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                                    AP/HUMA 1780 6.0 SECTION 
                                    STORIES IN DIVERSE MEDIA

Week Three:  Fictional Prose Narrative

This week and subsequent weeks we will be examining print media and fictional prose narrative.  There are a number of considerations that need to be taken into account when reading fictional prose narrative.  In your reading of three gothic tales assigned for the end of this week, Nathaniel Hawthorne’s “The Birthmark”, pp 145-153 in the course kit, William Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily”, pp 155-159 (ck), and Doris Betts’ “Hitchhiker”, pp 161-163 (ck), I want you to pay attention to the ways in which the elements of the medium help to shape the stories.  This will also be applicable for your reading of Mary Shelley’s novel Frankenstein that is assigned for next week and the two short stories (Poe’s and Doyle’s) in the course kit assigned for week five.
Narrative Perspective
Just as we have been discussing the importance of camera movement and camera angles in film, narrative perspective in prose narrative is a key element in  positioning the reader in relation to the story.  In a film where there are many close-ups, the viewer is invited to identify and to see the story from that character’s perspective.  This is also true in a film that uses point of view (POV) shots and uses voiceovers spoken by a particular character in the film.  These choices in filmmaking are similar to the choices a writer makes in selecting the point of view in a story.  I will list some of the basic points of view available to a writer.
· First-person singular  -    this is when a story is told by someone usually involved in the story.  The reader must rely on this perspective for everything they know about the story.  The “I” that narrates is sometimes not reliable and the reader must often take this into account when assigning meanings to a story.

· First-person plural  -  this is when a story is told by a collective.  While this perspective is not as common as first-person singular, it is often used to express the meanings of a story within a community or place.  The “we” that narrates is often the voice of that community.
· Multiple first-person singular  -   this is when a story is told by particular characters within a story or by spectators to the events of a story but there is more than one perspective available to the reader as each singular narrator tells a version of the story. There are many “I”s narrating the story. These perspectives can be separated by chapter or section divisions or not separated at all in the narrative structure of a story  making it even more difficult for the reader to determine perspective.
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· Second-person singular  -  this is when a story presumes that the reader has some control over the path of narrative.  The “you” that is addressed in the narrative is usually the reader who must help give shape to the story.  This is common in choose-your-own adventure stories where there are multiple reading paths for any one story.  These are common stories in young adolescent and pre-teen fiction written by authors that attempt to engage readers by giving them narrative choices.
· Third-person omniscient  -  this is when a story is told from the perspective of a narrator often far removed from the events of a story.  This is the furthest possible distance that a writer can create between the story and the reader.  It is very similar to the aerial perspective that a film director might select to give an overview and to create a broader context in which to see the events of a story depicted in film.  In prose narrative, this perspective provides insight into multiple characters’ motivations and feelings and it has the broadest temporal timeframe.  I would caution you though in thinking that this perspective is objective.

· Third-person limited  -  this is when a story is limited to what a particular character is experiencing but without the story being narrated by that character.  The “he” or “she” that guides the narration is a kind of over-the-shoulder perspective of a story as the narrator follows the actions and thought processes of a particular character.  This perspective although linked to first-person singular offers more distance between the reader and the narrator of the story.  Third-person limited can be singular or multiple.  A writer might choose to have several third-person singular narrations that offer different ways into a story but still maintain more distance from the story than offered by a series of first-person narrations. Third-person narration can also be plural if there is a “they” that is being followed in the narration.
Narrative Structure
Narrative structure often confused with narrative perspective is the overall shape of a narrative.  Narrative structure would include the way the writer divides or shapes the story through chapter divisions, sections, paragraphs or the absence of these elements in a narrative.  Just as we discussed the importance of act and scene divisions in performance texts, the use or non-use of chapters and sections helps to determine the ways a reader constructs meaning in prose narrative.  Some of the elements that a reader needs to consider when examining narrative structure include,
· How do chapters or sections relate to each other? Is one narrative embedded within another?  Do these signal a shift in narrative perspective or a shift in time or both?

· What function or functions do these chapters/sections play in the narration?  Relate this to my discussion of exposition in the first two acts of A Midsummer Night’s Dream from week one.                               2
· What might you say about the absence of any real structure in a narrative? Is structure created using other techniques such as repetition of words and phrases or through the use of extended metaphors?
· Does the writer use different fonts or visual symbols within the narrative to organize the story?  William Faulkner is famously known for his use of italics to signal shifts in time or even voice/perspective within particular sections of his narratives (please note this is not the case with “A Rose for Emily”).
· How does the narrative structure give shape to the plot or plots within a story?

Descriptive Detail and Dialogue
When reading prose narrative, readers need to be aware of a writer’s use of language to describe settings, characters and events.  Does the writer through the persona of a particular narrator use figurative language such as imagery, metaphor, simile, etc.?  Imagery can be further divided into sensory imagery such as visual, tactile, olfactory, gustatory, kinetic and auditory.  What might these images trigger in particular characters?  What associations might these images have to different events and time periods?  Are there connections between these figurative elements and how they help make meaning in a story? Is a story heavily reliant on descriptive passages to contextualize characters and plot?  A writer like Charles Dickens is known for his long descriptive passages to establish historical and cultural ‘place’ in his stories.  Dickens also uses description to introduce his characters.  Names and physical features often give readers early clues to the nature of characters in a Dickens’ story and these introductory passages are usually then developed by the actions and words of the characters later in his stories.
Setting both as a physical place and a social location are often established through the use of descriptive detail.  As we turn our attention to the gothic this week, the importance of specific details of setting becomes evident to establishing the type of story being told.  Archetypal settings described in stories signal to the reader that a story is a particular type.  What would a gothic story be without the presence of a large, very ancient building (castle, cathedral or school) in an isolated location?  Social locations are also important;  what do the physical descriptions of living conditions, clothing and lifestyle tell a reader about characters?  How do these details locate them within particular social classes and more importantly, why is this important?(please refer to the first lecture in the course when I offered you framing questions for the course).
Dialogue is important and readers need to pay attention to whether or not speech by characters is represented within quotation marks.  How is the communication between characters represented in a narrative?  Identify the narrator who is 
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representing this dialogue.  Compare what a character says with what they do;  does this comparison help a reader determine reliability?  Often prose narrative is more reliant on dialogue to tell a story than description.  Determine what the balance is between dialogue and description in a story and how this impacts the meanings of a story.
Short Stories vs. Novels
The key element that determines whether or not a piece of fictional prose narrative is a novel or a short story or a novella (a longer short story and a shorter novel) is of course length.  This is important to consider because it is connected to narrative structure and to the content of what can be told in fiction.  Kate Chopin’s “The Story of an Hour” is a short story that as the title suggests spans an hour of time and covers one central event.  Short stories typically are marked by their brevity and condensed treatment of a single event. Faulkner’s “A Rose for Emily” is one such exception with its five-part structure and longer timeframe.  On the other hand, novels tend to cover longer durations and action and character revelations are usually depicted over longer time periods. However, there are always exceptions as with James Joyce’s famous novel, Ulysses that covers a day in the life of the main protagonist but runs well over 400 pages.  What I think is more important to consider in exploring length is pacing.  Similar to our considerations of dramatic texts, pacing in fiction is important in emphasizing events or aspects of a plot and/or character.  Usually pacing is much faster in a short story largely because of the brevity of the medium while there can be many different modulations of time and its representation in a longer piece such as a novel where time is often telescoped (condensed or conflated) in some places, and where in other places, time is slowed down through minute details of character and action.
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