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Introduction. Over the years, the interface of literature and 

media has been in the limelight of literary studies and lin-

guistic poetics. This tendency particularly resonates with the 

studies of postmodernist literature, and postmodern art in 

general, commonly characterized by the convergence of 

manifold genres, styles, and artistic forms. Central to this 

research is the notion of theatricality which, emerging at the 

bounder of literature and theatre, imbues literary text with 

theatrical conventions and effects. Given the multifaceted 

nature of this phenomenon, a critical framework for explicat-

ing various manifestations of theatricality in postmodernist 

fiction could be well provided by the theory of intermediality 

— a vast field of research on interconnectedness of contem-

porary media.  

In the last decades, the theory of intermediality proved to 

be a theoretical and methodological starting point for many 

scholars interested in probing into the intersections between 

media that utilize distinctive semiotic codes and a variety of 

modes [16; 20; 21]. Within the realm of literature, various 

forms of media crossing are distinguished — from explicit 

discussions of an outside medium to its implicit imitation in 

literary text. An example of such an intermedial form is 

metareference, essentially viewed as a transmedial phenom-

enon produced at a ‘meta-level’ by a self-reference to media-

related aspects of a concrete work (artefact) or to the entire 

system of media [22, p. 31]. In fact, the existence of me-

tareferenciality (‘metaization’) is argued to have gained 

paramount importance in contemporary media and arts to an 

extent of metareferential turn (ibid.) over the past few dec-

ades.  

In order to clarify the interplay of theatrical art and litera-

ture as two distinct media in the context of postmodernism, it 

seems essential to elaborate on the phenomenon of theatrical-

ity from the perspective of intermedial (meta)reference in its 

aesthetic and verbal formats. Despite the dominant role of 

theatrical practices throughout the history of human culture, 

intermedial manifestations of theatricality remain understud-

ied within the scope of literary studies and linguistic poetics. 

Set against the outlined theoretical framework, this paper 

attempts to examine verbal and textual means of creating the 

effect of theatricality as an intermedial phenomenon in 

postmodernist literature that intermingles literary texture 

with intermedial (meta)references; in other words, approach-

ing postmodernist literary text as containing self-references 

to its intrinsically theatrical nature and/or references to thea-

tre as a distinct medium. Special emphasis is laid on eliciting 

instances of theatrical metareferences in such postmodernist 

novels as The Black Prince by Iris Murdoch and The Magus 

by John Fowles. 

Literature review. In considering salient aspects of the-

atricality in postmodernist fiction, we would first look into 

how this complex phenomenon originated and what the way 

is of viewing it in other related areas of humanities. The 

word ‛theatre’ can be traced historically to the Greek word 

‛theatron’ which, being derived from ‛thea’ (“show”) or 

‛theâsthai’ (“to look on”), was used to designate a place for 

watching cultural, political, athletic, cult, and religious events 

[9, p. 7]. Indeed, theatrical activities and rituals are widely 

considered as a vital factor in the socio-religious life of ar-

chaic communities [3, p. 3].  

Transcending beyond the domain of the professional 

stage, theatrical practices are viewed as integral attributes of 

daily life — human beings are expected to act out their roles 

in games, trainings, and other forms of activities (ibid.). In 

humanities, the concepts of theatre and theatricality have 

acquired special significance in a variety of philosophical, 

political, and aesthetic contexts, including William Eg-

ginton’s take on theatricality from the perspective of spatiali-

ty [5], Yuriy Lotman’s idea of the theatre of everyday life 

[13] and Nikolai Evreinov’s theory of theatrical instinct [7]. 

It must be admitted that things and events as such are not 

inherently theatrical; instead, the idea of theatricality in its 

various manifestations necessarily implies a set of definitive 

properties — aesthetic conventions and discursive practices, 

in C. Balme’s terms, — that mark something as being theat-

rical [1, p. 89–90]. In turn, these properties “determine 

around which phenomena we place the ‘frame’ of theatrical 

apprehension” [ibid.: 90]. Theatricality is thus viewed as 

both “a discursive and performative practice by means of 

which theatre (as an institution and aesthetic form) intersects 

with wider cultural contexts” [ibid.: 90]. A similar position is 

taken by J. Féral and R. Bermingham, for whom theatricality 
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appears not just a mere property, but rather an act of spectat-

ing — “a process of looking at or being looked at” [8, p. 98]. 

