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For many of us the word narrative probably sounds much too formal and literary to
capture the familiarity we feel for stories and storytelling. What child does not know the
enchantment promised by “once upon a time”? And who can resist the invitation froman
eager listener to “tell me, what happened”? We tell stories of pregnancies and births, we
grapple with a death by finding the story that makes sense of a life. With each returning
autumn, school children know well how to craft the stories of a summer’s vacation,
and those of athletic challenge, worldly adventure, and teen romance. The list goes on;
no mater what our age or where we are from, we live our lives telling and listening to
stories. Some are rendered with words, others we experience in tales told through dance,
pictures, or music. Some are made for television and film, others for the stage. But what
is this disarmingly familiar tl'i{i';ig we call a story? What is it that we recognize as similar in
so many variations: the story told through mime and a children’s book, ballet and a novel,
the short story and a symphony, television news and situation comedy, the newspaper
and a movie, the comic strip and a photo documentary? .

The answer to this question lies in the secrets held by the characteristic way a narrative
is made. Stories have a beginning, a middle, and an end, as Aristotle observed in Poetics
(Fergusson, 1961). They arrange their elements in a particular kind of causal sequence
that increases in intensity to a point of crisis and change. This form of arranging material
is, as Northrup Frye suggested, “a way of structuring thought” (1957, p. 83). In other
words, when we encounter a story, we experience a world that is formed or organized
in this particular way. As Walter Fisher put it, a story sees the world as “sequence with
meaning” (1984, p. 2). For the characters in a story, be they imaginary or real, the reality
crafted by narrative is one of transformations. With narrative, sequences of events have
meaning because they are related to a change or “point” from which there is “no return”
to being what was. Both formal stories and personal narratives promiise this experience.
Whether the events of a story are authored by our lives or invented by someone else, it
is this experience that we expect when we hear the words “once upon a time.”
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Importantly for our work as visual communication practitioners and scholars, we must
also ask how this storytelling experience is crafted pictorially. How does one recognize
a pictorial form composed of beginning, middle, and end, for example? How does one
craft a causal sequence of crisis and change visually? Though Aristotle used pictorial
characteristics to develop this notion of plot,' much, if not all, of the theorizing about
narrative assumes a verbally constituted form of expression and mode of thought. As with
so many of the theoretical perspectives we examine in this volume, pictorial expression
has not been central in the theorizing of human storytelling behavior. Yet pictorial stories
carved into the walls of caves thousands of years ago provide us with rich evidence of
narrative in a pictorial form (White, 1989; Wartofsky, 1980). Their predating of verbal
language further suggests a connection between a narrative and a pictorial “way of
structuring thought.” _

This chapter reviews aspects of theorizing about the narrative form that hold promise
for understanding and theorizing visual narrative. The discussion is meant to expand the
meaning of narrative in terms that account for its way of rendering the world in visual as
well as verbal forms. This approach, although perhaps challenging the notion of some
that narrative must be a linguistically formed entity, makes the assumption that pictorial
expressions are not qualitatively different ff3m verbal ones. Instead, it considers pictorial
storytelling as an alternative or variety of the narrative form, and it maintains that there
is no “privileged” form. In other words, what ever it is that makes us know that we “are
in the presence of a story” should be discernable in the gestural composition of a mime
or a ballet, as well as in the musical composition of 2 symphony or the pictorial compo-
sition of photomontage (Berger & Mohr, 1982). By expanding the notion of narrative to
include all symbolic forms of expression, visual communication scholars gain a valuable
set of critical tools for examining this pictorial mode of sense making as a theoretical
model for understanding visual communication.

The scope of work defining narrative theory and narrative analysis encompasses di-
verse interdisciplinary interests and applications. Some of the narrative theories that were
developed in literary studies incorporate communication theory, for example, and some
of the media theories in communication studies integrate literary perspectives. Scholars
interested in finding out why it is that we seem to need stories ask questions about the
function of such a universal and apparently natural human behavior. Those interested in
understanding what kind of experience a story creates ask questions about its particular
discursive form. Studies using narrative analysis to understand human behavior broaden
the scope even more. In addition to applications with traditional literary forms, one finds
the method used to interpret such diverse cultural “texts” as medical interviews, per-
sonal narratives, television programs, movies, cultural institutions, and historical events
(Manning & Cullum-Swan, 1994). This chapter approaches narrative theory with these
three interests in mind. It begins with a discussion of narrative as a way of making sense
of the world, which Walter Fisher (1987) called “narrative logic,” and in this section
explores the similarities of a narrative and a visual logic. The discussion then turns to

