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1 Definition 

In its narratological sense, 111etalepsis .. first identified b:,r Genette~ is a 
paradoxical contan1ination behveen the \Vorld of the telling and the 
\Vorld of the told: ~"ru:11~ intrusion b)l the extradiegetic na1Tator or nar
ratee into the diegetic uni\Ierse (or by· diegetic characters into a n1eta
diegetic uni·verse, etc.)~ or tJ1e itrverse [ ... r, ([1972] 1980: 234-35). 
Described as "taking hold of (telling) by~ changit1g level" (235 IL 51) 
and thus con1bining the principle of~ na1Tativ·e le\rels \Vith the rhetori
cal figure of n1etalepsis originating in ancient legal discourse1 na1Tati\re 
n1etalepsis is a ~"deliberate transgression of the threshold of en1bed
ding'~ resulting in ~'intrusions [tl1at] disturb .. to say the least the distinc
tion behveen le,rels.," It produces an effect of ";.hun1or'' or of "~the fan
tastic'' or ~"son1e n1ixture of the t\vo [ ... ], unless it functions as a figure 
of t11e creati,re in1agination [ ... r' (Genette [1983] 1988: 88). Genette 
(2004) also argues that not onl~/ is n1etalepsis a \riolation of the separa
tion behveen syntacticall~,r defined le\rels, but also a de,riant refere11tial 
opera ti on~ a \rio la ti on of sen1anti c tl1resholds of representation that in
·volves the beholder in an ontological transgression of universes and .._. ......~ 

poit1ts to\vard a theory" of fiction (----+ fictional 'ls. factual narration). 
i'viore is at issue .. then .. than localized rhetorical or stv'listic dev·ices .. . "" .. 

for n1etalepsis has been characterized as '~undern1ining the separation 
behveen narration and story" (Rin1111on-Kenan [1983] 2002: 93) .. as a 
""51.range loop"' (Hofstadter 1979) in tJ1e structure of 11arrati\re le\rels or 
a ''short circuit" behveen the '~fictional \\'arid and the ontological le,rel ...... 

occupied b·y the author'" (l\1cHale 1987: 1191 213)~ as a ~~narrative short 
circuif, causing ~~a sudden collapse of the narrativTe S)~tenf' (\\ir olf 
1993: 356-58)~ as producing a ~~disrupti\re effect on the fabric of nar
rati,.re" (J\/lalina 2002: 1), etc. lJnlike factual narrativ·e~ n1oreo1,rer, fic
tional narrative betrays ~~at least the potential for natTati\,.e 111etalepsis,, 
(Nelles 1997: 152). Such considerations raise not onl~{ the q11estion of 
the n1etatextual status of n1etalepsis (----+ n1etanarratio11 and n1etafiction) 
and that of rhetorical as opposed to ontological n1etalepsis together 
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l\.ritl1 an array· of topics bearing on transn1ediality ( ~ narration in 'lari
ous n1edia) and transdisciplinarit)l (---i> narration in various disciplines), 
but theyT also suggest that fictional narrativTe is by nature n1etaleptic, 
bound to the paradox of ""a cun,ent presentation of the pasr~ (Bessiere 
2005}. or that ~ .. [a]ll fictions are \vo·ven tl1rough \\rith n1etalepses" 
(Genette 2004: 131). 

2 Explication 

Narrative n1etalepsis as a co11cept res1dts frotn the con,rergence of rhet
oric (placing it alongside n1etaphor and n1eto1ryn1y· as tropes of tra11s
forn1ation, substitution and succession) and the prit1ciple of narrative 
levels. Genette ([1972] 1980: 232-34) explains that n1etadiegetic (or 
second-degree) na1Tati,re bears either an explanatory·~ a tl1en1atic or an 
enunciativ·e (rather than content-based) relation to the prinHlf)' narra
ti\"e .. and it is under the latter that his con1n1ents on rnetalepsis are in
cluded, en1phasizing "~a shifting but sacred frontier bet\veen t\vo 
'vorlds, the \Vorld in \Vl1ich one tells~ the \Vorld of \Vhich one te11s" 
(236). Essentiall)', n1etalepsis functions \Vith 'la11ring dosages of three 
paran1eters: (a) illusion of conten1poraneousness behveen the tin1e of 
the telling and the tirne of the told(---+ illusion): (b) tra11sgressiv"e n1erg
ing of tvlo or n1ore le,rels: (c) doubling of the na1Tator/narratee axis 
'vith the author/reader axis. These features are illustrated b)l Balzac's 
'""YV11ile the ·venerable churchn1an clin1bs the ran1ps of i\.ngoulen1e, it is 
not useless to explain ... ,1-a "'"1ninin1af" n1etalepsis (cf. Pier 2005: 249-
50) ''rhich, being incipiently· transgressive, leaps the boundary' behveen 
~ narrator and extradiegetic narratee on the con1111unicative plane ru1d 
puts story' tin1e on hold vvhile the na1Tator inte1'\renes \Vith a n1etanarra
ti\"e con1111ent.. den1onstrati11g the latent n1etaleptic quality· of narrati,re 
en1beddin.g in general. -· ..._ .. 

