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“Design is a funny word. Some people think design means howit looks. But of course, if you dig deeper, it’s really how itworks.”Steve Jobs
NARRATIVE DESIGN concentrates on the choices around howthe story is told. Who, or even what, is telling the tale? Is it a firstperson narrator or what is called objective narration? In what modeis it to be presented? Is it to be a traditional narrative summary orinstead a narrative revealed through letters, diaries or whatever?NARRATIVE DESIGN also looks at the narrative choice of setting, withspecific chapters on Time and Place.As there are many storytelling mediums – books, movies,theatre, radio and others – NARRATIVE DESIGN begins by lookinglook at the differences, similarities and unique aspects of eachmedium. One point of these comparisons is that telling (or narrative)belongs mainly to, but not exclusively so, the world of fiction writing,whereas showing (or direct presentation) is how, on the whole,cinema and theatre work.

The Storytelling Mediums: Thoughts fromWriters, Novelists,Playwrights and Media Other Creatives offers a selection of quotesfrom industry professionals on the unique aspects of their chosenmedium and the differences that they perceive in the other ways inwhich a story can be presented or told. PAGE 4
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The Storytelling Mediums: Similarities and Differences looks at thecontrasts between various storytelling mediums, concentratingprimarily on the mediums of cinema, written fiction and live theatre.PAGE 11
Time explores how Story presents and explores Time, lookingspecifically at duration and the difference between story-time/real-time. PAGE 36
Place considers the nature of place, examining the use of locationand setting, plus theories around anthropology and social culture.PAGE 64
What is a Narrative? considers the ‘telling’ part in telling a story,looking at the choices writers have when considering how a narrativeworks. This chapter also looks at what we mean by Form, Style andGenre, plus Narrative Voice and the overall concept of NarrativeDesign. PAGE 90
Objective, Subjective, Unreliable Narratives takes a look at thedifferent types of narrative methods available to the writer, plus thenature of stream of consciousness and Meta-fiction in storytelling.PAGE 101
First Person Narrations examines what is sometimes called theAutobiographical Voice or First Person Narration, examining theadvantages and disadvantages of this very personal way of telling astory. PAGE 125
Second and Third Person Narrations considers the most popular wayof presenting a narrative and that is in the third person. This chapteralso looks at the rarest way of writing a novel, namely, in secondperson, which uses the pronoun ‘you’ to make the reader theprotagonist. PAGE 147
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Retrospective Narration and Praesens Historicum looks specificallyat the Retrospective Voice in narrative with particular reference toPraesens Historicum, the vernacular or historical present. PAGE 158
Narrative Verb Tenses: Past, Present and Future addresses the useof tenses, past, present and future, in storytelling and narratives.PAGE 164
Epistolary Tales considers those stories based on letters, diaries orjournals which together are usually classified under the generalheading of Epistolary novels. PAGE 182
Narrative Style offers some thoughts from professional writers ontheir own Narrative Style and writing techniques, and those of theirfellow writers. PAGE 191
Story Information – Suspense, Dramatic Irony, Mystery andAnticipation considers the different degrees of story knowledgeoffered to the readers or viewer, specifically looking at the nature ofmystery, dramatic Irony, Suspense and Anticipation. PAGE 198
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The Storytelling Mediums: Thoughts fromWriters, Novelists, Playwrights andMedia Other Creatives
Which is the Best Storytelling Medium?

It has to be live theatre. It’s the only storytelling medium where
the story is happening right there in front of you and you know that
this performance you are watching is for you and not the audience
who came last night or will come tomorrow.

No, it has to be the written word because not only is the story
happening in your mind, the novel can take you into the mind and
thoughts of another human being in a way no other medium can.

No, it has to be cinema, because no other medium is able to
utilise every aspect of how you can present a story, from the spoken
word and the musical accompaniment to the verisimilitude of the
setting. Not only that, the cinema can take you anywhere in this



5
world – and any other world for that matter – make it real. And do all
that on screen ten times the size of life.

What!?! Not a chance!. In our modern age it has to be the
medium that democratised art – television! No other medium offers
live and in the moment access at a nominal cost to not only fictional
tales but real life stories from around the world as they happen.

“The plain fact is that in theatre, no two audiences are ever quitethe same.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“Now, what is it that television can do that nothing else can? In myview, it’s a very simple and obvious one, but it’s worth reiterating.It can let you see things at a distance at the moment when they arehappening. That is particular to television. And it’s what makestelevision pre-eminent.”Grace Wyndham Goldie, veteran BBC television producer

“The essential and abiding pleasure of the theatre lies inforeknowledge. In relation to the characters of the drama, theaudience are as gods looking before and after. Sitting in the



6
theatre, we taste for a moment the glory of omniscience. Withvision unsealed, we watch the gropings of purblind mortals afterhappiness and smile at their stumbles, their blunders, their futilequests, their misplaced exultations, their groundless panics.”William Archer, PLAYMAKING

“I had been writing comic books for years and I was doing them toplease a publisher, who felt that comics are only read by very youngchildren or stupid adults. And therefore, we have to keep the storiesvery simplistic... And those were all things I hated.Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
“What makes literature interesting is that it does not survive itstranslation. The characters in a novel are made out of thesentences. That’s what their substance is.”Jonathan Miller

“All you need for a movie is a gun and a girl.”Jean-Luc Godard, filmmaker
“Life in the theatre is more readable and intense because it is moreconcentrated.”Peter Brook in THERE ARE NO SECRETS

“The theatre, in the main, uses live personnel, and one can gobackstage afterward and tell the actors and actresses and thedirector and the writer, if they are around, that what they saw didnot make sense, and recommend that they fix it.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS
“ In a play like RELATIVELY SPEAKING, the four characters are oftenon stage together when all had a completely cross purposes. Wethe audience can take this in at-a-glance. Our eye moves faster andhas a far wider range of vision than the average camera shot.”
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Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

“Movies, after all, are only an illusion of motion comprised ofthousands of still photographs. The imagination, however, moveswith its own tidal flow. Films, even the best of them, freeze fiction.Anyone who has ever seen ONE FLEW OVER THE CUCKOO’S NESTand then reads Ken Kesey’s novel will find it hard or impossible notto see Jack Nicholson’s face on Randle Patrick McMurphy. That isnot necessarily bad ... but it is limiting. The glory of a good tale isthat it is limitless and fluid; a good tale belongs to each reader in itsown particular way.”Stephen King, THE STAND
“The tradition of the theatre as the place we can go to hear thetruth… The theatre affords an opportunity uniquely suited forcommunicating and inspiring ethical behaviour: the audience isgiven the possibility of seeing live people onstage carrying out anaction based on first principles ( these principles being theobjectives of the play’s protagonists) and carrying this action to itsfull conclusion.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS

"A typewriter needs only paper; a camera uses film, requiressubsidiary equipment by the truckload… That is always the centralfact about the filmmakers opposed to any other artist: he can neverafford his own tools."Orson Welles, film maker
“I don’t think screenplay writing is the same as writing – I mean, Ithink it’s blueprinting. “Robert Altman, film maker

“Cinema should make you forget you are sitting in a theatre.”Roman Polanski
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“When you write for the stage you retain the copyright. The worksis yours and no one can change a word without your permission.When you write for the screen you are a labourer hired to turn outa product, and that product can be altered at the whim of thosewho employ you.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS“One of the nice things about books as opposed to television, andmovies to some extent, is it’s not a passive entertainment. Peoplereally do get involved, and they do create, and they do have theirown visions of what different characters look like and what shouldhappen. It’s great – it means their brains are working”James Patterson, American author
“Remember that your characters are eventually going to be playedby actors. I know, but you’d be amazed how many dramatistsappear to forget. They write unspeakable lines of interminablelength, couched in language that no person would ever use, andmanage to say everything at such length that the actor really hasno room left to act.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“The forward movement is something new – brought about by theform of the motion pictures – and movie makers have good reasonto be concerned about it. The theatre is not so interested in theforward movement, because it’s time is uninterrupted. Each secondof its scene or act represents a second of actual time. Therefore itcannot move faster or slower, and the movement of the mind of thetheatre spectator is identical with the movement of the play,neither slower nor faster. The novel does not know this kind offorward movement, because the reader can put the book away atany time he likes and does not have to sit through from thebeginning to the end.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)
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“In television and film, people are ready to accept any kind of jumpcut, but the slightest disturbance on the page ruffles theirfeathers.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
“The magic moments, the beautiful moments in the theatre alwayscome from a desire on the part of the artist and the audience to livein the moment – to commit themselves to time.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS

“A stage play, unlike TV or film, relies often on multiplicity ofreaction. The camera necessarily tends to pre-select your view ofproceedings. This preordained choice means in general, whenwriting for those media, you should always indicate where the ballshould be, as it were, at every moment throughout the scene.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“When writing a novel, the only real constraint is how far you wantto go with your ideas. With movie scripts, you have time andbudgetary constraints. For example, if your screenplay is setentirely at night, you’ve just doubled the cost of the movie. Novelscan indulge all five senses, but Film is a visual medium that usurpsthe novelist’s tool of narration through voice-over to add depth andperspective.”Stewart Stafford, author

