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Course outline
• Course 1: Narratology 
• Course 2: Characters and agents 
• Course 3: Time and space 
• Course 4: Plot and story grammars 
• Course 5: Story annotation 
• Course 6: Reasoning about time and 

change



Why study narratology ?



Story across media (Bremond)



What is a story ?
• Oxford English Dictionary: A narrative (or story) is any fictional or nonfictional 

report of connected events, presented in a sequence of written or spoken 
words, and/or in a sequence of (moving) pictures.  

• Aristotle: A story (mythos) must have a beginning, a middle, and an end, and 
the events must causally relate to one another as being either necessary or 
probable. Stories arouse emotion in the psyche of the audience. 

• Russian formalists: The fabula ("Story") is what happened in chronological 
order. The syuzhet ("Plot") is the sequence of discourse that was sorted out 
by the (implied) author. That is, the syuzhet consists of picking up the fabula 
events in non-chronological order; e.g., Fabula=<a1, a2, a3, a4, a5, ..., an>, 
Syuzhet=<a5, a1, a3>.



What is a story ?
• McKee: A story is a series of acts that builds to a climax which brings 

about absolute and irreversible change. 
• Syd Field : a story is a three act structure. In the first act, the main 

character protagonist experiences a 'plot point' that provides a goal 
to achieve. In the second act, the character struggles to achieve this 
goal. The third act depicts the final struggle by the protagonist to 
finally achieve (or not achieve) his or her goal and the aftermath of 
this struggle. 

• Barthes: a story is an exchange carried on by multiple voices, on 
different wavelengths.



What is a story ?
• Genette: in place of the two main traditional narrative moods, 

diegesis and mimesis, Genette contends that there are simply 
varying degrees of diegesis, with the narrator either more involved 
or less involved in the narrative, and leaving less room or more 
room for the narrative act.  

• Torben Grodal: a story is a sequence of events focused by one (a 
few) living beings,  where “focused” means “mentally 
represented.” 

• Todorov: A story is composed of actions performed by 
characters, as perceived and told by a « narrator ». 



What is a story ?

• Bremond: the registration of a change or continuation of the 
status quo ante.  A story is a combination of narrative atoms, 
which are triads of goals, actions and outcomes.  

• Hierarchical structure of stories within stories.



What is a story ?
Marie-Laure Ryan:  

1. Story takes place in a world populated with individuated agents (characters) 
and objects. (Spatial dimension).   

2. This world must undergo not fully predictable changes of state that are 
caused by non-habitual physical events: either accidents (‘happenings’) or 
deliberate actions by intelligent agents. (Temporal dimension).  

3. In addition to being linked to physical states by causal relations, the physical 
events must be associated with mental states and events (goals, plans, 
emotions). This network of connections gives events coherence, motivation, 
closure, and intelligibility and turns them into a plot. (Logical, mental and 
formal dimension)



What%is%a%story%?

• Forster:%
• Not%a%story%:%King%dies%and%queen%dies%
• Story%:%King%dies%then%queen%dies%of%grief%
• Event%causes%Emotion%causes%Event%…



Emotions%in%Fiction

• Aristotle’s%Poetics:%"the%historian%
speaks%of%what%has%happened,%the%
poet%of%the%kind%of%thing%that%can%
happen"%%

• Fiction%writers%are%PROGRAMMERS,%%
whose%programs%are%executed%by%
the%HUMAN%MIND%
– Proust’s%%programming%language%was%
French%

– Shakespeare’s%user%interface%%was%the%
GLOBE%THEATRE



Keith%Oatley%on%emotions
Oatley,%K.,%&%JohnsonVLaird,%P.%N.%(1987).%Towards%a%cognitive%theory%of%emotions.%
Cognition-&-Emotion,%1,%29V50.

Oatley,%K.%(2008).%The%mind’s%flight%simulator.%The-Psychologist,-21,%1030V1032.%

Oatley,%K.%(2001).%Shakespeare’s%invention%of%theatre%as%simulation%that%runs%on%minds.%
Empirical-Studies-of-the-Arts,-19,%27V45.



Story and discourse

• Story (Fabula) things 
• Story characters 
• Story events 
• Story time

• Discourse (Suzjet) things 
• Discourse characters 
• Discourse events 
• Discourse time



Story-telling (diegesis) and 
story-showing (mimesis)

• Audio and visual narrator 

• Audio and visual focalizer 

• Onscreen and offscreen action 

• Onscreen and offscreen voices 

• Internal/external narrator



Smut’s dilemma



Stories as generic entities 



Stories as historical individuals 



Roland Barthes : Polyphonic stories



Roland Barthes’ five 
narrative codes / voices

• 1. Hermeneutic (HER) 

• 2. Proairetic (ACT) 

• 3. Symbolic (SYM) 

• 4. Cultural (REF) 

• 5. Semantic (SEM)



Hermeneutic code (HER): the voice of the truth

1.Thematisation. What in the 
narrative is an enigma? 

