
 

 

A CRAFT GUIDE FOR FICTION WRITERS 

NARRATIVE TENSE 
How fiction arranges time, knowledge, pressure and change  

Narrative tense is sometimes treated as a grammatical setting: choose past or present, 

keep it consistent, and move on. In fiction, however, tense is one of the principal ways a 

story thinks. It establishes the temporal position from which events are told; governs 

what can be known, anticipated or regretted; controls whether actions appear 

completed, unfolding, repeated or still consequential; and helps determine the pressure 

a scene exerts on the reader. 

Put simply, narrative tense is the story's system for positioning the telling in time. 

That system is larger than the choice between walked and walks. English verbs combine tense with 

aspect. Tense locates a situation relative to a temporal vantage point; aspect shapes how we view its 

internal movement. She crossed the room presents an action as a whole. She was crossing the room 

places us inside its duration. She had crossed the room looks back from a later past moment. She 

had been crossing the room emphasises duration or repetition before that later moment. These 

forms carry different narrative information even when they refer to the same event. 

The practical question is therefore not merely Which tense is fashionable, vivid or correct? It is: 

From what temporal position should this story be told, and how should each sentence manage 

duration, completion, recurrence, anticipation and consequence? 

This guide explains the principal narrative tenses and aspects, their important variations, their 

advantages and risks, the kinds of knowledge and tension they make possible, and the stories they 

often suit. These are tendencies, never laws. Great novels use every available tense, and many of the 

most interesting ones move deliberately between them. 

On this page 

1. The two craft books I recommend most highly 

2. Tense, aspect and narrative time: four distinctions writers need 

3. A short history of narrative tense 

4. Simple past narration 

5. Past continuous and past perfect forms 

6. Simple present narration 

7. Present continuous and present perfect forms 

8. Future narration, future-in-the-past and conditional time 

9. Habitual, gnomic and historical presents 

10. Tense in dialogue, thought and free indirect style 

11. Deliberate tense shifts, frames and multiple timelines 
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12. How tense distributes knowledge and creates tension 

13. How to choose and test a narrative tense 

14. A compact comparison of the principal forms 

The two craft books I recommend most highly 

There is no objectively measurable “best” pair of books on narrative tense. The strongest 

recommendation depends on whether a writer needs grammatical control, a philosophy of fictional 

time, close reading, exercises or a full narratological theory. For a practising fiction writer, however, 

two books are especially useful because they address different scales of the problem. 

1. Ursula K. Le Guin, Steering the Craft 

Ursula K. Le Guin's Steering the Craft: A Twenty-First-Century Guide to Sailing the Sea of Story is 

the best concise practical starting point. It is a manual of narrative prose rather than a book solely 

about tense, but its chapter “Person and Tense” makes grammar serve storytelling. Le Guin 

demonstrates how a change of person and tense alters the possible field of a narrative, then asks the 

writer to learn through transformation rather than rule memorisation. 

Her most valuable distinction is not the familiar claim that present tense is immediate and past tense 

is distant. She writes: “I see the big difference between the past and present tenses not as 

immediacy but as complexity and size of field.” Past-tense narration can move flexibly among 

earlier and later layers of the past; present-tense narration often concentrates attention on a 

narrower temporal field. That is a tendency, not a prison. Contemporary fiction has shown that 

present-tense novels can be historically expansive, iterative, reflective and formally complex. Yet Le 

Guin's underlying craft question remains excellent: how wide a field of time must this story 

command? 

The author's official page links to the current edition; the Google Books record shows the contents 

and publication details. Read Le Guin for a working feel for tense at the level of voice, sentence and 

scene. 

2. Joan Silber, The Art of Time in Fiction 

Joan Silber's The Art of Time in Fiction: As Long as It Takes is the best compact guide to the larger 

architecture of fictional time. Silber is less concerned with naming verb forms than with showing 

how fiction compresses years, expands minutes, arranges chronology, registers change and discovers 

the point from which a life becomes narratable. She draws on novels and stories by F. Scott 

Fitzgerald, Alice Munro, Anton Chekhov, Marguerite Duras, Denis Johnson and others to make 

temporal structure visible. 

Silber writes: “Fiction imagines for us a stopping point from which life can be seen as 

intelligible.” That stopping point may be literal—the present from which a first-person narrator 

remembers—or structural: the ending that causes earlier events to acquire pattern. Her sentence 

identifies a central paradox. Fiction gives the sensation of life unfolding, yet the work is composed 

from a position that can select, order and shape it. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://books.google.com/books?id=nrpbCgAAQBAJ&pg=PA47
https://books.google.com/books?id=nrpbCgAAQBAJ&pg=PA54
https://books.google.com/books?id=nrpbCgAAQBAJ&pg=PA54
https://www.ursulakleguin.com/steering-the-craft
https://books.google.com/books/about/Steering_the_Craft.html?id=nrpbCgAAQBAJ
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/art-time-fiction
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/art-time-fiction
https://www.graywolfpress.org/books/art-time-fiction
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Read together, the books operate at complementary distances. Le Guin helps a writer hear what 

tense does inside a paragraph. Silber helps a writer see how a whole story distributes duration, 

chronology and change. For a more specialised discussion of present-tense fiction, see Irmtraud 

Huber's Present Tense Narration in Contemporary Fiction; for a focused craft essay, see “Present 

Tense” in David Jauss's On Writing Fiction. These are excellent further readings, but Le Guin and 

Silber make the most useful foundational pair. 

Before choosing: separate four decisions that are often confused 

1. Tense is not historical period 

A novel set in 1840 can be narrated in the present tense: He steps from the coach into the rain. A 

novel set in 2140 can be narrated in the past: She landed on Europa at dawn. The fictional date and 

the grammatical tense are separate choices. 

Past tense does not mean the story is old-fashioned, and present tense does not make it 

contemporary. Tense positions the narrated event relative to the narrative's own temporal vantage 

point—not necessarily relative to the reader's calendar or the author's life. 

2. Tense is not aspect 

Traditional school grammar often groups twelve English “tenses,” but it is more useful for fiction 

writers to distinguish tense from aspect. The British Council's overview of past forms lists past 

simple, past continuous, past perfect and past perfect continuous. The grammatical distinctions 

matter because they change how an event is mentally viewed: 

• Simple: She walked. The action is presented as a bounded whole or a narrative event. 

• Progressive or continuous: She was walking. We enter the action's duration; it is ongoing, 

temporary or incomplete at the chosen moment. 

• Perfect: She had walked. We look back at a completed action from a later reference point. 

• Perfect progressive: She had been walking. We look back at duration or repeated activity before 

that reference point, often with a visible consequence. 

Aspect is not decoration. It directs attention. The simple form advances. The progressive suspends. 

The perfect establishes a prior layer. The perfect progressive accumulates time. 

3. The time of events is not the time of telling 

Narrative theory distinguishes at least three clocks: 

• Story time: when events occur in the fictional world and how long they take. 

• Narrating time: the position and duration of the act of telling. 

• Reading time: the real time the reader spends moving through the words. 

Theodore Martin's overview of temporality in literature is a useful introduction to these overlapping 

times. A two-page scene can represent thirty years; fifty pages can represent one dinner. A present-

tense sentence may narrate an event understood to have happened long ago. A past-tense scene may 

take longer to read than the fictional instant it renders. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/978-1-137-56213-5
https://books.google.com/books/about/On_Writing_Fiction.html?id=kBhjDwAAQBAJ
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/free-resources/grammar/english-grammar-reference/past-tense
https://oxfordre.com/literature/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-122
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The writer controls tension partly by changing the ratio among these clocks. Summary accelerates 

story time. Scene approximates it. Description may appear to pause it. Repetition makes the reader 

revisit an event whose fictional duration has already ended. 

