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ABSTRACT 

 

My goal in this dissertation is to shed light on a practice in printed literature often 

overlooked in philosophy of literature.  Contemporary works of literature such as Mark 

Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves, Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad, and 

Irvine Welsh’s Filth each make artistic use of the features specific to printed literature 

such as font and formatting.  I show that, far from being trivial aberrations, artistic use of 

font and formatting has a strong historical tradition going back to the Bucolic poets of 

ancient Greece.  When these features deviate from traditional methods of inscription and 

perform some artistic function within the work, they are artistically significant features of 

the works themselves.  The possibility of the artistic significance of these features is 

predicated on works of printed literature being visually mediated when one reads to 

oneself.  All works of literature are mediated by some sense modality.  When a work of 

printed literature is meant to be read to oneself, it is mediated by the modality of sight.  

Features specific to this method of mediation such as font and formatting can make 

artistic contributions to a text as well.  Understanding the artistic significance of such 

features questions where we see literature with respect to other art forms.  If these 

features are artistically significant, we can no longer claim that works of printed and oral 

literature are both the same performative art form.  Instead, philosophy of literature must 

recognize that works of printed literature belong to a visually mediated, non-

performative, multiple instance art form separate from the performative tradition of oral 

literature. 

 

 

 



 

iv 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This dissertation is dedicated to the memory of my mother and father.  

 
  



 

v 

 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS 

 

First and foremost, I would like to thank the members of my committee both for 

their invaluable help with this dissertation as well as everything they have done for me 

throughout my time at Temple University.  I would also like to thank all of the rights 

holders who generously granted permission to reproduce the works found in Appendix A.  

Finally, I would like to thank my fiancée, Kristin Applegate, for many, many reasons but 

most importantly, in this context, for her proofreading, patience, and love.   

  



 

vi 

 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 Page 

ABSTRACT ....................................................................................................................... iii 

DEDICATION ................................................................................................................... iv 

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ...................................................................................................v 

LIST OF FIGURES ......................................................................................................... viii 

INTRODUCTION ...............................................................................................................x 

CHAPTERS 

1. THE VISUAL FEATURES OF LITERATURE ...........................................................1 

Visual Features as Paratextual Features ...................................................................6 

Artistic Visual Features in Literature: Typography ...............................................12  

            Artistic Visual Features in Literature: Formatting .................................................17 

            Visual Features in Novels and Prose Literature .....................................................26 

            Concluding Remarks ..............................................................................................46 

2. CONTEMPORARY DEFINITIONS OF LITERATURE ...........................................49 

Beardsley................................................................................................................55 

Langer ....................................................................................................................61  

            Ingarden .................................................................................................................65 

            Kivy........................................................................................................................70 

Weitz ......................................................................................................................73 

Lamarque and Olsen ..............................................................................................77  

Literature and Ordinary Language .........................................................................82  

Concluding Remarks ..............................................................................................84  



 

vii 

 

3. ARE THESE WORKS TRADITIONAL LITERATURE? .........................................86 

                                    Are These Works “Fringe” Literature? ..................................................................91 

Are These Works Mixed Media? ...........................................................................99 

Attributing Authorship of Artistically Significant Visual Features .....................107 

Concluding Remarks ............................................................................................117 

4. SHUSTERMAN AND THE ARTISTIC SIGNIFICANCE OF VISUAL 

FEATURES ...............................................................................................................120 

                                    Shusterman’s Initial Claims .................................................................................123 

The “Visible Visible” ...........................................................................................128 

Necessary and Sufficient Conditions of Artistic Significance .............................131 

Faithful Reproduction of Visual Features ............................................................140 

Concluding Remarks ............................................................................................143 

5. MODALITY MEDIATION IN PRINTED LITERATURE ......................................146 

                                    The Visual as a Variable Property of Literature ..................................................154 

The Mediated Nature of Literature ......................................................................161 

What, then, Is Printed Literature? ........................................................................166 

Looking Forward .................................................................................................177 

Final Remarks ......................................................................................................188 

BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................193 

APPENDICES 

A. FIGURES ...................................................................................................................203 

B. VISUALLY SIGNIFICANT CONTEMPORARY WORKS ....................................213



 

viii 

 

LIST OF FIGURES 

FIGURE 1: German Gothic Typeface .............................................................................203 

Robin Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type: A Illustrated History of Type from the 

Earliest Letterforms to the Latest Digital Fonts (Dublin: Hartley and Marks, 2006), 

19. Reprinted by permission of Octopus Picture Research. 

 

FIGURE 2: Roman Typeface ...........................................................................................203 

Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type, 22. 

 

FIGURE 3: Old English Typeface ...................................................................................204 

Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type, 39. 

 

FIGURE 4: Bauhaus Typeface ........................................................................................204 

Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type, 99. 

 

FIGURE 5: Axe ................................................................................................................205 

J.M. Edmonds ed. and trans, Greek Bucolic Poets Volume 28 (New York: Loeb 

Classic Library, 1912), 488. First published 1912. Reprinted and revised 1928. Loeb 

Classical Library ® is a registered trademark of the President and Fellows of Harvard 

College. 

 

FIGURE 6: Wings ............................................................................................................205 

Edmonds, Greek Bucolic Poets, 492. 

 

FIGURE 7: The Shepherd’s Pipe .....................................................................................206 

Edmonds, Greek Bucolic Poets, 502. 

 

FIGURE 8: Vision and Prayer .........................................................................................206 

Dylan Thomas and Daniel Jones ed., “Vision and Prayer,” The Poetry of Dylan 

Thomas (New York: New Directions, 2003), 209. Copyright © 1946 by New 

Directions Publishing Corp. Reprinted by permission of New Directions Publishing 

Corp. 

 

 

 

 

 



 

ix 

 

FIGURE 9: Like Attracts Like..........................................................................................207 

Emmett Williams, Like Attracts Like (New York: Something Else Press, 1958).  

Reprinted by permission of Ann Noel Williams, estate of Emmitt Williams. 

 

FIGURE 10: House of Leaves 1.......................................................................................208 

Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves (New York: Random House, 2000), 465. 

Reprinted by permission of Random House, LLC. 

 

FIGURE 11: House of Leaves 2.......................................................................................209 

Danielewski, House of Leaves, 139. 

 

 

FIGURE 12: House of Leaves 3.......................................................................................209 

Danielewski, House of Leaves, 140. 

 

FIGURE 13: Filth 1 .........................................................................................................210 

Irvine Welsh, Filth (New York, Norton, 1998), 24. Reprinted by permission of W. W. 

Norton. 

 

FIGURE 14: Filth 2 .........................................................................................................210 

Welsh, Filth, 55. 

 

FIGURE 15: The Raw Shark Texts 1 ...............................................................................211 

Steven Hall, The Raw Shark Texts (New York: Canongate, 2007), 96. Reprinted by 

permission of Canongate and Steven Hall. 

 

FIGURE 16: The Raw Shark Texts 2 ...............................................................................212 

Hall, The Raw Shark Texts, 371. 

 

FIGURE 17: The Raw Shark Texts 3 ...............................................................................212 

Hall, The Raw Shark Texts, 373. 

 

 

 

 



 

x 

 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Discussing the artistic features of writing and printing in his taxonomy of art 

forms from 1957, Thomas Munro writes “These arts are now mainly used as means for 

the visual presentation of verbal compositions, including literature.  Thus literature can 

become an art of visual presentation… They are visual arts, rather than mere utilitarian 

devices for ordinary communication, only when they involve some aesthetic refinement 

and development, as in calligraphy and artistic typography.”1  Though contemporary 

works have expanded the types of visual features that possess “aesthetic refinement and 

development,” Munro correctly recognizes the shift in literature from an oral to a visual 

tradition meant to be read to oneself.  The artistic possibilities of the printed text are 

predicated on the work being visually mediated when read to oneself.  Throughout the 

history of printed literature, we often find authors making artistic use of the visual 

features specific to the inscribed text such as font and formatting.  One of the most 

prominent example of artistically significant visual features is Laurence Sterne’s The Life 

and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman (1759).  In this work, Sterne makes creative 

use of the formatting in a way that artistically affects one’s apprehension and 

interpretation of his work.  Other well-known examples of artistic use of visual features 

of the printed text are found in the long tradition of pattern poetry exemplified by George 

Herbert’s Easter Wings (1633) wherein the formatting of the text is visually 

representative of a pair of wings.  More recently, the movement of concrete poetry 

                                                 
1 Thomas Munro, “Four Hundred Arts and Types of Art: A Classified List,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art 

Criticism 16 (1957): 49. 
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experiments with formatting so that the presentation of the printed text plays an artistic 

role in these works equal to their linguistic features.   

Works of prose literature in the last thirty years have begun to experiment with 

artistically significant visual features such as font and formatting as well.  Michael 

Ende’s The Neverending Story (1979) uses different font colors to distinguish the setting 

of the actions in the text.  Jennifer Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad (2010) presents an 

entire chapter of her novel as a collection of PowerPoint slides written from the 

perspective of a young child.  Renowned authors such as Cormac McCarthy and Irvine 

Welsh each make artistic use of the visual features of their novels.  The former uses an 

anachronistic font and chapter headers to situate Blood Meridian, Or The Evening 

Redness in the West (1985) historically.  Welsh uses shaped textual intrusions to visually 

affect a reader’s apprehension of his novel Filth (1998).  A signature style of the works of 

Mark Danielewski involves artistic decisions of font, font color, and formatting.  His 

novel House of Leaves (2000), presents printed text written forwards and backwards, 

upside down, sideways across the page, and in interesting patterns so that the visual 

presentation of the text mirrors the unpredictable fluctuations of the dimensions of the 

haunted house at the center of his novel.  Though the method of visual presentation 

varies, a common quality of the visual features in the works discussed in this dissertation 

and those found in Appendix B is that the visual features in each are artistically 

significant in ways that make the presentation of the printed text an artistically significant 

feature of these works themselves.  

With the growing popularity of artistic exploration of the visual features of 

printed works, literary theory and criticism have begun to discuss such features as 
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artistically significant features of literary works.  Critical essays and reviews of the works 

of Jonathan Safran Foer, Steven Hall, Danielewski, and Egan, among others, all focus on 

the artistic role of their visual features.  We do not find the same type of engagement with 

the artistic possibilities of the printed text in contemporary philosophy of literature.  Why 

has philosophy of literature been so reticent to see the visual features of the printed text 

as artistically significant in literature?  While some point to suspicions regarding the 

aesthetic role of the printed text going back to Romantic aesthetics or Plato’s discussion 

of literature in the Phaedrus, I believe there is a more recent assumption in philosophy of 

literature that necessarily marginalizes the artistic possibilities of visual presentation in 

literature. 

The aesthetic theories of Nelson Goodman and J.O. Urmson each categorize 

literature as a performance art akin to works of theater and scored music.  Under these 

theories, the printed text performs a function similar to that of a script or a score in that it 

is a set of instructions for a performance of a literary work.  Works of literature that make 

artistically significant use of the visual features of the printed text call this categorization 

into question.  Such works simply do not fit well with the conception of literature as a 

performance art.  While it is true that literature, in its oral tradition, is a performance art, 

printed literature meant to be read to oneself is not.  There has been a shift in the 

presentation of literature historically from something that was heard orated by others to 

an art form read to oneself.  When literature shifts from being something that is heard to 

something that is seen and read, the visual features of the printed text are open for artistic 

use in ways that preclude such works from being seen as a performance art. 
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My goal in this dissertation is to shed light on this practice in printed literature 

that is often overlooked in philosophy of literature.  I begin with a brief history of the 

artistic use of visual features in both poetry and prose.  I show that, far from being trivial 

aberrations, artistic use of visual features such as font and formatting have a strong 

tradition in inscribed literature going back to ancient Greece.  I argue that these visual 

features are artistically significant when they deviate from traditional, unobtrusive 

methods of inscription and perform some artistic function within the text.  When the 

visual features of a text are artistically significant, these features should be seen as 

artistically significant features of the literary work itself.  The possibility of the artistic 

significance of these features is predicated on works of printed literature being visually 

mediated when one reads to oneself.   

All works of literature are mediated by a sense modality.  Works of oral literature 

are aurally mediated.  In poetry, for instance, the features specific to this method of 

mediation such as cadence, volume, and timbre can be used to artistically affect one’s 

interpretation and appreciation of these works.  When a work of printed literature is read 

to oneself, it is mediated by the modality of sight.  Thus, features specific to this method 

of mediation like font and formatting can make artistic contributions to these works as 

well.  Recognizing the mediated nature of literature is important in several ways.  First, it 

provides philosophy of literature a vocabulary for speaking of such works in ways that 

keep philosophy of literature current with the discussions of such works already taking 

place in literary theory and criticism.  Most importantly, understanding the artistic 

significance of visual features in literature calls into question where we have placed 

literature with respect to our taxonomy of art forms.  If these visual features are 
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artistically significant features of literary works, we can no longer claim that works of 

printed and oral literature are both the same performative art form.  Instead, philosophy 

of literature must recognize that works of printed literature belong to a visually mediated, 

non-performative, allographic language art separate from the performative tradition of 

oral literature. 

I begin Chapter One by examining the artistic role paratextual elements can play 

in works of literature as discussed by Gerard Genette in his work, Paratexts: Thresholds 

of Interpretation.  I defend the position that visual features of copies of literary texts are 

paratextual and can therefore play an artistic role in literary works.  Where possible, I 

have included examples of artistic printing practices in Appendix A. The two most 

common visual features of literature that can be artistically utilized are font and 

formatting and I next discuss the artistic possibilities of these features.  Font shape and 

font color can be intrinsically aesthetically valuable based on the design elements of the 

font.  We see instances of these fonts in certain art movements of the early twentieth 

century such as Dada and De Stijl.  Font can also play an artistic role in literary works 

when a font is associated with a specific culture or time period.  The German Gothic 

typeface, for instance, is often associated with religious writings.  McCarthy uses font in 

this way in that Blood Meridian is printed in the Clarendon typeface associated with the 

American West in the mid-1800s. 

Formatting can play an artistic role in literary works as well which I show in the 

historical discussion of Greek Bucolic poets such as Simias of Rhodes, European 

religious pattern poetry, and the contemporary works of the concrete poets.  In prose 

literature, we find artistically significant formatting features in the works of Sterne and 
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novels with epistolary formatting like those of Samuel Richardson and Bram Stoker.  I 

then move on to my contemporary exemplars which often combine artistic use of font 

and formatting with other artistically significant visual features.  A Visit from the Goon 

Squad, House of Leaves, Blood Meridian, Filth, and Steven Hall’s The Raw Shark Texts 

(2007) each possess artistically significant visual features that both relate to the content 

of the work and perform a unique function with each novel.  Though I focus in detail on 

these five works, a more complete list of contemporary novels with artistically significant 

visual features along with a brief description of these features can be found in Appendix 

B. 

Having shown the ubiquity of the artistic use of the visual features of the printed 

text, in Chapter Two I examine contemporary definitions of literature for any feature of 

such definitions that would necessarily preclude discussions of such features.  Though 

philosophy of literature cannot account for the artistic significance of visual features in 

literature, no contemporary definition (with the possible exception of one proposed by 

Peter Kivy) defines literature in a way that would necessarily preclude the artistic use of 

such features.  Essentialist accounts focus on a specific feature of literature that would act 

as a sufficient condition of literature.  Some theorists define literature as being 

semantically thick or open to multiple meanings.  Others define it as language imbued 

with certain types of value like aesthetic value.  I show that artistically significant visual 

features can perform such roles within literary works as well.   

Institutional accounts and cluster or family resemblance definitions of literature 

fair no better in accounting for the artistic role of visual features.  One would think the 

absence of any essential feature in these types of definitions would allow them to more 
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easily discuss the artistic role of visual features.  However, we do not find this in any of 

these definitions.  I end this chapter by proposing that our definitions of literature 

overlook the artistic significance of visual features because they are focusing solely on 

the differences between literary and ordinary language as methods of defining literature.  

