Tellability markers (1) - sense-making devices


Hugo Bowles

The first category of narrative devices for involving the listener are those which involve them at a cognitive level in the construction of meaning. These devices require the listener to participate imaginatively in the story by creating their own mental picture of the story events, bringing it to life and reconstructing the drama of what happened for themselves.

1.1
Imagery and detail

The ability to present a story as a scene in which the listener can participate is an important storytelling skill and a process to which the use of imagery and detail is crucial.

In Horses, Max uses a good deal of detailed sense imagery to bring the listener closer to the narrative – I’ve stroked their manes; the smell of a good horse, I could smell him. Since the tellability of this particular story is based on Max’s knowing more about horses than Lenny, the details about horses are crucial to the success of the narrative. The phrase I’ve stroked their manes is a powerful image which resonates with the listener not just because it is detailed but because it justifies the reason for the narrative. The sense imagery also becomes increasingly particularised - the smell of a good horse becomes more personalised in I could smell him. I’d look her in the eye is followed later by I’d look her straight in the eye and deep down in her eye. In both these cases the increased detail acts like the zoom of a camera, taking the listener closer to the image and further into the story.

1.2
Direct speech

The use of direct speech in narrative refers to the way in which narrators introduce their own speech or the speech of a third party into a story. Although we cannot remember long stretches of talk word for word and the verbatim reporting of what has been said in the past is largely impossible, narrators often prefer to use direct speech (Max, they’d say, “There’s a horse there”) rather than indirect speech (They said there was  a horse there) when reporting what someone has said. This inherent implausibility of direct speech does not gnerally affect listeners’ acceptance of a story. In the interests of hearing a good story listeners are willing to suspend their disbelief regarding the actual faithfulness of the reported words to the original. 

The reason for the effectiveness of direct speech is that it produces a vivid description by presenting the speech as if the exact words are being spoken and bringing the listener closer to what was said. The use of direct speech is thus an important device for involving the listener in a narrative
. In Horses Max uses direct speech: 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. The nominalisation of Max, the use of the pronoun you and the use of the deictic here in the direct speech combine to create a context which enables listeners to hear the actual words that were spoken and contributing to the overall visualisation of the scene that Max is trying to create. 

1.3
Ellipsis

Another way of involving the listener is to use an elliptical storytelling style which requires the listener to take part in making sense of the narrative and thus “contributes to a sense of involvement through mutual participation in sensemaking” (Tannen, 2007). Elliptical devices tend to involve leaving something out of a narrative. This might occur through straightforward grammatical abbreviation, such as Max’s omission of subject and verb in the utterance One of the loves of my life, to a more interactional form of ellipsis in which speakers refer only indirectly to what they wish to say through the use of politeness forms (Brown and Levinson, 1980). If successful, this form of interaction creates a form of complicity between speakers who can communicate in an elliptical way. 

Tannen (2007) also refers to the role of silence as an extreme form of ellipsis in terms of a way representing what is not said (see also the section on pause and silence in chapter 3).  In this respect the pauses in Max’s story can be interpreted as a form of ellipsis as he waits for Lenny’s participation in the story which does not come
.

1.4

Figures of speech

Figures of speech, also known as “tropes”, is a general category covering words and phrases which require listeners to make non-literal interpretations of them. It is through the extra effort required to make this non-literal interpretation that listeners are involved more closely in the discourse.

Metaphor, metonymy and irony

In the expression she is a firebrand we are describing someone who is hot-tempered but without saying so directly and using a metaphor like firebrand to stand for something else is a way of achieving this. Metaphor therefore involves a concept (firebrand) being used to describe something (hot-tempered) and in interpreting this connection a listener has to make a conceptual leap. This leap may be easy or difficult depending on the metaphor being used. Stories which contain a lot of metaphors will therefore require the listener to do a lot of conceptual work in constructing the connections between unconnected conceptual domains.

