VLADMIR PROPP

Vladimir Propp was a Russian structuralist scholar who concentrated his scholarship on the Russian folktale. Working in Stalinist Russian, it took considerable time for his research, carried out in the 1920s and 1930s, to reach the West. It was not until the 1950s that his work was translated. Propp's studies inspired such prominent scholars as Claude Levy-Strauss and Alan Dundes, to name a few. 

Vladimir Propp extended the Russian Formalist approach to narratology (the study of narrative structure). Where, in the Formalist approach, sentence structures had been broken down into analysable elements - morphemes - Propp used this method by analogy to analyse folk tales. By breaking down a large number of Russian folk tales into their smallest narrative units - narratemes - Propp was able to arrive at a typology of narrative structures. By analysing types of characters and kinds of action, Propp was able to arrive at the conclusion that there were thirty-one generic narratemes in the Russian folk tale. While not all are present, he found that all the tales he analysed displayed the functions in unvarying sequence. 

Try applying these to Star Wars or episodes of X-Files or Star Trek - It can be interesting to see how powerful are the narrative structures of folk mythology, and how they are continually reinserted into contemporary popular culture. The functions he described were as follows:

After the initial situation is depicted, the tale takes the following sequence: 

1.	A member of a family leaves home (the hero is introduced); 

2.	An interdiction is addressed to the hero ('don't go there', 'go to this place'); 

3.	The interdiction is violated (villain   enters the tale); 

4.	The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance (either villain tries to find the children/jewels etc; or intended victim questions the villain); 

5.	The villain gains information about the victim; 

6.	The villain attempts to deceive the victim to take possession of victim or victim's belongings (trickery; villain disguised, tries to win confidence of victim); 

7.	Victim taken in by deception, unwittingly helping the enemy; 

8.	Villain causes harm/injury to family member (by abduction, theft of magical agent, spoiling crops, plunders in other forms, causes a disappearance, expels someone, casts spell on someone, substitutes child etc, commits murder, imprisons/detains someone, threatens forced marriage, provides nightly torments)

Alternatively
8a. One member of a family either lacks something or desires to have something. (magical potion etc)

9.	Misfortune or lack is made known, (hero is dispatched, hears call for help etc/ alternative is that victimised hero is sent away, freed from imprisonment); 

10.	Seeker agrees to, or decides upon counter-action; 

11.	Hero leaves home; 

12.	Hero is tested, interrogated, attacked etc, preparing the way for his/her receiving magical agent or helper (donor); 

13.	Hero reacts to actions of future donor (withstands/fails the test, frees captive, reconciles disputants, performs service, uses adversary's powers against them); 

14.	Hero acquires use of a magical agent (directly transferred, located, purchased, prepared, spontaneously appears, eaten/drunk, help offered by other characters); 

15.	Hero is transferred, delivered or led to whereabouts of an object of the search; 

16.	Hero and villain join in direct combat; 

17.	Hero is branded (wounded/marked, receives ring or scarf); 

18.	Villain is defeated (killed in combat, defeated in contest, killed while asleep, banished); 

19.	Initial misfortune or lack is resolved (object of search distributed, spell broken, slain person revived, captive freed); 

20.	Hero returns; 

21.	Hero is pursued (pursuer tries to kill, eat, undermine the hero); 

22.	Hero is rescued from pursuit (obstacles delay pursuer, hero hides or is hidden, hero 
transforms unrecognisably, hero saved from attempt on his/her life); 

23.	Hero unrecognised, arrives home or in another country; 

24.	False hero presents unfounded claims; 

25.	Difficult task proposed to the hero (trial by ordeal, riddles, test of strength/endurance, other tasks); 

26.	Task is resolved; 

27.	Hero is recognised (by mark, brand, or thing given to him/her); 

28.	False hero or villain is exposed; 

29.	Hero is given a new appearance (is made whole, handsome, new garments etc); 

30.	Villain is punished; 

31.	Hero marries and ascends the throne (is rewarded/promoted). 



This list of elements has been simplified by a number of critics. For practical purposes, we call it Propp-R (R is for Revised):

*	Protagonist has initial harmony.

1.	Protagonist discovers a lack.
2.	Protagonist goes on a quest.
3.	Protagonist finds helpers/opponents
4.	Protagonist is given tests
5.	Protagonist is rewarded, or a new lack develops

When using the second model, it is traditional to discuss the number of moves. A move occurs each time the hero goes through elements 1 thought 5, until all the lacks are eliminated and the hero is given his final reward and the story ends.

