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Interaction between Mise en abyme and
Metalepsis in Short Fiction Film

Payam Zinalabedini*!, Fatemeh Ahmadi 2

Abstract

The narrative technique of mise-en-abyme, characterized by its
creation of a frame-within-a-frame, provides a unique space for the
interplay and integration of narrative levels. Exploring the dynamics
between mise-en-abyme and metalepsis can unveil new dimensions of
their functioning, laying the groundwork for future scholarly
investigations. Given the limited scholarly attention on short films,
this study aims to investigate the interaction between practical and
innovative narrative techniques within this format. This research
focuses on examining the manifestation of metalepsis within short
fiction films through the mise-en-abyme structure. The study aims to
explore the benefits of employing mise-en-abyme in short films,
particularly in compressing narrative timelines and introducing
boundary-breaking techniques. Utilizing a qualitative approach with a
narratological lens, this study combines models proposed by Lucien
Déllenbach and William Nelles to develop a dual pattern capable of
covering common dimensions between mise-en-abyme and
metalepsis. To elucidate the mechanism of interaction between these
phenomena, three short fiction films, namely "Reflection,” "The
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Changing Room," and "Room 8," have been selected as case studies.
This research introduces five different types of metalepsis that occur
in three reflective types: simple, infinite, and paradoxical, as well as in
two directions, internal and external. In conclusion, the examination of
mise-en-abyme alongside metalepsis within short film narratives not
only reveals their complex interplay but also underscores their
profound implications for narrative construction and audience
engagement.

Keywords: metalepsis, mise-en-abyme, short Fiction Film,
reflection, The Changing Room, Room 8, Lucien Dallenbach, William
Nelles.

1. Introduction

Metalepsis is one of the narrative techniques that has received
increasing attention in contemporary narratology. It can be understood
as a transgression or crossing of the boundaries that normally separate
different narrative levels. In linear and conventional narration, these
levels usually remain distinct and stable, but in metaleptic structures
the border between them becomes unstable and is sometimes broken
altogether. As a result, elements belonging to one narrative world may
enter another world, producing an unusual relation between
representation and reality within the text. In order for metalepsis to
take place, there must be at least two relatively independent narrative
levels whose separation can then be challenged or violated. In this
regard, mise-en-abyme is of particular importance, because it creates
the structural possibility for the emergence of such levels. By placing
one image, one space, or one narrative inside another, mise-en-abyme
forms a layered structure that can function as the ground for
metaleptic movement. In other words, it establishes the internal
framing through which one level may reflect, repeat, or contain
another. This relation becomes especially significant in short films,
where narrative time is limited and expression must often be
compressed. In such works, formal and visual devices frequently carry
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a greater share of narrative meaning, and mise-en-abyme becomes an
effective means of constructing depth, complexity, and layered
significance within a brief duration. The contemporary world is
increasingly shaped by complex media environments, fragmented
experiences, and multiple forms of perception. Therefore, narrative
forms that seek to represent such experiences also tend to become
more complex. Short films, because of their brevity and concentration,
often rely on symbolic objects, visual metaphors, and condensed
structures in order to communicate meaning. Through these objects,
mise-en-abyme can create distinct narrative spaces, while metalepsis
can disturb the boundaries between them. This article examines the
interaction between metalepsis and mise-en-abyme in narrative short
films. It seeks to answer three main questions:

How does mise-en-abyme provide the narrative levels required for
the occurrence of metalepsis in short films?

Considering the potentials and limitations of the short film format,
how can mise-en-abyme contribute to the compression of cinematic
expression?

What types of metalepsis are produced within the frame-within-a-
frame structure of narrative short films?

2. Literature Review

Metalepsis remains an emerging topic in global narratology. The
“Metaleptic Transformations’ network, founded in 2021 at Heidelberg
University under Dr. Thomas Kohn-Treichel, aims to unify definitions
and markers of metalepsis through interdisciplinary collaboration. Its
forthcoming publication will serve as a key reference.

