. American Reality 

The reality or truth of the novel is created by the insignificant elements within the text: each 

proairetism is followed by a conclusion, paralleling the “natural” need for resolution or 

denouement. In truth, the novelistic reality is only comprised of representations of significations 

rather than their executions—in other words, it is “not operable.” The details that exist apart from 

the plot or its development blur the plurality of meanings within the realistic text. In effect, the 

realistic author “never places reality at the origin of discourse,” aiming instead to use preexisting 

codes—that of the already-written. In this way, the “reality” provided by such authors is simply a 

quotation of codes, positioning the reader’s thoughts and existing only as a “tissue of quotations.” 

When broken into fragments, the plurality of the text surfaces: it is the restraint of the readerly (its 

logico-temporal order, enforced by the hermeneutic and proairetic codes) which diminishes it in 

the classical or realistic novel.  Only the creation of lexias can revoke the irreversible empiricism of 

the text and establish its innate truth.  

(9) He had removed his hat, and flung down beside him a little red guide-book Readers now 

understand that the man, utilizing a guide, is not a native of Paris but a foreigner: once again, the 

discourse allows the possibility that the man is the American. HER. Enigma 1: proposal and partial 

answer.  ACT. “Change” : 1 : to remove. 

(10) and an opera glass.  While the appearance of the opera glass may be taken as a referential 

code, it more easily signifies the subject’s interest in the high arts. SEM. Cultured. 

(11) The day was warm; he was heated with walking, and he repeatedly passed his handkerchief over 

his forehead, with a somewhat wearied gesture. And yet he was evidently not a man to whom fatigue 
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was familiar; long, lean, and muscular, he suggested the sort of vigor that is commonly known as 

“toughness.” In order to separate this unknown man from the “weak-kneed” members of the “old,” 

readers are provided with a detailed description of his energetic characteristics; from the very 

beginning, the character is without a doubt a member of the “new.” SYM.  Antithesis: B: association. 

(12) But his exertions on this particular day had been of an unwonted sort, and he had often 

performed great physical feats which left him less jaded than his tranquil stroll through the Louvre.  

“Change” : 2 : to add. 

 

IV. Paradigm of Change 

The paradigm of the proairetic code of change is divided into two parts: to remove, and to add. 

Regarding the deep province of the antithesis between old and new, the old vie to forgo any 

changes and wish instead to maintain status quo (as seen by their representational “regret” of the 

ottoman’s removal). The American, or the stereotype of the new, continuously attempts to inflict 

change upon the old society of Paris—he does not act as transgressor, however, because he firmly 

remains in his established subset. Despite his efforts, he never breaks the wall of the antithesis and 

cannot rescue the object of his affection from the decaying world of the old, the dying, etc. Here, he 

further distinguishes himself from the old by intentionally adding (a function of change) an entirely 

new experience: that of youthful and energetic ignorance of the tremendous journey he faces. 

Instead of giving up, the man overcomes the challenge and augments his identity through the 

experience. This enterprise will repeat itself over the course of the novel in a cultural hegemony 

between exertion and resistance, elevated by the challenge of wooing a Parisian noblewoman. 

(13) He had looked out all the pictures to which an asterisk was affixed in those formidable pages of 

fine print in his Bädeker; By referencing a particular, historically known text, the discourse is 

given credibility and further “realism.” REF. World Literature. The Baedeker, previously 

mentioned as the guide book, further establishes the man’s foreign identity through repetition. This 

inclusion of a short scene is a byte intended to reintroduce the enigma. HER. Enigma 1: partial 

answer. 

(14) his attention had been strained and his eyes dazzled, and he had sat down with an aesthetic 

headache. With this sentence, leisure is placed under a much different light: the character’s 

decision to sit down was not made out of physical fatigue but from an overexertion of thought. 

Leisure is momentarily branded a negative—an aspect of a society that he cannot understand, a 

role he assumes unfavorably. ACT. “Leisure”: 1 : to lounge.  The shock of the subject is simply 

another obstacle for him to overcome—an addition to his cultural repertoire. SEM. Adjustment.  

(15) He had looked, moreover, not only at all the pictures, but at all the copies that were going 

forward around them, in the hands of those innumerable young women in irreproachable toilets who 

devote themselves, in France, to the propagation of masterpieces; and if the truth be told, he had often 

admired the copy much more than the original. The character’s interest is emphatically placed on 

the copies of the masterpieces instead of the paintings themselves. Likewise, the readers derive 

pleasure from the textual replication of the young women in question. The lexia indentifies 
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(perhaps knowningly) the appeal of the readerly, the realistic. SYM. Replication of bodies.  ACT. 

“Knowledge” : 1 : to study. 

(16) His physiognomy would have sufficiently indicated that he was a shrewd and capable fellow, and 

in truth he had often sat up all night over a bristling bundle of accounts, and heard the cock crow 

without a yawn. But Raphael and Titian and Rubens were a new kind of arithmetic, SEM. 

Enterprise.  SYM. Ability to confront change. 

V. Hermeneutics 101 

According to Barthes, the hermeneutic code possesses a number of facets that develops suspense in 

the reader as well as narrative need—by proposing an unanswered question, the narrative will not 

stop until the truth is disclosed. The hermeneutic code in The American is assembled through a 

combination of morphemes: the thematization (or emphasis) of the enigma, the proposal, 

formulation, snare, partial answer, suspended answer, and finally the disclosure. Furthermore, each 

signified possesses hermeneutic value: the connoted expresses a half truth that adds to the enigma. 

Acting as an index, the signified indicates the presence of truth but refuses to denote it, saving 

disclosure for later. By rereading the text, the hermeneutic code and its restraint is lessened, giving 

the reader an advantage of the multiplied signifiers which constitute a plural text. 

(17) and they inspired our friend, for the first time in his life, with a vague self-mistrust. The self-

mistrust, once again a novel experience for the character, foreshadows the inability to fully 

assimilate into Parisian society, or that of the old. SYM. Antithesis: AB: Failure to transgress.  

(18) An observer with anything of an eye for national types would have had no difficulty in 

determining the local origin of this undeveloped connoisseur, and indeed such an observer might have 

felt a certain humorous relish of the almost ideal completeness with which he filled out the national 

mould. At this point, the following sentence becomes superfluous—by identifying the overflow of 

national identity of the character, the discourse exposes its lack thereof: once this enigma is 

confronted, the reader automatically fills in the blank. According to hermeneutic need, however, the 

enigma must be disclosed. HER. Enigma 1: suspended answer. 

 (19) The gentleman on the divan was a powerful specimen of an American.  The first enigma in the 

text is finally disclosed by the discourse itself. HER. Enigma 1: disclosure.  By initially giving the 

character—who has thus far existed only as a combination if semes—not a proper name but a 

nationality, the discourse retroactively applies the connoted characteristics to an archetype of the 

ideal American. In this way, the “American” and, subsequently, the “new” includes any person who 

resembles the semantic gathering of the titular character. SYM. Axis of the “new.”  


