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The king died, then the queen died is a story 

The king died, then the queen died of grief is a plot 

The queen died, no one knew why, until it was discovered that it was through the 

grief at the death of the king is a plot with a mystery 

E. M. Forster, Aspects of the Novel, 1927 

 
(Narrative) is derived from the Latin narrare–’to relate,’ [and] rooted in the Greek gno, to 

know. ...narrative relates all of its parts to each other.... Michael Roemer, Telling Stories, 1995 

(Narrative) is the form of the story [not the content of the story].  

Gerard Genette, Narrative Discourse, 1980 

Our lives are ceaselessly intertwined with narrative, with the stories that we tell and hear told, 

those we dream or imagine or would like to tell, all of which are reworked in that story of our 

own lives that we narrate to ourselves in an episodic, sometimes semiconscious, but virtually 

uninterrupted monologue. We live immersed in narrative, recounting and reassessing the 

meaning of our past actions, anticipating the outcome of our future projects, situating ourselves 

at the intersection of several stories not yet completed. The narrative impulse is as old as our 

oldest literature: myth and folktale appear to be stories we recount in order to explain and 

understand where no other form of explanation will work. The desire and the competence to tell 

stories also reaches back to an early stage in the individual’s development, to about the age of 

three, when a child begins to show the ability to put together a narrative in coherent fashion 

and especially the capacity to recognize narratives, to judge their well-formedness. 

Peter Brooks, Reading for the Plot, 1992 

 

A narrative is a chain of events in cause-effect relationship occurring in time and space. 

Non-narrative forms include:  

Categorical: where a subject is divided into parts or categories  

Rhetorical: where an argument is presented and evidence is layed out to support it 

Abstract: where the reader’s attention is drawn to shape, color, rhythm and other visual forms 

Associational: where an attitude is expressed or a mood evoked through juxtaposition or loose 

connections, suggesting an emotion or concept. 

Bordwell and Thompson, Film Art, 1997 

 

The best craftsmanship always leaves holes and gaps in the works of the poem so that something 

that is NOT in the poem can creep, crawl, flash, or thunder in. 



Dylan Thomas, Notes on the Art of Poetry, The Poems of Dylan Thomas, New Directions, 1971 
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14 April 1905 

 

Suppose time is a circle, bending back on itself. The world repeats itself, precisely, endlessly. 

 

For the most part, people do not know they will live their lives over. Traders do not know that 

they will make the same bargain again and again. Politicians do not know that they will shout 

from the same lectern an infinite number of times in the cycles of time. Parents treasure the first 

laugh from their child as if they will not hear it again. Lovers making love the first time undress 

shyly, show surprise at the supple thigh, the fragile nipple. How would they know that each secret 

glimpse, each touch, will be repeated again and again and again, exactly as before? 

 

On Marktgasse, it is the same. How could the shopkeepers know that each handmade sweater, 

each embroidered handkerchief, each chocolate candy, each intricate compass and watch will 

return to their stalls? At dusk, the shopkeepers go home to their families or drink beer in the 

taverns, calling happily to friends down the vaulted alleys, caressing each moment as an emerald 

on temporary consignment. How could they know that nothing is temporary, that all will happen 

again? No more than an ant crawling round the rim of a crystal chandelier knows that it will 

return to where it began. 

 

In the hospital on Gerberngasse, a woman says goodbye to her husband. He lies in bed and stares 

at her emptily. In the last two months, his cancer has spread from his throat to his liver, his 

pancreas, his brain. His two young children sit on one chair in the corner of the room, frightened 

to look at their father, his sunken cheeks, the withered skin of an old man. The wife comes to the 

bed and kisses her husband softly on the forehead, whispers goodbye, and quickly leaves with the 

children. She is certain that this was the last kiss. How could she know that time will begin again, 

that she will be born again, will study at the gymnasium again, will show her paintings at the 

gallery in Zürich, will again meet her husband in the small library in Fribourg, will again go 

sailing with him in Thun Lake on a warm day in July, will give birth again, that her husband will 

again work for eight years at the pharmaceutical and come home one evening with a lump in his 

throat, will again throw up and get weak and end up in this hospital, this room, this bed, this 

moment. How could she know? 

