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Do Barthes’ theories on narrative structure allow us to better interpret medieval narratives, or are they a hindrance to our understanding of them?

The idea of applying modern critical theories to historical texts seems counterproductive at first thought. Surely this type of examination is just a product of hindsight, of analysing literature through a set of criteria which would have had no relevance to the context such stories would have been conceived in? I am not sure this is true: upon thorough reading of Barthes’ key thoughts on narrative structure in ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative’ and my own application of his theories to Geoffrey Chaucer’s ‘The Canterbury Tales’, I have found Barthes’ ideas can indeed expand understanding of this respected piece of literature and provide further interpretations of its form that literary criticism may not have discovered without it.

Barthes recognises immediately in this essay that this breaking down the loaded word of the literary form ‘narrative’ is no easy feat. “Countless forms of narrative”[footnoteRef:0] exist in our world, he states in the opening sentence, and it surely is a tremendous task to find a common set of rules or model that various genres, nationalities and subject matters can adhere to. But yet Barthes declares there is such a model and it falls down to the use of language in such texts to create this template, as of course narrative cannot be created without it: “It is hardly possible any longer to conceive of literature as an art which would stand free of any relation to language”[footnoteRef:1]. But narrative consists of something different to other types of discourse, which also utilise words, the sentence and multiple sentences. It is, according to Barthes, narrative’s organisation of integrative sentences that gives it its two dimensional meaning, as such a “hierarchy of levels” suggest that any connotations do “not lie ‘at the end’ of the narrative, but straddles it.”[footnoteRef:2] Then comes a key idea of this essay: these levels of meaning are limited to three, and they are defined as the levels of ‘functions’, ‘actions’ and ‘narration’ and it is their work together in the language of a story which creates this meaning.  [0:  Roland Barthes, ‘An Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narrative’ (1966) in New Literary History, 6:2 (Winter, 1975), 237-272, p. 237.]  [1:  Ibid., p. 241.]  [2:  Ibid., p. 243.] 


Functions, as the name suggests, are the key elements of the sentence, and therefore narrative. In order to show how they fully flesh out sentences to become intentionally narrative, Barthes divides functions into two categories: functions namely and indices. These two classes break down once more into four more subclasses; under functions come the nuclei and catalyses, and under indices are indices proper and informants. Essentially, the two types of functions create a distributional meaning while the indices create a higher, integrative level, turning regular discourse into a narrative format. Another comparison Barthes uses is to connect them with Jakobson’s exploration of metonymy and metaphor: “functions imply metonymic relata, indices metaphoric relata; the former are functional in terms of action, the latter in terms of being.”[footnoteRef:3] [3:  Ibid., p. 247.] 


So how does an understanding of these literary components help with the interpretation of our medieval literary example, Chaucer’s The Canterbury Tales? Well if Barthes is to be our basis, we can suggest that the plot of tales is driven by functions. Looking at ‘The Knight’s Tale’, a key example is presented in the opening of his narrative, as our narrator, the Knight, introduces the story with the assertion that the preceding fictional events could be an entirely new narrative on its own accord:

“And certes, if it nere to long to heere,
I wolde have toold yow fully the manere
How wonnen was the regne of Femenye
By Theseus, and by his chivalrye,
And of the grete bataille for the nones
Bitwixen Atthenes and Amazones,
And how asseged was Ypolita
The faire hardy queene of Scithia,
And of the feste that was at hir weddynge,
And of the tempest at hir hoom-comynge;
But al the thyng I moot as now forbere”[footnoteRef:4] [4:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Knight’s Tale’ in The Riverside Chaucer, third edition, ed. Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 37- 66, p. 37.] 