Scholars like Genette (1999), Kukkonen (2011), Nelles (1997), and
Halbek (2017) have proposed frameworks to categorize metalepsis,
though its application in cinema remains underexplored. Genette’s
foundational work in Narrative Discourse (1980) defined metalepsis
as a rhetorical transgression of narrative levels, later expanded by
McHale to include ontological dimensions.
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Iranian studies:

Pioneering works by Samira Bamashaki, Hossein Safi Pirloojeh,
and Ghodrat Ghasemipoor examine metalepsis in Persian literature,
while Payam Zeinolabedini and Fatemeh Ahmadi explore its visual
manifestations in Safavid-era paintings. However, no research exists
on metalepsis in short films globally or locally, creating a critical gap
addressed by this study.

Research gap:

Existing scholarship rarely connects metalepsis to mise-en-abyme,
aside from John Pier’s preliminary work on its historical evolution.
This article proposes an innovative analytical model to bridge this gap,
focusing on short films as a novel narrative medium.

3. Methodology

This study follows a qualitative method and adopts a case-study
approach. Three short films were selected for analysis: Reflection
(2021), The Changing Room (2022), and Room 8 (2013). These films
were chosen because each of them presents a clear instance of the
relation between mise-en-abyme and metalepsis, while each also does
so through a different narrative and visual structure. The aim is not
simply to identify metaleptic moments, but to examine the way they
are prepared and made possible through internal reflective structures.
The theoretical framework of the study is based on the combination of
two classifications: Lucien Déllenbach’s typology of mise-en-abyme
and William Nelles’s categorization of metalepsis. Déllenbach
distinguishes among three main forms of mise-en-abyme: simple
reflection, infinite reflection, and paradoxical reflection. Nelles, on the
other hand, distinguishes between inward metalepsis and outward
metalepsis. The focus here is specifically on ontological metalepsis,
that is, cases in which the boundary between narrative levels is
crossed in a concrete and substantial way, so that one world
contaminates or invades another. This kind of metalepsis is
particularly important in cinema because it can be represented visually
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and spatially, and thus can have a strong effect on the spectator’s
perception of reality, space, and narrative coherence.

4. Results

The analysis of the selected films demonstrates that mise-en-abyme
serves as the essential structural mechanism for generating the
narrative levels required for metalepsis in short films:

Reflection (2021): Employs simple reflection via a mirror in water. As
the reflected image gains autonomy, the boundary between levels
collapses, facilitating both inward and outward metalepsis.

In The Changing Room (2022): Utilizes infinite reflection through
facing mirrors. This creates a layered, unstable environment where a
figure emerges into the primary world (outward metalepsis) while the
protagonist is drawn into the reflected depths (inward metalepsis).

Room 8 (2013): Based on paradoxical reflection, where a miniature
version of a room exists within a box inside that same room. This
creates a recursive loop and a “strange loop” effect, transforming the
spatial structure into a metaleptic trap.

In the condensed format of short films, mise-en-abyme is not
merely a decorative device but a vital structural strategy. By
employing mirrors, boxes, and enclosed spaces, filmmakers efficiently
construct layered narrative worlds. Ultimately, the type of mise-en-
abyme employed—whether simple, infinite, or paradoxical—dictates
the specific nature of the metaleptic transgression and the resulting
ontological instability within the cinematic space.
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Figure 1. How metalepsis occurs in Nelles’ model (The authors, 2023)
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Figure 5. The narrative structure of the short fiction film Reflection (The
authors, 2023)
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Image 2. The man becomes aware of the mirror image in the water
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Images 4 and 5. A simple reflection

