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Who is the narrator? Investigating the theory of Pan-
narrator and Optional-narrator with a look at the novel
"My Name is Red"

Marjan Mohemmi!, Marzieh Piravi Vanak™

Abstract

One of the most important topics of classical narratology theory is the
concept of the narrator. The "pan-narrator” theory, which arose from
this era, believes that every narration necessarily has a narrator who, if
he is not distinguished from a character in the world of the story or has
a clear presence in the text or not, is definitely separate from the
author of the work like a first-person narrator. But against this view,
there is the "optional-narrator” theory, which the researchers of this
field have tried to call the existence of the narrator optional by
reviving the author in the text analysis process; Their opinion was that
in texts that do not have a clear reference to this concept, its existence
can be ignored and the responsibility should be shifted to the historical
author. These two theories each rely on the narrator, but they differ
only in the choice of that speaker. Therefore, the problem is that if the
author is the creator of the whole text, why should not both himself
and his technique, which is the creation of narrators, be considered
together in the analysis of the work? whether it displays these
narrators openly or deliberately hides them. Now, the present research
is trying to investigate the novel "My Name is Red" as a study sample
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by using library sources in the historical-analytical and also the
"intentional” approaches to show that the narrator does not have a
predetermined identity. Rather, it is the only tool in the field of
author's technique and creativity that exists uniquely in every text by
the historical author with a conscious intention. As a result, a way can
be opened between the two theories of Pan-narrator and Optional-
narrator, so that the interpretation of the text can be divided between
these two theories in a peaceful way, and the author's intention is not
only outside the work but can also be followed inside the text and his
storytelling method.

Keywords: Pan_Narrator Theory, Optional_Narrator Theory,
Narrator, Historical Author, Intentional Approach

1. Introduction

The study of narratology has long explored the relationship between
narrator, author, and narrative. From classical philosophy to modern
theories, discussions have focused on how stories are constructed,
who tells them, and how authorial intent interacts with textual
interpretation. This paper examines these issues within the framework
of My Name is Red, a historical-fiction novel set in the Ottoman
Empire, to explore how both Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator
theories can coexist and how authorial intentionality operates within
narrative structures.

2. Historical Background of Narratology

Early discussions on narrative, narrator, and author date back to
ancient Greek philosophers. Plato and Aristotle introduced the
concepts of diegesis (simple narrative) and mimesis (imitation). Plato
associated diegesis with truthful narration, while he viewed mimesis
as potentially deceptive, involving impersonation. Aristotle interpreted
mimesis as a broad representation of human actions, emphasizing its
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educational value. Both philosophers acknowledged the central role of
the author in generating narrative.

Narratology saw renewed interest in the early 20th century with
writers such as Henry James, E.M. Forster, Percy Lubbock, and Frank
Stanzel, who questioned the narrator’s role and asked, "Who speaks?"
Russian formalists shifted attention from content to form,
distinguishing between syuzhet (plot) and fabula (story). In the mid-
20th century, the Chicago school and Neo-Aristotelians introduced the
concept of the implied author, bridging the gap between textual
analysis and authorial presence. This highlighted the distinction
between narrator and author, emphasizing that narrative meaning
arises from textual structures while reflecting authorial intent.

3. Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator Theories

Pan-Narrator theory posits that every story inherently has a narrator,
whether explicit or implicit. Conversely, Optional-Narrator theory
argues that a narrative can exist without an identifiable narrator,
focusing instead on textual and linguistic structures. While Pan-
Narrator theory assumes that a narrator is ontologically present even
when unseen, Optional-Narrator theory allows for stories with or
without explicit narrators. Both theories converge in recognizing
narrators as tools or constructs within a text, their functions defined by
the author. Optional-Narrator theorists emphasize the separation
between author and narrator, allowing the author’s intentions to guide
the narrative even without a visible narrator.

4. Authorial Intent in Narration

Authorial intentionality refers to the deliberate aims and decisions an
author brings to the creation of a text. By examining the interplay of
historical and fictional elements, multiple voices, and authorial
oversight, My Name is Red demonstrates how complex narrative
design bridges theoretical frameworks and deepens understanding of
storytelling mechanisms.
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The Narrator in My Name is Red and Reconciling Pan-Narrator
and Optional-Narrator Theories

My Name is Red blends historical contexts with imaginative
narrative. It integrates Ottoman miniature painting influenced by
Safavid artists, Venetian painting styles, master-apprentice
relationships, royal commissions, and the figure of the master
Ottoman painter, Ustad Osman. This fusion of history and fiction is
central to the novel’s structure and reveals the author’s narrative
technique, making it suitable for examining authorial intent in relation
to both Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator theories.

To analyze these approaches, it is necessary to clarify the
ontological distinction between narrators and authors. Narrators are
story-bound entities without authorial rights or responsibilities, while
authors exist independently and control the creation of these narrators.
In My Name is Red, characters like Sekire serve as complex,
sometimes unreliable narrators, whose perspectives are colored by
personal bias or strategic disclosure. Yet, the presence of a hidden,
overarching narrator—Orhan, paralleling the author—provides a
unified narrative voice that governs multiple perspectives.

Narrators are artifacts of authorial intention, and their existence
depends entirely on the creator. In My Name is Red, narrators are
fully constructed by the author, reflecting deliberate stylistic and
structural choices. This duality—where fictional narrators operate
within the story while a concealed authorial narrator orchestrates the
narrative—bridges Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator frameworks.
Narrators are neither entirely autonomous nor wholly absent; they
function as extensions of the author’s creative will.

Consequently, My Name is Red illustrates how both narrative
theories can coexist: narrators are created and controlled by the author,
enabling a multi-voiced narrative while preserving a singular authorial
vision. Furthermore, authorial intent is not limited to external
objectives but is embedded in the strategic deployment of narrative
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tools, blending history and imagination to produce a distinctive
literary style.

Conclusion

Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator perspectives are not inherently
contradictory. Both approaches address complementary aspects of
narrative: authors create texts with deliberate intentions, while the
presence or absence of an explicit narrator does not diminish their
role. The concept of a "hidden narrator” demonstrates that narrators
are not pre-defined entities but narrative tools whose existence and
function are determined by the author’s choices.

My Name is Red exemplifies this interplay. Its narrators exist
across different temporal and spatial dimensions from the author,
highlighting the ontological distinction between historical authors and
fictional narrators. The narrators possess extraordinary abilities—such
as a dead character narrating events, animals or abstract entities
speaking—emphasizing their role as fictional constructs. They bear no
responsibility beyond narrating their experiences, illustrating the
Optional-Narrator principle. Despite multiple narrators, the novel
maintains a consistent style and tone, reflecting deliberate design.
Selective disclosure of information, such as concealing the murderer’s
identity, demonstrates the author’s control over narrative progression.
My Name is Red shows that Pan-Narrator and Optional-Narrator
frameworks can coexist, allowing simultaneous analysis of authorial
intent and narrator agency while blending historical and fictional
elements into a cohesive literary work.
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