When the focus is specifically on language use, artistically significant visual features are 

overlooked.  I argue in Chapter Five that one should not view literature merely as a 

specific type of language use but as a specific type of mediated language use.  When a 

work of literature is printed with the expectation that it be read to oneself, literature is an 

art form of some type of language use mediated by the sense of sight.  When this is 

properly understood, our definitions of literature will be in a better position to account for 

the artistic significance of these visual features of the printed text. 

Our definitions of literature may not need to account for works with artistically 

significant visual features if such works are fundamentally different from traditional 

literature.  If these works can be marginalized in some way, philosophy of literature 

would not be remiss in overlooking them.  In Chapter Three I examine two possible 

claims that seek to marginalize such works.  One might want to claim that works such as 

those used as exemplars in Chapter One are fringe literature that exist outside the 

traditional literary canon.  I first examine different types of literary canons and propose 

the critical canon as the canon of which absence of membership would designate a work 

fringe.  I show here that there is no reason to believe works with artistically significant 

visual features would not qualify for the critical literary canon in some instances.  

Furthermore, if any such works do not qualify for this canon it has nothing to do 

specifically with their artistic use of visual features. 
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If literary works with artistically significant visual features were considered 

mixed media works, one could argue that philosophy of literature might not be the 

appropriate field to discuss their artistic importance.  The underlying claim here is that 

artistic use of the visual features of the printed text counts against those works being 

considered literature.  Beginning with Kendal Walton’s discussion of artistic categories, I 

suggest that, if this were the case, artistically significant visual features would be 

properties that are contra-standard to the category of literature.  I argue that there is 

nothing in these features themselves, the works in which they are employed, or in 

Walton’s definition of contra-standard properties to suggest that these features are contra-

standard and the works in which they are employed are anything other than traditional 

literature. 

If these works are not fundamentally different from traditional literature as either 

fringe or mixed media, when and why are visual features artistically significant so that 

we may say they are properties of a literary work itself rather than merely ancillary 

properties of printed copies?  Other than the brief passage from Munro quoted above, 

Richard Shusterman is the only theorist in philosophy of literature to take the artistic 

possibilities of visual features seriously.  Chapter Four provides an in depth examination 

of his essay “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality.”  Shusterman suggests that we 

know visual features are artistically significant when, and to the degree that, they are 

conspicuous or draw attention to themselves as deviating from traditional methods of 

presentation in printed literature.  While Shusterman’s claims are helpful, my concern is 

that the claim he makes is too strong.  I argue it is not the case that conspicuousness is a 

sufficient condition of artistic significance of visual features in literature.  It is only a 
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necessary condition.  All artistically significant visual features will be conspicuous.  

However, not all conspicuous visual features will be artistically significant.  There is a 

least one sufficient condition of artistic significance of visual features.  Visual features 

are always artistically significant when they are conspicuous and perform some unique, 

non-traditional function with respect to the literary work.  Anytime a visual feature in 

literature is conspicuous and performs some unique function within the work, that feature 

is an artistic feature of the work itself and not merely a property of a copy of a printed 

work. 

The artistic significance of visual features calls into question certain presumptions 

we have about our definitions of literature.  In the final chapter, I ask, in light of the 

previous discussion, what type of art form is printed literature?  I begin by arguing that, 

in some instances, properties of copies such as font and formatting should be seen as 

variable properties of printed literature rather than standard or contra-standard as defined 

by Walton.  They are not merely the properties of the work that we look through to find 

the language of a literary work.  Visual features in literature can possess artistic value 

themselves in ways that artistically affect our apprehension and appreciation of works of 

literature.  What makes such artistic uses possible is the mediated nature of literature.  It 

is a necessary condition that all works of literature, both oral and printed, are mediated by 

at least one sense modality.  Oral literature, like most poetry, is aurally mediated when we 

listen to its performance.  Printed literature, in that it is meant to be read to oneself, is 

mediated by the sense of sight.  Thus, the features specific to the visual method of 

mediation have the possibility of being artistically significant if they meet the conditions 

outlined in Chapter Four. 
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Why is understanding printed literature as visually mediated important?  First, 

understanding this brings philosophy of literature into the current discussion of such 

works and their visual features already taking place in literary theory and criticism.  Also, 

taking the visual mediation of literature as artistically important might expand those 

works we would consider literature.  I address several possibilities near the end of the 

chapter in works such as graphic novels, e-books, and electronic literature.  Finally, 

understanding printed literature as a visually mediated art form shows that printed 

literature is not the same art form as oral literature in that they do not share a sense 

modality.  If we can discuss oral and printed literature separately, this helps eliminate the 

tension exemplified in the writings of Urmson and Goodman when they attempt to define 

both oral and printed literature as a performative art form.  In that printed literature is a 

visually mediated, multiple instance, non-performative art form, it might be tempting to 

say that it is similar to printmaking.  However, this cannot be the case in that printmaking 

is an autographic art form even if it is multiple instance. 

Using David Davies’ distinction between different types of multiple instance art 

forms, I argue that printed literature is an art form with multiple authentic experiential 

instances.  Thus, any copy of a work of printed literature that includes all requisite 

properties to allow a proper experience of the work will be authentic.  In the case of 

literature with artistically significant visual features, this will include those specific visual 

features.  Experiential instances are contrasted by Davies with provenential instances.  

Provenential instances are those instances connected in some way to a work’s history of 

making.  Painting is a single provenential instance art form.  Printmaking is a multiple 

provenential instance art form and, unlike literature, only provenential instances are 
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authentic.  Printed literature is a visually mediated, non-performative, multiple 

experiential instance art form focusing, to some degree, on language.  I end by arguing 

that if we define literature in this way, there is no reason to believe that other art forms 

such as graphic novels, e-books, and electronic literature would not count as literature. 

In that it is non-performative and mediated by the sense of sight, printed literature 

is different from oral literature.  However, like oral literature, the method of mediation is 

open for artistic use so that visual features specific to this method of mediation can be 

artistically significant parts of literary works.  These visual features must be conspicuous 

and perform some unique function within the work.  When they do, the visual features of 

literature are artistically significant parts of literary works themselves.  Works like A Visit 

from the Goon Squad, House of Leaves, Blood Meridian, Filth, and The Raw Shark Texts 

each use the visual features of the printed text in artistically significant ways.  These 

works are neither fringe nor mixed media works that are fundamentally different from 

traditional literature.  Each of these exemplars are instances of authors appropriately 

experimenting with the artistic possibilities of printed literature as being an art form 

mediated by the sense of sight. 
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CHAPTER 1 

THE VISUAL FEATURES OF LITERATURE 

 

As mentioned in the introduction, Thomas Munro recognizes the shift in literature 

from an oral to a visual art form in that literature is typically printed and read to oneself.  

Thus, literature could be seen as a visual work of art if a work employs calligraphy or 

“artistic typography.”1  However, Munro is unclear as to what constitutes “artistic 

typography.”  It is my goal in this chapter to expand on Munro's claim and show how 

visual features such as artistic typography and creative formatting among other features 

artistically inform a reader’s interpretation and appreciation of literary works.  There is a 

strong tradition of utilizing visual features in literature for aesthetic or artistic ends.  This 

discussion will become important to remember in future chapters as various criticisms of 

the importance of visual features in literature are presented and ultimately rejected in 

favor of a position that these features can affect how one approaches and appreciates a 

work of literature and should be taken into account in our definitions of printed literature. 

 I begin with a discussion of what are known as paratextual elements in literature 

as defined in Gerard Genette's Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation.  Genette defines 

the paratext of a work of literature as the elements that make up the method by which the 

work is presented to an audience.  These elements include the front and back covers, the 

author's name, the preface, and footnotes and endnotes among other elements of the 

work's presentation.  It is Genette's argument here that these paratextual elements are 

often overlooked with regard to the contributions they make to the ways in which one 

                                                 
1 Thomas Munro, “400 Arts and Types of Art: A Classified List,” 49-57. 
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appreciates a work of literature. Though not discussed by Genette, I argue that 

typography and formatting are integral parts of a work's visual presentation and there is 

no reason that these features should not be considered paratextual elements as well.  If 

these features are paratextual elements and if one agrees with Genette that paratextual 

elements can affect how one appreciates a work of literature, we should admit that these 

visual features can contribute to our appreciation of a literary work as well. 

 Historically, there have been two methods by which visual features can be 

artistically utilized in literature.  These are, generally, typography and formatting.  

Typography is defined as the shape and color of the individual letters (the font shape and 

font color), whereas formatting is the way the words themselves are shaped on the page.  

There are other visual features of printed literature such as chapter headers and section 

breaks that will be discussed as artistically important as well.  Also, as we move into 

contemporary novels, the visual features of the works become less traditional.  However, 

the historical discussion of artistic visual features in literature will focus exclusively on 

typography and formatting.  The way the printed letters themselves are presented can be 

artistically important in two ways.  It could be that certain fonts have specific cultural 

associations.  For instance, there are very strong cultural associations to the 15th Century 

German Gothic typeface of the Gutenberg Bible.  Also, it could be that the shape and 

color of the letters could be aesthetically interesting in and of themselves as we see in the 

typefaces of the Bauhaus and Dada art movements. 

 As I move on to the artistically significant features of formatting in literature, I 

examine artistic formatting in poetry beginning with the tradition of what is known as 

pattern poetry.  Pattern poetry is loosely defined as poetry where the shape of the words 
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plays a role in the appreciation of the work along with the meaning of the words and 

sentences themselves.  An important aspect of this discussion is the ubiquity of pattern 

poetry among different cultures and time periods.  The first recorded instances of pattern 

poetry were written by the Greek Bucolic poet Simias of Rhodes around 300 B.C.E.  In 

his works Axe and Wings, the words of the poems are shaped like an ax or wings, 

respectively.  Moving forward in the Western tradition of pattern poetry of the last 600 to 

700 years, the vast majority of pattern poetry written in Latin, English, and Spanish dealt 

with religious themes in both their content and the formatting of the poems.  There are 

many instances of pattern poetry in Latin where the poems are formatted to present 

religious symbols such as the Christian cross.  An interesting movement in Spain and 

Portugal in the Baroque era of the 17th Century is the movement known as the labyrinth 

poem.  These poems have no definitive starting or ending point.  The goal of this 

presentation is to allow for a multitude of different readings and interpretations.  This 

type of “achronological” reading will be returned to in the formatting of contemporary 

novels such as Jennifer Egan's A Visit from the Goon Squad and Salvador Plascencia's 

The People of Paper (2005).  Outside of the Western tradition, we still find many 

interesting examples of pattern poetry.  In China, we find instances of pattern poetry 

similar to the Baroque labyrinth poems.  Both Indian and Islamic instances of pattern 

poetry are formed somewhat differently than we find in Europe.  Whereas in Europe, it is 

the words themselves that create the shape of the poem, in these traditions, lines are used 

to create shapes and designs into which the words of the poem are inserted.  These 

examples, among others, show just how historically common artistic formatting is across 

different poetic traditions. 
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 Visual features play a role in more recent poetry as well.  Due to his knowledge of 

printing techniques, Walt Whitman's third edition of Leaves of Grass (1860) utilize the 

visual features of the printed text for artistic ends.  Aside from directly supervising the 

typesetting of this edition, one can see certain themes and shapes in the printed text that 

also add an artistic dimension to the text itself.  Though marginalized in recent years, the 

Calligrammes of Apollinaire present yet another example of utilizing the formatting in 

poetry to achieve certain artistic ends as well.  I argue that, far from being trivial, kitsch 

methods of relating the content of his poems to the shape of the word, Apollinaire uses 

formatting and pictorial representation to transform the written text into an artifact that 

adds an artistic dimension not found in standard formatting.  We also see artistically 

significant formatting in certain poems of Dylan Thomas such as Vision and Prayer as 

well as in the works of e.e. cummings. I end the discussion of artistically significant 

visual features in poetry with the recent movement known as concrete poetry.  Concrete 

poetry is a literary movement of the mid to late 20th Century that emphasized the visual 

nature of the written word and treated the visual presentation as equally important to the 

content of their poems.  Concrete poets argue that words can become too rigid by virtue 

of their definitions and they believe it is up to them to see these words in a new light in 

virtue of their visual presentation. 

 Artistic use of the printed text is not limited to poetry alone.  We also find many 

instances of artistic font and formatting in prose literature.  Historically, meditations on 

the saints or the apostles were formatted into the shapes of religious icons similar to the 

formatting of religious pattern poetry.  There are historical instances of using formatting 

for satirical reasons as well.  A newspaper article about a corrupt, obese politician might 
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be formatted into roughly the shape of a pear.  Perhaps the most well know example of 

artistic formatting in a novel is Tristram Shandy.  However, we see less extreme 

examples in other early novels as well.  The epistolary novels of Samuel Richardson such 

as Pamela (1740) and Clarissa (1748) are formatted to give the appearance that the novel 

is actually a collection of letters between several individuals.  This led to later epistolary 

formatting in the opening chapter of Shelly's Frankenstein (1818) as well as Stoker's 

Dracula (1897). 

 Finally, I end the chapter with a discussion of five novels that act as exemplars of 

the type of visual use of the printed text that is of primary concern throughout the rest of 

this dissertation.  Jennifer Egan's A Visit from the Goon Squad presents an entire chapter 

as a collection of PowerPoint slides.  Egan herself describes this decision as one that 

presents an achronological narrative that allows the reader to choose how to order their 

reading of the text.  Mark Z. Danielewski's novel House of Leaves might be the closest 

contemporary example to Tristram Shandy in both the prevalence and creativity with 

regard to font and formatting.  Cormac McCarthy's Blood Meridian takes advantage of 

the cultural associations we have toward certain fonts in order to connect the novel as a 

physical artifact to the time period in which the narrative takes place.  Filth uses 

formatting both to designate different narrators as well as to obscure certain portions of 

the text in a way that intentionally frustrates the reader.  Finally, I end with Steven Hall's 

The Raw Shark Texts.  Hall’s work here manipulates the formatting features of his work 

to visually represent the fictional creatures of his novel.  I end with a discussion of less 

successful use of the visual in the science fiction works of Richard Bester.  I show with 

this example is that, though I argue that visual features can make an artistic contribution 
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to a work of literature, this contribution is not necessarily a positive contribution and can 

run the risk of hindering our appreciation of a work in a way that the author did not 

intend.  This list of exemplars should not be considered exhaustive.  For a more 

comprehensive list of contemporary novels with artistically significant visual features and 

a brief description of the features these novels employ, see Appendix Two.  It is my hope 

that, through both the historical and contemporary discussion of the artistic use of the 

visual features of literature, philosophy of literature begins to recognize the importance of 

the visual in such works and the important implications for our definitions of printed 

literature. 

 

Visual Features as Paratextual Features 

 In Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (1987), Gerard Genette defines certain 

elements of a work of literature that we traditionally view as properties of the work as a 

physical artifact (properties of the copy of the work) as paratextual elements.  These are 

the properties a copy of a work that we typically see as separate from the properties of the 

literary work itself.  Simply put, Genette defines paratextual elements of a work of 

literature as those properties involved in the presentation of the work.2  This presentation 

could either be oral (in the case of the recitation of a literary work like a poem) or it could 

be the properties of the printed text (in this case the visual features of a work of literature 

meant to be read to oneself).  In the case of an oral presentation, these properties involve 

the method by which an orator presents the literary work to an audience such as 

inflection, rhythm, and delivery.  Though it is true that paratextual elements can be found 

                                                 
2 Gerard Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation (Cambridge: University of Cambridge Press, 

1987), 3. 
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in both oral and printed literature, my discussion here will focus on the paratextual 

properties of printed literature.  Genette writes that “the sole fact of transcription... brings 

to the ideality of the text some degree of materialization, graphic or phonic, which, as we 

will see, may induce paratextual effects.  In this sense, one may doubtlessly assert that a 

text without a paratext does not exist and has never existed.”3  In other words, Genette is 

making the rather uncontroversial claim that a work of literature is not an ideal object but 

must materialize in the actual world in either oral or printed presentation and it is just 

these paratextual properties that give materialization to the literary work. 

