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What stories stay with us? – 
[bookmark: _GoBack]A study of Narrative, Villainy and Legacy

This essay will discuss the theme and topics surrounding storytelling narrative, villainous characters and the legacy and impact we leave on one another.  Storytelling can be a powerful tool for change in various aspects of life, but why does it have such a profound impact upon us? Stories from childhood can linger within our memories for the rest of our lives, how does this impact us in our daily thoughts and routines? Notorious villains often linger within our thoughts, but why are we enamoured with their negativity when we could be focusing on the positivity of the heroes? The content of this essay will focus in on the related keywords: Narrative, villainy and legacy.
The word “Narrative” has various meanings that can be extrapolated, this essay will explore the idea of narrative in relation to storytelling; the following definition describes the ‘narrative’ this essay shall address: “a spoken or written account of connected events; a story”. In particular, how can narratives be used to influence the minds of those who absorb them and why do certain narratives remain with us and have a profound emotional impact upon us? Often the narratives that stay with us or have a profound impact on our emotional beings are stories from our childhood, or stories that prompt memories of childhood. When we are young and easily influenced by the environment around us, fictional worlds offer a rich source of inspiration, wonder and education; the stories we tell to our younger generations are meant to both entertain them but to also instruct them on important subjects, be it practical skills or societal norms. Gottschall comments on the matter:
It’s about how fiction subtly shapes our beliefs, behaviours, ethics – how it powerfully modifies culture and history. It’s about the ancient riddle of the psychotically creative night stories we call dreams. It’s about how a set of brain circuits – usually brilliant, sometimes buffoonish – force narrative structure in the chaos of our lives (Gottschall, 2012, p.17). 

From the early stages in our lives narratives are used to influence our beliefs and prepare us for the chaotic world we will grow into. However one could argue that although these childhood stories may be beloved from an emotional perspective, just how good are they at teaching younger generations practical skills and other important lessons? An experimental workshop was set up by Dunn and Finley to look into this matter, the following is their reflection on three students who took part in the workshop:
Brenda, Liam, and Kyle each had a unique interpretation of the Ask, Reflect, Text strategy. All three enjoyed the initial group-reading activity. Brenda liked oral story telling while Liam and Kyle preferred keyboarding. Personal characteristics, practice with the skill of writing, and the nature of the learning environment could have all played a role in how students generally demonstrated their writing skills and how they could have improved. All three returned more than once. With engaging activities and materials, they demonstrated their interest in writing and a desire to improve their skills (Dunn & Finley, 2010, p.7).
Not only were the children’s practical writing skills improved, but the workshop managed to instil a need to return and improve the skills they had begun cultivating. This is proof that using narrative storytelling can be a powerful tool to educate if it can continue to inspire its targeted students to continually learn and strive to improve their own skills. This drive to return could be strongly linked to the emotional aspect of storytelling: “No matter how hard we concentrate, no matter how deep we dig our heels, we just can’t resist the gravity of alternate worlds” (Gottshall, 2012,p.3). Perhaps the reason why narratives can be so successful in educating and inspiring us is because we are naturally drawn to fiction, we as human beings can’t escape the allure of imagined worlds because they draw us away from the unpredictability of our own reality. If that is the case then can subjectively better stories be used to educate us to a greater degree or draw us further into escapism? If so, then what exactly makes a ‘good’ story? The term ‘good’ is too vague as different narratives may be more successful for different kinds of people and purposes, for example a narrative with the educational purpose of teaching basic maths would be a ‘good’ story for a class a pre-school students, but not a ‘good’ story for a class of university students learning advanced maths. From this perspective we would be measuring a narratives worth by its educational value to a specific audience, but could we instead measure a narratives value by the emotional impact it has upon us? Could a story that is well-remembered by a large audience which also has a profound emotional connection with many be deemed as a ‘good’ story?

To understand how stories can have a profound attraction to people, the elements of a narrative must be broken down and examined. An important and often impactful element of a story is the antagonist as well as how villainy as a whole is presented within a story, if at all. A villain often represents an imperfect being who challenges the boundaries and normalities of the story, usually seen as an outcast or someone/something that is difficult to understand; so if a villain is meant to be a character that stands out against the norm, why do we find ourselves so attached to them? 

We develop a rich interpersonal relation towards villains, which is absent from our dealings with non-anthropomorphic opponents. Unlike catastrophes or wild animals, villains are connected to ethics and morality, since they can be measured in terms of social responsibility and are easily perceived as negative figures against the background of expected humane behaviour (Fahraeus & Çamoğlu, 2011, p.7).