“It is not easy, in the motion picture to let the spectator estimatethe distance. The stage play, which is divided into two or five acts ofabout equal length, lets us clearly distinguish the time of its ending.In reading a novel the number of pages left lets us recognise theexact distance which has yet to be traversed. Besides, the elementof fatigue does not exist in the novel because the number of pageswe read in one sitting depends on our energies. But the moviegoercan only estimate the distance if a goal has been set. Once heknows the main goal, the spectator has a continuous feeling for the
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distance which has yet to be traversed. He can estimate thedifficulties in the way of the main intention. If the picture exceedsthis estimated ending point, the spectator feels fatigue. If the endof the picture comes too early, he is left with superfluous energies.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)“If we went to the theatre more we might learn to regain our faithin words. If we went and watched and listened and made somedemands.”David Mamet, WRITING IN RESTAURANTS

“If I am writing a movie and I am stuck, I can call the studio and tellthem it’s delayed. You can’t do that with television – you have airdates to meet.”Aaron Sorkin, screenwriter
“Cinema is the most beautiful fraud in the world.”Jean-Luc Godard, movie director

“Using a single location brings into play a lot of basic theatre-writing disciplines. If you only have one set, the characters come toyou. Quite the reverse of what happens in film or television wherethe camera delights in following people elsewhere – anything, itoften seems in film, to get out of the same location. Stage is thereverse.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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The Storytelling Mediums: Similaritiesand Differences
“We could say: the motion picture is theatre carried to everylocation that that might be chosen by the novelist.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)

The Storytelling and the Storytelling Mediums
Aristotle had it easy. In his day, that is classical Athens in the

fourth century BC, there were essentially only three storytelling
mediums. The Greek of that period had the lyric poem, which told a
story but without direct speech from characters, the theatre, which
presented only the direct speech of characters through actors on a
stage, and the epic saga, such as Homer’s THE ODYSSEY, which mixed
narration with short exchanges between characters. The epic,
incidentally, was recited or sung to the accompaniment of a lyre
(perhaps the nearest equivalent today would be somewhere
between a storyteller and a folk balladeer). Anyway, in his POETICS
Aristotle discusses the advantages and disadvantages of the medium
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of theatre as opposed to the lyric poem and the epic saga. On the
whole, Aristotle comes down in favour of the medium of theatre,
mainly because of its directness of imitation.

Nowadays, of course, we have a whole host of storytelling
mediums from which to choose. Apart from the medium of theatre,
we have television, written fiction, radio plays, video games and the
cinema, plus there are many forms of the plastic arts (or visual arts)
which have within them a story they tell. Even, for example, the
willow pattern plate some of us eat our breakfast from has a
narrative there in those blue sketches. In fact, even in Aristotle’s day
the three mentioned weren’t quite the whole truth, for there existed
as well children’s puppet shows which are mentioned briefly in the
works of Plato.

It should be said that many of the storytelling mediums we do
have today have boundaries that are blurred. The way we experience
a novel written on the printed page is clear enough, but what about
the graphic novel, which mixes the printed word with the visual arts,
often in a cinematic style of presentation? Then there is the theatre
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experience of the lone storyteller who, with or without a lyre to
accompany them, essentially tells a story as opposed to acting it out
exclusively in the direct speech of characters. And the video games
medium of storytelling, usually experienced on a television, is
incredibly cinematic in its images and soundtrack.

“If Shakespeare and Michelangelo were alive today, and if theydecided to collaborate on a comic, Shakespeare would write thescript and Michelangelo would draw it. How could anybody saythat this wouldn’t be as worthwhile an art form as anything onearth?”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer

“I’ve had nine of my books adapted to film, and almost all wereenjoyable. I’ve been very lucky with Hollywood, and look forward tomore movies being adapted. But I don’t get involved in thatprocess. I know nothing about making movies and I stay away fromit and hope for the best.”John Grisham, novelist

How a Story is Experienced in Storytelling Mediums
It’s an obvious point to make but how a story is experienced

will clearly be different depending on the medium in which it is
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presented. In other words, the way a story is received inevitably
effects the how it is received. We have the pressure cooker
experience of live theatre, the visual and musical thrills of the cinema
and the absorbing power of the written word. Each is different, for
each has its own strengths and potencies. Some are more passive,
others are more active.

The intention in the section is not to say which is best, but
rather to look at the differences and explore the uniqueness of each
medium and what it has to offer. And as it would be difficult to
compare the differences between all the mediums we have today,
we will concentrate here primarily on the cinema, reading a novel in
the printed form and live theatre. We will offer comparisons
between the physical forms of each medium (for cinema, the
projected image; for theatre, the actors on a stage, and for books,
the printed page) as well as the space in which the story is
experienced. What we are dealing with, therefore, is essentially how
Time and Space exist in our three very contrasting storytelling
mediums. In effect, what we are doing is looking at the ontology and
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very nature of the storytelling mediums of cinema, written fiction
and theatre.

“Having your book turned into a movie is like seeing your oxenturned into bouillon cubes.”John le Carré

“Books and movies are like apples and oranges. They are both fruit,but taste completely different.”Stephen King

Contrasts in Form and Space in the Storytelling Mediums
By ‘form’ here is meant the physical nature of the medium. For

example, written fiction comes in the form of a book, whether made
of paper or on a Kindle, and what makes that form so different from
cinema or the stage is that it can be carried in the hand and so exist
pretty much anywhere. The book medium therefore allows stories to
be can be read on a bus, in your living room, up a mountain or even
down a cave. But of course the ‘space’ where the story actually exists
is in your head.
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In contrast, the physical form of a cinema, at least in the

traditional sense, requires a specific purpose built structure. In the
early days of cinema these were called ‘Picture Palaces’, and for
many working class families their visit to ‘the pictures’ was the only
time all week they ever walked on carpet. This is an important point
because cinema going in the 1930s, 1940s and 1950s was far more of
an event in a way it isn’t today.

The theatre medium is more complicated in terms of its
physical from. Yes, we have the traditional West End and Broadway
theatres, some of which are elaborately constructed, others are
more what is usually known as a ‘black box’ spaces. However,
theatre can be a more flexible medium than the cinema when it
comes to space. As Quince in MIDSUMMER NIGHT’S DREAM says
when rehearsing with Bottom, Snug, Snout, Starveling and Flute,
“The green plot shall be our stage, this hawthorn-brake our tiring-
house.”

But we’re not quite done with form yet. Again the book is
simple enough, for all you have to do to experience the story it tells
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is open its pages and read. However, in the cinematic medium, the
physical nature of the film, whether it be traditional celluloid or
modern digital, needs to be projected onto a physical screen. And
interestingly the physical nature of the movie reel when it is
projected presents a paradox. Although the reel is a recording of
what has past, the medium of cinema itself, as it is experienced by
the viewer looking at a screen, is very much in the now. Yes, a movie
is ultimately only flashing lights of images created in the past but
what we see appears to be very much happening right there in front
of you. Of course, those who work in the medium of the theatre like
to remind you that the theatre medium goes one better, for the
action witnessed in a theatre space is truly happening right there in
front of us.

In this sense it could be argued that the written word does not
have the same immediacy or verisimilitude of cinema or theatre. Plus
fiction itself is usually concerned with what was and what has been,
as the majority of novels are written in the past tense. There is, it
should be acknowledged, a modern trend towards the use of present
tense, but that is still the exception rather than the rule. However,
the essential point here is that the cinematic and theatre mediums,
and the narrative worlds we experience through them, are very
much in The Now, whereas the narrative world of the novel is in
What Has Been.
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“Books are no more threatened by a Kindle than stairs by anelevators.”Stephen Fry

“The theatre knows the powerful restraint which space puts uponthe story because the play has a definite time of performance.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)
Contrasts in Temporal Nature of the Storytelling Mediums

Strictly speaking temporal art refers to a work that has a limited
existence that is dependent on the physical nature of how it has
been made. An obvious example is an ice sculpture, for the carving,
however magnificent, will eventually melt. The cinema medium is
also temporal in its own way, for the showing of a film at 8.00 pm at
the Odeon Leicester Square is time dependant. Further, its temporal
nature – at least in the traditional cinematic experience – is
continuous and unbroken. As a result, the viewing of it is always in
time forward motion. Yes, you can close your eyes and even put
fingers in your ears, but the movie relentlessly goes on with or
without you. Likewise, the theatre.

There are some theorists who argue that the unbroken image
from which you cannot easily escape is one of the keys aspects of
both the theatre and the cinema. The viewing can become so intense
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that it’s as if you’re experiencing some of ‘blood poisoning’, with the
result that you are physically unable to leave your seats. Words like
‘gripped’ and ‘petrified’ suddenly take on a very literal meaning.
That’s why horror movies shown in packed cinemas are always so
popular, for you put yourself in a situation where you can’t easily
escape. And that the appeal.

