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Children of Men  - Narrative Theories

Narrative
To analyse Narrative in films, we need to identify key features of the film’s construction and show how they relate, both to each other, and to other key aspects such as Audience and Representation. These features include the use of narrative structures and codes which are used to engage the audience’s interest; involve them emotionally with the events narrated; and, ultimately, to give the film a better chance of achieving its purposes of entertainment and profit.

Tzvetan Todorov’s Theory of Narrative

Todorov studied thousands of narratives (folk tales, myths, legends, etc.) and suggested that conventional narratives are structured in five stages:

1. a state of equilibrium at the outset;

2. a disruption of the equilibrium by some action;

3. a recognition that there has been a disruption;

4. an attempt to repair the disruption;

5. a reinstatement of the equilibrium
This type of narrative structure is very familiar to us and can be applied to many

‘mainstream’ film narratives.
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Task:

Apply Todorov’s theory to Children of Men, with detailed reference to the film. Think about and make notes on how each phase of the narrative is shown to us; where are the turning points between each phase; how does the narrative structure transform the film’s main characters (Theo, Kee, Miriam, Luke).
The Hero’s Journey

Another structure commonly used both by screenwriters in constructing film narratives and by critics in analysing them, is “The Hero’s journey”. This is a structure which Joseph Campbell discovered through analysing hundreds of myths, legends and fairytales from throughout the world – a structure which he found applied to a majority of these stories. A basic outline of it runs as follows:

The hero is introduced in an ordinary world where he reluctantly receives a call to adventure. He is persuaded by a mentor to cross the first threshold & encounters tests, allies & enemies. He approaches the inmost cave, crossing a second threshold & faces the supreme ordeal to receive a reward. On the road back he crosses a third threshold & experiences a resurrection & returns with the elixir (the ultimate remedy to life’s problems).

If you interpret this structure metaphorically, it is astonishing how many films’ narratives can be fitted into it.
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Task: See how many stages of the hero’s journey you can apply to Children of Men. Remember to interpret the stages metaphorically.
Narrative Codes 1)
Roland Barthes - Narrative Codes 

Proairetic (Action) code - These are events or actions in the story that drive the story onwards. The action code applies to any action that implies a further narrative action. For example, a gunslinger draws his gun on an adversary and we wonder what the resolution of this action will be. We wait to see if he kills his opponent or is wounded himself. Suspense is thus created by action rather than by a reader's or a viewer's wish to have mysteries explained. 
Children of Men contains many dramatic action codes which help to move the narrative forward or act as turning points:
Task:
Identify what you think are the three main action codes in the film, briefly describing each and explaining how it affects the narrative.
The Hermeneutic Code (Enigmas)  Enigmas are questions or riddles that arouse and sustain the viewer’s interest until the story is resolved. These enigmas are constantly posed throughout the narrative and can be refined and altered as the narrative develops. 
As a dystopian science fiction film targeted at an intelligent, politically-aware audience, Children of Men uses enigmas not just to intrigue and entertain its audience, but also to make them think about the political and social issues.

Task: 
Identify at least 2 major enigmas and 3 minor enigmas (these can last for a shorter time, perhaps within a particular sequence).

Explain whether the film resolves its major enigmas or not
Semantic (semic) code points to any element in a text that suggests a particular, often additional meaning by way of connotation. These signs allow the author to describe characters, settings and events. The semic code allows the text to 'show' instead of 'tell' by describing material things. 

For example, if a character wears a red dress this may show that she is passionate, feisty or dangerous; a BMW or a mansion is a semic code for wealth; a gun is a semic code for death and violence. 
Look at your notes on the opening sequence to identify semic codes that help to establish the dystopian setting.
Symbolic code- refers to oppositions which are introduced at the beginning of the narrative and which provide the basic structure of the film. (See Levi-Strauss’ theory of binary opposites).
Referential code - "what everybody knows".  This involves the reader’s existing cultural knowledge and explains how we are able to make sense of any given narrative. The cultural code suggests how popular narratives not only draw on common knowledge. The cultural codes point to knowledge about the way the world works as shared by a community or culture.
Technical and Cultural Codes 

You should also be able to analyse the technical and cultural codes used to reveal and develop the narrative (eg mise-en-scene, long takes, handheld camera etc). 

Technical Codes

Camerawork: Handheld camera is used for much of the film, creating a documentary-style verite (i.e. “truthful”) effect; very long takes are used, e.g. in the opening sequence, the car scene, and in the battle of Bexhill, to create a sense of realism and immersion in the action.
Cultural Codes

Mise En Scene: a dull blue-grey colour palette is used for much of the film; dystopian London is evoked through the opening sequence; the derelict school is used to show the consequences of humanity’s infertility; Bexhill is coded as a concentration camp, with scenes deliberately evoking Abu Ghraib and Guantanamo Bay, and the Libertines song “Arbeit Mach Frei” (a Nazi slogan) is used as the characters arrive at Bexhill to anchor the idea that Britain has become a fascist country.
Narative Codes 2)

Levi Strauss: Binary Opposites

Claude Levi-Strauss suggested that narratives contain elements, which can be paired according to how they oppose each other. These elements act upon each other and conflict is the result. It is the constant creation of conflict/opposition that propels narrative. Narrative can only end on a resolution of conflict. Opposition can be visual (light/darkness, movement/stillness) or conceptual (love/hate, control/panic), and can be echoed in the soundtrack. The way in which characters try to resolve these conflicts creates the narrative and gives the story momentum. 
Some binaries in Children of Men:
· Government / rebels

· Hope / despair

· Citizens / immigrants

· Good /evil
Task: can you think of others?

Narrative Codes 3)
Vladimir Propp – Character roles and functions.

