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A Note on some Narrative Techniques
in Medieval Japanese Storytelling : with
reference to the Song of Roland..

-Hiroaki YAaMASHITA

What are the compositional techniques of oral literature? In considering this
problem it is useful to examine the storyteller’ s use of his materials and how he
pfesents them; in other Werds,' the structure of the narrative. A sforyteller
constructs his narrative with an audience in mind. Narrative has three
parameters; narrator, audience and story material. Analysis of many types of
Japanese oral hterature has led me to formulate ‘the followmg types of structures
relating these three parametersm
(A) The narrator maintains a thlrd person point of view, presenting his materials

objectively. Explanatory narrative.

A7 In the midst of explanatory narratlve, the narrator becomes exceptmnally
aware of his audience, addressmg them directly.
(B) The narrator enters into past events, separated from him temporally and

spatlally, relatmg them senally as if he were present Reportage

1) Japanese oral literature originally flourished in rural villages. As time passed, the aristocracy
and priestly classes in the capital composed various kinds of literature which were profoundly
influenced by the oral literature of rural villages., One is the warrior tale; “Masakado-ki 2",
“Mutsuwa-ki BEBzESR", “Hogen Monogatari {RiTHFE", “Heiji Monogatari 3Ej455", ‘“Heike
Monogatari SEg4yzE", “Taihei-ki AFE" and so on. Another is the oral tale; “Kowakabukyoku
gzgtemdh or medieval tales for dancing”, “SekkydJoruri F#EEERE", “Old J oruri HEAEAE" and so
on. Many of these various oral literatures still survive,

9) Hiroaki Yamashita I’ FZ8, “Narrative and music of the Tale of the Heike SLRYFEDTEY
» ghigi", Bungaku 372 November 1979 Tokyo Iwanami shoten HIEE[E,
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(B) The narrator abandons his third person stance, becoming one of the charac-
ters within the narrative, relafing events as he experiences them.
(C) The narrator relates the emotions or judgments of the characters, using

direct speech or reporting unspoken thoughts.

For the moment we will consider the first four structural pafadigms, A, A,
3)
B and B, in application to the Song of Roland. I quote lines 2,646 and following;

from Mr. Brault’s recent edition:

The day is clear and the sun is shining.
The emir disembarks from the lighter,
Espanelis-gets off with him on his right,
Seventeen kings follow in his train,

I cannot tell you how many counts and dukes there are.

In these lines, the narrative “I” is located where the pagan army advances,
observing the ranks as they pass by in succession, and narrating the events as if
he were reporting them. This type of “reportage” is the basic narrative format
of the Song of Roland; and in this respect .it demonstrates the same structure as
the warrior tales and battle stories. of medieval Japan.

In addition to type B (reportage) narrative, the narrator of the Song of Roland

sometimes addresses his audience directly, as in lines 2, 338—39:

Roland struck a dark stone,

. o
He whacks off more than I can tell you.

There are also the passages beginning “See how”, such as lines 1989 and

following, which may be considered direct address of the audience by the narrator:

3) Oxford Version (La chanson de Roland; Texte original et traduction par Gerard Moignet;
Paris 1968). English translation is by Gerard J. Braults’ “The Song'of Roland”. The Pennsylvania
State University. 1978. There are some places where I have rendered the translation more literal
in consideration of the narrative.

4) Original text says “Plus en abat que jo ne vos sai dire”. Brault translates this line into
“He whacks off more than I can say”.

(2)



S B AS STE () 13

See now Roland, who has fainted upon his Horse,

And Oliver, who has suffered a mortal wound.

Such lines fall into our category A’ However, expressions of direct address
are very rare in the Song of Roland. The basic narrative structure in the Song
of Roland is reportage, with occasional examples of direct address of the audience.
What should we make of this? Of course I can give no definite answer to this
question in the scope of a verbal presentation; but by introducing certain material
from the Japanese narrative tradition, I hope to provide some clues to an
undérstanding of the question. What follows is a hypothetical consideration of
how the narrative structures of Japanese oral literature developed.

Japanese oral literature can be grossly‘divided into two categories. The first
flourished in rural villages and is profoundly influenced byb folk beliefs. We may
call this folk narrative. The second category, warrior tales, flourished mainly
in the capital. The aristocracy and priestly classes participated in the composition
of these works, which display a more self-consciously fictional form. Representative
of the folk narrative forms is sekkyo joruri (which we might describe as Buddhist
story sermons)s? In sekkyo joruri, the protagonist’s career typically follows a
pattern of many sufferings, tragic death, and rebirth as a god. In sekkys joruvi,
the narrator frequéntly addresses his audience directly.

In such warrior tales as the Tale of the Heike (in Japanese, Heike Monogatai‘ig),
however, there are almost no examples of such direct address. We should note
that in fictional tales such as the Tale of Genji, produced by the courtly society
of the Heian period, direct address of the aucience is found. These works take
the form of tales recited by court ladies to other ladies in the palace. Monogatari

(which we may translate as “recitational fiction”, a category spanning both oral

5) Sekkyo Joruri: (a literal translation would cause more problems than it would solve).
A recitational art form typifying what I have called “folk narrative”. It is in the same stream
of development as Heike recitation and Noh drama. “Buddhist story-sermons” will serve as a
descriptive rendering of the term.

