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Linda Hutcheon is a distinguished Professor of Bhgland Comparative
Literature at the University of Toronto, Canadae $las been a prominent contributor to
the Cultural Studies Field with books likéarcissistic Narrative: the metafictional
paradox (1980), A theory of parody: the teachings of twentieth-uagntart forms
(1985), A poetics of postmodernism: history, theory, fitt{@d988), The politics of
postmodernisn{1989), Irony’s edge: the theory and politics of irori$995), Opera:
desire, disease, deafh996), and, most recentlf, theory of adaptatio2006).

Metafiction “is fiction about fiction — that is,diion that includes within itself a
commentary on its own narrative and/or linguistentity” (p. 1). With these words,
Hutcheon opens the introduction Mgarcissistic Narrative first published in 1980 and
“conceived as a defence” (p. @) a type of fiction that proliferates everywherethe
sixties. A defence that comes out appropriately ttu¢he negative reviews on the
metafictional practice in the early seventies, agslt of the so called “death of the
novel”, lamented by some writers and critics of ttime. However, Hutcheon’s
proposed definition stilfemains up-to-date, when we have been facing atyadf
metafictional works, ranging from ‘purely’ self-tekive narratives to multifaceted
modes of metafiction within a single text. Undoulbye this book contains a pioneering
systematic study on metafiction and its importanaa be testified by the frequency
with which it has been quoted in significant reshas throughout the world. In fact,
whenever metafictional works are investigated, éerss to be a need to turn to
Narcissistic Narrativeéor substantial theoretical support.

Though conscious of the many terms used to desandtafictional narratives,
some with pejorative bias, Hutcheon suggests adige adjective, ‘narcissistic’, to
name this kind of fiction, mainly for its descripdi and suggestive character. Indeed, it
is an “ironic allegorical reading of the Ovidian fdi@ssus myth” (p.1), elaborated as an
answer to the ‘Ovidian’ mourners of the novel's ttleaHutcheon says that The
Narcissus myth was first used by Freud to reféh&“universal original condition” of
man. When transposed to the metafictional contextcissistic narrative “is process
made visible” (p. 6); in other words, a proces®woted mode of self-reflexive and auto-
representational narrative. It is the sort of nareathat contains its own critical
commentary in itself, what determines, according Hatcheon, the theoretical
framework of reference for its investigation. Hwitoh argues that metafiction moves
the focus from the reader and the author as indalitlistorical agents to the processes
of reception and production of language (1984,i\. x

In the introduction, Hutcheon explains her optiondn eclectic methodology to
cope with the requirements of the metafictional kvofhus, two methods are
particularly elected — Saussurian structuralism laedan hermeneutics — guided by the
two major focuses of metafiction: its linguisticdanarrative structure and the role of
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the reader. Hutcheon emphasizes that her main oorgcen the literary text and on the
consequent implications for the reader (p. 3). $leéends that in metafictional

narratives the art-life connection is not “sevecedpletely or resolutely denied” (p.3);

on the contrary, it is “reforged on the new levain-that of the imaginative process (of
storytelling), instead of on that of the produtte(istory told). And it is the new role of
the reader that is the vehicle of this change.3jp.

Diverging from Robert Alter's proposition iRartial magic: the novel as a self-
conscious genrg1975), considered the first critical work to fecen the critical
implications of metafictional narrative, Hutcheassames that the novel has undergone
dialectical transformations in literary and ontaot@d terms, but this does not point to a
rupture in the novelistic auto-representational eyodupposed to have occurred in the
nineteenth century with Realism; instead, the egwtindicates a gradual and
continuous evolution of reflexivity within the ndvas a genre that culminates in
metafiction, for “auto-representation is still repentation” (p. 6). She, then, traces a
parallel between her allegorical reading of theddaus myth and the development of
self-consciousness in fiction, considering the garmovelDon Quixote by Cervantes,
as the origin of the self-consciousness novelistdition.

