
Metanarrative

The view from beyond



Aristotle Poetics:
“Spectacular” effects (that is, clever spectacles/special effects) should accompany 
Tragedy to draw out the mystery;

All drama and poetry (including Comedy) are enhanced by the musical 
accompaniment



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=19piJKYvBFU


Three kinds of poetry
Genealogical

Greeks - Renaissance

Romantic

18th - 19th Centuries

Postmodern

20th century (WWI) - today



Review
Poetry & Drama explore the mystery of human existence by focussing on the 
extremes:

Comedy: extreme of the ludicrous (Dionysian): frivolity, partying, slapstick, 
mockery….

Tragedy (“Goat song”): extreme of the hero; the suffering idealist; the limitations 
of human excellent (Apollonian);

Close connection between poetry/drama and ritual, religious belief (the gods, life 
and death, etc) 



Two more Greek myths:

What do the following two myths have in common 
in terms of themes?

Arachne

Icarus



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XvUHcsZOhJ8


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3s2QPQnuaGk


Metanarrative
Theory of Jean-François Lyotard (1924-1998)

● An overarching narrative
● A view or idea of the world which gives meaning to history, life, 

existence, etc.
● A world-view that informs our attitudes towards everything.



Metanarrative: “memory”

● The role of memory is the most important element of realist literature.  
Everything flows from memory!

But what is memory?  What does it mean to remember something?  What 
are the features of memory?  Think back to your earliest memories…

What do you think the different roles memory will play in realist, romantic, 
and postmodern literature?



Lyotard’s View
Postmodern attitudes since WWII have demolished 
traditional metanarratives;

The modern person is now focussed on 
machine-oriented “information” without any unifying 
vision of what this information is for.

One day, machines and computers will so dominate our 
thinking and reduce it to nothing more than a collection 
of facts, that we will become increasingly “inhuman” (the 
title of one of his most famous works).



The “View from Nowhere”
Concept based on the work of philosopher Thomas 
Nagel in his 1986 book:

It is not possible to approach any topic with “pure 
neutrality” or objectivity.

Every one of us is informed by a metanarrative of 
life which informs the way we approach topics of 
note: politics, religion, science, culture, etc.

Everyone of us is informed by cultural narratives 
which convey a sense of the world around us:



What happens when we don’t know who’s shoulders we’re standing on?



Memory as “antenna” 
Robert Sokolowski: the difference 
between picture, and temporal 
nature of image.

Phenomenology: every object 
appears to me as (a) something in 
time; (b) something in space; (c) 
something in value. 



Memory:
Realism: memory is of something real, far-away; I share in the memories of my 
ancestors equivalent to my own (historical)

Postmodernism: memory is unreliable; memory must give way to the collective or 
individual goals of the here and now (ahistorical)

Where does Romanticism fit?



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=OiRWBI0JTYQ


Gratitude
Genealogical - PIETY

Gratitude is ancestral; memory of ancestors, love of the homeland, search for 
meaning in the context of history (God & Religion)

Romantic - NOSTALGIA

Gratitude is a feeling; love and history evoke feelings. (Emotion & Sensitivity)

Postmodern - ABANDONMENT

There is nothing to be grateful for; our ancestors have let us down; Year 0. 
(Despair and anger)



George Eliot

t was in the prime

Of the sweet springtime

In the linnet's throat

Trembled the love note,

And the love-stirred air

Thrilled the blossoms there.

Little shadows danced,

Each a tiny elf

Happy in large light

And the thinnest self.

It was but a minute

In a far-off spring,

But each gentle thing,

Sweetly wooing linnet,

Soft thrilled hawthorn tree,

Happy shadowy elf,

With the thinnest self,

Live on still in me.

It was in the prime

Of the past springtime!



The Poet As Hero

BY SIEGFRIED SASSOON

You've heard me, scornful, harsh, and discontented, 

   Mocking and loathing War: you've asked me why 

Of my old, silly sweetness I've repented— 

   My ecstasies changed to an ugly cry. 