2. l Rl1etori cal ·vs. Ontological 1.1etalepsis 

Genette"s ren1arks~ though concise, stake out the ke\.r features of n1eta-
. ~' ~ 

lepsis, one of the least debated of his theoretical ii1110\lati ans for n1an)r 
y·ears. It is ''.rith subsequent and n1ore differentiated de\relopn1ents that 
tl1e scope and itnport of this narrative practice that goes against the 
grain of codified narratological categories has con1e to be n1ore fully· 
appreciated. Follo\ving a proposal b)~ Ryan (2005, 2006: 204-30, 246-
48), it is no\\',. '~ridely· ackt10\vledged that n1etalepsis breaks do\vn into a 
rhetorical (Genette) and an ontological 'rrn·iet)' (NlcHale), parallel to 
the distinction behveen illocutionar)l boundary at discourse level ru1d 
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ontological boundary at stor:y le,reL '~Rl1etorical n1etalepsis .. '~ R~,ran 
clain1s, ~~opens a sn1all 'vindo,,r that allo\v·s a quick glance across le\rels, 
but the 'vindo\.v closes after a f e\v sentences, and the opera ti on ends up 
reasserting the existence of the boundaries" (2006: 207). It has been 
sho\vn b)r Flt1den1ik~ ho\vever ~ that Genette 's narrati,le n1etal epsis is in 
effect an un1brella tern1 containing an in1plicit t)'polog)1 that integrates 
R)lan "s distinction (Fludernik 2003: 382-89): (a) authorial n1etalepsis 
(\.Tirgil ~'has Dido die"): a nietaficti on al strateg~,r that under1nines n1i-
111etic illusion .. foregrounding the invTentedness of the story~ (b) na1Ta
torial or type 1 ontological 111etalepsis (in Eliot's Admn Bede, the nar
rator in,rites the natTatee to acco111pan)l hin1 to Re,rerend lt\.vine"s 
study): transgression fron1 the extradiegetic to the intradiegetic le,rel is 
illusionru·)l, dra,ving a fine line behveen the reader"s inu11ersion and 
lifting of the n1in1etic illusion~ (c) lectorial or ty]Je 2 ontological n1eta
lepsis (in a story by· Cortazar, the reader of a no,rel is [ aln1ost] killed by 
a character in that no\rel): in1plication of the narratee on the story· le,lel 
or passage of a character t1·0111 an en1bedded to an en1b eddit1g le,,;-el 
(also occurs in second-person narration)~ (d) rhetorical or discourse 
111etalepsis (the Balzac exan1ple abo,re). 

Given the fluid transitions bet\veen these t)'pes, it can be seen that 
the n1ore pron ounce cl f orn1s of n1etal epsis are contained e111bryoni call:y 
in the fourth variety·, suggesting that rhetorical n1etalepsis CO'lers all 
four-\vhe11ce the present author's proposal to renan1e Fludernik' s and 
Ry·an "s rhetorical n1etalepsis '"n1inin1ar, n1etalepsis. Rather than hvo 
distinct t)pes of n1etalepsis-one rhetoricaL the other ontological
\Vhat is at stake are the forn1s and degrees of \riolation of the boundarv 

~ ~ 

bet\veen the telling and the told~ t\vo aspects of the effects of narrative 
discourse and, 111ore generally, the role s11ch 1liolations play· in artistic 
representation (cf. Hasner 2001: 40-3 on the "'accentuation"'\ of n1eta
leptic relations). 

