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ABSTRACT:
Tirax is a Vanuatu language spoken on the island of Malakula. Like many Vanuatu languages,
Tirax has nominative-accusative morphosyntax, and obligatory subject-marking on the verb.
Referents can be identified with the subject-marker alone, or in conjunction with a full NP. The
aim of the paper is to account for the form and distribution of referential NPs in Tirax
narratives. There is a vast literature on reference tracking in a range of languages, e.g. Givon
1983, Fox 1986, 1996, Stirling 2001. However there are some anomalies in the distribution
and form of Tirax NPs that previous approaches do not account for. In this paper, these
anomalies are  analysed from a narrative-functional perspective.

Any clause within a narrative has a role in setting up, developing or resolving the action of the
narrative. Furthermore a story must engage the audience. The audience must be able to
identify with the protagonist, identify (with) his or her needs and the challenges he or she is
facing. It must be able to understand the story easily, why it is being told, and follow the
progression of events. The teller can also engage an audience more deeply by creating a sense
of drama. Audience engagement with the story can be achieved by:

• setting up recognisable characters with clear wants and needs
• setting up and paying off twists and turns in the plot
• raising the stakes – making the challenge(s) greater, or the outcome more important,
• increasing jeopardy, the danger to the protagonist, for example by increasing the

power or strength of the antagonist

and also:
• increasing the suspense
• heightening the climax

These functional pressures of story-telling are identified here to assess their influence on the
form and distribution of NPs and aspect-markers in Tirax narratives.

The clauses of a Tirax narrative were analysed for their function, and the referential NPs in the
narrative were tabulated. Where relevant, the poetic and dramatic impact of each referring
expression was also noted. Existing theories were applied to account for the form and
distribution of the items, and any anomalies were identified. The result was that these
anomalies could be accounted for by referring to their function in the narrative. The advantage
of a theory which includes functional features such as ‘dramatic effect’ to account for
grammatical phenomena in narrative, is not only that it accounts for apparent anomalies, but
that it reorients the research to the fundamental aim of story-telling: to engage.
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