WAYS OF READING - NARRATIVE (CSEN4011) PRIVATE 

(Dr PETER MITCHELL)
LECTURE 1: Narrative Fiction 1: Story
1. Narrative: the narration in a text of a succession of events.

2. Narrative fiction: the narration in a text of a succession of fictional events.
3. The order of the narration of events, which is called the plot, frequently differs from the order of those events in the story reconstructed by the reader.

4. Story: 'the narrated events, abstracted from their disposition in the text and reconstructed in their chronological order'. Shlomith Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction: Contemporary Poetics, New Accents series (London: Routledge, 1983; repr.1994), p.4.
Fictional narrators do not always tell events in chronological order; they withhold knowledge of certain events from the reader, such as the identity of the murderer in a detection novel, in order to produce a variety of effects, such as the reader's suspenseful involvement in the detection in the detective novel. The order of the narration of events, which is called the plot, frequently differs from the order of those events in the story reconstructed by the reader. This construction of story from plot involves the rearrangement of events according to how they must have occurred in the fictional world of the novel. When, as readers, we tell to ourselves or to others the story of the novel we have just finished reading, what we do is abstractly construct the temporal axis or dimension of the fictional world represented by the novel. It is a reconstruction rather than a construction because the chronology of events which constitutes the story is presented by the novel, even if those events are not narrated in the order they are supposed to have occurred. The detective's final narration of the events surrounding the murder implies that the murder took place before the investigation, even though the reader has been in ignorance of these events until the denouement or ending of the novel. 

5. In narrative theory, the concept of story has been subject to further and more specific definition. These redefinitions propose that story is made of separable components which may be analysed in isolation and in relation to each other. Such a view justifies attempts to disengage a narrative form from the substance of the narrated content, from all features of literary style, from the specific language in which the narrative is written, and from the kind of narrative text from which the story is abstracted, whether fiction or non-fiction.
6. One such definition of story regards it as directly homologous or parallel in structure and formation to linguistic grammar. Thereby arises the notion of narrative grammar which, like linguistic grammar, is thought to consist of a division between deep and surface structure.

7. The concept of narrative grammar has been extended to include temporal and causal relations between events, thereby introducing an integral aspect of narrative fiction. The two basic principles of combination in the succession of events or 'functions' are said to be temporal succession and causality.

In Morphology of the Folktale (1928), Vladimir Propp identifies thirty one simple episodes or 'functions', each of which constitutes an action involving protagonists. Examples are 'a difficult task is proposed to the hero', 'the task is resolved', 'the hero is married and ascends the throne'.
This sort of analysis soon found its way into the study of other kinds of literature, and Propp's 'functions' closely resemble those of Roland Barthes's 'Introduction to the Structural Analysis of Narratives'. If you take a look at the figure entitled 'Structural Analysis of Narrative', which is a schematic representation of Barthes's theory in the essay, you will see 'functions' described as referring to an operation within the story. These functions are called 'event-labels' in S/Z by Barthes, where examples are 'rendez-vous' and 'murder'. They are posited as the constituent units of stories, to which manifold different episodes in fiction can be reduced by analysis. As with Propp's functions they can be combined and recombined in infinite ways, yet the two basic principles of combination are said to be temporal succession and causality.
Convention links temporal succession with 'ideal chronological order', or unilinear time, but often the narrator retrospectively narrates events which in chronological time are supposed to have occurred before those surrounding their narration. Equally, the narrator may projectively narrate events which occur much later in story-time. Events may also be supposed to occur simultaneously, although their narration may stage them in succession.
The other basic principle of combination is causality. Causality may be 'forward' or 'backward'. If it is forward, it is serving the interests of the structure of the plot. If it is backward, it may be because a reason is being sought in the preceding events, such as the agent and motive of a murder in detective fiction.
In Barthes’s schema you will see that alongside functions, as another kind of grammatical or narrative unit, there are 'indices'. Indices might be the same as functions, in so far as they are events which are consequential or consecutive, but they have other significance, in that they refer to another level of the meaning of the narrative. Either they provide the reader with information with which it becomes possible to understand the story, or they are indices proper, which signify the 'actions' of the story. In Barthes's theory 'actions' denote the acts of characters in the story.

8. Character: Barthes, and other structuralist analysts of narrative, radically reduce the minutiae of significance and meaning that readers may draw from the actions of characters to a limited number of categories of act. In Barthes's case these are communication, struggle/ordeal and desire. Structuralists insist that the study of what is done should take priority over the questions of who does it and how it is done. He proposes in his study of folktales seven general roles for character, such as the villain and the hero.

Rimmon-Kenan: although characters are only 'nodes in the verbal design' of the text, they are much more than this in the story: 'in the story they are - by definition - non (or pre-) verbal abstractions, constructs. Although these constructs are by no means human beings in the literal sense of the word, they are partly modelled on the reader's conception of people and in this they are person-like.' (p. 33)

A differentiated model of character is one which ranges between flat characters, structured around a single idea or type of action, and characters which are constructed around several qualities, actions and ideas.

The interdependence of character and action: Henry James: 'What is character but the determination of incident? What is incident but the illustration of character?' Henry James, 'The art of fiction', in Morris Shapira, ed., Henry James: Selected Literary Criticism (Harmondsworth: Penguin, 1963; originally published 1884), cited in Rimmon-Kenan, Narrative Fiction, p.35.
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