2.2 Fron1 Figure to Fiction 
""-- .. 

Genette 's rhetorical theor)' of n1etalepsis highlights the relation be
hveen "'figurar'\ and '"fictionar 1 n1etalepsis. Both ~~figure" and ~~fiction" 
deri,re fron1 the Latinfiugere (to fashion, represent, feign, inv·ent), such 
that a figure of substitution (i.e. a trope such as n1etaphor, nieton)111y .. 
litote, etc.) forn1s the ~~en1br)to'~ or ""outline~' (esquisse) of a fiction 
(Genette 2004: 16-8). \\lith en1phasis on authorial n1etalepsis as a par
ticular type of n1eton y111)l in \Vhi ch cause is expressed for effect or ef
fect for cause and on the figural and fictional transgressions this en-.._, ...__-

tails~ a fiction, taking fo1111 in the passage bet\veen figure as a fo1111al 
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but sen1anticallyr 'veak verbal schen1a and figure as a transfer of n1ean
ing, is defined as ~ .. a figure taken literally and treated as an actual 
e\renf' (20). In contrast to narrativ·e considered as the "'expansion'l'I of a 
'\lerb (cf. Genette [1972] 1980: 30)'1 fiction can be regarded as a figure 
taken a la lettre'I and in the case of n1etalepsis "~ficti~lel)l literalized'I~~ it 
introduces into na1Tatology the problen1 of ontological transgression in 
representation. The focus falls no longer on n1etalepsis as a narrative 
categoryT for1ni11g a systen1 \Vith other describable categories (prolepsis, 
analepsis~ etc.), but on the functioning of representation a11d the inter
section of narrative and fiction. Called into question is the Coleridgean 
.... ,villing suspension of disbelief.," triggering ~"a playful sin1ulation of 
belief1" as in the fantastic or tl1e 111arvelous niode (Genette 2004: 23, 
25): "rith n1etalepsis, it is the reader's belief~ not disbelief, that is s11s
pended, setting up a reading contract based not on verisin1ilitude~ but 
on ''a shared kt10,~dedge of illusion" (Baron 2005: 298: cf. iviace 2007). 

In effect, the rhetorical and the ontological conceptions n1ay· repre
sent not so n1uch tv~ro t)pes of 111etalepsis as tl1e)1 point to the hvo n1ain 
approaches to the phenon1enon, the one based prin1arily in the (rhetori
cal) effects produced byr representation through discourse or other se-
111iotic nieans, the other in the problen1s of logical paradox encountered 
byT n1odern science. This can in fact be seen in the partiall)r overlapping 
concerns of the hvo orientations. R \ran (2005: 205 n. 3) notes that ... 

Genette 's discussion bears on the hvo types \Vithout differentiating 
then1~ and also that ''figurar'I and ~"fictional" n1etalepsis correspond 
roughlyr to ~~rhetorical'~ and ''ontologicar~ 111etalepsis (2006: 247 n. 3). 
It is useful to bear in n1ind~ ho\Ve'\ler, that for Genette fiction is ad
dressed in rhetorical and pragn1atic tern1s, 'vhile the ontological ap
proach takes the transdisciplinary ran1ifications of scientific logic as its 
reference point. 

2.3 Ivletaleptic i\ffinities 

Originating in rhetoric, later to be integrated into narrative theory~, 
n1etalepsis is no\v seen as a n1ore 'videspread phenon1enon than ini
tiall)r thougl1t and also to hav·e affinities that var)r according to different 
factors. Thus n1etalepsis, being paradoxical, is n1ore likelyT to be culti
'\lated b)l the baroque, byT ron1anti cisn1 or by' ce1tain types of n1ode111i5111 
than by'" n1in1eticallyr inclined classicisn1 or realisn1, 111uch as it sho\vs a 
greater propensit)r for the con1ic and the ironic than it does for the tra
gic or the lvTic (cf. Pier (~ Schaeffer 2005: 10-1: Grabe et aL eds. 
~ ~ . 

2006). Furthern1ore, being restricted b)' neither genre nor n1edia, n1eta-
lepsis is 111anif ested in various \Va)rs and to different degrees: the the a-
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ter arts, thanks to the possibilities of audience participation,, are n1eta
lepsis-friendly: the cil1en1a, "\Vith its teclu1ical capacity· for h)]Jotyposis 
(\vhat is presented is depicted as though it \Vere before one ~s \rer)l 
ey·es), can be highl)l n1etaleptic, contraryT to n1usic1 suggesting that 
111etalepsis is bound to the question of representation~ the pictorial arts~ 
as den1onstrated by· the '~rorks of Escher a11d Iv1agritte~ possess consid
erable n1etaleptic potential, but this is not the case of sculpture~ \Vhere 
boundaries beh'1Teen le,rels are n1ore difficult to define: digital 111edia, . ,_, 

l\.ritl1 their capacity· for generating 'lirtual realities, are fertile terrain for 
ontological transgressions .. A .. nd finall)l, n1etalepsis is not restricted to 
high culture, since it is freely resorted to in popular culture~ as \Vit
nessed b).r realit)l T\l or by· unscripted spectator inter'l·entions at sport
ing e\rents . 

