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On Believing as Modalisation in the Chanson de Roland 

 LITERARY "NARRATIVE" is not simply the telling of a story, i.e., of a 
series of events (faire), leading to a final qualification regarding the 

state (être) of the subject-hero; we have known this for quite a while. So to 
make a "minimal" story—(John was happy, then John earned a lot of 
money, then, as a result, John was unhappy)1—into a literary narrative, we 
add the creation of the "characters" or the "characterisation of the actors," 
whence the traditionalist "psychological analysis" of characters in fic- 
tion—(Miriam was unhappy, then she reflected on this situation and thus 
she decided to earn a lot of money, learned how to do so, acquired the 
necessary skills—or friends—and did indeed earn much money; then, as a 
result she was happy). 

And we also know that characters can be "known" in either of two ways: 
by the narrator's direct "telling" about them (as does the obtrusive Balzac), 
or by his "showing" them in action (which includes their speech). In the 
first case, the narrator can be straightforward about his personnages, or he 
can be ironic or downright deceptive at times—in which case the narrator 
becomes very much a part of the work and, rather than being a simple 
glosser of what goes on, stands in need of interpretation himself.2 

The narrator of the Roland is of the first sort and can be taken at face value 
for the most part. If, for example, he had simply exclaimed, in regard to the 
Saracen Baligant: "Deus! quel baron ...," we would have asked ourselves 
just what he meant concerning the actor's moral worth; but the narrator 
provides a gloss for us: ". . . s'oüst chrestïentét!,"3 stating clearly his 
ideological position. 

But "showing" itself is of two sorts. It can be simple brute action (as 
narrated, nonetheless), which may of course be in need of our own interpre- 
tive action as to its link with the characters' meaning (both active and 
stative); or it can be actor A's gloss on actor A or B's action—or even on 
actor A or B's gloss on . . .  Leaving aside the narrator's possible straight- 
forward or deceptive gloss on his narrated actors' actions (or glossing of 
actions), one can note that, in the second type noted above, such "show- 
ing" of actorial interpretive actions calls necessarily for second-level in- 
terpretive action by the reader/hearer. In all this, we are dealing with the 
already-classic distinction between the énonciation and the énoncé:4 
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level 1: prime enunciation 
level 2: secondary (tertiary ... ) (reported) enunciation 

Now, the Roland is not a mere chronicle; it is a work of literary art (not 
necessarily to exclude the oxymoronic "oral literature"). The reader/hearer 
is not interested merely in "what happens," but in the relation of the actors 
to the actions. We presume they are not mere automatons, but that they 
"have" (are presented as "having") conscious attitudes and "make" (same 
remark) "conscious" decisions towards their actions. In short, literature 
valorizes their modalisation, the manner in which they accede to the 
carrying out (or are thwarted in the carrying out) of the actions, in their 

/being obliged/!/wanting/!/knowing (how)/ !/being able/!/ ACTING, DOING/!/BEING/.6 

In a recent article, I have proposed that Roland's function in what is 
essentially a *Chanson de Charlemagne is to give it a "structural theme" of 
/volition/.7 Let us recall that the very opening laisse of the Roland places us 
in an ongoing process: 

1) Charles, our emperor, has been in Spain for seven years (and 
still is there); 

2) Only one city, Sargossa, remains to be taken ("est remés a 
fraindre," 5). 
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Thus we know simply from our competence as readers/hearers of stories 
that the project of the epic will doubtless be to have Charles finish his 
conquering of Spain or, at the worst, in the dysphoric mode, to have his 
plans thwarted, each of which alternatives presumes him as qualified as 
"wanting" to finish the conquest. 