Stanley Kubrick’s A CLOCKWORK ORANGE fascinatingly explores
and exploits this aspect of the viewing experience in a frightening
way, for in the story the protagonist, Alex, is forced to keep his eyes
open and watch, without even blinking, horrific images of violence.
Some might even take this as a warning about the masochistic and
sadistic nature of the cinematic experience itself.

An historical point worth mentioning here in considering the
cinematic experience is the difference between ‘Continuous
Performances’ and ‘Separate Showings’. Nearly all movies shown
today are Separate Showings, meaning that when the film is finishes
the auditorium is cleared and everyone leaves. Not so with
Continuous Performances. As the phrase suggests, the movie (or
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movies) on show were on rotation all day. In fact, right up until the
late 1970s you could enter the auditorium half way through a film
and simply wait for it to come round again. This led to the phrase,
“And this is where I came in”, for when you’d caught up with what
happened in the part you’d missed you then left. An odd way of
experiencing a story, but that was how it was. And, for any young
and would-be writer, such a way of seeing a movie was a useful
insight into how stories are constructed.

When it comes to its temporal nature, the written word is very
different from both cinema and the theatre. A novel certainly needs
time, in that a book can take many hours to read, but a novel does
not exist in time in the same way a film does which show at your
local cinema from 20.10 till 22.30. Yes, the novel may be a page
turner, and you’d like to read it all in one sitting, but, if it gets too
distressing or violent, you can very easily put the book down if you
want to. You, the reader, have control. Plus when you have the novel
in your hand, you can go back and forth and re-read a section you
didn’t quite understand, or even skip parts you think might be a bit
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dull. Reading then, unlike the cinema or the theatre, is rarely
continuous, unbroken and in constant forward motion. Of course, it’s
possible to read a book in one sitting, though if it’s Dickens’s BLEAK
HOUSE, some of that sitting by necessity would have to be done on a
lavatory. But the essential point is that the choice to continue
reading or not is always yours.

“A film is a petrified fountain of thought.”Jean Cocteau

“When you come into the theatre, you have to be willing to say.‘We’re all here to undergo a communion, to find out what the hell isgoing on in this world.’ If you’re not willing to say that, what youget is entertainment instead of art, and poor entertainment atthat.”David Mamet, THREE USES OF KNIFE

Communal or in Solitude
Theatre is the ultimate medium for the communal experience

of storytelling for the simple reason all participants are living,
breathing human beings. Further, theatre can be interactive, think of
pantomimes at Christmas – “He’s behind you!” “Oh no he isn’t!” “Oh
yes he is!!”. The cinematic experience is also shared but those are
just lights flashing on the screen, not real people. The medium of the
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book is, in contrast, the ultimate in the experiencing of a story in
solitude. You may belong to a book club where that experience can
later be shared, but that’s not quite the same thing.

“The anxiety, which in this state of their attachment must be theportion of Henry and Catherine, and of all who loved either, as to itsfinal event, can hardly extend, I fear, to the bosom of my readers,who will see in the tell-tale compression of the pages before them,that we are all hastening together to perfect felicity.”Jane Austen, NORTHANGER ABBEY (1818)

“The summer movies are coming out. My advice: just stay homeand burn a good book.”Stephen Colbert
Passive or Active

A contentious issue in comparing mediums of storytelling is
how passive or active they are. Books, it could be argued, are the
most active because the act of reading takes effort and imagination.
Cinema, on the other hand, is just sitting watching flickering lights.
Well, movie directors would certainly dismiss that last statement as
nonsense because audiences psychologically invest in the characters
in the story and that takes effort too.
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A brief word here about something called ‘saccadic movement’.
Saccades are rapid, ballistic movements of the eyes that abruptly
change the point of visual fixation. Movements are smaller and more
rapid when reading, whereas when watching on the big screen
saccades are larger but fewer in number. And the important point to
make is that there is, naturally enough, a symbiotic relationship
between saccadic movement and mental alertness. In other words,
every time there is movement of the eye there is brain activity.
Reading, rather obviously, requires constant saccadic movement, but
not, sadly, the medium of television, where minimal eye movement
is necessary, which results in minimal physiological stimulation to the
brain. And perhaps this gives us a better understanding of the
expression: ‘couch potato’.
“Television remote controls encourage couch potatoes to exercisetheir options while broadening their base.”William Arthur Ward
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“The book is a film that takes place in the mind of the reader. That’swhy we go to movies and say, ‘Oh, the book is better.’”Paulo Coelho
‘The Mind’s Eye’

It’s an old line but one worth repeating and it’s that the radio is
more preferable to television because the pictures are better. The
mind’s eye beats reality anytime. And this is perhaps the biggest
contrast between reading books and the cinematic experience. The
movie, once made, is essentially frozen in aspic. It is singular and
unchanging. The movie CASABLANCA, if shown today, is the same
CASABLANCA that was shown in 1942. Of course the physical words
on the page are the same for everyone who reads them, but when
we as individuals read those pages, the characters, the setting and
the action exist exclusively and uniquely in our heads alone. As for
theatre, well that can change slightly night by night, plus plays can be
restaged and reinvented with a new cast, but it can never have the
uniqueness of the mind’s eye of the reader.

“When Charles Dickens or Jane Austen lay down their pen, thecharacter is to some extent a created and fully rounded entity in themind of the readers; when Shakespeare or Caryl Churchill (or you or
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I) finish your play, however, the characterisation is alwaysincomplete. Actors will be cast in the roles and will bring their ownappearance, physicality, and interpretations to the text. They willseek out motivations, and discover speech rhythms and buriedsecrets. The playwright mustn’t be too prescriptive, becausecharacterisation is the ground on which the playwright and theactor meet. The playwright hands over the baton; it is the actorwho finishes the race.”Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOWANDWHAT TOWRITE

“I remember being told by a telephone engineer in 1989 that bookscould be sent down a telephone line. I tried to visualise a physicalbook being stuffed into a telephone and was convinced he was amad man.”Bernardine Evaristo MANIFESTO ON NEVER GIVING UP
Blurring of Boundaries

But aren’t we in danger of getting very confused here? Take the
point that books are primarily written in the past tense. Well that
may be so, but isn’t a story when you read it in a novel always in a
way happening right there in front of you? Doesn’t the prose, past
tense or otherwise, create in the mind of the reader a then-and-
there feeling? And what about streaming movies via the internet on
home cinema equipments? Or even old DVDs? I mean, you can easily
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stop both when it suits. Hasn’t modern technology brought the
experience of a viewing a movie much closer to that of reading a
book in that you can now watch a film on your smart phone?

And another blurring of boundaries has come as a result of the
increasing popularity of audio books. Aside from the fact that an
audio book now exists in time in a way it didn’t when on paper, isn’t
listening to an audio book, like watching a movie, a fundamentally
more passive experience? And there’s certainly no saccadic

movement with an audio book. But you could argue as well that even
before recordings of audio books (or ‘talking books’ as they were first
known), hadn’t we always had books read to us? Parents at bedtime
and a teacher at the end of the school day, and didn’t they have
ultimate control over how long the readings would go on? And it’s a
shared experience. Then there’s the fact that children growing up in
the 1950s and 1960s even had a radio programme called LISTEN
WITH MOTHER (“Are you sitting comfortably? Then I’ll begin?”), and
later, on television, there was JACKANORY (1965 – 1996), where a
well known performer would read episodes of a book each weekday
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afternoon at roughly the time you got home from school. And you
could watch JACKANORY with your friends, making it a more
communal event. All boundaries of our different mediums seem to
blur when you consider the nuances involved. That said, it’s fair to
say that reading a book alone under the covers and the experience of
watching a movie at the cinema are still pretty much chalk and
cheese.

“Movies are not scripts – movies are films; they’re not books,they’re not the theatre”Nicolas Roeg

“The important role which place plays in the motion picture resultsfrom the fact that the camera can go to any location in this world.Without any delay, it can show a scene in Africa, following it upwith one in Asia. It can show a scene in an airplane and the nextone under the earth in a coal mine.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)

Pros and Cons
So what would Aristotle have made of our modern storytelling

mediums? He preferred the theatre to the epic saga because of the
directness of its imitation to life, so does that mean he would have
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preferred the cinema over all others, which in its verisimilitude is
arguably closest to life? However, perhaps Aristotle would have
found the cinema lacking in physical reality, in the form of human
living flesh and blood, that the theatre offers. Maybe our famous
ancient philosopher would have learnt to enjoy the ‘realism’ of the
novel, or perhaps he would have dismissed it out of hand for its
complete fictionality.
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All storytelling mediums have their strengths and weaknesses.

The medium of the written word in book form means that it is
portable and so can be experienced in an almost infinite variety of
places. Reading of course requires imagination, and so the pictures
you create in your mind are ultimately as much yours as the writer’s.
As for the medium of cinema, well, that is unrivalled in its ability to
stimulate the senses in its visual power and its music. And it can take
you and show you anywhere in the world, and, with CGI, anywhere
in the universe. Plus, there’s the extraordinary size of the screen,
whether it be at your local cinema screen or at an IMAX where
people are as big as giants. And the movie is a permanent form,
which allows you repeated viewings. The medium of theatre, of
course, has its immediacy and its intimacy. Its uniqueness is in the
living shared experience that will never happen in quite the same
way again.