considerations of how a story is made. It focuses on Northrup Frye’s (1957) distinction
between what a story says, or its content, and how it says it, or its form, as an entree to
theoretical understanding of the distinctions between the meaning-making roles of an
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21. NARRATIVE THEORY n

image’s pictorial content and its pictorial form or syntax. With this critical tool we locate
and describe a picture’s visual syntax in its compositional structure of spatial relation-
ships. This allows consideration of a specifically narrative or pictorial storytelling syntax.
Using Seymour Chatman'’s (1978) theorizing of narrative discourse, the discussion then
turns to a description of how the storytelling relationships of an “implied author” and
“implied reader” as well as a “narrator” and a “narratee” are visually inscribed in the
pictorial syntax of an image. Expanding these theoretical notions of narrative to such
pictorial expression as our television programs, films, photographic essays, Web sites,
and comic strips, to name a few, provides analytic tools for examining how these cultural
forms use a narrative rendering of reality to make their point. Finally, the discussion turns
to consideration of personal narrative and how the storytelling form becomes a useful
tool for interpreting individual subjectivity as well as to social, institutional, and cultural
identity. This section concludes with suggestions for how to expand some of the analytic
structures currently used for examining the conversational content of personal narratives
to include consideration of their visually as well as verbally embodied stories.

MAKING SENSE OF OUR WORLD: A NARRATIVE LOGIC

Storytelling is such a universal human behavior that Walter Fisher (1984, 1987) proposed
we should conceptualize ourselves as Homo narrens. People the world over tell stories.
We create fictional accounts, and we tell abourt things that really occurred. We listen to
the personal stories of lives lived, and we read imaginary tales crafted by gifted writers.
We experience stories “told” visually, musically and through gesture and movement as
well as with words. In a silent, internal form, stories are also a way we talk to ourselves.
As human beings we apparently need to create and behold stories, and we have done
so throughout our history on the planet (Campbell, 1949; Frazier, 1922; Boas, 1911).
Scholars from a wide diversityef experience, provide testimony to the notion that we
are a storytelling species. Anthropologist Victor Turner concluded, for example, that
“we must concede [narrative] to be a universal cultural activity, embedded in the very
center of the social drama” (1980, p. 167), while psychologist Gregory Bateson asserted
that “thinking in terms of stories must be shared by all.. .. minds” (1979, p. 14). Alasdair
MacIntyre claimed that we “understand our lives in terms of narrative” (1991, p. 197), and,
according to Hayden White, “the absence of narrative capacity or a refusal of narrative
indicates an absence or refusal of meaning itself” (1973, p. 6). But why this universality?
What purpose does this mode of human thought and behavior serve?

Different disciplinary perspectives work with various forms of storytelling to answer
this question. Literary and media scholars, for example, take formal texts as their object
of study. They examine stories that are articulated through some form of mass medium
such as television, print, film, and, more recently, hypermedia. With a slightly different
focus, communication scholars take the speech act as their object of study. They are
interested in the narrative modes of thought that emerge in conversational talk as
well as in the telling of personal narrative (Langlellier, 1999; Riessman, 1993). These
stories are told interpersonally, and as such, they are experienced as a performance
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and as particular to an interactional situation. As Catherine Riessman (1993) related,
we experience narratives expressed conversationally as emerging and without clearly
bounded beginnings and endings. With formal texts, on the other hand, we experience
narratives as “discrete units, with clear beginnings and endings . . . [which are] detachable
from the surrounding discourse” (1993, p. 17). We encounter them with an expectation
that their internal coherence of plot structure, characterization, motivation, and so on
is defined in advance (Miller, 1990). We anticipate, in other words, that mediated stories
will hang together, and we judge them accordingly (Fisher, 1987). Even across such a
broad range of storytelling behavior, however, scholars find that people use narrative to
make sense of disordered, raw experience. As Cronon suggested, it gives reality a unity
“that neither nature nor the past possesses so clearly” (1992, p. 1349). A good story makes
good sense of the world. Put another way, storytelling makes “arguments” about the
nature of reality. It poses and tests “hypotheses” about the way things are or how they
could be. It functions as a powerful method of meaning making and a primary way of

_deﬁning the world (Bruner, 1990; Fisher, 1984, 1987; Gee, 1985; Maclntyre, 1981; Mishler,

1986).