 
One may even presume that Charles is in Spain as the result of his having 

accepted a contract, but from which Mandater (God? Christendom [mani- 
fest destiny?]?, Charles himself?), it is not specified. Confirming this 
supposition, the final laisse shows the initiation of another contract, given 
to Charles by God, who is to be believed (to believe in Him is to believe 
Him), who is to be obeyed, whose will is to be our will. The poem ends at 
this point, without the contract being established: Charles has not assumed 
the exotactic modality (/obligation/ or /devoir/: /d/), reciprocating it by the 
endotaxic one (/volition/ or /vouloir/: /v/), which reciprocation would 
establish him as Subject. But we can simply see this as the first part of a 
necessarily established (to be established) contract, just as the beginning of 
the poem showed the second part of a contract, Charles already functioning 
as Subject: 

 
So, to repeat, the beginning of the poem has Charles in a state of /volition 

to do (conquer all of Spain)/. But in the early part of the narration Charles is 
"relocated" by his acceptance of Marsile-Blancandrin's proposals in a 
position of /non-volition to do (finish the conquest)/. Roland's position in 
regard to these propositions is that of /volition to do/ and thus, with respect 
to Charles, of /volition to cause to be done/ (vouloir faire faire); his neces- 
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sary death communicates this /volition/ to the emperor (causes Charles to 
change his position), at the same time it takes from him his /power/. 

The latter is restored to Charles by God, twice: 

1) figurally: the faltering Charles is reinvigorated by St. Gabriel's 
question (v. 3611); 

2) by narratorial and actorial interpretive action: the weaker 
Thierry defeats Pinabel; the text comments that God has preserved 
him (v. 3923), and the Franks proclaim this a miracle (v. 3931). 

In that earlier piece, as in the study I proposed to do for this colloquium, I 
noted my intention, having already sketched out the functioning of the 
modality of /volition/, to go on to study that of /cognition (savoir)/ and of 
/duty or obligation (devoir)/. This has turned out to be much too large a task 
for a standard-length paper. I have thus lowered my sights, and will 
present, rather, some remarks on the modality of /believing (croire)/. 

But I insist, in some good faith, that this decision is not just a pis aller: 
this particular modality is quite important to our poem, since, if the pivot of 
the Roland is the modality of /volition/, yet its "proximal cause" is a 
conflict in the modality of /believing/. 

All of the /-oir/ modalisations (/volition/, /cognition/, /duty, obligation/, 
/power/) take place on the level of the énoncé, overdetermining the enun- 
ciated actions or states. Now the Roland begins in a state of interrupted 
action and passes to a problem, not of /action (faire)/, nor what must we do, 
what shall we do, how shall we do it (/duty, obligation (devoir)/, /volition 
(vouloir)/, /cognition (savoir)/), problems of motivation or competence, 
but of what (whom) shall we believe, a problem of interpretive action (faire 
interprétatif), and /believing (croire)/ is always in the enunciatory domain, 
overdetermining, in its turn, the enunciated modalities: 

/croire/!/[/devoir/!/vouloir/!/savoir/!pouvoir/!/FAIRE/!/ÊTRE]. 

Let us recall the beginning of the work. The first laisse does begin with 
Charles both in prime énoncé and enunciation modes, gives the back- 
ground to the present state of things, and ends with three lines on Marsile, 
therewith placing us in the pagan camp, where we stay for 77 lines. It is 
Marsile who speaks first in the Chanson and it is Blancandrin who speaks 
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first in Charles's camp. The emperor then asks for a guarantee for Marsile's 
proposal, and Blancandrin presents the hostages. Charles then assembles 
his barons and asks their counsel, since he does not know Marsile's inten- 
tion ("Mais jo ne sai quels en est sis curages," v. 191). He is asking for an 
interpretive action. The French reply as a group, recommending caution 
("Il nus i cuvent guarde!" v. 192), which is a sort of non-response. 

Roland is the first individual Frank to speak after Charles. His response is 
a persuasive action with an embedded interpretive action (Basan and 
Basile). The first words are quite clear: 

Ja mar crerez Marsilie! 
(v. 196) 

It is a statement concerning the unfortunate results of Charles's future 
believing of Marsile: this is, in essence, a negative imperative.8 

To the universal silence following Roland's speech, Ganelon responds: 
"Ja mar crerez bricun" (v. 220), the same type of statement Roland has just 
made. But he does not use Roland's name, referring to him only by the 
qualification "bricun." Nor does he give any retrospective explanation as 
to how the qualification is correct, only a prospective one based on the 
"likelihood" of death to all if that character's recommendation be followed. 
Only at his trial, when he refuses the qualification of having done the 
"traïsun" (v. 3760), does Ganelon "justify" retrospectively his attitude 
toward Roland, by an alleged past (pre-diegetic) /action (faire)/ of the latter. 