4. Grammatical tense is not temporal structure 

A novel may be grammatically stable but chronologically complex. It can use simple past throughout 

while moving through flashback, flash-forward, memory, dream and counterfactual possibility. 

Conversely, a chronologically linear novel may shift tense for voice or emphasis. 

Temporal structure also includes: 

• order: whether events are told chronologically; 

• duration: how much textual space each period receives; 

• frequency: whether an event is narrated once, repeatedly or as a habit; 

• reach: how far the narration can move backward and forward; 

• reference point: the “now” from which earlier and later are measured. 

Tense is one control within this larger architecture. Strong fiction coordinates them. 

 

Figure 1. Four separate but interacting controls of narrative time. Changing one does not automatically require changing 

the others. 

A short history: the past-tense default, the persistent present and 

the widening toolkit 

Past-tense storytelling has deep roots. A teller commonly recounts what happened: the event is 

conceptually complete enough to be shaped into narrative. Epic, chronicle, folktale, romance, 

testimony and much early prose fiction draw authority from this retrospective position. The past 

tense can gather causes, consequences and parallel lives into a broad field. 

But present-tense storytelling is not a recent invention. The historical present—using present 

forms to narrate past events—appears in classical rhetoric, oral anecdote, jokes, chronicles and 

conversation: So Caesar crosses the river; the room goes silent. The shift can make a remembered 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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sequence feel enacted before an audience. The present has always been one of storytelling's 

instruments, even when the past was its default grammar. 

Eighteenth- and nineteenth-century novels usually sustain past-tense narration while freely using 

present tense for general truths, authorial commentary, letters, dialogue and habitual behaviour. 

Jane Austen opens Pride and Prejudice with the gnomic present: “It is a truth universally 

acknowledged, that a single man in possession...” The statement sounds timeless, public and 

authoritative. The past-tense story that follows will expose how interested, local and comic that 

supposed universal truth really is. 

Charles Dickens was especially alert to tense as an orchestral resource. A Tale of Two Cities begins 

“It was the best of times, it was the worst of times...” The simple past gives an era the 

monumental finished shape of history, while the balanced repetitions transform history into a series 

of contradictions. In Bleak House, by contrast, the omniscient opening moves through an 

incantatory present—“Fog everywhere.”—while Esther Summerson narrates her chapters 

retrospectively in the first-person past. The alternating systems distinguish public England, 

seemingly trapped in an endlessly recurring condition, from one person's developing life. 

Modernism intensified experiments with duration, memory and psychological time without simply 

replacing past with present. Virginia Woolf's Mrs Dalloway begins: “Mrs. Dalloway said she 

would buy the flowers herself.” The sentence is grammatically past, and would marks a future 

relative to that past. Yet the narration remains extraordinarily close to Clarissa's moving 

consciousness. Memory, sensation and anticipation pass through the day without requiring a 

sustained grammatical present. Modernist immediacy was often an achievement of syntax, 

focalisation and temporal montage rather than tense alone. 

Sustained present-tense fiction became markedly more visible in the later twentieth century and has 

become familiar across literary fiction, young-adult fiction, thrillers and historical novels. Film and 

television may have strengthened the prestige of the unfolding scene; minimalist prose, close 

focalisation and a cultural appetite for urgency also matter. But there is no single cause, and present 

tense is not merely a cinematic effect. Huber's narratological study argues that contemporary 

present-tense narration has varied forms and functions and should not be dismissed as a passing fad. 

Twenty-first-century fiction uses a fully expanded toolkit: close past, simultaneous present, 

retrospective present, alternating time frames, future projections, documentary inserts, repeated 

scenes and sudden tense changes that register trauma or revelation. The historical movement is not 

from “old” past tense to “modern” present tense. It is toward greater visibility and acceptance of 

multiple temporal designs. 

SIMPLE PAST: THE GREAT FLEXIBLE DEFAULT 

What simple past does 

Simple past presents an event, state or perception as anterior to the narrative's reference point: She 

opened the door. The corridor was empty. She wanted to call his name. In conventional storytelling 

it is largely unmarked. Readers quickly stop noticing the grammatical past and experience the 

represented scene. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1023/1023-h/1023-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1023/1023-h/1023-h.htm
https://standardebooks.org/ebooks/virginia-woolf/mrs-dalloway/text/single-page
https://standardebooks.org/ebooks/virginia-woolf/mrs-dalloway/text/single-page
https://standardebooks.org/ebooks/virginia-woolf/mrs-dalloway/text/single-page
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/978-1-137-56213-5
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This invisibility is one of its strengths. Past tense can sound intimate or panoramic, lyrical or blunt, 

comic or documentary. It can support first person, close third, omniscience, free indirect discourse, 

multiple timelines and almost any genre. Because it easily combines with past perfect, future-in-the-

past and retrospective commentary, it offers a wide temporal field. 

What the reader can know 

Past tense does not by itself tell us how much the narrator knows. It merely makes a retrospective 

relation possible. 

• A retrospective first-person narrator may know the outcome and interpret the younger self. 

• A close-third narrator may withhold everything the focal character does not know, even though 

the grammar is past. 

• An omniscient narrator may disclose causes, consequences and simultaneous events across a 

whole society. 

• An objective past-tense narrator may report surfaces while withholding every mind. 

The important question is not Does the past imply someone survived to tell? In first person it often 

does, though even that implication can be complicated. In third person there need be no character-

narrator at all. The stronger question is: how much retrospective intelligence does the prose 

actually use? 

Charlotte Brontë's Jane Eyre opens “There was no possibility of taking a walk that day.” The 

sentence is retrospective, yet it delivers an immediate frustration. The adult narrator can later 

interpret childhood, but the scene initially confines us to the child's thwarted world. Past tense and 

felt presence coexist. 

The kinds of tension simple past makes possible 

Scene-level uncertainty 

A past-tense scene can restrict the reader to the character's moment-by-moment knowledge: She 

opened the cupboard. Nothing. Behind her, the floorboard creaked. Grammatically the events are 

over; experientially they are unresolved. Suspense depends on controlled disclosure, not on 

pretending the language is literally occurring at the instant of action. 

Retrospective dread 

A narrator can reveal that the experiencing character's hope is doomed: I believed the letter would 

save us. I did not yet understand what it had cost. The reader knows more than the younger self and 

reads forward under pressure. This is not surprise but dread. 

Causal mystery 

Because past tense handles earlier-past layers readily, a story can reveal causes gradually. The reader 

sees an effect in the main timeline, then reconstructs the buried event through memory, evidence or 

confession. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1260/1260-h/1260-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1260/1260-h/1260-h.htm
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Dramatic irony at large scale 

An omniscient past-tense narrator can place one character's plan beside another's counter-plan, or 

disclose historical forces no individual understands. Tension arises because the reader sees the 

collision before the characters do. 

Advantages of simple past 

• Temporal range. It moves easily among scene, summary, memory, foreshadowing and 

consequence. 

• Low grammatical visibility. Many readers experience it as the neutral language of 

storytelling. 

• Compatibility with complex chronology. The past perfect can mark earlier layers; would 

can mark later ones. 

• Retrospective intelligence. A narrator can interpret, regret, compare and understand. 

• Elastic distance. Past tense can inhabit a body's immediate sensation or survey generations. 

• Genre versatility. It suits intimate realism, epic fantasy, crime, historical fiction, comedy, 

romance and experiment. 

Risks and disadvantages of simple past 

• Unexamined default. Because it feels natural, a writer may choose it without discovering the 

story's most productive temporal pressure. 

• Over-explained hindsight. A reflective narrator can continually tell the reader what events 

meant, flattening uncertainty. 

• Survival implication in first person. If the protagonist tells dangerous events from later 

safety, some kinds of mortal suspense may weaken—though moral, relational and psychological 

stakes remain. 

• Flashback congestion. Long passages of past perfect can become heavy with had. 