Narrative theorist Walter Fisher (1984, 1987) proposed that we think about this partic-
ular way of making sense of the world #5% “narrative logic.” His operationalization of the
conceptin terms of narrative probability and narrative fidelity as well as his theorization of
a narrative mode of discourse provide a particularly useful approach to theorizing visual
narrative. Before proceeding to that discussion, however, it is important to acknowledge
other theoretical entrees.

There is a diverse body of theory investigating the narrative as a “way structuring
thought” that provides a number of particular, though often overlapping, perspectives and
considerations. Though none of these theorists base their work on the storytelling char-
acteristics of visual narrative, each offers a potentially fertile approach to understanding
visual sense making, The Slavic formalist approach of Vladimir Propp (1970) explained
narrative sense making as a function of plot structures, while the reader-response per-
spective of Wolfgang Iser (1978) described a process stimulated and guided by textual
structures of given and not-given information. Chapter 19 in this volume provides an
example of narrative analysis that uses this theoretical approach. Other perspectives
and the major figures associated with them include dialogic theories of narrative sense
making (Bakhtin, 1981), new critical theories (Blackmur, 1975), Chicago School or neo-
Aristotelian theories (Crane, 1952; Booth, 1961), psychoanalytic theories (Freud, 1999;
Burke, 1970; Lacan, 1977; Abraham, 1995), hermeneutic and phenomenological theories
(Ingarden, 1973; Ricoeur, 1984-88; Poulet, 1996), structuralists, semiotic and topologi-
cal theories (Levi-Strauss, 1976-83; Barthes, 1974; Todorov, 1977; Greimas, 1987: White,
1973), Marxist and sociological theories (Lukacs, 1971; Jameson, 1981), as well as post-
structuralist and deconstructionist theories (Derrida, 1980, de Man, 1979; Miller, 1990),
although it is beyond the scope of this chapter to illustrate how each is useful as a struc-
ture for analyzing visual texts. One should be aware, as well, that these various ways of
crafting an inquiry about the narrative form rest on choices that also profoundly affect
their arguments about storytelling and narrative sense making. Neither the narrative
“way of structuring thought,” which comprehends reality as “sequence with meaning,”
nor the theories that explain it take things as they are. Each begins with a different set
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21. NARRATIVE THEORY 333

of assumptions, and each defines the reality of narrative sensemaking differently. A nar-
rative analysis, in turn, will always proceed from a distinct theoretical perspective about
narrative sensemaking when it takes a particular story or stories as its object of study.

As with all of these approaches, Walter Fisher’s notion of narrative logic is a way to
conceptualize the narrative form as a mode of sense making. Fisher’s proposal tackled
the issue of sense making directly, however, by proposing an alternative to the traditional
logic of a “rational-world paradigm,” which features “inferential and implicative struc-
tures” (1987, p. 59). Taking the perspective that humans “experience and comprehend
life as a series of ongoing narratives, as conflicts, as chapters, beginnings, middles; and
ends” (Fisher, 1987, p. 24), he maintains that we use a narrative logic of “good reasons”
to craft and test this experience. He identifies the basic principles of this logic as coher-
ence, which he characterizes as “narrative probability” and fidelity or truthfulness, which
he characterizes as “narrative fidelity” (1987, p. 47). Narrative fidelity, as Fisher (1985)
stated, “concerns the ‘truth’ qualities of a story” (pp. 349-350) and is a test of “whether
the individual components represent accurate assertions about social reality and thereby
constitute good reasons for belief or action™ (1987, p. 47). As the analysis of news photos
in Chapter 12 (Goodnow) shows, narrative fidelity is assessed by reference to what we
know about the world. In other words, a goed story makes good sense of the world if its
argument fits what we know of experience. It provides a good argument if, in all probabil-
ity, things could happen in life the way that they do in a narrative.? A good sense-making
argument also fits with what we know of storytelling; a good story resonates with other
stories that we have accepted as true (Fisher, 1984, 1987; Schrag, 1991).

Although narrative fidelity has to do with the reliability of the world a story creates,
narrative probability is concerned with its internal coherence or “integrity . . . asa whole”
(Fisher, 1985, p. 47). Itisa test, as Fisher stated, of “whether or not a story coheres or ‘hangs
together,” whether or not a story is free of contradiction” (1985, pp. 349-350). As Fisher
located the attributes of narrative probability in a story’s formal features, this concept lays
the foundation for distinguishing between what Frye (1957) described as the “literal” and
“descriptive” structures of narrative. This is important for theorizing pictorial narrative
because, as we see later in this discussion, it provides a theoretical entree that allows us
to differentiate between an image’s content and its syntactical structure. This distinction
leads us to an identification of how a narrative discursive mode is inscribed in the formal
features of an image. Fisher also characterized the kind of sense that a narrative logic
makes of the world, and it is its similarities to what others have proposed as a “visual
logic” that we turn next.

