Narrative Voice – Some Examples

First-person character-narrator

In first-person narration a character speaks directly, often in the past-tense, about experiences, feelings, and/or thoughts that s/he has had herself. First-person narration is characterised by the use of the pronoun ‘I’. e.g. ‘I remember how, that night, I lay awake …’, etc.

e.g. Angela Carter, ‘The Bloody Chamber’

I remember how, that night, I lay awake in the wagon-lit in a tender, delicious ecstasy of excitement, my burning cheek pressed against the impeccable linen of the pillow and the pounding of my heart mimicking that of the great pistons ceaselessly thrusting the train that bore me through the night, away from Paris, away from girlhood, away from the white, enclosed quietude of my mother’s apartment, into the unguessable country of marriage.

Second-person character-narrator

Second-person narration involves the first-person narrator (usually a character) addressing another person (‘you’) directly. It is relatively rare, because it is difficult to sustain for long periods of time, but can be effective if used sparingly. Second-person narration is characterised by the use of the pronoun ‘you’. e.g. ‘If you lean forward you can see the girl …’, etc.

e.g. J.G. Ballard, ‘A Host of Furious Fancies’

Don’t look now, but an unusual young woman and her elderly companion are sitting down behind us. Every Thursday afternoon they leave the Casino and come here to the café terrace of the Hotel de Paris, always choosing the same two tables near the magazine kiosk. If you lean forward you can see the girl in the restaurant mirror, the tall elegant one with the too-level gaze and that characteristic walk of rich young women who have been brought up by nuns.

Third-person narration
Third-person narration is probably the most common and widely-used narratorial perspective in fiction, but can take a number of different forms. In all of these forms, third-person narration is distinguished by the use of the pronouns ‘he’, ‘she’, and/or ‘they’. e.g. ‘He was as popular with men as he was with women …’; ‘She took it easy …’; ‘‘I’m begging you,’ he said, don’t do this to me …’, etc.
Third-person limited point of view
In third-person limited point of view the narrator focuses particularly closely upon the view-point or perspective of one particular character. The narrator is therefore able to know what the character is thinking or feeling at any particular time, and can convey this to the reader. e.g. ‘Rebecca was having the time of her life …’; ‘She took it easy, […] enjoying the waves of MDMA and sound inside her …’, etc.

e.g. Irvine Welsh, ‘Lorraine Goes to Livingstone: A Rave and Regency Romance’

Rebecca was having the time of her life at The Forum. The drug was taking her to new heights with the music. She took it easy, sitting in the chill-out room, enjoying the waves of MDMA and sound inside her. She looked at Lorraine, dancing away to the crazy apocalyptic sounds of the car horns and sirens blaring, crazy urban nightmare FX over a seductive, irresistible break-beat.

Third-person omniscient narrator

A third-person omniscient narrator knows things that characters cannot and has an almost god-like ability to survey the fictional landscape from whatever angle s/he pleases. Omniscient narration was especially popular in C19th realist fiction because it places the narrator in a position of unrivalled power to control and manipulate what the reader perceives and how s/he relates to or understands the characters. e.g. ‘Poor Hughie! Intellectually, we must admit, he was not of much importance …’

e.g. Oscar Wilde, ‘The Model Millionaire’

Unless one is wealthy there is no use in being a charming fellow. Romance is the privilege of the rich, not the profession of the unemployed. The poor should be practical and prosaic. It is better to have a permanent income than to be fascinating. These are the great truths of modern life which Hughie Erskine never realised. Poor Hughie! Intellectually, we must admit, he was not of much importance. He never said a brilliant or even an ill-natured thing in his life. But then he was wonderfully good-looking, with his crisp, brown hair, his clear-cut profile, and his grey eyes. He was as popular with men as he was with women, and he had every accomplishment except that of making money.

Third-person objective narrator

In third-person objective narration the narrator behaves as if s/he were merely an observer watching from a discrete distance as events are played out and recording only what can be observed in terms of actions and actual speech. The thoughts and feelings of characters are not typically available to such an ‘objective’ perspective upon events, and the tone is usually dispassionate or neutral. e.g. ‘John Rebus went down onto his knees.’ [Whether full objectivity is possible is a moot point, however. Notice that even in the example below, the thoughts of one of the characters are fleetingly revealed: ‘Chief Inspector Lauderdale just laughed, thinking Rebus was clowning about as per usual’.]

e.g. Ian Rankin, ‘Monstrous Trumpet’

John Rebus went down onto his knees.

    ‘I’m begging you,’ he said, ‘don’t do this to me, please.’

    But Chief Inspector Lauderdale just laughed, thinking Rebus was clowning about as per usual. ‘Come on, John,’ he said. ‘It’ll be just like Interpol.’

    Rebus got back to his feet. ‘No it won’t,’ he said, ‘It’ll be like a bloody escort service. Besides, I can’t speak French.’

    ‘Apparently he speaks perfect English, this Monsieur …’ Lauderdale made a show of consulting the letter in front of him on his desk.

    ‘Don’t say it again, sir, please.’

    ‘Monsieur Cluzeau.’ Rebus winced. ‘Yes,’ Lauderdale continued, enjoying Rebus’s discomfort, ‘Monsieur Cluzeau. A fine name for a member of the gendarmerie, don’t you think?’

