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1.
History and personal history as models of intelligibility

One of the most intriguing areas of narratology falls between our experiences as readers of narrative fiction and of history and the stories we tell to ourselves and each other about our lives and the lives of others. Fictional worlds, the norms which govern them, and the beliefs, knowledge and values which dominate in them, are rendered intelligible partly in terms of other fiction but they are not derived exclusively from these previous reading experiences. It might well be that our reading of histories of past events and the experience of our own lives offer us models for understanding and making more intelligible the narrative fiction we read. Models of intelligibility arise from our understanding of the past and our experiences of the real world, and from our assumptions, beliefs and convictions about what is real. They are subsequently carried over, usually implicitly, into what we expect from narrative fiction. At the very least these models affect our expectations of causality and chronology in story.

Not all the chronologies and causalities readers carry from their lived experience of the real in the present and the past are as ineluctable as biological necessity. Many are subjective. They belong to the stories we hear or read about the past and those we tell ourselves and to each other about our lives. When considering personal histories in particular, we should consider not only the dimension of reading these, as in autobiography or biography, but also when they are spoken only, for when they are not written they nevertheless imply a listener upon whom it is incumbent not only to hear but also to interpret and understand what is being said.

There is a question of whether the stories of our lives can be of interest to readers of narrative fiction only because they constitute models of intelligibility for reading fiction. Another, more far-reaching, possibility exists, that the writing of history derives techniques of storytelling, such as plots, from narrative fiction and that even our personal stories themselves derive in part from reading narrative fiction.
2.
History models of intelligibility

The stories of works of narrative fiction may be more or less explicitly located and temporally organised according to an historical place and period. Novelists, ‘anxious to give an air of history to their fictions, accept the space and time of the historian and try to observe this rule wherever their narratives do impinge on those of the historian’.
 Historical novels may also weave in and out of the narratives of history, observing in the process the narratives which history tells about the period and place in which the story of the fiction is set. The chronology and causality in history may therefore affect narrative fiction in its composition of the temporal and spatial axes of the fictional world. Therefore we must investigate narrative in history, in all its aspects of story, text, narration, and reading, in order to understand history models of intelligibility, which are brought to bear on narrative fiction, either in the writing or the reading. 
3.
The writing and reading of history


3.1
Historical perspective

In the Age of Enlightenment, the long eighteenth century, the study of history altered its focus from that of the Renaissance and before. The focus shifted from the rhetoric of history's presentation of events of the past to the epistemological basis on which the discipline could be said to relate to those events. Some historians subsequently forged a positivist theory of history which envisages the discipline as closely allied in epistemology and methodology to the natural sciences. If one is involved in the events then one is likely to understand them only partially, so what is required is detachment. It has been argued that the goal which history in the eighteenth century set itself was:

to recast the mere succession or juxtaposition of chronicle narrative in the same way that the masters of perspective had transformed painting. Instead of being placed in immediate relation to the object of narration, the reader, like the narrator, was to be placed at a distance from it, so that it appeared to him as if it were situated in a framed and closed space upon which he could look out, as through a window.

The ideal reader of history during the eighteenth century was the observer, detached from the events of which s/he read, not too close to the action to be able to view it as a self-contained entity: ‘by occupying the proper point from which the narrative was intended to be “viewed,” the reader, like the art lover looking at a peinture d'histoire [historical painting], would perceive correctly the groupings of the figures and the relation of the details to the principal figures or action.’
 

If one is detached, the distance between the events and the observer creates perspective. But perspective is precisely point of view. This paradox of objectivity in history was clear even in the Age of Enlightenment. ‘As early as 1752, the German theologian Johann Martin Chladenius ... made the concept of point of view fundamental to all historical narrative’, in saying that, ‘We cannot avoid that each of us looks on the story according to his point of view and that therefore we also retell it according to that point of view’.
 Subsequent reflection on history has been preoccupied with discovering a more comprehensive theory of historical objectivity which is capable of subsuming the vicarious subjectivity implied by point of view.

For the positivists among historians the greatest obstacle to the advancement of their theory has been the view that the historical narrative is verbal, and that while it ‘purports to be a model of structures and processes that are long past’, it cannot ‘be subjected to either experimental or observational controls’.
 Other historians subsequently accepted that their discipline is a narrative and therefore a rhetorical one, which involves casting events in the mould of story, seeing and narrating those events from the perspectives of a narrator or focaliser, and writing those events in texts. For this reason it seems if not necessary then at least useful and perhaps enlightening to look at the relationship between historical narrative and fictional narrative.

