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Abstract

Focusing on Bijan Najdi’s short story “E ‘tesam al-Saltaneh,” this article examines
the ways in which the author employs the techniques of historiographic metafiction
and magical realism. The central aim is to demonstrate how the convergence of
these two narrative modes—through the use of specific techniques—disrupts
stabilized, authoritative historical narratives and enables a multilayered, critical,
and reflexive rereading of the past; a rereading that liberates history from the
dominance of power-driven discourse and makes room for the voices that have been
marginalized or silenced.

Through a narratological approach, the article analyzes how Najdi challenges the
formal structure of history by using metafictional strategies such as the self-
conscious narrator, nonlinear narration, the personification of objects, and frame-
breaking. Alongside these strategies, the elements of magical realism—including
symbolic dreams, poetic language, metaphorical eroticism, and the fluid interplay
between reality and imagination—construct a narrative world in which the
boundaries among memory, myth, and history gradually dissolve. The synthesis of
these two modes not only releases historical perception from institutionalized and
monologic frameworks but also transforms the reader’s position from passive
recipient to active meaning-maker. The findings show that Najdi approaches history
not as an objective report of events but as a literary and critical act of re-creation—
an act aimed at reviving silenced voices in the collective memory and interrogating
dominant historical narratives.

Keywords: narrative techniques; historiographic metafiction; magical realism;
Bijan Najdi; E ‘tesam al-Saltaneh.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

This research focuses on the story "E'tesam al-Saltaneh" from the collection
"Unfinished Stories" by Bijan Najdi, examining the integration of the two narrative
styles of historical metafiction and magical realism. The main research question is
to demonstrate how this integration disrupts the established, authority-centered
historical narrative and enables a multi-layered, critical, and reflective reading of the
past. In this approach, history is not an objective report of events but a literary and
critical act that, by exposing the mechanisms of representation, helps revive the
silenced voices in collective memory. The significance of this research in the field
of contemporary Persian literary studies lies in showing how postmodern narrative
techniques, alongside magical elements, liberate historical truth from formal,
monophonic frameworks and elevate the reader from a passive position to that of a
meaning-making agent.

Bijan Najdi, as an innovative and deconstructive writer, challenges the formal
structure of history through poetic language, non-linear narrative, personification of
objects, the author's conscious presence in the text, and calculated framework-
breaking. Simultaneously, elements of magical realism—such as symbolic dreams,
demonic possession, bodily metaphors, the grotesque, and the duality of reality and
fantasy—create a narrative world in which the boundaries of memory, myth, and
history gradually dissolve. Narrative examples like deliberately anachronistic
historical references (e.g., mentioning "Sa’di Cinema" within a Qajar-era context),
the palimpsest-like quality of E'tesam's memories and their subsequent rewriting,
and the unfinished ending all show that the text redefines history as an interpretive,
polyphonic discourse.

Research Method

This study adopts a narratological and textual analysis approach, conducting a close
reading of the story "E'tesam al-Saltaneh" and extracting and explaining narrative
techniques related to historical metafiction and magical realism. The theoretical
framework is based on narratology and postmodernism, including narrative self-
reflexivity and exposure of the writing process, polyphony and uncertainty of
meaning, anachronism and non-linear narrative, and the blending of reality and
fantasy.

e Theoretical Resources: Theoretical perspectives on metafiction and
historiographic fiction, as well as elements of magical realism, are used
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to explain the relationship between text and history and the function of
surreal elements in an everyday context.

¢ Analysis Steps:

1. Extracting Metafictional Techniques: The author's presence in
the text, direct address to the reader, disclosure of the narrative
source (E'tesam's diary), shifts in point of view, and displaying
the mechanics of writing.

2. Identifying Elements of Magical Realism: Symbolic and
prophetic  dreams, demonic possession and  bodily
transformation, the grotesque and exaggerated humor in
describing everyday events.

3. Examining the Interaction of Styles: Analyzing the
juxtaposition and overlap of these two narrative modes at the
levels of language, temporality, characterization, and ending.

e Limited Comparison: To clarify the position of Najdi's approach,
similar examples in contemporary literature (such as works by Rushdie
and Ravanipour) are referenced to make the integrative model more
comprehensible within the Persian context.