Chapter | of the book is named “Modes and formsnafrative narcissism:
introduction of a typology”. By analyzing many mit#onal texts, Hutcheon observes
that some are diegetically self-conscious (conscioltheir narrative processes) and
others are linguistically self-reflexive (presemiemselves as language). These two
modes are presented in two forms: an overt andvarcéorm. In the overt form, the
text’'s self-reflexivity is explicitly thematized allegorized within the fiction, while in
the covert form the self-reflexivity process isrtstturalized, internalized or actualized”
(p. 23). Each form is, then, subdivided into twéfedent levels, so that the proposed
typology is four-folded: a self-conscious diegdticavert form, a linguistically self-
reflexive overt form, a self-conscious diegeticalbert form, and a linguistically self-
reflexive covert form. In the overt mode, the mased techniques in self-conscious
diegetically forms are parodynise en abymend allegorical narratives, while the
linguistically self-reflexive forms operate througfe creation of an imaginative world
by the reader, who shares with the writer code$ @na recognizable in the act of
reading. On the other hand, the most recurrenttstral models in the self-conscious
diegetically covert form are the detective storfastasy, games, and the erotic; in the
linguistically self-reflexive covert form, the native structural models are formed by
the use of riddles, jokes, puns or anagrams, wtiatects the reader’s attention to
language itself, to its potential for semantic deipf” (p. 34).

Because metafiction has serious implications far ttneory of the novel as a
mimetic genre, Hutcheon revisits the Aristoteliam@ept of mimesis in order to deal
with the characteristics of this fiction and thevelepment of the novelistic genre in
literary history. Considering that “[flor Aristotl@liegesis was part of mimesis” (p. 50),
Hutcheon points to a dialectic relation betweentvghe calls ‘mimesis of process’ (the
storytelling) and ‘mimesis of product’ (the stogid) in the novelistic tradition. As a
consequence, the concept of Realism, understooddny as the paradigm of a literary
genre, with its period-description nature, is talsegmply as “a reductive limitation of
novelistic mimesis” (p. 5), since the self-reflekypractice is a constant in literature
and can already be seen in Homer. To Hutcheonh@asdncept of the mimesis of
process is recurrent in literature, its insertiothie literary history is legitimized, once it
denotes the evolution of a mode of representatioari. Thus, after establishing the
basis for understanding the implications of metatfic for the theory of the novel as a
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mimetic genre, subject of Chapter Il, Hutcheon aggthat in metafiction there is a
parallel between the acts of writing and of readwbich results in a paradox for the
reader,from whom the responsibility of freedom is required.f&at, the parallelism
between the acts of writing and of reading is axbmin all reading as far as the
process of meaning production is concerned, butdbder of a metafictional work is
caught in a paradoxical position of being co-pgtiat with the writer in making the
text mean and, simultaneously, made conscious effitionality of the world he is
creating imaginatively while reading. As the readgays an active role, his
responsibility rests on the act of decoding durthg act of reading. Besides, the
reader’s freedom “operates inside, of course, thentls of that internalized grammar or
code that genre expectations establish” (p. 30jc&on comes to the conclusion that
“metafictionsremain mimetic” (p. 47), fothey are “still fiction, despite the shift in
focus of narration from the product it presentgh process it is” (p. 39).