The effect of theatricality is ultimately achieved within a 

specific “framed theatrical space”, whereupon it “transforms 

an event into signs in such a way that it becomes a spectacle” 

[ibid.]. 

At present, this prominence of theatrical medium and the 

effect of theatricality does not become obsolete with the 

emergence of new multimedia technologies and means of 

communication. In fact, it seems to gain an increasing im-

portance in the context of postmodernism where “everything 

is theatricalized, but where the theatrical is more commonly 

presented through television, computers, film, and other 

technological and easily transmitted media” [11, p. 121]. It is 

especially observable in the realm of postmodernist writing 

with its various manifestations of media-related narratives 

and intermingling of artistic genres. To gain a better under-

standing of the interface between postmodernist fiction and 

theatre, it is thus crucial to look at those features of the post-

modernist movement which are crucial for explicating the 

phenomenon of theatricality.  

In Umberto Eco’s sense, the notion of postmodernism is 

not chronologically bound and could be regarded as a “way 

of operating” in every historical period with its intrinsic 

characteristics of “irony, metalinguistic play, enunciation 

square” [4, p. 569]. Eco further makes an assumption wheth-

er postmodernism is “the modern name for mannerism as 

metahistorical category” [ibid.]. In today’s theoretical dis-

course, reflections on the origins of postmodernism nonethe-

less comprise the time frame of the 20th century, especially 

in the context of the newest advances in media, political, and 

philosophical paradigms. Spurred on by the rise of “media 

and information society”, postmodernist thinking subverts 

the classical conceptions of reality and representation, 

whereby the notion of “simulation” gains the paramount 

significance [14]. Simulation is traditionally associated with 

the concept of simulacrum, an image which displaces — 

“precedes” in Jean Baudrillard’s terms [2] — the reality. As 

Baudrillard argues, “the very definition of the real has be-

come: that of which it is possible to give an equivalent re-

production [...] The real is not only what can be reproduced, 

but that which is always already reproduced. The hyperreal 

[...] We live everywhere already in an “aesthetic” hallucina-

tion of reality” [ibid., 146]. The idea of simulation, in which 

representations supplant reality, resonates with the postmod-

ernist writing that incisively explores and juxtaposes the 

boundaries of fact and fiction, reality and artifice. As Fer-

nando de Toro points out, “much of the discussion of Post-

Modern culture and its artistic and cultural products, whether 

in architecture, music, narrative, painting, or theatre has 

centered on a number of specific characteristics, such as 

genre subversion and erasure, questions of gender and identi-

ty, erasure or neutralization of the fictional and the real, 

referential absence, inter- and autotextuality, rhizomatic 

writing, palimpsest, historicity, etc. However, the more one 

looks closely at the pragmatics of discourse production, the 

more one realizes that all the above mentioned characteristics 

are contained in one specific practice, that of simulation” 

[18, p. 418]. In this way of thinking, the idea of theatricality 

becomes increasingly important in the wake of crossing 

media borders and genres, bringing to the foreground certain 

theatrical qualities of literary text. In the words of Féral and 

Bermingham, “the emergence of theatricality in areas tan-

gentially related to the theater seems to have as a corollary 

the dissolution of the limits between genres, and of the for-

mal distinctions between practices, from dance-theater to 

multi-media arts, including happenings, performance, and 

new technologies” [8, p. 94]. The themes and forms of such 

postmodernist works showcase intermedial connections and 

references to the art of theatre in its various aspects — stage, 

carnival, spectacle, and performance. One way to explore 

how the realm of theatrical performance reaches literary text 

is to focus precisely on self-reflexive or metatheatrical ele-

ments as verbal signifiers of theatricality; in other words, 

how media borders between theatre and literature are blurred 

when literary text overtly reflects on its theatrical nature or 

utilizes intermedial references to theatrical world and arti-

facts.  