 Though this initial claim seems obvious, Genette recognizes that not only do 

paratextual elements give materialization to a work of literature, the presentation of such 

a work as a printed, physical artifact can also affect the ways that the text is apprehended 

by readers.  Genette provides a minimal definition of a work of literature as “a more or 

less long sequence of verbal statements that are more or less endowed with significance.4  

He then moves on to define paratextual elements as those elements that surround or 

extend the text into the material worlds in order to make the work present.  Genette points 

out that we may not be certain if a paratextual element is part of the literary work itself or 

merely a property of the physical artifact that is necessary in order to make the work 

present in the material world.  I won't say too much about this here other than to suggest 

that we may know a paratextual element is part of the literary work itself when that 

paratextual element is conspicuous and performs some non-traditional function with 

regards to the work itself.  For instance, merely having a chapter header denotes what 

chapter one is reading.  However, this is a relatively trivial function with respect to the 

                                                 
3 Ibid 
4 Ibid., 1. 
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work itself.  Likewise, a simple shape used as a section break in the text merely denotes a 

break in the narrative.  Works like Blood Meridian or Never Let Me Go (2005), in 

contrast, utilizes chapter headers and section breaks in a non-traditional way that relates 

to the narrative of each novel.  I will go into how these features are utilized near the end 

of this chapter and how we distinguish between properties of a copy and properties of a 

work in Chapter Four.  In discussing paratextual elements in general, one final distinction 

should be made between paratextual and epitextual properties.  Genette recognizes that 

both paratextual and epitextual properties can affect our interpretation and appreciation of 

a literary work.  However, paratextual elements are those that are “housed” (for lack of a 

better word) within the material artifact of the text while epitextual elements exist outside 

of the material artifact of the text.  Genette defines epitextual elements as commentaries 

on the work, interviews with the author, critical interpretations of the work, and the 

author's correspondences and notes on the text among other elements.5  “Paratextual” and 

“epitextual” are often used interchangeably though they should be seen as distinct. 

 Genette provides what he sees as a comprehensive list of paratextual elements of 

printed literature.6  I will focus on a few examples and explain how these elements can 

affect one's interpretation and appreciation of the work itself.  The first paratextual 

element that one comes across is the front cover of the work in question.  This is the 

reader's first interaction with the material artifact of the text.  The ways in which the 

cover is designed and any pictorial representations included in it can certainly affect how 

we interpret the text that follows.  In order to show how the cover of a work of literature 

could affect our interpretation of the text, one example will suffice.  When the first 

                                                 
5 Ibid., 5. 
6 Ibid., 24-26 
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edition of Nabokov's Lolita (1955) was being readied for publication in France, Nabokov 

made it clear to the publisher, Olympia Press, that, under no circumstances, should there 

be a photograph of a young girl on the cover of the novel.7   Nabokov argued that this 

would encourage the reader to focus on the more salacious elements of the work rather 

than on the character of Humbert Humbert himself.8  Thus, Nabokov recognized how the 

paratextual element of the cover and its content can affect how a reader comes to 

understand a literary work.  Included in most cover pages is another paratextual element: 

the author's name.  Like the front cover itself, the included author's name could affect our 

expectations of the text.  We may apprehend a work differently based on what we know 

of the author.  Though the premise Foucault's Pendulum (1988) and The Da Vinci Code 

(2003) may deal with similar content, the information we have regarding the writings of 

Umberto Eco and Dan Brown affects our expectations as to the topics addressed in the 

text.  Similarly, other works by the author are often included somewhere on the dust 

jacket or back cover.  Even if we are not familiar with the author's name, we may be 

familiar with other works that the author had written.  If this is the case, again this could 

affect our expectations of this new, previously unknown work.  Genette observes that, in 

some instances, the genre of a certain work is indicated before one engages in the actual 

text of the work.  Again, if one knows that a certain novel is considered included in the 

noir genre, we will come to the work with certain expectations based on our knowledge 

of this genre.  If we have more extensive knowledge of certain literary communities, the 

name of the publisher could lead us to certain expectations regarding the content of the 

                                                 
7 Graham Vickers, Chasing Lolita (Chicago: Chicago Review Press, 2008), 10. 
8 See also Colin Symes, “You Can't Judge a Book By Its Cover: The Aesthetic of Titles and Other 

Epitextual Devices,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 26 (1992): 17-26. 
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literary work.  For instance, if one was familiar with the type of postmodern works 

published by McSweeney's imprint Retangular, we wouldn't expect a work published 

here to be a traditional realist novel. 

 These paratextual elements clearly communicate some basic information 

regarding a literary work.  However, Genette argues that paratextual elements 

communicate more than just this surface information.  Genette argues that these 

paratextual elements can act as types of commands and, therefore, carry some sort of 

illocutionary force.9  Though never explicitly stated by Genette, this illocutionary force 

amounts to a normative statement made by these paratextual elements.  For instance, the 

information transmitted by the author's name in Foucault's Pendulum is simply: “This 

novel is written by Umberto Eco” for instance.  However, the illocutionary force of the 

normative statement implied by this information is: “One should attend to this novel as 

one written by Umberto Eco with all the expectations that this entails.”  Or, with regard 

to the footnotes in Nabokov's Pale Fire (1962), the information conveyed is the content 

of the footnotes included with the text.  However, the illocutionary force of the normative 

statement is: “One should take these footnotes as commentary on the poem as being 

written by a fictional editor rather than the thoughts of Nabokov himself.”  It is important 

to note that paratextual elements do not always serve the purpose of illuminating the text 

itself, though they can certainly do so.10  In some cases, paratextual elements are utilized 

to undermine the narration and frustrate the reader.  In Jonathan Stroud's three volume 

                                                 
9 Genette, Paratexts, 10-11. 
10 See Malcah Effron's discussion of the presence of footnotes in 20th Century detective novels adds a sense 

of legitimacy to this genre that is typically not associated with typical pulp novels.  Malcah Effron, “On 

the Borders of the Page, On the Boarders of Genre: Artificial Paratexts In Golden Age Detective 

Fiction,” Narrative 18 (2010): 199-221. 



 

11 

 

work, The Bartimaeus Trilogy (2010), different footnotes are used to denote different 

narrators who often argue with and undermine each other in a way that confuses the 

reader as to the relative truth value of any specific narrative voice.11 

 Of central concern to this project is the question of whether or not visual features 

should be considered paratextual elements and, by extension, whether or not these visual 

features can play a role in our interpretation, understanding, and appreciation of a work of 

literature.  In other words, do features such as font, format, chapter headers, and section 

breaks among others constitute paratextual elements in the same way that Genette views 

covers, author's names, publishers, and footnotes as paratextual?  I argue that, though not 

included by Genette in Paratexts, these features of literary works should be considered 

paratextual elements and, like other paratextual elements listed by Genette, can therefore 

affect our understanding and appreciation of a literary work.  In his review of Paratexts, 

Jan Baetens argues that, though extensive, one should not take Genette's list of 

paratextual elements as complete or exhaustive.12  If Genette defines paratextual elements 

as those elements that allow a work to be physically present and apprehended in the 

material world, features such as font and formatting seem to be the most basic paratextual 

elements.  In is unclear how a literary work could be present in the material world 

without possessing some type of font (even handwriting could be loosely defined as a 

font) and formatting on the page.  As I will show in the following sections, font and 

formatting, as paratextual elements, can affect our interpretation and artistic appreciation 

of a literary work in the same way claimed by Genette for elements such as the cover, 

                                                 
11 See Jonathan Stroud, The Bartimaeus Trilogy (New York: Hyperion, 2010). 
12 Jan Baetens, “Seuils by Gerard Genette,” Review of Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation by Gerard 

Genette, Poetics Today 8 (1987): 713-714. 
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author's name, etc. 

 

Artistic Visual Features in Literature: Typography 

 Historically, there are two general types of visual presentation of a text that are 

open to creative use by the author.  These are typography or font (the shape and color of 

the individual letters) and formatting (the shape and design of the words and sentences on 

the printed page).13  Before discussing how authors use these visual features of their 

works in a way that deviates from the traditional presentations of font and formatting, one 

needs a good grasp on what is meant by “traditional” font and formatting.  Obviously, 

what is considered traditional font and formatting will change over different time periods 

and different cultures.  In a contemporary, Western literary tradition the preference is for 

an unobtrusive font such as Times New Roman or Courier that is always printed in black.  

As I show next, the type of font considered popular or unobtrusive will change across 

cultures and time periods.  The type of formatting considered traditional does not seem to 

change over time but does differ among different cultures and geographical areas.  Again, 

in the Western tradition, sentences move across the page from left to right and then from 

the top of the page to the bottom.  Traditional formatting also varies between a left 

justified and center justified formatting.  In an Eastern tradition such as Japanese 

literature, the text is read top to bottom first and then left to right.  Literature written in 

Hebrew is first read right to left and then top to bottom.  However, when I speak of works 

of literature breaking from traditional font and formatting, I am speaking of a break from 

                                                 
13 There are clearly other features of visual presentation such as chapter headers and section breaks and as I 

move onto the more contemporary exemplars at the end of the chapter, there will be examples of less 

traditional artistic use of visual features. 
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contemporary, Western font and formatting. 

 Typography can be utilized for artistic ends.  The ways that the printed letters 

themselves are formed can be artistically significant in two ways.  First, the design of the 

font can be artistically significant intrinsically.  The shape, color, and size of the font in 

and of itself can be aesthetically compelling because of the artistic choices of those 

creating these fonts.  The specific artistic decisions of font creation are often associated 

with a specific culture or art movement.  We typically see this type of artistic typography 

in art movements such as Dada and De Stijl as well as in the printing of French and 

Eastern European Avant Garde literature of the early 20th century.  Secondly, though the 

design of the font itself may not be particularly aesthetically compelling, certain fonts are 

recognized as being associated with certain cultures and time periods.  If one understands 

the cultural associations of certain fonts, then one can exploit these cultural associations 

to affect a reader's interpretation of one's own work.  For instance, we typically associate 

the German Gothic type face with religious writings.  If one prints their contemporary 

work in this type face, one may interpret the work as having some association with 

dogmatic religion simply because of the cultural significance of the type face itself 

regardless of the content of the work. 

 Typefaces that have a certain association ithw a specific culture or type period 

will be addressed first before moving on to a discussion of artistic typography.  What 

follows should not be considered a definitive history of Western typography but rather as 

an attempt to highlight a few culturally significant type faces that we still associate with 

certain cultures or time periods.  The earliest, and possibly most iconic, type face is the 
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German Gothic type face of the Middle Ages and the earliest printed literature.14  This 

type face is most well known for being the type face of the Gutenberg Bible.  Thus, the 

German Gothic type face is traditionally associated with both 15th Century literature in 

Northern Europe and religious literature in general.  Moving out of the Middle Ages, 

there is a transition from German Gothic to a Roman type face in Southern Europe.15  The 

motivation for this shift seems to be the previously discussed cultural associations of 

German Gothic.16  In From Gutenberg to Open Type, Robin Dodd theorizes that the 

association of German Gothic with both the Middle Ages and religious writings was 

found unacceptable to the humanists of Italy and the rest of Southern Europe.17  Thus, the 

Roman typeface was created and is still largely associated with Renaissance literature.  

Another important cultural shift with regards to typography occurs in the 18th Century 

with the emergence of the Old English typeface of the Enlightenment.18  This typeface is 

closely associated with literature of this time period as well as scientific literature in 

general due to its being the original typeface of the printed works of Isaac Newton.  

Perhaps some of the most recognizable typefaces of the 20th Century are those of certain 

European art movements related to Modernism.19  These are the typefaces of the Bauhaus, 

De Stijl, and Futurist movements.  We not only find these fonts utilized in these 

movements' various manifestos but also in the iconic printmaking and posters of this era.   

 This list could go on, however, I believe these examples illustrate the importance 

                                                 
14 Appendix A: Figure One 
15 Appendix A: Figure Two 
16 For a more detailed discussion of the transition from German Gothic to Roman type face see Peter Burke, 

“Peter Behrens and the German Letter Type: Design and Architecture Lettering,” Journal of Design 

History 5 (1992): 19-37. 
17 Robin Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type: An Illustrated History of Type from the Earliest Letterforms 

to the Latest Digital Fonts (Dublin: Hartley and Marks, 2006), 21. 
18 Appendix A: Figure Three 
19 Appendix A: Figure Four 
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of the connection between certain typefaces and specific cultures and time periods.  If a 

certain font has a strong cultural connection like those discussed above, then this cultural 

connection can be exploited in a way that makes the visual presentation of a literary work 

artistically significant with regard to the choice of font.  The choice to print a work in a 

certain font creates a connection or association to the culture in which that font was 

common even if such connection is anachronistic.  For instance, James Frey's The Final 

Testament of the Holy Bible (2011) is printed in a German Gothic type face.  In choosing 

this font, Frey is making a visual connection between his work and both the writings of 

the Middle Ages and religious writing in general.  As I show near the end of the chapter, 

Cormac McCarthy uses this same concept in Blood Meridian by choosing to have the 

work printed in a font that would have been common in the mid-19th Century during 

which the events of his novel take place. 

 Aside from cultural associations, some fonts, most notably those of the early 20th 

Century, could be considered to have aesthetic qualities intrinsically.  Examples of these 

types of fonts will have aesthetic qualities based on the design choices of the letter forms 

themselves.  During this time period, the focus of some art movements in Europe shifted 

to experimenting with more mechanical means of production and reproduction such as 

printmaking.  This is typically seen as beginning with Dadaism in 1920s Berlin.  Dadaists 

of this time period became disillusioned with Expressionism and began to seek out more 

mechanical means of production.20  Dada rejected the expressive nature of spirit claiming 

to find it absent from the world around them and, therefore, did not see a role for this type 

of expressionism in their own artworks.  In reviewing Berlin's Dada Fair in 1920 for Der 

                                                 
20 Timothy O. Benson, “Mysticism, Materialism, and Machine in Dada Berlin,” Art Journal 46 (1987): 46-

47. 
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Dada, Raoul Hausmann wrote that “Dada is the full absence of what is called Geist.  

Why have Geist in a world that runs automatically?”21  This shifting of focus from the 

organic artistic expression of Expressionism to the mechanical means of artistic 

production led to an explosion of artistic type faces in the beginning to the middle of the 

20th Century in and around Continental Europe.  For possibly the first time, art 

movements recognized that reading was also seeing and began creating their own original 

type faces to be used in their published manifestos that were beginning to gain popularity 

in European art movements.  Though Dada presents us with the beginning of artistic 

typography, the movement really takes off with the De Stijl art movement which, in turn, 

influenced the later Bauhaus movement.  One of the most influential typographers for the 

De Stijl movement was Lazar El Lissitzky.  Trained as an architectural engineer, 

Lissitzky exemplified Constuctivism which advocated the blurring of the lines between 

fine art and graphic design.  In 1923, he published a book of poems by Vladimir 

Mayakovsky titled For the Voice.  The printing style of this edition of poems was the 

striking red and black colors and font design similar to those associated with the De Stijl 

movement.22  The different color choices in these fonts brings us to another artistic 

decision regarding typography: the decision of font color as an aesthetic decision.  

Though not as extensively examined in the contemporary literature on typography, font 

color can be used for artistic ends in the same way.  Michael Ende's The Neverending 

Story transitions between a maroon and green font color.  The significance of these colors 

denotes the “world” in which the narrative takes place.  Passages written in maroon take 

place in the “real” world while those in green take place in the fantasy world of 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
22 Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type, 98. 
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Fantastica.  As I show later in this chapter, Danielewski uses color in a similar, if more 

experimental and less explicit manner, in his novel House of Leaves. 