Other mediums can also boast their uniqueness of experience.
Video games, through the technology of the internet, can offer a
story experience shared with others all over the world. Plus, unlike
any other storytelling medium, a video game is built to be both
proactive and interactive, where you, the player, can decide what
happens next. The television medium can, of course, broadcast the
same live events into living rooms all over the planet. Its power
politically is without parallel. And arguably the stories television has
told over the years have led culture changes rather than being led by
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them, especially in the area of social attitudes towards sexuality.
Then there’s the medium of the radio. Like a book, the radio is
portable, like the theatre, its plays offer intimacy, and like the
cinema, the medium of radio can take you anywhere, and with a
much lower budget.

All tastes and preferences are different. There are those who
find theatre deadly dull, and there are those who won’t read books
because there are too many words. There are still some who regard
television as the idiot’s lantern, and those who find video games
juvenile. But these perhaps are really prejudices rather than
preferences, for, surely, all mediums of storytelling offer their own
distinct experience for those who need and love Story.

“I used to be embarrassed because I was just a comic-book writerwhile other people were building bridges or going on to medicalcareers. And then I began to realise: entertainment is one of themost important things in people’s lives. Without it they might go offthe deep end. I feel that if you’re able to entertain people, you’redoing a good thing.”Stan Lee, American comic book writer, editor, publisher, andproducer
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“In modern theatre there is a direct inverse relationship betweenthe size of the cast and the likelihood and frequency of itsproduction. This has virtually nothing to do with the relative qualityof the plays themselves and much to do with the cost.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Cost and Production
Movies used to be impossibly expensive to make, but with your

very own camera on your mobile phone, and editing software to
boot, movie production, albeit it at a basic level, has suddenly
become very cheap. Book production too used to be expensive and
the exclusive preserve of publishing houses, but self-publishing, E-
Books and print-on-demand have together made it cheaper and far
more democratic. But theatre hasn’t in this financial sense changed
that much. Actors still need paying and theatre buildings need to be
maintained. That said, extra revenue for streaming and showing
filmed stage shows in cinema has helped a little.
“When I get a little money I buy books, and if any is left I buy foodand clothes.”Desiderius Erasmus, philosopher (1466 – 1536)
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“Casting is everything. It is my view that this process is the singlemost important action or series of actions that you will make on aproduction. Most things are reversible, but if you have the wrongactor, however good an actor they may be, in the wrong part, yourjob as director is reduced to one of a damage-limitation specialist.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

Collaboration
All the story telling mediums involve at least some degree of

collaboration. Theatre is arguably the most collaborative simply
because most of the creative team – writer, director, actors, designer
s and so on – are usually there in the building at the same time as
the play is put on. Although it’s true that more people work on a
movie than in a theatre production, the different collaborators aren’t
always brought together as they are in the theatre. The film editor,
for example, is only likely to collaborate with the director after all the
scenes have been shot.

As for fiction, well, if novel writing were a political system it
would be a dictatorship. And as we’ve seen from looking at the
psychology of the writer THINKING STORY, its rule is not necessarily a
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benign one. That said, the editor of a book can sometimes play a key
role by suggesting changes to the storyline and so on.

But there are other political structures out there, and certainly
other (and arguably better) methods of creating stories. What we are
talking about here is collaboration and devising, and these put us
primarily in the world of theatre, cinema (especially animation) and
video games.

The psychology of those who work in these shall we say,
‘democratic’ environments is often far different from that of the
obsessive scribbler with his candle and his papers in his garret, but
that doesn’t mean such work is any lesser. And to that description of
the lone writer you might add the words ‘privileged’, not only in the
sense that is it normally a ‘his’, but also because the individual writer
is usually presented as different or special or somehow uniquely
capable. This is partly because of the gatekeepers of the literary
world and partly too because of the literary cannon itself. Perhaps
‘the novelist’ and ‘the playwright’ do need to possess in order to how
they do certain innate qualities and characteristics (not all of them, it



34
should be said, necessarily that pleasant), but that needn’t mean
that the other creative ways of working, or indeed their results,
should be devalued or excluded.

Some more thoughts on collaboration…
“I could be just a writer very easily. I am not a writer. I am ascreenwriter, which is half a filmmaker… But it is not an art form,because screenplays are not works of art. They are invitations toothers to collaborate on a work of art.”Paul Schrader, American screenwriter, film director, and film critic,noted for his sreenplay for Martin Scorsese’s TAXI DRIVER (1976)

“Before you start production, you have characters you have createdwithout actors in mind, then all of a sudden you've got actors. Theybring an enormous amount in creating these characters, andcreating the dynamics between the characters that you've written.”Charlie Kaufman, director and screenwriter
“When writing a play, a writer might find themselves asking,‘What does my character look like?’ And the ultimate answer is thatyour character looks like the actor who will be playing the part!”Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOWANDWHAT TOWRITE

“I do believe that playwrights should think of themselves in part asorchestral composers. Before you sit down to write a passage forthe woodwind section, say, it’s handy to know the octave range ofa flute.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“Listen to those simple adverbs – the choice of actions and adverbsconstitutes the craft of directing actors.”David Mamet, ON DIRECTING FILM
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“A choice made by the actor is worth five imposed by the director.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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Time
“Every action requires time. Every development needs a certainamount of time. Every accomplishment implies a certain lapse oftime.”Eugene Vale, THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY WRITING (1944)

Duration and the Storytelling Mediums
A word of warning: talking about time and duration across and

in a narrative, particularly when comparing the different Story
mediums, can become very, very confusing.

Let’s begin though with a basic distinction between what you
might call ‘Story Time’ and ‘Narrative Time’. In simple terms, story
time covers the entirety of the time period over which the whole
story occurs, but more specifically it is the time duration of those
events mentioned in the story. Together they make up story time.
Narrative time, on the other hand, is essentially the time duration of
the narrative as it is presented.

Well, that seems straight forward enough, but problems arise
when you start considering what narrative time means when applied
to the different story mediums.
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This is what David Lodge says concerning duration in the novel
in his university notes FORM IN FICTION: “[Duration is] the relation
between the duration of events in the action and the duration of the
telling them in the discourse. (This controls what is sometimes called
the narrative tempo. A ‘fast-moving’ narrative is one that describes a
lot of actions in a comparatively small textural space).” And this is
what David Lodge says about time in Story in general: “Story is
normally conceptualised as a chronological sequence of events,
some of which may occur simultaneously. The narrative discourse
may also be chronological, but it need not be. It cannot imitate
simultaneity because of the linear nature of language. It will almost
certainly be selective, concentrating on certain events, deleting or
condensing others.”

The point about simultaneity is that the novel can’t do two
things at once. However, the cinematic medium on the other can
present two events at the same time because there is always the
possibility of the split screen. Stage plays can also have two actions in
different places simultaneously happening together, and sometimes
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even present action different actions simultaneously in different
time periods. Tom Stoppard’s ARCADIA, for example.

Another issue when looking at time in the novel is that it is
difficult to quantify duration in terms of minutes and seconds
because many actions involving time are rarely given in details. ‘He
then walked to the railway station.’ Well, did it take five minutes or
half an hour? And then there’s the issue of how do you quantify
narrative time when everyone’s reading speed is different.

In the cinema narrative time in terms of duration is fixed and
it’s usually referred to as ‘running time’. In the theatre narrative time
is more or less the same every night, but can differ slightly
depending on the audience and the actor. In the theatre narrative
time is also described as ‘running time’, though this will also
probably include the interval or intervals. ‘Performance times’,
incidentally, are the specific lengths of each act and these are usually
announced to the cast by the DSM (Deputy Stage Manager) at the
end of each performance.

Yet a further issue concerning time, story time, narrative time
and duration is that in that different writers use different terms to
make their distinctions about time. For example, Stephen Jeffereys in
his book on playwriting talks about ‘closed time’ and ‘open time’,
where ‘closed time’ signifies that the play is in continuous time
(sometimes also called ‘real time’), whereas ‘open time’ is where
there are blackouts and so we understand that time has passed. Alan
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Ayckbourn has his own expressions for these when he talks about
‘stage time’ and ‘theatre foyer’ time.

An important point to make about story time in the theatre and
the cinema is that, unlike the written word, both have the option to
present the story in what you may call ‘real time’, meaning the
duration of the event in story is of the same duration on the screen
or stage. Related to this is the idea of ‘unity of time’. It is more
common in the theatre, Stephen Jeffereys calls them ‘pressure
cooker’ dramas, but occasionally they can be found in the cinema in
movies such as HIGH NOON and ROPE. However, most movies don’t
do this. Instead they opt for what is known as ‘elliptical storytelling’.
What this means is that many events across the narrative are simply
left out and what this means is story time duration is usually far
longer than screen time duration or narrative time.