Aim of the paper. Taking into account the abiding affini-

ty of postmodernist writing with the intermedial presence of 

other media in fiction, the study of textual theatricality re-

quires a systemic and comprehensive view grounded chiefly 

in the theory of intermediality. Thus, this paper aims to ex-

plore the notion of theatricality as a form of intermediality in 

postmodernist literary discourse, with metareference ap-

proached as an essential verbal means of its manifestation. 

To achieve this aim, the present paper primarily focuses on 

explaining the way literary text can attain theatrical qualities 

through the use of self-reflexive comments on its medial 

status as well as metareferences to theatre as a distinctive 

media form. From the perspective of literary linguistics, 

special attention is given to eliciting verbal and textual 

means of theatre-related (meta)referentiality in postmodernist 

literary text. 

Research Materials and Methodology. The present 

study concentrates on explicating instances of theatrical 

(meta)references in postmodernist literary discourse, notably 

in Iris Murdoch’s The Black Prince and John Fowles’s The 

Magus. To perform this task, it is important to give an ac-

count of the research methods and theories which yield nec-

essary information on intermedial phenomena and form a 

theoretical basis for exploring the notion of theatricality. 

As a multifaceted phenomenon, intermediality has be-

come an object of heightened interest in the vast field of 

interdisciplinary research and media studies [6; 16; 20; 21]. 

Central to the theory of intermediality is the idea that “media 

do not exist disconnected from each other” [17, p. 1], but 

rather form a constellation of intermedial connections and 

intersections. In this respect, the term “intermedial” general-

ly refers to those “phenomena that (as indicated by the prefix 

inter) in some way take place between media” and thus “can 

be differentiated from intramedial phenomena as well as 

from transmedial phenomena (i.e., the appearance of a cer-

tain motif, aesthetics, or discourse across a variety of differ-

ent media)” [16, p. 46]. Within the realm of literary text, 

intermedial encounters of other arts and media have fre-

quently been emphasized in stylistics and literary studies 

[19]. According to Werner Wolf, the notions of “mediality” 

and “intermediality” are substantially rooted in “historical, as 

well as contemporary reality as is shown by the manifold 

cross-relationships which have occurred between what we 

today call literature and other media” [21], particularly the 

way intermedial presence is prominent in drama, lyric poet-

ry, and epics. In this paper, intermediality serves as a theoret-

ical framework that explains and describes intermedial pres-

ence of theatre in postmodernist prose, i.e. how literary text 
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integrates and imitates theatrical artistic forms of representa-

tion.  

Taking into consideration this approach, our understand-

ing of literary theatricality stems from the intracompositional 

type of intermediality, which is “discernible within the work 

in question where the intermedial relation is additionally an 

integral part of its signification” [ibid.]. One way through 

which such type of intermediality could manifest the effect 

of theatricality in literary text is the use of intermedial refer-

ences to theatre as а media form [ibid.]. It means that literary 

text makes explicit references to theatre or implicitly imitates 

its presence verbally and textually. More precisely, such 

references may take on the form of intermedial metare-

frences, which is especially true of postmodernist writing 

with its excessive use of self-reflexivity and metanarrative.  

On the one hand, metanarrative comments have the poten-

tial to strengthen “the illusion of authenticity” of literary 

texts and thus “put across a convincing picture of a world” in 

Monika Fludernik’s parlance [10, p. 61]. Contrary to enhanc-

ing the illusionistic effect of a narrative, some metanarrative 

elements may also cast doubt on its credibility, since “such 

comments also give the impression that the narrative dis-

course is a constricted account (fictio) or that the story is only 

made up (fictum)” [ibid.]. These illusionistic and artificial 

qualities of a narrative constitute an integral aspect of post-

modernist writing, bringing to the foreground a certain de-

gree of theatricality.  