3.2
Historical and fictional narrative

There are basically two ways in which historical and fictional narratives tend to be distinguished. The first is epistemological: in narrative fiction events exist only in the text, whereas in historical narratives they are represented as having occurred in the real past. In his Poetics Aristotle locates this distinction in ‘the fact that the historian speaks of what has happened, the poet of the kind of thing that can happen’.
 The second distinction is between the way in which events of the past are represented in historical narratives and the way in which they are represented in narrative fiction. According to the Poetics the plot in fiction is, or ought to be, unified and complete, composed of necessary events. By contrast the events of history are over a short period disparate, belonging to many actions or plots, and over the long period they tend to no one end.
 They are therefore disunited and lack unity of purpose. In Aristotle’s view they can be faithfully represented only in terms of their chronological succession or simultaneity.

3.3
Chronicle and history

The most objective way of casting historical events into chronological order is called the chronicle, which is a record of a succession of events. For many historians, however, to write a chronicle is not to write history. To write history is not only to cast the events of the past into chronological order, but also to introduce coherence and explanation, whereby the reader of the historical narrative may understand the significance of the events of the past. Part of the coherence which historians look for in historical events is causality. In narrative fiction, the two kinds of combination between events in story are chronology and causality. It may then follow then that the ‘“overall coherence” of any given “series” of historical facts is the coherence of story, but this coherence is achieved only by tailoring of the “facts” to the requirements of the story form’.

According to Hayden White’s essay 'The Historical Text as Literary Artifact’:

no given set of events attested by the historical record constitutes a story manifestly finished and complete. This is as true of the events that constitute the life of an individual as it is of an institution, a nation, or a whole people. We do not live stories, even if we give our lives meaning by retrospectively casting them in the form of stories.

White identifies the stories which historians tell from the ways in which the ‘events’ he finds in their plots are treated by the historian. White calls the historian's treatment ‘emplotment’, which he defines as ‘the encodation of the facts contained in the chronicle as components of specific kinds of plot-structures’.
 In other words, ‘the historical narrative does not reproduce the events it describes; it tells us in what direction to think about the events and charges our thought about the events with different emotional valences’.
 Histories can be tragic, comic, romantic or ironic, but ‘no given set of casually recorded historical events in themselves constitutes a story; the most that they offer to the historian are story elements’.
 According to White, ‘it seems possible that the conviction of the historian that he has “found” the form of his narrative in the events themselves, rather than imposed it upon them ... is a result of a certain lack of linguistic self-consciousness which obscures the extent to which descriptions of events already constitute interpretations of their nature’.
 If this is so, then perhaps the critical concepts employed in narrative analysis of fiction may justifiably be ‘used to unearth narrative elements in [history] where such consciousness [of narrative construction] is usually less explicit’.


3.4
The historian and the reader of narrative fiction

The historian’s relation to the events of the past, perhaps as they are recorded in the chronicle, may be seen as in some ways analogous to the reader of narrative fiction’s relation to the events narrated in the fictional text. But whereas the reader of narrative fiction produces the ‘story’ of the narrated events, abstracted from their disposition in the text and reconstructed in their chronological order, the historian’s emplotment of the events of the past in story form is an abstraction which orders events such that they possess coherence and causality. The events of the past, like the events in the fictional text, require models of intelligibility in order to be interpreted and historians draw upon fictional emplotments to represent the events of the past. 
White claims that to say that the historian’s task of ‘matching up a specific plot-structure with the set of historical events that he wishes to endow with a meaning’ ‘in no way detracts from the status of historical narratives as providing a kind of knowledge’.
 This is so because ‘the encodation of events in terms of ... plot-structures is one of the ways that a culture has of making sense of both personal and public pasts’.
 In White’s view, we should not want the historian merely to reproduce, even if s/he could, the objectively observable events of a period because it is their strangeness which inspires the historical endeavour, and if that is all the historian did, we could justifiably feel that s/he has not explained anything. Rather than reproducing the events objectively the historian endeavours to render them intelligible and understandable to the reader.
Models of intelligibility are brought by an author or narrator of an historical narrative to bear on the events s/he writes about or narrates. And models of intelligibility in history can be visualised as frames which offer a perspective on the events; a perspective which renders the events intelligible to its reader. As with narrative fiction ‘the choice of frames can also create gaps [in the intelligibility of the events narrated] ... because clashes between them may give rise to further questions.’
 In other words, the same historical events may be emplotted in various ways, and according to White, historians of ‘recognizably classic stature’ tend to emplot the series of events adequately and to come to terms with alternative emplotments.
 Writing history is a process of testing classificatory hypotheses about events and similarly reading narrative fiction is ‘a continuous process of forming hypotheses, reinforcing them, developing them, modifying them, and sometimes replacing them by others or dropping them altogether’.
 Innovative history could be understood as ‘a process of decodation and recodation in which an original perception is clarified by being cast in a figurative mode [or emplotment] different from that in which it came encoded, by convention, authority, or custom’.


