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Review of Beyond Classical Narration: 
Transmedial and Unnatural Challenges

Maria Alberto

In their edited collection, Beyond Classical Narration, scholars Jan 
Alber and Per Krogh Hansen assemble thirteen diverse papers that 
consider narratology’ s definition, function, and value across diverse 
media  such  as films, filmed musicals, graphic novels, computer 
games, drama and theatre, internet productions, photography, 
“unnatural”stories, and alternate reality games (ARGs). All papers 
were originally presented at the 2011 European Narratology 
Network conference, and thus represent many of Europe’ s 
established and emerging narratologists as these scholars consider 
narratives “that somehow deviate or differ from a traditional norm 
. . . [and] go beyond classical narration” (“Introduction” 4-5) and 
endeavor to explain their significance in contemporary narrative 
and media theory.  

Alber and Hansen begin by outlining their project as a foray into two 
distinct categories of post-classical narrative, types that they call the 
transmedial and the unnatural. They define transmedial narratives 
as those that “seek to rebuild narratology so that it can handle new 
genres and storytelling practices across a wide variety of media” 
(2) and contend that unnatural narratives “represent impossibilities 
and thus challenge the parameters of literary realism” (5). Alber and 
Hansen conclude their introduction by noting that transmedial and 
unnatural narratologies are valuable because they acknowledge 
and incorporate genres and interpretive strategies that would 
have been irrelevant, unimportant, or even unavailable to earlier 
theorists. Such narratologies, therefore, bolster contemporary 
narrative, media, and even literary theory by examining how both 
readers and critics make use of pre-existing critical frameworks to 
begin considering the challenges of story-telling in contemporary 
media.  After Alber and Hansen’ s introduction helpfully situates 
readers with the background and value of transmedial and 
unnatural narratologies, the thirteen collated papers then build 
successfully from this premise. Each paper examines specific 
challenges or concepts from a single medium, examples from a 
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combination of media, and/or the overarching medium or media 
in question: this approach is highly successful because authors can 
leave readers with either a sense of how the narratological study 
might further develop or a specific example of how transmedial 
or unnatural narratology can be applied. Wolf Schmid’ s paper 
“The Selection and Concretization of Elements in Verbal and 
Filmic Narration,” for instance, leaves readers with a liberating “a-
ha!” moment as he explains why it is possible that “In reviews of 
mainstream movies, we can often read that notwithstanding all the 
beautiful pictures the film suffers from a weakly developed story” 
(19). By considering the possibilities of transmedial narratology, 
Schmid succinctly delineates the difference between film and 
textual narratives. He contends that concretizing details for film 
can dictate their meaning for viewers where readers were left to 
make the connections themselves, and that this potential can lead 
filmmakers to under-develop narratives by over-focusing on solely 
visual details to dictate that viewer experience.  

Schmid’s conclusion about unsatisfying but “beautiful” film 
experiences demonstrates one of this collection’ s greatest strengths: 
its authors can effectively employ strategies of transmedial and/or 
unnatural narratology to illuminate many otherwise unexplained 
phenomena that readers will recognize from their own experiences 
with contemporary media. Another strength, though, lies in authors’  
serious, critical examinations of apparently simple, unremarkable 
media experiences, as in Markus Kuhn’ s paper about “personal” 
web series. Examinations such as Kuhn’ s are both remarkable and 
valuable because they successfully show readers that all media 
somehow adhere to “formal, stylistic, and thematic patterns” (144) 
– even if these authors are among the vanguard to define such 
patterns in critical terms, as when Kuhn contends that transmedial 
web series are the next generation of paratexts. Other authors will 
examine and redefine familiar terms such as unreliable narration 
(61-2), narrators’  positions within or beyond their texts (120), 
and collaborative story-telling (161-2) before applying the newly 
redefined terms to questions raised by new media forms.  

Despite its strengths of definition and application, readers may also 
find this collection intimidatingly dense. The intended audience 
is unmistakably intensely academic: the language throughout 
is articulate but compact with conceptual and referential terms, 
and authors draw on a host of resources that may be unfamiliar 
particularly to American scholars, including primary texts and 
media from foreign studios and producers as well as translated 
studies and theories from other scholars in this primarily 
European field of study. Another potential drawback stems from 
a disproportionate focus on the transmedial rather than a balance 
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with the unnatural: eleven essays focus on the former, and only 
two on the latter, though the bibliographies appended to both of 
the unnatural narratology essays can also offer readers a sense of 
where to begin further reading.  

Overall, Beyond Classical Narration effectively presents readers 
with relevant studies in a fairly new area of critical narrative and 
media theory, no matter their individual level of study. Hansen’ s 
concluding definition of the “under-theorized and uninvestigated 
genre” is especially relevant. His claim that certain genres and 
media are dismissed from formal criticism with a “bad reputation of 
being escapist and reactionary” (221) could be extended as a tagline 
for the entire collection, as its concepts and claims in transmedial 
and unnatural narratologies may be among the first in these fields 
that many American audiences encounter.
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