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PRAGUE STRUCTURALISM AND SEMIOTICS: 
WESTERN NEGLECT AND RESULTING FALLACIES 

Thomas G. Winner (Cambridge, Massachusetts) 

1. I n t r o d u c t i o n . 
This essay w i l l focus on the wide and deep lacunae c o n t i n u i n g 
today t h a t are b a r e l y concealed i n American (and B r i t i s h ) 
r e c y c l i n g of French s t r u c t u r a l i s m and Russian formalism, the 
l a t t e r introduced i n t o France by Todorov i n the s i x t i e s . 
I r e f e r to the i g n o r i n g or misreading of the Prague schoo l ' s 
pioneering and o r i g i n a l programs f o r s t r u c t u r a l and s e m i o t i c 
s t u d i e s c a r r i e d out from the l a t e twenties. T h i s movement has 
been dismissed out of hand or m i s i n t e r p r e t e d as simply 
a branch of Saussurean s t r u c t u r a l i s m ; most f r e q u e n t l y i t has 
been i d e n t i f i e d with Russian formalism with which i t has some 
common roots although i t s s p i r i t r e v erberates more to such 
e a r l y Russian nonformalists as Bakhtin, V y g o t s k i j and 
Florenstcij and to Czech nineteenth-century s c h o l a r s h i p . 

2. Ignoring the Prague sc h o o l . 
But the Prague movement i s not a simple c o n t i n u a t i o n of 

Russian formalism, nor can the term s t r u c t u r a l i s m be simply 
appropriated as a Saussurean s t a t i c conception s i n c e i t was 
d i f f e r e n t l y used i n Prague. True, Roman Jakobson, one of the 
founders of the Prague L i n g u i s t i c C i r c l e , began h i s 
i n t e l l e c t u a l and a r t i s t i c career i n Russia as a major 
p a r t i c i p a n t i n the Russian f o r m a l i s t movement and as a zaum 
f u t u r i s t poet who wrote h i s verse under the pen-name A l j a g r o v . 
And t r u e , i n the twenties Jan Mukarovsky's a e s t h e t i c was 
s t r o n g l y i n f l u e n c e d by Russian formalism. But by the e a r l y 
t h i r t i e s Mukafovsky had r e j e c t e d much of the t h e o r i e s of the 
Russians, witness h i s sharply c r i t i c a l review of the Czech 
t r a n s l a t i o n of V i k t o r S k l o v s k i j ' s fundamental f o r m a l i s t 
t r e a t i s e O teorii prozy (The Theory of Prose - S k l o v s k i j 
1925) and many statements i n h i s own works as w i l l be seen 
( c f . Mukafovsky 1934a, 1934b, 1934c and l a t e r works). 
Moreover, Jakobson's and Tynjanov's Theses of 1929 (Jakobson 
and Tynjanov 1929) c r i t i c i z e d the a d d i t i v e b a s i s of Russian 
formalism and s t a t i c q u a l i t i e s of Saussurean s t r u c t u r a l i s m , 
advancing i n s t e a d the view of r e l a t i o n a l and dynamic 
s t r u c t u r e s c h a r a c t e r i z e d by m u l t i f u n c t i o n a l i s m and polysemy. 
The Theses marked the inauguration of Prague s t r u c t u r a l i s m as 
an o r i g i n a l movement which lead to path- breaking s t u d i e s i n 
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s e m i o t i c s . While t a k i n g from the f o r m a l i s t s the concern with 
a e s t h e t i c t e x t s , i t s d i a l e c t i c o r i e n t a t i o n s e t i t apart from 
both the f o r m a l i s t s and Saussure's r a t i o n a l i s t d o c t r i n e . 
I r e f e r to only a few examples of such m i s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s . In 
F r e d r i c Jameson's The Prison-House of Language (Jameson 
1972), Jameson's b r i e f mentioning of the Prague school 
(51,92) equates i t with Russian formalism, while the Prague 
school i s c a l l e d "the Czech f o r m a l i s t s " , (52), and Jameson 
views Saussure's, and not Jakobson's and the Prague 
p h i l o s o p h i c a l stance, as based on d i a l e c t i c a l p r i n c i p l e s 
(24). Jameson f i n d s t h a t i t i s Saussure's work that i s 
"a l i b e r a t i n g i n f l u e n c e " f o r " l i t e r a r y c r i t i c i s m " (39), not, 
i t i s i m p l i c i t l y c l e a r , Jakobson's work. And yet Saussure 
never e n t e r t a i n e d a theory of p o e t i c s and a e s t h e t i c s , the 
gre a t c o n t r i b u t i o n of the Prague s c h o o l . 