3.5
The writing of history and of narrative fiction

The emplotment of events in history in ways which render them intelligible to readers corresponds in other ways to fiction models of intelligibility. It is not in the interests of the fictional text to make everything intelligible to the reader at once, and the text must tempt the reader to continue reading. Therefore fictional narrators employ the technique of delay, which defers the reason for, or the meaning of, events until later in the narrative text. In this way the events become intelligible to the reader only after a period of anticipatory reading. Although it is rare nowadays, histories may be written in eschatological form, endowing the last event in the sequence of events they represent with full explanatory power. Bede’s History of the English Church and People tends to represent the events of the Christian conversion of Anglo-Saxon England not only in language that betrays the author’s religious conviction and the desirability, from his perspective, of Christian conversion, but also as providential.
Past-oriented delays, in which the events of the past become intelligible later in the story, occur in modern histories as well, such as those histories of science that are narrated as stories of discovery and progress, in which the significance of observations early in that narrative only becomes fully disclosed and intelligible ‘in the light’ of later observations, to which the earlier are believed to have been steps along the way. The consequence of this narrative for the history of science is that scientific discourse and observation are not understood in the ways in which they would have been understood in the historical context in which they emerged. Rather, they are understood retrospectively from the point of view of modern science.
The retrospection characteristic of modern histories of science affects histories more generally. Gossman, reading Schiller, says:

Only some of the waves on the immense river of the past are visible to the historian, ... and, in addition, the historian's perception is determined by his own situation, so that events are often torn out of the dense and complex web of their contemporary relations in order to be set in a pattern constructed retrospectively by the historian.

In history and in anthropology, what Gossman calls the complex web of contemporary relations of events is not reducible only to other events surrounding, causing, or caused by, the event in which the historian is interested. Greater emphasis has been placed in anthropology initially, and later history, on the contemporary interpretations of events as distinct from their existence as objectively observable. The anthropological work of Clifford Geertz, among others, suggests: 
the facts of life are less artless than they look, that both particular cultures and the observers of these cultures are inevitably drawn to a metaphorical [and narrative] grasp of reality, that anthropological interpretation must address itself less to the mechanics of customs and institutions than to the interpretive constructions the members of a society apply to their experiences.
 
One consequence of these insights for history is that it involves interpretation of events which were never themselves independent of the interpretations of contemporary participants and observers. The writing of history involves at least the perspective of the modern historian and those of the initial recorders of events.

4.
The telling of personal history
To narrate our personal history is not only to cast the events of our lives into chronological order, in which they occur anyway, but to introduce coherence and explanation, through which we personally, and anyone to whom we tell our life story, may understand the significance of the events of our past. But as with the histories of nations or institutions, the possibility exists that the coherence of personal history is achieved only by ‘tailoring of the “facts” to the requirements of the story form’.


4.1
Narrative as a primary act of consciousness
Conversely, the possibility exists that narrative is, as Barbara Hardy would have it, a primary act of consciousness, transferred from life itself to narrative fiction. Hardy argues:
narrative, like lyric or dance, is not to be regarded as an aesthetic invention used by artists to control, manipulate, and order experience, but as a primary act of mind transferred to art from life. The novel merely heightens, isolates, and analyzes the narrative motions of human consciousness.
 