6) Heike Monogatari: (Tale of the Heike SEZ4EE) Warrior tale. Lengthy fictional account of
the struggle for supremacy between the Heike 5K and Genji JERS clans in late 12th century
Japan. Portions of the work are still recited by blind singers in the city of Nagoya. ‘English
translations by A.L. Sadler (1918-21), Hiroshi Kitagawa JfJljt nw + and Bruce T. Tsuchida (1975);
French translation by Rene Sieffert (1975).
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and written literature but inclusive of neither)——monogaz‘au?‘ fiction was, in the
beginning, composed for recitation by a narrator before an audience. In the
warrior tales on the other hand, direct address, which reflects this narrator/
audience situation, is almost never found. ~In other words, these works display a
closed narrative structure. = As an example of this development in the technique
of the warrior tale, consider the Tale of the Heiji Ercg) (in Japanese, Heiji Mono-
gatari). This tale recounts the Heiji rebellion, caused by a factional split in the
court of mid-12th century Kydto. Of the many variant texts extant, the oldest is
referred to as the “first variant text”?)

The protagonist of the tale, Minamoto no Yoshitomc:,m defeated in battle at
Kyoto, flees toward the eastern provinces. Midway he stops at a place célled
Noma, where he is betrayed and assassinated by a trusted retainer. Konnc')marllll),
one of Yoshitomo’s housemen,‘accompanies him on this journey. He escapes after
witnessing his lord’s assassination and returns to Kydto, where he calls - on
Yoshitomo's wife Tokiwa. In the “first variant text”, Konnomaru appears before
Tokiwa and relates the events follqwing Yoshitomo’s departure from thé capital.

He describes the scene of his lord’s assassination as follows:

At daybreak on the third of the month, at a place called Noma no Utsumi
in the province of Owari, our lord was slain by the band of Osada Shiré

Tadamune, whose family have been housemen for generations.

7) - Monogatari #25: ‘A term of- extremely broad application, including much of both oral
and written medieval nafrative, from the fantastic to the historical. The word is often
translated as “tale”. -

8) Tale of the Heiji Era : Warrior tale. A fictional account of the abortive Heiji rebellion, a
struggle for power between opposing factions at the court in mid-~12th century Kyoto. No Eng_lish
translation available; French translation by René Sieffert (1968).

9). Oldest extant text of the Heiji Monogatari Eia¥pEE, a fictional account of 12th century
power struggle at the court in Kybdto. “Heiji Monogatari Kujokebon to kenkyii S{Z?——‘% ﬂ%%
L% (Mikan kokubun shiryd kankokai SRHIECEFHIGTS Toyohashi 1960).

10) Minamoto no Yoshitomo JE2%88: Head of the Genji clan, promulgator and leader of the
abortive Heiji rebellion £3amE, who was betrayed and assassinated by one of his own retainers
while fleeing from the capital.

11) Loyal retainer in Yoshitomo’s retinue, who witnesses his lord’s assassination. In the first
variant text of the Heiji Monogatari, he is represented as narrator of the story of Yoshitomo’s
death, which he reports to- Yoshitomo’s wife Tokiwa ¥%E Some scholars think the first variant
text was written by Konndmaru himself, or from his narration. My opinion on this point may
be found in “The Structure of Story-telling in Japanese War Tales-with Special Reference to
the Scene of Yoshitomo's Last Moments- “(ACTA ASIATICA 37, The Toho Gakkai F %4
Tokyo 1979).
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Konndmaru’s report takes the form of direct speech. It is not the ‘objective
reportage of a third person unconnected with the events. Konnomaru, who
actually accompanied Yoshitomo and witnessed his assassination .at first hand,
recalls and relates these events in detail. Between the narrator Konndmaru and
the listener Tokiwa unfolds a vivid tale of their lord Yoshitomo and those who
accompanied him. The narrative situation is clearly demonstrated by the

following excerpt:

Thereafter seven or eight of Tadamune’a men forced their way into the
bathhouse. All (our lord) uttered was “Isn’t Kamata there?”, not knowing
that Kamata had been killed in the early evening. Your servant lay

flat on the ground, with my master’s sword locked in my arms.

It is clear frsm the content and syntéx ofk this passage that the narrator
Konndmaru is relating to Tokiwa and her 'ayttendants, events which he experienced
directly. Konnomaru uses the deferentiai expression kono wamwa,'which means
literally “this child”, and by extension “your servant” or “I”, to refer to himself
in Tokiwa’s presence. He also uses honorific language:- in " Japanese, special
morphemes are prefixed or suffixed to verbs and nouns when a speaker:is
addressing a person of higher rank than himself, or when he discusses matters
relating to such a person. The use of such honorific speech on Konnémaru’s part
indicates that in speaking to Tokiwa or of Yoshitomo, he is aware of their
superior social status. In this way the “first variant text” uses forms of direct
. address in relating Konnémaru's narration to Tokiwa. :In my opinion, battle tales
also began in'this way, as reports before an audlence using direct address.

