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Fictional conventions in the secondary worlds. The Romanian “fantasy” literature of the
2000s

ABSTRACT

Key words: fantasy, science fiction, fairy-tale, paraliterature, imaginary,
defamiliarization, portal, primary world, secondary world, utopia, dystopia, heterotopia, quéte,
monomyth, paratopia, intertextuality, transtextuality, visual narratives, comic books, Radu

Pavel Gheo, Liviu Radu, Marian Coman, Oana Arion, Doina Roman, Anamaria Borlan.

The doctoral thesis titled Fictional conventions in the secondary worlds. The
Romanian fantasy literature of the 2000s aims to follow the configuration and
metamorphoses of the fantasy genre and its reflection on Romanian grounds, by analysing the
narrative nuclei of some of the writers marking both the closeness to the canons of the genre
and the public’s appreciation of such literature. Therefore, for reasons of coherence of
interpretation, we opted for an analysis of the representative works, for the poetics of the
genre, of certain well-known writers or of others, pioneers. We also focused on the way in
which the writers “under the microscope” contribute to the change of the narrative paradigm,

by proposing some original epic formulas.

The starting point in the analysis was represented by the impact of the texts of the
genre on literary fictions nowadays, on cinematographic projections or on comic books of
wide circulation. First of all, we looked at how the entry into worlds organizing their existence
according to the laws of magic, that the adult’s mind rediscovers with the curious pleasure of
the child that s/he once was, is facilitated. Secondly, our approach is inspired by studies from
the British, American, French space, as well as from Romanian one, regarding the evolution/
metamorphoses of the fantasy genre, from a diachronic perspective, over the last three
decades. At the same time, an analysis of the fantasy literature is related to what we call
“popular culture”, with books being integrated into a larger phenomenon, a fabric that covers

movies, computer games, comic books.

Given the fact that literary criticism often does not value the novels of the
representatives of the mentioned generation, approaching them from different perspectives,
with stories and short stories most often seen in the light of their theme and stylistic
dominants, we considered necessary to also analyse such narratives from the perspective of
their similarities and differences with the related genres (science fiction, fairy-tale). Therefore,

the analysis proposed starts off from the recurring dominating narrative patterns in such
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writings. The premise from which we started is to determine to what extent fantasy literature
can be integrated on a higher scale of values in the sphere of subliterature, paraliterature or
mass literature and to what extent said literature is able to fulfil, by its very nature, the main

function of major literature, aesthetic pleasure.

First of all, we focused on the landmarks of the constitution of the literature genre from
the perspective of belonging to a marginal literature, configuring the roots and continuity of

the genre.

In order to create the context of our analysis, in Chapter |, Defining concepts:
fantasy genres. Fantasy - a well-configured genre? The birth of the secondary worlds.
Fantasy - Science-fiction - Fairy-tale, we focused on certain notions, such as fantasy,
science fiction, fairy-tale, primary worlds, secondary worlds, often repeated in the analysis of
the imaginary. We considered the theoretical status of the genre, by recording the relevant
opinions, and associated the idea that any fictional world is the author’s output, created in his
image and likeness, as a demiurge who creates a world thanks to fantasy, starting off from the
landmarks of the ordinary world, after having decomposed it. Each author projects himself
into the text, but at the same time the text is addressed to someone, therefore the receiver feels
involved in communication as well, and the virtual response of the reader is essential.! If the
reader does not believe in the fictional universe, then this does not exist for him/ her, just as
communication fails if the author is indifferent, not necessarily because the message is not
important, but simply because the reader and the author cannot live harmoniously in the same
world of the unconscious. Fiction is a possible world characterized by the fact of being
unique, which is not a part of reality.>

We first drew a comprehensive map of the genre’s reception, to identify the landmarks
and rules of orientation and we organized the scenario of the construction of the identity of the
fantasy paradigm, starting from the landmarks offered by the Anglo-American and French
space, in order to follow, afterwards, how the reception map of the fantasy genre on
Romanian grounds is populated. We pointed out that there is a concern for the local
conceptualization of the genre developed through imitation of Western models, at the same
time identifying a fragile form of expression in the local space, which still led to the creation

of some valuable works.