• False distance. A writer may blame the tense for lifeless prose when the real problem is 

summary, generic verbs, weak focalisation or abstract description. 

Stories simple past often matches 

Simple past is especially hospitable to stories that need breadth: family sagas, historical novels, 

biographies of a life, mysteries built from prior causes, narratives with several time periods, 

retrospective confessions and omniscient social novels. It also works perfectly for the narrowest 

possible action story. There are always exceptions because the form is so adaptable. 

PAST CONTINUOUS: ENTERING THE DURATION 

Form and basic effect 

Past continuous combines was or were with an -ing participle: She was walking; they were waiting. 

It presents an activity as ongoing at a past reference point. Where simple past tends to bound an 

action, the continuous opens its middle. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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Compare: 

• He crossed the courtyard when the alarm sounded. The sequence is potentially ambiguous: did he 

cross after the alarm, or is the writer compressing simultaneous events? 

• He was crossing the courtyard when the alarm sounded. The alarm interrupts or occurs inside the 

duration of the crossing. 

The continuous is therefore a powerful instrument of background and interruption. One action 

supplies a temporal field; another breaks into it. 

Narrative uses 

Establishing a scene already in motion 

Rain was striking the windows. Guests were moving from room to room. At the piano, someone 

was playing the same four bars again. The reader enters an ongoing field rather than watching a 

sequence begin from zero. 

Creating simultaneity 

Progressive forms allow several processes to coexist. They are useful when the significance of a scene 

lies not in a clean chain of actions but in overlapping labour, surveillance, argument, weather or 

bodily sensation. 

Marking temporary conditions 

She lived in Paris can present a settled biographical fact. She was living in Paris often frames the 

situation as temporary or as the background to another event. The British Council's past-tense guide 

usefully shows how simple and continuous forms alter the speaker's view of the same situation. 

Slowing the narrative camera 

Because it resists completion, the continuous can extend anticipation: The key was turning. The 

latch was beginning to lift. Used at a genuine threshold, this can intensify suspense by making the 

reader inhabit the unfinished action. 

Advantages 

• Clarifies that one event occurs during another. 

• Creates texture, simultaneity and environmental pressure. 

• Emphasises process, incompletion or temporariness. 

• Gives interruption a clear grammatical shape. 

• Helps a scene begin in medias res. 

Risks 

• Too many progressive forms make prose feel as if every action is hovering and none can land. 

• Auxiliary verbs can weaken rhythm when strong simple verbs would do more: was moving quickly 

may be less exact than hurried. 

• Continuous action can resemble stage directions if it merely catalogues what bodies are doing. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/free-resources/grammar/english-grammar-reference/past-tense
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• False slow motion can inflate a trivial moment. 

The best practical test is to ask whether duration matters. If the sentence needs an open interval, use 

the continuous. If it needs a clean narrative beat, the simple form is usually stronger. 

PAST PERFECT AND PAST PERFECT CONTINUOUS: THE EARLIER 

PAST 

Past perfect: had done 

Past perfect locates an event before another past reference point: By the time she arrived, he had 

left. It is a relation between two layers of past, not simply a more distant or more literary past. 

Its chief narrative function is orientation. A story moving through simple past may step back: 

Mara unlocked the flat. The rooms smelled of dust. She had left in winter, before the scaffolding 

went up. Her brother had promised to clear the books, but every shelf was full. 

The past perfect tells the reader that leaving and promising precede the current past-tense scene. 

The establish-and-release technique 

In an extended flashback, continuous had can become cumbersome. English fiction often 

establishes the earlier layer with one or two past-perfect verbs, then releases into simple past 

once the temporal position is secure: 

She had met Ivo in the last week of school. He was waiting outside the music room; rain darkened 

his sleeves. He asked whether she knew the way to the river. 

The first sentence opens the earlier-past frame. The following simple past lets the flashback become 

a vivid scene. At the return to the main timeline, a clear temporal marker or a renewed past-perfect 

reference can reorient the reader. 

This is a convention, not a grammatical command. Retain past perfect when the relation between 

time layers remains genuinely at issue, when brief backward references are interleaved with the main 

action, or when the repeated had creates a deliberate rhetorical effect. 

What past perfect does to knowledge and tension 

Past perfect turns prior action into present evidence. The reader encounters a result and then learns 

what had produced it. This is ideal for mystery, regret, concealed history and delayed explanation. 

It also marks lost alternatives. She had meant to call does more than locate an intention earlier; it 

implies that the call did not occur or no longer can. The perfect aspect is often charged with 

consequence. 

Past perfect continuous: had been doing 

Past perfect continuous combines anteriority with duration: They had been waiting for three hours 

when the lights failed. The waiting begins before the reference event and continues toward it, often 

leaving exhaustion, damage, evidence or emotional pressure. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
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This form is excellent for accumulated strain: 

• He had been lying for months. The deception is repeated or sustained. 

• The river had been rising all night. The present danger has a duration behind it. 

• She had been trying not to remember. The effort precedes the current breach. 

Its disadvantage is weight. Four-word verb groups slow a sentence and draw attention to temporal 

machinery. Use that weight when accumulated duration matters; otherwise prefer a simpler 

construction. 

Advantages of perfect forms 

• Make relations between past layers explicit. 

• Support flashback, revelation and causal reconstruction. 

• Turn earlier actions into consequences visible now. 

• Express regret, missed intention and the pressure of accumulated duration. 

Risks of perfect forms 

• Repeated auxiliaries produce clotted prose. 

• Unnecessary past perfect can over-label a sequence already made clear by before, after, then or 

simple logic. 

• Poorly signalled release from a flashback can leave readers unsure which past they inhabit. 

• A long explanatory block may stop the present scene instead of deepening it. 

SIMPLE PRESENT: THE MOVING NOW 

What simple present does 

Simple present places the narrative's reference point alongside the represented action: She opens the 

door. The corridor is empty. It can create the impression that events become available as they occur. 

The future beyond the sentence feels unwritten. 

But “present tense equals immediacy” is too simple. Present tense also expresses habits, general 

truths, summaries, instructions, commentary and remembered scenes retold as if now. It can feel 

cool, ritualised, comic, fated or analytical. Its effect depends on point of view, syntax, pacing and the 

kind of present being constructed. 

Irmtraud Huber's study of contemporary present-tense narration distinguishes several possibilities, 

including simultaneous, retrospective, interior, deictic and mixed forms. This matters for craft: two 

novels may both use present verbs while creating entirely different relations between event and 

telling. 

What the reader can know 

In a tightly restricted present-tense narrative, reader and focal character often share a moving 

boundary of knowledge. Suzanne Collins opens The Hunger Games: “When I wake up, the other 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/978-1-137-56213-5
https://kids.scholastic.com/content/dam/scholastic/kids/pdf/Book%20Excerpts/HungerGames_excerpt.pdf?logActivity=true
https://kids.scholastic.com/content/dam/scholastic/kids/pdf/Book%20Excerpts/HungerGames_excerpt.pdf?logActivity=true
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side of the bed is cold.” Katniss identifies absence before cause. The reader discovers the room, 

the family and the threat through her active attention. First-person present combines informational 

restriction with forward drive. 

Yet present tense does not guarantee ignorance of the future. A narrator can speak in a historical 

present while knowing the whole story, or use present tense as a rhetorical reenactment from a later 

position. Omniscient present can know other minds and future consequences. Prophecy and flash-

forward can disclose what has not yet occurred in the main action. 

The correct question is therefore: what contract of knowledge accompanies this present? Is 

the narrator discovering, remembering, performing, generalising or surveying? 

Major forms of present-tense narration 

Simultaneous or immediate present 

The telling appears to keep pace with experience: I lift the receiver. No one speaks. The effect can be 

urgent because neither narrator nor reader seems to occupy a secure later position. 

This form often suits survival stories, thrillers, adolescent perspectives, bodily crisis, disorientation 

and narratives organised around irreversible choices. It can also suit quiet psychological fiction when 

attention itself is the event. 