 

Artistic Visual Features in Literature: Formatting 

 Though influenced by both the Dada and De Stijl movements and interested in 

creating artistic fonts, the Bauhaus movement was also interested in using formatting in 

creative ways in their written works, posters, and manifestos.  While there was a 

concerted focus on creative formatting around this time in Germany and France, these are 

certainly not the first instances of the use of creative, visually important format 

presentations.  In fact, the first recorded instance of a writer exploring the artistic 

possibilities of the format of his written work comes from the Greek Bucolic poet Simias 

of Rhodes around 300 B.C.E.  In his poem The Axe, the text is shaped to visually 

represent a rudimentary ax.23  It is thought that Simias formatted it in this way so that it 

would be easily inscribed onto a votive copy of an ax that would have been left as a gift 

at the temple of Epeius24 in Athens.25  This suggests that the choice of formatting by 

Simias may have been more of a functional, rather than artistic, decision.  Similarly, 

Simias' poem Wings is formatted into the shape of a pair of wings and is thought to be 

formatted in this way so that it could be inscribed on the wings of a small cherub 

representing love.26  However, J.M. Edmonds points out that, though the metaphor “wings 

of love” was common in Greek literature, this poem makes no reference to it aside from 

                                                 
23 Appendix A: Figure Five 
24 Epeius is remembered as the Athenian soldier responsible for the design and construction of the Trojan 

Horse. 
25 J.M. Edmonds, ed. trans. Greek Bucolic Poets (New York: Loeb Classic Library, 1912), 487. 
26 Appendix A: Figure Six 
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the winged format.27  Though, again, the formatting seems functional, this suggests that 

Simias may have recognized its artistic possibilities as well in suggesting this metaphor 

without actually making any explicit reference to it.  For brevity's sake, one further 

ancient Greek example will suffice.  Theocritus, often seen as the founder of Greek 

Bucolic poetry, formatted his poem The Shepherd's Pipe into the shape of a common Pan 

Pipe.28  The lines of the text are arranged in pairs and each group of lines is one syllable 

shorter than the preceding pair in a way that visually suggests a Pan Pipe.  The shape of 

the poem is related to the content of the text in that Theocritus wrote the poem as a 

dedication to the god Pan.29   

 Though some argue for an East Asian influence in the Greek pattern poets30, it 

appears as though pattern poetry arose independently in a variety of cultures around the 

world.  In fact, the tradition of pattern poetry appears so ubiquitous that some have 

speculated that it would be easier and quicker to list the cultures in which no pattern 

poetry exists.31  For instance, there are several African cultures that stand out as having no 

tradition of pattern poetry.  It is not that these cultures have no literary tradition, however, 

the largely oral nature of this tradition eliminates the possibility of pattern poetry in these 

cultures.  In Western cultures historically, we see religion as the inspiration for not only 

the text of these poems but also the shapes of the formatting as well.  Pattern poems in 

Latin commonly use a block of letters similar to a word find where certain, typically 

religious, shapes will reveal the poem hidden in the letters.32  One of the most 

                                                 
27 Edmonds, The Greek Bucolic Poets, 489. 
28 Appendix A: Figure Seven 
29 Edmonds, The Greek Bucolic Poets, 500. 
30 See A.L. Korn, “Puttenham and the Orient Pattern Poets,” Comparative Literature 6 (1954): 289-303. 
31 Dick Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an Unknown Literature (New York: State University of New 

York Press, 1987), 168. 
32 Ibid., 36. 
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complicated instances of this type of poetry uses the shaped of the crucified Jesus to 

illuminate the text of the poem.33  English pattern poetry seems to proceed directly from 

the Greek model in poems such as George Herbert's Easter Wings.34  As I have said, 

religion is a common theme both in the form and content of pattern poems among a 

variety of cultures.  In Hebrew, the words of the religious poems are formed into the 

shapes of certain Judaic or Caballistic religious symbols.35  Pattern poetry is similar in 

Portugal and Spain in that the poems are typically shaped by religious iconography as 

well.36  One tradition of pattern poetry in the Baroque era of 17th Century Portugal and 

Spain that is more similar to Eastern and Islamic pattern poems is the tradition of the 

“labyrinth” poems.  These poems have no definitive starting or ending point and little 

instruction regarding how the poem is meant to be read.  As I will show, this conception 

of the labyrinth poem is similar to the achronology that we find in the works of Egan and 

Danielewski.37 

 Outside of the Western European tradition, we still find many instances of pattern 

and labyrinth poetry in Chinese, Indian, and Middle Eastern cultures.  Aside from the 

accompaniment of written language in both traditional and contemporary Chinese visual 

arts, there are examples of Chinese patterned works that appear very similar to the 

Hispanic labyrinth poems.  Figure Fourteen shows a poem written by the wife of a Han 

Dynasty court official lamenting her husband's infidelity.  It is said that there are over 

40,000 different ways that this poem could be read.38  Indian pattern poetry uses basic 

                                                 
33 Ibid,. 34. 
34 Ibid., 100. 
35 Ibid., 56. 
36 Ibid., 122. 
37 See Ana Hatharly, “Reading Paths in Spanish and Portuguese Baroque Labyrinths,” Visible Language 20 

(1986): 52-64. 
38 Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an Unknown Literature, 152. 
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shapes and designs into which the words of the poems are inserted.  This differs from the 

Western tradition where it is the words themselves that create the shapes of the pattern 

poems.  Islamic pattern poetry is similar but with more abstract shapes based on their 

specific religious proscriptions.39  These are both quite similar to the techniques used by 

Irvine Welsh in Filth as he fits certain narrative voices into certain shapes that tend to 

obscure the text. 

 There are also historical instances of patterned writing outside of the poetic 

tradition.  The small tradition of Leonine verse presents a different method of using 

patterns in literature.  In these works, words are printed on the page in a pattern so that 

the way that the eye moves and the words chosen vertically affects the content of the 

passage one reads.40  Magical inscriptions across different cultures also utilize patterned 

writing for mystical purposes.  Practitioners believed that these patterns made their work 

more magically effective.  Take, for instance, the patterns of the Pater Noster and 

Abracadabra.41  Interestingly, some sheet music has actually been patterned to create 

various forms such as circles, hearts, and crosses.42  Another creative use of visual 

features in literature comes in the form of writing that combines words, letters, and 

pictorial representations into a sort of puzzle that must be deciphered in order to ascertain 

the meaning of the passage.43  This combination of words and images is similar to the 

techniques in contemporary works such as People of Paper and Jonathan Safran Foer's 

work, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (2004). Like the previous collection of 

                                                 
39 Ibid., 163 and 166. 
40 Ibid., 174. 
41 Ibid., 176. 
42 Ibid., 181. 
43 Ibid., 185. 
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aesthetically important fonts, this historical list of patterned literature should not be 

considered complete due to the aforementioned ubiquity of patterned works across 

different cultures and time periods.  

 Moving forward, we find prominent and influential poets exploring the visual 

possibilities of their medium for artistic ends.  Walt Whitman, who apprenticed as a 

typesetter for The Long Island Patriot newspaper under William Hartshorne, 

experimented with visual features in the third edition of Leaves of Grass (1860).44  

Utilizing his experience as a typesetter, the 1860 edition of Leaves of Grass was typeset 

under Whitman's direct supervision at the Boston Type Foundry.  The text of the poems is 

set in a Scottish Roman typeface with a thicker, bold lettering for the titles.  Barbara 

Henry points out that this type of font was common in advertising bills in the early 1800s 

and speculates that Whitman's font choice here was a conscious decision on his part to 

appeal to and connect with the “working man.”45  Ed Folsom focuses exclusively on the 

font and design of the frontispiece of this edition.  Folsom argues that the design of the 

lettering here visually resembles sperm and that this purposeful decision on the part of 

Whitman.46  Folsom writes that Whitman saw a strong analogy between impregnation and 

the act of reading poetry.  Whitman saw poetry as being akin to sperm in that both need 

fertile soil in which to grow.47 

 Perhaps the most well-known examples of artistic visual features in poetry come 

from the Calligrammes of Apollinaire.  Some claim that his work presents merely a 

                                                 
44 Barbara Henry, “The Design and Typography of Leaves of Grass (1860),” Huntington Library Quarterly 

73 (2010): 601. 
45 Ibid, 605. 
46 Ed Folsom, “'A Spirt of My Own Seminal Wet':Spermatoid Design in Walt Whitman's 1860 Leaves of 

Grass,” Huntington Library Quarterly 73 (2010): 585. 
47 Ibid., 585-587. 
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simplistic visual representation of the poems content48  However, in his poetry concerning 

the first World War, these visual representations transcend a simple mimicking of the 

poem's content.  Instead, the visual representations in these works show Apollinaire's 

attempts to represent experiences of war that he felt could not be properly expressed in 

purely linguistic terms.  In these works, Apollinaire uses devices such as reproduced 

postal marks and handwritten passages to create a stronger connection between the 

themes of these poems and the realities of soldiers at war.  Susan Harrow writes that “this 

aura or sense of the real translates in Apollinaire's war poetry as a kind of 'thickening' of 

the textual world.  This thickening involves importing and representing the extratextual, 

and emerges most strikingly in pictorial (calligrammatic) form in the postal franking 

marks and the handwritten message reproduced in ‘Carte postale'.”  Far from being trivial 

pictorial representations, Apollinaire uses these features to transform the written text into 

an artifact that adds an artistic dimension that could not be recreated with traditional 

formatting.  This “thickening” of the text described by Harrow returns in the visual 

features of prose literature such as Harmony Korine's A Crack Up at the Race Riots 

(1998) as well as works such as Blood Meridian and House of Leaves.  In each of these 

works, formatting is used in a way that transforms the printed work into something more 

like an artifact than a traditional novel.  Equally well known for their poetic works, if not 

their artistic visual features, are Dylan Thomas and e.e. cummings.  In one of Thomas' 

most well-known works, Vision and Prayer (1946), the visual presentation of the text 

seems to play an equal role to that of the text itself.49  It has been argued that the shape of 

the text on the right is representative of an hourglass and thus the passage of time.  The 

                                                 
48 See Apollinaire, Il Pleut (It Rains), 1918. 
49 Appendix A: Figure Eight 
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diamond shape of the left side text has been connected to the history of religious pattern 

poetry where geometrical shapes were associated with the divine.50  Also, it is unclear if 

this work is meant to be read as one poem or as twelve individual poems.  Clearly, how 

one interprets this aspect of the work affects one's interpretation of it.  Due to the pattern 

of the work, it is unclear where the poem begins and where it ends.  This connects back to 

the achronological presentation discussed in the labyrinth poems discussed above.  e.e. 

cummings is known for his non-traditional formatting in his poems, often using extreme 

indentation of affect the reading of his works.51  However, his use of traditional 

punctuation in innovative, visual ways also sets his poetry apart.  He often used the 

parentheses “)” to visually represent the waxing or waning moon.  More interesting is his 

use of the two parentheses with nothing in between them to visually represent absence or 

nothingness.52  His poem sh estiffl (1963) recounts a woman performing a striptease.  At 

the end of the poem, the girl is shown to be nothing but a shell.  Here, the empty 

parentheses represent this husk or absence of soul.53  

 Less well known, but equally influential in contemporary visual explorations of 

printed literature is the movement known as concrete poetry.  Though an authoritative 

definition of concrete poetry is elusive given its democratic nature and its emergence in 

different parts of the world such as South America and Northern Europe, some basic 

tenets of the movement can be identified.  Concrete poets see themselves as having a 

responsibility to the word itself.  This means that concrete poets refuse to see words as 

                                                 
50 Mattias Bauer, “Dylan Thomas and the Power of X,” From Sign to Signing: Iconicity in Language and 

Literature 3 (2003): 168-170. 
51 See e.e. cummings, Buffalo Bill's, 100 Selected Poems (New York: Grove Weidenfeld, 1959), 7. 
52 Roi Tartakovsky, “E.E. Cummings Parentheses: Punctuation as Poetic Device,” Style 43 (2009): 219-220. 
53 See e.e. cummings, sh estiffl, Complete Poems 1904-1962 (1991), 444. 
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dead vehicles for ideas.  They claim that words can become rigid by virtue of their 

definitions and they feel it is their responsibility to give new light to these words and to 

see their use in a new way.54   Concrete poets believe that it is the relationship between 

the words and the shapes of their poems that allows this to happen.  This relationship 

between text and creative formatting shows an obvious connection to the pattern poetry 

discussed above.  Just as religious pattern poetry uses the iconography of their specific 

religion to illuminate religious themes, concrete poetry uses artistically significant visual 

features to present original interpretations of words and phrases that they consider static 

in contemporary poetry. 

 Some have argued that concrete poetry should be considered a separate tradition 

from historical pattern poetry.  Concrete poets argue that their poetry is far more abstract 

than traditional pattern poetry and, therefore, should be seen as a separate tradition.  They 

argue that pattern poetry is more mimetic than their own works.  Take, for example, the 

difference between Lewis Carroll's The Tale of the Mouse from Alice's Adventures in 

Wonderland (1865) wherein the text is formatted into the shape of a mouse’s tail and 

Emmett Williams' Like Attracts Like (1958).55  However, Dick Higgins argues that, 

historically, pattern poetry was not necessarily mimetic and therefore sees little reason to 

separate concrete poetry from the historical tradition of pattern poetry.56  We see examples 

of more abstract pattern poetry in the labyrinth poems of Portugal and China.  Higgins 

continues and suggests that contemporary concrete poets distance themselves from the 

historical tradition of pattern poetry in order to assert their own originality.  Higgins 

                                                 
54 See Augusto de Campos, “Concrete Poetry: A Manifesto,” Arquitectura e Decoracao 20 (1956). 
55 Appendix A: Figure Nine 
56 “[I]t is not an absolute requirement that shape and text interrelate in a visual poem.” Dick Higgins, 

“Pattern Poem as Paradigm,” Poetics Today 10 (1989): 405. 
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speculates that the question of originality in concrete poetry was important to these poets 

so that their work would be seen as innovative and taken seriously as a combination of 

textual and visual art forms.57  R.P. Draper takes a middle position here by acknowledging 

the influence of poets such as George Herbert and Apollinaire.  However, Draper argues 

that there is a fundamental difference between these works and the movement of concrete 

poetry.  In the former works such as The Tale of the Mouse, Draper makes the claim that 

one could eliminate the visual features of the work and still retain its meaning.  In 

contrast, the meaning of a concrete poem is tied to both its text and its visual presentation 

so that the meaning of the work cannot be separated from its formatting or shape.58  We 

see a good example of this in Eugene Gomringer's Silencio (1954).59  Gomringer formats 

his poem as five lines of the word “silencio” printed three times.  However, in the third 

line the center “silencio” is omitted and a blank space is left in its place.  In this example, 

one could see the word “silence” as an actual “noise” when compared to the negative 

space at the center.  Not only would this meaning be lost if the visual presentation was 

removed, there would be no negative space at all without this visual presentation.60  This 

poses the interesting question of what one is to do with instances of literature where the 

visual features are artistically important but are not reproduced.  In Chapter Four, I will 

argue that, at best, these should only be considered partial copies of the work in question. 

                                                 
57 Ibid, 420. 
58 R. P. Draper, “Concrete Poetry,” New Literary History 2 (1971): 331-333. 
59 Eugene Gomringer, Silencio in Anthology of Concrete Poetry, ed. Emmett Williams (New York: 

Something Else Press, 1967), n.p. 
60 There do seem to be instances where works known as concrete poetry have removed any linguistic 

coherence in favor of a purely visual work.  Works such as Bengt Emil Johnson's Homage to John Cage 

(1964) create an abstract visual work out of printed letters.  However, these letters are often printed over 

one another in a way that creates different shades of gray in order to create its image.  There is no 

intelligible word in the entire work.  In instances such as the works of Johnson, one could scarcely 

question that they are visual works of art while still wondering what right they have to be considered 

poetry at all.  See Bengt Emil Johnson, Homage to John Cage in Anthology of Concrete Poetry, n.p. 
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Visual Features in Novels and Prose Literature 

 Historically, patterned texts have not been used exclusively in poetry but are 

utilized in prose writing as well.  Prose meditations on the saints or the apostles were 

sometimes formed into religious icons.  In a similar manner, shaped prose was used 

satirically to criticize certain public and political figures.61  Perhaps the best known novel 

employing artistically significant formatting is Laurence Sterne's work The Life and 

Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.  The use of creative formatting in this novel 

was unheard of in this era and Sterne makes great use of pictorial representations as well 

as formatting that deviates from the traditional Western styles discussed above.  Possibly 

the closest contemporary novel to Tristram Shandy with regards to formatting might be 

Danielewski's House of Leaves with its diagonal, upside-down, and backwards 

formatting.  Not all instances of artistic formatting are as experimental as Sterne's work.  

