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Introduction

While Hilary P. Dannenberg’'s new book featureslatingely unassuming title, it tackles not
just one, but several large topics. Focussing angixenomena — coincidence and counterfac-
tuality — that may at first sight seem only of magd importance in plot theory, her study (1)
seeks to provide a new model for analyzing plotanrative fiction and (2) attempts to con-
nect cognitive research on real-life mental operetiwith the analysis of concrete textual fea-
tures. Last but not least, it (3) promises to chdnistory of the last 400 years in the develop-
ment of narrative fiction in English, showing holwrdugh the lens of the phenomena of coin-
cidence and counterfactuality one can assemblewaplutionary map of the novel« (135) that
offers a fresh perspective on the status of indi@dvorks and authors. In order to achieve
these goals, Dannenberg brings together a broayk r@inresearch from different fields, most
notably narratology, cognitive studies and possivtelds theory. It is one of the great
strengths of this study that despite the multitofleifferent aspects it incorporates, it is so
lucidly structured that it is easy to follow thd-sg of the argument.

In combining narrative theory and literary histoBannenberg rethinks the role of patterns
that historians of the novel have mostly seen agtiens from a norm of tightly structured
causal relations: from the ¥&entury onwards, plots centring on coincidenceaviieErquently
derided as »unrealistic« and associated with therdbrm of romance. Counterfactuality, on
the other hand, is often thought of as a phenomeonfined to a few specialised genres,
such as science fiction or alternate historiesDasnenberg argues, however, such suppos-
edly marginal narrative strategies have playednaportant role in the history of the novel.
She conceptualizes the two as principles that appash other in one central respect: the co-
incidence plot is associated witonvergence, as it »involves the intersection of rnmea
paths and the interconnection of characters witennarrative world, closing and unifying it
as an artistic structure.« By contrast, plots afnterfactuality are marked lyvergence, »the
bifurcation or branching of narrative paths, thgrereating »an open pattern of diversifica-
tion and multiplicity.« (2)

As a proponent of the currently burgeoning fieldcofinitive approaches to literature, Dan-
nenberg does not regard plot as a specificallyalife phenomenon, but is interested in the
way in which everyday mental operations are eliciby specific devices in literary texts.
Seen from this point of view, what is at the cemifattention is not so much »plot< under-
stood as a structural feature of a text, but theadyic process of >plotting< or >emplotments,
which highlights the active participation on thetpzf the reader: »Plot and the larger mental
operation of plotting in its most extensive senare be understood as any attempt to make
sense of a larger, unorganized entity by constigctome kind of reductive and selective sys-
tem.« (13) >Plot« as a structure within the texthiss inextricably linked to the real-life proc-
ess of sense-making. Thus, her analyses not onigeco themselves with the order in which
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parts of the story are told, and the causal comrexcsuggested between them, but also with
the way in which the reader is involved in configgrand reconfiguring the text, forming and
revising expectations about the outcome of the@aas she goes along. Moreover, plot in this
sense is closely linked to the representationtefdry characters because the trajectories that
can be mapped draw their interest from the namatfcemotionally engaging life stories, and
also because characters’ expectations, hopes amsl fs far as they are represented by the
text, play an important role in the configuratidrtlzese trajectories.