Characters are central components of all narratives. Vladimir Propp's (1975) formalist work on Russian fairytales, first published in 1928, isolated structures common to all fairytales. He demonstrated the relationship between characters and the structure of the narrative. Fairytales are useful to analyse because they contain stock characters and structural ingredients. After studying 115 fairytales, Propp was able to identify seven main character 'roles', as he called them:

· The hero - who is seeking something 

· The villain - who is in opposition to the hero 

· The donor - who provides an object with magic power 

· The helper - who assists the hero 

· The princess - who acts as a reward for the hero 

· The dispatcher - who sends the hero on his way 

· The false hero - who disrupts the hero's hope of reward 

In more detail, these roles involve:

The Hero

In every story there is a major character with whom the reader/viewer will normally associate most strongly and who is the key person around which the story is told. Although this person is often a hero in some sense, they may also take another form, such as a victim or a seeker after some treasure or knowledge. Or maybe they are all of these.

The Helper

The Hero is supported in his or her quest by a Helper, often a wise old man or magician, who appears at critical moments to provide support. Thus Obi Wan Kenobi appears to help Luke Skywalker in Star Wars, even after Kenobi's death. The Helper may also be found in a support role, such as Sherlock Holmes' Dr. Watson or Don Quixote's Sancho Panza. The contrast between the limitations of this person and the hero may provide a further elucidation of the hero's defining characteristics such as intelligence, determination, courage, etc. Other helpers appear along the way as friends or random people who act to support the Hero.

The Villain

The sharpest contrast against the hero is the villain, who struggles directly against the hero. This is the clear bad-guy such as Darth Vader in Star Wars or Professor Moriarty in Sherlock Holmes. The Villain typically is morally bad, highlighting the goodness of the Hero. The Villain may seek to prevent the Hero from achieving the goal or may quest after the same artefact. The Villain may also be a tempter, such as when Darth Vader tries to seduce Luke Skywalker over to the 'dark side'.  

The False Hero

A variant on the villain and a potential complication within the plot is the False Hero, who appears to act heroically and may even be initially mistaken for the real Hero. The False Hero will try to steal the Hero's thunder, grabbing the credit and perhaps trying to marry the princess instead. The False Hero is thus a usurper, a thief perhaps of the worst kind, who plays on people's good nature to boldly steal in broad daylight. The False Hero may also gain the respect or other control of the Princess's Father, thus frustrating the Hero's ability to gain the hand of the Princess.

The Donor

The Donor is a person who gives the Hero something special, such as a magical weapon or some particular wisdom. They may typically be Gods, Oracles or Wise Persons, although they may also be as simple as gatekeepers. This role may be combined with that of a Helper. The Donor may also be capricious and not easily swayed and may not give up their gift without setting the Hero another task, from a simple riddle to a whole other quest. 

The Dispatcher

An early role in the story is that of the Dispatcher who sends the Hero on the mission. This may be a family member such as a mother or father. It can also be the Princess's Father, who gives the Hero a set of quests to be completed before he gains the hand of the Princess. The Dispatcher may also be combined with another role, for example the False Hero who then trails along behind (perhaps disguised as a Helper).

The Princess

The Princess may take two forms. First, she may be the object which is deliberately sought by the Hero, perhaps finding where the Villain has taken her. Secondly, she may be the reward, such that after completing some other mission, he gains her affections or hand in marriage.

The Princess may be seen very little in the story, perhaps appearing only at the end, or may be an integral character, for example where she accompanies the Hero on his mission, where he may win her heart by the courage and determination of his actions.

The Princess's Father

Finally, there is the Princess's Father, who constrains the Princess or who may Dispatch the Hero on his mission to save the Princess. The Princess's Father is a key figure for the Hero to persuade, as the Father is almost always protective of his daughter. The Father may also be in competition in some way with the Hero for the Princess's affections and a triangle may form. 

The function of Propp’s Roles


These roles represent the building blocks of narratives, and it is their actions, in what Propp calls 'functions', that construct the narrative. Propp states that several roles may well be filled by the same character and that some may also be filled by more than one character.
The importance of this theory for analysing Media texts is twofold: 
· Firstly, it is a theory taught to screenwriters, and is often used by them as a tool to help construct narratives which will appeal to mainstream audiences.

· Secondly, it is a useful way of analysing the narrative structure of Media texts, as it helps us to discuss the functions played by different characters in driving a narrative along.

The most often-used example of this is the Star Wars trilogy (Turner, 1993; Berger, 1992); this is because Star Wars makes an interesting point of comparison between the tradition of the fairytale structure and the classic Hollywood moving image product:

1 the villain 

=
Darth Vader
2 the donor 

=
Ben (Obi-Wan) Kenobi
3 the helper 

= 
Han Solo
4 the princess 
= 
Princess Leia
5 the dispatcher 
= 
R2-D2
6 the hero 

= 
Luke Skywalker
7 the false hero 
= 
Darth Vader.

However, the theory is also used in films which are less obviously fairy-tale-like in structure, as these character roles are archetypes, which occur again and again in different forms

Task:
apply these character roles to Children of Men, and explain how the characters’ interactions help to shape the narrative.

Character list:

	

	



	Clive Owen 
	... 
	Theo Faron 

	



	Michael Caine 
	... 
	Jasper 

	



	Chiwetel Ejiofor 
	... 
	Luke 

	



	Julianne Moore 
	... 
	Julian 

	



	Ed Westwick 
	... 
	Alex 

	



	Pam Ferris 
	... 
	Miriam 

	



	Clare-Hope Ashitey 
	... 
	Kee 

	



	Peter Mullan 
	... 
	Syd 
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