In this passage, the Knight summarises a large portion of events that need to be communicated to receivers of the story for full comprehension of the plot that will follow in this narrative. It is the linguistic functions that Barthes describes that achieve this. The lines, that tell listeners how Theseus “asseged...The faire hardy queen”[footnoteRef:5] and inform us “of the feste that was at hir weddynge”[footnoteRef:6] after, demonstrate key actions which determine the pathways that the characters can choose later on in the narrative. This must be a cardinal function therefore, as Barthes defines a nuclei like this as an “action to which it refers opens (or maintains or closes) an alternative directly affecting the continuation of the story”[footnoteRef:7]. In the same passage, small details of “the great bataille”[footnoteRef:8] and “the tempest at hir hoom-comynge”[footnoteRef:9] provide little more than chronological padding to the narrative setting, but their role in retaining the pace and context for the recipients of the story is still important for overall understanding of the narrative, making these descriptions catalyses in Barthes’ eyes: still imperative to the narrative overall. [5:  Ibid., p.37.]  [6:  Ibid., p.37.]  [7:  Barthes, ‘Structural Analysis’, p. 248.]  [8:  Chaucer, ‘The Knight’s Tale’, p. 37.]  [9:  Ibid., p. (26).] 


This succinctness can be loosened later on in the overarching narrative, and allows for the second class of functions to feature. Indeed, the Wife of Bath’s role as both a character within the pilgrimage and the narrator of her tale would not be able to appeal to the reader without the clever use of indices, due to the sheer length of it. The prologue to this particular tale is famously much longer than Alisoun’s own narrative, and is littered with small references and informants that actually help shape the understanding for the listeners. A clear picture of the uncouth Wife is created in her prologue, through sentences and images that are not wholly relevant to the plot of the pilgrimage or any story within it. We are told how Alisoun’s enjoyment of sex is her being grateful to God (“In wyfhod I wol use myn instrument/ As frely as my Makere hath it sent”[footnoteRef:10]), declaring her sinful passion as a personal fault (“hem that wolde lyve parfitly;/ And lordynges, by youre leve, that am nat I”[footnoteRef:11]). She even makes the controversial statement that Jesus “was a mayde and shapen as a man,/ And many a seint, sith that the world bigan”[footnoteRef:12]. These abstract ideas seem to fall into the category of indices proper, with their abstract ideas. [10:  Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Wife of Bath’s Prologue’, in The Riverside Chaucer, third ed., ed. Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 106-116., p. 107.]  [11:  Ibid., p. 106.]  [12:  Ibid., p. 107.] 


These indices also contribute to our understanding of the tale itself; the Wife tells an Arthurian story of a knight who, as he attempts to answer the queen’s question about female desire to avoid punishment, is tricked into marriage by an old lady, described so charmingly as “A fouler wight ther may no man devyse.”[footnoteRef:13] The wife’s trickster character is reminiscent of the narrator of this story, as she presents similar view of women to Alisoun, something we, as readers have learned from the indices we have examined already. This then allows us to have a richer understanding of the tale, especially within its medieval context, since it illustrates women in a unusual manner for the time. Yes, the language Chaucer, and furthermore Alisoun, uses is misogynistic in nature, but still both the Wife of Bath and the wife of this tale are in control of their own destiny, presented very cleverly through their “desiren to have sovereynetee/ As wel over hir housband”[footnoteRef:14].  [13:   Geoffrey Chaucer, ‘The Wife of Bath’s Tale’, in The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd edn, ed. by Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 116-122, p. 118.]  [14:  Ibid., p. 119.] 