Main Arguments and Structure

The study is divided into three major parts. Thstfiwo have theoretical foci, while the third
part is dedicated to the diachronic overview oihcaence and counterfactuality in selected
narrative texts. The first part, »Theorizing Timed&Space in Narrative Fiction, introduces
the conceptual framework from which the study pealse— or rather three »interlocking con-
ceptual frameworks« (13). Chapter 1 (»Cognitivettifig«) mainly focuses on »the reader’s
mental responses to narrative plots in terms ofvlaeying ability to[...] mentally cross the
border between her own and the fictional world«)(19draws on Marie-Laure Ryan’s con-
cept of >immersiong, which proposes that fictioteadts can more or less successfully induce a
reader to give herself up to a »mental journeye the fictional world, and introduces fea-
tures connected to plot (e.g. suspense) that ftseiprocess. Chapter 2 (»Ontological Plot-
ting«) then works with concepts from possible-wertbeory to convey a better idea of what
strategies a literary text can employ in orderreate a life-like fabric of »alternate possible
worlds that give it depth and interest« (45). Nawes, Dannenberg argues, do much more
than present a pre-discursively existent storymea order: they are interesting to us because
in the process of reading, we are invited to imagliiferent possible outcomes, wish for, ex-
pect or fear certain alternatives, or engage Withaharacters’ expectations, fears or wishes.
In realist fiction, these alternate outcomes aearty distinguished from the »>actual narrative
world< by information that allows the reader toaddish an »ontological hierarchy« (e.g.
when it becomes clear that an event is just a dreaart of a wish-world). Chapter 3 (»Spa-
tial Plotting«), finally, draws on schema theoryorder to shed light on basic real-life sense-
making operations that also become important ferptocessing of information about time
and place in narrative. It proceeds from Mark Johissthesis that humans often use spatial
metaphors in order to apprehend phenomena conniectede, because space to us is a more
tangible category which can be connected to coagkysical experiences like going from A
to B, or choosing between two paths. Dannenbeng ithteoduces some spatial schemata that
are used in fictional texts to »simulate« spaceare complex ways (75) and explains how
these are used in conjunction with plot patterns.

As a whole, part 1 gives introductions to a broeapg of theoretical fields and deftly weaves
together concepts from various disciplines. If sajoestions still remain open in this part,
this is because of problems that are hard to dolveognitive approaches to literature in gen-
eral. In particular, the most interesting concdptditerary scholars seem to be the ones that
are hard to validate on an empirical basis becafigkeir complexity. The concept of >im-
mersion< is a case in point: taken literally, daeseally tell us what happens in our minds
when we read a certain kind of literature? In wdeise is the idea of a >mental journey<« and
of sboundary crossing< more than just a metaphiocdgnitive operations that we are far from
having understood? And on what basis is it possibl@rgue that it is a fact that »immersive
reading involves the reader’s overriding of heetamtological level and her mental relocation
into the narrative world« (23)? Would it not betjas valid to argue that a distinctive feature



of reading fiction is that we are always on someleware that the narrative world is not
ours and that we cannot »enter< it?

In part two (»Theorizing Coincidence and Countdtfality«), the status of real-world mental
operations also plays a role, but it stays on #fergground of psychological research and its
application to the representation of complex litgraharacters. This part focuses on what
might be called a »poetics« of coincidence (chagteand counterfactuality (chapter 5). In a
first step, psychological research on coincidenmum @unterfactuality in real life is outlined.
This is especially interesting in the case of cetfattuals, which are currently discussed as a
new field for interdisciplinary research. Chaptethén lays out a number of concepts to fa-
cilitate the analysis of coincidence — defined ascenstellation of two or more apparently
random events in space and time with an uncanrsgriing connection« (93). Dannenberg
distinguishes the phases and patterns of the ttmadi coincidence plot«, which usually
hinges on a >recognition scene< and which invothesidea of an actual relationship between
characters (most often kinship) or objects prioithe point in the narrative at which they
come together. Conversely, in the case of »anabgitincidence« the connection consists
only in structural similarity, not in prior relatiship. Chapter 5 discusses the different ap-
proaches to counterfactuality in a variety of diicies and makes the concept viable for ana-
lyses of individual literary texts by opting fomarrow definition as »theoretical alterations or
mutations of a past sequence of events made im tr@enstruct a different version of reality
that counters the events of the >real< or factualldw (110). With the help of her concept of
an »ontological hierarchy«, Dannenberg maps ogtinnain tendencies for the use of coun-
terfactuals in narrative texts: (1) a »realist«si@m, in which counterfactual plotting is clearly
delineated as the mental operation of a charactevert narrator and distinguished from the
actual textual world, (2) »semirealist«, which ¢aature more than one »actual« world within
the text, but still conforms to »realist explangtetrategies such as causation« (121; e.g. in a
science-fiction text which features the possibibfytime travel), or (3) »antirealist«, in which
the existence of alternate worlds frustrates atgngit by the reader to establish a coherent
>actual< world of the text. The rest of the chaptededicated to a survey of key forms of
counterfactuality in fiction.