Perhaps villains are so fascinating to us because they are forces who push our boundaries of thought, they make us question how we view ethics and societal rules. If we stopped questioning our beliefs and our ideas of morality then we would be halting our progress as a species, refusing to entertain new ideas and instead conforming and becoming enslaved to the rules we have created for ourselves. In this sense villains allow us to imagine what our society or even the world could be like if a new and seemingly radical set of rules was placed upon it: “What a culture considers heroic and what it considers villainous says a lot about that culture’s underlying attitudes – attitudes that many of us may be unaware that we have” (Alsford, 2006, p.2). Of course, a villain’s actions may seem completely radical to some but may seem only marginally deviant from another group’s beliefs, it entirely depends on the society/culture you have been raised within and how you have been shaped ethically by your upbringing. One could raise the point that some may not connect with a villain because of their society-pushing beliefs, but rather more basic reasons such as the villain’s personality or aesthetics. These are fairly standard points for how someone can grow attached to a particular character of a narrative, but perhaps the reason why villains are so often loved is because their personalities or aesthetics are often radical in comparison to their surrounding cast. For example you could look at villains from Dickens novels and other tales of the time: “Most Gothic villains experience a passion so intense that its beyond their control. They are bad actors, capable of lying and/or disguising their true natures only temporarily” (John, 2001,p.54). Perhaps those villains are so fascinating, and then by extension memorable or loveable, is because of their passionate behaviour; a villain always has some form of outlandish characteristic, be it a strong personality, a radical set of beliefs, even a gaudy outfit or shocking appearance. These “stand-out” traits lodge within our minds and make us remember the villain as they make the character so different within their own setting. Another reason as to why a villain may be so memorable is because they have a profound emotional impact on us, usually something akin to fear or awe. A truly iconic villain that invokes strong emotional responses is Darth Vader from the Star Wars franchise; his mechanical/military-like outfit, electronic wheezing, murderous impulses and tactical mind all combined to create a character that truly outshone the rest within the original trilogy (1977 to 1983). The character of Darth Vader has now become nostalgic to most, but within the newer film Rogue One (2016) he was given a last-scene cameo that truly managed to invoke the same fear and awe that the original trilogy invoked on many young and susceptible viewers. This is a villain that has managed to span generations of viewers, uniting them all through either their fear or love of the character. Perhaps the reason why Darth Vader has staid iconic with a viewership, and why other villains may stay memorable is because of all the reasons stated prior; radical mindsets, passion and unique aesthetics all combine to create a character that fascinates us and makes us question our own views within the world, as well as entertain us through an imagined story. 
Narratives and villains have a way of staying with us for a long amount of time, provided they have a large enough impact in the first place. But branching away from these two aspects, what on whole dictates what we remember? How do we as human beings create legacies that stand the test of time? A problem regarding leaving a legacy is that our memories can be malleable, what we perceive as experiences of the past may be different from the factual events:
Questions about “our” knowledge of the past are really question about the historian’s knowledge of the past; in other words, knowledge is portrayed as the sort possessed or sought by someone with an interest in objective and warranted claims, securely grounded in the evidence; and the past is portrayed as it is known by someone with such and interest. What is under analysis is exclusively the connection between historian and his or her object (Carr, 1986, p.2).
What can be extracted from Carr’s statement is that historians are often building off the memory and work of others - who in turn may also have been working off memory of another. The truth of an event can become lost in time as one person passes knowledge to the next, the details and overall truth becoming slowly distorted as it’s passed. This is relevant to legacies people try to leave behind; the specific intent of one’s legacy may become warped with time, eventually losing its original intentions. If someone’s legacy has become warped with time, from being passed from person to person as historical knowledge does, then is it even the same legacy as originally intended? Perhaps, consciously or unconsciously, we adjust the narrative of legacies and memory to create a story more fitting for us; a narrative that is more entertaining, easier to accept, aligns closer to our personal ethics, and so on. “But could it be that, when listening to stories, watching a play, or observing a work of art, we actively desire to be deceived?” (Gabriel, 2004, p.19); perhaps legacies are destined to be misinterpreted as we as human beings desire to hear the truths we want to hear, rather than narratives that could be disagreeable to us. If so, then why do we create legacies in the first place? Why do we strive to leave our mark on the world before we die?
The process of story creation, of condensing and experience into a story-size chunk that can be told in a reasonable amount of time, is a process that makes the chunks smaller and smaller. Subsequent iterations of the same story tend to get smaller in the retelling as more details are forgotten. Of course, they occasionally get larger when fictional details are added. Normally, after much retelling we are left with exactly the details of the story that we have chosen to remember. In short, story creation is a memory process. As we tell a story, we are formulating the gist of the experience which we can recall whenever we create a story describing that experience (Schank, 1990, p.115).
As Schank describes, perhaps the desire to leave a legacy and tell a story is a memory process; we strive to leave a legacy to both reflect upon our personal experiences and achievements in life as well as stay present within the memories of others, from those immediately around us to human society on whole. One could argue that we do this because everyone, as living beings, have some form of fear towards death; be it physical death or the death of our own memories and the memory of ourselves within each other. If so, legacies act like a social tomb stone; a prominent place marker of who we were in life, our legacies reflecting the kind of people we were. In contrast, perhaps creating a legacy is not something born out of fear but rather a celebration of ones life; it is a way to commemorate ones achievements and to leave something others can think upon and gain a positive reaction, be it happiness, fulfilment, entertainment, or something of the sort. 
Within the art of narrative storytelling, the use of villainy and legacy can be important aspects; villains and acts of wrongdoing can be prominent tools within a story that evoke strong emotional responses; a stories legacy dictates how its audience have reacted to it and how people on whole remember said story. In regard to storytelling and how stories stay with us, what truly makes them memorable are not only the villains but all characters within their narrative; a story is nothing without its cast of characters, a narrative world is reflected through the characters that portray it. In addition, we learn about ourselves by observing these fictional characters and thinking of how we would act in their shoes, how we would respond to that narrative environment if we were placed within it. If villains are some of the strongest characters within our memory and opinion, then where do other forms of character fall? How Important is the protagonist, or a “hero”, within the narratives structure? Does the supporting cast of a narrative hold just as much importance as an antagonist and protagonist? These questions, as well as characters within storytelling in general, are topics to be explored within a future essay.
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