In Chapter lll, the discussion turns to the selfigmous diegetically form of
metafictional narratives, stressing the thematratif narrative artifice through parody,
allegory, and thenise en abymeAccording to Hutcheon, both parody and self-pafie
narratives cause an effect on the reader, sinol@réecht’s alienation effect, and “[i]n
forcing recognition of a literary code, parody sseim be one important means to this
paradoxical kind of narcissistic extramural invehent” (p. 49). Moreover, parody
brings awareness of literary conventions, becatuseveils the form as well as the
content of the creative process within the nareatin reality, what is central to these
types of metafictional works is the thematizatidrthe storytelling conventions within
the story by means of a parodic narrative structaseseen ifristram Shandyby
Laurence Sterne,ost in the funhouseby John Barth andhe French lieutenant’s
woman by John Fowles, for instance. In addition toopgr themise en abymeés
pointed out as the most frequent device in thetaverde of metafictional narratives.
Hutcheon outlines the importance of Lucien Dalleta study on the mirroringiise
en abymaen his book,Le récit spéculaird1977), in which at least three different kinds
of this reflexive device are discussed. Finally,the literary thematization process,
according to Hutcheon, there may occur a point wtiesmise en abymbecomes so
extendedn sizethat is better described as a kind of allegory’5@).

For one of the best examples of thematized allegdutcheon introduces in
Chapter IV an analysis of the novehe French Lieutenant’'s womdt968), by John
Fowles. The novel is famous for its paramty Victorian literature and itsise en abyme
structure, where fantasy and imagination as wefirasent and past are embroidered in
constant tension, in such a way that “the readéhisfnovel is never allowed to abstain
from judging and questioning himself by condemnamgwriting off the novel's world
as “just” Victorian (as well as “just” fiction)” (p60). The novel explores the creative
process of fiction-making, by thematizing the amftsvriting and of reading. In reality,
the protagonist Sarah stands for the fiction-makaile Charles is engaged in a process
of learning how to ‘read’ (her), as the reader wigtghe novel is being instructed on
how to read (the novel). Indeed, according to Hedech this is “the most
straightforward and the most instructive of therftypes” (p. 48). By analyzing the use
of parody in the novel, Hutcheon observes that ‘ahwaorth is inseparable from action
and events” (p. 63) and perceives that “[tlhe exiBal theme of freedom takes shapes
in the aesthetic level” (p. 63)”, which means thraedom is attained through fiction.
About the surprising double endings, Hutcheon matithat both Charles and the reader
are manipulated and “controlled within the cohensntld of the text” (p. 69), so that
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the connection between art and life are by no méanisen, but reestablished through
self-reflexive devices such as parodyse en abymend allegory.

Following the schema drawn from the proposed tygpgloin Chapter V,
Hutcheon moves the focus to the self-consciousetiieglly covert form, in which the
instructions are incorporated in the text, theadeeading is actualized and the reader is
supposed to know the story-making rules. As intered narrative structures, the most
frequent models of this type of metafiction are tlsective story, fantasy, games and
the erotic. The detective stories are charactetizetihe self-consciousness of the form
itself, its strong conventions, and the importaxtaal function of the hermeneutic act
of reading” (p. 71). The fictiveness of the refdseim fantasy is axiomatic, which means
that “time and space of such narratives need noegpond to those of the reader’s
experience” (p. 76), but the act of reading requimeich more than just interpreting the
clues and the building-up of an ordered plot. lf-seidently involves “the very act of
imagining the world, of giving shape to the refaseof the words” (p. 76), that are used
in the construction of the text itself. The gameaciures force the reader into “a free
creative activity within self-evolving rules” (p.28 usually learned rules, in order to
effectively actualize the reading, as in the cals@&h®e universal baseball association,
Inc. J. Henry Waugh, profl968), by Robert Coover. And, finally, the erotalso
called the sexual metaphor, is related to the ttaa “all novels are erotic in another
way — they seek to lure, tantalize, seduce theereiatb a world other than his own” (p.
86). In this type of self-conscious covert formttbceading and fiction-making are seen
as acts of possession, of controlling. In all theseative devices, the creative processes
are on concern, for the act of reading is made amaactive act of “constructing the
literary universe through the fictive referentdtoé words” (p. 86).