The epistolary novels popularized by Samuel Richardson in the mid-18th Century present 

its texts in a more conservative manner, yet important, manner.  In his novels Pamela 

(1740) and Clarissa (1748), Richardson formats the text so that it appears to be a bound 

collection of correspondences between a number of individuals.  Each narrative voice 

presents its narration as if it is a letter written to another individual.62  In The 

Performance of Reading (2008), Peter Kivy speculates that it was the epistolary novel 

that helped people in the early days of printed literature learn to read silently to 

themselves.  Kivy writes that most literate individuals read their own letters and 

correspondences silently and formatting a novel in this way introduced this same practice 

                                                 
61 Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an Unknown Literature, 191. 
62 For an American example, see Hannah W. Foster, The Coquette (1797). 
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in literature.63  This epistolary formatting inspired later works such as the first chapter of 

Shelley's Frankenstein (1818) and the presentation of Stoker's Dracula (1897) as a 

collection of letters, diary entries, newspaper articles, and transcripts of audio recordings.  

Though the formatting of the novels chosen as contemporary exemplars are sometimes 

more experimental, I show a strong connection between the visual features in these 

novels and the historical instances discussed in this chapter. 

 Before moving on to these contemporary exemplars, I should explain my 

methodology in their selection.  An obvious question would be to ask why the focus is 

not on more obvious examples of artistically significant visual features such as those 

found in the etchings that accompany most of the works of Dickens or the visual features 

of contemporary graphic novels.  Though works such as these present the most obvious 

examples of visual contributions to literary works, they are also the most easily dismissed 

as mixed media works in that they integrate specifically pictorial features into their works 

that we do not typically associate with literature.64  Instead, I focus on examples where 

traditional paratextual elements of literature such as font and formatting are presented in 

visually striking ways that makes an artistic contribution to the work as a whole.  The 

importance of these exemplars is to take the time to delve more deeply into the 

motivations behind the visual choices in these works and to show both their artistic 

importance and their relationship to the plot and themes of each novel.  One final note 

before I turn to these exemplars; it is not necessary that a visual artistic contribution be a 

positive contribution.  One could argue that the obscured passages in Filth or the 

                                                 
63 Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literature (Malden: Blackwell, 

2009), 20-21. 
64 I will return to works such as these in my final chapter and argue, under my definition of literature, these 

works should be considered literature as well rather than mixed media works. 
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extensive and chaotic footnotes of House of Leaves serve the purpose of frustrating and 

confusing a reader.  However, these are still important aspects of the work in much the 

same way the frustratingly boring chapters on whaling in Moby Dick (1851) are still 

important aspects of this work regardless of any aesthetic pleasure taken from them.  I 

also show examples where visual features might be detrimental to the work in question as 

in The Raw Shark Texts and the science fiction works of Alfred Bester.  The significance 

of visual features in all these examples is the artistic effect they have on a reader 

regardless of any aesthetic pleasure taken in such features. 

 Jennifer Egan's A Visit from the Goon Squad is a loosely connected collection of 

narratives involving various individuals in and around the independent music business 

including musicians, agents, record executives, and the people they interact with 

throughout their lives.  The character of Bernie Salazar, aging rocker/ record executive, 

seems to be the connection between the different characters along different time periods.  

The major theme of the work is the passage of time and the toll it takes, not only on one's 

body, but on one's conception of the self.  The implication of the title comes from an off 

the cuff remark by the musician Bosco who, finding himself growing older and less 

relevant within his musical genre asks, “How did I go from being a rock star to being a 

fat fuck no one cares about?  Time's a goon, right?”  In that the novel jumps around in 

each chapter with different narrative voices in different time periods, it has been claimed 

that this work should be considered a collection of short stories rather than a novel in the 

traditional sense.  However, Egan has been adamant that it should be read as a novel.65  

                                                 
65 “The way to do it was more of a Chuck Close painting, in that every small square was its own individual 

work, and yet they all added up to something bigger.”  Jennifer Egan and Heidi Julavitz, “Interview 

with Jennifer Egan,” BOMB 112 (2010): 84. 
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Egan argues that time in this novel should be considered lateral as opposed to linear.66  

The decision to present Chapter 12 as a PowerPoint presentation, then, becomes a 

microcosm of this non-linear theme with regards to time.  It is the formatting features of 

this chapter that I focus on as playing an artistically significant role in the novel. 

 Chapter 12 is titled “Great Rock and Roll Pauses” and is written from the point of 

view of Allison Blake, the daughter of Sasha Blake (assistant to record executive Bernie 

Salazar) and her husband Drew.  The PowerPoint slides oscillate between descriptions of 

pauses in certain songs such as Jimi Hendrix's Foxy Lady and David Bowe's Young 

Americans and Allison's observations regarding her family and her own place within the 

family dynamic.  There are suggestions that Allison may be slightly autistic.  In the 

previous chapter, we are informed that Sasha had two children, one of which is autistic.67  

However, it is never made explicit if she is referring to Allison or her son Lincoln.  The 

themes of Allison's writings in Chapter 12 suggest that Allison is the autistic child.  The 

obsession with the length and import of silence in rock music suggests the type of 

behavior sometimes associated with children on the autism spectrum.  Also, the slide on 

page 262 shows Allison suddenly realizing that she makes people uncomfortable, 

including her own mother, and will continue to do so her entire life.68  Taken by itself, this 

seems to be merely the confession of an adolescent rebelling against her family.  

However, taken in concert with the rest of the available information regarding Allison 

and her family, one can reasonably assume this chapter written by a slightly autistic, 

                                                 
66 Ibid. 
67 “On another day more than twenty years from this one, after Sasha had gone to college and settled in 

New York; after she'd reconnected on Facebook with her college boyfriend and married late... and had 

two children, one of whom was slightly autistic...”  Jennifer Egan, A Visit from the Goon Squad (New 

York: Random House, 2011), 233. 
68 Ibid, 262. 
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adolescent girl.   

 How then does this chapter serve as a microcosm for the novel as a whole and its 

themes regarding time and place?  Egan writes that the PowerPoint presentation allows 

for an “achronological” presentation of the text.  Similar to the labyrinth poems discussed 

above, it is often not clear where one should begin with each individual slide.69  Even 

when there are directional cues in the slides, these are sometimes circular so you 

understand which section follows which but not the section denoted as the “beginning” of 

the slide.70  Furthermore, though presented in numerical order due to the page numbers, 

the slides themselves do not need to be read in any particular order to be made 

intelligible.  I assume that when Egan speaks of achronological presentation, she means 

that any reader is free to chose her own starting point to the narrative in the same way 

that the reader chooses how a labyrinth poem should be read.   

 This achronological presentation is also present in the conflicting narrative 

columns in Plascencia's The People of Paper and Danielewski's Only Revolutions (2006).  

In the former, Plascencia does not indicate which column (left or right) should be read 

first.  Furthermore, it is not clear if Plascencia means for a reader to read each column on 

one page before moving on to the next or if one is meant to read one column from 

beginning to end before returning to the beginning and starting over with the other 

column.71  Danielewski's Only Revolutions presents the reader with a choice before the 

novel is even begun.  The story presents the deterioration of a relationship between two 

individuals.  The novel can be started from either end of the book.  Thus, one can choose 

                                                 
69 Ibid, 265. 
70 See the slides “Walking to the Car” and “Annoying Habit #48, Ibid, 238-239. 
71 See Salvador Plascencia, The People of Paper (New York: Harcourt, 2005), 84-99. 
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to read either character's interpretation of the action of the work first and this knowledge 

will invariably affect how one interprets the narrative of the other character.  In the same 

way as these two works, Egan presents the PowerPoint chapter so that the reader can 

make her own decisions regarding how the novel is to be read.  Obviously, how one 

chooses to read these passages will affect our interpretation of the work and, 

consequently, affect our appreciation of the work as a whole.  Therefore, the formatting 

features in all three of these works becomes an intentional, artistic decision on the part of 

the author rather than being a merely trivial formatting decision, unrelated to the artistic 

value of the literary work. 

 Hailed as a postmodern horror story, Mark Z. Danielewski's novel, House of 

Leaves, presents formatting and font in the most prominent and visually striking way of 

all m contemporary exemplars.  The putative subject of the novel is the Navidson family 

and the films shot by the father, famed photojournalist Will Navidson.  Navidson's 

original goal was to film the day to day happenings of his family as they settle into a new 

home.  However, it quickly becomes clear to the Navidson family that something is 

terribly wrong with their recently purchased house.  The dimensions of the house itself 

are not static as discovered by the Navidsons when they return to the house from a trip to 

find a new door has appeared in the master bedroom.  Based on the floor plan of the 

house, this door should open into another bedroom.  However, when opened, the door 

reveals a closet-like area painted an ash gray.  This small room is not found in the 

blueprints of the house and the Navidsons swear this door way was not present before 

their trip.  The presence of the mysterious closet leads Will Navidson to further inspect 

his house for irregularities.  He discovers that the house measures one quarter inch longer 
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when measured inside than it is when measured outside regardless of the use of precise 

and sophisticated measuring tools.72  The spatial metamorphosis of the house escalates 

rapidly from this point.  Navidson puts together a team to explore and document a new 

downstairs door that leads to a hallway and a spiral staircase extending downward under 

the house.  As documented by his video recordings, the dimensions of these rooms and 

hallways are in constant flux.  When exploring the hallway, Navidson places a penny at 

the hallway's entrance in order to find his way back out.  He moves forward one hundred 

yards only to find the penny once again at his feet.73  Later, the spiral staircase has 

changed its shape as well.  Navidson's team takes several hours to descend the staircase.  

However, when they ascend it to exit to the hallway, they find it only takes them several 

minutes.  Regarding this change, Will Navidson exclaims, “The thing collapsed like an 

accordion!”74  There are also hints that something may be lurking in the hallways as 

evidenced by growls heard by Navidson's team and scratches in the ash gray walls.  The 

changes in the house become more dramatic and violent.  A member of Navidson's team 

is killed when the floor and ceiling of a room merge.  Navidson himself becomes lost in 

the changing hallways, having to burn pages of a book for both light and heat.  He is later 

found by his wife and taken to the hospital where we find out that his body temperature 

has dropped to 83 degrees.  We leave Navidson in the hospital having lost a hand, ear, 

and left eye to frostbite from his time lost in the hallways.75 

 The method by which Danielewski constructs his novel from the standpoint of 

narration is no more concrete than the fictional house itself.  The “original” author 

                                                 
72 Mark Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves (New York: Random House, 2000), 24-40. 
73 Ibid, 67-68. 
74 Ibid, 164. 
75 Ibid, 522-525. 
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transcribing Navidson's videos is the character Zampano.  Zampano describes these 

videos and also provides extensive footnotes as to the happenings within the house and 

the dynamics between both the Navidson family and Navidson's exploratory team.  Some 

of these references actually exist in the real world while others only exist in Zampano's 

mind.   Zampano's descriptions and ruminations of Navidson's videos are discovered in a 

trunk by the character Johnny Truant after Zampano dies under suspicious 

circumstances.76  Johnny Truant becomes the de facto editor of Zampano's writings, 

writing extensive footnotes regarding Zampano's work and his own experiences when 

going through Zampano's writings.  It becomes clear that Johnny Truant is slowly going 

insane as he explores these writings.  His footnotes become longer, often going off on 

tangents for several pages on topics having nothing to do with Zampano's writings or 

Navidson's videos.  Two things that call the authority of Zampano into question as a 

narrator of Navidson's experiences are revealed early on in the novel.  First, Johnny 

Truant cannot find any copies of Navidson's videos though Zampano claims they 

experienced a commercial release.  Also, Johnny Truant discovers that Zampano was 

born completely blind.  These problems, along with Johnny's mental health, all seek to 

undermine the authority of the several narrative voices in the novel. 

 The visual presentation of the text is as unpredictable as the house described in 

Zampano's writings.  The formatting is constantly changing in ways that mirror the 

metamorphosis of the house itself.  Like the spiral staircase whose length changes, the 

narration changes in the amount of pages it takes a reader to read a certain passage.   

While a reader is moving along with the narration in a traditional Western style of format, 

                                                 
76 It appears as though Zampano has been mauled by a large animal and there are scratches on the floor 

similar to those found by Navidson in his home.  Ibid, xvi-xvii. 
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she is suddenly confronted with several pages containing only a few words each so that 

the reader must move through a large number of pages in order to read a relatively small 

amount of text.77  What could have been written in one to two pages of traditionally 

formatted text instead is stretched for over fifty-five pages.  In other instances, text is 

written upside-down or diagonally across the page.78  Pages are presented with text 

written forward on one page and then backwards in the same position on the next, 

creating the illusion that the text was printed on a transparent surface.79  Danielewski 

likens the visual style of this novel to the act of film making in an interview with Sinda 

Gregory and Larry McCaffery.  Here Danielewski claims that just like a director or 

cinematographer directs a viewer's attention through the use of the camera, Danielewski 

contends that he uses visual features artistically in a way that directs a reader's attention.80  

One interesting method Danielewski uses to direct a reader's attention is the use of what 

can be referred to as redacted text.  There are extensive passages crossed out in Chapter 

Thirteen titled “The Minotaur.”  The entire subject of the house as a labyrinth and the 

implied monster as representing the minotaur have been crossed out.81  Though not 

explicitly stated, the postmodern nature of Danielewski's novel begs the question of a 

possible connection to the work of Derrida and the conception of negating a word by 

crossing it out to show both the presence and absence of the idea expressed.  Though the 

specific visual features vary across the work, the common theme of these features is the 

destabilizing of what a reader sees as the physical reality of the novel as a physical, 

                                                 
77 Ibid, 194-245. 
78 Appendix A: Figure Ten and Ibid, 464-465. 
79 Appendix A: Figures Eleven and Twelve and Ibid, 139-140. 
80 Sinda Gregory, Larry McCaffery, and Mark Z. Danielewski, “Haunted House: An Interview with Mark Z. 

Danielewski,” Critique 44 (2003): 119-120. 
81 Danielewski, House of Leaves, 335-336. 
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unchanging artifact.  Johnny Truant's own experience with Zampano's writings expresses 

our feelings regarding Danielewski's novel.  He writes of the experience of reading 

Zampano's work, “Out of the blue, beyond any cause you can trace, you'll suddenly 

realize things are not how you perceived them to be at all.  Then no matter where you are, 

in a crowded restaurant or on some desolate street or even in the comforts of your own 

home, you'll watch yourself dismantle every assurance you ever lived by.”82   

Along with the extensive and striking formatting, visual choices regarding font 

and font color also play a large artistic role in Danielewski's work.  First, Danielewski 

chooses to print the word “house” in a light shade of blue rather than the traditional 

black.  Mark Hansen suggests that one could interpret this color choice as making 

reference to the color of hyperlinks for websites that we are all familiar with.  The word 

“house” becomes something that can be “opened” so to speak and therefore possesses 

more content or meaning than the dictionary definition of the word itself.83  The word 

“house” is pregnant with meaning within the world of Zampano and the Navidsons so 

that the “house” becomes more than just a house.84  Though red lettering is scattered 

throughout the work, it is most prominently used in the chapter related to the minotaur.  

