


MYTHOLOGIES  

 
 
Books by Roland Barthes  

A Barthes Reader 
Camera Lucida 
Critical Essays 
The Eiffel Tower and Other Mythologies 
Elements of Semiology 
The Empire of Signs 
The Fashion System 
The Grain of the Voice 
Image-Music-Text 
A Lover's Discourse 
Michelet 
Mythologies 
New Critical Essays 
On Racine 
The Pleasure of the Text 
The Responsibility of Forms 
Roland Barthes 
The Rustle of Language 
Sade / Fourier / Loyola 
The Semiotic Challenge 
S/Z 
Writing Degree Zero 

 

  

 2 
 

MYTHOLOGIES 
Roland Barthes 

Selected and translated from the French by 
ANNETTE LAVERS 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

THE NOONDAY PRESS - NEW YORK 
FARRAR, STRAUS & GIROUX 



 3 
 

 
 
 

Translated from the French Mythologies (c) 1957 by Editions du 
Seuil, Paris 
Translation (c) 1972 by Jonathan Cape Ltd.  

All rights reserved 
Library of Congress catalog card number: 75-185427  

Of the essays reproduced in this book, "The World of Wrestling" 
first appeared in Esprit, "The Writer on Holiday" in France-
Observateur, and the remainder in Les Lettres Nouvelles.  

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Manufactured in the United States of America  

Twenty-fifth printing, 1991  
 4 

 

 

Contents 

TRANSLATOR'S NOTE           7 
PREFACE TO THE 1970 EDITION           9 
PREFACE TO THE 1957 EDITION           11 
MYTHOLOGIES 
    The World of Wrestling           15 
    The Romans in Films           26 
    The Writer on Holiday           29 
    The 'Blue Blood' Cruise           32 
    Blind and Dumb Criticism           34 
    Soap-powders and Detergents           36 
    The Poor and the Proletariat           39 
    Operation Margarine           41 
    Dominici, or the Triumph of Literature           43 
    The Iconography of the Abbé Pierre           47 
    Novels and Children           50 
    Toys           53 
    The Face of Garbo           56 
    Wine and Milk           58 
    Steak and Chips           62 
    The Nautilus and the Drunken Boat           65 
    The Brain of Einstein           68 
    The Jet-man           71 
    The Blue Guide           74 
    Ornamental Cookery           78 
    Neither-Nor Criticism           81 
    Striptease           84 
    The New Citroën           88 
    Photography and Electoral Appeal           91 
    The Lost Continent           94 
    Plastic           97 
    The Great Family of Man           100 
    The Lady of the Camellias           103 
MYTH TODAY           109 
    Myth is a type of speech           109 
    Myth as a semiological system           111 
    The form and the concept           117 
    The signification           121 



 77 
 

support given by the Guide to Franco. Beside the historical 
accounts proper (which are rare and meagre, incidentally, for it is 
well known that History is not a good bourgeois), those accounts in 
which the Republicans are always 'extremists' looting churches - 
but nothing on Guernica - while the good 'Nationalists', on the 
contrary, spend their time 'liberating', solely by 'skilful strategic 
manoeuvres' and 'heroic feats of resistance', let me mention the 
flowering of a splendid myth-alibi: that of the prosperity of the 
country. Needless to say, this prosperity is 'statistical' and 'global', 
or to be more accurate: 'commercial'. The Guide does not tell us, of 
course, how this fine prosperity is shared out: hierarchically, 
probably, since they think it fit to tell us that 'the serious and 
patient effort of this people has also included the reform of its 
political system, in order to achieve regeneration through the loyal 
application of sound principles of order and hierarchy.'  

* Hachette World Guides, dubbed 'Guide Bleu' in French.  
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Ornamental Cookery 

 

The weekly Elle (a real mythological treasure) gives us almost 
every week a fine colour photograph of a prepared dish: golden 
partridges studded with cherries, a faintly pink chicken chaud-
froid, a mould of crayfish surrounded by their red shells, a frothy 
charlotte prettified with glacé fruit designs, multicoloured trifle, 
etc.  