Close reflective present 

A present-tense consciousness can analyse, remember and compare while continuing to inhabit the 

current scene. Sally Rooney's Normal People observes: “In school he and Marianne affect not 

to know each other.” This is not a single explosive instant. The present tense renders a repeated 

social arrangement—an ongoing pattern of performance, class and intimacy. Present narration can 

therefore be iterative and analytical, not merely breathless. 

Retrospective or reenacted present 

Speakers often narrate past anecdotes in the present: So I walk into the office, and there he is. The 

event is over, but the telling creates a performance of renewed presence. Fiction can sustain this 

effect while quietly allowing knowledge that a truly simultaneous narrator could not possess. 

Historical present 

Historical fiction can use present tense to remove the museum glass between reader and past. In 

Hilary Mantel's Wolf Hall, a beating begins with the command “So now get up.” The present tense 

gives Tudor history bodily contingency: Cromwell is not yet an outcome in a textbook but a person 

trying to rise from the ground. 

This technique can resist teleology—the sense that historical people knew where their lives and 

nations were heading. Its risk is cosmetic pseudo-immediacy: present tense cannot by itself 

overcome thin research, generic sensory detail or modern assumptions projected backward. 

Child or radically limited present 

Emma Donoghue's Room begins: “Today I'm five. I was four last night.” Present and past meet 

inside a child's intensely local concept of time. Jack's “today” is immediate; his past is only last night; 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://kids.scholastic.com/content/dam/scholastic/kids/pdf/Book%20Excerpts/HungerGames_excerpt.pdf?logActivity=true
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/normal-people-reading-group-questions-and-quotes/?quantity=1
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/normal-people-reading-group-questions-and-quotes/?quantity=1
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/normal-people-reading-group-questions-and-quotes/?quantity=1
https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2009/sep/12/hilary-mantel-booker-prize-interview
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https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/takeaway/articles/96278-excerpt-emma-donoghues-room
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the adult reader understands a long captivity that he cannot conceptualise. Tension comes from the 

difference between his temporal knowledge and ours. 

Panoramic or omniscient present 

Present tense can range across places and minds: At noon the minister signs the order. Across the 

city, a nurse begins her shift. Neither knows that the bridge is already failing. Here present tense 

does not restrict the field to a single consciousness. It coordinates simultaneity and can create 

powerful dramatic irony. 

The kinds of tension simple present makes possible 

A blank future 

When the narrative contract persuades us that the voice does not know what comes next, each 

decision feels exposed. This is especially effective when a character's knowledge changes rapidly. 

Procedural suspense 

Present tense is well suited to tasks whose steps matter: an escape, performance, medical procedure, 

heist, negotiation or ritual. The reader inhabits sequence and timing. 

Entrapment in a recurring now 

Present can make a condition feel ongoing rather than completed. Dickens's fog, Rooney's school 

arrangement and the routines of captivity in Room all exploit forms of persistence. The tension is not 

only what happens next? but how can this present ever change? 

Dramatic irony without retrospective voice 

An omniscient or multiple present can give the reader information a character lacks while preserving 

the pressure of simultaneous action. We see the other car approaching; the driver does not. 

Instability of narration itself 

A present-tense voice may be recording, dissociating, rehearsing or inventing. If its ability to narrate 

is precarious, the grammar can become part of the suspense. 

Advantages of simple present 

• Forward pressure. It can make choices feel not yet absorbed into history. 

• Close alignment of knowledge. Reader and focal character may discover together. 

• Clarity in complex action. Step-by-step sequences remain easy to follow. 

• Habit and pattern. The same tense can render what happens now and what happens repeatedly. 

• Historical contingency. It can restore uncertainty to events whose outcomes readers know. 

• Formal distinctiveness. In the right voice, it creates a recognisable pulse. 

Risks and disadvantages of simple present 

• Artificial emergency. If every sentence insists on the same degree of “now,” the prose can feel 

permanently urgent. 
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• Narrow temporal field. Backstory, long duration and later interpretation may require more 

conspicuous transitions. 

• Stage-direction effect. A chain of subject–verb actions can become mechanical: She stands. She 

turns. She walks. 

• Unintended monotony. Present tense needs rhythmic and aspectual variation as much as past 

tense. 

• False claim of immediacy. Vague description and weak focalisation remain vague and weak. 

• Narratorial plausibility questions. In first person, readers may wonder who is producing this 

polished account while the emergency occurs. Most will accept the convention if the voice earns it; 

some stories need a more explicit frame. 

Stories simple present often matches 

Present tense often serves compressed timelines, danger, coming-of-age, psychological enclosure, 

performance, historical contingency, institutional routine and narratives in which the future must 

feel radically unavailable. It also works for spacious literary novels and multi-generational structures 

when the writer builds clear temporal signals. The form's range is much larger than the thriller-like 

“urgent now” with which it is often associated. 

PRESENT CONTINUOUS AND PRESENT PERFECT: THE NOW WITH 

DEPTH 

Present continuous: is doing 

Present continuous presents an activity as unfolding, temporary or incomplete at the present 

reference point: She is walking toward the gate. It can put the reader inside duration more 

insistently than simple present. 

Compare: 

• The crowd moves toward the gate. This may describe a single event, a characteristic pattern or a 

complete narrative beat. 

• The crowd is moving toward the gate. The movement is in progress; something may interrupt or 

transform it. 

In suspense, that incompletion can be valuable: The numbers are changing. The lock is beginning to 

open. The form stretches the threshold between not-yet and done. 

It is also useful for temporary circumstances: I am staying with my sister implies a provisional 

arrangement more readily than I stay with my sister. In a novel, that provisional quality can place 

pressure beneath domestic scenes: the current life is explicitly not settled. 

Advantages 

• Makes process and incompletion visible. 

• Creates a temporal interval in which another event can occur. 

• Emphasises temporary conditions and unstable arrangements. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


NARRATIVE TENSE 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  14 

• Supports close observation of bodily, mechanical or environmental change. 

Risks 

• Overuse produces soft, auxiliary-heavy sentences. 

• Continuous forms can turn action into laborious real-time transcription. 

• Not every perception needs to be presented as a process: I see is usually stronger and more 

idiomatic than I am seeing. 

• A succession of is doing phrases can make prose sound like sports commentary or a screenplay 

description. 

Use present continuous when the reader must experience the middle of an action, not merely 

because the novel's base tense is present. 

Present perfect: has done 

Present perfect connects a prior event to the current reference point: She has lost the key. The loss 

occurred earlier; its consequence—no key—is active now. This makes the form particularly important 

in present-tense narration, where backstory must repeatedly meet the moving present. 

Present perfect can express: 

• current consequence: The river has flooded the road. 

• experience up to now: I have never seen the sea. 

• an unfinished period: She has called three times today. 

• change: The town has become unrecognisable. 

• news or discovery: Someone has opened the safe. 

Each use shapes knowledge. Someone opened the safe places the action in a completed past episode. 

Someone has opened the safe makes the open safe newly relevant to the current scene. Detectives, 

witnesses and frightened characters naturally use present perfect when evidence changes what they 

know now. 

Narrative advantages 

• Brings backstory into active relation with the present. 

• Marks discoveries whose consequences are still unfolding. 

• Condenses accumulated experience without requiring a full flashback. 

• Creates a strong bridge between remembered action and current identity: I have spent my life 

avoiding this room. 

Risks 

• Repeated has and have can make exposition sound like a report. 

• It can blur the exact time of an earlier event when sequence matters. 

• Present-tense writers sometimes use it for every backward glance, producing a single 

undifferentiated layer of “before now.” Specific past-tense scenes may be clearer. 
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Present perfect continuous: has been doing 

Present perfect continuous presents activity extending toward or into the present: It has been 

raining since dawn. The emphasis falls on duration, repetition or visible result. 