A d d i t i o n a l l y , Jameson does not d i s t i n g u i s h the 
f o r m a l i s t s ' concept of "making i t strange" (ostranenie) from 
the fundamentally d i s t i n c t Czech group's notion of 
foregrounding (aktualizace). Only the l a t t e r i s s t r u c t u r a l as 
I d i s c u s s l a t e r . For Jameson the Prague c i r c l e simply 
reformulated the Skl o v s k i a n d o c t r i n e (92), and he d e p i c t s 
Tynjanov's (and Jakobson's, i t i s implied) ideas of e v o l u t i o n 
of systems i n a f o r m a l i s t p e r s p e c t i v e (93-4). Even f a r t h e r 
a f i e l d i s Robert Scholes's i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of s t r u c t u r a l i s m i n 
general with French s t r u c t u r a l i s m and with Russian formalism. 
While Jameson a t l e a s t explored Garvin's e a r l y anthology 
(Garvin 1964), Scholes seems unaware of the work of the Prague 
school t h a t he simply dubs a f o r m a l i s t school (1974:77). 
F i n d i n g t h a t a l l s t r u c t u r a l i s m ignores contextual r e l a t i o n s 
(1976:111), he proposes h i s own "theory", as an "improvement" 
over " s t r u c t u r a l i s m " , namely t h a t l i t e r a t u r e i s not immanent 
s i n c e i t i s an a c t of communication and as such "points to 
a phenomenal world" (106, 111). T h i s was of course always 
a p a r t of the Prague s t r u c t u r a l i s t program s i n c e context was 
never ignored, no matter how s e l f - f o c u s s i n g the work was. 

Again, i n 1983, a f t e r many t e x t s of the Prague school had 
become a v a i l a b l e the anglophone reader, the B r i t i s h l i t e r a r y 
c r i t i c T e r r y Eagleton (1983) a l t o g e t h e r o v e r s i m p l i f i e s the 
Prague school's r e l a t i o n s h i p to Saussure (96) and overlooks 
i t s c r i t i q u e of Saussurean l i n g u i s t i c s . L i k e n i n g s t r u c t u r a l i s m 
i n g eneral to formalism was of course f i r s t a French 
i n v e n t i o n . I t i s tr u e t h a t both the French s t r u c t u r a l i s t s and 
the Russian f o r m a l i s t s ignored context, but the Prague school 
d i d not. The Todorov-Ducrot encyclopedic d i c t i o n a r y 
(Todorov-Ducrot 1972, 1979) views s t r u c t u r a l a n a l y s i s as 
devoted p r i m a r i l y to r h e t o r i c a l f i g u r e s and v e r s i f i c a t i o n , 
a fundamentally f o r m a l i s t preoccupation. And the d i s t i n g u i s h e d 
Greimas d i c t i o n a r y (1979,1982) only mentions the Prague with 
Hjelmslev's Copenhagen school as a precursor of s t r u c t u r a l i s m 
and overlooks the fundamental d i f f e r e n c e s between the 
Copenhagen and Prague sc h o o l s . 
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3. Assessment of Prague school assumptions and t e n e t s . 

3.1 D i a l e c t i c o r i e n t a t i o n . - The Hegelian d i a l e c t i c 
o r i e n t a t i o n of the Prague l i n g u i s t s was not born i n the 
twenties but i s rooted i n Czech t r a d i t i o n , going back to the 
w r i t i n g s of the Czech nineteenth-century l i n g u i s t Josef Zubaty 
(1875-1931) who had already disparaged the neogrammarians 1 

i n s i s t e n c e on the r e g u l a r i t y of h i s t o r i c a l changes i n language 
and had begun to i n v e s t i g a t e the a c c i d e n t a l and e r r a t i c 
q u a l i t y of l i n g u i s t i c v a r i a t i o n ( c f . Mathesius 1931, 
1982:429). At the same t i n e , Vilem Mathesius advanced 
a dynamic form of synchrony, c o n s i d e r i n g parole both i n the 
v e r t i c a l and h o r i z o n t a l spheres long before the appearance of 
Saussure's Cours which p e r s i s t e d i n t r e a t i n g these two l e v e l s 
as e s s e n t i a l l y unrelated. In an essay of 1911 (Mathesius 
1911) Mathesius c a l l e d f o r the a n a l y s i s of contemporary speech 
as both system and h i s t o r y ( c f . Vachek 1966, 1:8-9). The focus 
on l i v i n g speech and on concrete a r t i s t i c t e x t s not d i v o r c e d 
from s t r u c t u r e remained c e n t r a l to Prague research. 

