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Tellability in Surrealist Narrative: Two Approaches of
Unnatural Narratology and Cognitive Poetics (A case
study of three Persian surrealist short stories)!
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Abstract

Tellability is a concept in the field of narratology, referring to the
point and value of narrative in a general sense. The theorists of this
field, such as William Labov and Marie-Lou Ryan, have formulated
principles for it based on conventional narratives. Surrealist narratives
are part of the wider realm of unnatural narratives, in which the world-
building of the story is beyond the realist conventions. Therefore, the
issue that is raised is, what are the mechanisms of tellability in these
narratives? How is the purpose and point of the narrative out of reach
in the surrealist narrative. The two approaches of cognitive poetics and
unnatural narratology, each with their own concepts and methodology,
have pointed to the issue of reduction and lack of tellability in these
narratives. This article uses a descriptive analytical method while
examining the theoretical background of tellability; by combining and
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expanding the two approaches, it provides a model to explain
tellability in surrealist and unnatural narrative. Three short stories with
a surrealist style by Sadegh Hedayat, Bijan Najdi, and Abbas Maroufi
have been selected for practical criticism. This study shows that the
narratives reduce tellability by transgressing realistic conventions,
through unnatural sequences, unnatural world-building, challenges in
coherence and third-order informativity. Readers use natural reading
strategies and downgraing to bring the text to an acceptable tellability
level. Reducing transmissibility is one of the important functions of
surrealist narratives, and part of the power of these narratives depends
on reducing this component and the experience of uncertainty.
Keywords: tellability, surrealist short story, unnatural narratology,
cognitive poetics, Sadegh Hedayat, Bijan Najdi, Abbas Maroufi.

1. Introduction

Surrealist narratives are narratives that deviate from the norms and
standards of narrative. They are part of a broader field of narratives
known as wunnatural narratives, in which unnaturalization or
defamiliarization takes place at the level of the story (plot, time, place,
character, event, etc.) and at the level of discourse (narrator and
voice). One of the less studied topics in the field of plot in narratives
is tellability, the general concept of which is “the salience of the
situations and events that occur in the narrative ... relative to the
everyday affairs of life” (Herman, 2016, p. 235). In simpler and more
general terms, when reading a narrative, to reach its tellability, one
asks hypothetical questions such as what is the purpose or point of this
narrative? What is its narrative value and appeal? The answer is given
by using specific principles in the text itself, and this is one of the
normative methods in natural and realistic narratives. However,
unnatural and surrealistic narratives also challenge the component of
tellability because they transform the normative principles of the
narrative. By examining the existing perspectives, it was found that
Peter Stockwell, in his book The Language of Surrealism, has
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examined tellability in surrealistic narrative under the two components
of coherence and informativity, and Brian Richardson has also
referred to this issue in his book The Poetics of Plot and in the
sections on Narrative Middles and Unnatural Sequences. The
discussion that both approaches have raised is the lack of tellability or
its reduction in unnatural and surrealistic narratives. The necessity of
combining and adapting these two approaches to the issue of
tellability in surreal narrative arises from the fact that each of these
two has paid attention to this issue from a specific angle and can
complement each other. The stories include “Three Drops of Blood”
by Sadegh Hedayat, “Those Years, Autumn Came Twice Every Year”
by Bijan Najdi, and “Sailors of the Bluer Island” by Abbas Marouf.

Research Question(s)

The issue that arises is what mechanisms does tellability follow in
surrealist narratives? How can a surrealist narrative miss the point and
purpose of the narrative?

2. Literature Review

Tellability is a theory of narratology that was first discussed by a
sociolinguistics researcher, William Labov, and has since been
explored by other researchers, including postclassical narratologists,
particularly Marie-Lou Ryan, in relation to the broader field of
narratology. Labov includes it in his model of the general structure of
narrative in the section on evaluation. Evaluation measures “include
all the tools used to establish and maintain the main point of the
narrative, its contextual significance, its retellability, or its
reportability” (Tolan, 2007, p. 271). Labov’s model specifies what
characteristics the different parts of a narrative have. This general
structure is present in all classical, normative, and realistic narratives.
The model is shown in the figure below.
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Figure 1. Labov's narrative structure pattern, (Tolan, 2007, p. 266)

The theoretical foundations of the idea of tellability, especially in the
works of Labov and Ryan, are based on conventional narratives and
the minimal conditions of narrativity (story + problem = problem
solution). So far, no independent research has been conducted on
tellability in unnatural narratives; only two approaches, unnatural
narratology and cognitive poetics, have discussed what challenges
unnatural and surrealist narratives pose to the theory of tellability.