In order to lucidly analyze the effect of metatheatrical el-

ements in postmodernist texts, it is also necessary to consider 

this problem within the scope of intermediality studies. Gen-

erally speaking, the notion of metarefrence designates “a 

special, transmedial form of usually non-accidental self-

reference produced by signs or sign configurations which are 

(felt to be) located on a logically higher level, a ‘meta-level’, 

within an artefact or performance; this self-reference, which 

can extend from this artefact to the entire system of the me-

dia, forms or implies a statement about an object-level, 

namely on (aspects of) the medium/system referred to” [22, 

p. 31]. It is thus possible to infer that the use of self-reflexive 

comments and metareferences to other media within the 

domain of literary text amplifies the effect of meta-

awareness about its intermedial status. On this ground, an in-

depth consideration of theatricality forms in postmodernist 

literary text requires a comprehensive analysis of intermedial 

metareferences to theatre-related phenomena as one of its 

essential manifestations. To outline the specificity of theatri-

cality in postmodernist literary texts, it is necessary to give 

an account of the verbal means which are used to manifest 

theatrical metareferences using the tools of text interpretation 

and literary linguistics. 

Discussion of Research Results. As mentioned above, 

postmodernist fiction offers a plentitude of literary texts 

abundant in media-related elements and self-reflexivity. In 

this section of the paper, we will be eliciting textual manifes-

tations of theatricality in postmodernist prose in twofold 

manner: 1) analyzing instances of metareferentiality that 

specifically showcase or discuss media-specific qualities of 

theatre as a form of media and artistic production; 2) discuss-

ing the use of metareferences to specific theatrical/ dramatic 

works (both real and fictitious).  

In considering postmodernist representations of me-

tareferentiality, John Fowles’s The Magus is perhaps one of 

the most distinctive examples of the way theatrical me-

tareferences pervade the narrative and compositional struc-

ture of the entire text. The plot of The Magus is centered 

around the bewildering events on a small Greek Island where 

Nicholas Urfe accepts a post of an English teacher. As the 

plot unfolds, the protagonist finds himself involved in an 

intricate play organized by Maurice Conchis, a mysterious 

island dweller, whose character evidently resembles a stage-

director being in charge of a spectacle. This sheer resem-

blance is achieved chiefly through the use of numerous me-

tareferences to theatrical art, thereby endowing the described 

events and settings with qualities of a theatrical performance. 

Let’s consider the verbal markers of theatrical metarefer-

ences pertaining to the speech of Maurice Conchis: “During 

the war, when I had a great deal of time to think, and no 

friends to amuse me, I conceived a new kind of drama. One 

in which the conventional separation between actors and 

audience was abolished. In which the conventional scenic 

geography, the notions of proscenium, stage, auditorium, 

were completely discarded. In which continuity of perfor-

mance, either in time or place, was ignored. And in which 

the action, the narrative was fluid, with only a point of de-

parture and a fixed point of conclusion. Between those points 

the participants invent their own drama” [12, p. 404]. 