And as regards death, only after his nomination by Charles does he take 
up Roland's reference to Basan and Basile, as an indication (of fact as he 
"intends." of fear as interpreted by Roland—and by the reader/hearer) that 
he also is destined for death (without a "guarant," v. 329).9 This is an 
erroneous (or even false [bad faith]) interpretive action on Ganelon's part. 
The only hostages killed in the text are Ganelon's relatives, who "guaran- 
tee" his false position. Their fate stands in ironic juxtaposition to that of the 
Saracen hostages transmitted to Charles by Blancandrin; their Sender(s) 
knowingly "destining" them to death,10 since the proposal is intended not 
to be carried out and the pact is to be broken. 

The bottom line in the pagan propositions and the counsel given in their 
regard is, quite simply: 



 

At this level, no problem exists, since the veridictory status of the 
statements is known to the narratee, as well as to a group of the actors (the 
Saracens, plus the "transferred" Ganelon). Since it is a proposal for an 
eventual /action (faire)/, it cannot be /known/ now by the actors, but only 
/willed/ on the part of Marsile, and /believed/ by others. 

Thus the initial conflict is not in the domain of /action (faire)/. Nor is it in 
the domain of a simple narrated actorial /believing/ (John believes this; 
Mary does not believe that), both of these belonging to the énoncé, but it is 
in the enunciatory domain. To be technical: the canonical semiotic square 
of the modalities has them positive on the axis of the contraries, negative on 
that of the sub-contraries; their oppositions are thus on the base verb 
/being, doing/: 

'certitude' 'improbability' 

 

'probability' 'incertitude' 

This remains in the domain of the interpretive state (être interprétatif). 

The Chanson de Roland's opposition is neither of these as it is first set 
forth. It gives: 
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a case of embedding of the first statement into the second. 

Both Roland and Ganelon, in responding to Charles's request, carry out 
first a persuasive action, each time negative. Now any such /doing/ is by its 
nature an enunciative act of the second level (that of an actor in the prime 
narrator's énoncé), requesting that the enunciation be believed so that the 
énoncé will be accepted in its turn: Thus: 

 

Thus the sub-contraries, contradicting the contraries, overdetermine them 
once again. Indeed, Marsile's message is a persuasive action intended for 
Charles. It is thus enunciatory also: 

Mar.: 
believe me [Mar.] 

(when I say that I [Mar.] will do homage to you). 

The prime conflict of the poem does not begin first over the veridictory 
status of Marsile's énoncé (as reported by Blancandrin), but over that of 
Roland. It is Ganelon who forces this issue, opening here their hostilities.12 

The central conflict of the poem, of /Christian vs. Saracen/, as metony- 
mically represented /Charles vs. Marsile/, is overdetermined by that of 
/Roland vs. Ganelon/; this is, of course, what makes, and from line 220, the 
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*Chanson de Charlemagne into our Chanson de Roland. When Ganelon's 
persuasive action prevails on Charles, we have a false division, in which 
Roland stands as a sort of tertium quid: 

 

This bipartition will eventually be resolved into its true and ideologically 
proper, binary, form: 

 

Now the modality which separates Roland and Ganelon, /believing/, is 
only a temporary modality. It is "intended," both narratively and religious- 
ly, to pass to /knowledge, cognition/; it thus bears essentially on the future, 
on what is to be. It is fruitful to examine in this regard the two opposing 
speeches, which can be schematized: 



 
We can unpack Roland's speech a bit more. First, he interprets Marsile's 

proposition (interpretive action, Rol. ! Rol.), and turns this into a negative 
persuasive action (Rol. ! Ch.), thereby overdetermining Marsile's énoncé. 
Then he recalls 1) the ongoing situation of the whole Christian group; 2) his 
past services for Charles (Rol. ! /Op/! Ch.), thus is Adjuvant in the program 
of Charles as Subject-Hero; 3) a past example by which to interpret (as 
Adjuvant in the interpretive doing program) the second peace offer, with 
promise, of Marsile. He passes then to a recalling of Charles's already- 
established-and-begun contract (1 and 2 above are parts of that). 