It’s worth saying as well that when a novel is adapted to the
screen, the story time of the narrative is often condensed. For
example, the James Grady novel SIX DAYS OF CONDOR quickly
became THREE DAY OF CONDOR when it was adapted for the screen
by Lorenzo Semple Jr. and David Rayfiel for film director Sydney
Pollack. Critics will start using words such as ‘rambling’, ‘sluggish’ and
‘sprawling’ if a movie adaptation of a novel isn’t more time and
action focused. Equally, if you were to take a movie manuscript and
simply print it as a novel, literary critics would no doubt accuse it of
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being ‘lacking in depth’ or ‘rushed’ with ‘no time to breathe’. Horses
for courses and all that.

But back to the written word. As said, because reading speeds
differ, ‘real time’ in the novel is pretty much impossible to gage. That
said, the ‘stream-of-consciousness’ novel does come close, for here
you could argue that the story time is simply the thoughts of the
character over time and that time is roughly equivalent to the length
of time a reader might take to read it. Some of the works of Virginia
Wolf have explored this way of presenting a story.

Some more thoughts on time, story and duration…
“Elapased Time. During a theatre performance there are two ‘timestreams’ running simultaneously: stage time and real (theatrefoyer) time. A play may, according to the front-of-house clock, runfor two hours and twenty-five minutes with an interval, while onstage we may have witnessed action that has taken us throughtwenty-five years. The choice here is entirely the dramatist’s. Thequestion I always ask is: in how short a time can I hope to tell mystory – both according to the foyer clock and on stage?”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
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“Time is not a thing, thus nothing which is, and yet it remainsconstant in its passing away without being something temporal likethe beings in time.”Martin Heidegger
“Another aspect of fictional time is duration, as measured bycomparing the time events would have taken up in reality with thetime taken to read about them. This factor affects narrative tempo,the sense we have that a novel is fast-moving or slow-moving. Theadventure novel moves rapidly from one crisis to another – thoughthe rendering of the critical situations may be artificially prolongedto increase suspense.”David Lodge, THE ART OF FICTION (1992)

“The more closely stage time equates to real (theatre foyer) time,the closer to the action we appear to get. In a play like ABSENTFRIENDS, the two time streams are virtually synchronistic. Theresult is to give stage minutiae considerably greater significant. Inthat play, over the course of a tea party, the selection of asandwich, the pouring of a cup of tea, the embarrassed silences asthe conversation lapses, are brought sharply into focus. Whereaswith a play like JOKING APART – taking place over all of twelveyears – events are seen from a greater distance, as we witness notjust a tea party but whole lives unfold. Neither play, hwover, saysmore or less than the other about the human condition. They justsay them in different ways.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
“In the case of WAY UPSTREAM, the time span follows thedemands of the story. Interestingly, it starts more or less in realtime, one day following another, but as events blur into unreality,so the clock hands become less and less apparent. Day or night,winter or summer – who knows anymore? It all finishes up in a sortof Thames Valley equivalent of the Garden of Eden.”
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Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

“Slow motion gets you there faster.”Hoagy Carmichael, song writer

Time – Frequency and Temporal Order
Next we move on to examine time and specifically time

dimensions within the narrative world itself. What we are essentially
talking about here is frequency, temporal order and speed. And since
we are now concerned with time within a tale there are fewer
differences between the actual mediums of presentation.

First, frequency. Frequency simply refers to the number of
times an event is presented in a story, including where different
people may have alternative recollections of the same event. Classic
examples of this latter point are the movies CITIZEN KANE and
RASHOMAN, where the same event is told from different
perspectives. Another example of where the same event is
presented twice would be where that event is used as a framing
device to, as it were, to begin and end a story. David Lodge in his
1980 university notes FORM IN FICTION offers this comprehensive
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list on the relationship between the frequency of events in the
‘action’ (that is across the actual story or fabula) and the frequency
of the events actually presented in the narrative discourse (or
sjuzet):

Frequency: The relation between the number of times anevent occurs in the action and the number of times it is innarrated in the discourse: (Possibilities: i) telling once whathappened once (e.g. Moll Flander’s first theft); ii) telling ntimes what happened n times (e.g. sexual encountersbetween Mellors and Lady Chatterley); iii) telling n timeswhat happened once (e.g. Jim's jump into the boat in LORDJIM); iv) telling once what happened n times (e.g. “I do notremember very much about the days, except they were hotand that there were many victories in the papers” – chapternineteen, A FAREWELL TO ARMS by Ernest Hemingway).This last treatment of frequency is generally used tosummarise repetitions that are not important to thediscourse; but in combination with ‘stretched’ duration itcan represent a habitual but important action. Genette callsthis ‘iterative narration’ and cites the opening of Proust’s ALA RECHERCHE DU TEMPS PERDU: “For for a long time Iused to go to bed early.”
Second, temporal order. Temporal order is concerned with

what is past, what is present and what is future. David Lodge in his
notes offers some terminology recommenced by Gérard Genette in
NARRATIVE DISCOURSE (1980) to define temporal order variations:

Although the basic temporal structure of the narrativeDiscourse is often chronological, there may be – almostinevitably will be – small local deviations from chronology inthe course of a written narrative. Genette proposes
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“designating as prolepsis any narrative manoeuvre thatconsists of narrating or evoking in advance an event that willtake place later, designating as analepsis any evocation afterthe fact of an event that took place earlier than the point inthe story where are we at any given moment, and reservingthe term anachrony to designate all forms of discordancebetween the two temporal orders of the story andnarrative.”

“Imagination allows you to bend the rules of the temporal world.”Amy Sherald

“As a writer, one of the things we all learned from the movies wasa kind of compression that didn't exist before people were used towatching films. For instance, if you wanted to write a flashback in anovel, you once had to really contextualize it a lot, to set it up. Now,readers know exactly what you're doing.”Salman Rushdie, novelist
The Flashback (Analepsis)

The cinema, of course, came up with the terms ‘flashback’ and
‘flashforward’ , and analepsis here would equate to flashback and
prolepsis would be flashforward. In the movie world then the past is
usually presented in a flashback and the future in a flashforward. The
anchoring point, or the present, is where we are in the narrative
itself and it’s from this point in time that you can go back and forth.
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But all that can get confusing. Take the 1980 movie BAD

TIMING, directed by Nicolas Roeg. The anchoring point of the
present is the apparent attempted suicide by means of an overdose
by Milena Flaherty and it’s from there that the story of her
relationship with Alex Linden is told through non-linear fragmented
flashbacks. Though where they are in time is never exactly clear. But
perhaps the strange nature of their relationship, one inevitably
doomed to fail, that lends itself to that sort of jumbled up time
distortion.

Perhaps a little more straight forward are those tales where a
analepsis or flashback naturally emerges from a story a character is
telling in the present. In cinema what usually happens in this
instance is that a character starts speaking of an event that
happened years before and as he or she carries on speaking, the
screen goes all blurry and we then begin to witness that event as a
flashback. Yet you could argue, and many do, that since these events
are being told in the present, that temporal order hasn’t strictly
speaking being broken. Take the movie BRIEF ENCOUNTER.
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The bulk of the movie of BRIEF ENCOUNTER is a confession of

near adultery told, as it were, by Laura in her mind to her husband as
she listens to the wireless broadcasting a Rachmaninoff concert.
Although we hear her words as part of her mindscape, her husband
does not. And so you could say that story time and the movie’s time
duration are essentially the same thing as her mindscape, for Laura
telling her tale is the story time. And further point here is that the
music, the Rachmaninoff concert, is not a non-diegetic soundtrack
but rather, since it’s part of her listening experience as Laura ‘tells’
her tale, it is within the story world itself. But Gérard Genette’s key
phrase when defining analepsis is ‘an evocation after the fact of an
event that took place earlier than the in the pint in the story where
we at any given moment.’ Well, that’s fair enough because Laura is
certainly doing a lot of evocation. Even so, BRIEF ENCOUNTER, and
others like it, certainly blur the concept of temporal order.

Historically, the first flashback in a movie is said to be in THE
ADVENTURES OF DOLLIE in 1908, but the flashback in fiction
arguable goes back to Homer and the ODYSSEY, where Odysseus,
within the narrative itself, tells his own story of his adventures to the
king and queen of Phaeacia. But again, as with Laura’s internal
narrative in BRIEF ENCOUNTER, there is some blurring, for what
distinguishes the flashback to the past in each case is that it is
subjective and comes from within a story world where a story is
being told by a subjective storyteller.
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But what of narrative where there is no internal narrative from

a story teller or a story-within-a-story? THE GODFATHER II, for
example, presents two stories, one in the past, one in the present.
The back story in THE GODFATHER II is not in any way a subjective
flashback but rather a narrative in its own right that is simply told in
parallel with another – and in doing so the director, Francis Ford
Coppola, draws ironic comparisons between father (Vito) and son
(Michael). Flashbacks then come in different forms and so if we are
to use the term it might be best to distinguish between the
‘subjective flashback’ and the ‘objective flashback’, as in Vito’s story.

