 TELLABILITY – COHESIVE MARKERS

Narrative features can be classified in terms of the two main purposes for which they are discursively used – to maintain the listener’s attention by marking the tellability of the story and to mark the speaker’s attitude to what he is narrating. To illustrate how this takes place, a story from Pinter’s The Homecoming (Horses) will be analysed in terms of the narrative features deployed in it. Horses is uncharacteristic of conversational storytelling in as much as it does not obtain a response from a listener and is delivered as a monologue. In other respects, however, the monologue shows many of the characteristic features of conversational narrative. One of the interesting aspects of Pinter’s approach to stories is precisely the way in which a realistic-looking narrative is couched within a highly unrealistic storytelling frame – a contrast which may account for the “disconcerting” effect that his storytelling episodes have on the reader (Morrison, 1984).


This vivid story is presented as a monologue to a silent listener, Max’s son Lenny. Max uses all the narrative devices at his disposal and the increasingly colourful nature of the story is perhaps a consequence of Lenny’s continued lack of response. In order to interest Lenny in the story Max mainly uses two types of device – cohesive devices and sense-making devices. Both sets of devices aim to involve Lenny in the story but they operate in different ways.

1
Tellability markers (1) - cohesive devices

The expression “cohesive” devices is used here to refer to narrative devices which produce internal cohesion in the discourse, which in turn produces familiarity with the text and emotional connectedness between storytellers and listeners.  

1.1
Repetition

At a very basic level, repetition acts as the main cohesive device which binds a story together through lexical patterning in the manner described by Halliday and Hasan (1976) and this internal cohesion enables the listener to construct a coherent mental representation of what is being said. By repeating a particular word or phrase in a new stretch of discourse a speaker is able to connect the new discourse to the previous one thus enabling listeners to establish a frame of reference for what they are hearing.

When looked at in detail, repetition plays a part in many structural and interactional aspects of narrative discourse and these discourse functions have been classified in a number of ways
. The first distinction to be made is between repetition of what you yourself say (self-repetition) and of what others say (allo-repetition). Repetition in the Horses monologue is thus entirely self-repetition by Max. The second distinction to be made is between the form of repetition. Tannen (2007) divides her classification in terms of the immediacy of the repetition, i.e. whether it occurs in the local context (immediate) or is distanced from it (non-immediate), and in terms of the exactness of the repetition – the exact words of the original may be repeated (repetition), some of the original words may be used and others changed (repetition with variation) or the words of the original may be changed while keeping the original meaning (paraphrase). There is also a special category of rhythmical repetition, classified as parallelism
, in which “completely different words are uttered in the same syntactic and rhythmic paradigm as a previous utterance” (Tannen, 2007, p.63). The Horses story shows interesting examples of each of these categories as the following list shows (the underlined words are the ones which vary from the original):

Immediate repetition

· the fillies – the fillies

Immediate repetition with variation

· did you know – do you know

· I had a – I had an …

· look her in the eye – look her straight in the eye – the look deep down in the eye

· it was a gift – I had a gift

Immediate paraphrase

· I always had the smell of a good horse – I could smell him

· I had family obligations – my family needed me at home

· I didn’t lose - I made a few bob out of it

· more highly strung – more unreliable

Non immediate repetition

· he talks to me about horses – he talks to me about horses

· on the course – on the course

· the colts – the colts

Non-immediate repetition with variation

· you know why? – did you know that?

Non-immediate paraphrase

· I was the one they used to call for – you’re the only man on the course

· I’ve stroked their manes, I’ve held them, I’ve calmed them - I had an instinctive understanding – I always had the smell of a good horse – I was always able to tell – I could tell – it was a gift

Parallelism

· read their names - stroked their manes
· I’ve stroked – I’ve held – I’ve calmed 

· I could smell – I could tell
· did you know that? No, what do you know? Nothing
As the list shows, the boundaries of the categories are not clear-cut. For example, I always had the smell of a good horse and I could smell him could be classified as repetition with variation or as paraphrase since paraphrases may include one or two of the original words. Repetition with variation may also show parallelism, if the non-repeated words follow the rhythmical structure of the original. Whatever the classification, the list shows that at least 50% of the Horses text is made up of repetition in some form. It is therefore important to understand the purpose repetition serves in organising interaction. 

Firstly, repetition makes storytelling more efficient. By structuring the story around repeated units the speaker can plan what he is going to say next. Repetition also helps the listener because it limits the amount of new information that needs to be processed. Repeated information is information which listeners have already processed and this reduction of the processing load frees them to concentrate on the processing of new information.