.._~ 

3 Histor)'7 of tl1e Concept and its Stud)' 

It is in1portant to bear in 111ind that although narrati\re n1etalepsis is a 
recent concept in the history of poetics, the practice itself, under differ
ent denon1inations or none at alL extends back to antiquity« The fact 
that as a concept it can no\v be tl1eorized and applied according to 
definable criteria casts a ne'v light on the theory" and analy·sis of narra
ti\"e and, n1ore generall)r, on represe11tation as a cultural pheno1nenon. 

3. l The Historical Background 
·~ 

3.1.1 Rhetoric 

The ety111olog).r of n1etalepsis is disputed, but its sense can readily· be 
grasped fron1 the \Vord's LatiI1 equi\ralent-transun1ptio: ~~ffssun1ing 
one tl1ing for anot11er.~'\ !\.1Ietalepsis has a con1plex histor).r in that it has 
been regarded either as a 'Variet)r of n1etonyn1y·, a pa1ticular f 01111 of 
synony111)l, or both .. A .. s n1eton)'lll)l1 it has been ide11tified: (a) in sin1ple 
forn1, or expression of the conseque11t understood as the precedent or 
'rice \rersa and~ (b) as a chain of associations Cl.a fe\v ears of corn,, for 
~~a fe,v \7ears1~'\ the transfer of sense in1plving ~~a fe\v harvests~, and 1.~a 

~ ~ ~ 

fe,v s11n1111ers'~). rv1etalepsis can also be understood in Quintilian's 
sense as the inte1111ediate step or transition bet\veen a te1111 \Vhich is 
transferred a11d the tl1i11g to \Vhich it is transfetTecL resulting in an inap
propriate S)ll10ny111 (l\ . .forier 1961: Burkhardt 2001~ ~le).rer-1·1linnen1a1u1 
2005: 140--43: Roussin 2005: 40-4: on n1etalepsis and evidentia, see 
Has11er 2001: 20-7: Co111ils 2005). 
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Fron1 the perspectivTe of na1Tati\re theory~ hvo positions derivTe fron1 
the rhetoric of n1etalepsis. Firstl)r, Ge11ette (2004: 7-16), dra\ving on 
the first hvo types above~ notes that n1etalepsis shares \Vith n1etaphor 
and n1eto1ryn1yr the principle of transfer of sense and considers it (fol
lo,ving Du1narsais) a n1etony111y of the sin1ple type~ he then expands it 
(\vith Fontanier) be)tond the single \Vord to include an entire proposi
tion. :L\1etalepsis, he argues, con1bines cause for effect or effect for 
cause \Vith substitution of an indirect for a direct expression. He points 
out the i111portance, in narrative, of authorial n1etalepsis~ b~/ \\'hich an 
author .. ~is represented or represents hi1nself as producing \Vhat, in tl1e 
fi11al analysis, he onl·y relates'' (Fo11tanier). He dra\vs attention to the 
proxi1nity for the hvo rhetoricians of 1netalepsis and h)'potyposis (a fig
ure in \Vhi ch the cop)l is treated~ illusorily~ as though it \:vere tl1e origin
al) '1 but particularlyT to the fact that \Vith n1etalepsis, the author pretends 
to inter\rene in a stor)r \Vhich is in fact a representation, so that trans
gression of the threshold of en1bedding n1erges \Vith that of the 
.._. t_..· .._. 

threshold of represe11tation1 affi1111ing the existence of the veryT bound-
aries that are effaced. 