 

In the world in which time is a circle, every handshake, every kiss, every birth, every word, will be 



repeated precisely. So too every moment that two friends stop becoming friends, every time that a 

family is broken because of money, every vicious remark in an argument between spouses, every 

opportunity denied because of a superior's jealousy, every promise not kept. 

 

And just as all things will be repeated in the future, all things now happening happened a million 

times before. Some few people in every town, in their dreams, are vaguely aware that all has 

occurred in the past. These are the people with unhappy lives, and they sense that their 

misjudgments and wrong deeds and bad luck have all taken place in the previous loop of time. In 

the dead of night these cursed citizens wrestle with their bedsheets, unable to rest, stricken with 

the knowledge that they cannot change a single action, a single gesture. Their mistakes will be 

repeated precisely in this life as in the life before. And it is these double unfortunates who give the 

only sign that time is a circle. For in each town, late at night, the vacant streets and balconies fill 

up with their moans. 

 

16 April 1905 

 

In this world, time is like a flow of water, occasionally displaced by a bit of debris, a passing 

breeze. Now and then, some cosmic disturbance will cause a rivulet of time to turn away from the 

mainstream, to make connection backstream. When this happens, birds, soil, people caught in the 

branching tributary find themselves suddenly carried to the past. 

 

Persons who have been transported back in time are easy to identify. They wear dark, indistinct 

clothing and walk on their toes, trying not to make a single sound, trying not to bend a single 

blade of grass. For they fear that any change they make in the past could have drastic 

consequences for the future. 

 

Just now, for example, such a person is crouching in the shadows of the arcade, at no. 19 

Kramgasse. An odd place for a traveler from the future, but there she is. Pedestrians pass, stare, 

and walk on. She huddles in a corner, then quickly creeps across the street and cowers in another 

darkened spot, at no. 22. She is terrified that she will kick up dust, just as a Peter Klausen is 

making his way to the apothecary on Spitalgasse this afternoon of 16 April 1905. Klausen is 

something of a dandy and hates to have his clothes sullied. If dust messes his clothes, he will stop 

and painstakingly brush them off, regardless of waiting appointments. If Klausen is sufficiently 

delayed, he may not buy the ointment for his wife, who has been complaining of leg aches for 

weeks. In that case, Klausen's wife, in a bad humor, may decide not to make the trip to Lake 

Geneva. And if she does not go to Lake Geneva on 23 June 1905, she will not meet a Catherine 

d'Épinay walking on the jetty of the east shore and will not introduce Mlle. d'Épinay to her son 

Richard. In turn, Richard and Catherine will not marry on 17 December 1908, will not give birth 



to Friedrich on 8 July 1912. Friedrich Klausen will not be father to Hans Klausen on 22 August 

1938, and without Hans Klausen the European Union of 1979 will never occur. 

 

The woman from the future, thrust without warning into this time and this place and now 

attempting to be invisible in her darkened spot at no. 22 Kramgasse, knows the Klausen story and 

a thousand other stories waiting to unfold, dependent on the births of children, the movement of 

people in the streets, the songs of birds at certain moments, the precise position of chairs, the 

wind. She crouches in the shadows and does not return the stares of people. She crouches and 

waits for the stream of time to carry her back to her own time. 

 

When a traveler from the future must talk, he does not talk but whimpers. He whispers tortured 

sounds. He is agonized. For if he makes the slightest alteration in anything, he may destroy the 

future. At the same time, he is forced to witness events without being part of them, without 

changing them. He envies the people who live in their own time, who can act at will, oblivious of 

the future, ignorant of the effects of their actions. But he cannot act. He is an inert gas, a ghost, a 

sheet without soul. He has lost his personhood. He is an exile of time. 