! The reader’s response, as a form of reception of the artistic act, within the Inklings literary group (J.R.R. Tolkien,
C.S. Lewis, Charles Williams), is called mythopeic;

2 Fictional characters/ persons cannot coexist with real people; according to Leibniz, there is an irreducible essential
difference between realia and imaginaria (Lubomir DoleZel, Poetica occidentald, Bucharest, Univers, 1998, p. 45);
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We then focused, capitalizing on Toma Pavel’s vision® about the relationship between
reality and fiction, on dimensions that intertwine, in the sense that fiction is an imaginary
distorted representation of reality data. On the other hand, reality is also affected by fictional
worlds, as the reader’s existence can experience a syncope by escaping into the subject of the
book lived as if it were real. The fascinating power of the narrative temporarily leads to the
loss of the real self and the identity merge with the characters, whose existence constitutes a
compensatory alternative to the reality too quickly abandoned through reading.

Chapter Il, Trends and conventions in the fantasy text. Defamiliarization, a
generator of the fantasy worlds. Utopia and dystopia as forms of defamiliarization.
Imaginary geography. Heterotopies. The transition space. The portal. The mirror. The
initiatory journey: the Monomyth. Masculine quétes and feminine quétes - similarities
and differences. The chronotope. Cyclic time and linear time. The myth of the eternal
return and the initiation strategies. The fabulous bestiary, captures a few elements
representing landmarks for the analysis of the fantasy text, focusing on the way in which the
secondary worlds are born, by capitalizing on the models of some masters of the genre.

This chapter, dedicated to the defining concepts in the fantasy text, incorporates, in a
unifying way, some of the hypotheses already formulated by some critics of the fantasy
literature from the Anglo-American, French, but also Romanian space and discovers, from a
transdisciplinary perspective, other newly accepted ones, in the theories of fictionality or in
those of some humanistic geographers, anthropologists or philosophers dedicated to the new
openings of knowledge, towards parallel universes possible in the space of “the intelligence of
matter”.

Our research approach focused on the affiliation of the fantasy genre, whose paradigm
is complemented, as in a network of concentric circles, by projections of biblical visions of a
universe beyond sensible perception, by utopias, dystopias, Gothic novels, fairy-tales, through
the romantic imagination fascinated by escapes in time and space, through the anticipation/
science-fiction literature, operating the specific differentiations. We tried to represent the way
in which these literary models are autochthonized over time and the penetration of theories on
fantasy fiction, of gender-defining concepts and of compositional strategies.

As an analytical strategy, we approached, in an integrative vision, the issue of
defamiliarization, as generator of fantasy worlds, in the context of utopia and dystopia. At this
level, we have built the reading grids based on the triad primary world - portal - secondary

world, by focusing on the metamorphoses of themes and motives characterizing imaginative

3 Toma Pavel, Lumi fictionale, Bucharest, Minerva,1992, p.21;
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literature, transformed into an image of the nightmares of contemporary man, in which
elements of the material world take the shape of human faces.

The reader first enters the familiar world of the characters and, along with them, enters
the tertiary world through the portal. But, the space of these successive passages is
represented by the primary world of the reader, whose structure is also a protein one, like the
miraculous realm. It is transformed, following the interaction between the secondary
(realistic) world and the tertiary (magical) world, as it takes over the ontological level
resulting from the fusion of an illusory reality with an enchanted dimension. However, the
reader’s universe is not the frame of reference for the other two, although the secondary world
and the tertiary world communicate through it as through a semantic membrane. Signs and
images specific to the reader’s reality transcribe in their own language the two fictional
spaces, but such signs and images are also recoded according to the imaginary universe.

Beyond the chapters intended for conceptual delimitations, the next chapter, Chapter
I11. Exploitation of fantasy text writing. Paratopia. Intertextual relations. Transtexuality
and hypertextuality. Textual codes. Interpretative cooperation, aims to exploit the making
of the fantasy text from the perspective of “interpretative cooperation” supported by
paratopia, intertextuality, transtextuality. This chapter focused on how intertextual relations
support the “reading pact”, the internal intertextual game allowing the authors, whose work is
the subject of our analysis, to insert in the substance of the novel essayistic parentheses,
quotes and collages from world literature, alongside writing models of the masters of the
genre that join together, the final result being a text in which other texts are absorbed, but
which remains centred on a predetermined meaning. We then focused our attention on the
way in which the text highlights its artifices in order to convey the Romanian meaning in the
narrative space (whether for real or fictional events), which is related to the identification of
the relevant units; the “act of multiple reading” has been a subject of debate lately, going
beyond the sequentially analysable narration (“the set of conventions™) by means of the
psychocritical or sociocritical-type of implications.

We considered the setting of theoretical landmarks for the context of the literary work
as per which certain writers identify their place in the literary field, while others do not,
backed by studies of some theorists of the genre. It is a matter of “creative enterprise” and not
of “work” or “life” encompassing the famous Proustian distinction between “social self” and
“creative self”.