3.2 Main s p e c i f i c concepts.- The development of Prague 
t h i n k i n g , a f t e r i t s e a r l y phase, i s independent of the 
f o r m a l i s t notions of immanence, and a d d i t i v e d e v i c e s and 
"making i t strange" (ostranenie), r e l y i n g i n s t e a d on c e r t a i n 
i n t e r r e l a t e d concepts, most importantly those of structure, 
function and value and the e l a b o r a t i o n of the de v i c e of 
foregrounding a l l c a s t w i t h i n the Prague dynamic view of norms 
as rooted i n context and as never f i x e d , but s u b j e c t to 
v i o l a t i o n , most notably by the a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n . 

3.2.1 s t r u c t u r e . - Mukarovsky's s t r u c t u r e i s not the 
f o r m a l i s t s ' bounded holism t h a t overlooks i n t e r r e l a t i o n s 
between and w i t h i n wholes (1940:452). For Mukarovsky 
(1937:223), a l l e v o l v i n g s t r u c t u r e s tend both t o preserve and, 
a n t i t h e t i c a l l y , to suppress t h e i r i d e n t i t i e s . Thus the 
r e g u l a r i t y implied by immanence c a r r i e s with i t an 
" a n t i t h e s i s , a c c i d e n t a l elements repeatedly enters the 
s t r u c t u r e from without to set i t i n motion" (ibid.). Such 
accidents are introduced by the i n d i v i d u a l c r e a t o r or consumer 
of the message (Mukarovsky 1948, 1:19). A c c o r d i n g l y Mukarovsky 
understands the e v o l u t i o n of an a r t form as an antinomy 
between the p r i n c i p l e of continuous immanent e v o l u t i o n and the 
dynamics of c r e a t i v e impulses by i n d i v i d u a l s (authors and 
p e r c e i v e r s ) . 

3.2.2 m u l t i - f u n c t i o n a l i t y . - S t r u c t u r e s were c h a r a c t e r i z e d 
by m u l t i f u n c t i o n a l i t y . The concept of f u n c t i o n was ignored by 
the OPOJAZ group, and used i n a s p e c i a l , s t i l l a d d i t i v e and 
f i x e d scheme by Propp. In general, a d d i t i v e d e v i c e s of the 
f o r m a l i s t s were superseded i n the Prague program by a whole 
set of f u n c t i o n s bound to the s t r u c t u r e , the most dynamic of 
which i s the aesthetic function. As e a r l y as 1929, the Prague 
school Theses (Theses 1929:35) adopted Buhler's d e f i n i t i o n of 
language as a "system of purposeful e x p r e s s i v e means", and 

8 



OPERA SLAVICA I I , 1992, 3 

accepted Buhler's f u n c t i o n s , namely the expressive f u n c t i o n 
(Ausdrucksfunktion) by which the speaker c h a r a c t e r i z e s 
h i m s e l f , the r e p r e s e n t a t i v e f u n c t i o n (Darstellungsfunktion) 
which d e s c r i b e s e x t r a l i n g u i s t i c r e a l i t y , and the conative 
f u n c t i o n (Appelfunktion) which a c t s upon the r e c e i v e r of the 
message. But the r e v o l u t i o n a r y a d d i t i o n by the Prague group 
was a f o u r t h f u n c t i o n , the s e l f - f o c u s s i n g poetic function, 
l a t e r c a l l e d the aesthetic function. Much l a t e r Jakobson's 
more ambitious s i x - f u n c t i o n communication model (Jakobson 
1960, 1976) was a f u r t h e r expansion. For i n the Prague 
approach, f u n c t i o n s a t t a i n a c e r t a i n independence infused with 
the v a r i o u s g o a l s o' the human c r e a t o r s and r e c e i v e r s . Such an 
i n s e r t i o n of purposeful behavior i m p l i c a t e s the vast area that 
P e i r c e c a l l e d t h i r d n e s s , namely choice and c r e a t i v i t y w i t h i n 
c u l t u r a l context. In the Prague school view, one f u n c t i o n 
dominates over others i n human a c t i v i t y , o r g a n i z i n g the t o t a l 
s t r u c t u r e ; but dominance i s f l u i d , dynamic, and changeable. 
Various functions v i e f o r c o n t r o l , and a new dominant g a i n i n g 
s u p e r i o r i t y brings about s h i f t s between the p a r t s of the 
s t r u c t u r e . While the view of necessary dominance may be 
contested, i t opens the way f o r the s e m i o t i c approach being 
born. A c o r r e l a t i n g concept i s t h a t the norm-violating 
a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n , whether dominant or not, i s e s s e n t i a l l y 
u n i v e r s a l , p o t e n t i a l l y pervading a l l a c t i v i t y i n i m p l i c i t i f 
not e x p l i c i t ways. 