Secondly, repetition is, as Norrick (2000, p.58) notes, “a heuristic for discovering narrative structures”. Speakers use repetition to indicate to listeners where and how stories should be segmented. It is for this kind of structural reason that repetition often occurs at the boundaries of narrative episodes. An example of this is shown when Max says I had a … I had an instinctive understanding of animals. This kind of cut-off and rephrasing is frequent at transition points of conversational stories. Having recounted in direct speech and evaluated (it was true) what people would say about him, Max’s reformulation of I had helps him to refocus the listener’s attention back on the main theme of the story, namely his superior understanding of horses. As Clarke (1997) has noted, listeners attend to this kind of disfluency in order to work out what speakers mean and to segment what they say. 

Thirdly, repetition is evaluative. By repeating something we are also highlighting it, giving it emphasis and showing that it deserves attention from the listener. When Max concludes the story with It was a gift. I had a gift, he is not only summarizing the point of the story (Max’s superior understanding of horses), he is also, through his repetition of a gift, hammering it home to the listener. Norrick (2000, p.61) has described how paraphrase is particularly used in conversational storytelling to produce this kind of dramatic effect. This would appear to be confirmed in Horses, in which Max continually stresses his skill with horses throughout the story using non-immediate paraphrase - I’ve stroked their manes, I’ve held them, I’ve calmed them - I had an instinctive understanding – I always had the smell of a good horse – I was always able to tell – I could tell – it was a gift. 

Other interactional functions of repetition concern the use of repetition by the listener. Although there are no examples of this in Horses because Max’s listener Lenny remains silent, the kind of interactional functions that have been found by narrative research to be significant include repeating what the speaker has said to show that you are listening to the story, using back-channeling repetition to encourage the storyteller to continue, repeating something in preparation of a response and repetition to show story appreciation.

To sum up, repetition is a device used by speakers to delineate a structure and to highlight the tellability of story. Repetition foregrounds the important features, or “key events” (Norrick, 2000, p.59),  of the story and these become the framework around which the details of the story can be constructed for the benefit of the listener. These details, which are new to the listener, are thus also foregrounded for the listener by virtue of their novelty. In this way, repetition allows the information conveyed in a story to be brought to the listener’s attention economically and efficiently. When story participants use repetition it is primarily as a bonding device by linking themselves to a story and each other.

1.2
Formulaicity

The notion of formulaicity is linked to the idea of repetition since it is based on the idea of a linguistic unit being familiar to the listener. The difference between repetition and formulaicity is that repetition refers to repetition during the interaction itself (or within the text itself) whereas formulaicity refers to words or phrases which are familiar a priori because they are recurrent in general discourse. 

The term formulaicity has been defined as “any fixed unit of two or more words which recurs in the discourses of a linguistic community” (Norrick, 2000, p.49) and refers to all kinds of phraseology ranging from collocations and lexical phrases to more fixed units such as idiomatic expressions and proverbs. Formulaicity is important in narrative in interaction because familiar fixed expressions are easier for speakers to access and verbalise in narrative production and easier for the listener to process in narrative reception. Formulaic expression therefore facilitates both the on-line production of the narrative by the speaker in real time and the comprehension of the story by the listener. 

Max uses a considerable number of formulaic expressions in Horses. First there are standard collocations such as the compound adjectives best-known and open-air, the adjective phrase highly strung or the noun phrase good horse. Exclamations with what a …, like what a life/an experience and the phrasal verbs calm down could also be put into this category. However there are also an unusually high number of idiomatic expressions such as the loves of my life, like the back of my hand, look in the eye and made a few bob. It could be argued that Max’s strongly formulaic style of narrative is that of a man who speaks largely in clichés. 

However, Max is a good storyteller and his narrative is more than just a mosaic of different formulaic expressions. Norrick has pointed out how a particular formulaic expression can take on particular salience in a narrative. He illustrates (2000, p.54) how an expression such as like a leaf in the wind, which is not in itself particularly formulaic, by “summarizing preceding talk and providing a controlling image from what follows”. In Horses the phrases I’ve stroked their manes and I always had the smell of a good horse seems to exert a similar controlling function over the first and second parts of the story respectively. Not only do they bring the listener closer to the narrative through their use of sense imagery but they summarise the tellability of “the story so far”– Max’s superior knowledge of and control over horses – into a single image which is then played out in the rest of the narrative.

Even a single word can demonstrate formulaicity through repetition. Norrick refers to this as “local formulaicity”, defining it as “any time a salient word is repeated and restructured in a stretch of natural conversation” (2000, p.56). In storytelling this kind of local formulaicity tends to occur in co-constructed narratives in which listeners participate. There is an example of this kind of formulaicity in Stool Pigeon when Catherine asks What was he crazy? to which Eddie replies he was crazy after. The word crazy here is a local formula which is created by repetition and aligns the evaluation of the listener (Catherine’s opinion of Vinny’s actions) with the narrated events (what happened next). Local formulaicity is thus one of the many important devices for maintaining narrative cohesion.

