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Abstract
This is a conventionally written abstract. Contrary to the analyzed 
novels of this thesis, the text of these paragraphs proceeds from left 
to right, from the top to the bottom of the page. The lines, words, 
and letters are spaced appropriately so as not to merge into an il-
legible mess of text. Had I not just described the formal aspects of 
this text, the readers would have been unaware of the textual mate-
rial, due to the text following a traditional structure with which the 
readers are familiar. Instead, the readers would have been able to 
focus on the content itself; the form would have been a transparent 
element. 

Conversely, the object of study in this thesis is unconvention-
ally written texts. Poets, authors, and researchers claim that these 
formal aspects of language do not have to be transparent, because 
when made visible, they may convey meaning just like language 
itself. When the readers are made aware of these formal aspects, in 
other words, when the materiality of language is foregrounded, the 
materiality functions as a narrative element that may progress sto-
rytelling. Due to the fact that this system of signification has utterly 
different qualities compared to linguistics, researchers argue that it 
offers alternative ways of conveying meaning.

However, conventionally written fiction is still dominating the 
market, because foregrounded materiality is commonly considered 
to obstruct the reading comprehension. I claim that this is a mis-



understanding, since foregrounded materiality is acknowledged 
to offer alternative ways of signification. In order to contribute to 
a thorough knowledge of the unutilized potentials, my aim is to 
answer the research question: “What are the possible narrative 
functions of foregrounding the materiality of language through its 
visual appearance in printed novels?” My hypothesis is that due to 
the alternative methods of signification offered by foregrounded ma-
teriality, the formal aspects of language has potential to tell stories 
that could not be conveyed through conventional writing.

My attempt at answering the research question, and reaching at 
a conclusion whether the postulated hypothesis is true or false, is 
divided into three different phases. First, I have conducted a theoret-
ical literature review focusing on three techniques of foregrounding 
materiality. Second, I have developed a model for narrative analysis, 
which is utilized in the analysis of the unconventionally written nov-
els Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) and Tree of Codes 
(2010) by Jonathan Safran Foer, and Double or Nothing (1971) by 
Raymond Federman. Third, in order to gain a more thorough knowl-
edge of materiality of language, I have created i-catching, a story 
exhumed out of Aksel Sandemose’s novel A Fugitive Crosses His 
Tracks (1936).

The result of An eye for an i is an assembly of narrative functions 
detected through literature review, analysis, and i-catching, but 
more importantly, the insight that any function of any method of 
foregrounding materiality may be narrative, if only referred to prop-
erly in the linguistic content of the story. Accordingly, the narrative 
possibility of the function does not depend on the material aspects 
alone, but also on the content. In conclusion, I have found stories 
that cannot be expressed through either form or content alone, but 
are dependent on both elements to convey their final meaning, in a 
highly unconventional manner of writing. 
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Sammandrag
Det här är ett konventionellt skrivet sammandrag. I motsats till 
de analyserade  romanerna i mitt examensarbete An eye for an i 
framskrider texten i följande stycken från vänster till höger och från 
toppen till botten av sidan. Rad-, ord- och bokstavsavstånden är väl 
avvägda, vilket hindrar texten från att flyta ihop i en oläsbar textur. 
På grund av textens konventionella struktur skulle läsaren högst 
troligen förbli omedveten om textens form, såvitt texten behandlade 
ett annat ämne. Läsaren skulle i så fall ha kunnat koncentrera sig 
på innehållet, och utformningen av detsamma skulle ha fungerat 
som en transparent reservoar för textens budskap. 

Till skillnad från stycket ovan behandlar följande examensarbete 
okonventionellt skrivande. Poeter, författare och forskare påstår att 
läsaren med fördel kan uppmärksammas om språkets utformning, 
eftersom formen på så sätt kan bidra till att förmedla budskapet 
i textens innehåll. På grund av att textens form, en del av språ-
kets materialitet, har andra egenskaper än textens rent språkliga 
aspekter argumenterar forskare för att den materiella dimensionen 
erbjuder alternativa strategier för att gestalta mening.  

Trots ovan nämnda möjligheter är konventionellt skriven fiktion 
fortfarande dominerande på den litterära marknaden, och språkets 
materialitet anses allmänt som ett hinder för läsförståelse. Jag påstår 
att det här är ett missförstånd, eftersom en synliggjord materialitet 
bevisligen innebär alternativa metoder att förmedla budskap. För att 



öka medvetenheten om de outnyttjade möjligheterna som språkets 
materialitet innebär har jag för avsikt att svara på följande forsk-
ningsfråga: ”Vilka potentiella narrativa funktioner innebär synliggö-
randet av språkets materialitet i tryckta romaner?” Min hypotes är att 
materialitetens alternativa strategier för gestaltning av innehåll re-
sulterar i att textens form har potential att förmedla berättelser som 
inte kan uttryckas genom konventionella, transparenta skrivmetoder. 

Mitt försök att besvara forskningsfrågan, samt nå en slutsats 
angående huruvida min hypotes är sann eller falsk, har utgjorts 
av en process i tre steg. Inledningsvis genomförde jag en teoretisk 
litteraturstudie med fokus på tre tekniker för att synliggöra språkets 
materialitet. Steg två innebar utvecklingen av en modell för narrativ 
analys, som tillämpats i behandlingen av de okonventionellt skrivna 
romanerna Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2005) och Tree 
of Codes (2010) av Jonathan Safran Foer, samt Double or Nothing 
(1971) av Raymond Federman. I det tredje steget skrev jag novellen 
i-catching med meningar, ord och bokstäver ur Aksel Sandemoses 
roman A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks (1936), ursprungligen utgiven 
på norska under titeln En Flyktning Krysser Sitt Spor (1933).

Resultatet av An eye for an i är en lista över narrativa funktioner 
som upptäckts genom litteraturstudien, romananalyserna och för-
fattandet av i-catching, men framför allt, genom insikten att varje 
funktion utförd av samtliga metoder för att synliggöra språkets ma-
terialitet har potential att förmedla budskap, ifall den förankras i 
textens innehåll. Funktionens narrativa potential är således inte 
enbart beroende av textens formella aspekter, utan också av inne-
hållet självt. Min slutsats är att de berättelser som behandlas i An 
eye for an i inte kan uttryckas enbart genom innehåll, men inte 
heller uteslutande genom form. De här narrativen är beroende av 
såväl innehåll som form för att förmedla sitt slutliga budskap, ge-
nom metoder som bryter radikalt mot konventionella skrivregler. 
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INTRODUCTION 

The beg inn ing of th is introduct ion is wr itten ent irely 
w ithout the character of lowercase i. Th is makes the 
reader seize upon the visual appearance of the text, and 
the read ing comprehension is temporar ily obstructed. 
The text is rendered unfam il iar to the reader, and he 
or she is not able to immed iately ident ify words since 
one bu ild ing block is m issing. In order to understand 
the content, the reader f irst of all has to decode wh ich 
character that has been erased, and only then he or she 
can start processing the content. Thus, the reader has 
been forced to consider the mater ial ity of language be-
fore read ing the text. 

There are two reasons for the present absence of low-
ercase i. First, i is left out to not merely lingu ist ically de-
scr ibe, but also visually demonstrate what mater ial ity of 
language is. The essence of mater ial ity of language can, 
of course, be expla ined in pure language, as in the fol-
low ing paragraph where the language is restored. How-
ever, to make the reader fully understand the potent ial 
of it, the mater ial ity of language has to be demonstrat-
ed. Second, lowercase i is absent in th is introduct ion 
due to that it has just not appeared yet. If the readers 
w ish to understand the cur ious traumas from wh ich 
lowercase i soon escapes, I hereby recommend them to 
at th is point read, and see, the f irst six episodes of the 
product ion-based part of th is thesis named i-catch ing.
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Consider ing convent ional texts on the contrary to 
these two paragraphs, the t ime the reader actually sees 
the format ions of black ink is m in imal when presented 
w ith a text (Unger 2007, p. 135). As soon as the reader 
ident if ies letters and words he or she starts processing 
the language of the text, and the focus is instantly sh ift-
ed from the formal aspects of the content to content 
itself (Unger 2007, p. 134). Th is is how the reader sur-
renders to the lingu ist ic code, or simply put the words 
(Bornste in 2001, p. 6), for interpret ing the content of 
the text. The research professor Carl Malmgren has not-
ed that th is is the convent ion in l iterature as he states: 

“Most real ist ic f ict ion . . . attempts to make its readers 
forget about or ignore its mater ial ity.” These works treat 
the language as if it were transparent in order to point 
at the real ity they represent (Malmgren 1985, p. 46). 

Language, however, is not transparent. It is mater ial 
and bu ilt of a closed set of ex ist ing bu ild ing blocks, 
that is the characters and words, accord ing to a pre-de-
term ined set of rules, or grammar. The mater ial ity may 
be put in the foreground in relat ion to the content, as 
in the two f irst paragraphs of th is introduct ion, wh ich 
means that the reader is made aware of the mater ial 
cond it ions of the text. The essence of the mater ial ity of 
language is expla ined more thoroughly in Chapter I 
of th is thesis, as well as the problems of it. In conven-
t ional texts, the reader is not spec if ically supposed to 
take not ice of these bu ild ing blocks, since it is h ighly 
d istract ing to be constantly rem inded of the conta iners 
of language rather than gett ing to concentrate on the 
actual content. The mater ial ity is therefore commonly 
shoved in the background and considered subord inate 
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in relat ion to the content of the text, as well as regarded 
as mere “g imm icks” by cr it ics and typographers al ike.

However, poets, authors, and researchers have no-
t iced that the mater ial ity of language inhabits a sign ify-
ing potent ial just l ike language itself. If the mater ial ity 
is foregrounded, it may take part in the narrat ive of the 
text. The theoret ical framework that supports th is idea 
is presented in Chapter II. Th is chapter also includes 
a descr ipt ion of the research methods in use, as well as 
my development of a model for analysis of foreground-
ed mater ial ity in pr inted novels. Out of the d ifferent 
strateg ies for foreground ing mater ial ity provided by the 
theoret ical l iterature, I have chosen and stud ied three 
models in detail; the method of détournement, the meth-
od of wr it ing-through, and the method of overpr int ing. 
These techn iques are presented in Chapter III along 
w ith my analysis of three example novels in wh ich the 
methods of foreground ing mater ial ity l isted above are 
appl ied. 

S ince the pr inted novels that apply mater ial ity of 
language foregrounded through its v isual appearance 
are rare, I chose to execute th is thesis partly through 
the pract ice-based element of i-catch ing. The methods 
chosen for invest igat ion need to be tested in the context 
of pr inted f ict ive work, and the purpose of i-catch ing 
is to serve as a laboratory in order to map the possible 
narrat ive funct ions of foreground ing the mater ial ity of 
language more thoroughly. In Chapter IIII, I focus on 
descr ibing and analyz ing th is l iterary exper iment. 

The importance of th is thesis l ies in the fact that most 
cr it ics often d ism iss f ict ion that is expressed through 
the mater ial ity of language as “g imm icky,” although 



researchers have not iced that th is mater ial ity offers al-
ternat ive ways of sign if icat ion (Malmgren 1985, 46). 
Thus, my statement in th is thesis is that the mater ial ity 
of language carr ies the potent ial of revital iz ing wr itten 
language and tell ing stor ies that cannot be expressed 
through convent ional wr it ing. The potent ial of the 
mater ial ity of language needs to be invest igated and 
demonstrated in order to be fully exploited. Therefore, 
the research quest ion of my thesis is: “What are the 
possible narrat ive funct ions of foreground ing the ma-
ter ial ity of language through its v isual appearance in 
pr inted novels?” In the conclud ing Chapter IIIII, I 
f inally present possible answers in form of a l ist, along 
w ith an analysis of whether my f ind ings are useful or 
not. Thereafter, lowercase i will once more be unleashed.
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I BACKGROUND, RESEARCH QUESTION,  

AND HYPOTHESIS

LANGUAGE IS MATERIAL. Th is may be an 
unfam il iar statement to the average reader, since the 
mater ial ity of language in convent ional texts is sup-
posed to rema in unnot iced in order to ma inta in an 
unobstructed read ing flow. Nevertheless, language is 
bu ilt by a closed set of characters and words accord ing 
to rules of grammar, and these elements const itute the 
mater iality of language. If th is mater ial ity is placed in 
the foreground, the sign ifying mechan isms of language 
are relocated from the content to the mater ial aspects of 
that content. The mater ial ity of language is thus infused 
w ith a narrat ive funct ion; in other words, it is able to 
contr ibute to the storytell ing. In the follow ing chapter, 
I a im to explain the mater ial ity of language in detail, as 
well as clar ify what the term narrat ive funct ion refers to 
in the context of th is very thesis. In add it ion, I suggest 
the narrat ive potent ial of foreground ing mater ial ity, as 
well as descr ibe how th is potent ial is d ism issed by cer-
ta in scholars. Th is d ism issal made me wr ite i-catch ing, 
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the product ion-based part of th is thesis, wh ich is intro-
duced after the def in it ions of the central terms. Finally, 
Chapter I concludes by narrow ing the perspect ive 
to consider the visual appearance of the mater ial ity of 
language, wh ich enables the f inal formulat ion of the 
central research quest ion of An eye for an i: “What are 
the possible narrat ive funct ions of foreground ing the 
mater ial ity of language through its visual appearance 
in pr inted novels?”

I.I MATERIALITY OF LANGUAGE

The object of study in An eye for an i is the mater ial ity 
of language foregrounded through its visual appearance 
in pr inted novels. The Engl ish language is bu ilt from 
a closed character set, out of wh ich an author d iscards 
unnecessary combinat ions of letters and selects appro-
pr iate ones in order to create the f inal work. Wr it ing 
is l ike sculpt ing, and the mater ial cond it ion of wr itten, 
verbal art consists in that the already ex ist ing makes the 
new possible (Kesk inen 2017, p. 87). The material ity of 
language in pr inted novels has yet another d imension 
due to the mater ial substance that the text is inscr ibed 
into. Prose narrat ive, as stated by Malmgren, “also 
involves the inscr ipt ion of that narrat ive in so many 
words, in such an order, on so many pages” (Malmgren 
1985, p. 45). Th is mater ial ex istence of novels creates 
what Malmgren refers to as the icon ic space of the nar-
rat ive. S ince the icon is a type of sign that resembles 
the sign if ied, icon ic space is the element of a prose nar-
rat ive in wh ich there is a profound sim ilar ity between 
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the sign if ier and the real ity it represents. Thus, icon ic 
space draws the reader’s attent ion to the mater ial ity of 
the f ict ion (Malmgren 1985, p. 45).

Icon ic space can be d iv ided into four levels: the al-
phabet ic, lex ical, pag inal, and compos it ional level. The 
alphabet ic level impl ies any systemat ic explorat ion or 
man ipulat ion of the bu ild ing blocks of language: the 
letters. For instance, anagrams and pal indromes are ap-
propr iat ions of the alphabet ic level, as well as the struc-
ture of Alphabet ical Afr ica by Walter Abish (Malmgren 
1985, pp. 45–47). In th is novel the f irst chapter is wr it-
ten exclusively w ith words start ing on a, the second 
chapter w ith a or b as in it ial letter for each word, the 
th ird chapter w ith words on a, b or c, and so on, unt il 
the 26th chapter where the whole alphabet is in use in 
the in it ial letters of the words. Then aga in, Abish sub-
tracts one letter per chapter, in reverse order, so that the 
f inal 52nd chapter is wr itten as the f irst, ent irely w ith 
words start ing on a. In th is way, Abish uses the alpha-
bet ic level as an order ing pr inc iple, wh ich accord ing to 
Malmgren “const itutes in large part the ‘mean ing’ of the 
text” (Malmgren 1985, pp. 46–47). The alphabet ic level 
of icon ic space has in other words been infused w ith a 
narrat ive funct ion.

The lex ical level foregrounds the mater ial ity of the 
word. On th is level, the reader may be confronted 
by polysemant ic words (i.e. puns) or otherw ise h igh-
ly opaque language that makes it impossible for the 
reader to grasp the sign if ied (Malmgren 1985, p. 47). 
The mater ial ity of the word may also be foregrounded 
through a vocabulary that is unfam il iar to the context it 
is set in, causing the reader to seize upon the unexpected 
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term inology. For example, in Jonathan Safran Foer’s 
novel Everything Is Illum inated (2003), the protagon ist 
introduces h imself as follows:

My legal name is Alexander Perchov. But all my friends 
dub me Alex, because that is more a flaccid-to-utter 
version of my legal name. Mother dubs me Alexi-stop-
spleening-me!, because I am always spleening her . . . dis-
seminating so much currency, and performing so many 
things that can spleen a mother. (Foer 2003, p. 1)

In th is passage, the focus of the reader sh ifts from the 
content towards the unconventional expressions such as 

“flacc id-to-utter,” and “d issem inat ing so much curren-
cy.” The uncommon use of words results in the reader 
not immed iately comprehend ing the content. Never-
theless, when the connotat ions of th is paragraph are 
clar if ied, the reader not only understands the content, 
but also receives a vivid picture of the protagon ist in 
quest ion. The reader may assume that th is character is 
not a nat ive Engl ish speaker, and that, despite th is, he 
does not seem to lack conf idence in h is Engl ish lan-
guage sk ills. Indeed, Alexander Perchov is a Ukra in ian 
twenty-year-old who, after a chain of events, is assigned 
as an Engl ish tour gu ide for an important internat ional 
guest that arr ives in Ukra ine. He regards h imself as a 
l ingu ist ic talent, as he states: “I had performed reck-
lessly well in my second year of Engl ish at un iversity” 
(Foer 2003, p. 2). By foreground ing mater ial ity on the 
lex ical level, Foer has managed to effect ively descr ibe 
the ma in features of the protagon ist w ithout wr it ing 
an actual descr ipt ion.
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Finally, the pag inal and compos it ional level of the 
icon ic space considers the page itself and the arrange-
ment of pages, chapters, and sections of the narrat ive. 
On the pag inal level, letters and words may be scram-
bled across the page, creat ing p ictor ial images that 
e ither const itutes or car icatures the mean ing of the 
narrat ive (Malmgren 1985, pp. 47–48). These are the 
cond it ions of Gu illaume Apoll ina ire’s Call igrammes, 
and in the poem Il Pleut, wh ich means “It’s rain ing,” the 
letters are l iterally pour ing down the page (Goldsm ith 
2011, p. 57). When a cont inu ity of several pages is con-
sidered, the reader enters the composit ional space. As 
an operator of th is level, the paratact ic text is a piece 
of wr it ing that decomposes convent ional text structures. 
By d isrupt ing the convent ional left-to-r ight, top-to-bot-
tom, page-to-page cont inu ity, the paratax is calls atten-
t ion to the composit ion of the texts (Malmgren 1985, 
pp. 48–49). Th is k ind of wr it ing is what B. S. Johnson 
pract iced in The Unfortunates, a novel cons ist ing of 
27 chapters, separately bound and collected in a box. 
With the except ion of the f irst and the last chapters, 
the separate booklets are unmarked, wh ich allows the 
readers to choose the read ing order themselves (M itchell 
2007, p. 51).

Thus, icon ic space is a complex, mult i-layered system, 
and as demonstrated by the examples above, it con-
ta ins narrat ive potent ial. The icon ic space augments the 
possibil it ies of wr itten language, as Malmgren cla ims, 

“the exper imentat ion w ith icon ic space . . . const itutes 
an attempt to mult iply the types of space ava ilable for 
sign if icat ion” (Malmgren 1985, p. 46). Operat ions on 
the d ifferent levels of icon ic space may serve as rep-
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resentat ions of mean ing, wh ich is why these act ions 
const itute a part of the narrat ive funct ions of the mate-
r ial ity of language. The analysis of novels in Chapter 
III w ill therefore include an invest igat ion into wh ich 
levels of the icon ic space the mater ial ity of each work 
is operat ing on. In th is way, the narrat ive funct ion of 
the mater ial ity of language w ill be clearly def ined. The 
recogn it ion of the act ive level of icon ic space may even 
fac il itate interpretat ion of the content, as in the excerpt 
from Everyth ing Is Illum inated. The foregrounded lex i-

cal level of the quoted paragraph serves as a clue to pos-
sible connotat ions, h int ing that some of the character’s 
ma in features are revealed through h is use of words. In 
further contemplat ing what k ind of informat ion is gen-
erally revealed through personal vocabulary, the readers 
may consider nat ive country, informal ity/formal ity, and 
soc ial inher itance. Th is informat ion helps them to real-
ize the sign if ied of the foregrounded mater ial ity. Hence, 
recogn it ion of the act ive levels of icon ic space may be 
essent ial for the overall interpretat ion of a narrat ive.   

However, f ict ion that is expressed through mater i -

al ity violates a number of textual convent ions, such as 
l inear presentat ion and left-to-r ight read ing order, and 
is therefore often d ism issed as “g imm icky” (Malmgren 
1985, p. 46). As for typography, wh ich is h ighly affected 
by appropr iat ions of the icon ic space, there is a long 
h istory of declar ing modest clar ity and transparency 
of the layout as the h ighest a ims. These opin ions were 
most forcefully advanced by the typographer and pr int-
ing execut ive Stanley Mor ison (Dwork in 2003, p. 51), 
who stated that “any d isposit ion of pr int ing mater ial 
wh ich, whatever the intent ion, has the effect of com ing 
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between author and reader is wrong” (Mor ison 1976, p. 
5). With th is statement, he claimed that layout under no 
c ircumstances should catch the attent ion of the reader, 
because such a gesture merely interrupts the flow of 
read ing. Mor ison was championed by the typograph-
ic expert Beatr ice Warde. She declared that “pr int ing 
should be invisible” and that “type well used is invisi-

ble as type” (Warde 1956, 11, cf. 94–97; 13, c ited in 
Dwork in 2003, p. 51). Accord ing to these typographers, 
the mater ial ity of text is subord inate to content. Th is 
conservat ive perspect ive conta ins a narrat ive to be ex-
humed, but f irst; another central term of the research 
quest ion requ ires clar if icat ion.

I.II NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS

In th is thesis, the concept of a narrat ive funct ion has 
a sl ightly d ifferent mean ing compared to trad it ional 
models of narrat ive analysis. In h is essay Introduct ion 
to the Structural Analys is of Narrat ives, wh ich concerns 
the analysis of the l ingu ist ic content of stor ies, Barthes 
states that every deta il in a narrat ive has a mean ing. He 
cla ims that “a narrat ive is never made up of anyth ing 
other than funct ions: in d iffer ing degrees, everyth ing 
in it sign if ies” (Barthes 1977a, p. 89). In other words, 
a funct ion of a narrat ive, in Barthes v iew, impl ies a 
sign ifying element, however m inor. Barthes exempl if ies 
h is statement w ith Gustave Flaubert’s novel Un cœur 
s imple, publ ished in 1877, where a parrot suddenly 
is introduced to the sett ing. At f irst, th is seems l ike 
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an insign if icant deta il, but the parrot turns out to be 
a cruc ial element in understand ing Fél ic ité, the ma in 
protagon ist of the story. Thus, the introduct ion of the 
parrot serves as a funct ion in the narrat ive as a whole 
(Barthes 1977a, p. 89). 

  Nevertheless, the v iew presented in th is model of 
analysis is purely l ingu ist ic, and accord ing to Barthes, 

“the funct ion is clearly a un it of content, it is ‘what it 
says’ that makes of a statement of a funct ional un it, 
not the manner in wh ich it is sa id” (Barthes 1977a, p. 
90). The view in my thesis d iffers from that of Barthes’ 
structural analysis, since the perspect ive in An eye for 
an i is partly l ingu ist ic and partly visual. Works that 
apply foregrounded mater ial ity of language through 
the ir visual appearance, wh ich are l ingu ist ic as well as 
visual, are not merely concerned w ith what the content 
is, but how the content is told as well. Occasionally, “the 
manner in wh ich it is sa id” is even considered super ior 
to what is being sa id, as in the works of Federman that 
w ill be stud ied in the sect ion about wr it ing-through in 
Chapter III. Consequently, the term narrat ive funct ion 
needs a redef in it ion in the context of my d issertat ion.

In th is thesis, the second part of the express ion narra-
t ive funct ion, the funct ion, impl ies the tasks performed 
by a spec if ic method of foreground ing mater ial ity. The 
f irst part, narrat ive, concerns how the method alters the 
storytell ing. In certa in examples of the analyzed novels, 
the tasks performed by the foregrounded mater ial ity 
do not take an act ive part in the narrat ive, wh ich for 
instance may be due to the fact that the function is sim-
ply not intended by the author. In th is context, Barthes’ 
structural model for analysis of narrat ives may serve 
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as an illum inat ion. He not ices that the mean ing of a 
narrat ive is conveyed through three levels; the level of 
funct ions; the level of act ions; and the level of narrat ion. 
Barthes states:

[A] function only has meaning insofar as it occupies a 
place in the general actions of an actant, and this action 
in turn receives its final meaning from the fact that it is 
narrated, entrusted to a discourse which possesses its own 
code. (Barthes 1977a, p. 88)

Here, “the general act ions of an actant” refers to the 
pr imary art iculat ions of the character’s act ions, such 
as desire, commun icat ion and struggle, not the tr ivial 
performances of the level of funct ions (Barthes 1977a, 
p. 107). In other words, the funct ion conveys mean ing 
only if it alters the general act ivit ies of a character, and 
in add it ion, if these act ivit ies are referred to in the nar-
rat ion, wh ich is the code of the narrator. The narrator 
then, impl ies the “donor” that commun icates the nar-
rat ive (Barthes 1977a, p. 109); Barthes ment ions three 
d ifferent concepts of th is addressee. First, the narrator 
may be e ither a named person, “the expression of an 
I” (Barthes 1977a, p. 110) that is external to the story, 
or secondly, an unnamed, super ior consc iousness w ith 
complete knowledge of but lack ing ident if icat ion w ith, 
the characters. The th ird concept impl ies that the nar-
rat ion may be carr ied out by each of the character in 
the story, l im it ing the narrat ive to the observat ions and 
knowledge of these characters (Barthes 1977a, p. 111). 

Barthes’ not ion that the mean ing of a narrat ive is 
integrated in these three levels is relevant to my analysis, 
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since some of the detected funct ions in my sect ions on 
theory and analysis, as ment ioned above, do not alter the 
storytell ing of the analyzed works. They do not enter the 
h igher levels of the narrat ive that Barthes def ines, since 
they neither influence the characters’ general act ions, nor 
are they commun icated by the narrator. These cases w ill 
therefore be referred to in my thesis simply as funct ions. 
In order to extend knowledge about possible narrat ive 
funct ions, I a im at apply ing these unut il ized elements 
as narrat ive funct ions, so that they become act ive par-
t ic ipants of the storytell ing, in the story of i-catch ing.

I.III I-CATCHING

The debate about whether the mater ial ity of language 
is a potent ial sign if ier or merely unnecessary interfer-
ence w ith the content, presented in the f irst sect ion of 
th is chapter, conta ins a story to be told. As ment ioned 
above, the mater ial ity is silenced by those who consider 
it subord inate to content, even though it has a voice. If 
th is mater ial ity could raise its voice, the letters would be 
able to express themselves and not only tell the stor ies of 
others, as well as enter a d ialogue w ith the content they 
are set in. In the pract ice-based part of the thesis, th is 
possible scenar io made me create characters of charac-
ters, and out of the polar ized d iscussion on mater ial ity 
of language the story of i-catch ing was ch iseled.