This form often carries physical and emotional evidence: 

• You have been crying. The present face reveals prior duration. 

• He has been following us. Repeated earlier action becomes current danger. 

• I have been telling myself the same lie for years. Accumulation becomes self-knowledge. 

Because the construction is long, it attracts attention. Use it when duration is the point. If only the 

completed fact matters, present perfect is leaner: He has followed us here. 

HABITUAL, ITERATIVE, GNOMIC AND HISTORICAL PRESENTS 

The simple forms do more than locate single events. Much of fiction's temporal intelligence comes 

from moving between singular action and repeated pattern. 

Habitual present 

Habitual present tells what generally or repeatedly happens: Every Friday, she waits beside the post 

box. The sentence does not necessarily describe this Friday. It compresses many occasions into one 

representative pattern. 

This form is powerful for social systems, family routines, addiction, care work, institutional life and 

abusive cycles. It can make a pattern feel stable enough to be a world. When a singular event finally 

breaks the routine—But this Friday, the box is gone—the tense-and-frequency change creates plot. 

Sally Rooney's sentence about Connell and Marianne “affect[ing] not to know each other” works this 

way. The pressure comes from repetition: the performance is not a momentary lie but a daily social 

structure. 

Advantages 

• Compresses many events without losing concrete form. 

• Establishes normality so that deviation becomes meaningful. 

• Reveals character through repeated action rather than abstract explanation. 

• Gives institutions and relationships a sense of temporal persistence. 

Risks 

• Extended habitual narration can stall the singular story. 

• Readers may become uncertain about whether a paragraph describes one occasion or many. 

• Generalisation can smooth over the particular details that make change emotionally legible. 

Signal the transition between iterative and singular time. Phrases such as usually, on winter 

mornings, for years and this time are not inelegant crutches; they are temporal signposts. 
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Habitual past: used to, would and simple past 

Past-tense narratives have several ways to describe repeated former action: 

• She used to wait beside the post box. This strongly implies that the habit has ended. 

• Every Friday, she would wait beside the post box. In a clear past frame, would presents 

recurrence. 

• Every Friday, she waited beside the post box. Simple past plus an adverbial phrase can do the 

same work. 

The choice affects emotional colouring. Used to often carries loss or contrast with now. Habitual 

would can sound reflective or gently ritualised, but it can be confused with conditional would unless 

context is firm. Simple past is cleanest when the repetition is already obvious. 

Gnomic present 

Gnomic present states what is claimed to be generally or timelessly true: Grief changes the weight of 

rooms. Austen's supposedly universal truth about wealthy single men is a famous comic version. 

Past-tense novels routinely shift into gnomic present because a narrator interprets events from a 

wider vantage. The shift can lend aphoristic authority, create irony or reveal a character's private rule 

about the world. 

Its danger is overclaiming. A sentence that announces a universal truth may feel pompous, clichéd or 

morally coercive. The strongest gnomic statements are often made interesting by context: we 

recognise that the “truth” belongs partly to a culture, narrator or wounded character and may not be 

universal at all. 

Historical or dramatic present 

Historical present narrates a completed past event as present: In 1815, Napoleon returns to Paris. It 

is common in conversation, documentary narration, history writing and fiction. 

Used locally inside past-tense narrative, it can mark a moment of exceptional vividness, a 

remembered scene compulsively reenacted or a storyteller taking command of an audience. Used for 

an entire novel, it creates a sustained temporal frame. 

Advantages 

• Reanimates familiar or predetermined events. 

• Gives oral energy to anecdote and testimony. 

• Can mark a traumatic memory that has not become safely past. 

• Interrupts chronological distance at a crucial point. 

Risks 

• A sudden shift may look accidental. 

• “Vividness” can become a mannerism unrelated to narrative need. 

• Historical present may pretend to erase hindsight while quietly relying on it. 
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FUTURE NARRATION: PROMISE, PROPHECY AND THE UNREALIZED 

English future forms 

English expresses futurity through several constructions rather than a single inflected future tense: 

• will or shall: She will leave at dawn. 

• be going to: She is going to leave. 

• present continuous for arrangements: She is leaving tomorrow. 

• simple present for schedules: The train leaves at six. 

• future perfect: By dawn, she will have left. 

• future continuous: At six, she will be crossing the border. 

Each construction carries stance. Will can predict, promise, threaten or decide. Going to often 

suggests prior intention or visible evidence. Scheduled present sounds fixed by a system. Present 

continuous makes the arrangement feel already in motion. 

Sustained future narration 

A whole story told primarily in future forms is unusual, which makes the choice conspicuous. It can 

sound like prophecy, instruction, threat, fantasy, plan, fate or a life rehearsed before it happens: 

You will enter through the side door. No one will ask your name. Years later, you will remember 

the blue light above the stairs. 

The future tense changes narration from report into projection. The reader asks not only what 

happens? but who possesses the authority to say it will happen? A god, institution, parent, 

algorithm, fortune-teller, historian, traumatised imagination or commanding second-person voice 

will create different kinds of pressure. 

The kinds of knowledge and tension future narration creates 

Prophetic certainty 

If the voice is authoritative, the outcome can seem fixed. Suspense shifts from whether to how and 

why. Tragedy often thrives on this structure: knowledge does not provide escape. 

Uncertain prediction 

If the future is conjectural, every statement carries the possibility of error. The voice may be trying to 

control fear by scripting what will happen. 

Promise and threat 

Future language can be performative. I will return does not merely describe an event; it commits the 

speaker. You will regret this attempts to create fear in advance. 

Planned identity 

A character may narrate the person she expects to become. The gap between projected and actual life 

can generate irony, grief or comedy. 
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Advantages 

• Creates unusual rhetorical authority. 

• Makes fate, planning and anticipation central. 

• Produces tension between declared future and readerly doubt. 

• Suits instruction, prophecy, speculative systems and second-person address. 

• Can compress an entire projected life with extraordinary speed. 

Risks 

• Sustained will becomes repetitive. 

• Predetermined outcomes may weaken uncertainty unless process, motive or resistance remains 

open. 

• The narrating situation can feel arbitrary if the voice has no credible relation to the future it 

declares. 

• Long future narratives may seem abstract because events are forecast rather than sensorially 

inhabited. 

Future perfect and future continuous 

Future perfect looks back from an imagined later point: By midnight, they will have crossed the 

border. It can make the future feel already completed in the mind. This is useful for confidence, 

dread, military planning, bureaucratic schedules and tragic certainty. 

Future continuous enters a process expected to be underway: At midnight, they will be crossing the 

border. The crossing remains exposed and incomplete. Compare the knowledge contracts: 

• They will cross the border. Predicted event. 

• They will be crossing the border. Predicted duration at a specified time. 

• They will have crossed the border. Predicted completion before a later point. 

The distinctions let a writer calibrate whether the imagined future is a task, a process or an achieved 

fact. 

FUTURE-IN-THE-PAST, CONDITIONALS AND MODAL TIME 

Future-in-the-past: would do 

In past-tense narration, would can mark an event later than the current past moment: She did not 

know that he would leave before morning. This creates a future relative to the character but a 

past relative to the narrator. 

Woolf's opening—Mrs Dalloway “said she would buy the flowers”—offers a quiet example. The 

purchase lies ahead of the speech but inside the novel's past-tense day. Grammatically small, would 

opens forward space. 
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Future-in-the-past is one of retrospective narration's most potent tools because it distributes 

knowledge unevenly: 

• The experiencing character does not know. 

• The later narrator may know. 

• The reader may be told enough to anticipate but not enough to understand. 

This creates foreshadowing without requiring a jump into a fully narrated future. 

Conditional would 

The same auxiliary expresses hypothetical consequence: She would leave if the train came. Context 

distinguishes this from future-in-the-past. Conditional constructions let fiction represent branches 

that remain unrealised. 