A very different kind of temporal ordering and intension can be
found in Quentin Tarantino’s PULP FICTION. Events seem to be in
chronological order but Tarantino pulled a neat trick and in fact
events are out of order. And we only fully realise this in the last
section of the movie where one of the characters we have already
witnessed being killed is now suddenly alive. It’s a shock and cleverly
forces the viewer to re-think and re-assess what they’ve already
witnessed.
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So, what terms should we be using? In a way Quentin Tarantino

is playing a time game in PULP FICTION, almost defying us to see or
pin point where past, present and future actually are. And
PERFORMANCE, a film by the maverick director Nicholas Roeg, goes
even further in chopping around events in time.

However, most movies do have an understood narrative
present. Likewise, the novel. That said, the post-modern author
William S. Burroughs occasionally used to physically cut up bits of his
manuscript and then randomly mix them into his narrative with the
intention of creating a disjointed and often confusing narrative time
line.

Some more thoughts on the flashback…
“As an actor, you can't play a flashback; you can't play someone'smemory. You just have to play each circumstance as if it was realand understand that person's point of view.”O. T. Fagbenle

“Flashback in film rarely works.”Susan Hill
“I always think that's really lazy, when I'm watching a TV show or amovie or something, and there's a flashback and the idea is, 'Thisone moment is the reason that everything happened. This charactersaw this guy, and this guy said this thing to him, and that's why heis this way.' Because I think in real life, it's not so one-to-one.”Raphael Bob-Waksberg
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“The present and the past coexist, but the past shouldn't be inflashback.”Alain Resnais

“Naturally, one does not normally discuss plans to commit murderwith the intended victim.”Robert J. Sawyer, FLASHFORWARD
The Flashforward (Prolepsis)

The flashforward or prolepsis in storytelling is quite rare, for the
simple reason that no one wants to be told the ending when we
haven’t got to that bit yet. Homer’s ODYSSEY, composed nearly three
thousand years ago, does have a prolepsis in that the storyteller
(Homer), when discussing one of the suitors to Penelope, gives us a
glimpse of that suitor’s future. Long before he dies in the story, the
Poet informs his audience that not only that the suitor will die, but
also how he will die (not that this would have been a ‘spoiler’, for the
listening audience would have known the legend anyway). But of
course the true flashforward (or foreshadowing) has to be at the
behest of the omniscient narrator rather than a character within the
narrative. Unless of course that character has the ability to see into
the future.
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“‘Beware the ides of March.’”The Soothsayer in William Shakespeare’s JULIUS CAESAR

“There is more to life than increasing its speed.”Mahatma Gandhi
Time – Speed

We’ve looked so far at time in terms of frequency and in terms
of temporal order, and so next, and finally, is speed. Here the
cinematic medium does differ with the written word for a cinematic
narrative can be presented in physical slow motion or fast motion.
Technically fast motion would be where the camera shooting rate is
set faster than real time (‘under-cranking’) and slow motion is where
the camera shooting rate is set slower than real time (‘over-
cranking’). The term ‘cranking’ comes from the time when cameras
where physically turned by hand and the rate at which this was done
set the speed of the movie itself in that they reel was then projected
at that same rate. This meant if you under-cranked it would look fast
and if you over-cranked it would appear slow.
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By, as it were, stretching time, slow motion intensifies action
and so is often used in sexual scenes (THE LUCKY ONE, TOP GUN:
MAVERICK) and at moments of death (BLADE RUNNER). It is also
used to indicate and exemplify grace, for example in sport
(CHARIOTS OF FIRE), or and slower and easeful way of life (the
opening of BLUE VELVET). Slow motion can as well suggest power
and moments of decision. One example of this is in GOODFELLAS
where James Conway (Robert De Niro) is at the bar and his look,
presented in slow motion, suggests that this was the moment when



52
he decided to kill the man who sells wigs. Over-cranking slow motion
is also used by film makers to suggest dreaming, sluggishness and
inebriation.

Fast motion, on the other hand, is used mainly for comic effect,
for example in Woody Allen’s SLEEPER or CARRY ON SPYING where
characters are speeded up as they are moved along on a conveyer
belt. But it can be used in serious and even distressing scenes, for
example, the sexual sequence in A CLOCKWORK ORANGE that is
accompanied by the William Tell overture by Rossini. The police
action in Hitchcock’s REAR WINDOW is also very slightly speeded up.

Film has the capacity as well to offer the ‘freeze frame’
(essentially stopping time), which traditionally has been achieved
with an optical printer. Sometimes the freeze frame is used to pause
the action in a narrated movie and then offer a commentary on it.
The most famous example of this is in GOODFELLAS. There is a freeze
frame as well in IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE when Clarence is being told
George Bailey’s back story. But that’s heavenly angels – and you’d
expect them to be able to do that sort of thing.
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These techniques of the cinematic experience have arguably

corresponding narrative devices in the written word. Think perhaps
of the work of Laurence Sterne where the story stops at moments of
pivotal action. Or Henry Fielding where the author has a moment (or
indeed and entire chapter) of reflection. That said, there are no
direct equivalents or parallels in literature to the very physical and
visual nature of under-cranking/over-cranking and the cinematic
freeze frame.

Some more thoughts on speed…
“The world is moving so fast these days that the man who says itcan't be done is generally interrupted by someone doing it.”Elbert Hubbard

“People come and people go, moving fast and moving slow, I'm in acrowd and yet I'm all alone.”Micky Dolenz
“Bad news travels at the speed of light; good news travels likemolasses.”Tracy Morgan

“As you get older, time speeds up but life slows down.”
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John C. Maxwell

“There is more to life than increasing its speed.”Mahatma Gandhi

"The key test for an acronym is to ask whether it helps or hurtscommunication."Elon Musk
Anachronisms

The problem of setting Shakespeare out of time and in modern
dress is that one message on WhatsApp could have avoided the
tragedy of Romeo and Juliet. Yet Shakespearean plays themselves
are abundant with anachronisms. The striking clock in JULIUS CAESAR
– mechanical clocks wouldn’t be invented for centuries. The mention
of Aristotle in TROILUS AND CRESSIDA – the play is set at the time of
the Trojan war, nearly a thousand years before Aristotle was born.
And most bizarre of all the mention of a game of billiards (not
around for another millennium at least) in ANTHONY AND
CLEOPATRA.

But dramatists when they write plays set in the past are usually
actually writing about their own times. And that includes
Shakespeare. The Tudors brought in a period of relative calm after
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decades of chaos and civil war – and that’s why in Shakespeare there
are so many plays with a form of political internal strife. Think here
of KING LEAR, JULIUS CAESAR and MACBETH.

When a writer or dramatist puts in an anachronism there is
usually a purpose behind in. For example, a typewriter appears in
Derek Jarman’s film CARAVAGGIO. It’s jarring, yet has a purpose.
Caravaggio was a late sixteenth century Italian artist whose art works
include various anachronisms. For example, The Calling of Saint
Matthew by Caravaggio (1599-1600) is set in a contemporary tavern
rather than ancient Palestine, but with the intention of helping
people of his own era better connect with the gospels. Jarman
understood what Caravaggio was up and hence intentionally put in
anachronisms in his film history of the painter.

Just for the record, parachronism is anything that appears to be
from the wrong time period and can include a colloquial expressions
and social customs, whereas prochronism is where there is an
impossible anachronism, object or concept, that is used in a story
long before its invention.

“My past is everything I failed to be.”Fernando Pessoa
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“Our society is run by insane people for insane objectives. I thinkwe’re being run by maniacs for maniacal ends and I think I’m liableto be put away as insane for expressing that. That’s what’s insaneabout it.”John Lennon
Time and Time Travel Tales

The irony of most time travel adventure stories, of course, is
that they are not really about the past or future at all, for their focus
is nearly always on the world we live in today – the past or the future
is a mere backdrop. And this is as true for the contemporary series
TIMELESS, DARK and TRAVELERS as it was THE PLANET OF THE APES
in the 1960s or indeed H.G. Wells’s THE TIME MACHINE in the late
1890s.

Ever since the dawn of the nuclear age, nuclear wars and the
potential danger of nuclear power have a major concern for
storytellers. Nuclear conflict or accidents of the future have featured
regularly in the back story (or should that be ‘ahead story’) of Time
Tales. It’s there in WORLD WITHOUT END (1956), THE TERMINATOR
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(1984) and IN THE SHADOW OF THE MOON (2019), plus the
television series such as TRAVELERS and DARK. And so too have
many other social, political and environmental issues. In fact, there
are occasions when watching these series and films that you might
think the time machine fiction was actually created for the sole
purpose of allowing political writers to explore topics such as civil
rights, sexual freedoms and the rest. And perhaps you wouldn’t be
far wrong, for it was a divided and unequal society that was the
theme in H.G. Wells’ seminal novel THE TIME MACHINE, written way
back in the nineteenth century.

“Well, the moral of the story,The moral of this song,Is simply that one should never beWhere one does not belong.”Bob Dylan

“There is a tyranny in the womb of every Utopia.”Betrand De Jouvenel
Utopian/Dystopian Fiction and Time Times

Utopian/Dystopian fiction and time tales sometimes have a
symbiotic relationship with each other and there is an entire genre to
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be found when the two come together. And there are many such
tales in both books and the movies, including, for example LOST
HORIZON and A WRINKLE IN TIME. BACK TO THE FUTURE II could
even be said to be a dystopia, where Hill Valley becomes like the
nightmare version of Pottersville in IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE, only
more so. And the problems resulting from Biff’s gambling success in
this alternate world have clearly had major and widespread political
repercussions for there is a frightening headline about Richard Nixon
to seeking a fifth term and vowing to end the VietnamWar by 1985.

