„Image schemas in narrative macrostructures“ (gefördert durch die OeNB)

Dr. Michael Kimmel

When humans structure their episodic knowledge, narrative is often the format of choice. Given its importance in human thought, we need to understand the cognitive resources that let us attribute structure to unfolding events and grasp their key themes. Past efforts to model event comprehension at a global level of “what the event is about” have come from discourse psychology, narratology, qualitative studies of empirical reader response and cognitive linguistics. However, most studies understand this process as the emergence of propositional macro-representations from propositions in the textbase, while the role of mental gestalts has been unduly neglected. This is despite the fact that analog event contours and key images have been suggested by gestaltist approaches long ago and have been reclaimed by studies of conceptual metaphor now.

The present project is a follow-up of an empirical study of short story reading conducted jointly with János László at the Academy of Sciences Budapest and László Komlósi at the University of Pécs in 2004 It addresses whether spatial imagery is used as conceptual peg by readers. According to our hypothesis, the evolvement of a story may globally be understood as a schematic path structure, an obstacle to a protagonist as an impediment, a goal as an endpoint, intentions as forces, and so forth. In a choice task it was shown that readers reliably associate such images with story plot after reading, when not too complex. The follow-up beginning in 2005 will test whether imagistic recognition takes place during reading itself and does so automatically. Specifically, reaction time studies will be undertaken to see in imagery is primed during reading. Further cooperation partners for the study are welcome.