In the t h i r t i e s , Jakobson has elaborated c o n s i d e r a b l y on 
the transforming q u a l i t i e s of t h i s p o t e n t i a l l y u n i v e r s a l 
f u n c t i o n . While f o r Jakobson the boundaries d i v i d i n g what i s 
a work of poetry from what i s not a work of poetry "are l e s s 
s t a b l e than the f r o n t i e r s of the Chinese empire" 
(1933-34:741), the p o e t i c f u n c t i o n , poeticity {basnickost), as 
he sees i t , cannot be mechanically reduced to a number of 
elements s i n c e i t i s a transforming component of a complex 
s t r u c t u r e t h a t a f f e c t s by i t s r e o r g a n i z i n g (foregrounding) 
q u a l i t i e s the nature of the whole. Jakobson w i t t i l y compared 
the a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n to o i l . Neither a food i n i t s e l f nor 
a chance a d d i t i v e t o food, o i l t o t a l l y transforms the t a s t e of 
any food of which i t becomes a p a r t . I t may even be perceived 
as the dominant aspect of t h a t food. Thus o i l becomes a marker 
i n a new name f o r a food, witness the change of the o r i g i n a l 
Czech word f o r 'sardine' {sardinka) to olejovka {olej- ' o i l ' 
+ ovka a d e r i v a t i o n a l s u f f i x ) . For Jakobson, only when a work 
acqui r e s poeticity, a p o e t i c f u n c t i o n of determinative 
s i g n i f i c a n c e , can we speak of poetry (ibid.). The issue 
addressed i s how p o e t i c i t y i s manifested and cannot be reduced 
simply to a s h i f t i n the r e l a t i o n between reader and t e x t but 
a l s o i m p l i c a t e s the manner i n which, by v a r i o u s a c t s of 
foregrounding, language ceases to r e f e r to r e a l i t y i n an 
" i n d i f f e r e n t " manner. 

(the) word i s f e l t as a word and not as a mere 
r e p r e s e n t a t i o n of the o b j e c t being named or an 
outburst of emotion, when words and t h e i r 
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composition, t h e i r meaning, t h e i r e x t e r n a l and inner 
form acquire weight and value of t h e i r own i n s t e a d 
of r e f e r r i n g i n d i f f e r e n t l y to r e a l i t y (ibid.). 

Opening up l a t e r semiotic approaches, Jakobson foresaw 
Barthes's notion of i m b r i c a t i o n , c a l l i n g the word i n poetry 
a s p e c i a l kind of s i g n , thus implying t h a t the p o e t i c word 
loosens the bond between the s i g n i f i e r and the s i g n i f i e d . But, 
as opposed to Barthes, he introduces the necessary q u a l i t y of 
tension t h a t r e s u l t s . 

Because besides the d i r e c t awareness of the i d e n t i t y 
between s i g n and object (A i s A1), there i s 
a n e c e s s i t y f o r the d i r e c t awareness f o r the 
inadequacy of t h a t i d e n t i t y (A i s not A ^ ) . The 
reason t h a t t h i s antinomy i s e s s e n t i a l i s t h a t 
without c o n t r a d i c t i o n there i s no m o b i l i t y of 
concepts, no m o b i l i t y of s i g n s , and the r e l a t i o n s h i p 
between concept and s i g n becomes automatized. 
A c t i v i t y comes to a h a l t , and the awareness of 
r e a l i t y d i e s out (ibid.) 