Two positive thinking utopian tales are worth a particular
mention here and they are SULTANA’S DREAM and BEATRICE THE
SIXTEENTH: BEING THE PERSON NARRATIVE OF MARY HATHERBY,
M.B., EXPLORER AND GEOGRAPHER, for both are early feminist
narratives. SULTANA’S DREAM is a Bengali feminist Utopia and was
written in 1905 by Begum Rokeya, a Muslim social reformer. It is a
sort of gender based Planet of the Apes, where gender roles have
been reversed. Strictly speaking it’s a ‘Time Sleep’ tale not time
travel, and it’s a very short tale too. However, in its brief telling it
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depicts a world where science better serves society. Here’s the
exchange between the new arrival and the lady she meets who tells
her of this new world and how it came about:

‘While the women were engaged in scientific research,the men of this country were busy increasing their militarypower. When they came to know that the femaleuniversities were able to draw water from the atmosphereand collect heat from the sun, they only laughed at themembers of the universities and called the whole thing “asentimental nightmare”!’‘Your achievements are very wonderful indeed! Buttell me, how you managed to put the men of your countryinto the zenana. Did you entrap them first?’‘No.’‘It is not likely that they would surrender their free andopen air life of their own accord and confine themselveswithin the four walls of the zenana! They must have beenoverpowered.’‘Yes, they have been!’‘By whom? By some lady-warriors, I suppose?’‘No, not by arms.’‘Yes, it cannot be so. Men’s arms are stronger thanwomen’s. Then?’‘By brain.’

BEATRICE THE SIXTEENTH is about a time traveller who
discovers a lost world that turns out to be a utopian post-gender
society. It was written in 1909 by Irene Clyde, a writer and lawyer,
who was transgender. In the story, the explorer Mary Hatherley
receives a kick from a camel while journeying through Asia Minor
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which sends her into another time period and a place called Armeria,
which is ruled over by Queen Beatrice the Sixteenth of the title. The
Armerians are strict vegetarians and their life partnership, known as
a ‘conjux’, appears to be based on love and companionship, rather
than sex. Their language, a combination of Latin and Greek, contains
no gendered pronouns. Mary forms a conjux with Ilex, one of the
leading figures in the kingdom, and even when offered a way to
return home by the court astrologer, she decides to remain.
However, Mary is able, with the astrologer’s help, to send a
manuscript to a friend in our world, who then arranges for it to be
published by Irene Clyde.

The key point about any Utopian/Dystopian tale is that you are
not being shown what is, but rather what could be, be that good or
bad. And in seeing these alternatives, you are able to re-evaluate
your own society and understand it in a new light. In these two
stories it just happens to be gender identity and what is now called
sexual politics.

“I abhor the idea of a perfect world. It would bore me to tears.”Shelby Foote
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“Reader, I married him.”When Jane Eyre tells us that she has wed Mr. Rochester, from theCharlotte Brontë's novel JANE EYRE
Time – Period Setting

What we’re talking about here is historical fiction and drama
which has a specific period era setting. World War Two is usually a
popular setting (GOODNIGHT, MISTER TOM by Michelle Magorian)
as is the Victorian era (THE PRESTIGE by Christopher Priest). Many
hours in libraries are needed to get the facts right, but this has to be
balanced with the drama of the tale. To slightly alter the words and
advice once offered in a Noël Coward song – ‘Don’t put your
research on the page, Mrs Worthington. Don’t put your research on
the page.’

A quick word here about George Orwell’s 1984. 1984 was
written in 1948 – and so you really just have to just swap the last two
numbers round to understand what the novel is ultimately about.
Just because a a book is set in a time period that is out of the present
time doesn’t mean to say it’s not of the present time.

“It was like a scene straight out of a Merchant Ivory film!”Kevin Kwan
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Some more thoughts on time, story and narrative…
“In terms of pace, the first half of a play should be longer than thesecond half. If the first half is an hour, and the second half is anhour and fifteen minutes, audience perceive it as slow.”Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOWANDWHAT TOWRITE

“Literature must rest always on a principle, and temporalconsiderations are no principle at all. For, to the poet, all times andplaces are one; the stuff he deals with is eternal and eternally thesame: no theme is inept, no past or present preferable.”Oscar Wilde
“Time. This is an area that’s rarely talked about as much as itshould be, I find. To me it’s one of the vital choices to be made inplay construction.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING

“It is an oddity of the theatre that audiences understand that whenthe lights fade it’s the end of the scene, and then some people inblack sweaters come on and move furniture around to preordainedtape marks on the floor, while your favourite hit songs play in thebackground. Stephen Daldry rather hilariously calls this ‘BurglaryTheatre’. The audience instinctively knows that during this period,time and place will have somehow changed.”Stephen Jeffreys, PLAYWRITING: STRUCTURE, CHARACTER, HOWANDWHAT TOWRITE
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Place
“ABSURD PERSON SINGULARnever took flight in my mind until I consciously switched its originalsitting-room location to the kitchen.”Alan Ayckbourn in THE CRAFTY ART OF PLAYMAKING
The Characteristics of Place and Setting

In Story it’s often useful to think of place and setting as almost
a character in its own right. Place doesn’t ‘talk’ in a conventional
sense, but it can often ‘speak’ to us in a metaphorical way. And, of
course, location and environment can friend or your enemy.

But let’s begin by looking at some of the basic characteristics of
place and its role in Story.

Place consists of where, meaning location (London, the planet
Tharg, the world of your dreams); type of space (school, ranch,
harem, hospital); function and purpose (museum – to exhibit art; jail
– to imprison wrong-doers; library – to read books); description (old,
expensive decor, overrun by bugs, empty but for ghosts); social
associations (the bowling alley for blue collar workers; the Savoy Grill
for the rich and famous and under the pier for amorous lovers who
can find no other place to love) and finally codes of behaviour linked
with that particular environment (you cheer at a football ground; you
pray in a church; you make friends or get into fights in a pub), for the
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social manners of a lift are very different to the social manners of a
bar. You might also add to this list the intended use of the space in
the sense that the characters in the tale have a specific reason to be
there (to hide the jewels, to kill the wife’s lover, to handover the
secret microfilm).

It also should be said that certain environments are in Story by
tradition have becomes connected to particular experiences,
activities, behaviours and actions. Woods and forests are testing
grounds, whereas bogs and swamps are seen as areas that absorb
your energy, both mental and physical. The corporate tower is a
building which cuts you off from human contact, but the family
kitchen is the warm room where social graces are less important and
so becomes the place where one can share a personal truth. And
kitchens in fairy stories and legends are often the room where an
adventure begins. Think of Cinderella and of young Gareth (disguised
as a kitchen servant) in the Arthurian legend.

And spaces sometimes have within their nature their opposite,
for example, when a location that is usually filled with people is
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empty it takes on its own unique sense of space. The forsaken
nursery, the deserted funfair, the derelict church. All can appear
creepy and even malevolent.

“HUCKELBERRY FINN… with the best river to ever flow through anovel, our own Mississippi, and in the voyage down those waters ofHuck Finn and a runaway slave on their raft, we are held in thethrall of the river. Larger than a character, the river is a manifestpresence, a demiurge to support the man and the boy, a deity tobetray them, feed them, all but drown them, fling them apart, floatthem back together. The river winds like a fugue through themarrow of the true narrative, which is nothing less than theongoing relationship between Huck and the runaway slave.”Norman Mailer, THE SPOOKY ART

“Of course it is happening inside your head, Harry, but why on earthshould that mean that it is not real?”
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Dumbledore in J.K. Rowling’s HARRY POTTER AND THE DEATHLYHALLOWS

Place and Exposition
As Eugene Vale says in THE TECHNIQUE OF SCREENPLAY

WRITING, “It is sufficient to identify a certain place once because
place remains the same… Not so in regard to time. Time, which is
forever changing, must be constantly exposed.” That said, the
moment you choose to reveal the exactly nature of location can
become a key part of the drama and lead to important revelations.
The opening image of Alan Bennett’s play THE OLD COUNTRY seems
straight forward enough: ‘As the curtain rises, Hilary is asleep in a
rocking chair. The sound of Elgar on the gramophone drifts through
from an adjoining room. A very English scene.’ Except, as the play
goes on, it slowly becomes apparent that we’re not in England at all
but Russia, and Hilary is a Soviet spy who defected and has been
given his house for his services to Mother Russia. Another twist
concerning location can be found in Noël Coward’s CAVALCADE
which features a wonderfully romantic scene on the deck of a ship
between two newly-weds talking about their future. All through the
scene the man has had his coat hanging over the barrier but as he
picks it up and leaves the name of the ship is revealed: H.M.S.
Titanic.