Not only are passages referring to this monster redacted as discussed above, they are also 

printed in a bold red color.85  In that the color red is typically associated with danger and 

the monster in the hallways is suggested to be something that is feared, the reader must 

interpret what the meaning is behind both the color and the redaction.  Is it a threat that is 

                                                 
82 Ibid, xxiii. 
83 Mark Hansen, The Digital Typography of Mark Z. Danielewski's House of Leaves,” Comparative 

Literature 45 (2004): 598. 
84 Interestingly, the word house in other languages is also printed in the same color such as passages from 

the writings of Schopenhauer referring to the “haus.” 
85 Danielewski, House of Leaves, 335-336. 
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no longer present or is it a threat that is both present and absent? Though most of 

Danielewski's visual choices seem to be methods by which he destabilizes the reader's 

expectations and hinders a direct understanding of the text, it could be argued that his 

font choices in some ways make the work clearer.  In that Zampano's writings are written 

in a Times New Roman typeface and Johnny Truant's footnotes are printed in Courier, 

Rune Graulund speculates that this may make the novel easier to understand as different 

narrative voices have these different visual cues.86  He argues that this makes the work 

more accessible than other postmodern novels such as Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow 

(1973).  Indeed, one can imagine how much easier Ken Kesey's Sometimes a Great 

Notion (1964) would be if the various narrators were given different fonts that would cue 

a reader in as to when the narrative voice changes.  Font color is also used for 

clarification in Michael Ende's The Neverending Story.  In this work, action taking place 

in the “actual” world are printed in maroon while action that takes place in the fictional 

world of Fantastica are printed in light green.  In the next exemplar, we will see font 

taking a visual role in the text, not in its intrinsic appearance but rather in the cultural 

associations we have toward certain typefaces. 

 Visually, Cormac McCarthy's novel, Blood Meridian or The Evening Redness in 

the West, is presented as though it had been published in the mid-1800s.  The story 

follows the travels of a runaway from Tennessee known only as “The Kid” as he makes 

his way toward Mexico by joining up with a company of the US army in Texas.  His 

company is attacked by a group of Comanche warriors and many are killed.  This is 

presented as The Kid's motivation to join a group of scalp hunters who travel through 

                                                 
86 Rune Graulund, “Text and Paratext in Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves,” Word and Image 22 

(2006): 383. 
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Mexico earning a living trading Comanche scalps for money.  The de facto leader of this 

group is a semi-mythical figure known as Judge Holden or simply “The Judge.”  The 

Judge is an enormous albino man who seems to be suffering from alopecia.  McCarthy 

presents this character as the personification of evil and even suggests late in the novel 

that he may, in fact, be the devil.  As the group moves through Mexico, their violence 

escalates and becomes more indiscriminate.  Instead of attacking violent Comanches, 

they set upon any Native Americans they come across.  These confrontations typically 

end in the torture and murder of the native people.  After being arrested for his crimes, 

The Kid is later released and McCarthy compresses decades of his life into a few pages.  

The novel ends with The Kid, now known as “The Man,” at a saloon in Texas where he 

again meets The Judge who seems to not have aged in the passing decades.  McCarthy 

ends the novel by suggesting that The Judge murders The Kid in an outhouse before 

returning to the saloon to dance and play the fiddle naked on the bar. 

 The level of violence and the graphic nature in which it is described by McCarthy 

are central themes of this novel.  Descriptions of scenes such at a tree decorated with the 

corpses of murdered infants, a man suspended over a fire until his brain boiled, and The 

Judge holding two children by their legs and bludgeoning them against a rock, as well as 

the everyday assaults resulting in the taking of scalps are found throughout the novel.87  

In order to understand the role that the visual features play in the novel, they need to be 

understood in relation to the violence described by McCarthy.  The novel appears visually 

to have been printed in the mid-1800s when the plot of the novel takes place.  The font 

and the graphics of the chapter headers cause a reader to feel that she is reading a work 

                                                 
87 Cormac McCarthy, Blood Meridian (New York: Random House, 1985), 57. 
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published during this time period.88  The font chosen for this work appears to be a version 

of the Clarendon typeface made popular by the Fann Street Foundry in 1845.89  This 

typeface is most often associated with newspapers and periodicals of the western 

expansion in the mid-1800s.  The graphic motifs that act as chapter headers were also 

common in the printing styles of this era.  Both of these visual features give the reader the 

illusion of reading a historical account of these individuals due to the cultural 

associations we have to these types of visual presentation. 

 Two writers describe the way that McCarthy deals with violence in Blood 

Meridian as detached.  Dana Philips suggests that McCarthy uses violence as an act of 

nature that has no intrinsic meaning, nor does he use violence as a plot device so that it 

would appear to have some sort of meaning outside of the violent acts themselves.90  In 

Aggressive Fictions: Reading the Contemporary American Novel, Kathryn Hume 

suggests that McCarthy presents an amoral narrative voice so that the descriptions of 

violence in the novel become a simple account of these actions rather than allowing for 

any moral judgment on the part of the narrator.91  In both these claims, the theme seems to 

be that this is a simple historical account of violence against the native people in the 

American West that reserves judgment regarding the morality of or the reasons behind 

said violence.  I believe the visual presentation of the novel plays a large role in relation 

to McCarthy's method of presenting acts of horrific violence.  Given that the font and 

graphic motif of the novel appear to be presented in a way that suggests a newspaper 

                                                 
88 Ibid, 55. 
89 Dodd, From Gutenberg to Open Type, 68-69. 
90 Dana Philips, “History and the Ugly Facts of Cormac McCarthy's Blood Meridian,” American Literature 

68 (1996): 439. 
91 Kathryn Hume, Aggressive Fictions: Reading the Contemporary American Novel (New York: Cornell 

University Press, 2012), 106-107. 
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article, these choices reinforce the idea of the novel as a matter of fact historical account 

of this culture and time period.  The visual features reinforce these themes and the choice 

of font and chapter headers are more than just a publishing decision and become an 

important artistic component of the work itself.  As I have said, exploiting the cultural 

associations of certain fonts has been used in James Frey's The Final Testament of the 

Holy Bible.  A subtler use of these cultural connections appears in John Berendt's work, 

Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil.  The final page of this novel describes the font 

used as a version of the Sabon typeface popular in the early to mid-1900s for Linotype 

and Monotype prints.92  One could argue a connection here between the font choice and 

the main character Jim Williams' obsession with restoring old houses and procuring 

antiques from the early part of the 20th Century.  In all of these examples, the cultural 

associations of certain fonts play a role in how one approaches these works and should be 

considered an artistic decision on the part of the author to include artistically significant 

visual features in their respective works. 

 One of the most bizarre applications of visual features in a contemporary novel 

comes from Irvine Welsh's work Filth.  Set in Edinburgh, Filth follows the exploits of 

Bruce Robertson, a detective sergeant with the Edinburgh police department.  Detective 

Robertson is not a nice person.  Ostensibly dealing with the murder of a young 

immigrant, the novel follows Detective Robertson as he sexually exploits underage 

offenders, abuses alcohol and illegal drugs, engages in casual sex with numerous women, 

and undermines his colleagues in his quest to receive a promotion.  Aside from portraying 

Bruce as a racist and misogynist, Welsh also details his failing health from both his drug 

                                                 
92 See the final, unnumbered page of John Berendt, Midnight in the Garden of Good and Evil (New York: 

Random House, 1994). 
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abuse and general unhealthy lifestyle.  Detective Robertson seems to have some serious 

gastrointestinal issues and is constantly losing weigh regardless of how much he eats.  

Early in the novel, Welsh introduces a secondary narrative voice in the form of a 

tapeworm living in Detective Robertson's intestines.  This character is introduced through 

bowel shaped intrusions in the text inside of which the tapeworm tells its own narrative.93  

The tapeworm begins as an an organism just beginning to realize its own conception of 

self and its own biological needs.94  As the novel progresses, the tapeworm understands 

its symbiotic relationship with Detective Robertson who is referred to as “The Host.”95  

The tapeworm's thoughts become more self-aware and existential as the novel draws to a 

conclusion before it is expelled from its host.  The interesting aspect of the tapeworm is 

that by the end of the novel, it seems more self-aware than Detective Robertson himself.  

While the tapeworm quickly moves beyond its own biological needs to see itself as part 

of a larger whole, Robertson never really moves beyond his urges to possess.  He 

continually seeks out more food, more sex, more drugs, and more money.   

 When Welsh shifts the narrative voice from Robertson to the tapeworm, he does 

not simply transition between the two.  The shape of the bowels actually intrudes on the 

first person narrative provided by Robertson in a way that obscures the plot of various 

parts of the novel.  The bowels are placed over the text so that one can see parts of words 

and sentences behind the tapeworm's narration.  However, we are not provided enough of 

this text to make these passages intelligible.  There is an obvious reference to the 

                                                 
93 Appendix A: Figures Thirteen and Fourteen and Irvine Welsh, Filth (New York: Norton, 1998), 99. 
94 “I am... I am a... I am alive... I am soft and I am weak... I must grow... I must eat... I must grow strong... 

eat... eat... big and strong.” Ibid, 24. 
95 One can see Welsh making reference here to Hegel's Master/Slave dialectic from The Phenomenology of 

Spirit.  The tapeworm begins merely eating before recognizing its relationship to the “Other.”  See G. 

W. F. Hegel, The Phenomenology of Spirit ed. A. V. Miller (New York: Oxford University Press, 1977), 

111-118. 
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corruption of both Robertson and the police department as a whole in Welsh's use of the 

tapeworm.  The method of visual representation employed by Welsh also shows a 

different meaning of the tapeworm and the bowel shaped intrusions.  Just as Robertson's 

biological reactions to the tapeworm intrude on his ability to perform tasks in his 

everyday life, the presence of the tapeworm intrudes on our ability to understand and 

enjoy the plot and narration of the novel.  The passages obscured by these visual features 

frustrate the reader in much the same way that the tapeworm's presence frustrates 

Detective Robertson.  Again, the choices made by Welsh with regards to the visual 

features in his novel transcend mere publishing decisions and become artistic features 

that should be considered part of the literary work itself.  As opposed to McCarthy's 

novel where one could imagine a copy of the work without the visual features that is still 

an intelligible literary work, it is hard to imagine how Filth would be presented in a more 

traditional format with its visual features omitted.  In some way, this seems similar to the 

claims made by R. P. Draper regarding concrete poetry.  Like some concrete poetry, it is 

not clear that Welsh's novel can be separated from its visual presentation in a way that it 

may be possible to do with other novels such as Blood Meridian and The Neverending 

Story.  This question of what we are to do with copies of these novels that do not 

faithfully reproduce their visual features will be dealt with in detail in Chapter Four.  

However, at this point it is enough to stress the fundamental importance of these visual 

features in works such as Welsh's Filth. 

 Steven Hall's The Raw Shark Texts is the most difficult novel of these exemplars 

in both its plot and visual features.  In order to understand Hall's text, one must 

understand his introduction of what are known as “conceptual creatures.”  Conceptual 
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creatures exist outside of our traditional concepts of reality, though they can still pose a 

threat to humans.  They pose a threat in their eating habits described by Hall.  Instead of 

eating plants or animals, conceptual creatures subsist entirely on ideas, both written and 

spoken words, as well as the thoughts and memories of individuals.96  The most 

dangerous of these creatures is the conceptual shark known as the Ludovician.  The main 

character, Eric Sanderson, unleashes this Ludovician due to his erroneous belief that in 

eating his memories, the Ludovician will preserve his memories of his dead girlfriend, 

Clio Aames.  Having been pursued by this conceptual shark, the novel begins with Eric 

waking up in his house with no memory of who he is or how he got there.  He is 

diagnosed as having fallen into a fugue state and his therapist is convinced that his 

memories will return over time.  However, letters from himself prior to his attack by the 

Ludovician argue that this will not be the case.  His former self tells him that this is the 

nineth time he has woken up in this way and he has awoken with less memories each 

time (the Ludovician eats more of his memories with each attack.)  These letters also 

show the new Eric Sanderson how to protect himself from this conceptual creature.  In 

that it tracks its prey via their words and thoughts, one can confuse it by immersing 

oneself in a garbled cacophony of random written or spoken words in a way that hides 

your own thoughts.  The easiest way to accomplish this is to fill one's clothing with 

newspapers, pages from books, and various advertisements.  A more complicated but 

more effective method is to surround oneself with four tape recorders each playing a 

                                                 
96 “The animal hunting you is a Ludovician.  It is an example of one of the many species of purely 

conceptual fish which swim in the flows of human interaction and the tides of cause and effect.  This 

may sound like madness, but it isn't. Life is tenacious and determined.  The streams, currents and rivers 

of human knowledge, experience and communication which have grown throughout our short history 

are now a vast, rich and bountiful environment.  Why would we expect these flows to be sterile?” 

Stephen Hall, The Raw Shark Texts (New York: Canongate, 2007), 64. 
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different recording of spoken conversation.  This is referred to as a “Dictaphone Loop” 

and effectively “hides” one from the Ludovician.97 

 In order to kill the Ludovician and protect his remaining memories, Eric enlists 

the help of a young woman named Scout who bares some striking similarities to Eric's 

deceased girlfriend.  The two of them seek out Dr. Trey Fidorous who has written the 

only scientific study of conceptual creatures.  As they work with Fidorous, Eric comes to 

find out that in his previous life he worked with Fidorous under the guise of being a 

student of these creatures.  His real motive was to release the Ludovician in order to 

preserve his memories of Clio.  Using a conceptual ship constructed by Fidorous, the 

three of them enter the world of conceptual creatures and manage to kill the Ludovician 

in a way that is too complicated to describe here.  Fidorous is killed in the battle and 

Scout is lost at sea.  The novel ends with Eric finding Scout in the conceptual world and 

they sail toward an island which appears to be the same Greek island where Clio died 

while on vacation with Eric.  Believing that Scout is the conceptual conglomerate of his 

memories of Clio, Eric decides not to return to the real world and instead live out his days 

with Scout/Clio on this island.  The novel ends with a postcard from Eric to his therapist 

telling her not to look for him, he's not coming back, and he is happy with his decision. 

 Though the ontology of conceptual creatures is never explicitly stated, it is 

suggested that they are entirely composed of the ideas, thoughts, and memories they 

consume.  This is shown visually early on in the novel in several “diagrams” of various 

conceptual creatures such as certain fish and an insect resembling a mosquito.  These 

animals are shown to be made entirely of letters, words, and phrases.98  The construction 

                                                 
97 Ibid , 66-67. 
98 Appendix A: Figure Fifteen 
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of these images appear visually similar to Homage to John Cage discussed above in that 

they too use linguistic tools but in a way that is purely visual.  In both these cases, there is 

no intelligibility to the written text, the letters and words are strictly used for their 

presentation as a visual medium.  Later in the novel, Hall provides us with a visual 

presentation of a Ludovician attack in the form of a flip book.  Again, we see the shark 

rendered in letters and words in order to represent the shark as an entity entirely 

composed of thought and memory.99  The presentation of all these conceptual creatures as 

unintelligible letters and words should not be overlooked.  These creatures seem to have 

no guidelines as to what information they “consume” and subsist on.  Though they have a 

preference for human memory and seem to get a “taste” for someone's memories once 

they have consumed them once100, they equally devour the contents of a phone book.  

Thus, according to Hall, their bodily construction is a mishmash of all the information 

they consume.  Other visual features of Hall's work are more informational.  There are 

helpful diagrams of the “ship” used later in the novel to hunt the Ludovician as well as 

visual representations of how to decode messages using a flashing light as Morse code 

and then using a QWERTY diagram in order to further decipher the Morse code 

messages.101 

 Some of Hall's visual features seem to hinder, rather than help, our ability to 

interpret the text.  Though some of the diagrams are helpful in understanding the work, 

the more representational images of the conceptual creatures seem less successful vis a 

                                                 
99 Appendix A: Figures Sixteen and Seventeen 
100 “A Ludovician might select an individual human being as its prey animal and pursue and feed on that 

individual over the course of years, until that victim's memory and identity are completely consumed.” 

Ibid, 64. 
101 Ibid, 298, 73-75, and 291-293. 
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vis the rest of the novel.  The idea of an animal that is purely conceptual does not seem to 

lend itself well to visual representation.  I would argue that these types of creatures 

require us as readers to make our own interpretation of their physical appearance if one 

exists at all.  In presenting them visually, Hall makes their physicality concrete in way 

that seems incompatible with their description as conceptual creatures.  Even the flip 

book section hinders our ability to use our own imaginations to interpret how the 

Ludovician attacks an individual's memories.  This section suggests that it attacks in 

exactly the same way as an actual shark.  Again, the nature of this attack is best left up to 

the interpretation of the individual reader. 