The Three Sisters
Vladimir Propp in his book Morphology of the Folktale argues that Folktales because of their action based nature should be analyzed based on their actions. Typical analysis of Folktales to this point were done by comparison of motifs which were often descriptive and did not emphasize the action oriented nature of Folktales. While both of these methods of Fairy tale comparison have their drawbacks, they are both very useful when anaysizing various versions of a similar tale. In this book Propp assigns specific numbers and letters for each action to make a sort of equation to describe each and every tale. The difficult then arises when trying to decided which action is which letter. Each reviewer might come up with a different equation even though Propp seems to think this would be a fool proof system. To avoid this problem, but to use Propp's very useful concept of analyzing fairy tales based on action, I here will provide a simple break down of the action or morphology of the tale The Three Sisters by the Brothers Grimm. I will write out the actions instead of the using Propp's letter system in order to avoid some of the inherent problems in trying to assign letters according to his system in the "correct way."

I. The first set of actions is repeated three times in secession. Once with the bear, then with the eagle, and finally with the whale. 

-Father spends all of this money and family is in poverty
-Father goes into or near enchanted forest in search of food.
-Father is confronted by enchanted animal who threatens to kill him
-Father saves his life by promising one of his daughters as a bride to the animal
-Animal comes for his bride on some interval of seven
-Animal leaves riches and father is wealthy again

II. The second set of actions again repeats three times in succession as Reinald meets up with each of his sisters.

-Reinald goes into forest in search of his sisters
-Reinald encounters sister in their animal habitat
-Sister hides Reinald from her husband until Enchantment breaks 
-Animal is transformed into man and enchanted castle appears where there is great feasting
-Brother-in-law gives Reinald three hairs, feather, and scales respectively and says if he rubs them the Brother-in-law will come to his aid
-Reinald continues his search

III. The section occurs only once.

-Reinald comes upon an enchanted castle and a Bull as gatekeeper. 
-Reinald fights the Bull with the aid of his Brothers-in-law.
-Reinald gets key to the castle
-Reinald find the sleeping princess who is enchanted
-Reinald breaks the slate which is keeping the princess and her brother enchanted
-Reinald marries the princess
Based on Propp's system this tale basically has three moves, two of which are repeated three times.

The Crystal Ball
The crystal ball when broken down into its actions appears in many ways quite different than the other Grimm tale of this type. However, the two propp analyses show that the third move of the Three Sisters is parallel to the last part of the Crystal ball. The hero fights a bull who turns into an eagle and then has an egg and defeats him with the help of his brothers. In doing this he receives the magic object he needs to break the enchantment over the Princess the hero wishes to marry.

I. The first section occurs twice. Once with a whale and another time with a eagle
-Sorceress transforms her sons

II. The rest of the story occurs only once
-Third son runs away
-Third son travels in search of Princess
-Third son meet ogre and steals his magic hat
-Magic hat transports third son to the enchanted castle
-Princess relates the problem of her enchantment
-Hero kills bison with help of enchanted brothers
-Hero uses the crystal ball her receives to break enchantment over Princess and brothers
-Hero marries Princess

ONCE UPON A TIME there was a sorceress who had three sons, and they loved each other dearly. But the old woman did not trust them and thought they wanted to steal her power. So she changed the oldest son into an eagle. He had to make his home in the mountain cliffs, and sometimes he could be seen gliding up and down in the sky and making circles. The second son was changed into a whale that lived deep in the ocean, and one could see him only when he sometimes sent mighty jets of water high into the air. Both sons reverted to their human shape for just two hours every day. Since the third son feared that his mother might change him also, this time into a wild animal, perhaps a bear or a wolf, he sneaked away in secret. Indeed, he had heard that at the castle of the golden sun there was an enchanted princess who was waiting to be rescued. However one would have to risk one's life. Twenty-three young men had already suffered a miserable death, and only one more would be allowed to try to rescue her. After that nobody would be permitted to come. Since he had a courageous heart, he decided to search for the castle of the golden sun.

He had already travelled a long time and had not been able to find it, when he got lost in a large forest and could not find his way out. Suddenly he noticed two giants in the distance, who waved to him with their hands, and as he approached them they said, "We're quarrelling over this hat and who should get it. Since we're each just as strong as the other, neither one can defeat the other. Now, small people are smarter than we are, so we want you to make the decision." 
"How can you quarrel over an old hat?" the young man asked.
"You don't know the powers it has. It's a wishing hat. Whoever puts it on can wish himself to be anywhere he wants, and within seconds he'll be there."