In Chapter VI, Hutcheon discusses the power anddimof the language of
fiction as the instrument of the fictive world, &gpg mainly Saussurian structuralism
and Iserian hermeneutics. First of all, Hutcheomgsoout that the referents of fiction
are all fictive, not real, and assures that threferents gradually accumulate during the
act of reading to create a heterocosm, which sfieedeas “a coherent autonomous
whole of forms and content” (p. 42), constructedHtmy reader from the language, while
reading. The fictive linguistic heterocosm hasoig motivation, validity and rules, so
it has an ontological nature as an independerfaeirtio be actualized by the reader.
Hutcheon explains that the reader is made consmbtise fictiveness of the literary
text referents, “once he accepts the fact that wieais reading is an imaginative
construct” (p. 94). In this sense, it is relevamtquote that “[ijn fiction the fictive
referent and the signified must not be confusedthe former lieoutsidethe linguistic
sign and in the imagination of the reader” (p. 9@hreover, Hutcheon classifies the
linguistically self-reflexive novel in at least #e& ways: stylistic parody, static and
dynamic awareness of the textual medium, and teendized word play (puns or
anagrams), “which call the reader’s attention te firtile in creative suggestiveness”
(p- 101). In short, though language has the powerake the reader create meaning and
imaginary worlds, it has limitations in its inadeqy to convey feelings and
simultaneous thoughts, for instance.

In order to exemplify a linguistically self-reflese@ overt form, in Chapter VII,
Hutcheon chooses an Italian novel nanted macchina mondial€1965), by Paolo
Volponi, for its explicit thematization of the lingstic identity. The novel parodies “the
nature of creativity and the constructing througihguage of autonomous fictive world”
(p. 104). By using a complemise en abymstructure, Volponi creates a self-taught
peasant character, called Anteo Crocioni, whoselgowriting consists of a journal,
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which contains quotations of his “treatise on hisianechanical theory of the creation
of the world and its implications in the forming af academy of friendship” (p. 105).
Following intuitively Wittgenstein’s concept of thiek between language, creation and
reality, Anteo understands that language is intigrem ordering autonomous system
from which man can apprehend his world and create worlds. In fact, the narrative
of La macchina mondialthematized the aesthetic and social (even manaltions of
language, by showing Anteo’s use of language ascalsprotest against “the rigid,
staticstatus actuali©f society and its language” (p. 110). Hutchetates that “[a]s a
metafictionist, Volponi prefers to reform from idsi conventions, experimenting
linguistically and stylistically through parody avery self-reflexive manner” (p. 110-
111). In fact, dealing with what language to usetfe creation of a fictive world is
bound to “a larger concern for the nature of cwé@ti a concern shared by most
metafiction.” (p. 113). Hutcheon closes the chapgrreferring back to William H.
Glass’'s words on the two-folded contradictory ingamsl concerned the language of
fiction: “the impulse to communicate and so to trdge medium of communication
[language] as a means, and the impulse to makertdact out of the [linguistic]
materials of the medium and so to treat the medisran end” (1989, p. 94).

Chapter VIII investigates the implications of aguistically self-reflexive covert
form for the novel genre. It starts by observingttthis type of narrative presents an
implicit, actualized process, in which reading andting require similar active, creative
efforts with language, so that “[tlhe act of reagiwords becomes one of structuring
fictive worlds” (p. 118). A good example of thidfseeflexive narrative is the novélda
(1969), by Vladimir Nabokov, with its immanent lmgtic structure imbedded in the
text, as seen in the parodic interlanguage plaidicule the translations into English of
the Russian noveAnna Karenina By comparing this metafictional practice with the
one used by theouveau nouveau romahlutcheon raises questions on the outer limits
of the novel as a mimetic genre. Before coming tplausible answer, she traces a
historical and theoretical account on the work ttgved by the French group involved
in the Tel Queljournal, with the aim at investigating the imptica of this group for a
study on the limits of the genre, and comparesTibe Quel group with the Italian
Gruppo 63