There ha\,.e also been proposals to refer narrativ"e n1etalepsis back to 
n1etalepsis as use of an inappropriate synony111, notablyr b)r ivfeyer-:tvfin
nen1ann (2005) and Schlickers (2005) (see also Nelles 1997: 152-57). 
The en1phasis here is not on authorial n1etalepsis as a type of n1e
tonyn1yr~ but on the paradoxical transgression of boundaries, of "rhich 
there are hvo n1ain t1pes: one at discourse le\rel "\Vith breaching of the 
""n1e-here-no\V11 of enunciation (iu 1·erbis transgression)1 the other at 
storyT le,rel ''rith \7iolation of the coordinates of the enunciate (in cor-
pore transgression). Taking a cue fron1 Genette~ this n1odel provides for 
n1etalepsis of enunciation and n1etalepsis of the enunciate in \Vhich 
each functions either \rerticall)r (botton1-up or top-do,vn) or horizon
tall )r~ i.e. \Vithout change of level (dubbed · 'perilepsis" 1 by Prince 2 0 06: 
628). To take onlyr a fe\v illustrations: (a) a 'rertical n1etalepsis of enun
ciation (top-do,vn) \Vould be the Balzac exan1ple cited abo\re~ (b) a ho
rizontal n1etalepsis of enunciation occurs \\rith the juxtaposition of hvo 
conu11unicati\re situations at the san1e le\reL (c) \Vith transgression of 

- ~· 

the diegetic, ontological, spatial or ten1poral order, there occurs a ver-
tical n1etalepsis of the enunciate~ (d) a horizontal n1etalepsis of the 
enunciate is produced \Vhen e.g. YV' oody Allen enters the \Vorld of 1\fa
da1ue Bol'ar;.1

• In t11is S)lStent~ n1etalepsis is seen as producing an effect 
of strangeness, either con1ical or fantastic~ but it is not regarded as a .._.. - .. __ 

figure of fictionalit)l in Genette 's sense (on the fictionality of paradox-
ical narratio11~ ho\vever, see 1V!eyer-l\··finnen1ann 2006). 
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3 .1.2 Logical Paradox 

For narrati\re n1etalepsis in an ontological perspective, paradox is cen
traL as it in\rol\,.es the logically· inconsistent passage ben\reen hvo sepa
rate don1ains through s11spension of the excluded n1iddle ... A.t issue is 
the problen1, originating in logic and n1athen1atics, of n1aintaining dis
tinct le\rels through a\='Oidance of self-reference b'.r elaborating i11eta-._. . .._ 

le\rels, an endeavor that requires the addition of recursiv"e n1eta-le,vels 
ad infinitun1. TI1e i11e\ritabl e paradox is captured lly Godel' s th eoreni, 
although it has long plagued scientific thought in the fo1111 of the liar"s 
paradox (Epin1enides is a Cretan and sa-ys ~~ i:\.ll Cretans are liars''): it is 
also con\re·yed visuall)r b)l the i\·1obius strip, Klein's bottle and Escher"s 
ch~a,vings. Hofstadter (1979) has exan1ined various nianifestations of .._ . 

t11is paradox in his in1portant transdisciplin ru·)l study'" e\:ren providing a 
recursi\re dialogue (103-26) that illustrates the problen1 of 111etalepsis, 
although the tern1 appears no,vhere in the book. 

l\iicHale has integrated these paradoxes into the poetics of postn1od
e111ist fiction, a type of '''riting that ~;foregrounds ontological iss11es of 
text and \Vorlcf' (1987: 27). Adopting an ontolog)l taken fron1 possible 
\Vorlds theory (33-6), he recasts Genette"s narrati\re le\rels in te1111s of 
ontological le\rels so tl1at a n1etalepsis produced b)7 v"iolation of lev·els 
raises ontological considerations resulting fron1 recursi\re en1bedding 

~-· ......... .._ 

(120). In particular, ~1cHale identifies n1etalepsis \Vith tl1e ~~stra11ge 
Loop"'" a phenon1enon that occurs ~',vhenever, by' n1oving up\vards (or 
do\Vll\Vards) through the le\Tels of son1e hierarchical S\rsten1 .. vve unex-

- ..._, .I 

pectedly· find ourselves right back \Vhere \Ve started.'" Strange Loops 
occur \Vithin a ~~Tangled Hierarchyr: "'vhen \Vhat yuu presun1e are 
clean hierarchical levels take ynu b).r surprise and fold back in a hier
arch).r-violating \Vay'~ (Hofstadter l 979: 10, 691: qtd. in rvfcHale 1987: 
119). He also ch~avvs attention to the n1etaleptic function of t11e second
person pronoun (223-25), as does Genette (2004: 96-9: cf. Fludernik,s 
2003: 389 lectorial or ty1Je 2 ontological nietalepsis)~ but he does not 
distinguish bet\\reen rhetorical and ontological n1etalepsis, nor does 
\\rolf (2005b), vvhose definition of n1etalepsis con1bines ontolog)l 'vith 
possible \Vorlds theory (93). 