3.2.3 foregrounding.- We t u r n now to our t h i r d f o c a l 
concept, that of foregrounding, the a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n plays 
a c r u c i a l r o l e i n the s h i f t from "making i t strange" to 
foregrounding. For the f o r m a l i s t s , the devices of "making i t 
strange" such as v e r s i f i c a t i o n , rhyming, sound r e p e t i t i o n , 
s t r i k i n g metaphors, etc.,impart freshness of p e r c e p t i o n by 
i n h i b i t i n g automatization as the reader i s forced t o focus on 
the work i t s e l f , on how the t e x t " i s made". But f o r the Prague 
s c h o l a r s foregrounding (aktualizace) does not r e l y simply on 
newness of perception i n S k l o v s k i j ' s terms, s i n c e i t 
incorporates complex s t r u c t u r a l p r o p e r t i e s t h a t a f f e c t the 
e n t i r e work. In other words, as the name foregrounding 
i m p l i e s , c e r t a i n devices enable s t r u c t u r a l elements to be 
perceived as s h i f t i n g from the background t o the foreground of 
the t e x t , b r i n g i n g about an i m p l i c i t r e o r g a n i z a t i o n of the 
surrounding m a t e r i a l . 

Mukafovsky de s c r i b e d foregrounding as a u n i v e r s a l 
p r i n c i p l e s i m i l a r to the a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n , anchored i n h i s 
theory of c r e a t i v i t y . Humans must f o r e v e r p e r c e i v e r e a l i t y 
a f r e s h , approaching i t from d i f f e r e n t p e r s p e c t i v e s a c u l t u r a l 
p r e r e q u i s i t e f o r n e g o t i a t i n g the c o n t i n g e n c i e s of s o c i e t y . 
Only the a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n 

can preserve f o r man v i s - a - v i s the universe the 
a t t i t u d e of a f o r e i g n e r who keeps coming t o unknown 
co u n t r i e s with f r e s h and acute a t t e n t i o n , and who i s 
always conscious of himself by p r o j e c t i n g h i m s e l f 
i n t o the surrounding r e a l i t y and i s always aware of 
the surrounding r e a l i t y because he measures i t 
a g a i n s t himself. (Mukarovsky 1942, 1966:57). 
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We are reminded here of suggest ons of P e i r c e ' s f i r s t n e s s 
which f o r c e s secondness, awareness of s e l f as other, the b a s i s 
f o r t h i r d n e s s or c r e a t i v e and symbolic t h i n k i n g . 

3.2.4 Value.- We turn now to another f o c a l concept, 
value. Mukafovsky's vaiue was not Saussure's value measured by 
i t s e x c h a n g e a b i l i t y . For Mukafovsky a e s t h e t i c v.jjue i s 
a f f e c t e d by the author and r e c e i v e r who infuse the t e x t with 
a c e r t a i n o r i e n t a t i o n or f u n c t i o n . And i t i s thus not immune 
to non-aesthetic values, such as t r u t h or e t h i c a l values 
(Mukafovsky 1936). But the great power of the a e s t h e t i c 
f u n c t i o n i s i t s r e f e r r a l back to the o b j e c t i n a l l i t s 
"thingness" (vecnost) (as opposed to the a l l i e d metafunction, 
l a t e r e l a b o r a t e d by Jakobson, which r e f e r s back to i t s 
l a n g u e - l i k e c h a r a c t e r ) . In Lotman's d i s c u s s i o n of the r e l a t i o n 
of t e x t and code, he has rephrased the r e l a t i o n of the aieta-
and a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n s as one of antinomy rather than 
s e p a r a t i o n , which was i m p l i c i t but not elaborated in 
Jakobson's formulation (Lotman 1990). In g e n e r a l , f o r 
Mukafovsky a e s t h e t i c value i s r e l a t e d to the a b i l i t y o! tho 
a e s t h e t i c f u n c t i o n to impart ambiguous meaning and a e s t h e t i : 
p l e a s u r e which i s powered by the a b i l i t y of the a e s t h e t i c 
f u n c t i o n to v i o l a t e or r e i n t e r p r e t t r a d i t i o n a l norms. 
Mukafovsky attempted to c o r r e l a t e some aspects of a e s t h e t i c 
pleasure to the t e n s i o n i t evoked i n i t s r e l a t i o n to u n i v e r s a l 
p s y c h o - b i o l o g i c a l c o n s t i t u t i o n a l f a c t o r s such as b o d i l y 
rhythms, symmetry, e t c . , s i m i l a r l y to the l a t e r e f f o r t s of 
L e v i - Strauss, which while probably v a l i d may be too general 
and l e s s o r i g i n a l than other of h i s concepts. 