MAKING SENSE OF OUR WORLD VISUALLY: NARRATIVE
AND PICTORIAL “LOGIC”

Although narrative scholars have not developed their theories from questions that begin
with pictorial expression, and Fisher’s proposal of “narrative as a paradigm for the general
study of communication” was not prompted by aninterest in visual communication (1987,
p. 59), there are significant similarities in the notion of narrative logic with characteristics
that scholars in other theoretical areas connect with a visual or “holistic” logic. As
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Fisher described, narrative’s mode of thought “simultaneously [appeals] to the various
senses, to reason and emotion, to intellect and imagination, and to fact and value. It
does not presume intellectual contact only™ (1987, p. 75). Working with visual media,
Mitchel Stephens (1998) described with similarity a “complex” mode of “seeing” that is
exploited in the editing style of MTV as well as in the work of cubists, surrealists, abstract
impressionists, and pop art. As he described the experience, it is a logic of collision that
“[chops] the world into fragments, . . .[Layers] on words and graphics” and “[arranges]
those fragments in new and meaningful patterns” (1998, pp. 182, 193, 208). Herbert Zettl
(1999) used the term complexity editing to describe this mode of visual discourse.

Inasimilar vein, theorists working with the gestalt concept of nonlinear and dynamical
systems observe a holistic mode of thought that “acknowledges relationships that are not
strictly proportional” (Barry, 1997, p. 100; see also Gleik, 1987; Kosko, 1993; McCrone,
1994). Through work that links this body of material to research in visual information
processing, visual communication scholar Ann Marie Barry (1997) proposed the notion
of visual intelligence as a mode of holistic logic. In a complementary approach, Stafford
conceptualized “an intelligence of sight,” or “mosaic presentation,” which she charac-
terizes as a logic for “configuring and conveying ideas” (1996, p. 4). Turkel and Papert
(1993), whose work is in cognition, desefibed a pattern of working with bits and pieces,
a way of thinking by “feeling one’s way from one. . . to another,” building up, sculpting
a whole. They use use the term bricolage to describe the logic of this cognitive style
that is marked by negotiation and rearrangement. The notion of working from bits and
pieces to “fashion a hypotheses” also parallels Sandra Moriarty’s discussion in this vol-
ume of “abductive reasoning” as an explanation of visual information processing (see also
Moriarty, 1996). With similarity to the gestalt, she describes “the formation of an abduc-
tive hypothesis” as an “act of insight” where an idea comes “like a flash” (1996, p. 181).
Edward Neiva’s (1999) discussion of a sign’s triadic structure further suggested how a
process of negotiation and rearrangement, whether referred to as abductive or bricolage,
might be accounted for as a holistic mode of thought.

These and other similarities between characteristics of a narrative logic and a visual
logic theoretically underscore the notion of pictorial narrative. They also suggest a route
for pursing questions of how it is that images make the sense they do of “disordered, raw
experience.” We can now turn, then, to a discussion of how a story is made, and with
this critical tool, locate the syntactical structures that will lead us to an understanding of
how a pictorial story is made.

MAKING NARRATIVE SENSE OF THE WORLD:
NARRATIVE STRUCTURE

Once theorists conceptualize storytelling as a sense-making strategy, their interests under-
standably turn to investigating the character of the sense it makes. Theoretical inquiries
focus on such questions about narrative structure as: How do we know when we are in
the presence of a narrative rendering of reality? What is it about the phenomenon of a
narrative that makes it a story rather than an essay or a poem? What are the necessary
components of narrative? What must be there—and only there—to have this form of
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sense-making? Attempts to answer these questions define much of the work in narrative
theory.

An early approach to narrative form comes from Aristotle’s focus on plot as a story’s
“first principle.” He characterizes it as a “whole” composed of causal relationships com-
prising a beginning, a middle, and an end.> We often speak of this “whole” as the dramatic
curve or causal structure made up of an initial situation, including an introduction or
exposition and inciting moment, followed by a sequence of rising action and compli-
cation leading to an apex or crisis point. The apex marks a “point of no return” in the
causal sequence, forming the beginning of the end. Here a change or revemal of the
situation resulting from a final confrontation leads to an irreversible change. Finally, in
the descending arc of this storytelling sequence, revelation or resolution comes about
through the consequences of the reversal (Miller, 1990; Rabiger, 1998).

