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There is a big difference between these twopieces of work. I think the Letterman analysis is excellent while the Godfather needed you to be a bit more observant.

Godfather

This is not a bad effort, Armando, but I think you missed a few important details. This is a film so the story construction is very artificial and not particularly realistic.

story 1 – Yes, the purpose of the story is to convince so the imagery and tellability features are important. But you should note that there is no story preface (i.e. we don’t initially know what the story’s purpose is and this is unusual in storytelling). There is no collaboration by DC in the story construction (he doesn’t help B build up the story at all, as you suggest, he just lets him tell it). This is significant in terms of the power relations.

Story 2 – Michael’s story is not particularly violent so I am not sure that I agree with our assessment of “strong words” and “violent images”. It actually seems understated – simple syntax and vocabulary. The only imagery is the physical description (legs, knees torso). There is very little detail (e.g. the towel in the mouth). I’m not sure about K’s reaction. Does she refuse the story or does she want to hear more because she is scared (like a child listening to a ghost story)?

Story 3 – The story is used as a justification for a refusal (dispreferred response) so it has to be convincing. So the figures of speech etc. are designed to make the story credible. You are right about the lack of reaction, suggesting that the story has failed but perhaps any story would have failed, i.e. there is no justification for a dispreferred response to DC. TH’s non-reaction during the story is evidence of that.

Story 4 – Delivering a bad news story is very tricky for the messenger (as in Greek tragedy) and this is a typical example. I think you should have pointed out that this episode has a long preface and a very short story. I think DC’s behaviour is interesting. He does not order TH to tell the story. It takes DC a long time to make his request (including a little story of his own) and he asks TH very politely (“so consigliere, I think you should tell me ..”). It is this long preface which makes the episode dramatically interesting. You could compare it with Macduff being told that his sons have been killed in Macbeth (see my analysis below).

Story 5 – Good analysis. TH’s story, which is actually very short, is designed to convince but, as you say, it is understated and rational.

Letterman-Obama

Well chosen story and an accurate transcription. This is a very sensitive and well-written analysis. I like the way you go carefully through the conversation noting the interaction turn-by-turn. You manage to include all of the important aspects, including body language and the role of the audience. You could perhaps have said more about the talk show as a media event and used some of the ideas in the Tolson chapter to show how this conversation fits (or doesn’t fit) into the standard talk show format but generally you have been thorough and convincing
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Bad news delivery

A different interactional perspective on message delivery is illustrated in an earlier scene of Macbeth. In Act 4, when Ross arrives at King Edward’s Palace, he brings sad news. Purveyors of “bad news” stories in institutional contexts have been shown by Maynard (1997)
 to use particular interactional strategies. The first of these is “forecasting” - a technique which involves preparing the listener for bad news “by giving an indication of what it is” (Maynard 1997: 35). Ross’s gloomy introduction describing Scotland as a place where nothing, but who know nothing is once seen to smile does not fit the forecasting bill because he does not give any sign of what the news might be. His generic message of doom and gloom induces Malcolm to ask for details:

Newest grief (1)

Malcolm:
What's the newest grief?

Ross:

That of an hour's age doth hiss the speaker;

Each minute teems a new one.

W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, IV.iii.174-6

Instead of answering Malcom’s question, Ross delays the report by saying that there is worse news arriving every minute (each minute teems a new one). This is the “stalling” strategy identified by Maynard (1997: 45):

Episodes of stalling show that one may sense that something is different or not right and nevertheless be prevented from knowing the news … Another form of incorrect inferencing occurs because, in the face of stalling, a potential recipient who senses something is amiss is invited to make guesses.

What Maynard describes is precisely what happens as a result of Ross’s stalling. Macduff is invited to make guesses and he correctly surmises that the news might involve his family:

Newest grief (2)

Macduff:
How does my wife?

Ross:

Why, well.

Macduff:
And all my children?

Ross:

Well too.

Macduff:
The tyrant has not batter'd at their peace?

Ross:

No, they were well at peace when I did leave 'em.

Macduff:
Be not a niggard of your speech. How goest?

W. Shakespeare, Macbeth, IV.iii.176-180

Even when given the opportunity by Macduff’s specific questions about his family, Ross fails to deliver the bad news. Again, there is an element of psychological realism in this failure, namely the desire, noted by Maynard, to receive credit for the delivery of good news. His problem is that the message he gives - that Macduff’s family is safe and well - is completely false and will have to be contradicted later.

The brevity of his answers to Macduff’s questions is perceived as uncooperative. He is clearly expected to say more, as the expression be not a niggard of your speech indicates, but he does not immediately get to the point. He stalls again, speaking of his tidings, which I have heavily borne and preferring to talk about a rumour he has heard (there ran a rumour of many worthy fellows that were out) and to make a generic plea for assistance (Now is the time of help). Malcolm’s encouraging response (we are coming thither) is met by a second gloomy announcement (But I have words that would be howl'd out in the desert air, where hearing should not latch them)

Why has Ross has returned to the same “bad news” preface he used at the start of the episode? Again, the answer may be a psychological one. As Maynard notes (p.32), “avoidance of blame is one of the tasks a bearer of bad news faces”. Ross admits that being blamed for his message is something he fears (let not your ears despise my tongue forever, which shall possess them with the heaviest sound which ever yet they heard) and from an interactional perspective, his continued stalling shows how hard he is working to achieve this aim. When he eventually delivers the news of the killing of Macduff’s wife and children, it comes almost as an anti-climax.

Since the audience has already witnessed the murder, the dramatic force of this scene is in Macduff’s reaction to the news and Shakespeare’s realistic portrayal of bad news delivery contributes a great deal to this. Ross’s strategies to avoid being blamed for his message give the episode a psychological reality with which an audience can identify and, like Wrack’d ship, is a further example of how Shakespeare adapts the ordinary conversational practices of the small story to suit a particular dramatic purpose.

� Maynard’s study refers to medical encounters with patients.