Results

The research results show that "E'tesam al-Saltaneh" is a clear example of the

deliberate integration of historical metafiction and magical realism; an integration

that removes history from its position of authority and transforms it into a field of

interpretation, doubt, and reader participation. The findings, in brief, are:

Break from Official Historical Narrative: The text, through narrative
self-awareness, disclosure of sources, and authorial intervention,
questions the validity of historical certainty. Example: Direct address to
the reader to pause and review the story, swearing to fidelity while
admitting to rewriting memories, and portraying the buying and selling
of the diary as a cultural commodity.

Anachronism and Non-linear Narrative: Continuous shifts between
past and present, memory and contemporary narration, disrupt the order
of time and enable a multi-level reading. Example: Suspension between
"I will write later" and the report "years after E'tesam's death," and the
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conscious reference to historically incongruous elements like "Saadi
Cinema" in a Qajar-era setting.

e Natural Presence of Magical Elements in a Realistic
Context: Dreams, demonic possession, and symbolic bodily
transformations, instead of requiring a suspension of disbelief, become
part of the narrative's internal logic and redefine the reality/fantasy
boundary. Example: Diagnosing "Demoniac" for Her Highness's illness,
dreams under the walnut tree with snake and star motifs, and the image
of Her Highness's "plant-like" cheeks and "wooden" face.

o Poetic Language, Grotesque, and Defamiliarization: Manipulation of
punctuation, nervous pauses, intense metaphors, and grotesque imagery
turn language into a field of resistance against historical
monophony. Example: "The merciless smell of garlic pickle" alongside
"homemade dentist's liquor" at the mourning table; the accumulation of
"nothing"s and linguistic stutters that dismantle the narrative of certainty.

o Polyphony and Elevating the Reader's Role: The unfinished ending,
shifts in point of view, and semantic ambiguities invite the reader to
actively participate in creating meaning. Example: The narrative being
left hanging on the verge of watching "the children" and the impossibility
of a definitive conclusion, which becomes dependent on the reader's
choice and interpretation.

e Critical Recreation of History and Reviving Marginal
Voices: History, as a literary act, brings marginalized voices (women,
the subaltern) into the text and critiques dominant narratives.
Example: The body as another language for history, metaphorical
eroticism and soft violence in the court, and the representation of
collective wounds at the level of metaphors and dreams.

Discussion and Conclusion

The analysis shows that Najdi, by integrating historical metafiction and magical
realism, separates history from the dominance of power discourse and transforms it
into a fluid, polyphonic, and interpretive arena. On one hand, narrative self-
awareness, exposure of the writing process, and anachronism bring the mechanisms
of representation into view and diminish the validity of historical certainty. On the
other hand, dreams, demonic possession, the grotesque, and poetic language activate
the mytho-metaphorical dimension of historical experience so that the buried parts
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of collective memory find a chance to emerge. This aesthetic-critical juxtaposition
transforms the reader from a passive consumer of the narrative into a participatory
agent who must construct meaning among the overlapping layers of document,
memory, fantasy, and myth.

Thus, "E'tesam al-Saltaneh" demonstrates that history in literature is not a fixed,
uniform truth; rather, it is a field of contention between narratives, images, and
voices, where official monophony gives way to narrative polyphony. The theoretical
achievement of this research emphasizes that historical metafiction, by exposing the
constructed nature of the text and displaying the narrative process, provides the
possibility of resistance against authority-centered narratives, while magical realism,
by naturalizing extraordinary elements within the everyday text, calls the linear
narrative of history into question. In summary, Najdi's text, with its unfinished
ending and fragmented language, transforms the boundaries of reality and fantasy,
history and myth, document and narrative, and opens a horizon in which historical
truth is not something to be "found," but "constructed" and always subject to
reinterpretation—a horizon that leads to the revival of silenced voices, the critique
of symbolic violence, and the reader's active participation in the production of
meaning.
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