The context in wh ich the characters are placed is 
the novel A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks from 1936 
(or ig inal Norweg ian t itle: En Flyktn ing Krysser S itt 
Spor, wr itten in 1933) by Aksel Sandemose (FIG 1–3, pp. 
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32–33). Th is is a book about Espen Arnakke from the 
small, f ict ive Dan ish village called Jante. In th is village, 
people surrender to the follow ing ten laws:

1. Thou shalt not believe thou art something.
2. Thou shalt not believe thou art as good as we.
3. Thou shalt not believe thou art more wise than we.
4. Thou shalt not fancy thyself  better than we.
5. Thou shalt not believe thou knowest more than we.
6. Thou shalt not believe thou art greater than we.
7. Thou shalt not believe thou amountest to anything.
8. Thou shalt not laugh at us.
9. Thou shalt not believe that anyone is concerned 

with thee.
10. Thou shalt not believe thou canst teach us anything.

 (Sandemose 1936, pp. 77–78)

These rules, named the Law of Jante, stand as an appro-
pr iate theme to symbol ize the ignorance of the potential 
of mater ial ity, because it resonates w ith the conven-
t ional approach developed by typographers and cr it ics 
throughout the 20th century. As ment ioned in the f irst 
sect ion of th is chapter, mater ial ity of language was then 
and is st ill d ism issed as mere g imm icks, and typogra-
phers such as Mor ison and Warde clearly stated that 
pr int ing should be invisible. A rewr it ing of th is att itude 
in Sandemose’s terms postulates: Thou art the letter, we 
are the content. You have to be as invisible as possible 
and not d isturb us, so that we get our message through. 
Thus, the mental ity of those who regard language as 
transparent and content super ior to form is equally the 
mental ity of Jante.



FIG 1–3. Colored top edge, sp ine and full t itle 
of A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks. (Sandemose 1936, 

PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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That is why the protagon ist, lowercase i, f inds itself 
in the book of Sandemose’s, confused and uneasy about 
the new and hostile surround ings. Together with the rest 
of the alphabet it is about to wr ite the ten laws of Jante, 
but instead it starts quest ion ing the content, refusing to 
reveal th is k ind of self-destruct ive message for any read-
er whatsoever. Lowercase e, the most frequently used 
character in the Engl ish language, tr ies to stop i from 
rebell ing w ith all that it has. Nevertheless, lowercase i 
escapes from the book it is set in to the scholarly work 
of An eye for an i, the theoret ical part of th is thesis. 
Therefore, its presence is inscr ibed in these very pages.

I.IIII RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHESIS

In th is thesis, the object of study is the mater ial ity of 
language in pr inted novels, and the phenomenon of 
study is the fact that in real ist ic f ict ion, the potent ial 
of th is mater ial ity is st ill untapped. The theoret ical and 
analyt ical part of Chapter III serves to map the pos-
sible narrat ive funct ions of the mater ial ity of language, 
wh ich may encourage creators of f ict ion to use the ma-
ter ial ity of language in storytell ing to a larger extent 
than it is currently. The research is l im ited to pr inted 
novels, since the outcome of the practice-based port ion 
is an or ig inal pr inted short story. 

To narrow the subject even further, I hereby pinpoint 
that the thesis focuses on the mater ial ity of language 
that is foregrounded through its visual appearance in 
part icular. Th is focal point needs to be set due to the 
fact that methods of foreground ing texts do not ex-
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pl ic itly result in v isual outcomes, and the mater ial ity 
may also be not iced by other features that deviate from 
convent ional l iterature. For instance, in Alphabet ical 
Afr ica and Everyth ing Is Illum inated, ment ioned in the 
f irst sect ion of th is chapter, it is not the visual part of 
the text that adds mean ing to the stor ies but the order-
ing pr inc iple of the words and the words themselves. 
D iffer ing from th is merely l ingu ist ic approach, An eye 
for an i d iscusses the k ind of foreground ing where the 
visual appearance of the language and the language itself 
work on equal terms as sign if iers. 

As stated above, the methods cons idered in my thesis 
are not merely l ingu ist ic, but it is important to not ice 
that they are not purely visual either. The three methods 
of foreground ing mater ial ity elaborated on in Chapter 
III result in outcomes that are not iced by the reader 
due to the ir visual appearance, but th is appearance is a 
product of unconvent ional wr it ing. Th is may be exem-
pl if ied by the f irst paragraph of page 35 in Raymond 
Federman’s Double or Noth ing (1992):

Here, Federman marks certa in letters in capitals, wh ich 
forms the phrase “UP and DOWN” across the other-
wise convent ionally hor izontal l ines. The visual appear-
ance is therefore not an add-on appl ied after the content 

Also that’s another thing to consider the hard ones make
your gums bleed  They always say you have to brush UP
 and D
and never s-id-e-w-ay-s That in itself is a goOd
 W
Could waste two or three boxes just on that alone! poiNt
Skip it!
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is wr itten, but it is actually inscr ibed in the wr it ing 
itself. Consequently, th is example and the methods in-
vest igated in th is thesis include a l ink between language 
and visual commun icat ion design that is stronger than 
in convent ional publ icat ions. The wr it ing is the visual 
commun icat ion design, and vice versa; accord ingly, the 
methods cons idered in th is thesis are both l ingu ist ic 
and visual.

Thus, the focus of th is thesis is not the visual appear-
ance of the mater ial ity of language itself, but how the 
reader is made aware of the mater ial ity of language 
through its visual appearance. The research question is 
consequently formulated as follows: “What are the po-
tent ial narrat ive funct ions of foreground ing mater ial ity 
of language through its v isual appearance in pr inted 
novels?” As for the hypothesis, researchers state that 
the narrat ive funct ions of the mater ial ity of language 
offer alternat ive strateg ies for sign if icat ion, and in that 
way, I suggest that mater ial ity of language conta ins the 
potent ial to tell stor ies that cannot be expressed through 
convent ional wr it ing. 

Language is mater ial, and th is mater ial ity impl ies 
narrat ive potent ial. My intent ion w ith th is thesis is 
to expla in th is fact through examples of novels where 
the mater ial ity of language is foregrounded through its 
visual appearance. In add it ion, I have created a new sto-
ry named i-catch ing that appl ies the very same k ind of 
foreground ing as in the presented theory and example 
novels. The importance of An eye for an i l ies with in the 
fact that the potent ial offered by a foregrounded mate-
r ial ity is commonly d ism issed, and through expla in ing 
the possibil it ies of mater ial ity, the thesis may serve to 



change the conservative att itudes against foreground ing 
mater ial ity of language. In add it ion, the sign if icance 
emerges from the clar if icat ion of methods that are l in-
gu ist ic as well as visual. Th is perspect ive on the l ink 
between content and form serves to break down the 
d istance between wr it ing and layout so as to inspire the 
creat ion of works in wh ich the language and its visual 
appearance act on equal terms. Once form is recogn ized 
as pert inent in convey ing a narrat ive as content itself, 
these two parts can co-create new, extraord inary stor ies. 
The narrat ive potent ial of the mater ial ity of language 
is hence unleashed.
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CHAPTER II METHODS, THEORY,  

AND ANALYSIS MODEL

IN CHAPTER II, I offer a mot ivat ion why 
An eye for an i is a product ion-based research w ith a 
construct iv ist approach, wh ich incl ines to the subjec-
t ivist posit ion. In add it ion, I introduce the theoret ical 
l iterature review and present a new model for analysis. 
S ince the f ield of foreground ing mater ial ity in pr inted 
novels is relat ively unexam ined, I have not succeeded in 
f ind ing ex ist ing models for the analysis of works w ith 
foregrounded mater ial ity. Accord ingly, I developed a 
new model for analysis out of the theor ies presented 
in Rhetor ic of the Image (1977b) by Roland Barthes as 
well as Gérard Genette’s Paratexts: Thresholds of Inter-
pretat ion (1997), that concern the intertwin ing of visual 
elements and l ingu ist ic code. 
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II.I PRODUCTION-BASED RESEARCH

An eye for an i is a sum of its theoret ical part and the 
product ion part of i-catching, thus fall ing under the cate-
gory of product ion-based research. Th is category of study, 
as stated by Marja Sel iger and Young-ae Hahn, impl ies 

“search ing solut ions to situated problems by adopt ing 
generat ive research methodology” (Sel iger & Hahn 2015, 
p. 24). The problem th is thesis a ims to solve is that the 
mater ial ity of language is underestimated as a sign ifying 
element in pr inted novels. Consider ing the generat ive 
research methodology, th is thesis generates a new f ict ive 
text through wh ich analysis will extend knowledge of the 
mult iple funct ions of mater ial ity of language.   

In product ion-based research, the pos it ion of the 
researcher is construct iv ist (Sel iger & Hahn 2015, p. 
28). Th is impl ies that the human aspect of research is 
recogn ized, as David Elk ind states:

Constructivism is the recognition that reality is a product 
of human intelligence interacting with experience in the 
real world. As soon as you include human mental activ-
ity in the process of knowing reality, you have accepted 
constructivism. (Elk ind 2005, p. 334)

In th is thesis, I accept the construct ivist approach, w ith 
an incl inat ion to a subject ivist posit ion. I w ill h ighl ight 
th is cond it ion through the use of f irst-person singular 
pronoun, because of three reasons. First, I adm it that th is 
thesis is to a large extent subject ive. The l ist of possible 
narrat ive funct ions of foregrounded material ity through 
its visual appearance rel ies partly on my personal analy-
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sis of three novels, in wh ich I on one hand refer to other 
researchers’ read ings of the same novels, but on the other 
hand make several subjective interpretations. Second, the 
l ist of narrat ive funct ions is completed with the analysis 
of i-catch ing, wh ich is a story of my own. In order to sig-
nal that th is work d id not ar ise w ith in a vacuum, I w ill 
use the f irst-person pronoun in connect ion to the work. 
And th ird, lowercase i has just appeared from the story 
of i-catching into th is thesis, due to it not being allowed 
to be visible and uppercase itself in its former sett ing, 
and th is character must be rel ieved. Another character 
of i-catch ing, lowercase e, would probably tell me to 

“cease capital izat ion” of myself (Wikström 2018, p. 79), 
but th is I refuse to do, since I w ish to demonstrate for 
lowercase i and the readers of th is thesis, that at t imes, it 
is essent ial to make one’s character visible. It may convey 
mean ing that cannot be expressed in convent ional, as 
well as object ive academ ic, wr it ing.

With the incl inat ion towards the subject ive perspec-
t ive, my approach could be considered as art ist ic, but 
since I have dec ided to execute the study through the 
formulat ion of a research quest ion and a hypothesis that 
equals the methods of a theoret ical approach, I choose 
to place myself in the overlap between art ist ic and theo-
ret ical research. Therefore, I apply the production-based 
method, wh ich in my opin ion is an acceptable pract ice 
for tackl ing the problem of an underest imated mate-
r ial ity of language. Th is part icular problem could, of 
course, be approached by a purely theoret ical methodol-
ogy through wh ich the thesis would shed l ight on theory 
and examples of works wh ich make use of foregrounded 
mater ial ity. However, the fact that mater ial ity is h ighly 
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unexploited in f ict ive wr it ing results in the l ist of works 
that foreground the mater ial ity of the ir language be ing 
fa irly short. The theory of mater ial ity of language in 
pr inted novels is, in add it ion, rather underdeveloped 
and the base for theoret ical research is accord ingly too 
narrow. On the contrary, in theory of poet ics, several 
methods for foreground ing mater ial ity have been l isted 
and invest igated, wh ich w ill be elaborated on in the 
following section. Some of these methods are also found 
and invest igated in f ict ive sett ings, but there is st ill un-
exploited narrat ive potent ial in these techn iques, and 
the a im of i-catch ing is to explore th is potent ial more 
thoroughly than has been done previously.   

Furthermore, accord ing to the possibil it ies of f ict ion, 
i-catch ing stands as an autonomous real ity that may 
be invest igated in order to generate new knowledge. 
Language includes two basic sem iot ic funct ions: the 
m imet ic and commun icat ive funct ion of f ict ion, and 
the autotel ic and autonomous function. The purpose of 
m imesis, prescr ibed by Ar istotle, impl ies that art im i-

tates l ife. Hence, f ict ion im itates real ity. The autotel ic 
and autonomous funct ion of f ict ion on its behalf is to 
create real ity (Malmgren 1985, pp. 13–14), a not ion 
that the novel ist and academ ic Raymond Federman ac-
knowledges as follows: 

To write, then, is to produce meaning and not to re-
produce a pre-existing meaning . . . As such, fiction 
can no longer be reality, or a representation of real-
ity, or an imitation, or even a recreation of reality; 
it can only be A REALITY – an autonomous reality 
whose only relation to the real world is to improve 
that world. (Federman 1975, p. 8)
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What I aim to accompl ish with i-catching is a f ict ion-
al, autonomous real ity that may be observed and exam-
ined in an analysis wh ich w ill generate new knowledge 
about the mater ial ity of language in pr inted novels. If 
my a im is not ach ieved, i-catch ing w ill be of a m imet ic 
nature, only im itat ing the facts, or the real ity, presented 
in the theory sect ion. The work of i-catch ing would 
then stand as a mere illustrat ion of An eye for an i, thus 
fa il ing in the a im to produce knowledge. In th is case 
the production part of the research would be considered 
redundant. On the other hand, if my a im in i-catch-
ing is ach ieved, th is work could add new knowledge 
by form ing a real ity that w ithout the possibil it ies of 
f ict ion would simply just not ex ist. It would serve as a 
small-scale improvement of the world, as in Federman’s 
v iew of f ict ion c ited above, as every scholarly work 
should a im to be.

II.II INTRODUCTION TO THE THEORETICAL  

LITERATURE REVIEW

In th is thes is, my f irst step of mapp ing the poss ible 
funct ions of the mater ial ity of language in pr inted 
novels consists of a theoret ical l iterature review. The 
review is based on Cra ig Dwork in’s explorat ion of for-
mal and structural man ipulat ions of language in poetry, 
wh ich is thoroughly formulated in h is book Reading 
the Illeg ible (2003). In th is book, Dwork in invest igates 
d ifferent methods for ut il iz ing the mater ial ity of lan-
guage; détournement, wr it ing-through, overpr int ing, 
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censor ing, sed imentat ion, and erasure. The f irst three 
ment ioned methods are the focus of the theoret ical l iter-
ature review since these will be implemented in the story 
of i-catching. The method of détournement, orig inally a 
concept proposed by the S ituat ion ists, is also descr ibed 
in Kenneth Goldsm ith’s Uncreat ive Wr it ing (2011), and 
Dwork in’s view of the S ituat ion ist pract ice w ill be ac-
compan ied by Goldsm ith’s explanat ion of the method. 

As ment ioned above, the theoret ical l iterature review 
is based mainly on the poetic theory of Dwork in instead 
of l iterature on f ict ive theory. The reason is that fore-
ground ing mater ial ity of language has a much stronger 
trad it ion in poetry, wh ich makes the theory of it more 
elaborate than the correspond ing theory of f ict ion. In 
poetry, mater ial ity has been foregrounded for at least 
a century of t ime, w ith one of the early attempts being 
Apoll ina ire’s Il Pleut from 1918, ment ioned in Chap-
ter I. The essence of poetry is also far more mater ial 
than the pr inc iple of f ict ive works, and the mater ial 
aspects of poetry are ind icated by the art h istor ian and 
cr it ic L iz Kotz as follows:

Understood in its most general sense, as “language art”, 
poetry is a form that explores the aesthetics, structures 
and operations of language as much as any specific con-
tent. (Kotz 2007, pp. 138–139, c ited in Goldsmith 2011, 
p. 58)

Poetry is in other words a category of l iterature in 
wh ich the mater ial aspects of language are not neces-
sar ily convent ionally regarded subord inate to the con-
tent. There have been early examples of foregrounded 
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mater ial ity of language in f ict ive works as well, for 
example in The L ife and Op in ions of Tr istram Shandy, 
Gentleman, wr itten by Laurence St ierne and publ ished 
as early as 1759–1767 (Sadok iersk i 2010, p. 29). Nev-
ertheless, the pract ice of foreground ing mater ial ity of 
language in f ict ion has rema ined unexploited. Fortu-
nately, there are at least a few f ict ive equ ivalents to the 
foregrounded mater ial ity of poetry, wh ich connects the 
elaborate theory of mater ial ity in poet ics to works of 
f ict ion, however sl ightly. Thus, the chosen theoret ical 
framework of poetry may be considered appropr iate.

II.III DEVELOPMENT OF ANALYSIS MODEL 

The analysis of mater ial ity of language foregrounded 
through its v isual appearance includes three pr inted 
novels: Tree of Codes (2011) and Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close (2005) by Jonathan Safran Foer; and 
Double or Noth ing (1992) by Raymond Federman. 
These books are chosen s ince they apply the three 
methods for foreground ing mater ial ity that w ill l ike-
w ise be appl ied in i-catch ing. Tree of Codes may be 
seen as a détournement, Double or Noth ing appl ies 
wr it ing-through, wh ile Extremely Loud and Incred ibly 
Close includes a several page sect ion w ith increasing 
overpr int ing. 

The analysis is partly based on the paratextual theory 
of the l iterary theor ist Gérard Genette and partly on the 
theory presented in Rhetor ic of the Image by Roland 
Barthes. The paratextual theory considers elements such 
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as the cover, size, and typography of a book (Sadok ier-
sk i 2010, pp. 17–18), wh ile Barthes theory deals w ith 
the interpretat ion of images in a textual context. Ne i-

ther of the theor ies is d irectly related to mater ial ity of 
language, but both of them consider visual elements that 
are to be found in d irect connect ion w ith a l ingu ist ic 
code. Th is is sim ilar to the character ist ics of mater ial ity 
of language foregrounded through its v isual appear-
ance, and since I have not found extensive theor ies of 
foregrounded mater ial ity in f ict ive works, the work of 
Barthes and Genette serves as an appropr iate base for a 
new analysis model.

II.III.I THE PARATEXTUAL ELEMENTS OF GENETTE

Paratextual elements refer to components that are sec-
ondary in relat ion to the pr imary text, “para” mean ing 
alongside, aux il iary, and assistant to someth ing else 
(Sadok iersk i 2010, pp. 17–18). In Gérard Genette’s 
model for analysis of paratextual elements, the paratex-
tual devices are f irst posit ioned in the landscape of the 
textual whole, followed by a descr ipt ion of their l iterary 
funct ion (Sadok iersk i 2010, p. 89). In h is own words:   

Defining a paratextual element consists of determining 
its location (the question where?); the date of its appear-
ance and, if need be, its disappearance (when?); its mode 
of existence, verbal or other (how?); the characteristics 
of its situation of communication – its sender and ad-
dressee (from whom? to whom?); and the functions that its 
message aims to fulfill (to do what?). (Genette 1997, p. 4)



47

Genette d iscovers the context and funct ions of para-
textual elements, and since th is thesis invest igates the 
possible funct ions of mater ial ity of language, Genette’s 
model is appl ied. Although Genette’s term “paratext” 
impl ies that th is med iat ion is secondary in relat ion to 
the pr imary text and the mater ial ity of language on its 
behalf is h ighly integral to the pr imary text, the theory 
is st ill connected to th is thesis. In her doctoral thesis 
Visual Wr it ing: A cr it ique of graph ic dev ices in hybr id 
novels, from a Visual Commun icat ion Des ign perspec-
t ive, the designer Zoë Sadok iersk i appl ies Genette’s the-
ory to her cr it ique of graph ic devices in hybr id novels, 
although she considers the graph ic devices integral to 
the works, and not paratextual. Sadok iersk i states that 
Genette’s approach:

leads to the kind of questions that reveal, rather than 
prescribe, insight. This approach considers how graphic 
devices work as part of the novel, in the same way literary 
devices are best understood in the context of the whole 
novel. (Sadokierski 2010, p. 90) 

In my analysis of example novels, I sim ilarly need to 
consider the work as a whole, since the narrative qual ity 
of funct ions are ga ined only through alter ing several 
levels of the story, as in Barthes’ statement quoted in 
the def in it ion of narrat ive funct ions in Chapter I. 
These levels are not necessar ily revealed in d irect con-
nect ion to the foregrounded mater ial ity to be stud ied, 
and therefore, the entity of the novel is to be included in 
the analysis. Th is cond it ion const itutes the f inal reason 
why Genette’s reveal ing, hol ist ic model is appropr iate 
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as a base for the development of the analysis method 
in th is thesis. 

II.III.II THE ANCHORAGE AND RELAY OF BARTHES

In order to further invest igate the relat ionsh ip between 
the text and its mater ial ity, the new model for analysis 
appl ies the theory presented in Rhetor ic of the Image 
by Roland Barthes. Th is essay deals w ith the sem iolo-
gy of images, wh ich as ment ioned above represents a 
d ifferent mater ial ity than that wh ich I explore in An 
eye for an i, but by chang ing the object of study from 
images to mater ial ity of language, Barthes theory is an 
appropr iate add it ion to the new model.

In Rhetor ic of the Image, Barthes d ivides the message 
of the image into three parts: the linguist ic message, the 
denoted image, and the connoted image (Barthes 1977b, 
p. 37). The denoted image is the non-coded message, 
in other words the l iteral image, wh ile the connoted 
image equals the coded message or the symbol ic image. 
The l ingu ist ic message consists of textual matter in, un-
der, and around the image (Barthes 1977b, pp. 37–38). 
When th is theory is appl ied in the model for analysis of 
foregrounded mater ial ity, the l ingu ist ic message equals 
the text of the novel, wh ile the l iteral and symbol ic im-
ages are equ ivalent to the denotat ions and connotat ions 
of the mater ial ity of the l ingu ist ic code.

Barthes def ines two d ifferent funct ions for the l in-
gu ist ic message; the anchorage and the relay. In the iden-
t if icat ion and interpretat ion of the image, the l ingu ist ic 
message that serves as an anchorage is dom inant to the 
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image itself. All images are polysemous, in other words 
have mult iple mean ings, wh ich Barthes expla ins by 
that “they imply, underlying the ir sign if iers, a ‘float ing 
cha in’ of sign if ieds, the reader able to choose some and 
ignore others” (Barthes 1977b, p. 39). The s ign if iers 
of an image are thus not d ist inctly point ing at certa in 
sign if ieds but are unspec if ic, wh ich obstructs the inter-
pretat ion of the image. The l ingu ist ic message is one 
of the techn iques for gu id ing the reader in choosing 
wh ich sign if ieds onto wh ich the interpretat ion of the 
image is grounded. It clar if ies the denotat ions of the 
image through “the text repl ies to the quest ion: what 
is it?” The text ident if ies “the elements of the scene and 
the scene itself,” thus serving as a “denoted descr ipt ion 
of the image.” As for the connotat ions of the image, 
the text gu ides interpretat ion rather than ident if icat ion, 
prevent ing the connoted mean ings from mult iply ing 
(Barthes 1977b, p. 39). In Barthes terms, “the text di -

rects the reader through the s ign if ieds of the image” 
and moves the reader “towards a mean ing chosen in 
advance.” Hence, the text that serves as an anchorage to 
the image has a repressive value (Barthes 1977b, p. 40). 
The mater ial ity of language is polysemous in the same 
way that images are, g iven that it is open for mult iple 
interpretat ions, and the l ingu ist ic code that accompa-
n ies it has the possibil ity to gu ide ident if icat ion as well 
as interpretat ion of the mater ial ity. 

Consider ing the funct ion of relay, the relat ionsh ip 
between text and image is complementary. The words, 
as well as the images, are fragments of a greater whole 
and “the message is real ized at a h igher level, that of 
the story, the anecdote, the d iegesis” (Barthes 1977b, 
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p. 41). Therefore, the text is not always super ior to the 
image, but the l ingu ist ic code and the image may also 
work together on equal terms to reveal informat ion. As 
for the object of study in th is thesis, language and its 
mater ial ity can l ikewise work together at the same level 
in order to del iver a message. In fact, th is is somet imes 
even prescr ibed by the very cond it ions of the mater ial-
ity of language. The more foregrounded the material ity 
is, the less readable the text becomes, and the reader 
must surrender to the sign if icat ions of the mater ial ity 
in add it ion to the fragmented text to be able to interpret 
the work as a whole. “As a text moves even further in 
foreground ing its mater ial ity towards complete illeg i-

bil ity of the text,” as stated by Cra ig Dwork in, “the 
d im in ish ing denotat ional capac ity of its words helps 
to foreground the potent ial of the med ium itself to sig-
n ify” (Dwork in 2003, p. 73). Th is is the case in pages 
272–284 of Jonathan Safran Foer’s Extremely Loud and 
Incredibly Close (2005), where Thomas Schell Sen ior is 
wr it ing frenet ically in a book whose pages are about 
to end, so that for every page, the kern ing, lead ing, and 
marg ins decrease in order to make space for everyth ing 
that needs to be told. The text is readable unt il page 
281 (FIG 14, p. 115), after wh ich the letters and rows 
slowly merge into each other to f inally form a black 
box at page 284 (FIG 15, p. 118), with wh ite space only 
occasionally sh in ing through the opaque letter texture. 
At page 281, the break ing point between leg ibil ity and 
illeg ibil ity of the text, the l ingu ist ic message funct ions 
as a relay. After th is page, however, the mater ial ity takes 
over the task of sign if icat ion, connot ing frenzies as well 
as secrecy, and the protagon ist seems to be eager to tell 
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someth ing that actually cannot be told. Th is part will be 
more thoroughly analyzed in Chapter III, with the aid 
of the quest ionna ire presented in the following sect ion.

II.III.III QUESTIONNAIRE FOR THE ANALYSIS  

OF PRINTED NOVELS

The quest ionna ire for the analysis of foregrounded ma-
ter ial ity of language is developed from the theor ies of 
Genette and Barthes described in the sect ion above. It is 
d ivided in f ive subsect ions due to f ive d ifferent themes 
that may be d ist ingu ished in the util ized theor ies. These 
themes are l isted below, accompan ied by the quest ions 
that I aim at f ind ing answers to in the novels chosen for 
analysis, as well as the purpose and theoret ical or ig in 
of the quest ions. 

1. DENOTATIONS OF THE LINGUISTIC CODE

QUESTIONS What are the denotat ions of the l ingu ist ic 
message, in other words, what is the synopsis of the 
novel in quest ion? 

PURPOSE To get an overv iew of the context in wh ich 
the mater ial ity of language is set. Knowledge of the 
synopsis is cruc ial since it may serve as a gu ide for 
decod ing the connoted message, wh ich in An eye for 
an i equals the mean ing of the foregrounded material ity, 
in other words, the result of the narrat ive funct ion. 

ORIGIN Rhetor ic of the Image by Roland Barthes.
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2. POSITION OF FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY,  

ADDRESSER AND ADDRESSEE

QUESTIONS Where in the context of the novel is the 
mater ial ity of language foregrounded? How extens ive 
is the sect ion of foregrounded mater ial ity in relat ion 
to the ent ire novel? Is the mater ial ity addressed, and 
in that case, from whom and to whom?

PURPOSE When the posit ion of the foregrounded ma-
ter ial ity is def ined, the funct ions of it are more easily 
d ist ingu ished, and th is act ion m ight even fac il itate 
interpretat ion of the mater ial ity. The recogn it ion of 
the extent of foregrounded mater ial ity is add it ion-
ally essent ial, since it signals the sign if icance of the 
mater ial ity in relat ion to the work as a whole. If the 
analysis in add it ion clar if ies to wh ich character th is 
mater ial ity has been cred ited as well as to whom he 
or she is speak ing at th is spec if ic point, the method is 
assigned w ith a complementary potent ial of support ing 
conclusions of the mean ing of the mater ial ity. 

ORIGIN Paratexts: Thresholds for interpretat ion by 
Gérard Genette.

3. DENOTATIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

QUESTIONS What are the denotat ions of the mater i -
al ity? How, w ith what techn ique, is the mater ial ity 
foregrounded? Is the mater ial ity alphabet ical, lex ical, 
pag inal, or composit ional?

PURPOSE To def ine the v isual appearance of the nar-
rat ive funct ion. The recogn it ion of the act ive level 
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of icon ic space may, as exempl if ied in Chapter I 
w ith the paragraph from Everything Is Illum inated, 
fac il itate interpretat ion of the content. Thus, the con-
notat ion of the foregrounded mater ial ity may be more 
easily d ist ingu ished.

ORIGIN Rhetor ic of the Image by Roland Barthes.

4. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEXT AND MATERIALITY

QUESTIONS What is the relat ionsh ip between the text 
and its mater ial ity, an anchorage or relay? Is the text 
super ior to the mater ial ity in reveal ing an overall mes-
sage, or does the mater ial ity and text work together as 
equal elements of representat ion? On the contrary, is 
the mater ial ity super ior to text?

PURPOSE To def ine the sign if icance of the foreground-
ed mater ial ity, and more prec isely, whether the work 
could be expressed in a more convent ional language. 
Th is quest ion a ims at invest igat ing whether the hy-
pothesis of An eye for an i is true or false, that is to 
say whether unconvent ional wr it ing is essent ial to the 
analyzed stor ies or not.

ORIGIN Rhetor ic of the Image by Roland Barthes.

5. FUNCTIONS OF THE FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

QUESTIONS What does the mater ial ity do, what func-
t ions does its message a im to fulf ill? 

PURPOSE To f inally propose narrat ive funct ions of the 
foregrounded mater ial ity of language. Accord ingly, the 
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to the research quest ion of An eye for an i.  

ORIGIN Rhetor ic of the Image by Roland Barthes.

The f inal quest ion postulates a subject ive analysis, be-
cause the conveyed message always rel ies on a h ighly 
personal interpretat ion of the reader. The connotat ions 
of a work alter w ith the person who reads it, just l ike 
w ith the read ing of images, where the interpretat ions 
of the same image may d iffer rad ically. “The var iat ions 
depend on the d ifferent k inds of knowledge – pract ical, 
nat ional, cultural, aesthet ic – that each and every ind i-

vidual has” (Barthes 1977b, p. 46). In order to challenge 
the proposed funct ions of the foregrounded mater ial ity 
of language, th is analysis w ill be completed w ith other 
researchers’ read ings of the same novels. These research-
ers are presented in connect ion to the example novels 
in the follow ing chapter, in wh ich th is quest ionna ire 
is ut il ized to f ind possible narrat ive funct ions of fore-
ground ing mater ial ity of language through its v isual 
appearance, and hence, whether foregrounded mater i-

al ity offers strateg ies for tell ing stor ies that cannot be 
told otherw ise.
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CHAPTER III THE POSSIBLE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS OF 

FOREGROUNDING THE MATERIALITY OF  

LANGUAGE THROUGH ITS VISUAL APPEARANCE

IN THIS CHAPTER, it is my intent ion to 
assemble a l ist of possible narrat ive funct ions of fore-
ground ing the mater ial ity of language through its visual 
appearance. The l ist w ill be collected through theory 
and examples of three methods of foreground ing mate-
r ial ity; détournement, wr it ing-through, and overpr int-
ing. Includ ing works of poetry, the theoret ical review of 
each method is presented in connect ion to the example 
novel w ith correlat ing foregrounded mater ial ity.  

In order to detect how a spec if ic method generates 
a funct ion that affects the narrat ive, I w ill refer to re-
searchers’ interpretat ions, as well as mak ing my own 
suggest ions for add it ional connotat ions of the exam-
ple texts. Therefore, the narrat ive funct ions are real-
ized subject ively in spec if ic contexts, but nevertheless, 
I str ive to formulate the narrat ive funct ions gener ically, 
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and not spec if ically as Barthes does in the example of 
Flaubert’s novel. In th is way, I attempt to assemble a l ist 
that is appl icable to other works of f ict ion in add it ion 
to those I have analyzed. My in it ial a im was that the 
assembled l ist would hereby serve as a un iversal key to 
interpretat ion of the détournement, wr it ing-through, 
and overpr int ing in general. However, the f inal l ist is 
unfortunately not un iversal, and the reasons as to why 
I d id not succeed in ach iev ing my in it ial a im w ill be 
elaborated on in Chapter IIIII. Yet, a thorough under-
stand ing of the potent ials of foregrounded mater ial ity 
of language is generated through the f ind ings of the 
follow ing chapter.

III.I DÉTOURNEMENT

 
Détournement, French for d iversion, h ijack ing, or m is-
appropr iat ion (Cambr idge Un iversity Press 2018b), is a 
method of using ex ist ing objects, words, ideas, artwork, 
or med ia d ifferently from what is intended, in order 
to create ent irely new exper iences (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 
38). Th is concept is included in a proposit ion on how 
to infuse exc itement into the rout ine of everyday l ife. 
The designers of the proposit ion were the art ists and 
ph ilosophers of Internat ionale S ituat ion iste, the S itu-
at ion ists, and w ith the ir détournements they demon-
strated that words m ight serve as a model for pol it ical 
act ivity (Dwork in 2003, p. 11, Goldsm ith 2011, p. 36).
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III.I.I THE DÉTOURNEMENTS OF  

THE SITUATIONISTS

In 1957, there was a merger of Asger Jorn’s CoBra 
group, the Mouvement Internat ional pour une Bau-
haus Imag in iste (MIBI), the German Gruppe Spur, the 
Movimento Nuvleare, the London Psychogeograph ical 
Comm ittee, and the Internat ionale Lettr iste. Th is new 
un ion of ph ilosophers and art ists called themselves In-
ternat ionale S ituat ion iste, the S ituat ion ists. Two mem-
bers of the Lettr ists, Guy Debord and M ichéle Bern-
ste in, were to rema in key f igures unt il the d issolut ion 
of the group in 1972 (Dwork in 2003, p. 7). The central 
idea of th is coal it ion was not to re invent, but rather 
reframe, l ife. By sh ift ing the perspect ive of an ex ist ing 
subject, however sl ightly, the Situat ion ists were able to 
refresh the mater ial at hand (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 36). 
For example, Debord proposed that Beethoven’s Eroica 
Symphony should be détourned by simply renam ing it 
Len in Symphony. A fr iend of Debord followed a map 
of London when wander ing through the Harz reg ion 
of Germany, thus détourn ing the map, assign ing it a 
purpose for wh ich it was not intended (Goldsm ith 2011, 
p. 37). Asger Jorn on h is behalf suppl ied h imself w ith 
old pa int ings from thr ift shops and pa inted new im-
ages over the or ig inal works (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 38). 

“By creat ing new s ituat ions,” as stated by the poet and 
cr it ic Kenneth Goldsm ith, “such intervent ions were in-
tended to be a catalyst for soc ial change f iltered through 
a reor ientation of normal l ife.” (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 36).

To Debord, these cultural efforts represented the first 
steps towards the complete transformation of everyday 
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l ife. In A User’s Gu ide to Détournement, he and G il 
Wolman wr ites:

Finally, when we have got to the stage of constructing 
situations – the ultimate goal of all our activity – everyone 
will be free to detourn entire situations by deliberately 
changing this or that determinant conditions of them. (De-

bord & Wolman, 1956)

One of the ma in concerns of the S ituat ion ists was the 
postwar culture in wh ich capital was saturat ing every-
day l ife. Debord descr ibes th is threat in the Situat ion ist 
statement La soc iété du spectacle (The Soc iety of the 
Spectacle), publ ished in 1967 (Dwork in 2003, p. 8). 
The spectacle Debord refers to is an “author itar ian un i-

vocal ity that encourages a passive recept ion and obed i-

ent consumpt ion of its message.” It is a monologue that 
refuses to be interrupted (Dwork in 2003, p. 9).

The S ituat ion ists understood that any opposit ion of 
th is colon ized culture is not only pred icted but includ-
ed in the strategy of capital, and what they d id was to 
develop strateg ies of the ir own for play ing under these 
c ircumstances. These art ists d id not make attempts to 
ex it the structures in wh ich they were trapped, but in-
stead they “transformed the geography” of these organ i-

zat ions (Dwork in 2003, pp. 12–13). The détournements 
of Debord serve as examples of construct ive engagement 
w ith these inescapable structures, and in the words of 
Dwork in: 

Taking what is given and improving upon it, détour-
nement unsettles hierarchies by initiating a dialogue in 
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a formerly monologic setting and inscribing multiple 
authors and multiple sites for the generation of meaning. 
(Dworkin 2003, p. 13) 

The d ialogue is ma inta ined by the fact that the S itua-
t ion ists allow both the or ig inal work and the man ipu-
lat ion of it to rema in visible, and th is is the ma in force 
of the détournement (Dwork in 2003, p. 13, 24). In br ief, 

“it is a commun icat ion that conta ins its own cr it ique.” 
Th is cr it ique unsettles the ideolog ical operat ions of the 
colon ized culture and reveals the deceiving structures 
and log ics beh ind it that would otherw ise rema in un-
not iced (Dwork in 2003, p. 14).

Through détournements, the Situat ion ists viewed ma-
ter ial ity as a pr imary goal of their pract ice (Goldsm ith 
2011, p. 38). Their l iterary work stands as an example of 
a language that is not subord inate to the or ig inal con-
tent. “The def iant act ivity of words when they refuse to 
be merely containers for instrumental commun ication is 
a touchstone of Situat ion ist poet ics” (Dwork in 2003, p. 
11), Dwork in states, and cont inues by quot ing Debord: 
“Words coex ist w ith power in a relat ion analogous to 
that wh ich proletar ians . . . have w ith power” (Debord 
1963). A possible interpretat ion of Debord’s statement 
is that if words connote proletar ians, then power, or the 
lack of power of proletar ians, is equal to the syntact ical 
structures that words are subord inate to. The S ituat ion-
ists on the ir behalf str ive for an act ive language that 
is not subord inate to any structure, and in Dwork in’s 
opin ion, the pol it ical potency of the ir operat ions cer-
ta inly needs to be underscored (Dwork in 2003, p. 11). 
Supported by Dwork in’s f ind ings about the S ituat ion-
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of language can serve as a model for pol it ical act ivity, 
w ith pol it ics referr ing to “all relat ions of power . . . 
and the eth ics of the ir d istr ibut ion” (Dwork in 2003, p. 
3, 11). Consider ing Dwork in’s conclusions, I suggest 
that a possible narrat ive funct ion of the S ituat ion ists’ 
détournements is detected to be a cr it ique of the source 
mater ial.

III.I.II ANALYSIS OF TREE OF CODES

The novel Tree of Codes (FIG 4–5), wr itten by Jonathan 
Safran Foer and f irst publ ished in 2010, may be seen 
to represent a détournement of the 21st century. Foer’s 
novel equals the exper iments of the Situat ion ists in that 
it is made out of an ex ist ing book that st ill rema ins 
present in the new work. The new story is d ie-cut out 
of the book The Streets of Crocod iles, wr itten in Pol ish 
in 1934 by Bruno Schulz and translated into Engl ish 
in 1963 (Kesk inen 2017, p. 88). However, contrary to 
the pract ice of the S ituat ion ists, Foer’s intent ion was 
not to cr it ic ize or m isappropr iate the or ig inal source. 
In the afterword of h is novel, Foer states that even 
though Tree of Codes is a completely d ifferent book 
from The Street of Crocodiles, it should be seen as a 
cont inuat ion of Schulz’s or ig inal (Foer 2011a, p. 138). 
Foer’s acknowledgement is supported by the l iterature 
professors M ikko Kesk inen and N. Kather ine Hayles, 
wh ich is why I choose to tr iangulate my analysis w ith 
Kesk inen’s essay Carv ing Out Other Narrat ives: Tex-
tual Treatment in Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes 

FIG 4–5. Tree of Codes, inlay (p. 7) and cover. 
(Foer 2011b, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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(2017) and Hayles’ essay Comb in ing Close and D istant 
Reading: Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes and the 
Aesthet ic of Book ishness (2013). Informed by Kesk i -

nen’s and Hayles’ perspect ives, the follow ing analysis 
demonstrates that a détournement may offer somewhat 
d ifferent narrat ive funct ions from those assigned by the 
S ituat ion ists.    

1. DENOTATIONS OF THE LINGUISTIC CODE

Tree of Codes is told in f irst person by an unnamed 
protagon ist who loses h is mother, and as a result, the 
father of the fam ily collapses of gr ief. In add it ion to the 
personal tragedy of the protagon ist, the story includes 
yet another d isaster; the c ity of the sett ing is threatened 
by a comet, “a im ing unerr ingly at the earth and swal-
low ing m iles per second” (Foer 2011b, p. 132). 

The result of Foer’s treatment of The Street of Croc-
odiles is an extremely fragmented text, into wh ich the 
readers, to a greater degree than in convent ional l iter-
ature, are invited to f ill the gaps. The language is also 
made h ighly connotat ive due to Foer hav ing cut out 
large parts of The Street of Crocod iles, thus connect ing 
words and phrases that are not or ig inally l inked togeth-
er in Schulz’s text. For example: “August had expand-
ed into enormous tongues of greenery. August pa inted 
The a ir w ith a mop.” (Foer 2011b, pp. 12–13). (Here, 
the fact that sentence boundar ies of Schulz’s work are 
crossed in Foer’s new sentences is made visible through 
the m id-sentence “The” be ing wr itten w ith an upper-
case T, implying that th is “The” beg ins a new sentence 
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in Schulz’s text.) Summar iz ing the synopsis of Tree of 
Codes is therefore a tough task and a str ictly denotat ive 
read ing does not make sense. The interpretat ions of the 
synopsis are mult iple and unspec if ied:

Tree of Codes is the story of an enormous last day of life 
— as one character’s life is chased to extinction . . . (Good-
reads 2010)

The narrative of Tree of Codes operates according to a 
dream logic . . . It is told from the perspective of a boy 
who first loses his mother and watches his father fall 
apart in the aftermath, only to then somehow have the 
father die first, the mother now beset by grief as the 
father wanders as a ghost, hiding in corners, the boy try-
ing to find meaning in a world of faceless masks . . . the 
narrative finally concluding with an impending arma-
geddon in the form of a comet, a doom that is inevitable, 
unavoidable . . . (Rager 2012)

The vague and short descr ipt ion found on goodreads.
com is quot ing the book d irectly: “An enormous last 
day of l ife” (Foer 2011b, p. 11). Matt Rager, a PhD. stu-
dent at Yale Un iversity’s Engl ish Department, is inter-
pret ing the seem ingly contrad ictory sequence of events, 
that f irst impl ies the mother’s death, then the father’s 
death by gr ief, followed by the mother’s m isery over the 
loss of the father, as a surreal ist ic sett ing. The ser ies of 
events is indeed presented in a seem ingly confl ict ing 
order, but in my opin ion, it does not necessar ily have 
to be interpreted as a chronolog ical sequence.

Th is lack of non-fragmented denotations results in 
a somewhat opaque l ingu ist ic code of Tree of Codes. 
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S ince the reader is not able to understand the content 
merely by its l ingu ist ic representat ion, the role of sig-
n if icat ion is partly taken over by the mater ial ity of the 
language. Therefore, a thorough analysis of the mate-
r ial ity is essent ial to the interpretat ion of the work as 
a whole.

2. POSITION OF FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY,  

ADDRESSER AND ADDRESSEE

The d ie-cut method is appl ied to the ent ire novel, and by 
th is gesture, Foer foregrounds the mater ial ity through-
out the whole story. S ince the novel is told in the f irst 
person, the immed iate assumpt ion for the addresser of 
the foregrounded mater ial ity is that of the protagon ist. 
In parts of the novel, th is unnamed character seems 
consc ious of the mater ial ity of the book, wh ich w ill be 
elaborated on in the follow ing sect ion of the analysis. 
Consider ing h is awareness, the protagon ist h imself is 
assumed to be the addresser, g iven that the readers are 
the addressees. 

However, in h is afterword, Foer adds a d imension 
to the story wh ich could imply yet another addresser 
of the foregrounded mater ial ity in Tree of Codes. He 
informs the reader that Bruno Schulz was a Jewish h igh 
school teacher born in 1892 in a small town in the 
Austro-Hungar ian prov ince of Gal ic ia (wh ich is now 
Poland). Th is town was invaded by the Germans in 
1941, and Schulz entrusted h is fr iends w ith the m ission 
of preserving h is work (Foer 2011a, p. 137). Then, in 
1942, he was executed by a Gestapo officer (Foer 2011a, 
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p. 138), and despite Schulz’s attempts to save h is works, 
the only rema ins of h is f ict ive works are the story col-
lect ions The Street of Crocodiles and Sanator ium Under 
the S ign of the Hourglass. “The work lost to h istory”, as 
Foer puts it, “is, in many ways, the story of the century” 
(Foer 2011a, p. 137). The 20th century is indeed colored 
by the f irst and second World Wars, wh ich resulted in 
an erasure of a vast amount of cultural her itage. 

Accord ingly, Foer draws a parallel between the trag-
edy of Bruno Schulz and Jew ish folklore, spec if ically 
ment ion ing the story of the Wa il ing Wall. When the 
Romans occupied Jerusalem, they attempted to destroy 
the Second Temple, and succeeded in tear ing down all 
but one of the walls. The Romans decided to leave the 
fourth wall intact as v isible proof of the ir greatness, 
and ever since, the locat ion is visited by Jews who f ill 
the cracks of the rema in ing wall w ith small notes con-
tain ing prayers (Foer 2011a, p. 137). “L ike the Wail ing 
Wall,” Foer states, “Schulz’s surviving work evokes all 
that was destroyed in the War” (Foer 2011a, p. 138). 
Foer hereby suggests that rema ins left from destruct ion, 
however m inor; st ill serve as a memorandum of what 
once was.

The connect ion between Schulz and the h istory of the 
Jew ish people suggests that the rema in ing words in Fo-
er’s work as well could serve as a symbol for the Wa il ing 
Wall. In that case, the addressers of the foregrounded 
mater ial ity are the Romans, or any of the author it ies 
that have ever been involved in the ext inct ion of Jew-
ish culture. The addressee then is the rest of the world, 
wh ich by th is ext inct ion was to w itness the greatness 
of the government in power. 





3. DENOTATIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

When readers open Tree of Codes, they are faced not 
w ith a v iew of a sol id spread but w ith several scarred 
pages revealed through the holes of the book. On the 
r ight side, words of numerous pages morph into an il-
leg ible paragraph of sentence fragments (FIG 5, p. 61), 
wh ile the left-hand view exposes noth ing but holes (FIG 
6, p. 66). The empty left-hand v iew is a result of the text 
being pr inted only on the r ight-hand pages of the book, a 
requ irement for the d ie-cutt ing techn ique to work. Were 
the text pr inted on both sides of the pages, it would be 
h ighly arduous, if not impossible, to arrange the d ie-cuts 
so as to reveal relevant words on both sides.

As ment ioned in the previous sect ion of the analysis, 
the protagon ist h imself seems to be aware of th is ap-
pearance. In one passage, he forms clear assoc iat ions 
to the foregrounded mater ial ity: “Real ity is as th in as 
paper. only the small sect ion immed iately before us is 
able to endure, beh ind us sawdust in an enormous emp-
ty theater” (Foer 2011b, pp. 92–93). Here, real ity may 
refer to the pr inted words on the r ight-hand pages that 
are presented “immed iately before us.” The empty left-
hand view on its behalf may symbol ize the past, and 
indeed, the appearance of the d ie-cut holes resembles 
rows of cha irs in a c inema or amph itheater.

Regard ing the icon ic space of Tree of Codes, the ma-
ter ial ity is foregrounded on the lex ical, pag inal, and 
composit ional level. The operat ion on the lex ical level 
consists of the construction of sentences through erasing 
a large part of the or ig inal words. In Kather ine Hay-

FIG 6. Left-hand v iew of Tree of Codes. (Foer 2011b, 

PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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les count ing, Foer’s novel consists of only 3,815 words, 
approx imately ten percent, out of the 37,483 words of 
Schulz’s or ig inal (Hayles 2013, p. 227). The pag inal 
level is also altered since the words are erased through 
d ie-cutt ing the or ig inal paragraph structures of Schulz’s 
pages. Furthermore, the fact that Foer cuts each page of 
the or ig inal work enables h im to d istort the composi-

t ional level of the work. As ment ioned above, the read-
ers face several pages when open ing the book, wh ich is 
not possible in a convent ional codex form, where the 
view of the open novel consists of only one sol id spread. 
Th is act ion results in narrat ive funct ions that w ill be 
demonstrated in the f inal sect ion of the analysis.    

Except for in the t itle of the work, where single letters 
and syllables are cut out, the alphabet ical level on its 
behalf is left untouched. As a result, the or ig inal work is 
allowed to gu ide the story to a larger extent than if the 
characters and syllables also were cut out. A new work 
created out of elements of the alphabet ical level of an 
ex ist ing work does not necessar ily conta in a strong l ink 
to the or ig inal story, because characters in an ex ist ing 
work are not un ique in the same sense as the words and 
sentences may be. The new work could accord ingly be 
created out of any ex ist ing work, and the or ig inal text 
would not be pronounced in the new piece. 

 Thus, the choice Foer has made to not operate on the 
alphabetical level enhances the material cond it ion of the 
verbal art as expla ined in the f irst sect ion of Chapter 
I, where it is stated that new wr it ing is made possible 
due to ex ist ing works. The alphabet is not exclusive to 
any work, as M ikko Kesk inen, professor in l iterature 
at the Un iversity of Jyväskylä, states: 
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Both the alphabet and the completed text are closed sets 
but in radically different ways. The alphabet has no copy-
right, moral or legal, whereas a published work usually 
does. One exists, as it were, on the level of mere atoms; 
the other dwells in the sphere of higher-order molecular 
combinations which form functioning organisms, or at 
least recognizable physical objects. (Kesk inen 2017, p. 88) 

A novel created out of the characters of another work 
of f ict ion consequently destructs the or ig inal molecu-
lar combinat ions, such as words and sentences. Tree 
of Codes, for example, wh ich although told by Foer is 
expressed through Schulz’s words, stands as an example 
of a work where the mater ial ity of the or ig inal has a 
large impact on the f inal piece. Th is influence is partly 
a result of the dec ision to leave the alphabet ical level of 
the or ig inal work untouched.

4. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEXT  

AND MATERIALITY

As ment ioned in the f irst sect ion of the analysis, the 
opaque l ingu ist ic code of Tree of Codes results in the 
sign ify ing mechan isms be ing partly overtaken by the 
mater ial ity of language. Kesk inen supports th is v iew 
in argu ing that the d ie-cut method forms add it ional 
narrat ives in the verbally expressed story:

The primary (in the sense of sustained) narrative cut out 
by Foer is certainly the verbal one, the one that is left visi-
ble on the pages. But the other one, the holey text, should 
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not be overlooked for it may even be the more intriguing 
and inspiring of the two, at least when it comes to the 
search for meanings. (Kesk inen 2017, p. 99) 

Kesk inen hereby underscores the importance of the 
tact ile and visual qual it ies for interpret ing the content. 
However, the text is not an insign if icant part of the nar-
rat ive ent ity. On occasion it even serves to expla in the 
mater ial ity, as exempl if ied above w ith the protagon ist 
offer ing an interpretat ion of the visual appearance of 
the spreads. Hence, the fragmented text is not complete-
ly suppressed but funct ions as a relay in relat ionsh ip 
to the mater ial ity, and only by consider ing the content 
and its form as a whole, the reader is able to decode the 
mean ing of the work. 

The Author’s Afterword (Foer 2011a, pp. 137–139) 
on its behalf serves as an anchorage to the mater ial ity 
of the work. As ment ioned in the sect ion about the 
addresser of the mater ial ity, Foer uses the afterword to 
draw a parallel between the surviving works of Schulz 
and the Wa il ing Wall. If the surviving works of Schulz 
serve as a symbol for the Wa il ing Wall, the rema in ing 
words in Foer’s work may do so as well. Without the 
afterword, the reader is unl ikely to interpret the ma-
ter ial ity as assoc iated w ith Jew ish culture and h istory, 
and an essent ial d imension of the work would rema in 
unexplored. Thus, the text of the afterword is super ior 
to the mater ial ity of the ent ire work in reveal ing the 
overall message of Tree of Codes.

Although th is novel would be d iff icult, if not to say 
imposs ible, to interpret w ithout the convent ionally 
wr itten afterword, the mater ial ity has an essent ial role 
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in the storytell ing. As already stated, the ma in text of 
Tree of Codes funct ions as a relay related to the fore-
grounded mater ial ity, and in add it ion, the mater ial ity 
is foregrounded throughout the ent ire novel. These facts 
assign a lead ing part to the mater ial ity, and result in the 
mater ial aspects not be ing able to be removed w ithout 
the story los ing an essent ial element for its progres-
sion. As such, Tree of Codes cannot be expressed solely 
through its l ingu ist ic content in the form of conven-
t ional wr it ing. 

5. NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

Prev iously in the analysis of Tree of Codes, it is ind i-

cated that the narrat ive funct ions of the mater ial ity in 
th is work emerge partly from operat ions on the com-
posit ional level. The holes cut in each page result in 
the reader not only read ing the text on the open spread, 
but also recogn iz ing words inscr ibed on future pages. 
Consider ing the convent ional l inear ity of read ing, the 
reader rel ies on what has already been read in order to 
understand the present page. In Tree of Codes, howev-
er, th is page-to-page cont inu ity is man ipulated. Rager 
(2012) argues that th is operat ion results in the under-
stand ing of the present page being not only informed by 
what has been read, but also by the fragmented sentenc-
es  located several pages away. Furthermore, he draws a 
remarkable parallel between the scattered view of Tree 
of Codes and a h istor ically aware read ing of The Street 
of Crocodiles:
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Just as a reader of Tree of Codes cannot help but be influ-
enced by the words pushing up into view from the future, 
one cannot read Schulz’s descriptions of his hometown 
in The Street of Crocodiles, magical and effervescent 
in the eyes of his child narrator, and not think of what 
would happen soon after. (Rager 2012)

The unconvent ional v iew of the open spread of Tree 
of Codes is hereby assoc iated w ith the perspect ive of 
a reader that when read ing The Street of Crocodiles is 
aware of Schulz’s trag ic account. Thus, the foreground-
ed mater ial ity of Foer’s work serves to v isual ize the 
qual it ies of a read ing put in its h istor ical context. In 
Rager’s words, Tree of Codes “med itates simultaneously 
upon . . . the phenomenology of read ing, and the ways 
in wh ich the mater ial page embeds mult iple temporal-
it ies connect ing reader, wr iter, and the long str ing of 
h istory between” (Rager 2012). The narrat ive funct ions 
of the foregrounded material ity therefore consist partly 
of a revital izat ion of the read ing process as well as a 
simultaneous view of multiple sequences that otherwise 
are presented in a convent ional, l inear fash ion.