The 'substantial' category which prevails in this type of cooking is 
that of the smooth coating: there is an obvious endeavour to glaze 
surfaces, to round them off, to bury the food under the even 
sediment of sauces, creams, icing and jellies. This of course comes 
from the very finality of the coating, which belongs to a visual 
category, and cooking according to Elle is meant for the eye alone, 
since sight is a genteel sense. For there is, in this persistence of 
glazing, a need for gentility. Elle is a highly valuable journal, from 
the point of view of legend at least, since its role is to present to its 
vast public which (market-research tells us) is working-class, the 
very dream of smartness. Hence a cookery which is based on 
coatings and alibis, and is for ever trying to extenuate and even to 
disguise the primary nature of foodstuffs, the brutality of meat or 
the abruptness of sea-food. A country dish is admitted only as an 
exception (the good family boiled beef), as the rustic whim of 
jaded city-dwellers.  

But above all, coatings prepare and support one of the major 
developments of genteel cookery: ornamentation. Glazing, in Elle, 
serves as background for unbridled beautification: chiselled 
mushrooms, punctuation of cherries, motifs of carved lemon, 
shavings of truffle, silver pastilles, arabesques of glacé fruit: the 
underlying coat (and this is why I called it a sediment, since the 
food itself becomes no more than an indeterminate bed-rock) is 
intended to be the page on which can be read a whole rococo 
cookery (there is a partiality for a pinkish colour).  
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Ornamentation proceeds in two contradictory ways, which we shall 
in a moment see dialectically reconciled: on the one hand, fleeing 
from nature thanks to a kind of frenzied baroque (sticking shrimps 
in a lemon, making a chicken look pink, serving grapefruit hot), 
and on the other, trying to reconstitute it through an incongruous 
artifice (strewing meringue mushrooms and holly leaves on a 
traditional log-shaped Christmas cake, replacing the heads of 
crayfish around the sophisticated bechamel which hides their 
bodies). It is in fact the same pattern which one finds in the 
elaboration of petit-bourgeois trinkets (ashtrays in the shape of a 
saddle, lighters in the shape of a cigarette, terrines in the shape of a 
hare).  

This is because here, as in all petit-bourgeois art, the irrepressible 
tendency towards extreme realism is countered - or balanced - by 
one of the eternal imperatives of journalism for women's 
magazines: what is pompously called, at L'Express, having ideas. 
Cookery in Elle is, in the same way, an 'idea' - cookery. But here 
inventiveness, confined to a fairy-land reality, must be applied 
only to garnishings, for the genteel tendency of the magazine 
precludes it from touching on the real problems concerning food 
(the real problem is not to have the idea of sticking cherries into a 
partridge, it is to have the partridge, that is to say, to pay for it).  

This ornamental cookery is indeed supported by wholly mythical 
economics. This is an openly dream-like cookery, as proved in fact 
by the photographs in Elle, which never show the dishes except 
from a high angle, as objects at once near and inaccessible, whose 
consumption can perfectly well be accomplished simply by 
looking. It is, in the fullest meaning of the word, a cuisine of 
advertisement, totally magical, especially when one remembers 
that this magazine is widely read in small-income groups. The 
latter, in fact, explains the former: it is because Elle is addressed to 
a genuinely working-class public that it is very careful not to take 
for granted that cooking must be economical. Compare with 
L'Express, whose exclusively middle-class public enjoys a 
comfortable purchasing power: its cookery is real, not magical. 
Elle gives the recipe of fancy partridges, L'Express gives that of 
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salade niçoise. The readers of Elle are entitled only to fiction; one 
can suggest real dishes to those of L'Express, in the certainty that 
they will be able to prepare them.  

 
 
 

  


