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The Fantastic: A Structural Approach to a Literary Genre
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[ /& = ] If incompleteness is a logical “deficiency” of fictional worlds, it is an important

factor of their aesthetic efficiency. Empty domains are constituents of the fictional
world’s structure no less than “filled” domains. The distribution of filled and empty
domains is governed by aesthetic principles, i.e., by a writer’s style, by period or genre
conventions, etc. Several recent studies in literary semantics have revealed the aesthetic
significance of incompleteness. Thus, for example, I have indicated (Dolezel 1980a) how
the incompleteness of fictional characters reflects the stylistic principles of Romantic
narrative; specifically, the focus on a physical detail surrounded by emptiness provides
the impetus for a symbolic reading of this detail. Pavel has observed that “authors and
cultures have the choice to minimize or maximize” the “unavoidable incompleteness” of
fictional worlds; he has suggested that cultures and periods of “stable world view” will
tend to minimize the incompleteness, while periods of “transition and conflict” tend to
maximize it (Pavel 1983: 51ff.). Ryan(1984) offers a triadic typology of fictional worlds
on the same foundation; her proposal is especially stimulating in demonstrating how the
types can be generated in a graduate emptying of the domains of the complete world
“model.” Ryan’s most complete world, the world of realistic fiction, has been a puzzle to
fictional semantics. Now we are beginning to realize that its reality-like completeness is
nothing more than an illusion “destined precisely to camouflage [its] blanks” (Déllenbach
1984: 201). Realistic fictional worlds do not differ from other fictional worlds in kind but
only in degree of semantic saturation.
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[ % < ] If fictional particulars are interpreted as non-actualized possibles, the difference
between fictional and actual persons, events, places, etc. becomes obvious. Everybody
would agree that fictional characters cannot meet, interact, communicate, with actual
people (cf. Walton 1978/79: 17). In the fictional semantics of the one-world model frame,
however, this distinction is often blurred on the account of shared proper names.
Possible-worlds semantics correctly insists that fictional individuals cannot be identified
with actual individuals of the same name (cf. Ishiguro 1981: 75). Tolstoy’s Napoleon or
Dickens’s London are not identical with the historical Napoleon or the geographical
London. Fictional individuals are not dependent for their existence and properties on
actual prototypes. It is irrelevant for the fictional Robin Hood whether a historical Robin
Hood existed or not. To be sure, a relationship between the historical Napoleon and all the
possible fictional Napoleons has to be postulated; this relationship, however, reaches over
world boundaries and requires cross-world identification. The identity of fictional
individuals is protected by the boundary between the actual and the possible worlds.