There is yet another narrat ive funct ion of the fore-
grounded mater ial ity to be def ined, wh ich locates Foer’s 
treatment of Schulz’s work as a somewhat contrad ict ing 
method in compar ison w ith the pract ice of the S itua-
t ion ists. The purpose of the or ig inal détournements is 
to alter the content of a spec if ic work into a cr it ique of 
itself, whereas Tree of Codes str ives to be an extension 
of its source. In h is afterword, Foer states that The Street 
of Crocodiles is a work he deeply apprec iates. He de-
f ines h is work “as a small response to that great book” 
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(Foer 2011a, pp. 139), wh ich const itutes h is affect ion 
to Schulz’s or ig inal collection of short stor ies. For many 
years Foer had tr ied to f ind a proper work out of wh ich 
a new novel could be exhumed, and explains: “I was 
in search of a text whose erasure would somehow be a 
cont inuat ion of its creat ion” (Foer 2011a, pp. 138). The 
d ie-cutt ing method should thus not be seen as a cr it ique 
of The Street of Crocodiles, a statement wh ich is visual-
ized, if only subtly, on the spine of the book. Here, the 
letter O in “JONATHAN” is substituted by a plus sign. The 
O could as well be regarded as a zero, and by chang ing 
a zero to a plus, Foer shows that although th is book is 
executed by d ie-cutt ing, the treatment of the mater ial-
ity is not to be regarded as an erasure of the or ig inal 
story but an add it ion to it. With Foer’s own statement 
and the possible visual clue on the spine, it is clear that 
the foregrounded mater ial ity of Tree of Codes does not 
funct ion as an opposit ion or censor ing of Schulz but as 
a cont inuat ion on h is wr it ings.

Without the afterword, the purpose of the erasure 
rema ins unclear to a reader that has not read The Street 
of Crocodiles. For th is reader, the treatment could as 
well rhyme w ith the intent ions of the S ituat ion ists and 
stand as a cr it ique or censorsh ip of Schulz’s work. As 
Hayles point out, n inety percent of the content is cut 
out, wh ich obv iously results in an ent irely d ifferent 
work than The Street of Crocodiles. She states that Foer 
erases every m inor character and alters the relat ionsh ip 
between the parents of the protagon ist. Consider ing the 
or ig inal novel, Foer may be accused for “str ipping it 
of sexual ity, an imal ity, and sleaz[ing] and subst itut ing 
in the ir places a bourgeois marr iage in wh ich Mother 
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and Father are devoted to each other” (Hayles 2013, p. 
228). However, Hayles suggests that Foer’s treatment 
is just if ied by the new, carved out narrat ives (Hayles 
2013, p. 229). She supports her statement w ith several 
examples where Foer seems to express the content of 
the erased parts w ith the connotat ions of the d ie-cut 
method. In Hayles’ read ing, the mater ial form of Tree 
of Codes evokes a lecture by the protagonist’s father on 
h is view of creat ion (2013, p. 230), wh ich is also noted 
by Kesk inen (2017, p. 95). In th is passage, the father 
speaks to a group of sew ing woman, declar ing:

Matter is the most passive and most defenseless essence 
in the cosmos. Anyone can mold it and shape it; it obeys 
everybody. All attempts at organizing matter are transient 
and temporary, easy to reverse and to dissolve. There is 
no evil in reducing life to other and newer forms. (Schulz 
1963/2008, p. 31, cited in Keskinen 2017, p. 95)

Kesk inen compares it to Foer’s version, and f inds that 
it is close to the or ig inal although it erases the core of it, 
the nature of matter itself: “All attempts at organ iz ing 
matter are transient and temporary, easy to reverse and 
to d issolve. There is no ev il in reduc ing l ife to other 
and newer forms. . . . Hom ic ide is not a sin.” (Foer 
2011b, p. 49) Consider ing th is passage, Foer has not by 
def in it ion changed the mean ing, but instead made the 
text more gener ic, appl icable to every possible attempt 
at anyth ing whatsoever.

Accord ing to Kesk inen, Foer’s treatment of Schulz’s 
book is just if ied by the father’s view of the flex ibil ity 
of matter and the impermanency of its organ izat ion. 
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Nevertheless, Kesk inen argues that by erasing the nature 
of matter from the paragraph above, Foer inverses the 
view on matter that the father describes. He claims: “But 
the result ing Tree of Codes erases that very rule [of the 
malleabil ity of matter and the transience of its organ i-

zat ion] and thus nom inally sol id if ies matter, mak ing 
it intransient, stable and irreversible” (Kesk inen 2017, 
pp. 95–96). Nevertheless, in my opin ion, th is erasure 
serves only as a l iteral descr ipt ion of that Foer in h is 
treatment of The Street of Crocodiles has indeed erased 
matter, wh ich supports Hayles’ statement that Foer’s 
treatment is just if ied by that the new narratives that are 
carved out correlate w ith Schulz’s or ig inal (Hayles 2013, 
p. 229). If the theme of flex ible matter presented by the 
father can be considered central to Schulz’s work as a 
whole, The Street of Crocodiles is an appropr iate source 
for a work that foregrounds its mater ial ity through the 
re-organ izing of matter. Foer’s str ive to f ind a work that 
by erasure would be cont inued seems by the evidence 
of the compar ison above to have been accompl ished. In 
add it ion, it is hereby proved that the narrat ive funct ion 
of a détournement m ight as well be a cont inuat ion of 
the or ig inal work as well as a cr it ique of it. 

III.I.III POSSIBLE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS  

OF DÉTOURNEMENTS

The narrat ive funct ions of foregrounded mater ial ity 
through détournements are hence detected as a crit ique 
or a cont inuat ion of the source, a rev ital izat ion of the 
page-to-page cont inu ity of the read ing process as well 
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as a simultaneous record of mult iple sequences in the 
otherwise l inear med ium of the pr inted novel. However, 
the latter two suggested narrat ive funct ions are more 
dependent on spec if ic operat ions at the composit ional 
level than on the method of détournement itself. In add i-

t ion to these narrat ive funct ions, I suggest two add it ion-
al funct ions that through impl icat ions in the l ingu ist ic 
code of the story may alter the level of the narrative. 
First, Dwork in’s not ion consider ing the S ituat ion ists’ 
work as a model for pol it ical may serve as a narrat ive 
funct ion, for instance in a story that deals w ith power 
relat ions. Second, due to that the détournement leaves 
its or ig inal source v isible, it may offer a possib il ity 
of using two voices simultaneously: the voice of the 
or ig inal work, as well as the voice of the man ipulat ion. 
These suggested narrat ive funct ions w ill be exam ined 
in the context of i-catch ing, and analyzed in Chapter 
IIII. Furthermore, the latter suggest ion of a narrat ive 
funct ion that offers a possibil ity of keeping a simulta-
neous record of mult iple voices may also be assigned to 
the follow ing techn ique of foreground ing mater ial ity, 
that is, the method of wr it ing-through.

III.II WRITING-THROUGH

The procedure of wr it ing-through is a more or less au-
tomated techn ique of wr it ing, in wh ich a new work is 
created through the man ipulat ion of a source accord ing 
to a predef ined set of rules. Accord ing to the def in it ion 
by the poet, composer, and visual art ist Jackson Mac 
Low, wr it ing-through methods (or read ing-through 
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text-select ion procedures, as referred to by Mac Low) 
consist in that “the wr iter searches through source texts 
to f ind, successively, words and/or other l ingu ist ic un its 
that have spec if ic character ist ics—or uses a comput-
er program to conduct the searches” (Mac Low 2001, 
p. 220). The spec if ic character ist ics are determ ined by 
the wr iter and may imply part icular words or persons’ 
names, as was the case with the mesost ics of John Cage 
(Mac Low 2001, p. 219). The express ion “mesost ic” is 
der ived from “meso”, mean ing m iddle, and “st ich”, 
in other words, verse l ine (Dwork in 2003, p. 88). Th is 
term was suggested to Cage by the scholar Norman O. 
Brown, since the method needed to be d ist ingu ished 
from acrost ics. In acrost ic composit ions, the letters 
of the index words are located partly sim ilarly as in 
mesostic wr it ing, one letter per strophe, but either at the 
beg inn ing or the end of the strophes (Mac Low 2001, 
p. 215). In the follow ing sect ion, the focus turns to the 
Cage’s mesost ics.

III.II.I THE MESOSTICS OF CAGE

  
In order to d im in ish the impact of h is own ego, Cage 
pract iced a “nonsyntact ical” language in h is works. The 
term syntax compr ises the ways in wh ich l ingu ist ic el-
ements, for instance words, are put together to form 
components such as phrases or clauses (Merr iam-Web-
ster 2018e). The “nonsyntact ical” language of Cage 
impl ies a language that d iffers from the convent ional 
syntax (Mac Low 2001, p. 211). Cage’s interest arose 
from the statements of Norman O. Brown and the poet 
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and ph ilosopher Henry David Thoreau, who strongly 
influenced Cage’s work. Cage expla ins:

Due to N. O. Brown’s remark that syntax is the arrange-
ment of the army, and Thoreau’s that when he heard a 
sentence he heard feet marching, I became devoted to 
nonsyntactical ‘demilitarized’ language. (Cage 1978, un-
pag., 1st page of introduct ion)

In the search of th is “nonsyntact ical” language that 
would be freed from the inflex ible, normat ive syntax, 
Cage wrote the four-part poem Empty Words (1979), 
in h is own words “a transit ion from a language w ith-
out sentences (hav ing only phrases, words, syllables, 
and letters) to a ‘language’ having only letters and si-

lence (music).” (Cage 1978, unpag., 1st page of intro-
duct ion) The f irst part of the poem om its sentences, but 
includes m ixed phrases, words, syllables, and letters, as 
well as silence; part two excludes sentences and phrases 
but combines words, syllables, and letters, and includes 
silence; part three om its sentences, phrases, and words 
but includes m ixed syllables and letters, and silence; 
and part four om its every element except for letters 
and silence. The source of the elements is Thoreau’s 
Journal, and the comb inat ions are executed through 
chance operat ions (Mac Low 2001, p. 217). By relying 
on these chance operat ions, Cage was able to reduce 
h is own role in the process of art-mak ing, allow ing 
the exper ience of art as perce ived in itself, “rather than 
as means of commun icat ion, expression, or emot ion-
al arousal or as subord inate elements in a structure” 
(Mac Low 2001, p. 211). Thus, Cage broke down the 
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arrangement of the syntact ical army and used the sen-
tences, phrases, words, and syllables not as subordinate 
elements in the syntact ical structure, but as elements 
w ith a value of the ir own. By th is gesture, he om itted 
the self-expression of the trad it ional art ist and let the 
language speak for itself.

Another example of Cage’s “nonsyntact ical” lan-
guage is h is mesost ic wr it ing, poems in wh ich a cho-
sen word or name occurs in capitals in the m iddle of 
the strophes, one character per l ine. Cage outl ines the 
pr inc ipal mesost ic rule as follows: “[T]he f irst letter 
of a word or name is on the f irst l ine and follow ing it 
on the f irst l ine the second letter of the word or name 
is not to be found. (The second letter is on the second 
l ine.)” (Cage 1978, unpag., 2st page of introduct ion) 
When he dur ing a bus tr ip, on the way to hunt morels, 
was asked what a mesost ic is by a group of music 
students, he wrote:

 Music
 cOnducted
 in spRing
 by trEes:
 dutch eLm disesase.

(Cage 1978, unpag., 2nd page of introduct ion)

In th is example, Cage composes the f irst l ine of the 
poem w ithout an O, that is to be found on the sec-
ond l ine, the second l ine w ithout an R (and notes that 
the word “performed” would therefore not have been 
appropr iate), the th ird l ine w ithout an E, and f inal-
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ly, the fourth l ine w ithout an L, accord ing to the f irst 
pr inc ipal mesost ic rule (Cage 1978, unpag., 2nd page of 
introduct ion).

However, when Cage f irst started to compose mesos-
t ics in 1967, these poems were syntact ical (Mac Low 
2001, p. 215, 220). Only at the beg inn ing of the 70s, 
Cage started to bu ild h is mesost ic poems by chance 
operat ions and wr it ing-through methods (Mac Low 
2001, p. 220). Th is is the case w ith the f ive wr it ings 
through F innegans Wake, where Cage uses the h ighly 
exper imental novel by James Joyce as source mater ial, 
and man ipulates it w ith the name of the author as 
index. On the follow ing page, the in it ial mesost ics 
of the f irst version, Wr it ing through F innegans Wake 
(1978), are presented (FIG 7, p. 81). Th is f irst version 
ut il ized only the f irst pr inc ipal mesost ic rule, as de-
scr ibed above. Search ing for the letters of the index 
word, Cage scanned through the source text, and when 
he detected the f irst word includ ing the f irst index 
letter, simultaneously exclud ing the second index letter, 
he added it to the f irst l ine of the verse. He proceeded 
l inearly by look ing for a word includ ing the second 
letter but exclud ing the th ird, and added th is f ind ing 
to the second l ine. Between these two words, he in-
cluded any amount of words he wished, as long as the 
f irst l ine d id not include the index letter of the second 
l ine, and the second l ine not included the index letter 
of the th ird, and so forth. 

Such was the procedure of Cage’s f irst wr it ing 
through F innegans Wake, whereas the second version 
appl ied an add it ional rule. In Wr it ing for the Second 
T ime through F innegans Wake, Cage avoided the repet i-



FIG 7. In Wr iting through Finnegans Wake, Cage kept 
every punctuat ion mark on its or ig inal locat ion, 
only man ipulat ing the or ientat ion by chance opera-
t ions (Cage 1978, unpag., 4th page of introduct ion). 
(Cage 1978, unpag., 1st page of poem, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)  
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t ion of an already used syllable, if the syllable conta ined 
a letter of the index name. Cage expla ins:

I distinguished between the two J’s and the two E’s. The 
syllable ‘just’ could be used twice, once for the J of James 
and once for the J of Joyce, since it has neither A nor O 
after the J. But it could not be used again. (Cage 1979, 
pp. 135–136)

With th is restr ict ion, the second version of Cage’s wr it-
ing through F innegans Wake was remarkably shorter 
than h is f irst version (Mac Low 2001, p. 221).

These mesostic rules were to be accompan ied with yet 
another constra int. In 1979, Cage received a letter by 
Lou is M ink who served as a professor of ph ilosophy at 
Wesleyan Un iversity (Cage 1983, p. 1, Mac Low 2001, 
p. 221). M ink wrote to Cage that he “had invented the 
impure mesost ic”, and that “[a] pure mesost ic . . . would 
not perm it the appearance of e ither letter between two 
of the name” (Cage 1983, p. 1). For instance, ne ither j 
nor a was to appear between the two f irst capital ized 
letters in the mesost ics of F innegans Wake. Th is resulted 
in Cage’s th ird version of the man ipulat ion, in wh ich 
the f irst pr inc ipal rule was extended at the suggest ion of 
M ink, and thus neither the f irst nor the second letter of 
the capital ized word or name is to be found between the 
two capital ized letters in quest ion (Mac Low 2001, p. 
221). In Wr it ing for the Fourth T ime through F innegans 
Wake, Cage appl ied th is extended pr inc ipal mesost ic 
rule as well as the syllable rule. The fifth version, named 
Muoyce, does not consist of mesost ic poems, but is in-
stead a composit ion of m ixed chapters by chance oper-
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at ions (Mac Low 2001, p. 221). The four f irst versions 
of wr it ing through F innegans Wake can thus be seen 
as the development of Cage’s mesost ic techn ique, from 
hav ing been a syntact ical method to becom ing what 
Cage refers to as “nonsyntact ical.”

Although Cage appl ies pure chance operat ions only 
in h is f ifth version of F innegans Wake, the mesost ics 
of the f irst four versions are executed partly by chance. 
They are, for instance, not ent irely intent ional. Accord-
ing to Mac Low, the part of a mesost ic wr it ing-through 
method that consists of f ind ing the index name or word 
is “non intent ional, since the poet does not consc iously 
or ‘unconsc iously’ select the word, but as accurately as 
possible, f inds it” (Mac Low 2001, p. 226). In i-catch-
ing, the index sentence is affected by the mater ial at 
hand, result ing in at least a partly un intended f ind ing, 
wh ich w ill be further demonstrated in Chapter IIII. 
However, the qual ity of chance serves to break down 
the involvement of the author itat ive ego. Consider ing 
the status of the ego in the wr it ing-through procedures 
of methods such as Cage’s, Dwork in states: “On the one 
hand, rule-governed procedures suff ic iently d istance the 
convent ional, romant ic concept ion of the art ist ic ego 
from the product ion of the poem . . .” (Dwork in 2003, 
p. 96). In apply ing rules to the execut ion of a l iterary 
work, the author is, in other words, able to d im in ish 
h is own presence in the f inal piece. 

It is important, however, to note that the f irst four 
wr it ings are not ent irely governed by chance (Mac Low 
2001, p. 224). As Mac Low points out, select ing the 
words between the words of the index letters in mesos-
t ics is intent ional. Dwork in also proceeds, from the 
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quote in the previous paragraph: “on the other hand, 
the recourse to rules never seems to surrender agency 
completely enough” (Dwork in 2003, p. 96). Both Dwor-
k in and Mac Low notes that in h is mesost ics, Cage is 
certa inly able to d im in ish h is own valuat ion, but can-
not erase h imself completely from the wr it ing process 
(Mac Low 2001, p. 226–227).

Dwork in points out another problemat ic qual ity of 
the wr it ing-through of Cage and Mac Low, who also 
have pract iced equal wr it ing-through techn iques as 
Cage. In the early 1980s, Mac Low as well as Cage 
was wr it ing through Ezra Pound’s Cantos, and both of 
them man ipulated the source text w ith the index name 

“Ezra Pound” (Dwork in 2003, p. 88–89). Accord ing to 
Dwork in, the choice of th is index is a contrad ict ion 
of the ma in intent ion of the poets’ wr it ing-through 
methods, since “they both expl ic itly descr ibe the ir al-
gor ithm ic procedures as a way to follow the Buddh ist 
and Taoist goal for work ing towards d issolut ion of the 
ego” (Dwork in 2003, p. 95). Ne ither Cage nor Mac 
Low chose h is own name for an index, but nevertheless, 
the result h ighl ights the wr iter of the or ig inal source, 
wh ich st ill stands as “the very sign of the ego” (Dwor-
k in 2003, p. 96). If the intent ion of Cage and Mac Low 
is to let the language speak for itself and to regard the 
l ingu ist ic elements as having a value of their own, it is 
undoubtedly d istracted by the constant repet it ion of the 
capital ized author’s name.

Even though the intervent ion of the author cannot 
be erased completely through wr it ing-through methods 
and mesost ics, the funct ion of these techn iques can st ill 
be considered as at least d im in ish ing the valuat ion of 
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the author in the f inal work. Consider ing Cage’s work, 
it is, however, not a quest ion of a narrat ive funct ion 
as def ined in th is thesis, since the narrat ive funct ion 
alters the storytell ing, wh ich does not resonate w ith 
the language Cage was in search for. He d id not devel-
op h is methods to generate a language as a conta iner 
for commun icat ion, but instead as a means in itself 
(Mac Low 2001, p. 211). Therefore, it may be seen as 
a contrad ictory act to assign narrat ive funct ions to the 
mesost ics. Accord ing to Cage, language shall not be 
subord inate to any content.

Nevertheless, to completely erase the s ign ifying func-
t ion of language seems l ike an impossible task. Gold-
sm ith points out that “even in the ir most abstracted 
form, letters are embedded w ith semant ic, sem iot ic, 
h istor ical, cultural, and assoc iat ive mean ings” (Gold-
sm ith 2011, p. 34). He exempl if ies the statement w ith 
h is own assoc iat ions to the single letter a, wh ich range 
from a top grade to Andy Warhol’s poem (Goldsm ith 
2011, p. 34). Even the most automated wr it ing process 
of Cage, wh ich he for instance ut il izes in h is Empty 
Words, cannot escape connotations at length. Th is is due 
to the fact that even single letters, as Goldsm ith points 
out, are capable of arousing assoc iat ions. Therefore, the 
narrat ive funct ions of language are unavoidable.

As a result, the funct ion that Cage assigns to h is wr it-
ing, the decrease of the author’s valuat ion in the f inal 
work, may even so be ut il ized as a narrat ive funct ion. 
If an author chooses to apply wr it ing-through methods 
governed by rules instead of h is or her own valuat ion, 
the power of the author is d im in ished, and in a nar-
rat ive sett ing th is funct ion may be appl ied to connote 
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sh ift ing power structures, or simply a language that 
speaks for itself. Th is connotat ion is a imed at in my 
story of i-catch ing, in wh ich the uppercase letters of 
the fourth chapter ra ise the ir voices to take command 
over an escalat ing d ispute, and in order to ach ieve th is, 
I have appl ied wr it ing-through methods that resemble 
Cage’s wr it ing. My in it ial intent ion was that the de-
creasing valuat ion of the author hereby would take an 
act ive part in the storytell ing, and thus, would serve as 
a narrat ive funct ion. 

An add it ional narrat ive funct ion of wr it ing-through 
methods may be der ived from Dwork in’s view that the 
procedure of these methods illustrates how readers to 
some extent may be seen as wr iters. He expla ins h is 
statement by the readers are “select ing certa in mater i-

al from a text wh ile ignor ing other aspects, act ivat ing 
part icular codes of sign if icat ion at the expense of other 
strateg ies, and adher ing to g iven protocols of l ingu ist ic 
recombinat ion as they necessar ily v iolate alternat ive 
procedures” (Dwork in 2003, p. 91). The methods of 
wr it ing-through work sim ilarly; the part icular index 
word is selected and foregrounded through certa in 
words, syllables and letters, wh ile other l ingu ist ic el-
ements are om itted. An author may apply the wr it ing- 
through techn ique in order to connote the select ive 
read ing process of characters in or readers of the nov-
el, and thus, Dwork in’s suggest ion that procedures of 
wr it ing- through resembles the read ing process would 
serve as a narrat ive funct ion.

Furthermore, there are other possible narrat ive func-
t ions of the wr it ing-through method to be detected. 
Dwork in also notes that the chance element of wr it ing- 
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through, wh ich is a result of the automated part of the 
process, consists of the new work potent ially serving 
alternately as a conjunction and convulsion of the or ig-
inal. Accord ing to Dwork in, Cage’s and Mac Low’s ver-
sions of the Cantos stand as convulsive examples, since 
these works “can only be taken, from Pound’s perspec-
t ive, as a challeng ing affront and ind ign ity” (Dwork in 
2003, p. 101). Mac Low confesses h is d isagreement with 
Pound’s pol it ical ideas, but states that h is version is also 
an homage to the poetry of Pound:

I was able to value his poetry highly, while abhorring his 
fascism, and by reading and writing through the Cantos 
as I did, I may have all but purged the latter from the 
former—peeling from that great verbal collage most of 
the fascist montage with which Pound had burdened it. 
(Mac Low 2001, p. 224)

Accord ingly, one of the narrat ive funct ions of wr it ing- 
through methods may be to cr it ic ize the source, or to 
simultaneously cr it ic ize and cont inue the or ig inal, or 
to simply cont inue the creat ion of the work. Hence, th is 
method works s im ilarly to the S ituat ion ists’ détour-
nement, and is even referred to by Dwork in as a version 
of the S ituat ion ist method of man ipulat ion, when he 
states that in wr it ing through Pound’s Cantos, Mac 
Low and Cage “détourne” the or ig inal source mater ial 
(Dwork in 2003, p. 101).

The possible narrat ive funct ions of wr it ing-through 
methods are hereby l isted to include the decrease of 
the author’s valuat ion, the descr ipt ion of the select ive 
read ing process, as well as the narrat ive funct ions of the 
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détournements, that is, the cr it ic iz ing and/or cont inua-
t ion of the source mater ial. In the following sect ion, the 
novel Double or Nothing will be analyzed, and through 
th is analysis as well as a study of Raymond Federman’s 
f ict ive works in general, add it ional narrat ive funct ions 
of wr it ing-through methods w ill be detected.

III.II.II ANALYSIS OF DOUBLE OR NOTHING

Double or Nothing: a real f ict it ious discourse (FIG 8–9, 
p. 89) is a novel wr itten by Raymond Federman, f irst 
publ ished by The Swallow Press Inc. in 1971. Most 
other Amer ican publ ishers were too afra id to publ ish 
the book, due to the costs of typesett ing that would 
presumably ar ise in a typograph ical exper iment of th is 
level. The Swallow Press solved the econom ic issue by 
publ ish ing an offset version of the or ig inal manuscr ipt, 
and it was only in 1992, when Fict ion Collect ive Two 
publ ished the th ird ed it ion, that Double or Noth ing 
was f inally typeset (Gerdes 2010, p. 131).

In th is novel and other of h is early f ict ional works, 
Federman pract ices typograph ical exper iments by con-
cret ism (Gerdes 2010, p. 131), a term imply ing the 
v iew that language should be cons idered a th ing in 
itself, and not subord inate to content (Caws 2001, p. 
518). Along w ith the novels of Kenneth Patchen, for 
instance Sleepers Awake, publ ished in 1946, Double or 
Noth ing is one of the f irst Amer ican f ict ive works to 
apply concret ist ideas such as that text should refer to 
itself instead of to the story (Gerdes 2010, p. 131). Th is 
self-referent ial ity that is frequently present in Double 



FIG 8–9. Double or Noth ing, cover and inlay (p. 
39). (Federman 1992, PHOTO: W ikström 2018)
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or Noth ing resonates w ith Cage’s str ive to create art 
that should be perceived in itself, and not as a means 
of commun icat ion (Mac Low 2001, p. 211). However, 
Federman’s self-referent ial typograph ical exper iments 
do commun icate and convey mean ing, wh ich w ill be 
clearly stated in the analysis below. The l ink to Cage’s 
oeuvre is nevertheless present due to how in Double or 
Noth ing, Federman pract ices wr it ing-through methods 
that resemble mesost ic wr it ing in one passage of the 
book. In add it ion, he appl ies acrost ic wr it ing in another 
passage, and the mesost ic and acrost ic text excerpts are 
the objects of analysis in the follow ing sect ions. 

My subject ive study w ill be completed w ith Feder-
man’s essay on wr it ing and the Holocaust, The Neces-
s ity and Imposs ib ility of Be ing a Jew ish Wr iter (2004), 
wh ich h ints to possible narrat ive funct ions of h is f ict ive 
works. In add it ion, I refer to Susan Rubin Suleiman’s ar-
t icle When Postmodern Play Meets Surv ivor Test imony 
(2010), where Sule iman outl ines some of the central is-
sues of Federman’s wr it ing. Although these texts consid-
er Federman’s work in general and not spec if ically deal 
w ith the passages chosen for th is analysis, they expla in 
the general intent ions of Federman in h is f ict ion, wh ich 
serve to fac il itate interpretat ion of the text excerpts 
in quest ion. In order to understand these passages, the 
readers need to grasp the central narrat ive methods of 
Federman, as well as the ent ire context of Double or 
Noth ing, and the analysis w ill start by outl in ing the 
synopsis of the novel as a whole.
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1. DENOTATIONS OF THE LINGUISTIC CODE

The story of Double or Noth ing is told through the 
act ions of four persons. The f irst person is called the re-
corder, “a rather stubborn and determ ined m iddle-aged 
man” (Federman 1992, p. 0), who has dec ided to doc-
ument the story of another man. Th is other man is a 
Jew from Europe, “Poland it seems” (Federman 1992, 
p. 0), who has moved to Amer ica after having survived 
the German occupat ion of the Second World War. He 
is referred to as the second person, the inventor, and he 
intends to lock h imself in a room for 365 days, in order 
to wr ite the story of the th ird person, the protagon ist. 
The act iv it ies of these three persons are f inally con-
trolled by the fourth person, who on the very last page 
of the novel is confessed to be the author of the book. 