BRON: That’s our little garden.VERONICA: Sweet. Duff. Look. The garden.
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DUFF: The English garden.BRON: We'll go through.VERONICA: (Off) So cool here. Moscow was boiling.From THE OLD COUNTRY by Alan Bennett

“I’m always interested in the way people speak and move in theirenvironment, in a very particular environment. I’m never interestedin writing a kind of neutral, universal novel that could be setanywhere. To me, the novel is a local thing always.”Zadie Smith, writer and novelist
Choice of Place

The point is whatever location is chosen make it interesting and
pertinent and purposeful to the drama. David Mamet set AMERICAN
BUFFALO (1985) in a junk store which becomes a sort of mirror
image of American Society. Nell Dunn’s STEAMING (1981) uses her
Turkish bath setting as a meeting place where she explores the lives
of local characters and their interactions. THE CHANGING ROOM
(1971) is play by David Storey which is set in a men's changing room
before, during and after a rugby league football game. It’s pure
theatre vérité and in production you can even smell the liniment that
the players (meaning the actors) used. Never before had a London
theatre audience been so physically close to the sporting aspect of
working class life.
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In fish-out-of-water stories what is important isn’t just the fish

but the new and usually alien environment the poor fish finds itself
in. Dramatically, the use of contracts and extremes are very
important. In the movie BIG, Josh’s low point is finding himself in a
rundown motel room far away from home. Of course later in the
story Josh, a twelve-year old boy in an adult body, swaps that very
adult world for the perfect place for a true twelve-year old – and that
is in a toy shop. And then Josh lands himself the perfect job when he
begins working for FAO Schwarz in the toy development department.

In a story then it’s useful to consider the characteristics of
space in order to find your character’s best and worst environment –
and then put them in it. And this can be for either dramatic or comic
effect. For example, in LIAR, LIAR, where a lawyer has magically
become unable to lie, finds himself in court defending someone he
knows is in the wrong. And, indeed, when asked certain questions,
sharing more personal details than he could ever have intended.
JUDGE MARSHALL STEVENS: How are we this morning, Counselor?
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DANA APPLETON: Fine, thank you.JUDGE MARSHALL STEVENS: And how about you, Mr. Reede?FLETCHER REEDE: I'm a little upset about a bad sexual episode I hadlast night.[Shocked pause]JUDGE MARSHALL STEVENS: Well, you're young. It'll happen moreand more. In the meantime, what do you say we get down tobusiness?From the screenplay of LIAR, LIAR by Paul Guay andStephen Mazur

“The best time I ever had in a movie was when I pushed JoanCrawford down the stairs in WHATEVER HAPPENED TO BABY JANE.”Bette Davis, actress
Use of Place – The Staircase

Of course places and spaces can have many different uses.
Consider the staircase. Staircases are by nature transitional and so
can be particularly useful in presenting character transformations.
Take the walk-down entrance of Eliza Doolittle in MY FAIR LADY on
the night of the Embassy ball, or, more recently, the arrival of Mrs.
Harris at the local dance in MRS. HARRIS GOES TO PARIS. In fact
there’s hardly a Bette Davis movie without a staircase entrance. But
staircases can also bring danger. Think here of THE HAUNTING and
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that seemingly endless rickety staircase or the stairs in Scrooge’s
house which become strangely supernatural in the flicking light of his
candle:

You may talk vaguely about driving a coach-and-six up agood old flight of stairs, or through a bad young Act ofParliament; but I mean to say you might have got a hearseup that staircase, and taken it broadwise, with the splinter-bar towards the wall and the door towards the balustrades:and done it easy. There was plenty of width for that, androom to spare; which is perhaps the reason why Scroogethought he saw a locomotive hearse going on before him inthe gloom. Half a dozen gas-lamps out of the streetwouldn't have lighted the entry too well, so you maysuppose that it was pretty dark with Scrooge’s dip.
And people in stories have a habit of falling down staircases,

often raising the question did he trip or was he pushed? Think here
of Agatha Christie’s DUMBWITNESS, the classic ghost tale THE
SHADOWY THIRD by Ellen Glasgow or the famous The Young One
episode of ALFRED HITCHCOCK PRESENTS. Staircases can be a danger
zone and if you have your doubts watch PSYCHO, HOME ALONE, THE
SHINING, NATIONAL LAMPOON’S CHRISTMAS VACATION, THROW
MAMA FROM THE TRAIN, GONE WITH THE WIND, THE CHANGELING,
FARGO, KISS OF DEATH, LOOPER, FIGHT CLUB, THE BLUES BROTHERS,
THE RETURN OF THE PICK PANTHER, THE LADY, DEATH BECOMES
HER and, classically, the Odessa Steps sequence from Sergei
Eisenstein's BATTLESHIP POTEMKIN.
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In THE TIME THAT NEVER WAS, on his first night at the Old
Coach Inn, William stubbles on a knot in the timber as he makes his
way up the rough wooden staircase:

‘Proceed.’His voice, like his skin, is burnt and scarred.‘It’s very dark,’ I mumble. ‘I can’t see very well.’His reply comes in Latin, I think, making that voice seem allthe more scorched and blistered.‘Non est tanti. The stairs await.’The steep wooden steps, bumpy, and of differing heightsand widths, are navigable only with care. But with the oillamp at my back, it’s my own darting shadow that puts memost in confusion. I lose my footing and stumble badlywhere the staircase turns, hitting my jaw hard upon thetreads.The Red-Faced Man stops but does not acknowledge my fall.His oil lamp, now close by his head, lights up a line of sharp,half broken teeth.
But it’s only later that he realises that that knot was the biggest

clue to the secret of the Old Coach Inn.
Staircases are also often used in dream-fantasy as the way to

Heaven. Think JACOB’S LADDER or A MATTER OF LIFE AND DEATH. In
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fact, staircases in stories can take you everywhere. And so they
should be. As Martin Scorsese often says, “Every great movie has a
staircase shot.”

‘I'll build a stairway to ParadiseWith a new step ev'ry day !I'm gonna get there at any price;Stand aside, I'm on my way !I've got the bluesAnd up above it's so fair.Shoes ! Go on and carry me there !I'll build a stairway to ParadiseWith a new step every day.’I'll build a stairway to Paradise, lyrics by Arthur Francis (the earlypen-name for Ira Gershwin) and B.G. Desylva, with music byGeorge Gershwin

CHEYENNE: Listen, Harmonica, a town built around a railroad –mmmm – you could make a fortune, huh? Hundreds of thousands ofdollars. Hey, more than that. Thousands of thousands.HARMONICA: They call them "millions."CHEYENNE: "Millions." Hmm.From ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE WEST, directed by Sergio Leone,with screenplay by Sergio Donati and Sergio Leone, from a story byDario Argento
Place – Social Stages and the Guilt Cultures and Shame Cultures
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Human societies have what you might call ‘staging posts’ in

their social and cultural development. There’s the wilderness, then
the first settlement village which then becomes the growing town.
Next is the expansive city and finally its opposite, the dysfunctional
metropolis. And the transitional half-way house between these
environments can be rich ground in story terms.

The evolution from the wilderness world to the more secure
environment of village life is often explored in the pioneer myth of
the Western genre. John Wayne as Ethan Edwards standing on the
threshold but not seemingly able to enter the house in John Ford’s
THE SEARCHERS gave us, for example, one of the most icon images in
the history of the genre. The difference between village and town is
more subtle but it is a distinction that is certainly there in Sergio
Leone’s ONCE UPON A TIME IN THE WEST, where the arrival of the
railway will soon turn the small settlement into a thriving civic world.

The disparity between town and city is explored in many Frank
Capra movies, notably MR. SMITH GOES TO WASHINGTON, but also,
to a degree, in IT’S A WONDERFUL LIFE when Bedford Fall becomes
Pottersville. Suddenly the values of the town – caring for others,
neighbourliness – are overtaken by the hard self-centred credo of
the world of city. And the movement from village to city offers even
greater contrasts. In CINEMA PARADISO, Giancaldo, a small village in
Sicily, gave Salvatore Di Vita his love of movies and the city offered
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fame and success. But not true love. That could only be found in
Giancaldo itself.

Of course cities can be good places too, as it is in Woody Allen’s
MANHATTAN and his MIDNIGHT IN PARIS (though as this is a time
travel tale the ‘midnight’ keeps changing to the past). People have
even gone as far as to say that New York is the second lead in Woody
Allen's MANHATTAN. And they’re right. The isle of Manhattan is
more than a backdrop, it’s a living place of culture, romance and
thinking. But it’s how your story sees it. Woody Allen’s hymn to New
York is a far cry from John Carpenter’s dystopian New York in ESCAPE
FROM NEW YORK. Here that second lead is hostile, intimidating and
ultimately a killer. In fact there are many films where the city
becomes a dystopia, notably BLADE RUNNER. Los Angeles in
particular is seen as a disjointed, destructive and disruptive world.
Think L.A. CONFIDENTIAL, COLLATERAL, FALLING DOWN and
CHINATOWN. And, you might add, most film noirs of the 1940s.

Often certain values and the codes are connected to certain
places and spaces. And this brings us to the ideas of the ‘Shame