3. Methodology

This article, using a descriptive-analytical method, while briefly
reviewing the history of the theory of tellability, examines the issue of
tellability in surrealist narrative by using two approaches: unnatural
narratology and cognitive poetics, through a case study of three
Persian short stories. This research is actually an attempt to achieve
one of the goals pursued by the theory of unnatural narrative, which is
to review the existing theory of narrative, which is basically
formulated on a mimetic perspective, and to pay attention to the
unnatural and non-mimetic dimension of narratives in order to enrich
the theory of narrative. Therefore, from the theory of cognitive
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poetics, only two concepts of coherence and informativity are used,
and from the theory of unnatural narrative, the definition of unnatural
narrative, unnatural plot, and sequences, and Jan Alber's natural
reading strategies are used. Based on the theories of these two
approaches, as well as on the analysis and study of unnatural stories
discussed in this article, a relative model for tellability in surrealist
and unnatural narrative has been extracted.

Table 1. tellability pattern in surrealist and unnatural narrative based on two approaches:
cognitive poetics and unnatural narratology

tellability in surrealist and unnatural narrative in the context of “the formation of
the story world in Hermann's concept and the challenge of tellability "

Cognitive poetics Unnatural narratology

1. Disruption of the | 1. Unnatural sequences in
coherence of the text due | the plot
to challenges in logical | 2. Unnatural scripts and

Factors reducing | and cause-and-effect | events

tellability relationships and | (lack of value judgment
contradictions and breaks | and interpretive
in the text interpretation  of  the
2. Third-degree | nature of the unnatural

informativity (schema | event)
failure) and maintaining
this degree of
informativity

Strategies for achieving | downgraing (posterior, | Jan Alber's Natural and

tellability and story | anterior, and external), | Cognitive Reading
point receiving messages | Strategies
symbolically,

metaphorically, etc.

4. Results

The results of the tellability analysis based on two approaches:
cognitive poetics and unnatural narratology in three Persian surrealist
short stories are shown in the table below.
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Table 2. The pattern of tellability in three surrealist short stories based on two approaches:

"In
those
years,
autum
n came
twice a
year."

cognitive poetics and unnatural narratolog

Factors reducing tellability

poetics
Disruption
of coherence
through the
superstructur
e of the text
and
disruption of
the logical
relationships
of the text,
and the third
level of
informativit
y  delivery
through the
disruption
and deletion
of some
information
in the text.
Disruption
of coherence
through
mental
patterns and
the general
pattern  of
the frame or
framework
and tertiary
informativit
y  through
schema
inconsistenc
y and failure
and
discontinuity
Disruption

Unnatural
narratology
Unnatural
plot
sequence
(Oneiric
Plots)

An
unnatural
script  and
event
without
interpretive
interpretatio
n and
valuation.

Aesthetic and

Cognitive

stylistic function
Sustaining
defamiliarisatio
n, creating
confusion and
disorientation in
the text, a
narrative
predicament

Sustaining
defamiliarisatio
n, creating a
surreal and gothic
atmosphere

Sustaining
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Strategies

for  achieving

tellabilit

Cognitive
poetics
Downgrain
g (Internal)

Receive a

symbolic
message

Receiving a |

Unnatural
narratology
Metaphorical
and
allegorical
reading

Allegorical
reading
strategy

Reading
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of coherence  episodes defamiliarisatio ~ symbolic Strategy 3:
through based on n, creating a and Subjectificatio
challenges mind- surreal allegorical n (reading as
to logical streaming, atmosphere and a message mental states)
relationships oneiric psychological from each and
and general plots, and moment individual Allegorical
patterns, and unnatural event reading

tertiary events strategy
informativit
y through
discontinuity
and
contradictio

n.
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Image 2: Painting of Dr. Syn by Andrew Wyeth 1981, Source: (Abbott,
2018, p. 36)
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Table 4: Tellability pattern in three surrealist short stories based on two
approaches: cognitive poetics and unnatural narratology
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