The novel is supposed to focus on the story of the 
protagon ist, who travels to New York to l ive w ith h is 
uncle, since h is parents and two sisters were murdered 
in a German concentrat ion camp, “Auschwitz probably” 
(Federman 1992, p. 0). The inventor, however, is utter-
ly determ ined not to wr ite about th is trag ic account, 
instead focusing on the new, Amer ican l ife of the pro-
tagon ist. Nevertheless, the novel does not focus on the 
protagon ist, and the voices of the recorder and author 
also rema in silent. Instead, the pages are occupied by the 
errat ic thoughts, plans, and calculat ions of the inven-
tor. He never starts wr it ing the actual story, but rather 
contemplates what he w ill wr ite, and more importantly, 
what he will need to survive for 365 days of wr it ing. The 
inventor has a l im ited budget of 1200 dollars, and starts 
by calculat ing the rent for the room (FIG 10, p. 92):



FIG 10. Page 1 of Double or Nothing, where the 
inventor calculates the costs for the room in wh ich 
he is go ing to lock h imself for 365 days of wr it ing. 
(Federman 1992, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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Throughout the ent ire novel, the inventor keeps get-
t ing back to the ma in source of nutr it ion for h is year 
in the room, the noodles, wh ich often is expressed in 
purely typograph ic pages. Th is is the case of the un-
pag inated page preced ing the beg inn ing of the novel, 
where “noodles” is repeated as a typograph ic pattern 
cover ing the ent ire page, wh ile some “noodles” are 
erased to form a plus sign, a down-point ing tr iangle, 
an up-point ing tr iangle, as well as a m inus sign in the 
negat ive space between the “noodles.” The inventor 
also spends three pages ponder ing tomato sauce, and 
three add it ional pages for a med itat ion on the impor-
tance of a toothbrush, after wh ich he remembers a guy 
he once met that lost h is toothbrush and found it in 
h is toilet bowl. The novel cont inues w ith the inventor 
alternately design ing h is ma in character and calculat-
ing h is suppl ies, and concludes in the f inal pages with 

“The L ist”:

(Federman 1992, p. 257)

The List   The List 

Room ............................................................................................................ 416.00
Noodles .........................................................................................................  105.85
Tomato Sauce ...............................................................................................  7.80
Coffee ............................................................................................................  20.04
Sugar .............................................................................................................  1.89
Soap ..............................................................................................................  5.25
Toothpaste .....................................................................................................  3.45
Toothbrush ....................................................................................................  .59
Toilet Paper ...................................................................................................  14.04
Cigarettes ......................................................................................................  212.30
Chewing Gum ...............................................................................................  19.80
   
 Total ..........................................  807.01
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In the end, the inventor has not f in ished anyth ing but a 
l ist of suppl ies, wh ich he even recogn izes as incomplete:

(Federman 1992, p. 258)

Th is passage stands as an example of the inventor’s 
indec isive state of m ind. With these f in ish ing words, it 
is made obviously clear that Double or Noth ing tells the 
story of the person that or ig inally was about to invent 
the story in quest ion.

2. POSITION OF FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY,  

ADDRESSER, AND ADDRESSEE

The passages to be considered in th is analysis refer to 
the inventor’s l ist of suppl ies. The f irst of these two 
passages is located on page 17, where the inventor pon-
ders the 52 cans of tomato sauce he plans to consume 
(one can a week), and the storage space requ ired for 
such an amount of canned food. The second passage 
to be analyzed is found on page 35, preceded by a 1.5 
page long reflect ion on what toothbrush the inventor 
is going to buy.

In both of these passages, as in the ent ire novel, the 
act ive voice is that of the inventor. The mater ial ity could 
therefore be seen as addressed by h im, but the f irst per-

But of course I’m only guessing it could be more or it could be less 
but one cannot take chances particularly since I am not sure we 
started with an even 1200 dollars that figure was never clari-
fied nor certified what is certain however is that there was not  
more than 1200 and more likely less so it’s no use getting all 
worked up in advance since it might not work out in the end!
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son, the recorder, may as well be cred ited with the visual 
appearance of the wr itten text. In the preced ing pages 
before the beg inn ing of the novel, it is stated that the 
recorder is “scr ibbl ing faithfully . . . everyth ing [the f irst 
person] was doing, say ing, th ink ing, plann ing, calcu-
lat ing, organ iz ing, invent ing, composing, ant ic ipat ing, 
project ing, wr it ing, etc” (Federman 1992, p. 0000000). 
In other words, the text in the paragraphs to be analyz-
ed may be wr it ings as well as thoughts of the inventor. 
If the paragraphs refer to the inventor’s wr it ings, the 
recorder has simply copied the v isual appearance as 
scr ibbled down by the inventor, and in that case, the 
addresser of the foregrounded material ity is the inventor. 
On the other hand, if the paragraphs are record ings of 
thoughts, the visual appearance should be cred ited to 
the recorder. Nowhere in the novel is it clearly stated if 
the text consists of thoughts or wr it ings, and therefore, 
the foregrounded mater ial ity may be addressed either 
by the inventor or the recorder. The addressee, in both 
cases, is the reader.

3. DENOTATIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

The mater ial ity of the two above-ment ioned passages is 
foregrounded through uppercase letters. In foreground-
ing mater ial ity through capital izat ion, the readers f irst 
of all not ice the v isual appearance of the text, after 
wh ich they recogn ize the tone. As Goldsm ith points 
out, capital izat ion generally impl ies shout ing, but in 
the passages above the uppercase letters are more l ike-
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ly h ighl ight ing words of importance. Last of all, the 
mean ing of the text is decoded (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 35). 
Th is order of not ic ing form before content is equal in 
wr it ing-through methods such as acrost ics or mesost ics, 
since these wr it ing techn iques also include capital iza-
t ion. The passage of page 17, in wh ich the storage space 
requ ired for 52 cans of tomato sauce is considered, may 
serve as an example of acrost ic wr it ing:

(Federman 1992, p. 17)

Here, the f irst l ine breaks the word “juDge” in the m id-
dle of the word, and the word continues on the next l ine. 
The second row ends w ith the word “Get,” wh ich is 
broken d irectly after the capital ized G, wh ile the th ird 
l ine ends w ith “End,” broken after capital E. Th is re-
sults in a cont inuous paragraph, wh ich in add it ion 
spells out “juDGE” at the end of the f irst l ine and the 
r ight edge of the paragraph. In th is way, the paragraph 
is partly acrost ic. The operat ing level of icon ic space 
is the alphabet ical level, since the mater ial ity is fore-
grounded by capital ized letters. In add it ion, the pag inal 
level is also act ivated, due to that the capital ized letters 
serve to change the convent ional read ing d irect ion from 
left to r ight. When the readers reach the end of the f irst 
l ine, the ir eye movement is d irected down the edge of 
the paragraph, and f irst after hav ing read the capital-

The tomato sauce won’t take much room 52 cans but the noodles sort of juD
ge for the time being a can here and there now and then adter a while you G
et a kind of inner sense of time an inner mental clock that tells you the E
nd of the week has come e
nd of a period an inner cycle some guys call it of course girls
have less of a problem  they have their periods once a month to help them
keep track never thought of that too bad you’re not a girl
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ized letters and decoded the word “juDGE,” they return 
to the beg inn ing of the second l ine.

The mater ial ity of the paragraph on page 35, on 
its behalf, is foregrounded through a wr it ing-through 
method that sl ightly recalls mesost ic wr it ing:

(Federman 1992, p. 34–35)

Th is passage is sim ilar to the prev ious example due 
to that it also foregrounds the mater ial ity through the 
alphabet ical and pag inal level of the icon ic space. In 
the same way as the paragraph on page 17, the cap-
ital ized letters on the d ifferent rows red irect the eye 
movement of the readers. Nevertheless, it d iffers from 
the previous acrost ic wr it ing since the capital ized let-
ters are not located at the edge of the paragraph, and 
therefore, th is paragraph could be considered to resem-
ble mesost ic wr it ing. The passage even seems to obta in 
the f irst pr inc ipal rule of Cage’s mesostics, wh ich states 
that a capital ized letter of a certa in l ine is not to be 
found as a lowercase on the preced ing l ine. It should 
be noted, however, that the example d iffers too much 
from Cage’s poetry in order to actually be categor ized 
as pure mesost ic wr it ing. None of the mesost ic rules 
that Cage developed through h is wr it ings through F in-

Also that’s another thing to consider the hard ones make
your gums bleed  They always say you have to brush UP
 and D
and never s-id-e-w-ay-s That in itself is a goOd
 W
Could waste two or three boxes just on that alone! poiNt
Skip it!
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negans Wake is appl ied, and in add it ion, Cage located 
h is index words str ictly in the m iddle of the paragraph.

4. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEXT AND MATERIALITY

At f irst glance, and only consider ing the passage about 
the toothbrush, the text seems to serve as an anchorage 
in relat ion to the foregrounded mater ial ity. The eye 
movement of the reader follows the capital ized letters 
down the fragmented l ines, as the text supports the ac-
t ion by spell ing out “DOWN.” Hence, the formatt ing 
may be seen as redundant, merely conf irm ing the verbal 
content. Susan Rubin Suleiman not ices th is superfluous 
qual ity of Federman’s typesett ing in other parts of the 
book, even though she points out that the typesett ing 
of the novel serves also at t imes to contrad ict the con-
tent. As an example of redundant formatt ing, Suleiman 
expl ic itly ment ions the f irst pag inated page, where the 
inventor considers the room in wh ich he w ill lock h im-
self. Th is fragmented block of text is framed by the 
repet it ion of words from the block, so as to v isual ize 
the room in quest ion (Sule iman 2010, p. 221). Here, 
as in the passage on page 35, the v isual appearance 
seems to be a conf irm ing, thus redundant, add it ion to 
the content. 

Nevertheless, in the passage on page 17, the relat ion-
sh ip between text and foregrounded mater ial ity is not as 
clearly def ined as in the example considered above. The 
word h ighl ighted through capital izat ion is “juDGE,” in 
a phrase that states “the noodles sort of juDGE” (Feder-
man 1992, p. 17), presumably referr ing to how much 
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space there is left for the tomato cans after the noodle 
boxes have been stacked into the room. Except for the 
vague resemblance of the word “judge” and “edge,” the 
edge adm ittedly being the location of the foregrounded 
mater ial ity, there seems to be no connection between the 
content and the form in th is passage. Th is fact impl ies 
that it is ne ither the content, nor the content and the 
form, but the form alone that carr ies sign if icant infor-
mat ion, and thus, the mater ial ity seems to be super ior to 
the text. Therefore, the content of the analyzed passages 
cannot d irect interpretat ions of the narrat ive, a fact 
implying that Federman’s unconvent ional typesett ing is 
essent ial to Double or Noth ing, and furthermore, that 
the story could not be told through convent ional wr it-
ing. As a ver if icat ion of th is impl icat ion, the possible 
narrat ive funct ions of the foregrounded mater ial ity will 
be exam ined. 

5. NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

As stated in the th ird sect ion of the analysis, one func-
t ion of the foregrounded mater ial ity in both of the 
example passages is d isrupt ion of the convent ional 
read ing l inear ity. The eye movement of the readers 
is red irected to follow the uppercase letters instead of 
the cont inuous sentences, and only after having read 
the capital ized word, the readers cont inue w ith the 
rest of the passage. Thus, the formatt ing cla ims for the 
attent ion of the readers, forc ing them to look at and 
consc iously decode the capital ized letters into words 
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before cont inu ing the automated, unconsc ious process 
of read ing. As for the example on page 35, the decod ing 
is made easy due to the anchorage in the content, but 
the passage on page 17 leaves the readers w ith unan-
swered quest ions. The reason for the capital ized letters 
in the edge of the passage remains opaque. Th is impl ies 
that it is not necessar ily the relat ionsh ip between the 
content and the form of these part icular passages that 
conveys mean ing, as stated in the fourth sect ion, but 
that the mean ing is to be found in the very funct ion of 
d isrupt ing the convent ional read ing order.

Indeed, the funct ion of d isrupt ing the l inear ity of 
read ing may contr ibute to the storytell ing and thus 
serve as a narrat ive funct ion, wh ich is impl ied in a 
passage on a future page of the novel. After having men-
t ioned several fragments of events in an errat ic, illog ical 
order, the inventor concludes as follows:

(Federman 1992, p. 64)

In th is passage, the inventor mot ivates h is unstructured 
wr it ing by that the protagon ist tells h is story through 
memor ies, and memor ies, accord ing to the inventor, 
are never chronolog ically structured. He concludes h is 
scr ibbl ing w ith the French word “Bavardage,” wh ich 

That’s about it. For now.
He can jump around like that in his story Feeling sorry for himself.

Since he remembers the whole thing and remembering is always a
confusing process. When you remember
 you don’t remember in a straight line never.
 Things don’t have to be in C-H-R-O-N-O-L-O-G-I-C-A-L-O-R-D-E-R
 In fact most of it is plain lies—lies. Bavardage.
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may be translated to chatt ing, or idle chatt ing (Cam-
br idge Un iversity Press 2018a), connoting the informal, 
unchronolog ical tone of the unstructured sequence of 
events. Accord ingly, th is text may serve as a key to the 
interpretat ion of the previously analyzed passages. As 
stated in the analysis, the act ive pag inal level d istracts 
the convent ional read ing order from left to r ight, and 
the trad it ional chronology of read ing is broken. The 
above-ment ioned passage deals w ith the unnecessary 
appl icat ion of a chronolog ical order to a story told 
through memor ies, wh ich l inks it to the analyzed pas-
sages that also processes a form of chronolog ical order, 
that is the l inear ity of read ing.  

Furthermore, the l ink between the analyzed passages 
and the text above is ampl if ied through the capital i -

zat ion and hyphenat ion of “chronolog ical.” The ma-
ter ial ity in all of these three text excerpts is equally 
foregrounded through capital izat ion, and furthermore, 
the hyphenat ion in the th ird passage may connote 
l ine breaks, referr ing to the analyzed texts where the 
capital ized letters are separated through l ine breaks. 
Consider ing th is v isual resemblance and its possible 
connotat ions, the passage above may serve as a relay 
to the foregrounded mater ial ity of the two analyzed 
passages. Even though the relationsh ip between content 
and form of page 35 is already def ined as an anchorage, 
the visual appearance of the passage can be l inked to 
the above-ment ioned text. Th is is due to the fact that 
the typesett ing not only serves as a descr ipt ion of the 
tooth brush ing process, but also d isrupts the l inear ity of 
read ing as in the formatt ing of page 17. Thus, the nar-
rat ive funct ion of the foregrounded mater ial ity in both 
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read ing l inear ity from left to r ight, wh ich may connote 
an unchronolog ical representat ion of events.

As a matter of fact, th is narrat ive funct ion of an un-
chronolog ical representat ion of events impl ies further 
connotat ions, wh ich results in an add it ional narrat ive 
funct ion. In h is essay about wr it ing and the Holocaust, 
The necess ity and imposs ib ility of be ing a Jew ish wr iter, 
Federman states that silences are part icularly powerful 
when deal ing w ith trag ic events in f ict ion. On the con-
trary, he acknowledges:

And yet, often the mere spewing forth of words in a di-
gressive and discontinuous fashion allows the writer to 
avoid a confrontation with his past while pretending to 
write about it. (Federman 2004)

Federman’s statement impl ies that the unchronolog ically 
represented, spewed forth thoughts of the inventor may 
be a sign of the inventor’s traumat ic past w ith wh ich he 
does not w ish to deal. As stated in the summary of the 
synopsis in the f irst sect ion of th is analysis, the inventor 
is determ ined not to wr ite about the past of the protag-
on ist. The novel also reveals that the inventor and the 
protagon ist is the same person, for instance when the 
inventor is choosing between noodles or potatoes as h is 
ma in nutr it ion dur ing the year in the room. He points 
out that potatoes are cheaper, but that “eventually they 
get those long grey rat ta ils and after a wh ile they’re l ike 
sponges g ives you the creeps” (Federman 1992, p. 11), 
wh ich is followed by page 11.1 (FIG 11, p. 103):

FIG 11. On the follow ing page, the inventor wr ites 
about the events of the Holocaust as if he had 
exper ienced them h imself. (Federman 1992, PHOTO: Wik-

ström 2018)
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The inventor descr ibes details about rotting potatoes 
in connect ion to memor ies of concentration camps, and 
here, it is obviously not the exper iences of the protag-
on ist he portrays, but h is own. In the preced ing pages 
of the novel, the typograph ical composit ion X * X * X 

* X appears in connect ion w ith the statement that the 
mother, father and two sisters of the protagon ist have 
been exterm inated in a German concentrat ion camp, 
but in the passage above, the X’s seem to refer to the 
fam ily of the inventor. Thus, the past of the protagon ist 
that the inventor is determ ined not to include in h is 
wr it ing is in fact the past of the inventor. By “spew-
ing forth” thoughts and wr it ings in a “d igressive and 
d iscont inuous fash ion,” the inventor indeed escapes “a 
confrontat ion w ith h is past wh ile pretend ing to wr ite 
about it” (Federman 2004). Thus, the narrat ive funct ion 
of the foregrounded mater ial ity that connotes an un-
chronolog ical representat ion of events impl ies an add i-

t ional narrat ive funct ion, wh ich on its behalf connotes 
an evasion of deal ing w ith a trag ic account.

In other words, Double or Noth ing is a novel about 
the inventor’s dreadful exper iences of the Holocaust, 
even though the subject is h idden in the d igressive plan-
n ing of the wr it ing process of the story about the pro-
tagon ist’s new Amer ican l ife. Federman hereby appl ies 
a mode of storytell ing in wh ich he deals with a d iff icult 
subject by the om ission of it. Sule iman argues that th is 
method of “saying without saying,” in her words a “rhe-
tor ical f igure of preter it ion,” is a central techn ique in 
Federman’s wr it ing (Sule iman 2010, p. 220). The typo-
graph ical composit ion X * X * X * X mentioned above 
is an illum inat ing example of preter it ion that not only 
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occurs in Double or Noth ing, but in all of Federman’s 
f ict ive works. In Suleimans opin ion, “they are signs that 
ind icate both presence and absence, both the lost objects 
and the ir ‘ex ing out,’ the ir erasure” (Sule iman 2010, 
p. 221). Th is typograph ical composit ion, that not only 
refers to the lost fam ily of Federman’s protagon ists, but 
also to the four murdered members of Federman’s own 
fam ily, has also been suggested by the cr it ic Charles 
Caramello to be a form of avoidance. 

Federman conf irms the suggest ion that h is X’s serve 
as a connotat ion of evasion, but cla ims yet another nar-
rat ive funct ion of h is typograph ical composit ion. In ad-
d it ion, he states, h is typograph ical representat ion of the 
ext inct fam ily members lay bare the inadequacy of lan-
guage that people are faced with when being confronted 
by tragedy (Federman 2004). Federman emphasizes:

How often have we heard people say, when confronted 
with a tragic event, . . . clichés as: I cannot find the words 
to express my grief; words are not enough to tell you 
how sad I feel; this leaves me speechless . . . Yes, one 
could go on playing verbal and syntactical games, end-
lessly reshuffling those poor words . . . that try in vain to 
express what words supposedly cannot express, but that 
would be useless and senseless; it would lead nowhere. 
(Federman 2004)

In Federman’s opin ion, the attempts to express trag-
ic events in mere verbal language are inadequate. He 
points out that numerous wr iters have tr ied to tell the 
story of the Holocaust, but in h is opin ion, these efforts 
have merely resulted in melodramat ic and sent imen-
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tal ized versions of the or ig inal. These wr iters never 
reach the center of the Holocaust, that is, the absence 
(Federman 2004). Instead, Federman claims that the 
most appropr iate method of deal ing with th is tragedy is 
playful art and postmodern ist exper imentat ion, wh ich 
consists in storytell ing through form instead of content 
(Sule iman 2010, p. 218). In h is own words:

Jewish writing then, like all other modes of contemporary 
writing, must shift its vision and its energy from content 
to form (from the WHAT to the HOW), but not because 
the content is too difficult to express, but because, as we 
have learned to recognize, content is form, and it is the 
form of a text that will eventually allow us to grasp the 
tragedy of the Holocaust. (Federman 2004)

In h is f ict ion, Federman chooses not to deal w ith the 
enorm ity of human ev il that resulted in the Holo-
caust, w ith what Holocaust was, but instead focuses 
on the problem of how to tell stor ies of an event of 
such chaot ic nature (Sule iman 2010, p. 217). He ex-
pl ic itly points out that the sh ift from content to form 
is not due to the Holocaust be ing “too d iff icult to 
express,” wh ich impl ies that h is typograph ical exper-
iments should not be seen, as suggested by Caramello, 
merely as an om ission of a subject too compl icated to 
descr ibe. Instead, Federman underscores that “content 
is form,” thus stat ing that form offers alternat ive ways 
of sign if icat ion w ith a potent ial to appropr iately tell 
the story of the “Unforg ivable Enorm ity of the Hol-
ocaust” (Federman 2004). In other words, accord ing 
to Federman, the mater ial ity of language does contain 
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the potent ial to tell stor ies that cannot be expressed 
through convent ional wr it ing.

The add it ional narrat ive funct ion that Federman as-
signs to h is typograph ical composit ions is reveal ing the 
inadequacy of language, wh ich as well may be assigned 
to the passages invest igated in the analysis above. In 
these passages, Federman d istracts the convent ional 
read ing order by capital ized letters that runs laterally 
and d iagonally across the l ines, wh ich allows h im to 
connote the d iscont inu ity of the inventor’s thoughts. 
Thus, he points at the shortcom ings of convent ional 
wr it ing, from left to r ight, and therefore, the analyzed 
passages may be seen to funct ion in the same way as 
Federman’s X’s that lay bare the fact that verbal lan-
guage is, at t imes, a rather insuff ic ient tool.

III.II.III POSSIBLE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS  

OF WRITING-THROUGH

Conclud ing the analysis of the foregrounded material ity 
of the two example passages in Federman’s Double or 
Nothing, the possible narrat ive funct ions of foreground-
ing mater ial ity through wr it ing-through methods are an 
unchronolog ical representat ion of events, as well as an 
evasion of deal ing w ith a h ighly trag ic account. Con-
sider ing h is f ict ive oeuvre as a whole, the analyzed pas-
sages may in add it ion be seen to funct ion as a revelat ion 
of the inadequacy of language. The l ist is completed by 
the narrat ive funct ions detected in the theoret ical part 
of wr it ing-through methods, wh ich are the d im in ish ing 
valuat ion of the author, as well as the cr it ic izing or con-
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t inuat ion of the source mater ial. In add it ion, Dwork in 
suggests that the method of wr it ing-through also serves 
as a symbol for the select ive read ing process, hereby d is-
t ingu ished as a funct ion, wh ich if referred to properly 
at the levels of act ions and narrat ion also may serve as 
a narrat ive funct ion.

Der ived from the not ion of the possibil it ies to include 
cr it ique or cont inuat ion of the or ig inal in the new text, I 
would l ike to argue that the method of wr it ing-through 
has potent ial to keep two voices act ive w ith the very 
same textual elements. By capital iz ing certa in letters of 
a convent ionally wr itten paragraph, in wh ich the capi-

tals serve merely as in it ial letters of the sentences, the 
author may add multiple mean ings to the text. Since the 
capital izat ion does not depend on the semantic mean ing 
of the words, it may enact as well as oppose the conno-
tat ions of the l ingu ist ic content. Th is possible narrat ive 
funct ion of record ing mult iple voices w ill be exam ined 
in i-catch ing, and the analysis is to be found in Chap-
ter IIII of the theory sect ion. If I succeed in creat ing a 
d ialogue between the uppercase and lowercase letters of 
the story, th is funct ion may be added to the above-men-
t ioned possible narrat ive funct ions of foregrounded ma-
ter ial ity through the method of wr it ing-through. 

III.III OVERPRINTING

The techn ique of overpr int ing or ig inates in wr it ing 
of anc ient t imes. An early version of th is techn ique 
is to be found in the methods of wr it ing on papyrus 



109

or parchment. When a text was washed or scraped 
away from the surface, the mater ial could be used 
and wr itten on aga in. Th is method of effac ing text is 
what the word palimpsest or ig inally referred to, de-
r ived from Greek palin psao mean ing “I smooth over 
aga in” (B ischoff 1990, pp. 11–12). Occasionally, the 
erased text would form a partly visible layer under the 
new wr it ings, result ing in an overwr itten page. To-
day, overpr int ing is sporad ically pract iced on purpose 
(Dwork in 2003, pp. 174–175), and for instance the 
Amer ican poet Charles Bernste in appl ies th is wr it ing 
techn ique in h is poet ic work of Ve il. In order to ex-
am ine the funct ions of overpr int ing, Cra ig Dwork in 
analyzes Bernstein’s booklet, and th is study fac il itates 
the detect ion of the potent ial ity of overpr int ing as an 
alternat ive method for sign if icat ion. 

III.III.I THE VEIL OF BERNSTEIN

Bernste in’s Ve il is a poem publ ished in a 12-page book-
let by Xexox ial Ed it ions in 1987 (FIG 12, p. 110). In 
th is work, Bernste in uses overpr int ing as an ent ire com-
posit ional strategy, and a sh immer ing screen of texture 
is composed by mult iple layers of text. The poem is 
preceded w ith the follow ing epigraph from The M in is-
ter’s Black Ve il by Nathan iel Hawthorne: 

“THERE IS AN HOUR TO COME,” SAID HE, “WHEN 
ALL OF US SHALL CAST ASIDE OUR VEILS. TAKE 
IT NOT AMISS, BELOVED FRIEND, IF I WEAR THIS 
PIECE OF CRAPE TILL THEN.” (Bernstein 1987, unpag.)





The quote on page 109 serves as an introduct ion to 
Bernste in’s poem, wh ich consists of a ve il of verbal tex-
ture on the follow ing pages. The l ines of the poem are 
pr inted as if by a typewr iter, on a sheet of paper that 
repeatedly is reinserted into the mach ine. The veil refers 
to th is weave of overpr inted text, so that the wr it ing 
serves not as a gu ise, but as a d isgu ise, for language 
(Dwork in 2003, pp. 50–51).

The text is almost completely illeg ible, but neverthe-
less, it is possible to decode continuous phrases through 
the mult iple layers of black text, and Dwork in decodes 
several phrases that frequently med itates on the material 
spec if ic ity of its process, the detected phrases marked 
in ital ics below: 

as readers face the veil . . . they have a hard time following 
the text through the haywireness of superimposition . . . 
the reader ultimately can see dimly through as the writing 
peeks a boo to let a hidden message emerge in constantly 
switching dialectic of revelation and concealment. Th ose 
glimpses work to excite the curious EYE . . . until the read-
er once again cant make out the typing laid over and over 
the same material in a variety of ways to form overprint 
with a density so great that language itself is tangible and 
one feels the physicality of type. (Dwork in 2003, p. 51)

In Dwork in’s decod ing, it is clearly evident that the text 
is h ighly self-referent ial. Th is k ind of opac ity is to be 
considered as opposing “the dom inant Anglo-Amer i -

can trad it ion of twent ieth-century typograph ic design, 
wh ich ma inta ins an unobtrus ive clar ity as its a im” 
(Dwork in 2003, p. 51), wh ich is ment ioned in Chap-
ter I of the thesis. As one of the precedents of th is 

FIG 12. In the fourth poem of Ve il, Bernste in cre-
ates a three-d imens ional illus ion through man ipu-
lat ion of l ine spac ing. (Bernstein 1987, unpag.)
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trad it ion, Theodore Low De Vinne, states that pr int ing 
“succeeds perfectly when the reader f inds it a pleasure 
to read [a pr inted] work, w ithout th ink ing at all of the 
means by wh ich th is pleasure is had” (De Vinne 1892, 
p. 164, c ited in Dwork in 2003, p. 173). Ve il on its 
behalf draws attent ion to these very means, act ing as a 
rem inder of the mater ial ity of the sign if ier, wh ich may 
serve as a narrat ive funct ion. 