Metonymy, on the other hand, refers to the way we speak of something in terms of something associated with it such as “I drank the whole bottle” in which bottle is used to refer to a quantity of liquid and which is easily interpretable because we associate bottles with liquids. When Max describes the horses as thundering past the post we interpret “thundering” by analogy with the sound that thunder makes. There are various sub-classes of metonymy which are based on the type of the relation which generates the association. For example, when we use the expression “have you got wheels?” to mean “have you got a car?” the mental association between “wheels” and “car” is based on a part-whole relation between the two concepts. This part-whole relation is known as synecdoche and is a sub-class of metonymy. Metonymic relations are based on a close connection with our everyday experience and it is for this reason that metonym is generally easier to interpret than metaphor. Although both involve “thinking by association”, metonym uses associations which are grounded in everyday experience and therefore part of the same conceptual domain, whereas metaphor involves associating two different domains. Metaphor therefore tends to require more work from the listener in order to make the connection between the word used and what is being described.

Irony is generally defined as saying one thing and meaning another and its success in storytelling depends on its being successfully interpreted as such by the listener. Irony is often signaled by an intonation pattern which communicates to the listener that an utterance is not to be taken literally. In Horses it is possible to interpret the expression he talks to me about horses as ironic even though there is no marked intonation. The irony is signaled by the fact that Max is addressing Lenny but uses the third person form he as if referring to an imaginary audience, thus creating a distortion of the interactional framework (Simpson, 1997, p.47). We therefore interpret he talks to me about horses ironically as meaning “he talks to me about horses but he isn’t qualified to talk to me about horses because I know more about them than he does” and the subsequent Horses story can be interpreted as an attempted justification for this ironic claim. What this example shows is that irony is more closely dependent than metaphor and metonymy on the interactional dynamics that are ongoing between story participants and designed to provoke an interested response from them. This is confirmed at the end of the story. When Max pauses after the summative phrase I had a gift, a response does not come and he then repeats the expression and he talks to me about horses. This final dig at Lenny does prompt a response from Lenny but it is a polite request to change the subject. 

Hyperbole

When Max says I used to live on the course we understand that he is exaggerating. We know he did not actually live there and that all he really wants to say, in a colourful way, is that he used to spend a lot of his time there. Hyperbole then is one of the words used to refer to the linguistic devices a speaker might use to exaggerate what they say. The terms “bold exaggeration (Preminger, 1974, p.359), “overstatement” and “extreme case formulation” (ECF) (Pomerantz, 1986) are also part of the varied terminology that has been used to describe the way that hyperbole operates in discourse. It is important then to distinguish this terminology in order to understand how hyperbole is interactively used in narrative. 

Edwards (2000) has shown how ECF’s are used in conversation without softening or hedging as markers of speaker attitude and, more specifically, as devices which speakers use to signal investment in what they are saying. This investment is a kind of “heightening” of the speakers attitude showing that they are particularly committed, determined or certain about the particular stretch of talk to which the ECF is applied. At the same time  Edwards argues that a speaker’s use of ECF serves to signal to a listener that a stretch of talk can be taken non-literally. It is likely than that the more ECF is involved in a stretch of narrative, the more committed the speaker is to it and the less literally he/she intends it to be taken.

Norrick (2004) distinguishes ECF’s from what he calls “non-extreme hyperbole”, arguing that the ECF is actually a sub-category of hyperbole rather than being a general umbrella term. ECF’s are blatant exaggerations violating Grice’s maxim of truthfulness, and “generally embed extreme expressions in otherwise literal-seeming talk”. Max’s you’re the only man on the course who can calm him. I used to live on the course would thus both be examples of ECF’s. The context is literal sounding but the expressions only man and live are blatant exaggerations.

Hyperbole on the other hand is less obviously untrue, more image-based and corresponds more closely to the beliefs of the speaker. Unlike ECF’s, hyperbole “ … is surrounded by obvious non-literal talk”. Max’s one of the loves of my life is thus a good example of non-extreme hyperbole.