i\. pa1ticular capacit)l for generating feedback loops and hierarchies 
of levels is den1onstrated by tl1e con1puter, dubbed "n1etaleptic n1a
chine'' b)r Ryran .. A. case in point is the "l\.1etalepticon,'' a con1puter al
gorith1n designed by· l'vieister (2005) to reproduce the recursi,re struc
tures of Esche('s Dra11'ing Ha11ds: here, ho\\re,rer.. con1putational 
po,vers are quickl~l exhausted and '"Progran1 Space Full/looping error',, 
is displa~,red. ~.feister concludes fron1 this unrealizable abstract fo1111al 
n1odel that n1etalepsis annuls the ~"contract of representation'\" required 
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for the cognitive and he1111eneutic processing of esthetically incarnated 
111etalepses (245-46). Also related to issues of con1111un!cation is n1eta
lepsis as a virtual realityT (possibilityT for the beholder to phyrsically 
enter the in1agined \~1orld) and as an existential phenon1enon (E1ru11a 
Bo,.rary n1odeling her life aft.er the heroine of a senti1nental 110\rel) 
(RyTan 2006: 227), On the other hand, the recursiv,.e chain is broken 
'vhen it is recognized, for exan1ple, that the creator of Drmring Ha11ds 
occupies a space outside the representation in questiotL even tl1ough 
that creator can in turn be portra)red in a (n1eta-) representation (cf. 
~~i\.uthorship Trianglen: Hofstadter 1979: 94-95~ 688-89)-a situation 
not unlike that of authorial 111etalepsis. 

3 .2 Typologies 

i\s seen in 2. 1 and 2.2 above~ Genette 's original conception of narra
tiv·e n1etalepsis hinted at a t):pology· \Vithout actually.r proposing one. 
Since tl1en, a nun1ber of t)'pologies hffve been elaborated,, a s11r\~e)r of 
'vhich re·veals that to ·varying degrees theories of n1etalepsis discrin1i
nate behveen n1inin1al1).r and conspicuously· transgressi\re changes of 
le\reL Ontological approaches tend to focus on the latter \.Vhile rhetori
cal approaches also take account of the n1etaleptic potential of e.g. the 
apostrophic ""gentle reader."'"' 

Nelles (1997: 152-57), referring narrative n1etalepsis back to n1e
tonyn1y as trope (Quintilian), differentiates ~"unn1arked'~ (at discourse 
le\rel) fron1 ~~distinct))' n1arked,, (at stor:,r le\rel) n1etalepsis and1 for tl1e 
latter, "intran1etalepsis'~ (n10\ren1ent fron1 the en1bedding to the en1bed
ded le\rel) fron1 ~'extran1etalepsis"' .. (1no,ven1ent in the opposite direc
tion), subdi\riding each type into analeptic ru1d proleptic fo1111s on the 
ten1poral plane (on "'in\vard'~ \rs. lo~ouhvard'"' n1etalepses, see 1·falina 
2002: 46-50). TI1e degree of transgression-knov~rledge of the other . .._.. .._... ...__. 

'vorld as opposed to ph~/sicall)r penetrating it-is characterized as 
either episten1ological ('verbal) or ontological (n1odal). According to 
Pier (2005: 253)~ there is a tendenC)' in intran1etaleptic n10\ren1ents to 
fa\"Or the narrator/na1Tatee relation, and in extran1etaleptic n10\ren1ents 
the character/narrator relation. 

\\1agner (2002: 243-48), for 'vhon1 the n1etatextual nature of n1eta
lepsis signals the constructedness of na1Tati·ve along the lines of the 
Russian fon11alist notion of ~~defan1iliarization,"' en1phasizes the re\rers
ibihtyT of n1etaleptic displacen1ents behveen extra-~ intra- and n1etadie
getic le·vels. He also ch·a,¥s attention to circulation, at a gi\ren le'vel, 
behveen collateral ficti,re univ"erses, not unlike the "horizontar~ n1eta
lepses included in the :rvle)rer-I\1Iinnen1ann/Schlickers 111odeL .. A .. nd fi-
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nall)I, \Vagner takes up the question~ largely neglected" of the con1posi
tional distribution of n1etalepses: their location, an1plitude and fre
quenC)l can have a significant in1pact on the strateg)l and readability of 
a narrativ·e (cf. Hasner 2001: 40-3). 

