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Overview:


After listing the wide variety of literary theory, Miller writes, "This swarming diversity of narrative theories is evidence that... the question of the nature and function of narrative is a challenging intellectual problem: narrative cannot by any means be taken for granted." (68). Over the course of his article he posits these questions:


1. "Why do we need stories at all?"


2. "Why do we need the 'same' story over and over?" (70).


3. "Why do we always need more stories?" (72).

He also neatly sums up "the basic elements of any narrative" (75).


"There must be, first of all, an initial situation, a sequence leading to a change or reversal of that situation, and a revelation made possible by the reversal of situation. Second, there must be some use of personification whereby character is created out of signs—for example, the words on the page in a written narrative, the modulated sounds in the air in an oral narrative. However important plot may be, without personification there can be no storytelling. The minimal personages necessary for a narrative are three: a protagonist, an antagonist, and a witness who learns. Sometimes the protagonist, the antagonist, or the reader may be the witness. Third, there must be some patterning or repetition of key elements, for example, a trope or system of tropes, or a complex word. To put this third requisite another way, there must be some form of narrative rhythm modulating that trope or word. Any narrative, then, to be a narrative, I claim, must have some version of these elements: beginning, sequence, reversal; personification, or, more accurately and technically stated, prosopopoeia, bringing protagonist, antagonist, and witness, 'to life'; some patterning or repetition of elements surrounding a nuclear figure or complex word. Even narratives that do not fit this paradigm draw their meaning from the way they play ironically against our deeply engrained expectations that all narratives are going to be like that." (75).

A "complex word," according to Miller, is, "the locus of a set of perhaps incompatible meanings, bound together by figurative displacements, as 'worth' may have both economic and ethical meanings, or as 'right' may mean to have the right, or to be right, or simply to be 'straight,' as in 'right angle.' In a narrative such a word may be explored by being given contexts or situations in which it might be appropriately used." (77).

"The death occurs in the blank, outside of language." (77).

"Seen as patterned around the performative power of narration, the little story dramatizes the terrifying possibility that figures of speech may have a tendency to realize themselves by a kind of linguistic magic." (78).

The Two examples Miller uses as illustrations of his definition of narrative:

A.E. Housman

The Grizzly Bear

The Grizzly Bear is huge and wild;


He has devoured the infant child.

The infant child is not aware

He has been eaten by the bear.

William Wordsworth

A Slumber Did My Spirit Steal

A slumber did my spirit seal;


I had no human fears.

She seemed a thing that could not feel


The touch of earthly years.

No motion has she now, no force;


She neither hears nor sees;

Rolled round in earth's diurnal course,


With rocks, and stones, and trees.

From The Zebra, by Spencer Holst
"The zebra is so astonished at hearing a Siamese cat speaking like a zebra, why, he's just fit to be tied. So the little cat quickly ties him up, kills him, and drags the better parts of the carcass back to his den."

From The Cask of Amontillado by Edgar Allen Poe.

"In an instant he had reached the extremity of the niche, and finding his progress arrested by the rock, stood stupidly bewildered. A moment more and I had fettered him to the granite... He was much to astounded to resist."

From The Sin Eater by Margaret Atwood

"'I'm keeping it just like this,' says the third wife, to no one in particular. Past her shoulder I can see into the room, Joseph's study evidently.  It would take a lot of strength to leave that rummage sale untouched, untidied. Not to mention the begonias wilting on the sill. But for her it will take no strength at all, because Joseph is in this room, unfinished, a hug boxful of loose ends. He refuses to be packed up and put away." (38).

And at the end:

"I remember now that Joseph is dead. The plate floats up towards me, there is no table, around us is dark space. There are thousands of stars, thousands of moons, and as I reach out for one they begin to shine." (41).

"Music is the space between notes." – Claude Debussy. (I couldn't find a good source for that quote. But I think it's interesting to compare with the other quotes on narrative and the empty spaces that narrative requires. The implication is that narrative is as much, if not more, about what is left out from the creation.
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