Speakers often use hyperbole in harness with the other markers of narrative described in this chapter. For example, the ECF you’re the only man on the course is also used in direct speech and includes the marker of intensity only. Norrick (2004, p.173) notes how ECF’s are often tied to formulaic expressions and Max is particularly fond of this hyperbolic/formulaic combination. His phrases one of the loves of my life and knew it like the back of my hand are both clichéd and exaggerated at the same time. 

Hyperbole then is a powerful device which speakers use to “do non-literal” (Edwards, 2000) in narrative. It enables the speaker to embellish stories while at the same time reassuring listeners that the embellishment does not have to be taken literally.

3
Attitude markers

Stories will vary according to the degree to which speakers show personal involvement in them. Good storytellers adopt strategies which show their strong personal commitment to their stories. For this reason it is important to look for markers of the speaker’s attitude to what he or she is narrating. These are also called markers of stance or footing (see chapter 2). Since, as we have seen, texts of plays do not contain prosodical marking, the markers of speaker attitude that they are most likely to show will be lexicogrammatical ones and it is on these that the description below will concentrate.

3.1
Markers of intensity

Markers of intensity are essentially lexical and “express the speaker’s positioning, attitudes, emotions and degrees of certainty towards the proposition” (Georgakopoulou, 1997, p.137). These can be divided into a number of categories. The first three categories are Quirk et al’s (1995) emphasisers (e.g. certainly, mainly, only), amplifiers (e.g. very, too, absolutely, extremely, completely) and hedges (e.g. rather, sort of, maybe). Georgakopoulou adds to these markers of emotion which she splits into positive (e.g. fortunate, happily) and negative (e.g. shocked, alarmingly) emotion. 
Horses is a typical “self-aggrandising” story (Norrick, 2000) and requires a strong show of personal commitment to the story on Max’s part if it is to succeed. Max demonstrates this commitment by using a considerable number and variety of intensity markers: emphasisers (you only read their names, I was the one they used to call for, the only man on the course …, I always had the smell, I was always able, one particular trick), amplifiers (many times, the times) and markers of positive emotion (one of the loves of my life, what a marvelous open-air life, what an experience). What these markers do is highlight what Max sees as the tellability of the story, namely that it is a counter-story to Lenny’s previous discourse about horses (he talks to me about horses). It should be noted that as a consequence of the self-aggrandising nature of the story, there are far more emphasisers and amplifiers in the script than hedges. The lack of hedging is a sign of Max’s certainty about the story that he is telling.

3.2
Markers of interactional remembering

Stories are often punctuated by expressions such as “I remember” or “I can’t remember when …” which refer to the narrator’s ability to recall a past event. This phenomenon is termed “interactional remembering and forgetfulness” (Norrick, 2005) and is one of the many ways in which a narrator justifies the tellability of a story to the listener. Speakers and listeners appear to accept a mere statement of memorability as a sufficient preface for starting a story as in the following example: 


Here Trepliov’s I remember ever so long ago acts as the preface to his story about his mother. It is interesting that Trepliov’s remembering expression includes the phrase ever so long ago which intensifies the tellability of the story because it is being retrieved from a long way back. Norrick (2005) points out that this kind of ECF is  often used in remembering expressions – e.g. “I’ll always remember” and “I’ll never forget” – as if by underlining the memorability of the story the speaker can enhance its tellability. 

As well as pointing out the memorability of a story, storytellers often point to the clarity of their memory particularly when the memory is a distant one or there is some difficulty in retrieving it. Norrick argues, citing psycholinguistic evidence, that narrators do this because the images and details of an unusually clear act of memorising compel the speaker to comment on them. An example of this kind of comment on memory clarity is shown in the Birthday Party when Goldberg tells the story of how he used to go for walks on Fridays. His story concludes as follows:

Goldberg’s tense shift in I can see it like yesterday brings the reader into the narrative present and indicates his “clarity-of-memory-state” (Norrick, 2005, p.182)
. 