As Hutcheon observes that the reader plays amtgss@le in the four types of
narcissistic narratives, she brings to the foreief debate on several theories of reader
aesthetics. Recognizing that no critical modelvisrecomplete, Hutcheon selects the
Freudian, the phenomenological, and the rhetoraggbroaches to deal with the
paradoxical position of the reader in metafictiomalrk. In addition, Hutcheon affirms
that in metafictional work the reader is an elemehthe narrative that has both a
diegetic identity and an active diegetic functionthe overt forms, the reader is taught,
while, in the covert forms, “teaching is done bysrdption and discontinuity, by
disturbing the comfortable habits of the actual @fcteading” (p. 139). Moreover, the
reader-character identification is usually brokeu, the reader consciously bridges “the
gap between his own world and the potential ficioaniverse” (p. 140). As for the
writer, besides being pushed into a new social tijposi from where he has the
collaborative work of his reader, his authorial sdousness on the need of co-
participation with the reader is increased by pinesaological awareness. Since
metafiction incorporates its own critical refererasepart of its theme and often its form,
the critic “is freed from the restrictions of anpngle methodology” (p. 152). By the
end of this chapter (IX), Hutcheon argues that sedf-reflexive narrative has a
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composite identity with “the amalgamation of thedtions of reader, writer, critic in
the single and demanding experience of reading1$g).

In her Conclusion and speculations, Hutcheon reassihe aim of her critical
work: “to investigate the modes, forms, and techegjof narrative narcissism” and “to
study the implications of these formal observatibath for the theory of the novel as a
representational genre and also for the theorlfi@iriterpretative and creative functions
of the act of reading” (p. 155). As for the defermmmfessed at the beginning of the
book, the answer comes through comments on thelsxtwetwo Montreal writers,
Hubert Aquin and Leonard Cohen, whose political agyggnent is reflected in their
narcissistic novels, written “as incitement to rewi@nary activity” (p. 155), thus
proving that claims on introversion art or on theath of the novel are no longer
acceptable. Based on the metafictional texts these Hutcheon’s investigation
makes it possible to look closely on this literahenomenon to come to the conclusion
that “[tlhe problems raised by these works werentleought to bear on existing
theories (both of the novel and of reading), ngbriavide a survey of modern criticism,
but to investigate the changestireory which thepractice of fiction itself suggest, if
not demands” (p. 155).

Undeniably, a strong structuralistic influence da@ noticed in Hutcheon’s
typology, proper to the time it was formulated. Hwer, the most relevant aspect in her
study is the discussion on the parodic intertexyuthat characterizes the metafictional
text even today and that installs the ontologicad &pistemological debate between
fiction and reality as well as past and presengssing somehow the intersection zone
where different discourses meet under tension.ufaerstanding of a parodic nature as
a paradigm for the self-reflexive narrative is g-p@int in Hutcheon’s argument, since
it sets the foundation of a theoretical supporttfos self-reflexive novelistic tradition,
though Hutcheon herself confesses she had no imtef proposing a theory of
metafiction. In addition, metafiction takes manyfatient forms and, as any aesthetic
phenomenon, it is in constant mutation. Unlike tietafictional practice of the sixties,
the contemporary metafictional works do not show riidical rejection of the realistic
literature. On the contrary, metafiction today tertd embody old conventions and
rework them to re-evaluate and renew literary @mr& iparodic way that is ironical, but
serious, and even respectful of the text parodiedfact, the seeds of such a
contemporary discussion are found\arcissistic NarrativeUndoubtedly Narcissistic
Narrative brings a valuable contribution to the study of teamporary literature, as a
stimulating guide into the complexities of narcssisi or metafictional narratives.

REFERENCES:

GASS, William H..Fiction and the Figures of Lifd8oston: Nonpareil Books, 1989.

Hutcheon, LindaNarcissistic Narrative: the metafictional paradd#/aterloo, Ontario:
Wilfrid Laurier University Press, 1980.

Narcissistic Narrative: the metafictional paraddxondon: Routledge, 1991.

Recebido em 16-07-2012
Aprovado em 11-08-2012,