1.3

Prosodic effects
Like formulaicity, prosodic effects are also strongly linked to repetition. However, their effects are more subtle than the types of repetition outlined above and can be created at various levels. A poetic effect can be created at a phonemic level by the repetition of individual consonant sounds to produce alliteration, of vowels and diphthongs to produce assonance and of combinations of the two to produce rhyme. Parallelism, as has already been shown above, repeats a previous sound+rhythm pattern with a change in wording and chiasmus is a reversed phoneme sequence. All these prosodic features are apparent in the sequence from Horses below. The alliterated phonemes /h/, /k/ and /p/ and the consonant cluster /ks/ are colour coded in the text, the significant assonances of /ei/ in the first half and of /ai/ in the repetition of I’ve have been underlined. The chiasmus reversing the /n/ and /m/ phonemes in names and manes is in bold type:

These kinds of poetic effects may originate from those already present in ordinary conversation. Sacks (1992) has noted how many of our lexical choices are coordinated with sounds in the local interactional environment. On this hypothesis the choice of the word Dukes in the phrase one of the Dukes may be the result of coordination of the /ks/ cluster in Dukes with that previously used in talks and Max.  

As regards rhythm, since we are dealing with scripted discourse rather than naturally occurring talk, it is only possible to look at the distribution of word stress patterns across a set of utterances. The patterning between stressed syllables in Horses shows one particular rhythmical four beat stress pattern which repeats itself at regular intervals:

                You only
read their
names in the
papers


     I was the
one  they  
used to

call for

You’re the only

man on the 
course who can calm him

I had   an   instinctive  understanding  of 
animals

          Many times I was offered    the    job        you       know
Many literary critics have commented on the fact that Pinter’s dialogues reflect the natural speech rhythms of English and marvelled at how “realistic” they sound. However, the rhythmic construction of Horses and of many other Pinter story sequences does not seem to be simply a process of mirroring the way we talk. On the contrary, it appears to be a carefully manipulated version of the prosody of natural speech. What Pinter appears to do is to foreground speech rhythm by combining a particular repeated word stress pattern with alliteration, assonance and rhyme across a set of utterances. This combination intensifies the stylistic effect for the listener and can be regarded as an involvement strategy (see below) in its own right.



















HORSES


Lenny:… What do you think of Second Wind for the three-thirty?


Max:	Where?


Lenny:	Sandown Park.


Max:	Doesn’t stand a chance.


Lenny:	Sure he does.


Max:	Not a chance.


Lenny:	He’s the winner.


Lenny ticks the paper.


Max:	He talks to me about horses


Pause


I used to live on the course. One of the loves of my life. Epsom? I knew it like the back of my hand. I was one of the best-known faces down at the paddock. What a marvellous open-air life.


Pause


He talks to me about horses. You only read their names in the papers. I’ve stroked their manes, I’ve held them, I’ve calmed them down before a big race. I was the one they used to call for. Max, they’d say, There’s a horse here, he’s highly strung, you’re the only man on the course who can calm him. It was true. I had a … I had an instinctive understanding of animals. I should have been a trainer. Many times I was offered the job – you know, a proper post, by the Duke of … I forget his name … one of the Dukes. But I had family obligations, my family needed me at home.


Pause


The times I’ve watched those animals thundering past the post. What an experience. Mind you, I didn’t lose, I made a few bob out of it, and you know why? Because I always had the smell of a good horse. I could smell him. And not only the colts but the fillies. Because the fillies are more highly strung than the colt, they’re more unreliable, did you know that? No, what do you know? Nothing. But I was always able to tell a good filly by one particular trick. I’d look her in the eye. You see? I’d stand in front of her and look her straight in the eye, it was a kind of hypnotism, and by the look deep down in her eye I could tell whether she was a stayer or not. It was a gift. I had a gift.


Pause


And he talks to me about horses.


Lenny:	Dad, do you mind if I change the subject?


from The Homecoming by Harold Pinter








He talks to me about horses. You only read their names in the papers. I’ve stroked their manes, I’ve held them, I’ve calmed them down before a big race. I was the one they used to call for. Max, they’d say, There’s a horse here, he’s highly strung, you’re the only man on the course who can calm him. It was true. I had a … I had an instinctive understanding of animals. I should have been a trainer. Many times I was offered the job – you know, a proper post, by the Duke of … I forget his name … one of the Dukes. But I had family obligations, my family needed me at home.



































� The classification used here is taken from Tannen, 2007, p.62


� Parallelism is also closely involved in the poetics of conversation (see chapter 3 for a more detailed discussion). 








