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Suspense, "a curious mixture of pain and pleasure” (Barnet et al. 1971: 107), is viewed
as a two-fold phenomenon having extratextual (experiential) and intratextual (narrative)
dimensions (Vorderer et al. 1996: vii). Traditionally, narrative suspense has been regarded as
resulting from such unfolding of the plot when the progress of events acquires a conflicting
and alternative pattern. The latter triggers the readers’ effort to navigate a challenging problem
space for an important target outcome or to restore what is behind instances of narrative
ellipsis. The emergent pattern makes the possibility of various outcomes salient while leaving
it delayed (Gerrig 1993: 77-90).

Accounting for the effect suspense entails has remained so far within the range of
psychological and narratological quests. Probing into intricacies of literary narrative and
verbal texture alone does not provide a sufficient ground for revealing the underlying
mechanisms of suspense as a textual challenge. Given the basic assumptions of cognitive
poetics (see Freeman 2000) and possible worlds theory in its narrative version (Pavel 1986;
Ryan 1991; Dolezel 1998; Werth 1999), literary suspense can be viewed as an emotively
charged emergent conceptual structure that results from (i) the conflict of mental spaces (cf.
Fauconnier 1994) differing in their modality and/or (ii) the clash of alternative narrative sub-
worlds involving the protagonist as a focalizer. The reconstructed conceptual integration
network does not only account for the textual concept inferred but gives access to the
mechanism of empathetic distress (Zillman 1996: 217), "a sweet pain of anxiety" (Brewer
1996: 108) experienced by the reader.

References

Barnet, Sylvan, Morton Berman, & William Burton.1971. A
Dictionary of Literary, Dramatic, and Cinematic Terms.
Boston: Little, Brown.

Brewer, William F. 1996. The Nature of Narrative Suspense and
the Problem of Rereading. In Peter Vorderer, Hans J. Wulff, &
Mike Friedrichsen, eds., Suspense: Conceptualizations,
Theoretical Analyses, and Empirical Explorations, 107-127.
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.

Dolezel, Lubomir. 1998. Heterocosmica: Fiction and Possible
Worlds. Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press.

Fauconnier, Gille. 1994. Mental Spaces: Aspects of Meaning
Construction in Natural Languages. Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press.

Freeman, Margaret H. 2000. Poetry and the Scope of Metaphor:
Toward a Cognitive Theory of Literature. In Antonio
Barcelona, ed., Metaphor and Metonymy at the Crossroads: A
Cognitive Perspective, 253-281. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter.

Gerrig, Richard J. 1993. Experiencing Narrative Worlds: On the
Psychological Activities of Reading. New Haven: Yale
University Press.

Pavel, Thomas. 1986. Fictional Worlds. Cambridge, Mass: Harvard
University Press.

Ryan, Marie-Laure. 1991. Possible Worlds, Artificial
Intelligence, and Narrative Theory. Bloomington: Indiana
University Press.

Vorderer, Peter, Hans J.Wulff, & Mike Friedrichsen.1996.
Preface. In Peter Vorderer, Hans J. Wulff & Mike



Friedrichsen, eds., Suspense: Conceptualizations, Theoretical
Analyses, and Empirical Explorations, vii-ix. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.

Werth, Paul. 1999. Text Worlds: Representing Conceptual Space
in Discourse. Harlow: Longman.

Zillman, Dolf. 1996. The Psychology of Suspense in Dramatic
Exposition. In Peter Vorderer, Hans J.Wulff, & Mike
Friedrichsen, eds., Suspense: Conceptualizations, Theoretical
Analyses, and Empirical Explorations, 199-228. Mahwah, NJ:
Lawrence Erlbaum.