When past events are remembered in conversation, it is often difficult to recall and verbalise them accurately and so, just as a marker of interactional remembering may highlight a particularly clear memory, a marker of forgetfulness such as “I can’t remember …” or “I forget …” can highlight when a narrator may have forgotten a particular detail of a story. For example, when in Horses Max says by the Duke of … I forget his name … one of the Dukes, the phrase I forget his name highlights Max’s inability to recall the name of the Duke. Goodwin (1987) argues that this kind of forgetfulness expression is actually a show of uncertainty which invites participation from the listener. In Max’s case, then, his display of forgetfulness might be interpreted as a cry for help which falls on deaf ears; Lenny’s unwillingness to acknowledge Max’s remembering difficulty confirms his total unresponsiveness as a listener and Max’s isolation as a storyteller. 

Like markers of forgetfulness, expressions of shared remembering like “do you remember …” are also important indicators which promote listener involvement because they act as invitations to participate in the narration, as in the following example:

Here Vladimir’s invitation to discuss a shared memory of the Gospels is responded to by Estragon with a different but related memory. This counter-story is also introduced by I remember which suffices as a preface on its own. 

As well as marking story tellability, interactional remembering thus seems to have a strong social function. The question of who remembers what is part of the way in which storytelling listeners maintain rapport with each other and interactional remembering may be negotiated throughout a storytelling episode, as the rest of Trepliov’s story  shows: 


Trepliov is keen for Arkadina to confirm his memories and share the story and is not deterred from telling his story by Arkadina’s lack of memory. Her initial No is not an uncooperative one and her that I do remember is an unsolicited remembering expression indicating that she is participating fully in Trepliov’s story. 

3.3
Story formulations

Another kind of marker which is significant for narratives is the story formulation. This is a marker which speakers use to refer to the actual story they are telling, as in the following example in which Kate is telling Nell, Jim and James about her sexual adventures while working abroad:

Kate’s expression to cut a long story short, termed a “story formulation” (Stokoe and Edwards, 2006), is an indicator of her own orientation to the story. According to Stokoe and Edwards, when story particpants make explicit reference to a story as such, they invoke “story” as “a members’ category of talk for which there are criteria of adequacy. The participants themselves display a sensitivity to what might count as “a proper instance of a story”. In other words story participants have an idea of what makes a story a story and Kate, by saying “to cut a long story short” is actually doing some interactional work by indicating of what kind of story she believes is appropriate in the current circumstances (a short story). She is accountable for her story and is saying that she is cutting it short in order to facilitate the interaction.

Story formulation thus needs to be examined in terms of the orientation or “sense” of a story that participants display. In storytelling in plays this may occur in a local environment, as in the above example, or across a longer stretch of talk. In the following example Willy Loman refers to “stories” in a less specific but no less meaningful way than Kate:


This hostile conversation is a negotiation about the kind of story that Biff should tell his father. The story that Biff wants to tell is not the story that Willy wants to hear and this difference is reflected in the different formulations of the story that Biff and Willy produce. Biff formulates his story as “the facts” equating it with “not …bullin’ around”, whereas Willy refers to it as “stories about the past”, “crap of that kind” and “a lecture about facts and aspects”. Willy’s diverse formulation displays his hostile orientation to Biff’s suggested story. The formulation which Willy proposes is “a little good news” which he describes as the kind of “story” which he cannot come up with any more (“I haven’t got a story left in my head”). In the context of the play this is a particularly poignant admission because these good news stories are the false hopes with which Willy has deluded himself and his family for so long.

























MAGIC HANDS (1)





Arkadina:	… You won’t play about with a gun while I’m away, will you?