But Barthes does not view character merely as a product of indices in a text, or conversely as a narrative element which dictates the story it is in, as previously taken for granted in older literary criticism. He places them as consequences or resources of the next level, that of actions. By this, he means that characters are not the controlling force of the plot, but vice versa. The Wife of Bath is “the agent of an action”[footnoteRef:15] or ‘actant’ in Barthes’ terms. But how does this explain the complicated role Chaucer’s characters play in The Canterbury Tales, of both narrator and character? Well, they have a clear multiplicity in their roles and this is just what ‘An Introduction to Structural Analysis of Narrative’ identifies. Barthes explains that it is difficult to pinpoint the exact structural importance of characters in narrative. They might be reliant on the level of action, but any plotline or event in the story is just as dependant on the former too. Characters, like the pilgrims “constitute a necessary plane of the description, outside of which the commonplace ‘actions’ that are reported cease to be intelligible”. This homologous relation between agents and action is perhaps the driving force of Chaucer’s prologue, as it reels off the list of characters and provides informants that will later, like the Wife of Bath’s prologue, add a dimension to the stories they come to narrate. [15:  Barthes, ‘Structural Analysis’, p. 256.] 


Looking at this relationship between character and narrator also addresses the final part of Barthes’ structural analysis: the levels of narration. Integrative like the other two, the combined agent/narrator mentioned before aligns with our view of meta-narratives within a bigger narrative. However, these levels can be seen even within specific tales in a different form. The Pardoner’s Tale is an interesting example, as the titular character shows a side of his character which rings true in his own story. He explains gleefully in the prologue the many tricks he plays to gain money, before going on to tell a tale of greed which he deems sinful. He preaches grand sermons, with details added to authenticate his position as a trusted clergyman (“in Latyn I speke a wordes fewe,/ To saffron with my predicacioun”[footnoteRef:16]) before going on to sell “longe cristal stones”[footnoteRef:17] gloves for men “multiplying his grain”[footnoteRef:18] in order to procreate as the Church insists must be done, and other bogus relics. Here he is seen, using Barthes’ terms, as using only one clear level of narration as the present narrator, although an interesting one indeed. He confesses how he uses tricks to fulfil his greed, before going on to tell a tale of men “annexed unto glotonye”[footnoteRef:19] by the devil. These friends become divided by their greed and resort to murdering one another in order to get their hands on all the “floryns fyne of gold” that had been discovered under the tree. The Pardoner concludes his story with their death, the downfall of their greed, seemingly ending a nice morality tale demonstrating the power of sin.  [16:  Chaucer, Geoffrey, ‘The Pardoner’s Prologue’, in The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd edn, ed. by Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 194-196, p. 194.]  [17:  Ibid., p. 194.]  [18:  Ibid., p. 195.]  [19:  Chaucer, Geoffrey, ‘The Pardoner’s Tale’, in The Riverside Chaucer, 3rd edn, ed. by Larry D. Benson (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2008), pp. 196-202, p. 196.] 


Suddenly, at the end of his narrative, we see him switch from narrator to actant of Chaucer’s story, where he begins to resort to his old tricks of selling fraudulent items. This clever shift reveals not only the hypocrisy in his character, but also in his role as storyteller or narrator. Here, Chaucer shows us the complexity of the narrator/actant role he utilises in the Pardoner’s character, aligning with the ideas in ‘An Introduction to Structural Analysis of Narrative’. The “paper being”[footnoteRef:20] of this particular hypocritical narrator “reintegrates functions and actions” of the tale “into the narrative communication, the latter being articulated by its giver and its recipient.”[footnoteRef:21] Essentially, it is not just Chaucer who dictates the meaning of this narrative by what he writes of the Pardoner’s greedy actions, but also our understanding as readers of the Pardoner’s switch between moral storyteller and fraudulent market seller, that creates such a complex meaning behind this narrative. [20:  Barthes, ‘Structural Analysis’, p. 261.]  [21:  Ibid., p. 264.] 


So we return to the opening question of this presentation: how does this help or hinder our understanding of The Canterbury Tales, a text written approximately six hundred years before Barthes’ essay was published? We have learnt that context and author are not defining factors in narrative meaning, indeed they would seem almost irrelevant. It is the use of functional and index language that gives us key plot lines, either immediately or by providing readers with information that later adds to our understanding of the fictional world in question, combined with the complexity of narration and the actant-action relationship that provides a new, more dimensional comprehension of narrative to enjoy.
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