Defan1iliarization and con1position point to the Russian forn1alists, 
use of n1etalepsis .. although the te1111 '\Vas not en1plo)red b)t tl1en1. At is
sue \Vas neither a rhetorical figure nor an ontological paradox or a ty·
pology of its use, but ~'la;ring bear the de,rice'': the deliberate distortion 
of fo1111 ai1ned at highlighting the artificial relations behveen ~'fo1111,, -·· "'-" ...._ .. 

and "'n1aterials" .... behveen sujet and fabula., and tl1e fact the art is 
""n1ade"" of devices .... ~s sho\vn in particular by SkJo\rskij (1921) in his 
essay on Tt'i.stra111. 51hautf.v~ the nun1erous digressions~ etc. ~~lay· bare', 
the relations behveen the tin1e of the telling and the tin1e of the told, .._. 

thus conflating na1Tation and action in a seen1i11gl)l unn1otiv"ated \Va~,r 
and dra\vi11g attention to the idea that fo1111, not the \Vorld, is the con-

;,_.· -

tent of tl1e 110'vel (cf. Schn1id 2005). 
He1111an (1997: 133-36) analyzes n1etalepsis firstly b)l identifying 

the textual 111arkers that in the forn1al sense, signal ""illicit n10,ren1ents 
. --~ 

up or do\vn the hierarchy· of diegetic le,rels structuring narrati\i'e dis-
course'~ and, fron1 the functional perspective .. 'transgression of the on
tological boundaries." In tern1s of possible lvorlds theory·, inetalepsis 
solicits ten1porar~,r entr)t of the reader into a re-centered inodal systen1. 
Since, in this account, n1etalepsis abolishes the distinction behveen 
stor,:r'\vorld and the \Vorld(s) fron1 "\>Vhich adch·essees relocate, Hern1an 

J . . 

adopts Goffn1an 's concept of tl'an1e analysis as a set of expectations 
about narrati\re uni,verses in place of diegetic le\'·el. 

\\
7 olf, considering the forn1s of disturbance of initnetic illusion -·· 

caused by" the failure to observe ontological boundaries, sets the n1ixing 
of extra-fictional reality 'vith texh1ally" produced fiction off fron1 'Viola
tions of le\rels in inner-fictional boundaries (1993: 349-72). The latter, 
n1etalepses, are a n1etafictional technique characterized as a ~'narrative 
short circuit" and are likened to Hofstadter's (1979: 134 passin1) ""het
erarch)l,11 a stt11cture distinct fron1 hierarch)' in that it possesses no 
single ~·highest le'vef' (cf. :rvfcHale 1987: 120). iv1etalepsis occurs (a) 
bet\veen the extradiegetic and tJ1e intradiegetic le\7els or (b) beh;veen 
the intradiegetic and one or n1ore hypodiegetic (111etadiegetic) lev·els 
(on '~exterior1' \7 S. ''interior" n1etalepsis" see c:ohn 2005). Both (a) .. 
n1arked by punctual violations of le\rels by· characters and/or their 
'vords, and (b)~ punctual short circuits bet\veen intradiegetic ''reality", 
and "fiction~" are found in n1inin1al and conspicuous forn1s and can 
take place either botton1-up or top-dov~rn. In its con1plex forn11 111etalep
sis con1bines the previous tvYo types~ setting in n1otion a recurrent con-
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tan1ination of le\rels, as in the :rviobius strip, and \Vhose effects are dis
tributed throughout a gi\ren narrati\1e . .._. ;._~ 

\v11ere the abo\re typologies can be grouped under the heading 
""n1eta-~"" situating n1etalepsis on the san1e conceptual plane as n1etanar
rativ"e, n1etadiegesis, etc., another typology, the n1ost elaborate to date .. 
is built up around the suffix '~ -lepsis'' in the sense of '~action of taking" 
(Lang 2006~ cf. 1.-1ey·er-:rvfinnen1ann 2006). NatTation is paradoxical 
\vhen~ in ~liolation of the principle "either one or the other"" (cf. the 
liar's paradox), --+ coherence is undern1ined. On this basis, Lang pro
'\lides a typology of paradoxical narration divided into devices tl1at cau
cel out boundaries (syllepsis, epanalepsis, the latter te1111 designating 
specular devices including the n1ise en~ ab.vn1e) and those that tra11s
gress boundaries (n1etalepsis" hyperlepsis~ the latter equi\ralent to Ge
nette" s pseudodiegesis: a n1etadi egetic narrativTe presented as though it 
\Vere diegetic). As in the 1.-1e)rer-rvfinnen1ann/Schlickers typolog)r, each 
of these de\rices is analyzed into 'lertical (botton1-up or top-do\v11) and 
horizontal relations of discourse and story' .. respecti,lel)1. In contJast to 
the other n1odels presented" this typology includes n1etalepsis an1ong 
other forn1s of paradoxical narration. 