L i k e a l l a e s t h e t i c events a e s t h e t i c e v a l u a t i o n i s never 
s t a t i c but c e a s e l e s s l y dynamic, being i n the l a s t a n a l y s i s 
a process (energeia) r a t h e r than s t a t i c (ergon), a f f e c t e d not 
only by the immanent development of the a r t i s t i c s t r u c t u r e 
(the t r a d i t i o n s - norms- against which i n d i v i d u a l works are 
judged), but a l s o by s o c i e t a l changes (43). 

Thus form and content, langue and parole, immanence and 
context s e n s i t i v i t y , devices and the whole, synchrony and 
diachrony, norm and anti-norm, a l l such unequivocal 
dichotomies are r e c o n c e p t u a l i z e d i n a dynamic r e l a t i o n that 
frame and u n d e r l i e the Prague s c h o l a r s ' notion of value that 
r e f e r s to a l l the f a c t o r s and f u n c t i o n s of the a e s t h e t i c 
event. 

4. The s e m i o t i c s of l i t e r a t u r e and the other a r t s . 
The import of the Prague school was to reach f a r beyond 

any s t a t i c s t r u c t u r a l i s m to a s e m i o t i c s of a r t and even 
non-art, where dynamics of meaning and a e s t h e t i c c r e a t i v i t y 
came more and more to the f o r e . In h i s f i r s t major essay i n 
t h i s d i r e c t i o n , " L ' a r t comme f a i t semiologique" of 1934 
(Mukafovsky 1934c), Mukafovsky saw the l i t e r a r y work as 
a s i g n . Mukafovsky's s i g n i s a "perceptual (smysiowi) r e a l i t y 
which r e l a t e s to another r e a l i t y o utside i t s e l f , to which i t 
p o i n t s and which i t evokes i n the reader. 
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For Mukarovsky the addressor (the author) fa s h i o n s an 
a r t i s t i c message at l e a s t s u b l i m i n a l l y d i r e c t e d toward 
a p o t e n t i a l reader l i n k e d to the addressor, no matter how 
i n d i r e c t l y , by p h y s i c a l or p s y c h o l o g i c a l connections and by 
a code (a langue), or s e v e r a l codes one of which i s the 
dominating one, and which must be at l e a s t p a r t i a l l y shared by 
both author and p e r c e i v e r . And as he s t a t e d (1943:91, 
1946-47:61) the c r e a t o r of a work of a r t a l s o assumes the r o l e 
of p e r c e i v e r when, f o r example, during the act of c r e a t i o n , he 
steps back to see what he has put on the canvas, reads aloud 
the l i n e s he has composed to hear how they sound, t r i e s to 
play a passage he has wr i t t e n on the piano, e t c . Here 
Mukarovsky foreshadowed the r e c e p t i o n theory of the Konstanz 
school. S i m i l a r l y , Susanne Langer (1953:387), r e f e r r i n g to 
p a i n t i n g and music, reminded us th a t hearing and seeing are 
i n d i v i s i b l e a c t s , i n other words the p a i n t e r and the composer 
are not only producers but a l s o consumers of t h e i r t e x t s . 
Mukarovsky a l s o foresaw Lotman's autocommunication which i s 
a l s o indebted to Bakhtin's double-voiced d i a l o g i c t e x t . 

By the m i d - t h i r t i e s the Prague group extended s e m i o t i c s 
to the nonverbal a r t s , f i l m , music, the v i s u a l a r t s , 
a r c h i t e c t u r e and the theater, c o n s i d e r i n g the r e l a t i o n of the 
various a r t s to each other, going beyond the logocentrism 
implied i n Saussure's c a l l f o r a semi o t i c s of c u l t u r e . In t h i s 
s p i r i t , the l a t e r Moscow-Tartu school has r e v i s e d i t s 
secondary modelling systems, where the primary system was 
language, seeing nonverbal systems as having p r o p e r t i e s not 
simply d e r i v e d from v e r b a l ones. 

