UNNATURAL NARRATIVE THEORY I
Organizer: Brian Richardson, University of Maryland, richb@umd.edu

Panel Chair: Amy Elias, University of Tennessee
1)  “Defining Narratives,”   

Henrik Skov Nielsen, Aarhus University 

2)  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1“Unnatural Stories, Radical Récits, and the Material Text in Postmodern Fiction,” 

Brian Richardson, University of Maryland

3)  “Logical Impossibilities in Narrative Fiction”
Jan Alber, University of Freiburg

The theoretical ground for the panels is set forth by Henrik Skov Nielsen’s analysis of essentialist features of most existing theories. He notes that most theories of narrative take their departure in conversational and oral storytelling (“natural narrative”) and subsume every other kind of narration under a definition based on “natural” storytelling. His paper tries to demonstrate that this approach misses something essential to some narratives. He takes up a range of current and commonsensical understandings and definitions of narratives and show how they fall short of including all narratives. There can be narratives without beginnings, narratives without end, narratives without desire for the end, narratives without a narrator, narratives without mediation of experientiality, and narratives without most everything else theorists have posited as necessary narrative features. The narratives excluded from view if we take all narratives to be natural and communicational are by no means only marginal or “postmodernist” or “experimental” but rather fundamental to our culture. Whether it is narratives of trauma, of jealousy, of encounters with foreign cultures, with incomprehensible systems or thoughts, or – pre-eminently and simply of fiction – they are narratives that contribute to shaping our understanding of ourselves and our culture. They are, indeed, defining narratives.


This paper is followed by Richardson’s examination of one of the most basic aspects of narrative theory: the foundational distinction between fabula (histoire) and suĵet (récit) in a narrative. It is also the case that both terms need to be relatively stable for the opposition to work. A number of postmodern texts have recently emerged that challenge, invert, or dissolve this distinction; these works, for the most part, not been analyzed theoretically from a narratological framework. In this paper, Richardson identifies and discusses a number of texts in which the fabula is multiple, contradictory, or unknowable; these works include Martin Amis’ antichronological Time’s Arrow, Robbe-Grillet’s contradictory Jealousy, and Nabokov’s “The Circle,” an ouroborean story that ends temporally where it began. Richardson goes on to analyze unnatural suĵets, where the suĵet is not simply the sequence of pages one holds in one’s hand or the flow of words and images in a fixed, linear sequence, but raw material to be reconstructed in an original manner. These include works that require alternative strategies of reading, such as Cortàzar’s Hopscotch or Marc Saporta’s Composition # 1, as well as works that alter the physical layout of the traditional book, such as volumes by Helene Cixous, Carol Shields, and Marc Danielewski that must be physically turned upside down and read in the opposite direction from that one began with. Of particular interest are participatory dramas in which the audience determines which events will occur next on stage. This leads into a discussion of the variable suĵets of some hypertext fictions and a sketch of what a new theoretical model of fabula and suĵet would consist of. 
Jan Alber’s paper goes to the heart of the subject, taking up the difficult issue of logical contradictions in fictional texts—perhaps the most unnatural of all unnatural narratives. This paper looks at a particularly radical type of unnatural narration, namely at narratives that violate the principle of non-contradiction (¬[A˄¬A]). Some texts (like O. Henry's short story "Road to Destiny" [1909] or Robert Coover's "The Babysitter" [1969]) project logically impossible storyworlds by depicting mutually incompatible event sequences, while others (such as Harold Pinter's play Old Times [1971], Gabriel Josipovici's novel Contre-Jour [1982], or David Lynch's film Lost Highway [1997]) even present us with logically impossible story existents. In a first step, this paper develops a list of different logically impossible scenarios. In a second step, it then addresses the significance of such impossible storyworlds. In contrast to Umberto Eco, who argues that we can draw nothing but "the pleasure of our logical and perceptual defeat" from such narratives (1990: 76-77), this paper proposes reading strategies that might help readers to make sense of logically impossible worlds. For example, impossible storyworlds might be particularly well-designed to represent somebody's feelings or emotional states. Furthermore, impossible scenarios turn the 'real' into a zone of potentiality refusing reduction to any simplistic account of the way things are.

Together, these papers attempt to provide a reasonably solid foundation for the theory and analysis of unnatural narratives.
_________________________

UNNATURAL NARRATIVE THEORY II
Organizer and Chair, Brian Richardson, University of Maryland, richb@umd.edu 

1) “The Epistolary Novel and the Unreliability of Written Consciousness”

Maria Mäkelä, University of Tampere, Finland

2) “‘As if one were lying awake, and yet talking in one’s sleep’:  Unnatural Voices in 
Written Narratives”
Stefan Iversen, University of Aarhus, Denmark.