Counterfactual time is emotionally powerful because it gives grammatical form to alternatives: 

• If he had called, she would have answered. A closed past possibility. 

• If he called, she would answer. A hypothetical possibility in the story's present frame. 

• If he calls, she will answer. A relatively open future condition. 

The unrealised branch can haunt the actual plot. Regret, fantasy, strategy and self-deception all live 

in conditional grammar. 

Could, might, must and should: time plus stance 

Modal verbs do not merely locate events; they express possibility, capacity, obligation, inference and 

necessity. 

• He may be there. Present possibility. 

• He might have been there. Uncertain earlier possibility. 

• He must have been there. Strong inference about the past. 

• He should have been there. Expected or morally required past action that may not have occurred. 

• He could still come. Remaining possibility or capacity. 

In close narration, modality maps a character's knowledge. A paragraph dense with might and 

perhaps creates uncertainty. Repeated must can show dogmatic inference or desperate self-

persuasion. Should have opens the language of regret and blame. 

Advantages of modal time 

• Represents unrealised alternatives without leaving the current scene. 

• Makes degrees of certainty legible. 

• Converts prediction into characterisation: what a person expects reveals desire and fear. 

• Creates suspense through competing possible futures. 

• Supports moral complexity by distinguishing what happened from what ought to have happened. 
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Risks 

• Excessive hypothetical branching can dissolve the actual story. 

• Repeated modal verbs may make prose vague or evasive. 

• Future-in-the-past and habitual would can become ambiguous. 

• Heavy foreshadowing may convert every scene into an announcement of later significance. 

TENSE IN DIALOGUE, THOUGHT AND FREE INDIRECT STYLE 

Narrative tense does not require every verb in a novel to share one form. Dialogue, thought, memory, 

documents and general truths establish their own temporal relations. 

Dialogue has its own now 

A past-tense novel can contain present-tense speech: 

Mara closed the window. “I don't trust him,” she said. “Tomorrow I will ask for the key.” 

The narrative event is past. For Mara at the moment of speaking, distrust is present and asking lies 

in the future. Consistency means preserving the relationships among these times, not mechanically 

converting every verb to past. 

Reported speech and backshift 

Direct speech often changes form when reported: 

• Direct: “I am tired.” 

• Reported in a past frame: She said she was tired. 

This backshift is conventional, but not absolute. She said the earth is round keeps present tense 

because the proposition remains generally true. She said she is tired can be appropriate if the 

tiredness is understood to continue at the narrating present. 

In fiction, the choice subtly controls distance. Backshift integrates speech into the past narrative. 

Retaining the present can make the statement remain active or bring the narrating present into view. 

Direct thought, indirect thought and free indirect style 

Compare: 

• Direct thought: I can't stay here, she thought. 

• Indirect thought: She thought that she could not stay there. 

• Free indirect style: She could not stay here. Not another night. 

Free indirect style commonly retains third person and the narrative's past tense while adopting a 

character's deictic language—here, now, tomorrow—and emotional syntax. This creates a productive 

double time: grammatically retrospective, experientially present to the character. 
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Jane Austen and Virginia Woolf demonstrate why past tense can feel intensely immediate without 

pretending the act of narration is simultaneous. The sentence can remain past while its adverbs, 

questions, exclamations and rhythms inhabit a consciousness's now. 

The flexible word now 

In past narration, now need not mean the reader's present. It often marks the current point within 

the story's moving past: She had feared the house as a child; now it seemed small. Readers 

understand “now” relative to the scene. 

This is a reminder that temporal reference is relational. Words such as today, tomorrow, last year, 

still and already take their meaning from a centre. A tense shift may move that centre; a viewpoint 

shift may move it again. 

Letters, diaries, messages and documents 

Embedded texts can create a second narrating time. A past-tense novel may include a letter written 

in the sender's present, a diary entry whose future the main narrator knows, or a transcript that 

preserves the uncertainty of an earlier investigation. 

These layers are useful because each document has a date of production, a date of reading and 

a later significance. Tension arises between what the writer knew when composing it and what the 

reader-character knows now. 

DELIBERATE TENSE SHIFTS, FRAMES AND MULTIPLE TIMELINES 

“Do not change tense” is useful beginner advice only when it means “do not change tense 

accidentally.” Skilled narratives shift tense whenever the temporal relationship changes or the shift 

itself carries meaning. 

Legitimate reasons to shift tense 

• entering or leaving a flashback; 

• moving between a present-day frame and past events; 

• distinguishing narrators or documentary forms; 

• changing from singular event to habitual pattern; 

• stating a continuing or general truth; 

• marking a traumatic memory that becomes subjectively present; 

• foreshadowing a later event through future-in-the-past; 

• moving from experience to reflection; 

• revealing that an apparently simultaneous account is retrospective; 

• separating historical panorama from personal testimony. 

Dickens's Bleak House shows that a novel can sustain two tense systems as part of its design. The 

question is not whether the book is “consistent” in the narrow sense; it is whether each system is 

internally legible and whether their contrast does interpretive work. 
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Frame narratives 

A frame establishes one temporal present from which another story is told. The frame may use 

present tense while the embedded narrative uses past, or both may use past with different reference 

points. 

The frame creates a double question: 

• What happened then? 

• Why is it being told now? 

The second question is often the deeper one. A confession, witness statement, bedtime story, therapy 

session, interview or deathbed account gives the act of narration a motive and a deadline. 

Alternating timelines 

Multiple timelines need not use different tenses, but tense can provide immediate orientation. A 

novel might use present for 2026 and past for 1998; it might reverse that expectation; it might use 

past in both timelines and rely on dates, character age and section headings. 

Different tenses are helpful when they do more than label. Ask what the contrast means. Does 

present mark a life not yet understood, while past marks an event already mythologised? Does past 

tense in the later timeline imply numbness, while present tense in memory suggests trauma's 

persistence? If the answer is only “so readers can tell them apart,” headings may be cleaner. 

Flash-forward and prolepsis 

A narration can disclose later consequences without abandoning its main tense. Jennifer Egan's 

reader's guide to A Visit from the Goon Squad highlights a leap to “another day more than 

twenty years after this one.” Such projection changes the value of the current scene. A casual 

gesture becomes a remembered origin; a living character is suddenly viewed under mortality. 

Flash-forward can create pathos and dramatic irony, but it spends future information. Before 

revealing an outcome, ask what new tension will replace the question you answer. 

Tense shifts as psychological events 

A controlled shift may represent dissociation, panic, recovered memory or the collapse of temporal 

distance: 

For twenty years I described the accident in the past. The road was wet. The truck crossed the line. 

But when the siren starts in my sleep, it is happening again. My sister is turning toward me. I am 

reaching for her. 

The present here is not a claim about calendar time. It is a claim about experience: the event has not 

become past inside the speaker. 

This technique requires restraint. If every emotional memory changes tense, the effect becomes 

predictable. Reserve it for genuine changes in the narrative's temporal consciousness. 
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How to signal a shift fairly 

• Place the shift at a section or paragraph boundary when possible. 

• Use a date, age, location or temporal phrase. 

• Establish the new tense clearly in the first sentence. 

• Repeat a motif or framing phrase that teaches the pattern. 

• Maintain the new system long enough for readers to inhabit it. 

• Provide a clean return cue. 

• Check every deictic word—now, then, today, tomorrow, ago, next—after revision. 

The goal is not to prevent the reader from noticing a shift. The goal is to ensure that noticing it 

produces meaning rather than repair work. 

TENSE AS THE ARCHITECTURE OF KNOWLEDGE AND TENSION 

Tense becomes narratively important when it changes the relationship between event, speaker, 

character and reader. 

Reader and character know the same amount 

A restricted present-tense narrative often creates discovery in tandem: the character opens the 

envelope and the reader learns its contents at the same moment. A close past-tense narrative can do 

exactly the same by refusing retrospective commentary. 