 This should not be construed as the same type of negative aesthetic value in the 

frustrating and confusing nature of the visual features in House of Leaves and Filth.  In 

these instances and the others discussed as exemplars, the visual features lend themselves 

to enhancing our own ability to interpret the text.  In the representations in The Raw 

Shark Texts, this interpretive ability is hindered by the visual presentations of these 

creatures.  My concern with the images in The Raw Shark Texts is that they actually 

hinder a reader's ability to make her own interpretations of plot devices such as the 

conceptual creatures.  We see the similar problems of visually representing a non-

representational concept in Alfred Bester's The Demolished Man (1953).  In this science 

fiction novel, Bester uses creative typography as a method to visually represent the 

communication of people with telepathic abilities.  Words grow larger or smaller across 

the page in a way that presents the illusion that the phrases are emerging or receding.  In 

some instances the words snake across the page in a way that seems to represent non-
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verbal communication.102  In this instance, the trivial nature of the visual presentation 

limits our ability to interpret to ourselves how these characters communicate.103  I would 

argue that this could be a real problem with integrating visual features in literary works; 

the hindrance of our own ability to interpret a text.  However, the question of their 

effectiveness is separate from my claim that, even in ineffectual cases, these visual 

features should be considered parts of the work itself rather than merely ancillary 

properties of a copy of a work. 

 

Concluding Remarks 

 As you can see from these exemplars, visual features such as font and formatting 

can play an artistic role in our interpretation and appreciation of certain literary works.  I 

have also shown that artistic use of visual features has a long tradition in works of 

literature across different time periods and cultures and has often been used historically to 

add an artistic or aesthetic dimension outside of the purely linguistic properties of these 

works.  Often there is a relationship between the content of the work and its visual 

presentation.  Works that want to convey a religious theme use a German Gothic type 

face, formatting has also been used in forming religious iconography in the religious 

pattern poetry of Europe.  In the works of Simias and Theocritus, we find the pattern of 

the formatting related to the content of the work and often adding a dimension or 

interpretive theme not found in the work's content as in Simias' poem Wings.  We find the 

same type of relationship between visual presentation and content in the poems of 

                                                 
102 See Alfred Bester, The Demolished Man (New York: Doubleday, 1953). 
103 Compare this to Philip K. Dick's novel involving telepathy, Ubik  (1969) where traditional formatting is 

used and the method by which telepaths communicate is left to the reader's imagination.  Philip K. Dick, 

Ubik (New York: Literary Classics of the United States, 1990). 
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Apollinaire and the frontspiece of Whitman's Leaves of Grass.  In my contemporary 

exemplars, we find this relationship in the font and time period in Blood Meridian, the 

unpredictability of the formatting in House of Leaves and its relationship to the house 

itself, and the shape of the visual intrusions in Filth as related to the tapeworm infecting 

the main character.  In each of these cases, the visual features add an artistic dimension to 

the work that would be lacking if these visual features were omitted. 

 Visual features of the printed text have also been used to affect how one 

approaches and interprets certain works.  Historically, the Chinese and European 

labyrinth poems allow a reader to make certain choices typically left to the author.  In 

these works, the reader chooses where to begin the work and how the work proceeds.  

The same type of visual features are used in contemporary works such as A Visit from the 

Goon Squad, Only Revolutions, and The People of Paper.  In obscuring the work and 

confusing the reader, artistically significant visual features have been used to this effect in 

the formatting and redactions of House of Leaves and the obscuring of text in Filth.  

Insofar as the text is either obscured or confusing, different readers will come to approach 

the work differently and therefore come to different interpretations of the text.  Again, 

insofar as these visual features affect our interpretation of certain works, these features 

should be considered important parts of the work itself rather than merely parts of a 

specific copy of the work. 

 It has been argued that there are certain parts of literary works that should be 

considered only part of a copy of the work and not the work itself.  Parts of the physical 

copy such as the cover page, dedication, table of contents, and footnotes are often argued 

to be merely the products of the process by which a literary work is physically present.  
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However, in Paratexts, Gerard Genette argues that these elements could be considered 

parts of the work itself in some instances if they play a role in our appreciation and 

understanding of the work.  In that font and formatting are the most obvious tools to 

make a literary work physically present, these should be considered paratextual elements 

as well.  In that they can be utilized to affect our interpretation and appreciation of certain 

literary works, they too should be considered parts of the work itself in these instances 

and not merely features of the physical copy of the work.  If one admits that these 

features are parts of the work itself and not just parts of copies, our definitions of 

literature must account for artistically significant visual features.  As I show in the next 

chapter, our current and traditional definitions of literature overlook the artistic 

contributions that these visual features can make in certain works of printed literature.
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CHAPTER 2 

CONTEMPORARY DEFINITIONS OF LITERATURE 

  

Contemporary philosophical definitions of literature fail to account for the artistic 

importance of visual features in certain works of literature. Defining literature in relation 

to ordinary or scientific language necessarily overlooks the role these features play in 

works in which visual features are employed for artistic ends.  As I move through various 

definitions, one will notice that some writers such as Susanne Langer define literary 

language in relation to ordinary language while others, such as Roman Ingarden, define it 

in relation to scientific language.  I will use these terms interchangeably.  Both scientific 

and ordinary language are defined as language used strictly for the transmission of 

information.  From here on, I will use the term “ordinary language” exclusively except 

when actual scientific writing is the focus as in the theories of Ingarden.  What I show is 

that when one defines literature by how it differs from ordinary language, one limits the 

discussion of the artistically important properties of literature to its linguistic properties.  

When one only focuses on the linguistic properties of literature, one risks overlooking 

artistically significant visual features such as the creative uses of font and formatting as 

discussed in the previous chapter. 

 I take “contemporary definitions of literature” to mean definitions of literature 

going back to the mid twentieth century.  This chapter is structured to present, first, a 

canonical (if typically somewhat older) attempt at defining literature and then show how 

this definition has been influential in more recent definitions of literature.  I then show 



 

50 

 

how certain artistically significant visual features are overlooked even if they fit within 

how literature is defined or add similar value to a work under each theory.  For instance, 

Monroe Beardsley defines literature as being “semantically thick” or being open to 

multiple interpretations.  I argue that the visual features of Irvine Welsh's Filth and 

Jennifer Egan's A Visit from the Goon Squad are certainly open to multiple 

interpretations.  Aside from showing how these definitions cannot account for artistically 

significant visual features, I will avoid making any evaluative claims regarding the 

relative success of each definition.  Since the great majority of the contemporary theories 

discussed below deal with language, some of their terms come from current philosophy 

of language.  Some of the terms used by these theorists may have fallen out of use and 

been replaced with more precise terms.  In these cases, I have left the original term intact.  

Where appropriate, I have pointed to a more contemporary or common term that I believe 

to be analogous as I have done with scientific and ordinary language. 

 The definitions discussed here should not be construed as an exhaustive list.  

Rather, I believe that they make up a good cross-section of popular and influential 

attempts at defining literature.  I have broadly divided these theories into those that better 

fit into a classical or essentialist type of definition and those that could be considered 

prototype definitions such as family resemblance theories, cluster accounts, and 

institutional definitions of literature.  Though strictly dividing definitions in this way has 

the possibility of becoming problematic, I feel confident that by using these terms 

broadly, I can avoid any confusion even if some would argue, for instance, that Kivy's 

performance theory is not strictly an essentialist account. 

 I begin with definitions of the classical type.  These definitions define literature by 
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pointing to one essential linguistic feature that, while present in the language of what is 

considered literature, is absent from ordinary language.  In Aesthetics: Problems in 

Philosophy of Criticism, Monroe Beardsley argues that this feature is the “semantic 

thickness” of works of literature.1  For Beardsley, literature is open to multiple 

interpretations in a way that ordinary language is not.  Somewhat similarly, Susanne 

Langer argues that the language of literature is not the denoting language we find in 

ordinary language.  She argues in Feeling and Form that literature can be defined as 

language that possesses connotation without denotation.  Highly influenced by Cassirer's 

writings on symbolic language, Langer refers to literary language as a “non-discursive” 

language that, unlike ordinary language, is open to multiple meanings.2  Roman Ingarden 

takes a different approach in The Literary Work of Art and The Cognition of the Literary 

Work of Art in claiming that literature differs from scientific language in that literary 

language is the embodiment of aesthetic value while scientific language is the 

embodiment of truth value.  Ingarden argues that literary language is the vehicle for the 

aesthetic value of literature.3  The aesthetic value of literary language is the essential 

property that differentiates it from scientific writing.  Peter Kivy, taking a more 

unorthodox approach in The Performance of Reading: An Essay in the Philosophy of 

Literature, claims that, at its core, literature is an internal recitation of the text and refers 

to readers as “silent Ions” who create an internal performance of the work when we read 

silently.4   

                                                 
1 Monroe Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in Philosophy of Criticism (Cambridge: Hackett, 1958), 127. 
2 Susanne Langer, Feeling and Form (New York: Scribner, 1953), 291-292. 
3 Roman Ingarden The Literary Work of Art trans. George G Grabowicz (Evanston: Northwestern 

University Press, 1973), 328-330. 
4 Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading, 60-65. 
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 Moving on to the prototype definitions of literature, I begin with family 

resemblance accounts largely influenced by Wittgenstein's theories in his Philosophical 

Investigations.  Morris Weitz theorizes that instead of asking “what is literature?” we 

should be asking “what types of works does the word literature pick out or refer to?”.  

Some works may have semantic thickness or connotation without denotation while others 

will be the vehicles for aesthetic value.  It is family resemblances between all of these 

that allows us to refer to them all as literature.  Later Weitz argues that essentialist 

accounts are not actually claiming that there is one feature that is essential to all 

literature.  Instead, Weitz claims that these theories merely ask us to focus on a certain 

feature of literature such as semantic thickness at the expense of other literary properties.5  

Cluster accounts such as those of Berys Gaut take a similar position, claiming that there 

is no necessary condition for a work to be considered literature.  Gaut claims that there 

are many properties that may cause a work to fall under this category.  However, Gaut 

rightly points out that there are disjunctively necessary conditions when attempting to 

defend a work as literature.  In other words, Gaut argues that one or more literary 

property must be present to consider a work to be literature but that no one specific 

property is necessary.   

 Continuing with institutional accounts, Peter Lamarque and Stein Hougom Olsen, 

both together and separately, argue that literature is defined based on the rules of a certain 

language game whose principle participants are the author, the reader, and the text itself.  

It is the literary institution that specifies the rules of said game.  I end this section by 

arguing that because family resemblance, cluster, and institutional definitions do not 

                                                 
5 See Morris Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 15 (1956): 

27-35. 
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specify one linguistic property that is necessary to define all literature, these definitions 

should be in a better position to account for works with artistically significant visual 

features.  However, they seem reluctant to do so and, again as we have seen in the more 

essentialist accounts, focus their attention on the language of literature exclusively.   

 Before looking at these definitions in detail, one final issue must be addressed.  It 

has been argued that, though most genres of literature can be defined in some way, the 

novel stands apart from such genres and cannot be so easily defined.  M.M. Bakhtin 

argues in “Epic and Novel” that, unlike other literary genres, the novel is an unfinished 

art form that defies traditional definition.  Bakhtin writes that the novel contains a 

“semantic openendedness, a living contract with unfinished, still-evolving contemporary 

reality.”6  Thus, the novel is still evolving and responding to contemporary culture in a 

way that makes it difficult to define.  In contrast, Bakhtin argues that other literary genres 

such as the epic or poetry come into contemporary culture as already “fixed forms.”7  He 

refers to these literary genres as “completed” and “mostly dead.”8  Thus, one can look at 

these literary genres as a totality, as something finished, and therefore they are relatively 

easy to define or at the very least it is easy to point to important features common to 

works in these genres.  If any of these genres does anything new or creative now, it is 

only a fixed genre attempting (with varying success) to adapt itself to the conditions of 

the modern era. 

 If Bakhtin is correct, this could be problematic for the claims that I make 

regarding visual freatures and definitions of literature.  While I do discuss instances of 

                                                 
6 M.M. Bakhtin, “Epic and Novel,” in The Dialogic Imagination: Four Essays by M.M. Bakhtin, ed. and 

trans. Michael Holquist (Austin: University of Texas Press, 1981), 7. 
7 Ibid., 5. 
8 Ibid. 
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visual features in poetry for instance, as my exemplars suggest I am predominately 

concerned with these features as they appear in novels.  A related problem is that I cannot 

simply argue that the novel is a “fixed” genre and thus can be defined in the same way 

that Bakhtin sees other fixed genres as being able to be defined.  Contemporary visual use 

in novels seems to suggest that the artistically significant features in novels are still 

shifting and adapting to contemporary concerns.  Instead, I argue that other genres 

Bakhtin believes can be defined are not as fixed as he would have us believe at least with 

respect to artistic visual features.   

 Poetry, for instance, seems to be an art form that is constantly changing and 

adapting in much the same way that Bakhtin views the novel as an unfinished art form.  

The poems of writers such as e.e. cummings certainly seem to be new ways of addressing 

poetry and responding to current concerns and literary trends.  Literary devices such as 

enjambment came about as people began to read poems silently to oneself rather than 

hearing them read by others.  In fact, one could make the argument that most of the 

poems of cummings are written with the assumption that they will be viewed on the page 

when read to oneself.  This seems like an organic shift in how poetry is presented rather 

than a “mostly dead” genre trying to adapt to contemporary literary culture as Bakhtin 

suggests.  Furthermore, if Bakhtin claims that poetry is a fixed genre and any deviations 

from its fixed properties are merely this fixed genre adapting to changing times, we 

should see in poetry relatively fixed stylistic parameters up until what Bakhtin sees as the 

contemporary era of the novel.  This is far from being the case.  While it is true that 

movements such as Concrete Poetry are relatively recent, as the previous chapter shows, 

visual features in poetry has been going on for quite some time.  One only has to look at 
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the Calligrammes of Apollinaire in the early twentieth century or the works of George 

Herbert such as Easter Wings from the seventeenth century to see that poetry goes 

through the organic changes of an unfinished art form similar to those found in the 

contemporary novel.  No one would argue that there is not at least the possibility of 

defining poetry or that we have no way of distinguishing poetry from prose.  In Chapter 

Five, I propose a broad definition of literature as a specific type of visually mediated, 

multiple instance work that would acknowledge the artistic importance of visual features 

and can be applied to most traditional definitions of literature while still being broad 

enough to account for future changes to the art form that we see in emerging genres such 

as electronic literature and graphic novels. 

 

Beardsley: Semantical Depth 

 Monroe Beardsley begins Chapter Three of Aesthetics: Problems in the 

Philosophy of Criticism by breaking down the question “What is literature?” into two 

more fundamental questions.  First, how do we differentiate literature from other 

language use such as that found in newspapers and on medicine bottle labels?9 And 

second, what exactly is it that writers do when they create literature?  In other words, how 

is the writer's task different when writing literature than it is when employing language 

for ordinary or scientific usage?  It is Beardsley's belief that an answer to the latter will 

lead him to an answer to the former.  So what is it that writers do when they write 

literature?  In one sense, Beardsley writes that they create worlds.  They create characters, 

                                                 
9 See Monroe Beardsley, Aesthetics: Problems in the Philosophy of Criticism (Cambridge: Hackett, 1981), 

114-115.  This is a standard type of question that leads to the type of relational definition of literature 

discussed above. 
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settings, action, and plot.10  At the same time, the writer creates linguistic structures such 

as phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and chapters.  Beardsley writes that “from this point of 

view, the literary work is a verbal design- a discourse, an intelligible string of words.”11  

However, all of our examples above (novels, poems, newspapers, and medicine bottle 

labels) are examples of intelligible strings of words.  So, merely claiming that the writer 

creates linguistic structures that become intelligible strings of words gets us no closer to 

defining literature if we want to distinguish it from ordinary language.  Beardsley argues 

that what differentiates literature from ordinary language is that, in literature, there is a 

greater emphasis on implicit meaning.12  There is an emphasis on the possibility of 

multiple interpretations in a literary work that we do not find in ordinary language.  I 

recognize that ordinary language is open to multiple interpretations as well.  However, 

Beardsley’s point here might be similar to Ingarden’s regarding scientific language.  