Life can be thought to lend itself to narrative form: we all have a beginning at birth, and an end at death. But if we isolate the crucial point of Hardy’s argument, it is not that life itself is narrative in form. Rather Hardy’s argument is that narrative is ‘a primary act of mind transferred to art from life’; that the imposition of narrative form on life is such a primary act of mind that it is inseparable in our experience from living itself. According to Hardy, the ubiquity of story in life is testimony to this narrative consciousness. She says: 
I take for granted the ways in which storytelling engages our interest, curiosity, fear, tensions, expectation, and sense of order. What concern me here are the qualities which fictional narrative shares with that inner and outer storytelling that plays a major role in our sleeping and waking lives. For we dream in narrative, daydream in narrative, remember, anticipate, hope, despair, believe, doubt, plan, revise, criticize, construct, gossip, learn, hate, and love by narrative, In order really to live, we make up stories about ourselves and others, about the personal as well as the social past and future.
On this view, narrative fiction generally, and novels in particular, are introverted, not because they tend to be about other novels, but because ‘they tend to be about the larger narrative structure of consciousness’.


4.2
Narrative as transferred from art to life
There are two separate, though related, objections which might be made to Hardy's account of the ubiquity of story in life. 
1. The first, which is only really an instance of the second, is about her choice of phenomena to illustrate this ubiquity. Louis Mink explains this objection:

We do not dream or remember in narrative, I think, but tell stories which weave together the separate images of recollection. (One recounts a dream: ‘And then suddenly I was in the Piazza Navona; now how did I get there?’) So it seems truer to say that narrative qualities are transferred from art to life. We could learn to tell stories of our lives from nursery rhymes, or from culture myths if we had any, but it is from history and fiction that we learn how to tell and to understand complex stories, and how it is that stories answer questions.
 
If Mink is right, then in themselves the events and impressions of dreams are devoid of any narrative organisation. When we awake, aware that the dream has ended, we retrospectively construct the formerly disconnected events into a story, by introducing causality and chronology: ‘now how did I get there?’
2. The larger objection, which the example of the dream illustrates, is: 
Stories are not lived but told. Life has no beginnings, middles, or ends; there are meetings, but the start of an affair belongs to the story we tell ourselves later, and there are hopes, plans, battles, and ideas, but only in retrospective stories are hopes unfulfilled, plans miscarried, battles decisive, and ideas seminal.
 
The crucial bone of contention here between Hardy on the one side and Mink and White on the other is about perspective. According to Hardy, in our consciousness, is ‘a combination of reminiscence and anticipation, interpenetrating each other and complicating the temporal relations of beginning, middle, and end’.
 The primary mental act of story-telling ‘acts on future, joining it with past’.
 Stories about our lives, according to this view, may be told from the beginning, middle or end, because they both reminisce and anticipate; they store up possible futures while simultaneously they account for the past. 

4.3
The perspective of the ending
However much Hardy’s observations may seem to be supported by those literary works that are characterised by anticipated imaginary narratives, it remains the case that the vast majority of works of narrative fiction are narrated in the simple past, perfect, and imperfect tenses, from the perspective of the end of the story. In an essay called ‘The Storyteller’, Walter Benjamin writes: 
It is characteristic that not only a man’s knowledge or wisdom, but above all his real life - and this is the stuff that stories are made of - first assumes transmissable form at the moment of his death. Just as a sequence of images is set in motion inside a man as his life comes to an end - unfolding the views of himself under which he has encountered himself without being aware of it - suddenly in his expressions and looks the unforgettable emerges and imparts to everything that concerned him that authority which even the poorest wretch in dying possesses for the living around him. This authority is at the very source of the story.
 
That authority lies partly in the establishment of discontinuity between the events of the life and the narration of the life-story, the discontinuity or distance that creates perspective and makes the incoherence of felt and experienced life into the coherence of story. The ambivalence of this perspective is admirably illustrated in Benjamin’s essay, when he refers to Moritz Heimann:
‘A man who dies at the age of thirty-five,’ said Moritz Heimann once, is at every point of his life a man who dies at the age of thirty-five.’ Nothing is more dubious than this sentence - but for the sole reason that the tense is wrong. A man - so says the truth that was meant here - who died at thirty-five will appear to remembrance at every point in his life as a man who dies at the age of thirty-five. In other words, the statement that makes no sense for real life becomes indisputable for remembered life.
 
Definitive stories of our lives may only be told from the perspectives of their endings, and yet this perspective is never really definitive, as biographies never cease to remind us.
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