This alignment is useful for mysteries, danger, seduction, moral choice and experiences of confusion. 

Its risk is claustrophobia: if the focal character is slow to understand, the reader may feel artificially 

delayed. 

The narrator knows more than the experiencing character 

Retrospective narration can disclose outcome, pattern or judgment. I did not know then is the 

emblematic construction. It creates a vertical gap between younger self and later voice. 

That gap enables: 

• foreshadowing and dread; 

• irony about former beliefs; 

• mature interpretation of childhood; 

• confession and self-accusation; 

• questions about why the narrator withholds or reveals information now. 

The risk is over-management. If the later voice continually explains the meaning of experience, the 

younger self never gets to be uncertain. 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


NARRATIVE TENSE 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  24 

The reader knows more than the character 

Omniscience, alternating viewpoints, future-in-the-past and historical knowledge can all create 

dramatic irony. In a historical novel, readers may know that a war, execution or epidemic is 

approaching even while characters plan ordinary futures. Present tense can sharpen this by 

preserving the characters' contingency against the reader's knowledge. 

The reader knows less than the narrator 

Withholding is fair when the form provides a reason: shame, strategic testimony, damaged memory, 

a narrator addressing someone who already knows, or a structure that reveals information in stages. 

It feels manipulative when a fully reflective narrator simply avoids thinking a fact solely to surprise 

the reader. 

Tense affects this fairness. A simultaneous narrator plausibly lacks later knowledge. A retrospective 

narrator's silence is more conspicuous and therefore needs motivation. 

Suspense, surprise, curiosity and dread 

These pressures are related but distinct: 

• Suspense: what will happen? 

• Curiosity: what happened before, and why? 

• Surprise: an expectation is overturned. 

• Dread: we know or strongly suspect what will happen and cannot prevent it. 

Present tense is often strong at forward suspense, but past tense can match it through close 

disclosure. Past perfect is naturally suited to curiosity about prior causes. Retrospective 

foreshadowing and future-in-the-past excel at dread. Tense does not generate these effects alone, but 

it changes which information gaps feel natural. 

Narrative tension is not grammatical tension 

Changing She opened the door to She opens the door does not automatically make the scene tense. 

Narrative pressure comes from desire, obstacle, uncertainty, consequence and delay. Verb tense 

determines the temporal shape through which those forces reach the reader. 

PRACTICAL CONTROL: CHOOSING AND TESTING A TENSE 

Start with the narrating situation 

Ask: 

• Who or what is telling? 

• From what temporal position? 

• Does the teller know the outcome? 

• Why is the story being told now? 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/


NARRATIVE TENSE 

HONNI VAN RIJSWIJK   ·   honnivanrijswijk.com  25 

• How far backward and forward must the narrative range? 

• Is the present a genuine discovery, a performance of memory, a general pattern or an omniscient 

convention? 

A tense becomes convincing when the implied act of narration and the story's knowledge needs 

support each other. 

Choose for pressure, not fashion 

Past tense is not inherently distant. Present tense is not inherently vivid. Future tense is not 

inherently experimental. The best choice creates the right pressure at the scale of the whole work. 

Choose past when the story benefits from temporal range, hindsight, layered causality or an 

unobtrusive narrative medium. Choose present when the moving boundary of knowledge, 

persistence of a condition, procedural sequence or historical contingency matters. Choose future 

when projection, command, fate or uncertainty about a declared outcome is central. 

Then use aspect locally. A past-tense novel still needs progressive duration, perfect backstory and 

future-in-the-past. A present-tense novel still needs completed past events, current consequences 

and projected futures. 

The six-version paragraph test 

Take a consequential paragraph—not the first page, which may be over-polished—and rewrite it six 

ways. 

• Simple past: Mara opened the envelope. A key fell onto the table. 

• Past continuous at the threshold: Mara was opening the envelope when someone knocked. 

• Past perfect from a later scene: Mara had opened the envelope before she understood the 

warning. 

• Simple present: Mara opens the envelope. A key falls onto the table. 

• Present perfect as discovery: Mara has opened the envelope, and now the key is on the table. 

• Future: Mara will open the envelope. The key will fall, and she will mistake it for an invitation. 

Do not ask only which version sounds most exciting. Ask: 

• What can the narrator know here? 

• What does the reader anticipate? 

• Where is the temporal reference point? 

• Does the action feel bounded, ongoing, completed or inevitable? 

• How easily can this form handle the preceding ten years and the following ten? 

• What becomes possible in this version that was impossible in the others? 

Test more than one temporal scale 

A tense that shines in a chase scene may become awkward across a fifty-year family history. Rewrite: 

• a high-action scene; 
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• a quiet scene of observation; 

• a paragraph of backstory; 

• a transition across months or years; 

• a moment of reflection after irreversible change. 

The right base tense should support the whole book's temporal architecture, not only its most 

dramatic page. 

Map the time layers 

For a complex narrative, make a simple ledger before line-editing: 

• the date or period of each section; 

• the narrating position; 

• the base tense; 

• the primary character knowledge; 

• flashbacks and flash-forwards; 

• documents and their dates; 

• information the reader receives early or late. 

This reveals accidental inconsistencies and, more importantly, opportunities. Two scenes may repeat 

the same revelation when one could instead change its meaning. 

Revise aspect verb by verb 

On a dedicated pass, underline every auxiliary construction: was doing, had done, has been doing, 

would do, might have done. Ask what relation it encodes. 

• If duration matters, keep the progressive. 

• If prior completion matters, keep the perfect. 

• If sequence is already obvious, simplify. 

• If the modal expresses character knowledge, sharpen the degree of certainty. 

• If a tense shift marks a new temporal centre, strengthen the signal. 

This is not an exercise in deleting auxiliaries. It is an exercise in making each one earn its temporal 

meaning. 

Audit the deictic words 

Search for now, then, today, yesterday, tomorrow, ago, next, last, still, already, soon, later, before 

and after. These small words often expose a drift in temporal centre faster than the main verbs do. 

In a past-tense scene, three years ago may mean three years before the narrating present or three 

years before the scene. If either reading is possible, anchor it: three years before the trial. 
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Check the opening's promise 

The first page teaches the reader how time works. If it begins in present tense, shifts to past for ten 

chapters, then returns without warning, the opening may have made a false promise. If the structure 

intentionally withholds its main temporal design, provide another organising principle—voice, date, 

recurring image or section architecture. 

Keep exceptions visible 

Many craft rules are descriptions of common effects, not laws: 

• Present tense can cover centuries. 

• Past tense can feel breathlessly immediate. 

• Future narration can create uncertainty rather than certainty. 

• Perfect forms can be lyrical rather than merely explanatory. 

• A tense shift can clarify rather than confuse. 

• An inconsistent character may inhabit a rigorously consistent narrative design. 

The relevant standard is not conformity. It is whether the temporal choices are legible, generative 

and proportionate to the story. 

A COMPACT COMPARISON 

Simple past 

Core form: She opened the door. 

Temporal position: Event presented before the narrative reference point. 

Typical knowledge effect: Can range from strict moment-by-moment limitation to full hindsight and 

omniscience. 

Tensions it readily supports: Suspense, retrospective dread, causal mystery, dramatic irony. 

Practical advantages: Flexible chronology; unobtrusive; easy movement into earlier past and later-in-

past. 

Practical risks: Unexamined default; over-explained hindsight; dense flashback grammar. 

Often matches: Almost any story, especially narratives requiring breadth, reflection or layered causality. 

Past continuous 

Core form: She was opening the door. 

Temporal position: Inside an ongoing past action. 

Typical knowledge effect: Holds attention within duration before completion. 

Tensions it readily supports: Interruption, overlap, slow threshold, accumulating atmosphere. 

Practical advantages: Clarifies simultaneity; creates background; marks temporary conditions. 