"Give me the hat," the young man said. "I'll go off some distance from here, and when I call you, run to me, and whoever wins the race will get the hat." He put the hat on his head and went off. However, he thought about the king's daughter, forgot the giants, and kept going. Once he sighed with all his heart and cried out, "Oh, if only I were at the castle of the golden sun!" And no sooner had he uttered these words than he was standing on top of a high mountain in front of the castle gate.

He entered the castle and strode through all the rooms until he reached the last one, where he found the king's daughter. However, he was horrified when he saw her: her face was ash gray and full of wrinkles, and she had dreary eyes and red hair. "Are you the king's daughter whose beauty is praised by the entire world?" he exclaimed. 
"Ah," she replied, "this is not my real condition. Human eyes can see me only in this ugly form. But look into this mirror so you'll know what I look like. The mirror can't be fooled, and it will show you my image as it truly is."
She handed him the mirror, and he saw the reflection of the most beautiful maiden in the world, and he saw tears rolling down her cheeks out of sadness. Then he said, "How can you be saved? I'm afraid of nothing."
She replied, "Whoever gets the crystal ball and holds it in front of the magician will break his power, and I'll return to my true form. But," she added, "many a man has gone to his death because of this and you, my young thing, I'd feel sorry if you placed yourself in such great danger."

"Nothing can stop me," he said, "but tell me what I must do."
"I want you to know everything," the king's daughter answered. "When you descend the mountain on which the castle stands, there'll be a wild bison at the bottom next to the spring. You will have to fight it. And, if you should be so fortunate as to slay this beast, a firebird will rise from it. This bird carries a glimmering egg in its body, and the egg has a crystal ball as a yolk. However, the bird will not let go of the egg unless it is forced to. And, if the egg falls onto the earth, it will set everything on fire and destroy everything near it. The egg itself will melt along with the crystal ball, and all your efforts will have been in vain."

The young man descended the mountain and reached the spring where the bison snorted and roared at him. After a long battle the young man pierced the bison's body with his sword, and the beast sank to the ground. The firebird immediately rose from the bison and tried to by away, but the eagle, the brother of the young man, who flew through the clouds, dived after the bird and chased it toward the ocean. There the eagle hit the bW so hard with his beak that the bird was forced to let the egg fall. However, it did not fall into the ocean but on top of a fisherman’s hut standing on the shore and the hut began to smoke right away and was about to burst into flames. Then waves as large as houses rose up in the ocean, swept over the hut, and vanquished the flames. The other brother, the whale, had swum toward the shore and driven the water onto the I and. When the fire was out, the young man searched for the egg and was fortunate enough to find it. It had not melted yet, but the shell had cracked open due to the sudden cooling from the water, and he could take out the crystal ball, which was undamaged.
When the young man went to the magician and held the ball in front of him, the latter said, "My power is destroyed. From now on you are king of the castle of the golden sun. you can also restore your brothers to their human form."

So the young man hurried back to the king's daughter, and as he entered her room she stood there in all her magnificent beauty, and they exchanged rings with each other in a joyful celebration.

North by Northwest 
Though there are limits to the usefulness of the kind of structural narrative analysis descended from Vladimir Propp's work on Russian fairy tales (1928, as discussed in Graeme Turner's Film as Social Practice [2nd edition, London: Routledge, 1993], pp. 68-71:, it can be surprising how closely Hollywood films embody a similar structure of narrative functions and character roles. 

Perhaps the most useful thing about this approach is the way it draws attention to those elements and roles in particular films that don't exactly match up to the generic structure, and thus opens up those elements and roles to interpretation and suggests what they might have to say about that film's place within its particular cultural and historical ideological framework.

For example, the breakdown of North by Northwest that follows calls attention to the way it works as a 1950s film, both in its concern with psychological motivation and the Oedipal family romance and also in its concern with the role of the individual citizen in relation to a shadowy Cold War covert government.

Breakdown of North by Northwest into Propp's Narrative Functions

PREPARATION
1: A member of a family leaves home.
Though Roger Thornhill mentions his mother, he is supposed to meet her only later.

2: A prohibition or rule is imposed on the hero.
Roger's mother would prefer he not drink.

3: This prohibition is broken.
Roger determines to have at least two martinis "so she needn't sniff my breath."