3 .3 Related Concepts 

i\s sho\vn, inter alia., b·y Lang 1 s typolog)l .. the scope of paradox-produ
cing devices is not restricted to n1etalepsis. TI1us the effects of pseudo
diegesis (or hyperlepsis}. also studied under the tern1 tronpe l 'reil by· 
NlcHale (1987: 115-19)~ can produce "'"variable realities'' as destabiliz
ing as those of n1etalepsis . .L<\s for 111ise en ab.vn1e., it shares \Vith n1eta
lepsis the feature of en1bedding'I but it additionall)l includes resen1-
blance bet\veen le\rels (e.g. a story~ \vithin a stor)'~) and reduplication 
and is characterized by~ reflexi\rity' ratl1er than by· transgression of 
le\rels. Only· in the case of ~,;aporistic reduplication"' (""fragn1ent sup
posed!)' including the \Vork in \Vhich it is included"~ Dallenbach 1977: 
51) does 1nise en abJ·nte coincide \Vith n1etalepsis (called ""pure"' 1uise 
en ab:vn1e b).r Cohn 2005: tl1e reader has tl1e in1pression of belonging to 
an infinite series of fictions: cf. I\l!cHale 1987: 124-28). i\nd finally~, 
\vhile n1etalepsis is generall)l found \Vithin a given text ·violating tl1at 
text's Sjl5ten1 of diegetic le\rels, infringe111ent of boundaries can also 
take place across texts. Such is the case in horizontal n1etalepsis of 
enunciation., studied by· Rabau (2005) under the te1111 ~,;heteron1etalep
sis."'I but it also occurs in horizontal n1etalepsis of tl1e enunciate .. a phe
non1enon that coincides \vith Htransfictionality·'' as \Vhen, sa)' .. Sherlock 
Holn1es appears in the fictional uni\rerse of J.\fadan1e BoYal)-' (cf. La-
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·vocat 2007 on n1etaleptic and intran1etaleptic transfictionalit)l). TI1is di-
111ensi on of n1etal epsis opens up issues of transtextual relations (cf. 
Genette 1982), but it also touches on the nun1erous in1plications of 
111etalepsis for fictionality and n1etafictionalit)l. 

3 . 4 :rvletal epsis and Trans-/In tern1edi al ity 

TI1e \ 7iolation of le\rels and boundaries is not lin1ited to narrative .. and 
'vhile n1etalepsis in its narrati\re fo1111 'vas originall)7 studied in \ 7erbal 
na1Tati·ves .. it is not a rnedia-specific phenon1enon. TI1is is confirn1ed b)7 
a nun1ber of contributions in Pier & Schaeffer (eds. 2005) as \Vell as b)r 
Genette (2004), n1uch of lvhich is de\roted to n1etalepsis in theater, 
filn1, television, painting and photograplry (see also Genette 2009: 176-
80)'1 and \\To If (2 00 5 b) \Vhich, addition a ll)l~ I oaks at con1i c strips. It 
'vould seen1, then, that n1etalepsis has a significant role to pla)' in trans
n1edial narratolog)l (e.g. R)lan 2006: 3-30, ed. 2004) ru1d in intern1edi
alit;r (e.g. \'lolf 2005a), although to date t11is connection ren1ains 
largel)r unexplored. 

4 Topics for Furtl1er Investigation 

I\.·'lore than a rhetorical tlourish~ nietalepsis raises the question of the 
porosit~,r of le·vels and borders in cultural representations .. but not their 
dissolution. Originating in structurahst narratology, it calls for re-ex-

~ - ~·~ 

an1ination of the theoretical basis of established 111odels and thus n1erits 
serious consideration in chartil1g out transdisciplinary approacl1es to 
na1Tati\re t11eor).r, i\.n1ong topics requiring further stud)'r are: (a) relativ·e 
'veight of local \rs. global effects of n1etalepsis~ (b) n1etalepsis and fic
tionalit\7 (breaking/intensification of n1in1etic illusion, in1111ersion .. etc.)~ 

~ ~· . 

(c) n1etalepsis and related practices in historical poetics going back to 
biblical narrati've as \Vell as a historical in\rentor)l of artistic n10\ren1ents 
and corpuses en1ploying these devices~ (d) the role of n1etalepsis in 
trans-/intran1ediality \Vith regard in particular to n1ultin1edia aJ1d popu
lar culture. 
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