You are aware that once I sought the Grail, 

   Riding in armour bright, serene and strong; 

And it was told that through my infant wail 

   There rose immortal semblances of song. 

But now I've said good-bye to Galahad, 

   And am no more the knight of dreams and show: 

For lust and senseless hatred make me glad, 

   And my killed friends are with me where I go. 

Wound for red wound I burn to smite their wrongs; 



Postmodern Andrew Rueter (2018)

Ancestors

We revere our ancestors

Becoming their protectors

Because they're remembered

With a golden scepter

Yet they're only infectors

Through outdated lectures



Fiction, Myth & Truth
COMEDY



Looking ahead
1. Quiz today
2. Meter/Rhythm
3. The nature of comedy

Next week:

1. Prepare a thesis and a conclusion for your essay
2. Read Aristophanes “The Clouds” (Number 33) - Quiz Monday
3. Next Thursday: first essay consultation (in class)



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3h53_SIRnoE


Meter in Poetry (Rhythm)
Iambic = u S u S u S [That time of year thou mayst in me behold]

Trochaic = S u S u S [Tell me not in mournful numbers]

Anapestic = u u S u u S [And the sound of a voice that is still]

Dactylic = S u u S [This is the forest primeval]



Nursery Rhymes (1774)
Baa, baa, black sheep,

Have you any wool?

Yes, sir, yes, sir,

Three bags full;

One for the master,

And one for the dame,

And one for the little boy

Who lives down the lane.



Little Jack Horner

Little Jack Horner

Sat in the corner,

Eating his Christmas pie;

He put in his thumb,

And pulled out a plum,

And said, "What a good boy am I!"



Tennyson’s “Charge of the Light Brigade”
Half a league, half a league,

Half a league onward,

All in the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.

"Forward, the Light Brigade!

Charge for the guns!" he said.

Into the valley of Death

Rode the six hundred.



Meter in Poetry (Rhythm)
Iambic = u S u S u S [That time of year thou mayst in me behold]

Trochaic = S u S u S [Tell me not in mournful numbers]

Anapestic = u u S u u S [And the sound of a voice that is still]

Dactylic = S u u S [This is the forest primeval]



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=arQ6U3ev5ic


http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=khyxlhEgmxA


Questions
1. What is the purpose of comedy in general?

2. The comedian is obviously not setting out to target waiting staff in 
restaurants...so then what is he up to?  What purpose (and/or function) does 
such comedy play?



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w7dOW8Zj-_w


Questions:
1. Should the Oscars have dropped the film because of the complaints of the 

victim’s mother and family?

2. What is the difference between ‘fiction’ (drama) and the retelling of a ‘true’ 
story using actors and interpretation?



Greek Metanarrative
1. What is the Greek metanarrative of life?

2. What is the relationship between mortals and the gods, and what does this tell 
us about human nature in general?

3. What do the Greek myths tell us about attitudes to human quest for meaning?



Nietzsche’s View

The opposing concepts of the Dionysian 
and Apollonian are central themes within 
Nietzsche’s first major work, The Birth of 
Tragedy. His contemplation of such 
opposing forces of nature are primarily 
used to analyse Greek culture in general, 
and Greek art in particular.



Apollo and Dionysius: Sons of Zeus

Apollo: god of reason, logic, order, self-restraint, being 
wise (stoicism)

Dionysius: god of wine, dance, partying, chaos, having 
fun (hedonism)

For Nietzsche, and others, these two opposing forces are 
the primary elements of all literature, and tragedy in 
particular.



Paradox
Etymology: para = near, half, not quite;

Dox = gr. Doxa, dokein = good, teaching, truth;

Riddles and paradoxes represent:

(a) The limitations of human reason in front of the divine;
(b) The mystery of logic, reason, knowledge, truth;
(c) The puzzles of human existence
(d) FUN!



Role of riddles and paradoxes in literature
2 kinds of paradox

1. Logical contradictions (puzzles, riddles, word games)
2. Natural contradictions (illusions, 



Riddles in the dark

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=HKyzHo7ZFfk