In this excerpt, the description of the character’s staging 

experience is rendered with the help of metareferences to the 

medium of theatre, particularly its scenic and acting proper-

ties. The accrual of theatre-bound lexis (“a new kind of dra-

ma”,“actors”, “audience”, “scenic geography”, “prosceni-

um”, “stage”, “auditorium”, “performance”, “action”, “narra-

tive”, “participants”) not only demonstrates the character’s 

theatrical expertise but also amplifies the effect of  media-

awareness about theatre as a distinct medium in the literary 

text. Maurice Conchis further goes on to explain: “There is 

no place for limits in the meta-theatre” [ibid., p. 406]; such 

commentary on the meta-theatrical nature of the story essen-

tially contrasts the boundaries of illusion and reality, thus 

emphasizing the idea of theatricalized reality. Interestingly, 

the more the plot advances in displaying this meta-theatrical 

play, the more other characters, notably the protagonist Nico-

las Urfe, are presented as actors performing their parts in a 

staged show or spectacle. This shift becomes evident not 

only in character’s behaviour but also in their speech, gradu-

ally utilizing more theatre-specific verbal markers. As in, for 

instance, one of Nicolas Urfe’s remarks on the landscape: “I 

strolled round the domaine, in the windless air. I waited in 

all the previous places. I kept on turning, looking backwards, 

sideways, listening. But the landscape seemed silent, and 

nothing and no one appeared. Even on the yacht there was 

no sign of life, though I noticed that the little power-boat was 

in the water, moored by a rope ladder amidships. The thea-

tre seemed truly empty; and like all empty theatres, as the 

old devil no doubt intended, it became in the end both flat 

and a little frightening” [ibid., p. 408]. In the given fragment, 

the description of landscape is rendered by the metaphorical 

image of an empty theatre devoid of audience and even a 

slightest action. The repetition of lexical units “windless”, 

“silent”, “nothing”, “no one”, “no sign”, “empty theatres”, 

“flat” linguistically foregrounds the artificial, almost carica-

ture-like, essence of the surroundings perceived from the 

perspective of Nicolas Urfe.  

The prominence of metareferentiality and self-reflexivity 

in postmodernism writing takes on a different turn when it 

discusses or mentions some specific theatrical works and 
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artefacts. To illustrate this tendency, let’s focus on the in-

stances of theatrical metareferences in Iris Murdoch’s The 

Black Prince. In this novel, the plot revolves around Bradley 

Pearson, a middle-aged writer who struggles to achieve a 

breakthrough in his writing career. Over the chapters that 

follow, the protagonist strives to get away from the buzzing 

London and plunge into creating the greatest book of his 

lifetime. However, his aspirations are constantly interrupted 

by some mundane complications dealing with his family, 

friends, and an ex-wife. Amidst a sequence of these unfortu-

nate events, Bradley Pearson finds himself in love with Jul-

ian Baffin, a young daughter of his closest friends. The novel 

consummately explores the tragic conflict which spurs from 

Bradley Pearson’s affection and yearning hope for creating a 

true literary masterpiece. What draws our attention here in 

terms of theatricality is the way Shakespearean intertextuali-

ty is intricately interwoven into the novel’s storyline — 

William Shakespeare, particularly his play Hamlet, becomes 

one of the central literary topics discussed by Bradley Pear-

son and Julian Baffin: “The thing is a monument of words, it 

is Shakespeare’s most rhetorical play, it is his longest play, 

it is his most inventive and involuted literary exercise” [15, 

p. 224], “He has performed a supreme creative feat, a work 

endlessly reflecting upon itself, not discursively but in its 

very substance, a Chinese box of words as high as the tower 

of Babel, a meditation upon the bottomless trickery of con-

sciousness and the redemptive role of words in the lives of 

those without identity, that is human beings. ‘Hamlet’ is 

words, and so is Hamlet. He is as witty as Jesus Christ, but 

whereas Christ speaks Hamlet is speech” [ibid.], “Shake-

speare cries out in agony, he writes, he dances, he laughs, he 

shrieks, and he makes us laugh and shriek ourselves out of 

hell. Being is acting. We are tissues and tissues of different 

personae and yet we are nothing at all” [ibid., p. 225].  