4: The villain makes an attempt at reconnaissance.
Van Damm sends his henchmen to find out who George Kaplan is.

5: The villain learns something about his victim.
The henchman find out who Kaplan is, or think they do anyway.

6: The villain tries to deceive the victim to get possession of him or his belongings.
The henchmen use the trick of having Kaplan paged to capture Roger.

7: The victim unknowingly helps the villain by being deceived or influenced by the villain. 
By believing that Van Damm is actually Townsend, Roger discredits his story in the eyes of the law (and his mother:.)

COMPLICATION
8: The villain harms a member of the family.
Roger is forced to drive drunk. 
or 8a: A member of the family lacks or desires something.
Roger lacks a satisfactory story about what happened at the Townsend mansion. (Does he also lack a proper sense of civic duty? a significant relationship with a woman beside his mother?:

9: This lack or misfortune is made known; the hero is given a request or command and he goes or is sent on a mission quest.
Roger's search for Kaplan seems self-motivated, but it also springs from decisive inaction on the part of the Information Agency.

10: The seeker (or the hero: plans action against the villain). 
Thornhill realises the crowd thinks he's stabbed a man, and decides to go on the run to save himself and find Kaplan.

TRANSFERENCE
11: The hero leaves home.
Thornhill boards the 20th Century Limited.

12: The hero is tested, attacted, interrogated, and as a result, receives either a magical agent or a helper.
Meet Eve Kendall.

13: The hero reacts to the actions of the future donor.
Small talk, witty banter, seduction.

14: The hero uses the magical agent.
Eve hides Roger, and arranges a "meeting" with Kaplan.

15: The hero is transferred to the general location of the object of his mission/quest.
Roger is dropped off at the cornfield (and more generally, Middle America: to meet up with "Kaplan."

STRUGGLE
16: The hero and villain join in direct combat. 
The "cropdusting" plane, sent by Van Damm, chases Thornhill.

17: The hero is branded.
Well, the Brooks Brothers suit gets a little dusty.

18: The villain is defeated. 
Thornhill leads the plane to crash into a truck and escapes.
19: The initial misfortune or lack is set right. 
While not totally out of the dark yet, Roger has a better idea of the extent of the conspiracy (i.e. that Eve's in on it:.

RETURN
20: The hero returns.
Not to New York, but to Chicago to confront Eve.

21: The hero is pursued... 
...and almost caught by Van Damm's thugs at the auction.

22: The hero is rescued from pursuit. 
The police deliver Roger from the auction to the airport to meet the Professor.

23: The hero arrives home or elsewhere and is not recognised. 
At Mount Rushmore, Van Damm believes Roger to be the wronged, angry, and finally dead man he pretends to be.

24: A false hero makes false claims. 
The Professor lies to Roger about what will happen to Eve.

25: A difficult task is set for the hero. 
Roger realises he has to get Eve out of Van Damm's hideout.

26: The task is accomplished. 
Roger leads Eve on an escape across the faces of Mount Rushmore.

RECOGNITION
27: The hero is recognised. 
Van Damm realises Roger is not wronged, angry, or dead.

28: The false hero/villain is exposed. 
Van Damm is caught (though the Professor seems to still maintain his authority:.

29: The false hero is transformed. 
Perhaps the government the Professor represents seems less benevolent to us than it might have before?

30: The villain is punished. 
Leonard is shot, Van Damm (we assume: is going to jail.)

31: The hero is married and crowned. 
The 20th Century Limited heads into a tunnel.

Character Roles in North by Northwest
Using the narrative breakdown I just went through, the character roles would be filled like this:

The Villain 	Van Damm, Leonard, the henchmen, including those in the plane.

The Donor (provider) 	The Information Agency

The Helper 	Eve Kendall

The Princess (or sought-for person, and her father)	George Kaplan ("fathered" by the Information Agency), later Eve Kendall

The Dispatcher 	Roger Thornhill and perhaps his mother and the Information Agency by default.

The Hero or Victim 	Roger Thornhill / George Kaplan

The False Hero 	The Professor and the I.A.

Notice that despite its importance to the actual story, the Information Agency has very little on-screen plot time. What attitude or ideological stance toward the government is implied by this discrepancy along with the conflicted nature of the roles that the I.A. plays in the story?

For further information, look for: 
Vladimir Propp Morphology of the Folktale
University of Texas Press: Austin and London (1968)