The second line of Roland's speech goes back to the second line of the 
poem,13 which also begins with a sort of "present progressive": "We have 
been here for seven years—and are still here," and follows with a series of 
preterites, to finish on four imperatives to /action/ ("faites la guerre"; 
"menez vostre ost"; "metez le sege"; "vengez cels"), all of which are 
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essentially future, of course. 

Ganelon takes up only the present, what Marsile offers, and repeats the 
Saracen's offers, ending with another (imperative) reference, both positive 
and negative, to Roland, not to any /action/. 

 
From the decision of Charles (accepting Naimon's persuasive action, 

which follows that of Ganelon) forward, Roland ceases all discussion. His 
will for true /believing/ moves him to martyrdom, a non-verbal /causing to 
believe/ (faire croire) much more powerful than words. 

Charles having taken up Ganelon's position, Roland is thereby in opposi- 
tion to his sovereign. From this double opposition comes the force of the 
Chanson, making it dramatically if not structurally (and it may be that this 
opposition accounts in large part for its force), indeed, Roland's song. 

Roland's death, not at all due to any "fault" of his, confirms his opposi- 
tion to Charles's decision, without any tinge of lèse-majesté,14 reveals 
Ganelon's treachery as one who has knowingly gone over to Marsile's 
position of falsity, gives Charles the will to continue the battle, and leads to 
the total Christian victory: thus from Roland's death comes Christian vic- 
tory. 

The horrendousness of Ganelon's action is due in large part to his not 
having established an open conflict of persuasive actions in his "quarrel" 
with Roland, if there is implied, as some scholars have suggested, a "pre- 
existing" (pre-diegetic) quarrel: indeed, he would not/did not let God—or 
even Charles—be his Adjuvant in such a process, but called on the alien 
Marsile, passing, on his return from his mission, to "position" three: 
"Believe me when I say (believe Marsile...)." 

Treachery is falsity first, before being hostile /action/; its gravity lies in 
the enunciatory perversion. The devil himself, the Jesus of Saint John's 
Gospel informs us, is a "liar and the father of lies" (mendax et pater ejus, 
8:44). This is why Dante put traitors in the very lowest part of Hell, around 
the devil, who gnaws on the arch-traitor Judas. Ganelon is expressly placed 
in that lowest part, and the arrival of the two voyagers in the lowest circle is 
greeted by a horn blast, one which, the narrator recalls, is like that of 
Roland.15 

If every /believing something/ as an énoncé implies or presupposes an 
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enunciatory dimension: believe, first person: (believe something), then 
what "better proof" of Roland's truth-telling, of his correct interpretive and 
persuasive action than his militant martyr's death and the ensuing Chris- 
tian/Frank victory? 

This is to admit that discourse in the Chanson de Roland does not 
prove—and perhaps cannot prove—discourse. The linguistic circle, which 
always tends towards viciousness, is here broken by Roland's deeds. In the 
beginning was the Word, but it is confirmed by the Deed. 

That later advocate of action, Saint Louis, ninth king of France by that 
name, took a very different tack. We may recall what he considered to be the 
most convincing argument in a discussion with an obstinate unbeliever (a 
Jew in the example he gives): not a well-turned syllogism, but a well-thrust 
sword.16 One cannot help feeling that Roland's sort of persuasive action— 
let us simply call it witness—is more convincing. 

Larry S. Crist 
Vanderbilt University 

'I use Gerald Prince's definition: "A minimal story consists of three conjoined 
events. The first and the third events are stative, the second is active. Furthermore, 
the third event is the inverse of the first. Finally, the three events are conjoined by 
three conjunctive features in such a way that (a) the first event precedes the second 
in time and the second precedes the third, and (b) the second event causes the third"; 
A Grammar of Stories: An Introduction; De Proprietatibus Litterarum, Series Minor, 
13 (The Hague and Paris: Mouton, 1973), p. 31. The implications of this definition 
for the Roland are worked out in some length in a recent article of mine; see note 7 
below. A further refinement would be an "ironic" ending to the story I give: "she 
was still unhappy but had lost her innocence," which would cause a rereading 
(retrolecture) of the beginning, to interpret it: "Mary was unhappy [but innocent]." 