Chapter 1V is dedicated to the fantasy genre breakthrough in Romanian literature and

proposes the analysis of today’s Romanian fantasy literature writing models, which gained



recognition owing to their presence in online magazines of the genre or to literary awards:
The breakthrough of fantasy writing in Romanian literature. The “local” roots. Textual
movements in the actuality of the genre. Timings. Writing models in current Romanian
fantasy literature. Beginnings. Paratopia and parody, the landmarks “of the world as
mental projection”, in Radu Pavel Gheo’s novel Fairia, o lume indepdrtati. Monomyth
and the hero demystifying strategies in Liviu Radu’s novel Lumea lui Waldemar.
Intertextuality and Hypertextuality in Haiganu, by Marian Coman. The tectonics of
defamiliarization in Ultimul viking, by Oana Arion. Doina Roman’s novel Pragul,
dystopian universe and quéte portal fiction. Quéte portal fiction and inner portal:
Aripile albastre, by Anamaria Borlan.

The revisitation of fantasy literature, from the beginning circumscribed to a
mythopoetic scenario of the search, enabled us to place this literature, belonging to a
generation that no longer believes in myths, among the old myths, while reorganising them as
a scenario of the permanent search for identity, doubled by that of becoming an individual by
assuming imaginary identities in the mirror of the destructive otherness.

In order to configure an integrative vision on the dynamics of the phenomenon and of
the hermeneutic landmarks, our analysis also took into account the literary magazines
available in the online environment (Cultural Observatory, phantasma.ro). Events, book fairs,
conventions, cenacles and awards prove that this type of literature is present in Romania as
well.

The oscillation between the perspective of the narrator’s voice and that of the
character allows the recomposing of space and time in this super-theme of the search, the
reader’s waiting horizon, ready to recognize scenarios, narrative schemes, characters, themes,
recognizable, which would allow him to enter the “interpretative cooperation”, as defined by
Umberto Eco: “Let us say that the text postulates the cooperation of the reader as a condition
of its actualization (...) In order to organize its own textual strategy, an author must refer to a
series of skills (a broader expression than the “knowledge of codes™) that gives content to the
expressions used™*,

The fictional universe develops in these texts, alongside the initiatory path, merging
into a metaphor of life, in which the search can be both an individual adventure and a
collective adventure, even a myth apparently wanting to cross, to embrace the entire

existence.

4 Umberto Eco, Lector in Fabula. Cooperarea interpretativa in textele narative, Univers, 1981, p.84.
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The textual movements in the actuality of the fantasy genre, on Romanian ground,
follow the writing models from today’s fantasy literature, capitalizing on works validated both
by the canons of contemporary criticism and aesthetics, as well as by the consumer’s taste of
this literary genre. Given the fact that some of the Romanian authors we propose (Radu Pavel
Gheo, Liviu Radu, Marian Coman, Oana G. Arion, Doina Roman, Anamaria Borlan) have not
been the subject of such an analytical approach so far, together with those involved in the
creative act, we had the opportunity to dynamically participate in the “making” “the
proofreading of the text”. Bu updating the metaphorical role of the portal in the decoding of the
text, we focused on the way in which “the disguised fictional self analyses the territories and
events around it with the same curiosity and desire to understand and compare similarities and
differences as any traveller in a foreign country”.

Leaving the elitist space of the literary canon, trying to overcome the fracture between
elite culture and mass culture, postmodern literature had programmatically recovered the
species considered paraliterary, in a space of “rewriting”. The migration of the text towards
the other arts, which we analysed in chapter V (The fantasy-type quétes and entertainment
industry. Ludic configurations of paraliterary narrative discourse in comic books.
Fantasy, cinema and television: standardization of the search), allows the stabilization of
certain compositional structures and themes, as well as the opening, perhaps, towards the
recovery of large models of construction of imaginary universes, such as those configured by
Jorge Luis Borges, worlds of imaginative game and fiction, in which the real world and the
imagined one is reconciled on a textual level (through metaphorical phrases such as “the
Labyrinth”, “the Library of Babel”, “the Infinity Mirror™).

Only time can tell whether these fantasy texts that animate present generations shall
perdure as “literature” or be labelled as “mass literature”, but narratives having the search
theme as a backbone enable the reader to embark on an adventure, and reading time gives him
a sense of belonging to the large dimension of search, of escaping into the “world as a mental

projection”.

> Toma Pavel, Lumi fictionale, Bucharest, Minerva, 1992, p. 146
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