Trepliov:	No, Mamma. That was a moment of mad despair. When I had no control over myself. It won’t happen again (kisses her hands). You’ve got magic hands. I remember ever so long ago, when you were still playing in the state-aided theatres – I was quite young then – there was a fight in our courtyard … (story continues)


from The Seagull by Anton Chekhov








MAGIC HANDS (2)





Trepliov:	… You’ve got magic hands. I remember ever so long ago, when you were still playing in the state-aided theatres – I was quite young then – there was a fight in our courtyard. One of the tenants, a washerwoman, was badly hurt. Do you remember? She was taken off unconscious … and you went to see her several times and took medicine to her, and bathed her children in a tub. Don’t you remember?


Arkadina:	No (puts on a fresh bandage)


Trepliov:	Two ballet dancers lived in the same house as we did then … They used to come and have coffee with you … 


Arkadina:	That I do remember


Trepliov:	They were so religious … (story continues)  








READY FOR ANYTHING





Kate:	- so you can imagine that when I was finally sitting in the window seat waiting for the airplane to start for the States I was ready for anything. 


…


Jim:	At this moment I’m the luckiest man in the history of civilisation. In a room with the two women I desire most in the world – 


Kate:	And now at last I’ve come to the point – 


Jim:	- and both of them desire me and there’s nothing in art or science or religion to compare with this – 


Kate:	Well, to cut a long story short, I’ve fallen head over heels in love. 


Pause


Jim:	Well, well.


from Passion Play by Peter Nichols








WOODS ARE BURNING





Biff, with determination:	Dad, I don’t know who said it first, but I was never a salesman for Bill Oliver.


Willy:	What’re you talking about?


Biff:	Let’s hold on to the facts tonight, Pop. We’re not goin’ to get anywhere bullin’ around. I was a shipping clerk.


Willy, angrily:	All right, now listen to me – 


Biff:	Why don’t you let me finish?


Willy:	I’m not interested in stories about the past or any crap of that kind because the woods are burning, boys, you understand? There’s a big blaze going on all around. I was fired today.


Biff, shocked:	How could you be?


Willy:	I was fired and I’m looking for a little good news to tell your mother because the woman has waited and the woman has suffered. The gist of it is that I haven’t got a story left in my head, Biff. So don’t give me a lecture about facts and aspects. I’m not interested. Now what’ve you got to say to me?


from Death of a Salesman by Arthur Miller





DEAD SEA





Vladimir:	Do you remember the Gospels?


Estragon:	I remember the maps of the Holy Land. Coloured they were. Very


pretty. The Dead Sea was pale blue. The very look of it made me thirsty. That’s


where we’ll go I used to say, that’s where we’ll go for our honeymoon. We’ll swim.


We’ll be happy.


from Waiting for Godot by Samuel Beckett














					DOG STADIUM


Goldberg:	… I’d tip my hat to the toddlers, give a helping hand to a couple of stray dogs, everything came natural. I can see it like yesterday. The sun  falling behind the dog stadium. Ah! (He leans back contentedly)


from The Birthday Party by Harold Pinter











� Although direct speech is common in everyday spoken narratives, it may be less so in literary ones. Tannen (1986), for example, claims that the use of direct speech in narratives is more frequent in ordinary conversation then in literary storytelling. If this is correct, the use of direct speech in a narrative like Max’s could be an exceptional case. 





� Pinter’s elliptical style and the role of pauses in his plays has been the subject of much debate. Pinter’s own statement about his writing – “I think we communicate only too well – in our silence, in what is unsaid” - fits quite well with Tannen’s description of silence.


� Interestingly, the phrase I can see it like yesterday is exactly the same phrase as the one used by Lopakhin in the extract from The Cherry Orchard (chapter 3) when he says I remember it as if it happened yesterday and by Lydia, one of Norrick’s storytellers, when she says and I know the exact wallet he’s talking about I can see it as if it were yesterday (story n.8, p.183). Not only is it exactly the same phrase but it is also in exactly the same position – at the conclusion of the story. Goldberg’s phrase therefore seems to act as a structural marker dividing his previous memories from the concluding tableau of the sun falling behind the dog stadium.