2A classic statement of what I give in hypersimple form here can be found in: 
Wayne C. Booth, The Rhetoric of Fiction (Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 
1961). 

3Citations of the Oxford text are from the edition by Cesare Segre, La Chanson de 
Roland; Documenti di Filologia, 16 (Milan and Naples: Riccardo Ricciardi, 1971). 
Here, v. 3164. 

4See Roman Jakobson, "Les Embrayeurs, les catégories verbales et le verbe russe," 
ch. 17 of his Essais de linguistique générale (Paris: Editions de Minuit, 1963; repr. 
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Collection Points, Editions du Seuil, 1970), pp. 176-96; esp. pp. 181-84 of the 1970 
ed.; Oswald Ducrot and Tzvetan Todorov, article "Enunciation," in their Diction- 
naire encyclopédique des sciences du langage (Paris: Editions du Seuil, 1972); 
Émile Benvéniste, "L'appareil formel de l'énonciation," ch. 5 in his Problèmes de 
linguistique générale, II (Paris: Éditions Gallimard, 1974), pp. 79-88. 

5This stage can be doubled, tripled.... For an extreme example, see Marguerite 
Duras's Le Planétarium. 

6More elegant in the French: 

On questions of modalisation and other aspects of semiotics, see A. -J. Greimas et 
Joseph Courtès, Sémiotique: Dictionnaire raisonné de la théorie du langage, (Paris: 
Hachette, 1979). 

7"Roland, héros du vouloir: Contribution à l'analyse structurale de la Chanson de 
Roland," Mélanges de philologie et de littératures romanes offerts à Jeanne 
Wathelet-Willem, Marche Romane (1978), 77-101. This article is a general introduc- 
tion to the question of modalisation in the Roland, and contains an introductory 
bibliography. 

8See Bernard Cerquiligni, "Un phénomème d'énonciation: a. fr. mar", in Roma- 
nia, 97 (1976), pp. 23-62. 

9On the complexities of this notion, see Wolfgang G. van Emden, '"E cil de France 
le cleiment a guarant': Roland, Vivien et le thème du guarant," in Olifant, 1 (April 
1974) 4, pp. 21-47. 

1OCf. vv. 43-44, where Blancandrin, "offering" his son, readily admits this. 
11Explanations of the use of the semiotic square in relation to the chanson de geste 

can be found in P. Van Nuffel, "Problèmes de sémiotique interprétative: L'Épopée", 
in Les Lettres romanes, 27 (1973), 150-72, and in my articles "Deep Structures in the 
chansons de geste: Hypotheses for a Taxonomy," in Olifant, 3 (October 1975) 1, pp. 
3-36, and in note 7 above. 

12This "already-existent" hostility of Ganelon had been noted by Petit de Julie- 
ville, as reported by T. Atkinson Jenkins in his edition (Boston: D. C. Heath, 1924), 
note to v. 217, p. 23—although the latter over-interprets it. 

13I fully accept, especially on the basis of this parallel, the universal emendation 
to add "ad" to v. 197, lastly by Segre—and by Brault. 

14My warm thanks to my colleague Raymond P. Poggenburg for this suggestion, 
and to Dr. Helen Hart Poggenburg, Mr. James A. Lee, and Miss Marilyn Sue Zlotnik 
for their patient listening to a very rough draft and their helpful criticism. 

/motivation/ /compétence/
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l5Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy; translated, with a commentary, by Charles 
S. Singleton; Inferno, I: Italian Text and Translation; Bollingen Series 80 (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1970): the horn sounds in Canto 31,18 (p. 326); Ganelon 
is in Canto 32,122 (p. 346); "Lo 'mperador del doloroso regno" gnaws on Judas (his 
other two mouths chewing on Brutus and on Cassius) in Canto 33, 62 (p. 364). 

16Jean de Joinville, Histoire de saint Louis, ed. Natalis de Wailly (Paris: Hachette, 
1906), par. 53, p. 23. 