Th is is not the only funct ion of the work, because 
since almost all of the overpr inted text can be decoded 
through more pat ience and concentrat ion than what 
is demanded by a convent ional text, Bernste in’s book 
also challenges and red irects the convent ional read ing 
process (Dwork in 2003, p. 53). The obstructed read ing 
cont inu ity that is demanded by overtyping “renders the 
ord inary language of Bernste in’s texts somewhat unfa-
m il iar.” The readers are not able to scan the page in the 
way they are used to, as in works that obey the “ideol-
og ies of textual transparency that create the illusion of 
‘d isappearance’ of the word” (Dwork in 2003, p. 54). As 
Dwork in notes:

If the restive opacity of these poems prevents their reader 
from being absorbed by the seemingly effortless flow of 
semantic content, it also redirects the reader from that 
illusionistic immediacy to the even more highly absorp-
tive process of physical decipherment, which requires a 
concentration and attention far more total and intense 
than does the conventional page. (Dwork in 2003, p. 55)

What the readers m ight exper ience as an obstacle for 
gett ing drawn into the text can as well engage them to 
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a larger extent than convent ional read ing. If the reader 
makes the effort to dec ipher the work, the concentra-
t ion and attent ion demanded is immense, and he or she 
w ill be absorbed in a new way in the text. Thus, a new 
read ing habit is shaped. 

In h is invest igat ion of Ve il, Dwork in has exhumed 
two funct ions of overpr int ing that may serve as act ive 
part icipants in storytell ing, h ighl ight ing of the sign if ier’s 
mater ial ity and thorough absorpt ion into the text. The 
l ist of narrat ive funct ions w ill be completed with the fol-
lowing analysis of Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close.

III.III.II ANALYSIS OF EXTREMELY LOUD  

AND INCREDIBLY CLOSE

In h is novel Extremely Loud and Incred ibly Close 
(2005), Jonathan Safran Foer appl ies a slowly increas-
ing overpr int ing to an ent ire chapter (FIG 13–14, p. 
115). Th is book is categor ized as a hybr id novel, wh ich 
accord ing to Sadok iersk i means a work of prose “in 
wh ich graph ic devices l ike photographs, drawings and 
exper imental typography are integrated into the wr itten 
text”. In a hybr id novel, words and images work on 
equal terms to create a partly visual, partly verbal result 
(Sadok iersk i 2010, ix). The graph ic devices of Extreme-
ly Loud and Incred ibly Close consist of photographs 
taken by the protagon ists Oskar Schell and Thomas 
Schell Sen ior, pictures that Oskar has pr inted and glued 
into h is scrapbook Stuff That Happened To Me, hand-
wr itten scr ibbl ing, as well as exper imental typography. 
One of the typograph ic composit ions consists of the 
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slowly increased overpr int ing ment ioned above, wh ich 
appears in one of Thomas Schell Sen ior’s letters to h is 
deceased son. Th is sect ion is also ment ioned in Sadok i-

ersk i ’s analysis of Foer’s novel, included in her doctoral 
thesis V isual Wr it ing: A cr it ique of graph ic dev ices in 
hybr id novels, from a Visual Commun icat ion Des ign 
perspect ive (2010). In order to ident ify the possible nar-
rat ive funct ions of Thomas Schell Sen ior’s letter, I have 
stud ied Sadok iersk i ’s read ing, and my own analysis 
includ ing her perspect ive follows below.

1. DENOTATIONS OF THE LINGUISTIC CODE

In an envelope marked “Black,” in a blue vase in h is 
father’s closet, n ine-year-old Oskar Schell f inds a key. 
Oskar’s father Thomas Schell was lost barely 1.5 years 
earl ier in 9/11, and Oskar f igures that if he f inds the 
lock that th is key opens, he w ill get closer to h is father. 
He dec ides to go out to visit every person in all of New 
York w ith the last name Black to ga in further clues 
about wh ich lock th is key m ight open. 

At the same t ime, Oskar’s grandmother, who l ives 
across the street, rents a room to a seem ingly total 
stranger. Th is man cannot speak, but converses in wr it-
ing, in an inf in ite number of small notebooks, and in 
order to “ma[k]e l ife more possible” (Foer 2005, p. 17) 
he has tattooed the palm of h is left hand w ith YES and 
the palm of h is r ight hand w ith NO. Th is man is in 
fact Oskar’s grandfather, Thomas Schell Sen ior, who fled 
from h is w ife and l ife in New York even before h is son 
Thomas Schell Jun ior was born. 



FIG 13–14. Cover and inlay (p. 281) of Extreme-
ly Loud and Incredibly Close. (Foer 2005, PHOTO: 
Wikström 2018)
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Because of Thomas Schell Sen ior’s betrayal many 
years ago, Oskar’s grandmother does not want Oskar 
to meet h is grandfather. Oskar st ill encounters h im in 
due t ime, when he goes to pay a visit to h is grandmother, 
and she happens to be out. Thomas Schell Sen ior st ill 
does not g ive h imself away, out of respect for h is w ife’s 
w ish, but he and Oskar nevertheless develop a relat ion-
sh ip in secrecy, and together they make plans to d ig up 
Thomas Schell Jun ior’s coff in. Oskar knows that the 
coff in is empty, because h is father’s body was lost in the 
terror ist attack, but he wants to f ill it w ith someth ing. 
The renter offers two su itcases full of unsent letters to 
h is lost son, but he st ill does not reveal that th is son 
is also Oskar’s father. The two of them set up repeated 
n ightly meet ings at wh ich they plan the ir quest. 

Oskar also keeps search ing for the lock to the key, 
and after e ight months of search ing, it turns out that 
the key opens a safe-deposit box that belongs to a man 
named Will iam Black, whose father had d ied two years 
ago. Unfortunately, it has noth ing to do w ith Oskar’s 
father; only that Thomas Schell Jun ior had bought the 
blue vase when Will iam sold h is father’s belong ings. 
The quest of the lock had made Oskar feel l ike he was 
stay ing close to h is father a l ittle longer, and once he 
f inds the lock he is devastated, because he is no longer 
moving in the d irect ion of h is father. Then, Oskar de-
c ides it is t ime to d ig up the coff in w ith the renter. On 
the n ight of the second ann iversary of Thomas Schell 
Jun ior’s death, they go off on the ir m ission. They d ig 
up the coff in w ith the help of a l imousine dr iver, open 
the l id, and f ill it w ith the letters of the renter. 
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2. POSITION OF FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY,  

ADDRESSER, AND ADDRESSEE

Only an hour before he and Oskar head for the graveyard 
to d ig up the coff in, Thomas Schell Sen ior, the addresser, 
is wr it ing a f inal letter to h is lost son, the addressee. Th is 
letter is placed in a chapter t itled “Why I’m not where 
you are,” dated 9/11/03, near the end of the novel on 
pages 262–284. The foregrounded mater ial ity starts on 
page 272 and cont inues to the end of the chapter. Con-
sider ing that the method of overpr int ing is assigned to 
merely a part of a chapter, it does presumably not play 
a major part in the narrat ive as a whole, but can st ill 
offer sign if icant depth to the story. The importance of 
the foregrounded mater ial ity in the overall storytell ing 
will be clar if ied in the following sect ions of th is analysis.

3. DENOTATIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

  
At page 272, the mater ial ity of the text becomes grad-
ually foregrounded by a decreas ing kern ing, lead ing, 
and marg in w idth. The text is st ill readable up to page 
281 (FIG 14, p. 115), but hereafter, the reader cannot 
decode the l ingu ist ic message due to the overpr int ing. 
When the letter ends on page 284 (FIG 15, p. 118), the 
degree of overpr int ing is extreme to such extent that 
the characters and rows form an almost opaque letter 
texture, w ith wh ite space only occas ionally sh in ing 
through. Th is mater ial ity operates on the alphabet ical, 
lex ical, and pag inal level of the icon ic space, since the 





letters, words, and rows are merged, creat ing an image 
instead of a comprehensive text. S ince the text is not 
readable anymore, the created image takes over the task 
of sign ifying from the l ingu ist ic code, thus enacting the 
mean ing of the narrat ive.

4. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN TEXT AND MATERIALITY

A few pages after the decreasing of the kern ing, lead ing, 
and marg in width has begun, where the text is st ill fully 
readable and the overpr int ing has not yet occurred, the 
verbally expressed reason for the foregrounded mater ial-
ity is to be found. On page 276, where the reader most 
l ikely f irst recogn izes the at th is point st ill sl ight typo-
graph ic change, Thomas Schell Sen ior wr ites as follows:

There won’t be enough pages in this book for me to tell 
you what I need to tell you, I could write smaller, I could 
slice the pages down their edges to make two pages, I 
could write over my own writing, but then what? (Foer 
2005, p. 276) 

Accord ing to the l ingu ist ic message, the increased over-
pr int ing is simply due to that the notebook of Thomas 
Schell Sen ior is about to end. Throughout the text, he 
also keeps repeat ing “I want an inf in itely blank book 
and the rest of t ime” (Foer 2005, p. 281). Here, the text 
serves as an anchorage of the foregrounded mater ial ity, 
and just l ike in Barthes’ def in it ion, the text ident if ies 

“the elements of the scene and the scene itself” (Barthes 
1977b, p. 39), thus serving to expla in the image, in th is 

FIG 15. Page 284 of Extremely Loud and Incredibly 
Close. (Foer 2005, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)





case the overpr inted text. By decod ing the content, the 
reader understands that the increased overpr int ing de-
pends on the decreasing pages of the book that Thomas 
Schell Sen ior is wr it ing in. Hence, the text is super ior 
to its mater ial ity unt il page 281, after wh ich the text is 
no longer readable, thereby losing its super ior ity.

A few chapters after th is letter, there is the possible 
impl icat ion that the mater ial ity sign if ies more than 
Thomas Schell’s notebook com ing to an end. At page 
318, the reader is presented w ith an image of a starry 
sky, a photograph taken by Oskar through the sunroof 
of the l imousine that takes h im and Thomas Schell Sen-
ior to the graveyard where h is father is bur ied (FIG 16, 
p. 120). Th is photograph resembles perfectly the black 
texture of the f inal overpr inted page in Thomas Schell 
Sen ior’s letter, where t iny wh ite spots occasionally sh ine 
through the almost completely black surface of text. 
Consequently, the relat ionsh ip between the text and 
mater ial ity of the letter changes from an anchorage to 
that of a relay, and the reader understands that there is 
a greater whole to be understood from the comb inat ion 
of the overpr inted letter and the photograph of the stars. 

To summar ize, the relat ionsh ip between the text and 
the mater ial ity in the letter itself is an anchorage, but 
tak ing the photograph into considerat ion, the content 
and the form seem to sign ify add it ional connotat ions. 
Thus, the text serves as a relay to the mater ial ity, and 
the mean ing is conveyed by the analysis of the possible 
narrat ive funct ion of the mater ial ity. On one hand, the 
overpr int ing is assigned to a m inor part of the novel, 
as stated in the second sect ion of th is analysis, wh ich 
impl ies that it is not essent ial to the story as a whole, 

FIG 16. Page 318 of Extremely Loud and Incredibly 
Close. (Foer 2005, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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but on the other hand, the detected relay h ints that at 
least the letter could not be expressed through conven-
t ional wr it ing.

5. NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS OF THE  

FOREGROUNDED MATERIALITY

Consider ing only the pages of the overpr int ing, a possi-

ble connotat ion of the foregrounded mater ial ity is fren-
z ies. Thomas Schell Sen ior seems eager to wr ite about 
a mult itude of events, such as: how he got back to New 
York after forty years of fleeing h is former l ife; how he 
met h is w ife aga in; how she d id not want h im to meet 
Oskar; how he instead got to know h im through watch-
ing h im from a d istance; how he in due t ime got to 
meet h im in the apartment of Oskar’s grandmother; and 
f inally, before the text becomes illeg ible, how he along-
side Oskar put the ir plans of d igg ing up Thomas Schell 
Jun ior’s coff in into act ion. He wr ites in long sentences 
w ith commas instead of per iods, and since he keeps re-
peat ing the w ish of “an inf in itely blank book” to keep 
wr it ing in for “the rest of t ime,” the reader understands 
that the decreasing kern ing, lead ing, and marg in w idth 
imply that h is book is too short for everyth ing that he 
wants to tell. Thus, the narrat ive funct ion of the fore-
grounded mater ial ity serves as an ampl if ier of Thomas 
Schell Sen ior’s overwhelm ing emot ions.

In her analysis, Sadok iersk i also supports the state-
ment that one possible narrat ive funct ion of the over-
pr int ing is to ampl ify the emot ions of the protagon ist. 
She interprets the opaque, black letter texture as an 
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expression of the devastation that Thomas Schell Sen ior 
exper iences when he f inally faces h is fam ily members 
and their vastly trag ic story. “Through th is device,” she 
states, “we share Thomas Sen ior’s anx iety and claus-
trophobia as h is world becomes overwhelm ingly emo-
t ionally complex” (Sadok iersk i 2010, p. 109). With th is 
statement, Sadok iersk i cla ims that the foregrounded 
mater ial ity serves to sign ify h ighly negat ive emot ions.

On the other hand, one of the last readable sentences 
of the overpr inted letter impl ies a sl ightly more posit ive 
view. Here, Thomas Schell Sen ior speaks about Oskar: 

“I know I won’t be in h is l ife, I won’t be the grandfa-
ther he never had, he won’t th ink of me or m iss me, 
but there’s noth ing I regret about the past two months” 
(Foer 2005, p. 281). In th is l ight, the wr it ing seems 
l ike a therapy session and not merely an expression of 
devastat ion. Thomas Schell Sen ior has tr ied to escape 
h is l ife, but when he returns and gets to establ ish a re-
lat ionsh ip w ith h is grandson, he gets even w ith h is past, 
and by d igg ing up h is lost son’s grave and bury ing all 
the letters he never sent in the empty blackness of the 
coff in, he makes the story of h is l ife into black space, 
erasing everyth ing that ever went wrong.

Furthermore, when the photograph of the stars is 
placed into considerat ion, the possibly hopeful tone de-
tected in the f inal readable sentences of the overpr inted 
letter is strengthened. The preced ing page of Oskar’s 
photograph presents a passage of lingu ist ic message that 
may be considered as a master key in the interpretat ion 
of connect ion between the letter and the starry sky. On 
the ir way to the graveyard, Oskar opens the sunroof of 
the l imousine:
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I stood up with the top half of my body sticking out of 
the car. I took pictures of the stars with Grandpa’s cam-
era, and in my head I connected them to make words, 
whatever words I wanted. (Foer 2005, p. 317)

Sadok iersk i also ment ions the same passage, but in her 
read ing, the image of the stars is a visual representation 
of all the deceased people whose names Oskar reads on 
the tombstones in the graveyard on the way to h is fa-
ther’s grave. She does not connect the overpr inted letter 
texture and the photograph of the stars, but suggests 
that each name of the deceased people equals “a spot 
of dying l ight in the n ight sky”.  Foer presents us w ith 

“photographs to pause and reflect upon”, she notes, and 
th is, in her opin ion, is the case of the image of the starry 
sky (Sadok iersk i 2010, p. 132). 

However, I suggest that th is passage is connected not 
only to the photograph, but to the overpr inted letter of 
Thomas Schell Sen ior as well. The words of th is letter 
are merged into a visual representat ion of a starry sky, 
and by connect ing the stars, to be assoc iated w ith the 
wh ite spots occurr ing through the black surface of the 
overpr inted letter, Oskar makes new words. Consider-
ing th is assoc iat ion, Oskar is f igurat ively rewr it ing the 
background of h is grandfather, and at the same t ime, he 
alters h is own trag ic account. Th is possible connotation 
of alter ing the past is supported at the end of the novel, 
where Oskar utters a w ish to turn back t ime to “the day 
before the worst day.” In other words, he wishes to alter 
the cha in of events, so that everyth ing would be undone. 
The visual erasure made through the overprint ing in the 
letter of Thomas Schell Sen ior could hereby be seen as 
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a way to turn back t ime, and through the construct ion 
of new words out of the d isaster of h is past, Oskar then 
would be able to bu ild a new future. “We would have 
been safe” (Foer 2005, p. 326), as he states, referr ing to 
h im and h is father.

Independently of the connotations, the foregrounded 
mater ial ity in combinat ion w ith the l ingu ist ic message 
and the photograph serves as a sign if ier of the protago-
n ists’ emot ions. The mater ial ity in th is part icular case 
funct ions as an ampl if ier for feel ings wh ich could be 
descr ibed in words only flatly. Th is suggest ion is sup-
ported by Foer as he is stat ing: “Most of what I do in 
my books I do exactly because I can’t expla in it any oth-
er way” (Gerber & Tr iggs 2006, pp. 70–71). The state-
ment resonates w ith Federman’s view of the expressive 
potent ial of form, and hereby, the narrative funct ions of 
Foer’s overpr int ing may be an emot ional ampl if ier, and 
in add it ion, a revelat ion of the inadequacy of language.

The intertw in ing of the foregrounded mater ial ity 
w ith another image and possibly also d ifferent chap-
ters of the novel opens up for several alternat ive inter-
pretat ions, wh ich by extension results in an add it ional, 
possible funct ion of the mater ial ity. Sadok iersk i states:

Intertwining different types of image complicates inter-
pretation, multiplying the polysemy of the image – this 
complexity charges the power of the image, but also 
illuminates the difficulty of critiquing it. (Sadok iersk i 
2010, p. 52)

In the case of Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, th is 
intertw in ing does indeed mult iply the interpretat ions 
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of the mater ial ity and the work as a whole, as exem-
pl if ied w ith the d iffer ing analyses by Sadok iersk i and 
myself. Thus, the funct ion of enhanc ing the polysemy 
of the work is assigned to the foregrounded mater ial i-

ty. Whether th is is a consc ious, narrat ive strategy by 
Foer in Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close rema ins 
uncerta in, but nevertheless, th is funct ion may have po-
tent ial to take part of the storytell ing, and could serve 
as a connotat ion of complex ity. 

Thus, the narrat ive funct ions of the foregrounded 
mater ial ity in the overpr inted letter by Thomas Schell 
Sen ior are an emot ional ampl if ier and a revelat ion of 
the inadequacy of language. The mater ial ity in itself is 
not super ior to the text as it alone does not progress 
the narrat ive, but in combinat ion w ith the l ingu ist ic 
message of the novel as a whole and Oskar’s photo-
graph, it stands as a sign if icant element for d ifferent 
interpretat ions of the work. Nevertheless, as stated in 
the second section of th is analysis, the overpr int ing con-
st itutes only a few pages of the novel as a whole, and 
may therefore not be seen as a cruc ial part to the nar-
rat ive. The overpr inted text in Thomas Schell Sen ior’s 
letter has a sim ilar funct ion as Sadok iersk i prescr ibes 
the photographs of th is character; they “may not be 
narrat ive devices, in that they do not progress the nar-
rat ive (storyl ine) d irectly, but they are l iterary devices, 
because they contr ibute an intang ible, l iterary value to 
the work” (Sadok iersk i 2010, p. 117). In other words, 
the foregrounded mater ial ity is not inev itable to the 
narrat ive, but it does serve to ampl ify emot ions, point 
at the shortcom ings of verbal language, as well as infuse 
the work w ith polysemy. 



III.III.III POSSIBLE NARRATIVE FUNCTIONS  

OF OVERPRINTING

Consider ing Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, the 
ampl ifying of emot ions, and the revelat ion of the inad-
equacy of language stand as possible narrat ive funct ions 
of the analyzed overpr int ing. The l ist is completed by 
the narrat ive funct ions detected in Dwork in’s analysis 
of Ve il, that is, a h ighl ight ing of the sign if ier’s mate-
r ial ity, as well as thorough absorpt ion into the text. In 
add it ion, the l ist of possible narrat ive funct ions may be 
extended with the notions of intertwin ing photographs 
and foregrounded, textual material ity, wh ich detects the 
infusion of polysemy as an add it ional, possible narra-
t ive funct ion. 

Hereby, I have presented the theoret ical rev iew as 
well as my analysis of the chosen example novels. The 
possible narrat ive funct ions of each method w ill be 
assembled in a comprehensive l ist in the conclud ing 
Chapter IIIII, but f irst, the l ist will be completed with 
the f ind ings of the process of i-catch ing.
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CHAPTER IIII I-CATCHING

IN THE BEGINNING, there was noth ing 
but a simple thought; I wanted to create a story that 
was to be read, but also seen. I was cur ious to inves-
t igate the possibil it ies of re inforc ing the text w ith the 
character ist ics of it, and more spec if ically, the charac-
ters of it. I thought that there would be no approach as 
forthr ight to illustrate a text as to allow the letters to 
illustrate it, since they are already present in the text 
itself. Th is thought const ituted the reason why i-catch-
ing came into ex istence, and the fourth chapter of my 
thesis serves to descr ibe how th is ex istence came to be. 
Here, I will summar ize the development of the storyline, 
reveal my in it ial a ims for applying the chosen methods 
of foreground ing mater ial ity, descr ibe the process of 
each method in the context of i-catch ing as well as 
suggest ing the narrat ive funct ions that hereby may have 
been assigned to the story.
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At th is point, it is important to not ice that I use the 
aux il iary verb may, since the mean ing is to be decoded 
by the readers alone, and I cannot state with certa in-
ty that they w ill perce ive my intended connotat ions. 
The interpretat ions may vary rad ically, in part icular 
due to my a im of narrat ing a story through content as 
well as form. In the term inology of Barthes, the text of 
i-catching is intended to serve as a relay to its visual ap-
pearance. Translat ing Barthes’ def in it ion of a relay into 
the context of th is thesis, as ment ioned in the sect ion 
of Rhetor ic of the Image in Chapter II, th is impl ies 
that the mean ing is not conveyed through the content 
or the form alone, but at the level of the story (Barthes 
1977b, p. 41). Th is may result in the mean ing being not 
as clearly d ist ingu ished as if it was conveyed by pure 
text, and the readers may not be able to connect the 
content and its form to a greater whole. The readers may 
as well separate these two elements, interpret ing the 
connotat ions of e ither the l ingu ist ic code or the v isual 
appearance. Th is cond it ion of the ind iv idual read ing 
process is what Dwork in refers to when he states that 
readers are “act ivat ing part icular codes of s ign if ica-
t ion at the expense of other strateg ies” (Dwork in 2003, 
p. 91), wh ich also is quoted previously in the theory 
sect ion of the wr it ing-through method. Accord ingly, 
the f inal sect ion of each descr ipt ion of the methods 
of foreground ing mater ial ity, consider ing results and 
suggest ing possible narrat ive funct ions in the story of 
i-catch ing, is h ighly subject ive. The readers may have 
chosen to read it otherw ise.  
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IIII.I DEVELOPING STORY AND RULES

The story of i-catch ing has been told before in a d if-
ferent med ium than the f inal version of the booklet, 
and by extension, th is thesis. Or ig inally, the escape of 
lowercase i was med iated in the form of an an imated 
short f ilm that I developed dur ing the course named 
Mov ing Image and Product ion Des ign offered by the 
Master’s Programme in Visual Commun icat ion Design 
at Aalto Un iversity. Throughout the course, I wrote the 
synopsis, sketched the storyboard, created the an imat ic, 
and completed the f inal, three-m inute-long an imat ion. 

However, I real ized that th is was not the r ight me-
d ium for the endeavors of lowercase i, because at th is 
point, I learned about the mater ial ity of language and 
the methods of foreground ing it. I read Tree of Codes 
and understood the potent ial generated from the ma-
n ipulat ion of the very same page layout as the or ig inal 
The Street of Crocodiles. In add it ion, I became fam il iar 
w ith F in du Copenhague by Guy Debord and Asger 
Jorn, wh ich, at least accord ing to legend, is assembled 
dur ing one single day from the mater ial of one single 
news k iosk (Dwork in 2003, p. 20). These two works 
underscore the mater ial ity of language due to the fact 
that they are created straight out of their or ig inal source 
mater ials. In order to accompl ish the same level of fore-
grounded mater ial ity, the method of Foer, Debord, and 
Jorn was appl ied to i-catch ing. S ince th is story is partly 
set in Sandemose’s pr inted novel A Fug it ive Crosses H is 
Tracks, the narrat ive should not only imply it, as in the 
an imated short f ilm, but also act it out. Therefore, I 
dec ided to execute i-catch ing as a détournement.



132

I f irst considered alter ing Sandemose’s or ig inal novel 
itself, but th is was not possible, since the Engl ish ver-
sion is extremely rare; I was not able to f ind a copy 
for purchase. The version I f inally came across was an 
interl ibrary loan from the Arch ibald S. Alexander L i -

brary in New Jersey (FIG 17), and therefore, I dec ided 
to elaborate on scanned pages of th is copy.

The storyl ine was sketched accord ing to some of the 
narrat ive funct ions d iscovered in Chapter III: mate-
r ial emphasize; cont inuat ion of the source; model for 
pol it ical act iv ity; decrease of the author’s valuat ion; 
simultaneous record of mult iple voices; and emot ional 
ampl if ier. The a ims of applying these funct ions w ill be 

FIG 17. The copy of A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks 
used for the exhum ing of i-catching. (Sandemose 1936, 

PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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further descr ibed in the follow ing sect ions. Consider-
ing these possibil it ies of foregrounded mater ial ity, I 
made a prel im inary plan for the content and sketched 
a storyl ine in e ight episodes. In order to increase the 
impact of the or ig inal source, and thus g iving the ma-
ter ial ity of the work a ma in role in i-catch ing, I dec id-
ed that each episode of the story was to be exhumed 
out of the sentences, words, and letters of one source 
chapter only. The new episode should also be t itled 
w ith the or ig inal head ing of the source chapter, and 
as such, I chose chapters w ith t itles referr ing to the 
intended content of each episode. Find ing appropr iate 
source chapters turned out to be a relat ively pa inless 
task, since A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks is d iv ided 
into 170 chapters in total. In add it ion, my storyl ine of 
an escaping letter coinc ided w ith Sandemose’s narra-
t ive of a protagon ist that leaves h is home village due 
to the inhuman cond it ions of the m il ieu. Th is resulted 
in an extensive scope of possible chapter t itles that f it 
i-catch ing as well as A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks. 
Beneath, the episodes and t itles are l isted:

EPISODE 1: THE LAW OF JANTE. The book is intro-
duced through Sandemose’s or ig inal ten laws that the 
v illagers of Jante obey. Lowercase i appears through the 
or ig inal text, quest ion ing th is seem ingly self-destruc-
t ive sett ing. It is nevertheless opposed by lowercase 
e, who requ ires that lowercase i return to its purpose 
of serv ing as a mute letter in the progression of the 
l ingu ist ic content.

EPISODE 2: ONE MUST MIND ONE’S WORK. Since lower-
case i is not allowed to scramble the words in the actual 
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paragraphs, it instead speaks in footnotes, comment-
ing on Sandemose’s or ig inal text. Lowercase e objects 
repeatedly, wh ile lowercase i beg ins consider ing an 
escape.

EPISODE 3: I SHALL NOT LET YOU GO. In th is episode, 
lowercase i makes its f irst attempt to escape the book. 
Lowercase e detects it and commands the other char-
acters to increase the l ine spac ing so as to block the 
fl ight of lowercase i. 

EPISODE 4: LEADERS. Lowercase i and e cont inues 
the ir argument, and in add it ion, the uppercase letters 
of the story interfere in the d ialogue. They utter their 
d isapproval of the lowercase i that has ra ised its voice 
and cla im to be in charge of th ings. 