In a similar respect, a dramaturgical approach appreciates this “sequence of meaning”
as a process of stages that Kenneth Burke (1970) characterized as pollution, guilt, purifi-
cation, and redemption. A story begins with actions that violate the rules or values of a
system, or pollution. The dramatic process continues with actions that establish guilt by
assigning blame to the person or thing that is responsible for the polluting violation. In the
third, or purification stage, a search is undertaken to get rid of the problem and its cause,
and in the final or redemption stage, a resolution occurs as the system is put back in order.
Because the narrative form pivots on a “point of no return”—or transformation—the
return of order to a system will always be different from the one that existed prior to
its being upset by a violation of its norms. The characters may simply be “wiser for the
experience,” for example, or the “irreversible change” might also initiate a totally new
social system, as is the case with myth. In its most basic sense, then, it is this “sequence”
with the “meaning” of transformation that tells us we are in the presence of a storytelling
experience or narrative “way of thinking.”

Of course a story requires more than a sequence of incidents or plot. Although we
anticipate a structure of inciting conditions and culminating events, for these actions
to take place there must be some agents as well as some sort of pattern or narrative
thythm (Miller, 1990). Aristotle did not leave them out. In Poetics he proposed that ev-
ery story “must have six parts: Plot, Character, Diction, Thought, Spectacle and Song”
(Fergusson, 1961, p. 62). Accordingly, although the elements of plot, character, and
thought constitute the “objects” of a story, the elements of diction and song, being
language into which “rhythm, harmony, and song enter,” constitute the “medium” in
Aristotle’s typology (Fergusson, 1961, pp. 61-62). It is the plot or “wholeness” of causal
relationships forming a beginning, a middle, and an end, however, that makes a story
a story and not something else. In other words, plot—or a sequence of incidents with
meaning—is the “first principle” of narrative, and everything else is story “stuff.” Charac-
ters and setting may change, various mediums may be used, and styles of telling will differ,
yet we will recognize a story as a story because the narrative sequence with meaning is
transposable from one set of this story stuff to another.

This notion of plot as a compositional form that is detachable from the content and
texture of a story led theorists to inquiry about the “deep structure” of narrative form.
Both Seymour Chatman and Northrup Frye work with this notion of form in a way
that is quite valuable for theorizing visual narrative. Frye makes a distinction between
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FIG. 21.1. Narrative structure: Elements of story and discourse.

descriptive and literal structure that helps to theorize an image in terms of its pictorial
syntax, and Chatman provides an approach to discourse structure that helps theorize
pictorial narrative syntax. Structuralists make a theoretical distinction between the story
(historie) and discourse (discours) of a natfative arguing that the narrative discourse or
form is itself a semiotic structure that is independently meaningful. Although a story,
according to Chatman, is “the content or chain of events (actions and happenings)
plus. .. the existents (characters, items of settings)” of a narrative, the discourse is its
“expression, the means by which the content is communicated” (1978, p. 19). French
structualists make similar distinctions as do Russian formalists who use the term fable
(fabula) for what is depicted in a story and the term plot (sjuzet) for how it is told.
(Chatman, 1978, pp. 19-20). The general form of this argument is illustrated in Fig. 21.1.
This distinction between what constitutes the story or content of a narrative and what
constitutes the discourse or expression of a narrative provides a theoretical entree to
understanding distinctions between the meaning-making roles of an image’s pictorial
content and its pictorial form or syntax. Building on this, we can move to consideration
of a pictorial inscription of discourse as well as an examination of how a sequence with
meaning is constituted in patterns of pictorial diction. We turn first to theorizing an
image in terms of Frye’s (1957) distinction of descriptive and literal structures.

VISUAL NARRATIVE: DESCRIPTIVE AND LITERAL STRUCTURE

Fry (1957) discriminated between what a story says, or its content, and how it says it, or
its form, by what he called the descriptive and the literal structures of a narrative. This
distinction is useful for locating how meaning is made in an image and for appreciating
visual representation as a two-part sign structure. Frye discusses a story’s descriptive
structure as the part that imitates (though does not record) real-world events. For most
of us the part of a story that simulates real-world events probably encompasses our notion
of narrative. It is the part we know as a storyworld of characters, settings, and actions
whether encountered through the images we make or the images we see. Because this