Practical risks: Hovering action; auxiliary-heavy rhythm; false slow motion. 

Often matches: Scenes already in motion, overlapping processes, suspenseful interruption. 
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Past perfect 

Core form: She had opened the door. 

Temporal position: Earlier than another past point. 

Typical knowledge effect: Reveals prior cause, evidence or completed history. 

Tensions it readily supports: Curiosity, delayed explanation, regret, concealed causation. 

Practical advantages: Clear layered chronology; strong flashback orientation. 

Practical risks: Repetitive had; explanatory drag; unclear release from flashback. 

Often matches: Mysteries, family secrets, retrospective narratives, consequences of buried events. 

Past perfect continuous 

Core form: She had been opening the doors for years. 

Temporal position: Duration or recurrence extending toward a later past point. 

Typical knowledge effect: Makes accumulated time visible through a later consequence. 

Tensions it readily supports: Exhaustion, sustained deception, worsening conditions. 

Practical advantages: Precise relation among duration, priority and result. 

Practical risks: Heavy verb groups; needless over-specification. 

Often matches: Long pressure, repeated attempts, habits whose consequences arrive. 

Simple present 

Core form: She opens the door. 

Temporal position: Event aligned with the narrative's moving now, or presented as habitual/general. 

Typical knowledge effect: Often aligns reader and character at a forward boundary, but can also be 

retrospective or omniscient. 

Tensions it readily supports: Blank-future suspense, procedure, entrapment, historical contingency. 

Practical advantages: Forward pressure; strong patterning; vivid simultaneity. 

Practical risks: Permanent emergency; stage directions; awkward temporal expansion. 

Often matches: Compressed action, survival, routine, historical reenactment, intensely local 

consciousness. 

Present continuous 

Core form: She is opening the door. 

Temporal position: Inside an unfolding present action. 

Typical knowledge effect: Keeps completion genuinely pending. 

Tensions it readily supports: Threshold, interruption, temporary instability. 

Practical advantages: Fine control of process and duration. 

Practical risks: Mechanical real-time transcription; softened verbs. 

Often matches: Bodily change, machinery, performance and observation of an event in progress. 
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Present perfect 

Core form: She has opened the door. 

Temporal position: Earlier action with consequence at the present point. 

Typical knowledge effect: Converts prior event into current evidence or experience. 

Tensions it readily supports: Discovery, investigation, accumulated identity, newly active backstory. 

Practical advantages: Efficient bridge between before and now. 

Practical risks: Report-like exposition; vague sequence; repetitive auxiliaries. 

Often matches: Present-framed mystery, testimony, consequence and self-reckoning. 

Present perfect continuous 

Core form: She has been opening the doors. 

Temporal position: Ongoing or repeated action extending toward now. 

Typical knowledge effect: Reveals duration through present evidence. 

Tensions it readily supports: Pursuit, obsession, exhaustion, worsening pattern. 

Practical advantages: Links accumulation directly to current stakes. 

Practical risks: Weight and repetition. 

Often matches: Long-running action whose effects are newly recognised. 

Future forms 

Core form: She will open the door. 

Temporal position: Projected after the reference point. 

Typical knowledge effect: Raises the question of who predicts, commands or guarantees. 

Tensions it readily supports: Prophecy, threat, promise, planned identity, disputed fate. 

Practical advantages: Strong rhetorical authority; foregrounds anticipation. 

Practical risks: Repetitive will; abstract forecast; weakened uncertainty if no open question remains. 

Often matches: Prophecy, instruction, speculation, second-person address, institutional systems. 

Future-in-the-past 

Core form: She would open the door the next morning. 

Temporal position: Later than a past scene, though still before the narrating present. 

Typical knowledge effect: Gives narrator and reader information the experiencing character may lack. 

Tensions it readily supports: Foreshadowing, dread, retrospective irony. 

Practical advantages: Opens forward space inside a past narrative without a full time jump. 

Practical risks: Over-signalling; ambiguity with habitual or conditional would. 

Often matches: Retrospective fiction, tragedy, biography, stories shaped by later consequence. 
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Conditional and modal time 

Core form: She might open it; she would have opened it if... 

Temporal position: Possible, necessary, expected or unrealised time. 

Typical knowledge effect: Maps degrees of certainty and alternative branches. 

Tensions it readily supports: Decision, regret, hope, suspicion, moral obligation. 

Practical advantages: Makes imagined futures and lost pasts narratively active. 

Practical risks: Vagueness; excessive branching; retreat from actual event. 

Often matches: Psychological fiction, counterfactual history, planning, investigation, grief and self-

justification. 

A FINAL PRINCIPLE: CHOOSE THE STORY'S RELATION TO TIME 

Narrative tense is not a coat of grammatical paint. It is a design for the relationship among event, 

telling and understanding. 

Simple past can offer immense range, but it need not interpret. Present can produce pressure, but it 

need not be narrow. Perfect forms can carry the weight of causation. Progressive forms can make 

duration palpable. Future and conditional forms can turn hope, threat and unrealised possibility into 

part of the plot. A deliberate shift can reveal that what seemed safely completed is still happening 

inside a mind. 

The most useful question is not Which tense is best? It is: 

Where does this story need its “now” to be—and what must the reader be able to know 

from there? 

Once that question is answered, consistency becomes more than grammatical correctness. It 

becomes fidelity to a temporal imagination. 

Further reading and linked sources 

• Ursula K. Le Guin, Steering the Craft — official author page 

• Joan Silber, The Art of Time in Fiction — Graywolf Press 

• David Jauss, On Writing Fiction — Google Books record 

• Irmtraud Huber, Present Tense Narration in Contemporary Fiction — Springer 

• Theodore Martin, “Temporality” — Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Literature 

• Deborah Schiffrin, “Tense Variation in Narrative” — Language / Cambridge Core 

• British Council, “Past tense” — grammar reference 

• Purdue OWL, “Introduction to Verb Tenses” 

• Jane Austen, Pride and Prejudice — Project Gutenberg 

• Charles Dickens, A Tale of Two Cities — Project Gutenberg 

• Charles Dickens, Bleak House — Project Gutenberg 

• Charlotte Brontë, Jane Eyre — Project Gutenberg 

• Virginia Woolf, Mrs Dalloway — Standard Ebooks 
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https://link.springer.com/book/10.1057/978-1-137-56213-5
https://oxfordre.com/literature/display/10.1093/acrefore/9780190201098.001.0001/acrefore-9780190201098-e-122
https://www.cambridge.org/core/journals/language/article/tense-variation-in-narrative/18495D598C25230EE21E598853B4CE80
https://learnenglish.britishcouncil.org/free-resources/grammar/english-grammar-reference/past-tense
https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/grammar/verb_tenses/index.html
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/1342/1342-h/1342-h.htm
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/98/98-h/98-h.htm
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• Suzanne Collins, The Hunger Games — official Scholastic excerpt 

• Emma Donoghue, Room — excerpt at WNYC Studios 

• Hilary Mantel, Wolf Hall — opening extract in The Guardian 

• Sally Rooney, Normal People — Faber reading-group quotations 

• Jennifer Egan, A Visit from the Goon Squad — Penguin Random House reader's guide 

https://www.honnivanrijswijk.com/
https://kids.scholastic.com/content/dam/scholastic/kids/pdf/Book%20Excerpts/HungerGames_excerpt.pdf?logActivity=true
https://www.wnycstudios.org/podcasts/takeaway/articles/96278-excerpt-emma-donoghues-room
https://www.theguardian.com/theguardian/2009/sep/12/hilary-mantel-booker-prize-interview
https://www.faber.co.uk/journal/normal-people-reading-group-questions-and-quotes/?quantity=1
https://www.penguinrandomhouse.com/books/201020/a-visit-from-the-goon-squad-by-jennifer-egan/readers-guide
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