Part three (»Coincidence and CounterfactualitheHistory of Narrative Fiction«) charts the
development of the two patterns through 400 yebigepary history. It thus follows the re-
cent trend in narrative studies to situate thoatufes within historical contexts that the struc-
turalist approaches of classical narratology regmwtes] as timeless phenomena. Dannenberg
gives a fascinating survey of the different formsl &specially the functions plots of coinci-
dence and counterfactuality have taken in narraéxes (and a few films), drawing on a large
number of (predominantly canonical) works. The ¢aapn »Metamorphoses of the Coinci-
dence Plot« demonstrates that a focus on thisrpatteveals a continuity rather than a di-
chotomy between romance and realism« (142). Or@niaing point that could in itself be
the focus of another study is the connection betvebanging beliefs about the ways in which
God or fate or random chance direct human lived,randifications of the coincidence plot,
which can thus be seen as staging assumptions gbogtples of causation. In such pas-
sages, the close relation between the developnigibiopatterns and the history of mentali-
ties becomes tangible. What is also particularlypfaéis how Dannenberg manages to sum
up major features of the use of coincidence ineddt literary epochs and genres (e.g. the
Renaissance Romance, the Victorian Novel, Postmaidfiction) without glossing over the
variations and shifts in function that can be foenén in one and the same work.

Similarly, the chapter on counterfactuality chatsew territory by giving the first compre-
hensive overview of the development of counterfalgplot patterns in narrative fiction. Dan-
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nenberg demonstrates that counterfactual pattem®yano means an invention of science
fiction or postmodernist fiction, but can be trademtk to the Renaissance novel, in which
both characters and narrators speculate on theiguesvhat if«. She stresses the particular
importance of the Tcentury as the site of a »watershed«: the »heggmbfairytale story-
lines«, which hinges on patterns of coincidenceisgrto bring about successful courtship
and marriage, is challenged by an increasing nurabeiorks in the second half of the cen-
tury (193). Dannenberg shows how in novels by GhrlBronté, George Eliot and Thomas
Hardy, counterfactuals are used to question culhwoans about gender roles. The rest of the
chapter then turns to 2@entury texts with more obvious counterfactuatgras, which can
have very different functions: while antirealistrits often »refer to the overall sense of the
constructedness of all sense-making patterns« (2@9)ther cases counterfactuals can be
used to defend or attack a concratus quo.

Conclusion

Coincidence and Counterfactuality is a rewarding read. Its particular merits areittsgghts it
gives into the many facets that are involved irgnitive approach to plot in literary texts, its
formulation of a poetics of coincidence and couatguality in narrative fiction, and, above
all, its outline of the changing forms and funcgauf the two patterns through the history of
the novel. The one expectation that is not fuldilis that the study could, despite its acknowl-
edgement of »the intrinsic complexity and mutapidit plot in theory and narrative practice«
(13), have tried to provide at least a heuristimteological distinction between the different
intra- and extratextual levels of »plot«, »plotingnd »emplotment«. While the argument
that these aspects are closely intertwined is o, it does not follow that it would be im-
possible to keep them apart on a conceptual |I@ehses like »the reader’'s mental responses
to narrative plots« (19) suggest that the authesdikat least at times thinks of >narrative
plotc as a phenomenon that can be conceived oégarate from the mental operation of a
reader. A consequence of the refusal to providar definitions of >plot« and related concepts
is that the status of coincidence and counterféityues >plot patterns< also remains somewhat
opaque. This means that, for example, it is na@roéhether one should think of them as two
possible strategies among a larger array of diffepessibilities (what would then be compa-
rable >patterns<? And what would be the statuheftivo in relation to the others?), or if the
concepts cut across so many categories that itdaMmiffutile to try describing other phenom-
ena on the same level.

The intriguing parts of the study more than makefarpthese points of criticism, but what
remains is the impression that it is Dannenbergtekent diachronic survey rather than her
very complex theoretical model that offers the motdresting points of departure for further
research. Among the book’s most engaging partshase that start exploring concrete inter-
relations between plot patterns and cultural cdntexolving topics like individual agency,
processes of historical causation, and gender relesore investigations into these fields
would be highly welcome.
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