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ABSTRACT

Amitav Ghosh’sSea of Poppies is the first book of his Ibis trilogy. Sailing alg the Opium route on board
the ship namethis, the inmates discover many new things about theraselhat invisibly governs and binds their lives
on and off shore is the magical poppy seed whiclyces the alluring drug opium. The paper proptsekelineate how
the lives of the lead figures are propelled by thimuscule seed that holds within it enormous sgftttnThe novel is
partitioned into three sections: land, river ana. Sehe inmates dream of boarding the ship,to setieother place or land
where they can forget everything of their past. $hip becomes their new father and mother becaigsaldoard helps
them review their lives and revive their latent age. The sea is the meeting place to erase &reiifces that they held
on shore. The paper attempts to analyse the teseidban Roland Barthes’ propositions in his essayrdtluction to the

Structural Analysis of Narratives”.
KEYWORDS: Poppied Lives Off /On Shore: A Barthesian Readihgmitav Ghosh’sSea of Poppies
INTRODUCTION

The French literary critic and cultural analyst,ld&a Barthes, began as a structuralist and enddd/ayi as a
post structuralist. Barthes did not come up witly #meory as such but his writings have inspired yndaliberations
hitherto. Barthes’ reflections have been instrurakint charting out this paper. In his essay “Intraiibn to the Structural
Analysis of Narratives” Barthes says that “a néveats a long sentence” (256). The structural @y on linguistics as a
model to analyse narratives (254).Barthes says tBatucturally, narrative shares the characterisovf the sentence”
(256).Just as a sentence has a subject and pegdécaiarrative too has certain “subjects” that leadhe “predicate”.
To put it simply, just as a sentence is made ugiférent units, which are significant for the stture of the sentence, a
text has different units that contribute to theisturality of the text. “To understand a narrativeot merely to follow the

unfolding of the story, it is also to recognizedtmstruction in “stories”...” (259).

Amitav Ghosh’sSea of Poppies is the first book of his Ibis trilogy. Sailing alg the Opium route on board the
ship namedbis, the inmates discover many new things about theraselhat invisibly governs and binds their lives on
and off shore is the magical poppy seed which preduhe alluring drug opium. The paper proposetelimeate how the
lives of the lead figures are propelled by this wsicule seed that holds within it enormous strength.
The novel is partitioned into three sections: lamkr and sea.The inmates dream of boarding thetstsettle in another
part where they can forget everything of their pake ship becomes their new father and motheruseckfe aboard helps
them review their lives and revive their latent a@e. The sea is the meeting place to erase &relifces they held on

shore. A Barthesian reading will undoubtedly folldive narrative structure. Barthes has identifiecbahlevels of
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description in any narrative work: functions, antiand narration. “These three levels are boundthegeaccording to a
mode of progressive integration” (260). The whaderative is divided into smaller functional unifthese segments have
a functional nature that is; they help in moving tharrative. The segment or unit functions as #exl gdhat grows as a
plant in the next level. The functional units gavéne action which in turn controls the generattbmeaning. Looking at

the novel from this point, one may identify thrégn#fiers that function as the units that moduldte action.

The novel is divided into three sections: land,dRi%ea. Three signifiers have been identified: nashg and
clothes. These help in building the narrative. Pogpy seed functions as the nucleus of the naeralihese signifiers
provide the thread of the narrative. It createsguence and this regulates the narrative. The psped is “the star” that
took the characters away from their homes andhmmton the ship. It is also referred to as “the@fathat governs their
destiny (Ghosh 452).The ship is primarily engage®pium trade but it moves under the pretext ofdperting labourers
to Mauritius. There are nine principal figures e thovel. They are Deeti, Kalua, Zachary, Neel |&®8) Jodu, Lei Long
Fatt, Serang Ali and Baboo Nob Kissin. Nine of them directly or indirectly linked to the poppy de®eeti is wedded to
an opium addict. Zachary is the captain of Ibish#p used to transport opium. Kalua boards the shipscape to a
faraway place. Neel, a prince, encounters a dipsropium sale which thereby lands him in jail witsi Long Fatt who is
“an afeemkhor who has no opium”(315).Paulette joiesship only to know more about plants. Baboo Kasin is the
supercargo of the ship. He has access to everpptré ship hence he is connected to all the atharacters in the story.
Serang Ali is the one who renames Zachary as Zikei.accompanies Zachary throughout the journey.iodaved by
Zachary and this makes him part of the ship jouriiéne minuscule seed had the power to transponigke into “another

world that was brighter, better, more fulfilling3%).

The first functional unit in the narrative is thame of the characters.Offshore and onshore thactesas assume
different names.On shore, their names revealed tiaek or caste (110).Change of name is indicatifehange of
identity. This is the functional attribute of thames. Deeti, a woman of the high-caste Rajput jaasbumes the name
Aditi (233) when on board. Similarly, Kalua becomdadhoo and Zachary-Zikri, Neel-Forgerer 1838, EtedtPugli,
Jodu-Azad, Lei Long Fatt-Ah fatt and Baboo NobosKria-BaboNob Kissin respectively. Each charactasdously
alters their names because they wanted to cutlloffoanections with their past. New names indicatetural shift in

position and power on shore.