G (Y 58 S A e iy s teased anl 3 5 OU3L B Ll

ol 4l 31 0gm Ol 3l plexe 4ol 0553 Olgr s o OLES &S 3ls (53, 2lss
3000 plo) e 55 4 5 el jasid LB s 5l ol pske Sl o
S 0kals gl (o3l 5 Jloms 4 ol 5S Jlaals Wb 3 dipd e b ] 31 0o
05,5 s Saad 5t Ll g Slwls glad s el BB LB s g sl s
S kb cnl o s S s els e o ) ol e S b
Sl Il sy 650 S Pbs Sl o o o D i g 30 4S 4 ged
Gy olds Cgr 53 15 01 5 03,8 30 SAbs 5l ohd Ol (Sl

YAA



e 5 i ply i3 B b 53 e 5 0l p0e fola

Sl Slals Silss ales @ ol bl 5o aul s @l e

Al e L

ﬁ)‘%&‘})cﬁwéw‘\/}?w&

Images 6 and 7. Creating independent narrative levels
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Image 8. The occurrence of inner metalepsis
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Images 9 and 10. The reflection of the man in the water and the mirror
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Image 11. The occurrence of external metalepsis
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Figure 4. The narrative structure of the short fiction film The Changing
Room (The authors, 2023)
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Image 12. Distinctive narrative levels in the film
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Images 13 and 14. The occurrence of external metalepsis
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Image 15. The occurrence of internal metalepsis
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Figure 5. The narrative structure of the short fiction film Room 8 (The
authors, 2023)
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Image 16. Recognizable narrative levels in the short fictional film Room 8
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Image 17. The occurrence of paradoxical internal/external metalepsis
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Image 18. The occurrence of paradoxical internal/external metalepsis
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Figure 19. Diminutive prisoners imprisoned within matchboxes

PRI

L a5 B slas e o ge DB L3 (Gl W5 L lile S sba
s a0k Oad IS0 Lpd plate KU Sl alss gk o5 638 ol
sl walp 1y Gele £55 Jodly eddosbml (ghue kil (WS
P33 53 b oSS g i & KIS e bl e bl b w1005
SaS S (Goe ()Gl Can @) Susm 5 S0 (BISE S @)
s ok S5 e 5 SSE gl Gy e 655 Glls (s s S 0]
Sles SO ) slate el o 5 b 00500 250 s g G b )
S Je 5l S o sl Sl Sl Gk 5 oS 0l e isS 5s L

5035 plate ot w1 Oler 53 Ol Jpm e lSef obS Glials W 55w

vaq



VED Olies) 5 5l T+ blad e Jl elii iy delilsigs M

S eddslml sladlgr ol 3B Sl gla SLiS 5, 4 3L 0ol Cblses
Sl il s GBI 55 Sl o 53 i en S S s esls el A
A8 e il w1y eedlis S3 B 5 e sabe ool b b canl el sl
S 03l b K, S5 A i A et BB sbS lads LS s
i bS53 6 S e ol L Jiee Gl (SUI ) jasis LG
28 b BL s 5 4 o5l

3R o S 5 P00 S 93 03 e (A s pa s nes
2l 2lss SSS 3 S0 b endlie 5155 0 S b 4 S Ol e
Sl 3 S e o3l ulSal 3 S35 i 3 5 dal gt |l LG
3 ALY Sl s S Gl ALY ST D3 553 eIl cosl
S ool £5 25000 e KO Ale WSl 3 Gl Fa0> e
ol 5L bS8 cnl s il e Rl WSl s e & b e
S8 O b 0sss S 4 S 5 LSS e ep 53 2lss ke SOl Gl
Gy 5 s Ml S s ma A s 2as Jes e ol e lam
e gla Skl Sl Gledamy § 55 4 5 eals Lews 5 55 5WI- p seds
e

A Lae W5 s plete 0 Sdas (s p 2550 el g5 5L e
Al g s L 35 s el 5 ele blSal s s el
G0 e Sl a3 8 Capa lA5L L S s OAS
Olinls Olo g8 o oy 5 Sladigod 3 4S) (olr bl Sl Loy Ll o 0500