2.Positioning. Additional 
confirmations of the enigma. 

3.Formulation of the enigma. 

4.Promise of an answer of 
the enigma. 

5.Fraud. Circumvention of 
the true answer.

6.Equivocation. Mixture of 
fraud and truth. 

7.Blocking. The enigma 
cannot be solved. 

8.Suspended answer. 
Stopping the answering after 
having begun. 

9.Partial answer. Some facets 
of the truth are revealed. 

10.Disclosure of the truth.



Proairetic code (ACT): empirical voice 

• The proairetic code contains sequential elements 
of action in the text.   

• The proairetic code pictures the text as a location 
with spatial and temporal dimensions through 
which the reader moves.



Semantic code (SEM): the 
voice of the person

The Semantic Code refers to elements of 
the text that carry referential, extra-literal 
meaning. 

Elements of the Semantic Code are called 
Semes.



Symbolic code (SYM): the voice of symbols

The Symbolic code refers to organized systems of 
semes.  

When two connotative elements are placed in 
opposition or brought together by the narrator, they 
form an element of the Symbolic Code. 



Cultural code (REF): the voice of science

The Cultural Code refers to anything in the text 
which refers to an external body of knowledge 
such as scientific, historical, and cultural 
knowledge. 



Levi-Strauss : Binary oppositions
• masculine vs feminine 

• light vs dark 

• good vs evil 

• self vs other 

• subject vs object 

• sacred vs profane 

• body vs mind 

• nature vs history

• positive vs negative 

• heaven vs hell 

• beginning vs end 

• love vs hate 

• pleasure vs pain 

• existence vs nothingness 

• left vs right



Rhetorics and narrative
• Aristotle described three "modes of persuasion," 

or « appeals." The first mode comes from the 
matter of the case (logos), the second mode 
comes from with the character of the speaker 
(ethos), and the third mode comes from the 
emotions of the audience (pathos).  

• Each mode of persuasion can be inventional, 
helping an orator create an effective argument. 

• Similarly, a narrator can tell an effective story.



Aristotle’s Poetics
• Aristotle distinguishes between narrative genres in three ways: 

• Matter: use of language, rhythm, and melody.   

• Subjects/Agents: Aristotle differentiates between tragedy and comedy by 
distinguishing between the nature of the human characters that populate either form.  
Tragedy treats of serious, important, and virtuous people. Comedy treats of human 
"weaknesses and foibles ». Aristotle introduces here the influential tripartite division of 
characters in superior to the audience, inferior, or at the same level.  

• Method: One may imitate the agents through use of a narrator throughout, or only 
occasionally (using direct speech in parts and a narrator in parts, as Homer does), or 
only through direct speech (without a narrator), using actors to speak the lines 
directly. This latter is the method of tragedy (and comedy): without use of any narrator.



Aristotle’s Poetics

• Tragedy is a representation of a serious, complete 
action which has magnitude, in embellished 
speech, with each of its elements [used] 
separately in the [various] parts [of the play] and 
[represented] by people acting and not by 
narration, accomplishing by means of pity and 
terror the catharsis of such emotions.



Aristotle’s Poetics
• The Tractatus Coislinianus is considered to be the 

« Lost Second Book of Aristotle's Poetics ». 

• The manuscript now resides in Paris, France, at the 
Bibliothèque Nationale 

• The tractates states that comedy invokes laughter 
and pleasure, thus purging those emotions 
(catharsis), in a manner parallel to the description of 
tragedy in the Poetics. It proceeds to describe the 
devices used and manner in which catharsis is 
brought about.



Topos
• Topos (τόπος, Greek 'place' from tópos koinós, common place; pl. topoi), in 

Latin locus (from locus communis), referred in the context of classical Greek 
rhetoric to a standardised method of constructing or treating an argument. 

• The technical term topos is variously translated as "topic", "line of argument" or 
"commonplace."  

• It is illustrated in the study of archetypal heroes and in the theory of The Hero 
With A Thousand Faces (1949), a book written by modern theorist Joseph 
Campbell. 

• The biblical creation myths and "the flood" are two examples, as they are 
repeated in other civilizations' earliest texts such as the Epic of Gilgamesh or 
deluge myth), and are seen again and again in historical texts and references.



Tropes and the periodic table of story

• Tropes are devices and conventions that a writer can rely on as being 
present in the audience’s minds and expectations. 



Story structure

• Simple story : beginning, middle and end 

• Complex story : peripetia and incidents 

• Story grammars



Verstraten : film narratology 

• Audio narrator 

• is telling the story 

• sound focalization / microphone 

• Visual narrator 

• is showing the story 

• visual focalization / camera



First person shots in movies



Second and third person shots 



Story examples : Sunset boulevard



Story examples : Vertigo 



Story examples : The big sleep



Story examples : The searchers



Next week : characters and agents