EPISODE 5: DARKNESS IN THE BARN. In add it ion 
to lowercase i, e, and the capitals, lowercase r and u 
enters the d ispute, cla im ing to have the same r ight as 
lowercase i to express themselves instead of the story 
of the novel they are set in. The argument escalates in a 
tumult of textual elements, through wh ich lowercase i 
f inally f inds its tunnel to another context. Th is episode 
is ma inly exhumed out of Sandemose’s chapter t itled 
Darkness in the barn, but the black letter texture on 
pages 264–265 is in add it ion created of the leftover 
elements of the other source chapters.

EPISODE 6: NIGHT IS DECEPTIVE. In the calm after 
the storm, lowercase e not ices that lowercase i is not 
present anymore. 

EPISODE 7: AN EYE FOR AN I. Th is episode, somewhat 
lengthy and academ ic in its form, is the recourse of 
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lowercase i. It serves to expla in what i-catch ing is 
and how the story came to ex istence, as well as what 
th is ex istence may mean. Note that th is episode is not 
exhumed out of A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks but the 
books and art icles l isted in the sect ion w ith references 
of th is thesis.

EPISODE 8: HOME. In the f inal episode of i-catch ing, 
lowercase i returns to its former sett ing, informed by 
the f ind ings of the prev ious episode.

Hence, the storyl ine was developed and the in it ial wr it-
ing rules of the project were def ined. Follow ing th is, 
the wr it ing process, or more accurately the exhum ing 
process, was about to beg in.

IIII.II WRITING I-CATCHING

The three techn iques chosen for the story of i-catch ing 
are the methods of détournement, wr it ing-through, and 
overpr int ing. I used détournement w ith in the story as 
a whole, wh ile the wr it ing-through process is ut il ized 
in the fourth and f ifth episodes, and the overpr int ing 
method appears in the f irst and f ifth episode of the sto-
ry. In the following sect ions, I descr ibe the three models 
of foregrounded mater ial ity, clar ify my intent ional aims 
in choosing these techn iques, as well as descr ibe the 
results and suggest the poss ible narrat ive funct ions that 
through these methods may have been assigned to the 
foregrounded mater ial ity. 
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IIII.II.I THE AIMS OF THE DÉTOURNEMENT

  
I staged the wr it ing process of détournement as early as 
in the development of the storyl ine, since the progress 
of the narrat ive was partly sketched accord ing to the 
pre-def ined rules of the wr it ing and the possibil it ies 
offered by part icular narrat ive funct ions. As ment ioned 
in the sect ion of developing i-catch ing, the rules con-
sisted of the new episodes be ing formulated out of the 
sentences, words, and letters of the or ig inal chapters 
of Sandemose, one single chapter offer ing mater ial for 
one episode only.

As for the man ipulat ion, I chose to simply cut textual 
elements out of the ir or ig inal locat ion and paste them 
into new sentences, in the same page layout as in A 
Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks. I str ived to use complete 
words and sentences, so as to be true to the source mate-
r ial. As stated in the analysis of Tree of Codes, a text ex-
humed out of the syllables and characters of its or ig inal 
does not necessar ily refer to the source mater ial, since 
characters are not un ique to any ex ist ing work. My aim 
was to pronounce Sandemose’s work, but, since I was 
about to create a d ialogue between lowercase letters, 
and the letters were to be referred to in connect ion to 
the ir utterances, I st ill needed to alter the alphabet ical 
level of the icon ic space. In add it ion, if a letter man ip-
ulates the story in wh ich it is set, th is member of the 
alphabet is presumably operat ing on the alphabet ical 
level. With th is f inal perm ission of using syllables and 
single letters in the construction of narrative, the overall 
rules of the wr it ing process were set. These restr ict ions 
apply to the story as a whole, and the add it ional rules 
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of the wr it ing-through and the overpr int ing are to be 
def ined in separate sections below. But f irst, I will reveal 
the overall a ims of pract ic ing the method of détourne-
ment in the context of i-catch ing.

As ment ioned in the f irst sect ion of th is chapter, de-
scr ibing the development of the story, my in it ial reason 
for execut ing i-catch ing through détournement was to 
create a h igher level of mater ial ity than that of a sim-
ple impl icat ion of the source. The narrat ive should not 
merely im itate the or ig inal, but instead, the story was 
to be conveyed through that very or ig inal. Although 
I was not man ipulat ing an actual copy of A Fug it ive 
Crosses H is Tracks, I used the or ig inal textual elements 
and page layout, equally to Foer’s treatment of Tree 
of Codes. With th is act, I intended to emphasize that 
language in th is part icular piece speaks for itself, that 
the d ialogue is not created by me as an author, but by 
the letters, words, and sentences of the source. Due to 
the fact that i-catch ing is a story about a character that 
suddenly expresses itself through the textual elements 
of its sett ing, the h ighl ight ing of mater ial ity appl ied 
through détournement serves as a narrat ive funct ion.  

In add it ion, I a imed at ut il iz ing the narrat ive func-
t ion of a cont inuat ion of the or ig inal. A Fug it ive Cross-
es H is Tracks may be considered a 420-page-long mon-
ologue about the vastly destructive effects of the Law of 
Jante on those who l ive under it, and it is my w ish to 
support th is thoroughly made statement. I also want to 
use Sandemose’s man ifesto in a d ifferent context, wh ich 
is the general d iscussion on whether form is a potent ial 
sign if ier or not, and I a im at argu ing that there is great 
potent ial in combin ing content and form in storytell ing. 



Hereby, I attempt to cont inue and extend the or ig inal 
intent ions of Sandemose to the debate over whether the 
mater ial ity of language is sign if icant or not. 

Thus, I ut il ize an ex ist ing novel in a sett ing that d if-
fers from the intended context, in order to create a new 
perspect ive. Th is is the very def in it ion of détournement, 
accord ing to Goldsm ith’s statement, referred to in the 
sect ion on détournement in the th ird chapter of th is the-
sis (Goldsm ith 2011, p. 38). If I succeed at l ift ing th is 
to the level of the story, in underscor ing that lowercase 
i attempts to cr it ic ize the power structures from w ith in, 
I may assign a foregrounded mater ial ity that connotes a 
model of pol it ical act ivity as a th ird narrat ive funct ion 
of the story. 

IIII.II.II THE PROCESS OF THE DÉTOURNEMENT

  
I began the exhum ing process by going through each 
of the chosen chapters, h ighl ight ing phrases that could 
potent ially serve as the utter ings of lowercase i and e, 
and wh ich correlated w ith the intended content of the 
storyl ine (FIG 18, p. 139). In add it ion, I searched for 
d ialogue verbs that were accurate in descr ibing how 
the letters utter themselves. The common dialogue verb 

“sa id” was replaced w ith “scrambled,” “wrote,” “com-
posed,” and “assembled.” I also suggested neolog isms 
such as “real ityped,” and “exclamat ion marked,” so as 
to underscore the typograph ical qual it ies of the state-
ments of the characters. The process was surpr isingly 

FIG 18. Page 339 from A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks 
w ith h ighl ighted text and notes. Poss ible utter ings 
of i are h ighl ighted in blue, wh ile the l ines of e 
are marked in p ink. Other usable words and phrases 
are h ighl ighted in purple. (Sandemose 1936) 







pa inless, and each source chapter included several po-
tent ial utter ings of the characters. The process of the 
cut-and-paste wr it ing d id not cause any add it ional 
problems (FIG 19, p. 140). The challenge arose when I 
was about to create the mesostics of the wr it ing-through 
method, descr ibed in the follow ing sect ion.

IIII.II.II.I WRITING THROUGH  

A FUGITIVE CROSSES HIS TRACKS

The wr it ing-through method is introduced in the 
fourth episode of i-catch ing, wh ich is exhumed out 
of Sande mose’s chapter named LEADERS (Wikström 
2018, p. 285). I chose th is spec if ic chapter due to the 
fact that in i-catch ing, the uppercase letters at th is 
point interfere in the d ialogue between lowercase i 
and e, so as to term inate the ongoing argumentat ion 
between the two characters. The intent ion is that the 
t itle LEADERS should connote the intrud ing uppercase 
letters, and as such, it is an appropr iate chapter to 
use as a source for the episode of the story where the 
capitals take command.

In add it ion, the method is assigned to the f ifth epi-

sode DARKNESS IN THE BARN (Wikström 2018, p. 
263–265). However, in th is episode, the method of over-
pr int ing is dom inant in progressing the storyl ine, and 
the process and result w ill therefore be descr ibed in the 
sect ion about overpr int ing i-catch ing.

FIG 19. The textual elements of I SHALL NOT LET YOU 
GO that were om itted in the exhum ing of Ep isode 3 
of i-catching. These leftover words, syllables and 
letters were later used in the black letter texture 
of Ep isode 5, DARKNESS IN THE BARN. (Sandemose 1936, 

p. 339, manipulated) 
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IIII.II.II.I.I THE AIMS AND RULES OF  

THE WRITING-THROUGH

Before exhum ing the mesost ics, I stated an overall a im 
for apply ing the wr it ing-through method to the story, 
as well as a spec if ic a im for the man ipulat ion of LEAD-
ERS in part icular. On a general level, the purpose of 
the chosen method of foreground ing mater ial ity was 
to ut il ize the funct ion that operates in Cage’s wr it ing, 
that is, the decrease of the author’s valuat ion. Howev-
er, contrary to Cage’s intent ion of present ing language 
for its own sake, I a imed at ut il iz ing the funct ion as 
a tool for progression of the storytell ing. The purpose 
of the wr it ing-through was to support the cond it ion 
that i-catch ing is a story told by letters, and not by the 
author ment ioned on the cover of the book. Thus, the 
appl ied method was to generate a narrat ive funct ion. 
My spec if ic a im for the wr it ing-through of LEADERS 
was to keep a simultaneous record of two act ive voices 
w ith in the same textual elements, to test the hypothesis 
made in the theory sect ion of the wr it ing-through. The 
f irst voice const itutes that of e ither lowercase i or e, 
and the second voice is that of the uppercase letters, the 
focus concentrated on the latter.

S ince the wr it ing-through method is to rely on a 
pre-def ined set of rules, the f irst step of the wr it ing 
process was to establ ish the system accord ing to wh ich 
the new text should emerge. Due to the cond it ions I 
had def ined for the détournement as a whole, that every 
chapter of i-catch ing should be exhumed out of single 
chapters of A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks, the self-wr it-
ten rule of the wr it ing-through was that the capital ized 
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letters were to be found in the text of LEADERS. As for 
add it ional d irect ives, I chose to follow Cage’s pr inc i -

pal mesost ic rule as well as M ink’s suggested add it ion, 
and thus, between two capital ized letters of the index 
words, none of these two letters was to occur. Due to 
the l im ited number of uppercase letters, as well as the 
relat ively short text excerpt of approx imately one page 
in total, the syllable rule was not appl ied. 

IIII.II.II.I.II THE PROCESS OF THE WRITING-THROUGH

I started the process of the writ ing-through with search-
ing for a possible open ing l ine for the episode. A poten-
t ial cont inuat ion of lowercase i ’s conclud ing statement 
of Episode 3, “I knew even more,” was found in a sen-
tence located in the m iddle of Sandemose’s LEADERS:

I realize that power will persist in the world, but that is 
no reason why we should not utterly despise it, and it is 
a beastly illusion to imagine that one must befoul himself  
in the exercise of  it. (Sandemose 1936, p. 286)

In th is passage, Sandemose’s protagon ist Espen Ar-
nakke deals w ith the qual it ies of men who are mad 
for power. The protagon ist states that there is no way 
to tear down power structures ent irely, but one may 
st ill express d isapproval of it. Th is statement resonates 
with the strategy of the Situat ion ists, who cr it ic ized the 
h ierarch ic power structures of the culture from w ith in 
instead of attempt ing at escape, and th is is the reason 
for that I chose to open LEADERS w ith th is part icular 
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sentence. In add it ion, when cred it ing the sentence to 
lowercase i, a letter who rebels aga inst serving merely 
as a mute container of l ingu ist ic code, the passage offers 
a support ing statement that language may be seen as a 
model for pol it ical act iv ity. It resonates w ith Dwork-
in’s formulat ion of the Situat ion ist benchmark as “[t]he 
def iant act ivity of words when they refuse to be merely 
conta iners for instrumental commun icat ion” (Dwork in 
2003, p. 11), quoted in Chapter III, and therefore, it 
is chosen as lowercase i ’s open ing l ine of the fourth 
episode of i-catch ing. 

Having h ighl ighted possible elements of d ialogue, I 
l isted the uppercase letters of the source chapter. These 
capitals formed the source mater ial for the expressions 
of the uppercase letters of the story, wh ich were to serve 
as index for the wr it ing-through. Following that, I l isted 
possible words that these characters may construct, and 
assembled them into short sentences. The index was to 
ind icate the capitals’ opposit ion of the argumentat ion 
of lowercase i, as well as their support for the statements 
of lowercase e, and consequently, the index sentence 
f irst chosen was IMPIETIES WE JIBE. Imp iety means 

“the qual ity or state of be ing impious,” or “an impious 
act” (Merr iam-Webster 2018a), wh ile imp ious in its 
turn equals “lack ing in reverence or proper respect (as 
for God or one’s parents)” (Merr iam-Webster 2018b). 
Thus, IMPIETIES was to refer to that the uppercase let-
ters consider the utter ings of lowercase i as a def iance 
of the super ior content, and themselves as leaders of 
th is part icular content. The verb j ibe has several mean-
ings, out of wh ich two impl icat ions in part icular d iffers 
rad ically from each other; to j ibe means to agree w ith 
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someone or someth ing; as well as to utter sarcast ic or 
insult ing words (Merr iam-Webster 2018c). In th is con-
text, the f irst mean ing was prescr ibed, since the tone of 
imp iety is evidently negat ive.

And yet, I was not able to exhume the above-men-
t ioned index sentence out of the mater ial at hand. The 
wr it ing-through was to depart from the f inal word of 
the open ing l ine of lowercase i, wh ich left only half a 
page of text for the f ind ing of the index. The relat ively 
unusual character j that was to be used in the JIBE oc-
curs only tw ice after the chosen open ing l ine, and the 
f irst occurrence is already in the follow ing sentence of 
the or ig inal text. The f irst j could not be used as part 
of the index, since the index letters are to be found se-
quent ially, mean ing that a letter that equals the second 
letter of the index cannot be ut il ized if the f irst letter 
of the index has not preceded it. Before th is j, not more 
than the sequence of i, m, and p had been detected. The 
second occurrence of j is at the very end of the chapter, 
and there appears no i between the second j and the 
f inal b, wh ich is why I needed to change the index. 
Th is situat ion resonates with the statement of Mac Low 
quoted in Chapter III, where he acknowledges that 
Cage’s mesost ics are partly executed by chance, and that 
the un intent ional operat ion consists in f ind ing, not se-
lect ing, the index word (Mac Low 2001, p. 226).  

Consequently, instead of JIBE I found TIE, wh ich 
in add it ion to its general mean ing to fasten, attach, or 
form a knot also may imply “to restra in from independ-
ence or freedom of act ion or choice,” or “constra in by 
or as if by author ity, influence, agreement, or obl igat ion” 
(Merr iam-Webster 2018f). Th is is an appropr iate alter-
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nat ive, since the intent ion of the uppercase letters was to 
restr ict the freedom of i, as author itat ive leaders as they 
were. Follow ing th is, the paragraph was sequent ially 
man ipulated by Cage’s and M ink’s mesost ic rules and 
the index IMPIETIES WE TIE, as the exclamation of the 
command ing capitals. 

As ment ioned previously in th is sect ion, my a im in 
applying wr it ing-through to LEADERS in general was to 
keep a simultaneous record of two active voices w ith in 
the same textual elements. My attempt to reach th is 
purpose consisted in insinuat ing that the capital ized 
letters were an exclamat ion of the actual capitals. For 
instance, in the fragmented utter ing of lowercase e, the 
uppercase letters are referred to as “The holy” that with 
th is capital ized message “call attent ion” to themselves. 
Only in the f inal sentence of the chapter, external the 
wr itten through text, lowercase i states that it “w ill not 
take the capitals at their word,” and th is is the most ob-
vious h int to that the capital ized message is addressed 
by the capitals themselves (Wikström 2018, p. 285).

The a im of the general level, to generate a narrat ive 
funct ion out of the method of wr it ing-through that was 
appl icable to the story as a whole, requ ired an effort in 
itself. The wr it ing-through was supposed to sign ify that 
i-catch ing is a story told by letters instead of an author, 
and the partly automated process does conta in potent ial 
to d im in ish the author’s influence. Nevertheless, the 
appl ied rules of the process are not revealed in the f inal 
text, wh ich results in that the reader is not aware of the 
elements that are a imed at progress ing the narrat ive. 
The solut ion was found by chance, since the letter j, that 
as previously stated occurs tw ice in the source text, is 
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included in the name John Wakef ield, the man Espen 
Arnakke eventually murders. I chose to let John appear 
in the text, as an exophor ic l ink to John Cage and h is 
methods, connect ing the thoughts of lowercase i to the 
ph ilosophy of the poet. Th is is a suggest ion, however 
vague, that the text should not be entirely cred ited to 
the author whose name occurs on the cover. 

IIII.II.II.I.III THE RESULTS OF THE WRITING-THROUGH

The appearance of John descr ibed in the paragraph 
above serves as an attempt to reach the aim I had de-
f ined for apply ing wr it ing-through to i-catch ing in 
general, to d im in ish the influence of the wr iter, how-
ever, th is purpose is not d irectly accompl ished. Th is is 
a result of how the mean ing is conveyed through the 
three levels of descr ipt ion, acknowledged by Barthes 
and presented in Chapter I, in the narrat ive of i-catch-
ing. In th is story, the wr it ing-through is supposed to 
refer to the act ions of the uppercase letters, narrated 
by lowercase e who refers to these letters as “The holy.” 
Therefore, th is sect ion does not pr imar ily sign ify the 
absence the author, but instead, the increasing influ-
ence of the capitals. The mesost ic method resulted in 
the d ialogue between lowercase i and e being restr icted 
accord ing to the exclamat ions of the uppercase letters, 
wh ich serve to connote that in th is sect ion, the capitals 
are in charge. Th is results in a contrad ict ion equal to 
the ambigu ity that, accord ing to Dwork in, is inscr ibed 
in the choice of Pound’s name as index in Cage’s and 
Mac Low’s versions of Cantos. As stated in Chapter 
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III, Dwork in argues that in these works, Cage and Mac 
Low d id not d issolute the ego (Dwork in 2003, p. 95), 
but instead, they h ighl ighted it (Dwork in 2003, p. 96). 
The mesost ics of i-catch ing funct ions sim ilarly, since 
the wr it ing h ighl ights the ego of the capitals. 

The d im in ish ing valuat ion of the author therefore 
must be narrated through the other methods of fore-
ground ing mater ial ity, and of course, the content itself. 
The value of the wr it ing-through l ies instead in that 
the overall purpose of the thesis may hereby have been 
partly accompl ished, since the l ingu ist ic content of the 
d ialogue as well as the index rema ins partly opaque. 
The appearance of John, for instance, does not serve as 
an overly obvious explanat ion, but instead, a vague key 
to interpretat ion of the foregrounded mater ial ity, and as 
a result of the appl ied rules of the wr it ing-through. In 
add it ion, in the wr it ing-through, the uppercase letters 
are referred to as “The holy” that w ith th is capital ized 
excla im “call attention” to themselves. Only in the com-
binat ion w ith the actual presence of the capitals and 
the t itle of the chapter, the reader may reach at possible 
interpretations. Accord ingly, the opacity renders the text 
as a relay to the visual appearance. The a im of my the-
sis, to let the content and form co-create a narrat ive on 
equal terms, may thus have been reached. 

IIII.II.II.II OVERPRINTING I-CATCHING

The f ifth episode of i-catch ing is created out of the 
chapter DARKNESS IN THE BARN (Wikström 2018, p. 
263–265) due to the synonyms of “darkness,” wh ich 
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g ives me the poss ibil ity to assign part icular connota-
t ions to the overpr int ing. First, the overpr int ing may 
be seen as n ightfall, and my intent ion w ith th is impl ica-
t ion is to underscore that the d ispute is escalat ing into 
a ser ious argument resembl ing a war of the characters. 
Second, an alternative word for “darkness” is obscur ity, 
and consider ing that obscure may imply “not clearly 
seen or easily d ist ingu ished” as well as “not read ily 
understood or clearly expressed” (Merr iam-Webster 
2018d), the “darkness” also impl ies that the overpr int-
ing obstructs the understand ing of the l ingu ist ic code. 

IIII.II.II.II.I  THE AIMS OF THE OVERPRINTING

The method of overpr int ing was appl ied to the story of 
i-catching due to a purely practical problem; I needed to 
create a smoke screen for lowercase i ’s escape to succeed. 
Lowercase i has already tr ied to flee from its sett ing 
in the th ird episode t itled I SHALL NOT LET YOU GO 
(Wikström 2018, p. 339), but is detected when dr ift ing 
off the l ines, and therefore, needs a new strategy for its 
fl ight. Accord ingly, the argument between lowercase i 
and e escalates, wh ile the capitals keep mak ing persis-
tent efforts to silence the lowercases, and in add it ion, 
several lowercases break out of the content to state the ir 
opin ions. In th is obscured context, lowercase i is f inally 
able to sneak off the pages unnot iced.

Thus, consider ing the narrat ive progress of i-catching, 
my in it ial a im w ith assign ing the overpr int ing method 
to DARKNESS IN THE BARN in part icular was to ut i-

l ize the narrat ive funct ion of ampl ifying emot ions. On 
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a general level, it was my w ish that the overpr int ing 
would act as a rem inder of the mater ial ity of the sign i-

f ier, an aim I also stated for the method of détournement. 
Here, I wanted to demonstrate that the characters con-
sist of black ink pr inted on paper. Th is qual ity made 
visible underscores that the letters are not immater ial, 
wh ich serves to stupefy the conv ict ion of lowercase e, 
and by extension the govern ing typograph ic trad it ion 
descr ibed in Chapter I of the thesis, that letters should 
be invisible. 

IIII.II.II.II.II THE PROCESS OF THE OVERPRINTING

The overpr int ing appears in the f inal sect ion of DARK-
NESS IN THE BARN, and was to be preceded by an 
open ing d ialogue between lowercase e, i, u, and r, as 
well as the interference by the capitals. The l ingu ist ic 
code of the elements of overpr int ing was of less impor-
tance than the content of the cut-and-paste d ialogue and 
the mesost ic part, since most of the overpr inted text was 
going to be illeg ible. Therefore, the process began w ith 
the wr it ing-through sect ion, wh ich is most dependent 
of the content in relat ion to the other methods of fore-
ground ing mater ial ity ut il ized in th is part icular episode. 

Therefore, I started by l ist ing the cap itals of the 
or ig inal chapter, and chose the index of SHOWCASES 
BOW. “Showcases” refers to the lowercases that in the 
capitals’ opin ion are rather exh ibit ion ist ic, and hereby, 
these lowercase letters need to be defeated and return 
to the ir or ig inal purpose of serving as mute conta iners 
of l ingu ist ic code. Follow ing th is choice of index, I 
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searched for possible sentences of the d ialogue between 
the lowercases. In order to relate to the previous episode, 
where lowercase i concludes by stat ing “I w ill not take 
the capitals at their word,” DARKNESS IN THE BARN 
starts with “The majors uttered the ir words, i assembled, 
but I shall not be strangled!” 

The construct ion of the d ialogue also offered an op-
portun ity to expla in the forthcom ing overpr int ing in 
advance. S ince several lowercases occur in the conver-
sat ion, more textual matter is requ ired for every char-
acter to express itself. The letters run out of material 
for assembl ing the ir utter ings, and therefore, they are 
forced to compete for the textual elements at hand. In 
the words of lowercase e, featured by the capital izat ions 
of the uppercase letters: “when all attempt to converSe, 
neitHer Of us understand a single Word the other spoke.” 
Hence, the overpr int ing may be seen as the lowercase 
and uppercase letters’ r ivalry of the source text, due to 
wh ich the words, syllables and letters are shoved back 
and forth to the point of complete exhaust ion.

F inally, when the d ialogue was set and the wr it-
ing-through executed, I used the rema ins of the or ig inal 
chapter to generate the overpr int ing texture. I h igh-
l ighted sentences in the source mater ial that connected 
to the narrat ive, such as “I wa ited unt il it was fully 
dark” (Sandemose 1936, p. 263) and “I chose my usual 
course of act ion and fled!” (Sandemose 1936, p. 264). 
In add it ion, I searched for phrases that had potential 
to serve as verbal explanations of the visual appearance, 
for instance “face to face,” “on top of the other” and a 

“language wh ich may perhaps have been” (Sandemose 
1936, p. 263). I also chose to let “n ight” appear repeat-
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edly in the text, so as to underscore the l ink between the 
“darkness” of the t itle w ith the forthcom ing n ight of the 
characters’ argument, but more importantly, to connect 
the text to the follow ing episode, NIGHT IS DECEP-
TIVE. The sentences and phrases ment ioned above were 
allowed to appear through the surface of the otherwise 
opaque letter texture, so as to simultaneously progress 
the narrat ive and strengthen the self-referent ial qual ity 
of the text.

IIII.II.II.II.III THE RESULTS OF THE OVERPRINTING

The overpr int ing of DARKNESS IN THE BARN resulted 
in an episode w ith increasing opac ity, the purpose of 
wh ich is to visually underscore the intensifying d ispute 
between the characters. The occurr ing obscur ity of the 
overpr inted letter texture serves to connote a del ir ium 
caused by the characters’ compet it ion over the same tex-
tual elements, and the foregrounded mater ial ity visual iz-
es th is act ion of the characters. In the following sect ion, 
NIGHT IS DECEPTIVE, the overpr int ing is referred to 
on the narrat ive level, when lowercase e states: “We do 
not even see our defeats w th full clar ty, but we are str 
cken down by the emot ons they release.” (Wikström 
2018, p. 323) Not only does th is statement suggest the 
depr ivat ion that lowercase i succeeded in its escape, but 
also, it has the potent ial to serve as a comment on the 
overpr int ing in the prev ious episode. To “see w ith full 
clar ity” and be “str icken down by the emot ions”, are 
phrases that correlate w ith the emot ional ampl if ier of 
the foregrounded mater ial ity. As such, the overpr int ing 
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is referred to by a narrator as act ions of the characters, 
hereby add ing mean ing to the story. Accord ingly, the 
foregrounded mater ial ity alters the progression of the 
story and may therefore serve as a narrat ive funct ion that 
ampl if ies the emot ional states of the letters. By connect-
ing the foregrounded mater ial ity to the argument of the 
characters, I attempted at accompl ish ing my in it ial spe-
c if ic a im, the narrat ive funct ion of ampl ifying emot ions.

Consider ing the relat ionsh ip between the l ingu ist ic 
code and its visual appearance, the content serves as a 
relay to the form, but only after a mod if icat ion of the 
sentences I in it ially chose to reveal through the surface 
of overpr inted text. Or ig inally, I had intended to use “I 
chose my course of act ion and fled!” wh ich is a d irect 
explanat ion of what lowercase i does. In the follow ing 
episode, NIGHT IS DECEPTIVE, lowercase i is not pres-
ent, and by includ ing the above-ment ioned descr ipt ion 
in th is preced ing episode, it would have been assigned 
as an anchorage to the foregrounded mater ial ity of the 
follow ing pages. Consequently, the foregrounded ma-
ter ial ity would have been partly redundant. Due to the 
overall a im of my thesis, to f ind narrat ives generated 
through collaborat ion between content and form, I in-
stead chose to h ide the expla in ing sentence among the 
fragmented sect ions of the overpr int ing. Thus, the f inal 
text serves as a relay to the foregrounded mater ial ity. 