In the “fourth variant text” a.later and more polished version of the Tale.of.
the Heiji Eva, this first person, eye witness account of Yoshitomo's assassination.
is entirely absent. Konndémaru, who narrates these events in the “first variant

text”, becomes himself an object of narration:

Konnémafu arrived at the bathhouse to rinse his rhasfer, carryinglthe

latter’s sword, so the assassins were not able to carrjr out’ the deed. H’é'

12) - A later and more polished version of the Hez]z . Monogatari. “Hogen Monogatar1/He1J1
Monogatari” (Iwanami shoten i3 E Tokyo 1961). . e e e o
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called “Bring my lord’s robe. Is there no one there?”, but since all was
prepared for the assassination, there was no reply. Again Konndomaru

called “Hey! Isn't anyone there?”

In. the “fourth variant text”, it is not Konnoémaru the eye witness who relates
the story, but rather a third person narrator, removed from the locus of action.

The representative work of the warrior tale category is the T'ale of the Heike
(or Heike Monogatari). Its narrative format is that of the “fourth variant text”
of the Tale of the Heiji Era, which is to say third person narrative. Broadly
considered, the mwonogatari tradition in Japan springs from the interaction of
narrator and audience. We may liken this to the apron stage used in performances
of Japanese medieval dramalta;) the apron is a long runway extending straight out
from the stage well into the seating area. The audience is thus brought into very
close contact with the action onstage. Similarly, the narrator of early monogatari
preserved a close interaction between his audience on the one hand, himself and
his story on the other. As Japanese drama evolved, the apron stage gave way to
the proscenium stage familiar to all of you. The audience was separated from the-
stage, becoming spectators rather than participants. Recited narrative underwent
a similar development. Direct address of the audience and the vivid impression it
made, fell into disuse. This is one stage in the development of recited narrative
into polished fiction; but what is behind this development? It is the fixation or
codification of tales. The cause of this fixation must be considered from many
points of view; but I think, one of its causes is probably fixation of the tunes
with which they were recited. I also think that Japanese oral literature as it
originally existed can be classified into two categories, one of which is prayers to
a god, the other of which is narration about a god. The former was generally
connected with a melody. - ’

The Tale of the Heike is sung to the accompaniment of a lute-like instrument,
the biwa. Ten melodies, which can be classified into over ten types, are more

variable and complex than those of the folk tales. Musically, each episode of the

13) For instance, we have the stage for Noh drama and Kabuki drama these days. Shigehiko
Toyama’s “Kindai dokusha ron 57{{3E#% 3 Theory of the modern reader”. (Tarumi shobd ki
& Tokyo 1964) contains an excellent analysis of these problems. :
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Tale of the Heike is a subtle combination of several of these melodielg. The
melodies reflect the narrator’s attitude toward his subject matter.’ In structure,
the melodic sequence of eachlepisode is strictly regulated. Thus, whole recitation
of the Tale of the Heike 1s very polished musically, it is also nearly invariable.
The actual singer recites according to thé fixed melodic ‘ pattern, making no
changes on behalf of the audience. This is one reason why the Tale of the Heike
does not have the same open, audience-oriented structure found in folk narrative.

As I said at the outset, the basic narrative format of the Song of Rolend is
what I have called reportage, with occasional instances of direct address of the
audience on the narrator’s part. What might this structural format mean in
terms of the historical development of the work? My view is that the Oxford
text, considered in terms of the development of medieval Japanese narrative, has
moved away from folk narrative and is in the process of fixation. The work as it
has been transmitted to us would represent a point in this process of codification.
I would of course appreciate your remarks on the applicability of my analysis of
narrative formats in medieval J apar‘l to such works as the Song of Roland.

The Song of Roland closes with the line

Ci falt la geste que Turoldus declinet
15)
which Arinaga Hiroto has translated as
Fa2u VT o ARCVEDBER, ZZiEk5b,
In other words, “Here ends the history which Turoldus rendered in song.”
This is of course only one of many possible translations. The last line of the
Song of Roland can be interpreted to mean that the work closes not as an oral

recitation, but as a self-consciously literary version of a traditional story. This is

in accord with my hypothesis, based on the Japanese experience.

14) Hiroaki Yamashita “Introduction to Heike biwa” (Teiji Ichiko #i& gt “Heike Monogatari
(2)” Shogakkan /\¥fE Tokyo 1975), and “Narrative and music of the Tale of the Heike”,

15) “Roran no uta w—3 @O Song of Roland”, translated by Hiroto Arinaga #HikiiA.
(Iwanami shoten #EJEFEE Tokyo 1965).
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This is the paper which I presented at the Conference.of the -Société
Rencesvals—American Canadian Branch held at the University of California at
Berkeley on June 21-25 1980. Of course, I have made some revisions in:preparing
the paper for publication. Finally, I would like to express my gratitude to Mr.
Eric J. Rutledge who helpéd me to translated my paper into. English, and who

wrote some of the explanatory notes for foreign scholars.
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