 

Such wretched people from the future can be found in every village and every town, hiding under 

the eaves of buildings, in basements, under bridges, in deserted fields. They are not questioned 

about coming events, about future marriages, births, finances, inventions, profits to be made. 

Instead, they are left alone and pitied. 

 

19 April 1905 

 

It is a cold morning in November and the first snow has fallen. A man in a long leather coat stands 

on his fourth-floor balcony on Kramgasse overlooking the Zähringer Fountain and the white 

street below. To the east, he can see the fragile steeple of St. Vincent's Cathedral, to the west, the 

curved roof of the Zytgloggeturm. But the man is not looking east or west. He is staring down at a 

tiny red hat left in the snow below, and he is thinking. Should he go to the woman's house in 

Fribourg? His hands grip the metal balustrade, let go, grip again. Should he visit her? Should he 

visit her? 

 

He decides not to see her again. She is manipulative and judgmental, and she could make his life 

miserable. Perhaps she would not be interested in him anyway. So he decides not to see her again. 

Instead, he keeps to the company of men. He works hard at the pharmaceutical, where he hardly 

notices the female assistant manager. He goes to the brasserie on Kochergasse in the evenings 

with his friends and drinks beer, he learns to make fondue. Then, in three years, he meets another 

woman in a clothing shop in Neuchâtel. She is nice. She makes love to him very very slowly, over a 



period of months. After a year, she comes to live with him in Berne. They live quietly, take walks 

together along the Aare, are companions to each other, grow old and contented. 

 

In the second world, the man in the long leather coat decides that he must see the Fribourg 

woman again. He hardly knows her, she could be manipulative, and her movements hint at 

volatility, but that way her face softens when she smiles, that laugh, that clever use of words. Yes, 

he must see her again. He goes to her house in Fribourg, sits on the couch with her, within 

moments feels his heart pounding, grows weak at the sight of the white of her arms. They make 

love, loudly and with passion. She persuades him to move to Fribourg. He leaves his job in Berne 

and begins work at the Fribourg Post Bureau. He burns with his love for her. Every day he comes 

home at noon. They eat, they make love, they argue, she complains that she needs more money, 

he pleads with her, she throws pots at him, they make love again, he returns to the Post Bureau. 

She threatens to leave him, but she does not leave him. He lives for her, and he is happy with his 

anguish. 

 

In the third world, he also decides that he must see her again. He hardly knows her, she could be 

manipulative, and her movements hint at volatility, but that smile, that laugh, that clever use of 

words. Yes, he must see her again. He goes to her house in Fribourg, meets her at the door, has 

tea with her at her kitchen table. They talk of her work at the library, his job at the 

pharmaceutical. After an hour, she says that she must leave to help a friend, she says goodbye to 

him, they shake hands. He travels the thirty kilometers back to Berne, feels empty during the 

train ride home, goes to his fourth-floor apartment on Kramgasse, stands on the balcony and 

stares down at the tiny red hat left in the snow. 

 

These three chains of events all indeed happen, simultaneously. For in this world, time has three 

dimensions, like space. Just as an object may move in three perpendicular directions, 

corresponding to horizontal, vertical, and longitudinal, so an object may participate in three 

perpendicular futures. Each future moves in a different direction of time. Each future is real. At 

every point of decision, whether to visit a woman in Fribourg or to buy a new coat, the world splits 

into three worlds, each with the same people but with different fates for those people. In time, 

there are an infinity of worlds. 

 

Some make light of decisions, arguing that all possible decisions will occur. In such a world, how 

could one be responsible for his actions? Others hold that each decision must be considered and 

committed to, that without commitment there is chaos. Such people are content to live in 

contradictory worlds, so long as they know the reason for each. 

 

  



 

Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank, and having 

nothing to do: once or twice she had peeped into the book her sister was reading, 

but it had no pictures or conversations in it, ‘and what is the use of a book,’ thought 

Alice, ‘without pictures or conversations?’” 

Lewis Carroll, Alice in Wonderland  

 