The ship is the next functional unit in the narratiThe Ibis is the name of the ship. It was itiitiduilt to
transport slaves but with slave trade being onvirge of abolition, she was now being used for ifeeent trade: the
export of opium”(11).The ship draws all characteywards her. Deeti is the first one to have a visid the Ibis (3).
Zachary, “the son of a Maryland freedwoman”(10)drees the captain of the ship (51).For Neel Ratddéfathe arrival
of the ship “seemed to him to be sure indicatioha ¢urn in his luck”(41).Jodu’s dinghy collidesttithe Ibis. It was
Paulette who identified Jodu’s boat and screamst@ulraw the attention of the crew members. Jodl Raulette are
childhood friends who are reunited on the ship JI&ulette requests Zachary to appoint Jodu asvalooy and thus Jodu
also becomes part of the journey(151).Life on bdardifferent. The ship turns out to be the word the inmates but
there were different positions for the inmates. Tdheer deck was assigned for the menial staff. Sla@es were above
this. The convicts were in the inner most deck.hEdeck was independendent.The inmates passed timeabrating
stories about themselves. A streak of intimacy @nmdpassion seeps into each of them. They regamistflges as family

or ship brothers (356). Alliances are made becdhsesea had washed away their past” (405).
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Laws on land and off land also change.The captaatades, before they set out to sea that “At seeetls another
law” (404).The captain’s whip and lathi become “th@” on sea (404). The ship is lodged near thel ldren it passes
through the river and finally reaches the sea. Omgeinto the sea, the ship too undergoes a chahgaovement.
The initial foray into the sea was marked by sdamss. Many of them died of dehydration and weaki(¢87).After a
few days they began showing signs of recovery (4A#t¥r days of dizziness, diarrhoea and vomiting ship moves on
with a gentle gait (424). This in turn brings abautransformation in Baboo Nob Kissin, the cenfiglire, who is
connected to all the other eight characters insthey (423).Nob Kissin assists Neel, Ah Fatt, Jd¢aiua and Serang Ali
in their escapade(511).

The next functional unit is the clothes worn by ttaracters. Off shore and on shore what they detarmine
what they are. Deeti, the wife of Hukam Singh wsaei. When taken to her husband’s pyre she’s drapadwhite sari.
On board, Deeti covers her face and head with &@iZschary, an ordinary sailor becomes Zikri Malwmen he wears
“a white linen shirt, riding breeches and a douddeeasted summer paletot” (19). Baboo Nob Kissimejd the Ibis to go
to the place where he could build a temple for Maamony. He changes his attire and demeanour wiegets an insight
regarding Zachary (167). Neel Ratan Raja was useketiring gaudy and expensive clothes (107) buiaand he has to
wear convict's clothes and on his forehead wasriinsd “forgerer alipore 1838” (292). Paulette disgs herself as an
elderly lady by wearing a sari(359) and thus masageboard the ship without neither Jodu nor Zaghecognizing her
(361).Jodu was given “ a shirt and a pair of carik@ssers” to wear while on the ship (149).

These three functional units lead to the next le¥elescription that is the level of actions. Thtian is done by
the characters who are the essence of the storpneidioned earlier, life takes a new turn on boattkre is a complete
role reversal while the ship sets out to sail. &#hces are forgotten, new alliances are madenasohie cases old rivalry
is repaid. Barthes says that the characters amntagwho carry out the narrative sequence (27fig @haracters in the
novel exhibit two aspects offshore and on shoretiDg the docile daughter in law (Ghosh 38) ordlant on the ship she
is the strong ‘Bhauji” (431). Kalua is the subjugghbx-cart driver of the chamar caste (53) on laucon the ship he is the
strongest (478).Neel,the land owner is a fastidimas who does not mingle with other caste men(198ady to share
the jail with another man(314). Zachary, an ordinsailor (11) becomes second mate on the ship Plette, a French

girl disguises herself as a Brahmin girl while aald (355). Jodu, a boat man becomes a lascamenél sailor (372).

Barthes says that “ characters, as units of theradtlevel, find their meaning (their intelligiiii) only if
integrated in the third level of description, herdled the level of Narration...”(281). The languaxfehe narrative is the
significant element in this stage. The narratorsugeguistic symbols to present his tale. The aifimthe narrator is to
generate a meaning. Certain signs or symbols withénstory help navigate the narrative thread. mhgator is the
principal figure who communicates/narrates theystorthe reader. Here Ghosh is the narrator whegmts the lives of the
characters.The whole story line has within it darsgns or omens that pull the story onwards. 3é= is the crux of the
novel.The poppy seeds unite all of the charactatshey are all drawn towards both through certaimens, visions or
signs. Deeti has a shrine in her house whereirkspe “many tokens of her family and forebears” ahé had painted
pictures of her relatives on the wall (Ghosh 9).8tavs the picture of the Ibis too on the walldef shrine (10).She has a
sea borne shrine too wherein she draws picturpeaple she misses. The ship is her sign of comebir past with her
present (395). Ghosh has artistically contrivecumlimer of signs that control the narrative. Zactsamyhistle,Baboo Nob

Kissin’s vision of saving Neel Ratan and regarddarhary as Lord Krishna are a few of the other sitirat help in
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bringing out a sequence of events that help presemaning later on.

“The narrational level,"as Barthes says, is “ocedpby the signs of narrativity...”(285). The narratarries on
the narrative by including certain signs or elerseiithe narrative achieves its “dynamism or enetgy'the “ incessant
play of potentials” whereby “each unit is perceivatdonce in its surfacing....”(293) As Barthes poiatg later on, the
“function of narrative” is “to constitute a spedestill very enigmatic for us but in any case nba mimetic order”(294).
The aim of the narrative of the novel is to creatgpectacle for us. The novel leaves the ends dpshlike the sea is a

water body that moves towards the ocean, the nogahoves on to the next series in the trilogy.
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