Thelma & Louise - 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 Structure
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 Thelma and Louise, 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 (Thelma; Louise)
Todorovian Structure in Thelma & Louise
The basic outline of the Todorovian structure as applied to the film is reasonably clear:

1. Equilibrium – Thelma and Louise are two friends going away for the weekend.

2. Disruption – Louise shoots Harlan after he attempts to rape Louise.

3. Recognition – The two women realise that they cannot go to the police and are now effectively outlaws.

4. Attempt to Repair – they decide to go to Mexico, Louise asks Jimmy to get her money, but there is a secondary disruption when JD steals the money, and the women are plunged deeper into trouble as Thelma robs a convenience store, they overpower and imprison a policeman, destroy the sexist trucker’s vehicle and are eventually cornered by armed police at the Grand Canyon.

5. New Equilibrium​ – The film ends with the women’s car frozen in mid-air and a fade to white, suggesting that in a symbolic way, the women’s journey is not ended (an impression reinforced by the montage of scenes from their journey that plays as the credits roll).

In order to analyse this structure in more depth, though, you need to be able to explain in some detail how each section of the narrative is constructed through film language, and relate it to the developing representations of the two protagonists’ characters.

Task:

Take a new double page in your jotter, head it “Equilibrium”, and then, leaving plenty of space between them, add the subheadings:

Mise-en-Scene

Use of Camera

Sound

Colour/Lighting

Editing

You are going to take notes on each of these features of film language in the opening section of the film, focusing on how these technical and cultural codes are used 

a) To create the film’s equilibrium (i.e. the ‘normal’ world from which the characters set off, and 

b) To introduce us to the characters and themes of the film

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:

1.        THE ORDINARY WORLD.  The hero, uneasy, uncomfortable or unaware, is introduced sympathetically so the audience can identify with the situation or dilemma.  The hero is shown against a background of environment, heredity, and personal history.  Some kind of polarity in the hero’s life is pulling in different directions and causing stress.

2.        THE CALL TO ADVENTURE.  Something shakes up the situation, either from external pressures or from something rising up from deep within, so the hero must face the beginnings of change.  

3.        REFUSAL OF THE CALL.  The hero feels the fear of the unknown and tries to turn away from the adventure, however briefly.  Alternately, another character may express the uncertainty and danger ahead.

4.        MEETING WITH THE MENTOR.  The hero comes across a seasoned traveller of the worlds who gives him or her training, equipment, or advice that will help on the journey.  Or the hero reaches within to a source of courage and wisdom.

5.        CROSSING THE THRESHOLD.  At the end of Act One, the hero commits to leaving the Ordinary World and entering a new region or condition with unfamiliar rules and values.  

6.        TESTS, ALLIES AND ENEMIES.  The hero is tested and sorts out allegiances in the Special World.

7.        APPROACH.  The hero and newfound allies prepare for the major challenge in the Special world.

8.        THE ORDEAL / ABYSS.  Near the middle of the story, the hero enters a central space in the Special World and confronts death or faces his or her greatest fear.  Out of the moment of death comes a new life. 

9.        THE REWARD.  The hero takes possession of the treasure won by facing death.  There may be celebration, but there is also danger of losing the treasure again.

10.      THE ROAD BACK.  About three-fourths of the way through the story, the hero is driven to complete the adventure, leaving the Special World to be sure the treasure is brought home.  Often a chase scene signals the urgency and danger of the mission.

11.     THE RESURRECTION.  At the climax, the hero is severely tested once more on the threshold of home.  He or she is purified by a last sacrifice, another moment of death and rebirth, but on a higher and more complete level.  By the hero’s action, the polarities that were in conflict at the beginning are finally resolved.

12.       RETURN WITH THE ELIXIR.  The hero returns home or continues the journey, bearing some element of the treasure that has the power to transform the world as the hero has been transformed.
If you interpret this structure metaphorically, it is astonishing how many films’ narratives can be fitted into it. For Thelma & Louise, it works best if we think of Thelma as the hero / protagonist (she is the character who changes the most through the narrative).
[image: image2.jpg]& Call ©
Adventure ™ sypamtc
Retim !

e Gty KNOWN peA
UNKNOWN o

Atonement

Journey

Translormation  REVELATION

death & rebirh




Roland Barthes

Barthes was a French semioticist and structuralist theorist: 
· Semiotics =  the study of signs, where a sign is anything that conveys meaning (a word, an image, a symbol, a myth ...) 
· Structuralism = an intellectual movement in France in the 1950s and 1960s that studied the underlying structures in cultural products (such as texts) and used analytical concepts from linguistics, psychology, anthropology, and other fields to interpret those structures. 
Barthes’ analysis of narrative in literature (developed in “S/Z” - his analysis of a Balzac short story) was organised around 5 ‘codes’:

· Hermeneutic code

· Proairetic code

· Semantic code

· Symbolic code

· Referential code

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. 

Thelma & Louise 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 mainstream road movie that wants to entertain its audience but also to make them think about issues like gender equality, Thelma & Louise uses enigmas both to create suspense and also to generate more reflective thought about the issues raised by the film.
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

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. 

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 / Cultural 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.
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 Thelma & Louise:
· Men / women
· Freedom / unfreedom
· Wilderness / city
· Law / crime
Task: can you think of others?

Vladimir Propp - Character Roles

Vladimir Propp’s theory of narrative was derived from study of folk-tales, and suggests that all stories ultimately contain the same archetypal character roles:

· 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 

Task:
apply these character roles to Thelma & Louise, and explain how the characters’ interactions help to shape the narrative.
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