The e x p l o r a t i o n of a semi o t i c s of a l l the a r t s by the 
Prague group was a n a t u r a l development of the intense a c t i v i t y 
and c o l l a b o r a t i o n between the r e v o l u t i o n a r y Czech a r t i s t i c 
avantgarde of the twenties and t h i r t i e s and the l i n g u i s t s and 
philosophers ( c f . Winner 1990). For these a r t i s t s played with 
the i n t e r r e l a t i o n of v e r b a l , v i s u a l and sometimes t o n a l 
q u a l i t i e s f o r e v e r i n t e r a c t e d . 
The heurism of Prague school concepts i s evidenced by f u r t h e r 
developments. For example, Jakobson's communication model of 
the s i x t i e s i s the b a s i s f o r Lotman's recent r e v i s i o n . Since 
Lotman holds t h a t the r e v e r s i b l e recoding/decoding implied 
does not work f o r the avantgarde a r t s . For Lotman, i n such 
cases the r e c e i v e r must s t a r t with the t e x t , as a c h i l d does 
when l e a r n i n g a f i r s t language, and then proceeds to deducing 
the code (Lotman 1990:16). But t h i s does not mean Prague 
school or Lotman's a e s t h e t i c s lend themselves to the endless 
deconstruction of the t e x t as a meaningful o b j e c t even, i n the 
American v e r s i o n of the French development, s u r r e n d e r i n g the 
evaporated t e x t e n t i r e l y to the audience. The French r e a c t i o n 
i s p a r t i a l l y understandable as a response to the Saussurean 
dichotomy langue and parole, and the consequent n e g l e c t of 
meaning and pragmatics i n any productive sense, and the 
e s s e n t i a l i n v i o l a b i l i t y of langue. But the extreme postmodern 
d i s s o l u t i o n of meaning t h a t seems to f o l l o w takes us f a r 
a f i e l d from the Prague s c h o o l . 

12 



OPERA SI.AVICA I I , 1992 , 3 

5. Semiotics of c u l t u r e and c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y . 
A compelling development of the Moscow-Tartu sc h o o l , the 

i n v e s t i g a t i o n of the semiotics of c u l t u r a l h i s t o r y , r.ost 
r e c e n t l y developed by Bor i s Uspenskij (1991), was a l s o 
f o r e c a s t i n e a r l y Prague school t r e a t i s e s . For example, 
Mukafovsky invoked s o c i a l - h i s t o r i c a l context, although these 
elements are transformed as the work i s tran s p l a n t e d in time 
and space. Thus the reading of a medieval work of a r t as 
perceived by a reader of today who may be aware of a plethora 
of post-medieval a r t i s t i c codes, such as those p e r t a i n i n g to 
the renaissance, n e o - c l a s s i c i s m , r e a l i s m , symbolism, a b s t r a c t ­
ionism, e t c . , i s a r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t from the one i t had in 
i t s own time. 

Jakobson considered a semiotic p e r s p e c t i v e f o r h i s t o r y as 
e a r l y as the 1930s, holding that d i f f e r e n t h i s t o r i c a l periods 
have bestowed upon the i n d i v i d u a l a r t s v a rying o r i e n t a t i o n s . 
The age of C l a s s i c i s m favored the v i s u a l a r t s , Romanticism 
music, and the age of fu t u r i s m turned back to the v i s u a l a r t s 
(1935b:358-59). 

S h o r t l y a f t e r the second World War, Mukafovsky (1946-47) 
el a b o r a t e d a "system of systems", an overarching c u l t u r e , 
again a n t i c i p a t i n g the Moscow-Tartu program of se m i o t i c s of 
c u l t u r e and Lotman's semiosphere. ( c f . Portis-Winner 1962, 
1989 f o r a d i s c u s s i o n of t h i s s c h o o l . See a l s o Lotman 
1990:123-204). In Mukafovsky's words, 

. . . a r t i s one of the branches of c u l t u r e , and c u l t u r e as 
a whole, i n tu r n , forms a s t r u c t u r e , the i n d i v i d u a l 
elements of which...are i n mutual complex and 
h i s t o r i c a l l y changeable i n t e r r e l a t i o n s " (1946-47:50). 
Cambridge, Massachusetts, J u l y , 1992 
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