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Narrative in Fiction: Whispers in the
Background

Narrative Defined

Narrative is non-dialogue text that advances
the story line while capturing, maintaining or heightening reader
interest. The main factors of reader interest are curiosity and
tension. The interested reader wants to see what's just around the
corner, and he wants it to be something other than what he
expects.






Narrative Versus Dialogue

The writer’s first job is to engage the
reader and keep him reading. Because dialogue forces the
reader into being an integral part of the story—the
eavesdropper—even poorly written dialogue directly engages the
reader. On the other hand, narrative—even truly great narrative—is
always intrusive to some degree. Remember that.

When writing narrative, there is very little
room for error. All narrative must advance the story line, and it
must do so as efficiently and interestingly as possible.

Now, my intent is not to try to convince you
that narrative is bad and should never be used. On the contrary,
when it isn't poorly written or badly used, it’s an effective tool.
Just keep a couple of things in mind:

First, every time the narrator speaks,
he’s speaking directly to the reader. It's as if he walked into
the room and tapped the reader on the shoulder. This is an
interruption. Be sure it’s both necessary and fruitful.



Second, narrative is necessarily a
one-sided conversation. When receiving narrative, the reader is
not an active participant in the story. He is neither eavesdropping
on a conversation nor using his own mind to determine what's going
on; he is a passive listener. The difference between being an
active reader or a passive listener is like the difference between
watching a Shakespearean play on stage or listening while someone
reads the play aloud.

So how do we overcome these problems and
write non-intrusive narrative? Every word, phrase, sentence,
paragraph, and bit of punctuation the writer puts on the page
should be placed carefully and with a thought for how it will
affect the reader and/or how the reader will react. That goes
double for narrative.

1. Remember that the narrator’s only task
is to describe the scene. It is not
the narrator’s job to editorialize about conditions in the world or
politics. (The characters can do that, but not the narrator.) The
narrator is not allowed to become emotionally involved in the story
line (again, this is the domain of the characters), and he should
never tell (remember the old saw, “Show, don’t tell?”) the reader
what a character is thinking or doing or how a character feels.
More on all of this later.

2. But what if the narrator is also a
character in the story? Yep, I knew that was coming. In that
case, when the person is being the narrator, he must act like the
narrator (no emotional involvement, no editorializing, etc.) and
when he’s being a character, he can do and say pretty much anything
he wants. In every case, even when one person is filling both
roles, there is a difference between the narrator and the
character.

3. Everything the narrator says
must be germane to the story and
must advance the story line. For example,
don’t attempt to justify why your protagonist is qualified to be in
his position unless doing so will advance the story line. Don’t
wander off into rambling narrative that takes the reader backward
or moves him laterally. Continually advance the story line. (You’ll
see examples of what not to do later.)

4. Don’t tell
the reader anything that he can learn for himself through
your descriptive narrative or by eavesdropping on your characters.
I’m aware that this is kind of a rehash of number 1 above, but it’s
important. The narrator should simply describe the scene and let
the reader experience it right along with the characters. When the
narrator tells the reader something outright, the sentence will
include a state-of-being verb or a sense verb. More on this
later.

5. The narrator must also walk a
balance between (1) giving the reader enough information to
keep him from being confused and (2) giving the reader too much
information, stuff that most readers already know or can infer from
the context. The more you imply and the more the reader infers, the
more the reader is actively participating in your story and the
more deeply engaged he is.

6. When the characters are talking, stay
out of the way. Never allow the narrator to interrupt the
dialogue of characters who are standing right there talking in
order to tell the reader what they’re saying. Let the reader hear
them himself. This sort of intrusion most often begins with a
phrase like “Tom told John that he...” or “And then John told Tom
there was no way that....” Instead, let Tom and John have the
discussion. When the characters are talking, the narrator should be
standing over across the room out of the way.






Narrative as an Adjunct to Dialogue—Tag Lines
and Brief Descriptive Narratives






When the reader purchases a book, he readily
suspends his own sense of disbelief. Great fiction requires the
writer to maintain that suspension of disbelief. Dialogue is among
the best tools for that because, in the written word, dialogue
equals action and enlists the reader as an eavesdropper. However,
it's difficult to make a reader believe dialogue is real when the
characters are static, simply standing face to face and saying
their lines. Even the most dialogue-driven story lines require the
occasional use of narrative to provide color and movement, at least
in the form of tag lines (when absolutely necessary) and brief
descriptive narratives.

Tag Lines—A lot of unnecessary
narrative comes in the form of tag lines, the little “he said” “she
said” narratives that are connected to the sentence.

Tag lines are composed of either the
character’s name or the appropriate pronoun and a simple transitive
verb that indicates utterance. Again, note that the verb in a tag
line must indicate a form of utterance. Tag lines should be
used only when it’s absolutely necessary to let the reader know
which character is speaking. When you use brief descriptive
narratives well, you can completely negate the need for tag
lines.

Avoid more colorful tag lines. The best tag lines end with “said.” When a tag line is doing
double duty, both letting the reader know which character is
speaking and implying a certain mood, choose “muttered” or
“shouted” or “yelled” or some other simple, unnoticeable
verb.

Think about it. Is there a reason
to write “he asked” after a character asks a question? Doesn’t the
question mark let the reader know “he asked?” By the same token, is
there a need to add “she exclaimed” after a bit of dialogue that
ends with an exclamation point? No. The reader can also tell from
the context and the exclamation point whether a character is
yelling, so there’s also no reason to add “she yelled” after
dialogue that ends with an exclamation point.

Finally, for goodness’ sake,
please don’t write things like “Come here now!” she ejaculated.
Yes, that’s from an actual manuscript. The author said some writing
instructor had told her to “vary the verbs in your tag lines to
make them interesting.” Ugh. The truth is, because tag lines exist
only to let the reader know which character is speaking, you want
them to be as staid and boring as possible. The reader should
glance quickly at the tag line then get back to the
story.

Avoid reverse constructions. Don’t write “said Susan”; write “Susan said.” The reverse
construction, like the colorful tag line, draws attention to itself
and away from the dialogue and the story.

Avoid inserting prepositional phrases into tag
lines, especially “to myself,” “to himself,”
or “to herself.” Just because David Letterman, an otherwise
apparently intelligent human being, makes a (bad) habit of saying
“I thought to myself” doesn’t mean your narrator should. I mean
think about it: to whom else is he going to think? If yours is a
novel about mental telepathy, perhaps a character is thinking “to
himself” as opposed to someone else, but otherwise, probably
not.
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