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M a p p i n g T i m e i n Narrat ive s 

Pete r  Meyerso n (peter.m.meyerson@vanderbilt.edu ) 
Learnin g Technolog y Center ,  Vanderbil t  Universit y 

Nashville ,  T N 3720 3 U S A 

Althoug h m a n y researcher s argu e tha t  tim e i s a  fundamenta l 
sd^ctur e o f  narrativ e fe w hav e develope d th e mean s t o mode l 
it s us e i n th e contex t  o f  a  story .  Th e followin g figur e 
depict s a  mode l  o f  th e tempora l  structur e (Bruner ,  1994 )  o f  a 
singl e life-stor y ( M c A d a m s ,  1988) .  Thi s mode l  ma y b e use d 

t o represen t  an d examnin e similaritie s an d difference s i n th e 
tempora l  structurin g o f  man y comple x form s o f  narrative . 
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Figur e 1 .  Prototypica l  Tim e Ma p o f  a  Life-Stor y 

The horizontal axis of the time map represents the total 
number  o f  year s covere d b y th e episode s i n th e stor y (i n thi s 
cas e a  life-story) ,  fro m birt h (i.e. ,  yea r  0 )  t o th e presen t  (i.e. , 
th e m o m e n t  o f  narration) .  S o m e event s projec t  int o th e 
future ,  represente d b y a n arro w pointin g t o a  capita l  lette r  F 
at  th e fa r  righ t  margin .  Th e progressio n o f  tim e o n thi s 
dimensio n i s  thu s fro m th e lef t  t o th e right .  Th e vertica l 
axi s represent s th e numbe r  o f  episode s (majo r  part s o f  th e 
story )  an d event s (division s withi n episodes )  i n th e stor y 
(i.e. ,  fro m on e t o th e tota l  numbe r  i n story) .  Th e 
progressio n o f  event s o n thi s dimensio n i s from  th e botto m 
t o th e to p o f  th e graph .  Thus ,  tim e map s ar e rea d fro m 
botto m t o to p an d fro m lef t  t o right .  Not e tha t  tim e map s 
captur e th e tim e tha t  episode s i n a  narrativ e cove r  (i.e. ,  i n 
term s o f  year s o r  month s covered) ,  no t  th e pac e o f  th e stor y 
(i.e. ,  line s o f  protoco l  devoted  t o eac h event) . 

Th e dar k horizonta l  line s labele d wit h R o m a n numeral s 
sho w th e tim e perio d covere d b y eac h majo r  episod e i n thi s 
life-stor y (i.e. ,  fro m I  t o II ,  etc.) .  Th e lighter-colore d line s 
and th e Arabi c numeral s wit h capita l  letter s t o thei r  righ t 

(i.e. ,  l A t o IB ,  etc. )  depic t  th e ordina l  positio n (botto m t o 

top )  an d elapse d tim e (lef t  t o right )  o f  event s withi n th e 
episode .  Thus ,  th e exampl e stor y begin s a t  episod e I 
(denote d b y th e dar k lin e a t  th e botto m o f  th e m a p wit h th e 
R o m an numera l  I  t o it s  left) ,  whic h last s fro m birt h t o ag e 
six .  Th e even t  structur e o f  thi s episod e i s depicte d b y th e 
finer  lin e immediatel y abov e th e episod e lin e Th e symbo l 
l A t o th e righ t  o f  thi s lin e indicate s tha t  thi s i s  th e first 
even t  o f  th e first  episod e i n th e life-story . 

The squar e symbo l  appearin g i n episod e tw o indicate s tha t 
th e episod e concern s th e presen t  moment  (i.e. ,  th e tim e a t 
whic h th e narrato r  i s tellin g hi s life-story) .  Th e circle s tha t 
appear s i n thi s episod e represent s th e narrator s us e o f  th e 
"eterna l  present, "  signifie d b y term s lik e "always "  o r 
"never" .  Th e counterclockwis e arro w i n Episod e II I 
represent s th e recapitulatio n o f  event s i n th e story .  Thus ,  i n 
even t  3 A th e narrato r  briefl y reviewe d event s fro m episod e 
II . 

Th e tim e m a p als o display s mor e comple x deviation s 
fro m tempora l  linearit y suc h a s flashbacks  an d flash 
forwards .  T o b e considere d a  flash  bac k o r  a  flash  forwar d a n 
even t  ha d t o jum p outsid e th e tempora l  boundarie s o f  th e 
episod e tha t  containe d i t  an d shif t  th e narrativ e t o a  tim e 
perio d bounde d b y a  differen t  episod e i n th e story . 
Even t  2 B i s a n exampl e o f  a  flash  forward .  I n additio n t o th e 
arrow s pointin g t o th e right ,  even t  2 B i s  denote d b y th e 
capita l  letter s F F (i.e. ,  a  flash  forward )  t o th e righ t  o f  th e 
arrow s an d t o th e lef t  o f  th e even t  number .  Even t  2 E i s a n 
exampl e o f  a  flashback.  Thi s i s denote d b y th e arrowlin e tha t 
point s t o th e lef t  o f  th e even t  lin e an d th e symbo l  FB , 
whic h stand s fo r  flashback.  Th e R o m a n numera l  I  t o th e lef t 
of  th e letter s F B indicate s tha t  thi s even t  i s a  flashback  t o 
th e tim e perio d covere d b y episod e I . 

Althoug h thi s too l  fo r  mappin g tempora l  structur e wa s 
develope d i n th e contex t  o f  a  life-stor y researc h project ,  i t 
ca n b e use d t o stud y th e use s o f  tim e i n a  variet y o f  form s o f 
discourse . 
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