BE) Lﬁj-ﬁJﬁ'-’ Mh‘.ﬂ J,i“; &_éj.b )‘ Y Bl L: QL@...: .>_9>'- BE b (C,\.w‘ 63 g

Yoo



)KA.A 9 L;.._:.Juw\u.l) rl:.l gf’l:""'b aU)S rl:ﬁ BE) W.?H;.A 9 ﬁ"“)\jﬁ?‘ Jﬁl}.’;

sl o8 s caly s SE 5s alss Sul kY 5 esle LSl
Sobr Olgr @ Sy s a4 ip b S e aST Ol bk L el
S s el 5 Jlesl b 1y Candly Ll 55 o 45 A8 s 3585 (Lol L)
4 bl S ObL o mshe 55l Lo 4 alnY LSS e
2503 0Ll 5 g ge S Comlad pde 5 STool SU
s Ly a slaellas 515 8 s e Sl e aBlae e ulg s
o3 sl g sk alss Oler 31 LAIL 5 At (6 sl sl L s3lu e 2l e
el S e sz 3laline @ Shals | Chbbie s @odaie laaY by
LS Sl ol KK B8 el 1S 58 (S sl Ol
Sl el Sl 0 &S e s et 4 a5 LAl s s Ges Sl
Ll andllae 5 s B S oS AS o A5 50 1) 5 Ba e plie 5
Goos 5 e ome Grodbe gzl 5 sy oy Olebne i 45 S

s OF Cilises sbal wosdaze pla Eash b ash 53 Gl o &S Sl

Metalepsis

Diegetic levels
Laurence Sterne
Julio Cortazar
Saartje Gobyn

Mise en abyme

Dr. thomas Kuhn-Treichel
Warren Buckland
Richard Raskin

10. Roberto Moliterni
11. Reflection

12. The Changing Room
13. Room 8
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14. Dfg-Netzwerks “Diachronic Metalepsis”
15. Gérard Genette
16. Karin Kukkonen
17. William Nelles
18. Julian Hanich
19. Monika Fludernik
20. Scene shift
21. Brian McHale
22. Unreliable Narrator
23. Stream of Consciousness
24. Ulysse
25. James Joyce
26. Ingmar Bergman
27. Federico Fellini
28. Michelangelo Antonioni
29. If on a Winter's Night a Travel
30. Italo Calvino
31. Hyper-Self-Reflexivity
32. Adaptation
33. Spike Jonze
34. Stranger Than Fiction
35. Marc Forster
36. Synecdoche, New York
37. Charles Stuart Kaufman
38. Funny Games
39. Michael Haneke
40. Narrative shifts
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42. Meta -cinema
43. Miklos Kiss
44. Inception
45. Christopher Edward Nolan
46. Liviu Lutas
47. Mise en abyme in the Baroque Era and in Modernist and
Postmodernist Narrative Fiction
48. John Pier
49. ancient rhetoric
50. a jump across



51.
52.
53.
54.
55.
56.
57.
58.
59.
60.
61.
62.
63.
64.
65.
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.
90.

Meta

to grab

Placement into abyss
André Gide

Cynthia Felando

Lucien Dallenbach
Simple reflexion

Infinite reflexion
Paradoxical reflexion
Inward Metalepsis
Outward Metalepsis

Jane Eyre

Dorothea

Middlemarch

Thornfield

Sonia Klimek

Ontological

The Marked Case
Interpenetration

Minimal

Douglas Hofstadter
Strange Loop

Tangled Heterarchy
Postmodernist Fiction (McHale’s book)
Werner Wolf

Marie-Laure Ryan
Duncan Kennedy

laying bare the device
Adrian Gurghis

Europe Film Festival 2021
Best Istanbul Film Festival 2021
Official selection

UK Monthly Film Festival 2021
Horror Film Awards 2021
Perspective

Subjective shot

Zoom-out

Sam Evenson

James W. Griffiths
BAFTA Film Awards
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