As can be seen from these fragments, the protagonist is 

fascinated by Shakespeare’s body of work, notably Hamlet, 

which is metaphorically rendered through the images of “a 

monument of words” and “a Chinese box of words”. With 

regard to the latter, this implicit comparison to a Chinese 

box, a construction where each box is nested with a smaller 

one, underlines the multilayered, almost infinite, depth of 

this play. The multiplicity of its senses is further emphasized 

through the metaphor of the tower of Babel, a Biblical image 

commonly associated with the proliferation of human lan-

guages. Verbally, Bradley Pearson’s reflections on Shake-

speare’s plays are characterized, on the one hand, by the use 

of professional lexis pertaining to the sphere of literary stud-

ies and humanities (“rhetorical play”, “reflecting upon it-

self”, “discursively”); on the other hand, the protagonist’s 

speech is also metaphorically charged when he implicitly 

compares human beings to actors (“We are tissues and tis-

sues of different personae”) and their existence to acting 

(“Being is acting”). Interestingly, these meta-reflexive refer-

ences to Shakespeare are further textually paralleled with the 

character’s portrayal of Hamlet — Julian Baffin tries on the 

scenic costume of Hamlet before Bradley Pearson. For ex-

ample, “She was dressed in black tights, black shoes, she 

wore a black velvet jerkin and a white shirt and a gold chain 

with a cross about her neck. She had posed herself in the 

doorway of the kitchen, holding the sheep’s skull up in one 

hand” [ibid., p. 373], “All I needed was a skull, and then we 

found this lovely one. Don’t you think it suits me? Alas, poor 

Yorick” [ibid.], “Don’t I look princely?” [ibid.]. 

In these excerpts, the character’s representation of Hamlet 

is highly schematic and artificial, “holding the sheep’s skull 

up in one hand” as one of his most recognisable theatrical 

attributes. The “princely” image of the character is further 

reinforced through the famous quote “Alas, poor Yorick”, 

which belongs to Hamlet, the Prince of Denmark. It is im-

portant to note that the similarities between Julian Baffin and 

Hamlet are superficial; as the plot advances, we may notice 

that it is Bradley Pearson who identifies himself with Shake-

speare and, in particular, with Hamlet. At the dawn of his 

life, Bradley Pearson manages to produce the most signifi-

cant book of his life titled Black Prince based on his life 

peripeteia leading up to imprisonment. This mirroring effect 

becomes even more explicit in the postscript when one of the 

protagonist’s friends, Francis, points out the seemingly obvi-

ous correlation between Bradley Pearson’s initials and his 

book title Black Prince. It seems that the discussed me-

tareferences to Hamlet not only underpin the characters’ 

affinity with Shakespeare's play on the narrative level but 

also serve the purpose of highlighting the textual presence of 

theatre as a distinct medium on the meta-level of textual 

organization. In this way, the literary text perpetually draws 

attention to its artificial status, with the art of theatre as its 

essential asset.  

Conclusions. Taking into consideration the manifold 

manifestations of self-reflexive phenomena in postmodern-

ism, it thus appears that the use of theatre-related metarefer-

ences reinforces the effect of theatricality in postmodernist 

literary discourse. On the meta-level of literary text, theatri-

cality is rendered chiefly in the following way: 1) utilizing 

metareferences to theatre as a distinct medium, entailing the 

intricacies of producing, directing, staging, and performing a 

theatrical work of artefact; 2) employing metareferences to 

some specific theatrical/ dramatic figures and works (Wil-

liam Shakespeare as the pivotal theatrical figure), which adds 

an intertextual dimension to literary text. Such self-conscious 

references to the theatrical art render postmodernist literary 

texts in a more overtly theatrical vein, that is, attribute these 

texts with the formal qualities and conventions of a theatrical 

performance. In all of these instances, the effect of theatrical-

ity prolifically demonstrates an intermedial affinity between 

literary text and theatre as media forms; the latter being tex-

tually represented by means of meta-theatrical references. In 

a broader sense, it showcases the pervading role of theatrical-

ity as a behavioural, cultural, and artistic concept in post-

modernist literary practice, where fictional characters and 

events are represented and perceived in terms of theatrical art. 

Based on these implications, it seems possible to infer that 

the intermedial approach functions as a fruitful theoretical 

framework for explicating various forms of media intersec-

tions and connections, including those of theatre and litera-

ture. It would be of great interest and importance to further 

explore the intermedial convergence of theatre and literature 

on other levels of textual organization, including its complex 

narrative and compositional structures. Studies in verbal and 

textual manifestations of theatricality in literary discourse 

have the potential of giving an insight into other forms of 

intermedial relations and crossovers.  
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