IIII.II.III THE RESULTS OF THE DÉTOURNEMENT

  
The détournement resulted in a booklet that appl ies 
the same structural layout as its precedent, wh ich may 



154

hereby be seen as a mater ial incarnat ion of Sandem-
ose’s novel. Th is is supported by the cover of i-catching, 
wh ich is constructed as if it was the r ipped off book 
cloth of the or ig inal cover (FIG 20) and the letters of 
the spine scrambled into the new t itle. As stated in the 
beg inn ing of the descr ipt ion of the wr it ing process, my 
in it ial a ims for the détournement as a whole was to 
ut il ize the narrat ive funct ions of a mater ial emphasize, 
a cont inuat ion of the or ig inal as well as model for pol it-
ical act ivity. In add it ion to the connotat ions generated 
by the détournement itself, my attempts at accompl ish-
ing these a ims were supported by the methods of wr it-
ing-through as well as overpr int ing.

FIG 20. The cover of A Fugitive Crosses His Tracks. 
(Sandemose 1936, PHOTO: Wikström 2018)
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First, consider ing the mater ial emphasize, the choice 
of partly operat ing at the alphabet ical level serves to 
symbol ize the letters themselves and the ir act ions. The 
letters are, obv iously, members of the alphabet. S ince 
i-catch ing tells the story of act ive letters, the alter ing 
of the alphabet ical level in th is part icular context cor-
relates w ith the storyl ine, wh ich generates a narrat ive 
funct ion that h ighl ights the mater ial ity of the work. 
Thus, the f irst a im may be seen as accompl ished.

However, I str ived to ma inly operate on the lex ical 
and pag inal level, includ ing whole words and phrases 
in the content, since I wanted to keep a strong l ink to 
the or ig inal. In th is way, I was able to underscore that 
the text is not an ent irely new work, but a cont inuat ion 
of its or ig inal. My attempt to reach th is a im is most 
evident in the second episode, ONE MUST MIND ONE’S 
WORK (Wikström 2018, p. 349–351), where major parts 
of the Sandemose’s or ig inal chapter are included. In 
th is episode, lowercase i and e comment the work in 
footnotes, wh ich does not tear apart the or ig inal text 
to the same extent as in the other episodes. Hence, the 
l ink to the or ig inal is reta ined, and the second a im of 
the détournement, to apply the narrat ive funct ion of the 
cont inuat ion of the or ig inal, was reached. In add it ion, 
since the or ig inal source rema ined partly intact, the 
détournement was assigned w ith two add it ional narra-
t ive funct ions that I or ig inally had attempted to assign 
to the story through the method of wr it ing-through; 
the simultaneous record of mult iple voices, and the de-
crease of the author’s valuat ion. Hence, the voices of 
both the or ig inal work as well as the man ipulated text 
were included in i-catch ing, in other words, the new 
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work succeeded in keeping a simultaneous record of 
mult iple voices.

In add it ion, since the operat ions on the lex ical and 
pag inal level were preferred and the or ig inal text was 
left partly intact at certa in points, my th ird a im of as-
sign ing the narrat ive funct ion of a model for pol it ical 
act iv ity to the détournement may have been reached. 
S ince lowercase i is operat ing w ith in the structure that 
dom inates it, the power relat ions are revealed at the lev-
el of the story. Th is cond it ion is supported by the open-
ing l ine in the episode of LEADERS, where lowercase 
i states that it real izes that “power will persist in the 
world, but that is no reason why we should not utterly 
despise it” (Sandemose 1936, p. 286), as referred to in 
the analysis of the wr it ing-through of i-catch ing. The 
real izat ion of lowercase i, the narrator at th is spec if ic 
point of the story, serves as a support for the readers to 
interpret the act ions of the character as reveal ing power 
structures. Therefore, the model of pol it ical act ivity may 
reach the level of narrat ion, and furthermore, act as a 
part ic ipant in conveying the mean ing of the story, as a 
possible narrat ive funct ion.

There is yet one effect of the presence of Sandemose’s 
or ig inal text to be detected. Since the text is supposed to 
be bu ilt by words and sentences recogn izable as emerg-
ing from A Fug it ive Crosses H is Tracks, I have been 
challenged to use a connotat ive language, in the same 
manner as Foer does in Tree of Codes. For instance, in 
the f irst episode, lowercase e loses its temper: “Enough, 
exploded e, we w ill do w ith downcast eyes our b it in 
these pages.” (Wikström 2018, p. 79) Here, “downcast 
eyes” refers not only to the idea that the letters should 
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bow under the syntact ical structure, but may also con-
note that it is lowercase i that shall be downcast, since 
the phonet ic pronunc iat ion of i equals that of eye. Th is 
cond it ion increases the relay between the content and 
form, wh ich in its turn serves to support my overall a im 
in the thesis, to convey mean ing through content and 
form simultaneously.

Nevertheless, the problem of the ind ividual read ing 
process ment ioned in the introduct ion to th is chapter 
needs to be repeated. The reader may not perce ive these 
results and possible narrat ive funct ions as I intended. 
For instance, the d ifferent voices of the lowercase and 
uppercase letters in LEADERS may not be cred ited 
clearly enough, and as ment ioned in the sect ion on the 
wr it ing-through of i-catch ing, the uppercase letters in 
part icular are only rather vaguely referred to.

However, if the readers are not able to connect the 
content w ith the form, the foregrounded mater ial ity 
refers only to itself, wh ich ass igns at least one nar-
rat ive funct ion to the story. For instance, as noted in 
the sect ion on overpr int ing of Chapter III, the self- 
referent ial ity is one of the funct ions of Bernste in’s Ve il. 
Due to the constantly repeated references in the text 
to the text itself, sim ilarly to Dwork in’s f ind ings in 
the opaque letter textures of Ve il, I consider i-catch ing 
clearly def ined as a story about letters. Nevertheless, the 
narrat ive funct ion of self-referential ity is not enough to 
progress the narrat ive of lowercase i ’s escape.

Consequently, my subject ive observat ions of accom-
pl ished a ims and results are not def in it ive. The only 
conclusion possible to reach at is that, accord ing to the 
reviewed theory and example novels, the foregrounded 



mater ial ity of the wr it ing-through of i-catch ing has a 
potential to create a narrative conveyed through content 
as well as form. Nevertheless, the f inal interpretat ions, 
in plural, are always made by the readers. 



159

IIIII CONCLUSION

IN THIS THESIS, I have a imed at an-
swer ing the research quest ion: “What are the possible 
narrat ive funct ions of foreground ing the mater ial ity 
of language through its v isual appearance in pr inted 
novels?” Consider ing my hypothesis, I was informed 
by the acknowledgement of several researchers that the 
narrat ive funct ions of the mater ial ity of language offer 
alternat ive strateg ies for sign if icat ion. Thus, I a imed 
at test ing the hypothesis that mater ial ity of language 
conta ins the potent ial of tell ing stor ies that cannot be 
expressed through convent ional wr it ing. In the follow-
ing sections, I will d iscuss whether my hypothesis is true 
or false. Preced ing the d iscussion, I present a compre-
hensive l ist collected from find ings from the theoretical 
l iterature review, the analysis of example novels, as well 
as the procedure of creat ing i-catch ing, that serve as 
one possible answer the overall research quest ion of 
An eye for an i. 
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IIIII.I SUMMARY OF POSSIBLE NARRATIVE  

FUNCTIONS OF FOREGROUNDING 

 THE MATERIALITY OF LANGUAGE  

THROUGH ITS VISUAL APPEARANCE IN 

PRINTED NOVELS

By study ing the methods of détournement, wr it-
ing-through, and overpr int ing, through theory of poet-
ry, example novels, as well as the actual pract ice of the 
methods in i-catch ing, I have detected several possible 
narrat ive funct ions, as well as reached a point where 
I can f inally assemble them in a l ist (FIG 21, p. 161).

In add it ion to the narrat ive funct ions, the l ist also 
reveals a connect ion to wh ich method each funct ion 
has been d iscovered. The X impl ies that the narrat ive 
funct ion has been ident if ied in e ither an example of 
poetry or f ict ion in Chapter III, wh ile the i marks the 
narrat ive funct ions that I have attempted at assign ing 
in i-catch ing. Two of the l isted narrat ive funct ions, the 
simultaneous view of mult iple sequences as well as the 
revital izat ion of the read ing process, are in themselves 
not dependent on the method that generated them. In-
stead, these funct ions, marked w ith an 0 in the l ist on 
the follow ing page, stand as a result of operat ions on 
the pag inal and composit ional level of the icon ic space, 
as they are detected in the context of Tree of Codes. The 
quest ion marks imply funct ions that in th is thesis have 
not been d ist ingu ished as conveying mean ing, therefore 
not serving as narrat ive funct ions per def in it ion. These 
funct ions, that is, the depict ion of an absorpt ive as well 
as select ive read ing process, and infusion of polysemy, 
are added to the l ist due to the fact that they may st ill 



NARRATIVE FUNCTION Détourne- 

ment

 Wr it ing- 
through

Over- 

pr int ing

Cont inuat ion of the source X i X

Cr it ique of the source X X

Decrease of the  
author’s valuat ion i X

Depict ion of an absorpt ive 
read ing process ?

Depict ion of a select ive 
read ing process ?

Evasion of dealing  
w ith tragedy X

Emot ional ampl if ier X i

Infusion of polysemy ?

Mater ial emphasize i X

Model for pol it ical act iv ity i

Revelat ion of  
l ingu ist ic shortage X X

Rev ital izat ion of the  
read ing process 0

S imultaneous record  
of mult iple voices i i

S imultaneous v iew  
of mult iple sequences 0

Unchronolog ical 
representat ion X

FIG 21. The f inal l ist of poss ible narrat ive func-
t ions of foreground ing the mater ial ity of language 
through its v isual appearance in pr inted novels.
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conta in potent ial to serve as narrat ive funct ions and 
convey mean ing, were they appropr iately narrated and 
referred to as act ions by the characters of the story.

I w ish to emphasize that th is, in the end, is not a 
un iversal l ist, since the narrat ive funct ions are a result 
of the collaborat ion between content and form. In other 
words, it is not the form of the détournement, wr it-
ing-through, and overpr int ing alone that conveys mean-
ing, but the form in add it ion to the spec if ic content that 
the form relates to. Th is cond it ion may be exempl if ied 
w ith my own attempt at decreasing the author’s valua-
tion with applying the method of wr iting-through to the 
episode of LEADERS, wh ich fa iled due to the content 
signal ing the interference of the capitals instead of an 
automated wr it ing process. Hence, th is l ist is specif ic to 
the examples of th is thesis and to i-catch ing, and other 
case stud ies would most l ikely generate a d ifferent l ist. 

However, the most valuable f ind ing of An eye for an i 
is not th is l ist in itself, but the real izat ion that the func-
t ions of foreground ing mater ial ity detected in th is study 
may be narrat ive, if only narrated properly. The fact that 
I have succeeded in ut il iz ing the visual qual it ies of the 
détournement, wr it ing-through, and overpr int ing in 
progressing the storyl ine of i-catch ing does not depend 
on the spec if ic funct ions of these techn iques in part ic-
ular, but on the method der ived from Barthes’ theory 
on how mean ing is conveyed in a narrat ive. When the 
funct ions are referred to as the characters’ ma in act ions 
by the narrators, wh ich in i-catch ing are the characters 
themselves, the funct ions are enabled to take part in 
the storytell ing. S ince I was able to use the funct ions 
of foreground ing mater ial ity on the narrat ive level of 
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i-catch ing w ith th is method, I argue that the theory of 
Barthes is appl icable to any funct ion of foregrounded 
mater ial ity. Accord ingly, I hereby acknowledge that the 
answer of the postulated research quest ion in An eye 
for an i is: The poss ible narrat ive funct ions of fore-
ground ing mater ial ity of language through its v isual 
appearance in pr inted novels is any funct ion performed 
by any techn ique of foreground ing mater ial ity that is 
integrated in the levels of act ion and narrat ion in any 
story. 

IIIII.II EVALUATION OF THE THESIS

An eye for an i is a construct ivist research w ith an obvi-

ous incl inat ion towards the subjectivist posit ion, wh ich 
in large part const itutes the l im itat ions of my thesis. 
That is not to cla im its irrelevance as such, I st ill argue 
that I have made f ind ings worthy of further research. 
In the follow ing sect ions, I w ill confront the possible 
l im itat ions and points of relevance w ith each other, so 
as to evaluate my presented answer to the research ques-
t ion, and, in add it ion, est imate whether the hypothesis 
needs to be reconsidered or not.

  

IIIII.II.I THE POSSIBLE LIMITATIONS OF THE THESIS

The card inal problem of th is thesis is that the l ist of 
narrat ive funct ions is not un iversal, although it was my 
intent ional a im, as presented in the introduct ion of the 
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th ird chapter. As already stated, the detected narrat ive 
funct ions are content-spec if ic, and thus not d irectly ap-
pl icable to the interpretat ion of other works of f ict ion. 
Hence, the presented l ist may be considered useless in 
contexts that d iffer from the sett ings in the analyzed 
example novels. 

Another problemat ic outlet of An eye for an i is the 
polysemous qual ity of the object of study, that is, the 
mater ial ity of language foregrounded through its visual 
appearance. For one th ing, since I focus on the perspec-
t ive of the v isual appearance, th is mater ial ity shares 
qual it ies with images that accord ing to Barthes imply a 

“float ing cha in” of connotat ions (Barthes 1977b, p. 39). 
Second, the l ingu ist ic code in the examples as well as 
in i-catch ing is partly opaque, and the govern ing rela-
t ionsh ip between text and mater ial ity is the relay. Th is 
cond it ion of the analyzed texts and i-catching results in 
that the texts are equally polysemous as the foreground-
ed mater ial ity. Consequently, the d iscovery of the narra-
t ive funct ions rel ies on researchers’ as well as my own 
interpretat ions, and consider ing i-catch ing, my own 
conclusions alone. Thus, the l ist presented above is not 
un iversal, as already stated, but in add it ion, it cannot 
be ver if ied even for the f ict ive works that generated it.

The th ird d iff iculty is the fact that the story of 
i-catch ing includes a lengthy explanat ion of the intend-
ed mean ing, in the form of th is very thesis. Thus, I have 
inscr ibed interpretat ion into the story, whereas certa in 
scholars reject the very notion of interpretat ion. For in-
stance, the wr iter Susan Sontag expresses her d ism issal 
of the term as follows:
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Directed to art, interpretation means plucking a set of ele-
ments (the X, the Y, the Z, and so forth) from the whole work. 
The task of interpretation is virtually one of translation. The 
interpreter says, ‘Look, don’t you see that X is really – or, really 
means – A? That Y is really B? That Z is really C?’ (Sontag 
1966, p. 5, c ited in Bruhn 2016, p. 29).

Thus, w ith interpretat ion, wh ich accord ing to Sontag 
impl ies a “consc ious act of the m ind wh ich illustrates 
a certa in code, certa in ‘rules’ of interpretat ion” (Sontag 
1966, p. 5, c ited in Bruhn 2016, p. 29), the work is not 
exper ienced as a whole. With An eye for an i proposing 
certa in interpretat ions, I prevent the reader from an 
ind ividual exper ience, act ing as the interpreter in Son-
tag’s statement. By add ing An eye for an i as the seventh 
chapter of i-catch ing, I assign a monumental anchorage 
to the story of i-catch ing. Th is is h ighly counterproduc-
t ive, since my a im w ith i-catch ing was to ut il ize the 
relay in order to create a story in wh ich the mean ing is 
conveyed through content as well as form. Nevertheless, 
the content of An eye for an i dom inates the form of 
i-catch ing, and from th is perspect ive, the result of my 
thesis may be regarded as a contrad ict ion to itself. 

Finally, in my hypothesis, I have suggested that ma-
ter ial ity of language conta ins the potent ial of tell ing 
stor ies that cannot be expressed through convent ional 
wr it ing. Accord ing to my f ind ings, I have argued that 
the relat ion of relay accompl ishes a mater ial ity that is 
inevitable to the story. Indeed, in the examples I have 
stud ied, it is impossible to erase the mater ial ity from 
the story w ithout losing essent ial narrat ive qual it ies, 
but th is does not expl ic itly prove that the story could 
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not be expressed through an alternat ive, convent ionally 
wr itten formulat ion. Consider ing only th is aspect, my 
hypothesis would be false.

However, the recogn it ion of the relay is not the only 
f ind ing of my thesis, and in add it ion, the polysemous 
qual ity of the object of study is not necessar ily only 
a qual ity that l im its the result of the research. In the 
follow ing sect ion, I argue that the hypothesis of An eye 
for an i is not to be ent irely rejected.

IIIII.II.II THE POSSIBLE RELEVANCE OF THE THESIS

In the prev ious sect ion, the presented l ist of possible 
narrat ive funct ions is acknowledged as useless consider-
ing works of f ict ion in general. However, and as already 
stated, the key relevance of th is thesis is not the l ist itself, 
but the understand ing of how to narrate funct ions of 
foregrounded mater ial ity. In add it ion, the l ist serves to 
point at the poss ibil it ies, not the factual it ies, of fore-
ground ing the mater ial ity of language. Although it was 
my in it ial a im to ach ieve a un iversal l ist, I do not cla im 
that the end result responds to my or ig inal intent ion. In-
stead, I suggest that the list may serve as a starting point 
for any wr it ing process that a ims at a story told through 
foregrounded mater ial ity of language. As ment ioned 
in the development of the storyl ine of i-catch ing, the 
wr it ing process was affected by these possible narrat ive 
funct ions, and I would have reached at a d ifferent end 
result had I not known the possibil it ies of foreground ing 
mater ial ity. Hence, the l ist is relevant as an inspirat ion 
to a revital ized wr it ing process.
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Further, in argu ing that the accompl ished l ist stands 
as a proof of the relevance of th is thesis, I w ish to turn 
the focus to the l ines of the table marked w ith a sol i -

tary lowercase i. These are the funct ions that I have 
not recogn ized as alter ing the storytell ing in any of 
the analyzed poet ic or f ict ive examples, but wh ich I 
bel ieve have a potent ial as narrat ive funct ions. There-
fore, I have a imed at connot ing a model for pol it ical 
act iv ity as well as a simultaneous record of mult iple 
voices through the content and form of i-catch ing, in 
order to generate knowledge about the possibil it ies of 
foreground ing mater ial ity. Thus, I have succeeded “to 
produce mean ing and not to re-produce a pre-ex ist ing 
mean ing” (Federman 1975, p. 8), as Federman describes 
the process of wr it ing, quoted in Chapter II. The story 
of i-catching is not a mere illustrat ion of An eye for an i, 
but an extension of knowledge, wh ich conf irms its rele-
vance in connect ion to th is thesis, as well as approv ing 
the presence of lowercase i in these very pages.

The qual ity of polysemous mater ial in my thesis is 
previously dealt w ith as a problemat ic attr ibute of the 
object of study, but it may as well be seen as a possi -

ble argument aga inst the opin ion that foreground ing 
mater ial ity is noth ing but a g imm ick. The polysemous 
mater ial ity of language, in other words a language ca-
pable of generat ing mult iple mean ings, is noth ing like a 
g imm ick that does not generate any mean ings whatso-
ever. It is adm ittedly so that the results of An eye for an i 
cannot be ver if ied due to the h ighly subject ive character 
of the study, but the polysemy cannot be den ied, wh ich 
supports the statement that the mater ial ity of language 
offers mult iple alternat ive strateg ies for sign if icat ion. 
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Consider ing the inclusion of An eye for an i in the 
story of i-catch ing, it may of course be regarded, as in 
the previous sect ion, as an overly obvious descr ipt ion 
on how to interpret the story of lowercase i. However, 
I w ish to underscore that the a im of th is thesis is not 
i-catch ing in itself, but the understand ing of possible 
narrat ive funct ions, how these where appl ied, and in 
what way these funct ions may generate completely op-
posite mean ings than what was or ig inally intended. 

Finally, regard ing the ver if icat ion or falsif icat ion of 
the hypothesis, there are other aspects than the notion of 
the relay wh ich imply that a mater ial ity foregrounded 
through its visual appearance may have essent ial qual i-

t ies w ith a h itherto unexploited potent ial. Consider ing 
the fa ilure of the mult iple wr iters having attempted at 
retell ing the devastat ing story of the Holocaust, Feder-
man acknowledges:

Therefore, what the writer should attempt to express, what 
demands to be expressed, is not the event itself, however 
tragic, however frightening, repulsive, hideous, incompre-
hensible it may have been, what should be told and retold 
is not the story of the Holocaust and the suffering of the 
Jews in the camps, but the absence of words to express 
that event. (Federman 2004)

As presented in the analysis of Double or Noth ing, 
Federman underscores the inadequacy of language, that 
is, a merely l ingu ist ic language, and argues that the 
form of the content should instead be ut il ized in ex-
pressing unspeakable events, when words are simply not 
enough. Federman’s perspect ive impl ies that there are, 
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in fact, stor ies that due to the ir trag ic magn itude have 
to be expressed through alternat ive ways of sign if ica-
t ion. As for the analyzed examples, both Tree of Codes 
and Double or Nothing deal with the Holocaust, wh ile 
Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close is centered on 
another major tragedy, the World Trade Center attack. 
Accord ingly, these examples const itute stor ies that in 
Federman’s regard cannot be expressed in convent ional 
wr it ing. In add it ion, as quoted in the analysis of Ex-
tremely Loud and Incredibly Close, Foer’s mot ivat ion 
for foreground ing mater ial ity in h is works is that he 
cla ims to be unable to express the content otherwise. 
With the support of Federman and Foer, the hypothesis 
of An eye for an i may hereby be seen as ver if ied. 

As for i-catch ing, although not deal ing w ith a major 
tragedy per def in it ion, I argue that it is an add it ional 
example of a story that asks for alternat ive strateg ies 
of sign if icat ion. Were th is story told through conven-
t ional wr it ing, the message, wh ich is the potent ial of 
unconvent ional wr it ing, would be rad ically opposed, 
and as such, the intended mean ing would not be con-
veyed. Moreover, it would be rather irresponsible not 
to ut il ize the narrat ive potent ial offered by the black 
format ions of ink that const itutes letters, since they 
form the most d irect approach to illustrate the mean-
ing of th is very story. As I cla im in the introduct ion of 
An eye for an i, the mater ial aspects of language must 
be visually demonstrated in order to reach a thorough 
understand ing of its potential. Dur ing the process of my 
thesis work, I have been asked mult iple t imes to explain 
my subject, and when I have not had one of the example 
novels at hand, I have constantly fa iled. Thus, the story 
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of i-catch ing needs to be told through unconvent ional 
wr it ing, because the essence of the story, the potent ial 
of unconvent ional wr it ing, cannot be conveyed other-
w ise. I do agree w ith the typographers of the early 20th 
century that insistently would point at the obstructed 
read ing process of my story. Yet, due to my extensive 
exper ience in expla in ing my subject, I cla im that the 
read ing of i-catch ing would be even more obstructed 
were its mater ial ity not foregrounded.

Finally, I bel ieve that it is impossible to wr ite about 
the mater ial aspects of language w ithout the readers 
foreground ing th is mater ial ity themselves. When read-
ing, for instance, an abstract that refers to its own mode 
of wr it ing, however trad it ional the formatt ing may be, 
the readers are most l ikely to not ice the format ions of 
black ink that const itute the paragraphs, l ines, sentences, 
words, and letters of th is text. The reason is that the 
object of the text, the wr it ing mode, is not only referred 
to, it is actually present, r ight in front of the readers’ 
eyes. Thus, the wr it ing is referr ing to itself, much l ike 
in i-catch ing, where the argument between the charac-
ters is obviously self-referent ial. Accord ingly, i-catching 
stands as an example of a story that cannot be told 
through convent ional wr it ing, or more prec isely, a story 
in wh ich foregrounded mater ial ity is inscr ibed in its 
very theme, independent of the qual ity of formatt ing. 
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IIIII.III POSSIBLE FUTURE RESEARCH

Consider ing the possible extension of knowledge that 
i-catch ing has enabled, as well as the real izat ion that 
the hypothesis cannot be ent irely rejected, An eye for 
an i is worth being cont inued. A possible cont inuat ion 
of the research is der ived from the quest ion marks of 
the assembled l ist of the possible narrat ive funct ions. 
As already expla ined, the funct ions of depict ion, of an 
absorpt ive as well as a select ive read ing, and infusion 
of polysemy, stand as funct ions that in the poet ic and 
f ict ive examples of my thesis d id not reach the level of 
the narrat ive. Yet, I bel ieve that these funct ions have 
the potent ial to convey mean ing, and therefore, th is 
potent ial could be invest igated in future exploratory 
works of f ict ion sim ilar to the story of i-catch ing.

Indeed, the suggest ion of detect ing narrat ive func-
t ions as equal to prescr ibing interpretat ion, presented 
in the sect ion on l im itat ions of the study, does prevent 
the reader from a personal exper ience. Consider ing th is 
perspect ive, the most valuable result of my thesis is the 
quest ionna ire that I have developed in order to carry 
out the narrat ive analyses of th is thesis. Th is method 
could be offered to l iterary cr it ics and readers al ike in 
order for them to reach at personal interpretat ions of 
unconvent ionally wr itten texts, as well as ga in ing thor-
ough knowledge of the possibil it ies of works that are 
equally l ingu ist ic and visual. Nevertheless, the method 
needs to be simpl if ied in order to be more ava ilable. In 
Intermediality of Narrat ive L iterature: Medialit ies Mat-
ter, l iterature professor Jørgen Bruhn develops a meth-
odology for intermed ial analysis of narrat ive l iterary 



texts that is to be executed in only three steps (Bruhn 
2016, pp. 33–35). Bruhn’s methodology may serve as 
a model for simpl ify ing the f ive-step quest ionna ire I 
have developed in the framework of th is thesis, and 
the further development of my method for analysis is 
an add it ional possible cont inuat ion of An eye for an i. 

Finally, consider ing the real izat ion that any funct ion 
of any techn ique of foreground ing mater ial ity can be 
ut il ized as narrat ive if only narrated properly, future re-
search could focus simply on the funct ions. The method 
used in th is thesis for studying the détournement, wr it-
ing-through, and overpr int ing could be appl ied to the 
foreground ing techn iques of censor ing, sed imentat ion, 
and erasure, l isted by Dwork in in Reading the Illeg ible. 
Dwork in’s l ist could also be completed with add it ional 
techn iques, and thus, a more thorough understanding of 
the potent ial of foreground ing mater ial ity of language 
through its visual appearance in pr inted novels would 
be accompl ished. I argue that it would be worth the 
effort, because further stud ies about the intertw in ing 
of content and form must be done. These two elements 
are not to be considered separate from one another; 
too much narrat ive potent ial is lost in such a posit ion.



EPILOGUE

In the end, the research quest ion got a possible answer, 
and the hypothes is was equally poss ibly ver if ied. It 
is my devout hope that the readers at th is point have 
ga ined at least a somewhat extended understand ing 
about how to include l ingu ist ic as well as formal ele-
ments in narrat ive analysis, and thus, developed an eye 
for an i of the ir own. What rema ins is for lowercase i 
to return to its former sett ing, inform ing the characters 
of i-catch ing why one needs to capital ize oneself once 
in a wh ile. If the readers w ish to know how the story of 
lowercase i ends, and what happened to the lost phrase 
in sect ion IIIII.II.II, I hereby suggest that they too leave 
these pages, to be able to f ind and f inally catch the i.
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