3) “Forgetting Unnaturalness: McEwan’s Atonement”
Alan Palmer, Independent Scholar (London) 
4)  SEQ CHAPTER \h \r 1 “What is It Like to Be a Bat? Framing Narrative Identity in Fiction”
Marina Grishakova, University of Tartu, Estonia

This panel traces “unnatural” practices from eighteenth, nineteenth, twentieth and twenty-first century fiction, focussing on the narration of consciousness and emotion, and in regular dialogue with cognitivist and antimimetic theories of narration. Looking at works like Clarissa, Maria Mäkelä suggests that the most intriguing aspects of epistolary narration reside in the textual representations of consciousness. The standard accounts of the mode’s psychological implications have stressed its “natural” component: the roots of epistolary narration in real life writing activities and the seemingly immediate access it provides to the experiencing mind. Mäkelä’s presentation highlights instead the “unnatural” component in epistolary narration, such as, the improbably high degree of coherence of the bundle of letters, their uncanny ability to keep the plot moving steadily forward, the frequent articulation of redundant information that the addressee must already know, etc. This suggests that the narrative logic of such narration is based on a kind of dual progression involving intentional structure (“art”) and unrestrained expression of thought and emotion (“life”). She concludes by suggesting that the representation of consciousness in the third person, a narrative situation which was to become the trademark of the modern novel, bears the traces of this same duality. The ambivalence between experiencing and producing an experience also lies at the heart of many narratological debates (on free indirect discourse, focalization, or unreliable narration, to name but a few). 


Just as Mäkelä’s paper traces the anti-realistic slippages inherent in the epistolary genre, Stefan Iversen’s paper investigates some of the ways in which first-person written narratives experiment with and challenge both commonsensical and more sophisticated theoretical accounts of narrative as coming from or uttered by a recognizable human voice. Drawing upon and discussing several influential accounts of the phenomenon of voice in narrative (Genette 1972, Fludernik 2001, Richardson 2006) the paper argues that due to its very medium the written narrative gives raise to the question “who speaks?” in ways that have the potential to differ from the ways this question is raised by other types of media. Iversen goes on to argue that certain written narratives exploit this fact in that they not only provoke the question of voice, the question “who speaks?”, but that they, by constructing unnatural narrative statements (e. g. “I doze and I wake”), postpone the answer indefinitely. The paper then turns its attention to examples of this kind of narrative, including but not restricted to Knut Hamsun’s Hunger. 
Alan Palmer will go on to discuss the intriguing construction of “unnatural emotions” by a fictional character. He argues that the unnatural elements in Ian McEwan’s novel, Atonement arise out of the constructed and contingent nature of the storyworld created by Briony’s novel-within-a-novel, which contains several indicators of unreliability and pointed reminders to take epistemological and ontological care. Briony admits that she did not write her novel in the service of realism. The part-reconciliation in the Balham flat is a fantasy. In that case, how does the reader know what really happened in the whole storyworld, when most of the available evidence is contained in Briony’s unreliably narrated novel? Perhaps the most postmodern aspect of McEwan’s novel is the way that it appears so successfully to seduce its commentators into forgetting its unnaturalness. It is easy, when not taking care, to forget that the purpose of the epilogue is to transform completely our reading of parts one to three. The epilogue fundamentally destabilises or “denarrates” what had appeared to be an epistemologically and ontologically secure foundation. However, it is tempting, even when re-reading the novel, not to maintain the vigilance required to keep these instabilities in mind. The paper will explore in particular the incoherent and fragmented nature of one particular character, Robbie.

Marina Grishakova continues the engagement with cognitive science made in different ways by Mäkelä and Palmer and the investigations of impossible story worlds discussed in the papers by Alber and Richardson. Her presentation explores borderline cases of narrative identity (amnesiacs, multiple personality disorders, mixed identities) that de-naturalize real-life frames and challenge the stereotypical concepts of human personality. Postmodern fiction often addresses the problem of human identity and the role of schema-consistent, stereotypical knowledge in its formation. The stereotypes or commonsense frames support ready schemes of behavior to maintain human identity, whereas data resistant to framing discloses its conventionality or dissolves it. In complex forms of postmodernist experimental fiction, heterogeneous or logically inconsistent frames are often superimposed on one another. The choice of “preference rules” that would enable the smooth processing of the frames as well as realistic recuperation of inconsistencies becomes complicated. The counterintuitive information resistant to framing often belongs to the realms beyond the human experience or to “subworlds” of experience unavailable to humans, as in Thomas Nagel’s problem “What is it like to be a bat?”  It does not form a full-fledged frame or a “subworld” with its own system of “subframes”, which would enable recuperation of inconsistencies. Drawing on B. Richardson’s and L. Zunshine’s works on the borderline cases of narrative representation, this paper aims to explore connections between the “extreme narration” and the cognitive-philosophical concepts of personality. The works by M. Amis, K. Ishiguro, V. Pelevin and other postmodern authors are used to study representations and framings of personal worlds beyond the “normal” human experience.