Though ordinary language is open to multiple interpretations, there is typically one 

correct interpretation of a statement in ordinary language.  In contrast, the language of 

literature is open to multiple interpretations with varying degrees of correctness.  There 

may be wrong interpretations of a work of literature but there is no one right 

interpretation.13 

 Beardsley writes that every intelligible linguistic structure has a primary meaning.  

                                                 
10 Ibid. This seems to apply more to fiction writing rather than non-fiction.  However, under closer scrutiny, 

this may not be the case.  Take a non-fiction work like Truman Capote's In Cold Blood.  While it is true 

that Capote did not create the characters or the action of the work, he does control how we view these 

characters, the plot, and the setting as well by directing out attention to certain features of the actual 

events. 
11 Ibid. 
12 Ibid., 122. 
13 For a discussion of the relative value of different or conflicting interpretations, see Laurent Stern, 

“Interpretation in Aesthetics,” in The Blackwell Guide to Aesthetics, ed. Peter Kivy (Malden: Blackwell, 

2004), 109-125. 
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This holds true for novels as well as newspapers.  However, some declarative sentences 

also have a secondary (sometimes referred to as implied) meaning.  The phrases “Mrs. 

Smith is prettier than Mrs. Jones” and “Mrs. Jones is uglier than Mrs. Smith” both have 

the same primary meaning.  However, their secondary meaning is quite different.  The 

former implies that, while both women are pretty, Mrs. Smith is prettier.  In contrast, the 

latter implies that, while both women are ugly, Mrs. Jones is uglier.  Compare this to the 

sentence “On a scale of beauty, Mrs. Smith would rank slightly higher than Mrs. Jones, 

and both would rank very high.”  This sentence, Beardsley claims, has primary, but no 

secondary, meaning and comes close to being scientific language.14  Beardsley writes that 

the word “sister” can have a secondary meaning that we do not find in the phrase “female 

sibling.”  In much the same way, the word “sea” has the primary meaning of being a large 

body of water.  However, in a work of literature it would also have a possible secondary 

meaning of vastness or constant movement or change.15  Beardsley acknowledges that 

secondary meaning exists in linguistic structures outside of what one would consider 

literature.  Obviously one hopes that there is no implied meaning in the instructions on 

our medicine bottles.  However, some linguistic discourse such as advertisements do 

make use of implied meaning.  For instance, the phrase “for men” in an advertisement for 

a certain product has the primary meaning of instructing consumers as to for whom the 

product was designed.  However, it is often the case that phrases like this have the 

implied meaning that this product makes one a “man” or that one is not a “man” if one 

does not use this product.  Beardsley does not claim that every discourse that uses 

implied meaning is literature.  What he is claiming here is that when the implied meaning 

                                                 
14 Ibid., 123. 
15 Ibid., 125. 
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becomes ubiquitous or important to understanding the work, we should consider that 

work to be literature.  Thus, implied or secondary meaning is a necessary, but not a 

sufficient, condition to define a work as literature. 

 Beardsley writes “tentatively, therefore, we may say that 'literature' is well defined 

as 'discourse with important implicit meaning.'  This definition not only draws a useful 

distinction by calling attention to noteworthy characteristics of the language of literary 

works, but it corresponds reasonably well with the use of the term 'literature' by critics.”16  

In an earlier essay, Beardsley refers to this implicit meaning as thickness of meaning or 

“semantical depth” and employs a series of haikus in order to illustrate when this 

semantical depth is and is not present.17  He begins with a haiku by the 18th century poet 

Gyodar that we are meant to take as an exemplary work of literature that no one would 

question. “Leaves falling, Lie on one another; The rain beats on the rain.” Beardsley 

compares this with a hypothetical work: “Leaves falling, Lie on one another; Ball-point 

pens are 6 ½ cents apiece.”  This, Beardsley asserts, is not a poem both because of its 

lack of implicit meaning and because of its incoherence.18   

 Returning to his “Definitions of the Arts”, one of Beardsley's hypothetical poems 

may give us pause.  Consider this example that he refers to as a “pseudo-haiku”: 

“Coming down on the train, I encountered a man, Who greeted me very cordially.”  

Beardsley is clear that he does not consider this a poem as it lacks implicit meaning.19  

But does it?  Obviously, the primary meaning is merely the retelling of the events of 

taking public transportation.  However, as anyone living in a city will know, a man 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 127. 
17 Monroe Beardsley, “The Definitions of the Arts,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 20 (1961): 183. 
18 Ibid., 182. 
19 Beardsley, “The Definitions of the Arts,” 182. 
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greeting you cordially on the way to the train would be a rather rare experience.  One 

could argue that this is a poem if one views its implicit meaning as something along the 

lines of the inherent goodness of humankind.  Consider the poem Poetry Contest (1992) 

by Charles Bukowski.20  It appears to be copied verbatim from an advertisement that the 

poet had received encouraging him to submit a poem to the contest.  For Beardsley, this 

would not be a poem for the same reason as the above haiku; it has no implicit meaning.  

However, one could choose to interpret it in several ways.  The commercialization of the 

art form, or the growing trend of amateur poets stemming from poetry night-classes, or 

any number of different interpretations.  My point here is that it is not abundantly clear 

that we would all agree on which works display this “semantical depth.”   

 Regardless of how this definition is implemented, defining literature as discourse 

with implicit meaning has become a popular way to differentiate literature from ordinary 

language.  In “Literary Art and Linguistic Meaning,” Dorothy Walsh defines literature as 

a specific form of written speech.  This speaking is either that of the implied narrator or 

of the characters themselves.  Walsh wants to make clear that this speech is inherently 

different from ordinary speaking and writing.  The difference between these two types of 

speech amounts to both its formal properties (something like belles lettres or the 

aesthetically pleasing formal features or literary language) and its ability to be open to 

multiple interpretations.21  Thomas A. Buesch proposes a definition of literature similar to 

Beardsley's using Cassirer's conception of symbolic form. Buesch claims that the 

multiple interpretations in literature are only possible because literature partakes in both 

                                                 
20 Charles Bukowski, “Poetry Contest,” The Last Night of the Earth Poems (Santa Rosa: Black Sparrow 

Press, 2000), 116. 
21 Dorothy Walsh, “Literary Art and Linguistic Meaning,” British Journal of Aesthetics 12 (1972): 321-330. 
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universal and particular content while ordinary language partakes in mostly particular 

content.22  Taking inspiration from Frege's philosophy of language which was highly 

influential on Beardsley's own theories, Karl Aschenbrenner defines literature as the 

product of both the determinants and the resultants of the work.  The determinants are the 

utterances of the work itself as well as the author's intentions.  The resultants are defined 

as the reader's thoughts and feelings as they engage in the work.  It is the type of the 

relationship between the determinants and the resultants that allows for multiple 

interpretations of a work of literature and differentiates literature from ordinary 

language.23  Again, this is not an exhaustive list of all the theories attempting to define 

literature that have some indebtedness to the work of Beardsley.   

 Beardsley focuses exclusively on how the language of literature is open to 

multiple meanings and interpretations.  The artistically significant visual features of 

certain works also contribute to their ability to display multiple meanings.  There are 

certainly multiple interpretations of the PowerPoint presentation of a chapter in A Visit 

from the Goon Squad.  Given that this chapter is not presented in traditional top-down 

formatting, it is left up to the reader to choose which PowerPoint bubbles to read first.  

Where one chooses to start will obviously affect their interpretation of the work.  In a 

more traditional sense of interpretation, the “bowels” intruding on the text of Irvine 

Welsh's Filth are also open to multiple interpretations.  One could interpret them as a 

commentary on the corruption of the police force that plays a central role in Welsh's 

novel or as a metaphor for the wasting away of a once optimistic young police officer as 

                                                 
22 See Thomas A. Buesch, “The Literary Genre as Symbolic Form,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 

31 (1975): 525-530. 
23 Karl Aschenbrenner, “Implications of Frege's Philosophy of Language for Literature,” British Journal of 

Aesthetics 8 (1968): 319-334. 
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his career continues to fall apart.  In Mark Z. Danielewski's House of Leaves, one could 

interpret the excessive and confusing footnotes as either a statement on the mental state 

of the narrator or as a commentary on academia in general.  There are even cases in 

which the visual presentation of the text can open the text of the work to more 

interpretations.  The intrusions of the tapeworm and its growing self-awareness in Filth 

allow for a new interpretation regarding the arrested development of Detective 

Robertson.  In all of these cases, the visual features are contributing to the ability of each 

work to be open to multiple interpretations.  If one only focuses on how the linguistic 

structures of a work are semantically deep, one overlooks the contributions to multiple 

interpretations that these visual features make in these works. 

 

Langer: Connotation without Denotation 

Susanne Langer, in Feeling and Form, defines literature as a specific type of 

language use that possesses connotation but lacks the denotation we expect in ordinary 

language.  Like Beardsley, Langer sees this property of having connotation without 

denoting anything as the source of the multiple interpretations possible in a literary 

work.24  Langer defines the novel as a mnemonic mode of discourse in which the 

narrative voice seems to be retelling some event from memory.  However, this “memory” 

has been depersonalized and objectified.  Langer is not claiming that all literature works 

in this way or that all literature should be seen as the retelling of a hypothetical memory.  

What she is claiming here is that it is this process of objectification and depersonalization 

in literature that allows the language of literature to possess connotation without actually 

                                                 
24 Susanne Langer, Feeling and Form (New York: Scribner, 1953), 145. 
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denoting anything.  Langer writes, “Every successful work of literature is wholly a 

creation, no matter what actualities have served as its models, or what stipulations set up 

its scaffold.  It is an illusion of experience.  It always creates the semblance of mental 

process- that is, of living thought, awareness of events and actions, memory, reflections, 

etc.  Yet there need not be a person in the virtual ‘world’ who sees or reports.”25 

 Like Buesch, Langer takes inspiration from Cassirer's conception of symbolic 

form when creating her definition of literature as language possessing connotation 

without denotation.  Specifically, Langer focuses on Cassirer's distinction between 

discursive and non-discursive language.  Discursive language is the language of science 

and everyday life.  This language uses words and phrases to pick out objects and 

relationships in the real world, it is considered a denoting language.  In contrast, Langer 

sees non-discursive language as the language of literature.  Non-discursive language does 

not actually pick out anything in the real world and is therefore a non-denoting 

language.26  This type of language is sometimes referred to as “mythical thinking.”  

Langer describes it as “a logic of multiple meanings instead of general concepts.”27  By 

virtue of being non-denotational, the language of literature is open to multiple 

interpretations.  Langer is clear that non-discursive art forms are not specific to literature.  

However, when this non-discursive form is presented linguistically, that work should be 

considered literature. 

 Langer continues: 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 245. 
26 It is unclear how Langer would address non-fiction works that are generally considered literature like 

Capote's In Cold Blood.  It seems as though the language of this work does denote something in the real 

world.  As I have said, evaluating the success of these definitions is not my goal here so I will simply 

leave this as something that might be problematic with Langer's definition of literature. 
27 Ibid., 237. 
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“Non-discursive form in art has a different office, namely to articulate knowledge that 

cannot be rendered discursively because it concerns experiences that are not formally amenable to 

the discursive projection.  Such experiences are the rhyhms of life, organic, emotional and 

mental... which are not simply periodic, but endlessly complex, and sensitive to every sort of 

influence.  All together they compose the dynamic pattern of feeling.  It is this pattern that only 

non-discursive symbolic forms can present, and that is the point and purpose of artistic 

construction.”28 

The language of literature, for Langer, has “import” rather than meaning where meaning 

is associated with the discursive language of everyday life.29  Though Langer's theory is 

not specifically discussed in his “Speech Acts and the Definition of literature,” Richard 

Ohmann seems influenced by Langer's claim that the language of literature is a language 

that lacks the denoting properties of ordinary language.  In this essay, Ohmann argues 

that the language of literature lacks the “illocutionary force” that we find in ordinary 

language.30  If one defines illocutionary force as denoting things in the real world, 

Literary language might lack this force as language that lacks denotation but possesses 

connotation.31  Not surprising given the similarities between the theories of Beardsley and 

Langer, in a later essay Dorthy Walsh describes literature as a non-delusive illusion.  The 

property of being non-delusive is predicated on literary language lacking denotation.  

Had literary language possessed denotation, this illusion would not be “non-delusive,” it 

would be something akin to lying or making a mistake.32 

                                                 
28 Ibid., 240-241. 
29 See Bernhard F. Scholz, “Discourse and Intuition in Susanne Langer's Aesthetics of Literature,” Journal 

of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 31 (1972): 215-226. 
30 Richard Ohmann, “Speech Acts and the Definition of Literature,” Philosophy and Rhetoric 4 (1971): 14. 
31 Similarly, Sanford Ames uses the work of Roland Barthes to argue that literary language cannot denote 

anything real but only suggest it.  See Sanford Ames, “Structuralism, Language, and Literature,” 

Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 32 (1973): 89-94. 
32 See Dorthy Walsh, “The Non-Delusive Illusion of Literary Art,” British Journal of Aesthetics 23 (1983): 

53-60. 
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 Given that Langer makes clear that literature is not the only art form that has 

connotation and not denotation, there is no reason to believe that the visual features of 

works of art do not share this lack of denotation.  This includes the visual features of 

literary works as well.  Granted, some visual features are of the denoting type.  The small 

children's drawings that act as section headers in Kazuo Ishaguro's novel Never Let Me 

Go denote the focus on the arts that the children in the orphanage receive.  Likewise, in 

The Fifty Year Sword (2012) Mark Z. Danielewski uses color coded quotation marks to 

denote which character is speaking.33  The words shaped as a shark in The Raw Shark 

Texts represent the “conceptual fish” that is pursuing the main character.  However, the 

font and chapter headers of Blood Meridian give the work the connotation of suggesting 

and reinforcing the historical context of the work but do not actually denote anything 

within the novel or without.  Some visual features like the tapeworm in Filth have both 

connotation and denotation in that it denotes the actual tapeworm infecting the main 

character.  However, as I have said, it has the connotation of suggesting corruption or 

infection in a broader sense as well.  If one, following Langer, defines literature as a set 

of words and phrases in which there is connotation without denotation, then one could 

say that literature read to oneself is an art of visually mediated words and phrases and the 

artistic features of these works (both linguistic and visual) possess connotation and not 

denotation.  There is no reason to limit the source of these connotations to the language of 

the work at the expense of overlooking the artistically significant visual features of the 

printed text. 

                                                 
33 Michael Ende does something similar in The Neverending Story in choosing the reddish font color to 

denote action taking place in the “real” world and the green font color to denote action that takes place 

in the world of Fantastica. 
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Ingarden: Literary Language as the Embodiment of Aesthetic Value 

 In concluding The Literary Work of Art, Roman Ingarden examines several 

borderline cases that have at least the possibility of being considered literature.  Of these, 

his discussion of scientific language is of greatest interest here.34  Ingarden claims that, of 

his four examples, the scientific work is the only one with a linguistic structure analogous 

to literature.35  This does not mean that the styles of writing are analogous between 

literary and scientific works.  What Ingarden claims is that only the scientific work shares 

with literature an exclusive focus on language.  His other examples, the stage play, film, 

and pantomime do not have an exclusive focus on language.36  Though Ingarden sees the 

structure of scientific and literary writing as analogous, his subsequent examination of the 

language used in both shows the differences between them and lead Ingarden toward a 

definition of literature that differs greatly from ordinary or scientific writing. 

 Ingarden highlights four differences between scientific and literary language.  The 

first difference that Ingarden sees is that sentences in scientific works are predominantly 

concerned with true judgments though they may also make use of other speech acts like 

assertions and speculations.  This does not imply that all sentences in scientific works are 

true or that there are no mistakes or deceptions.  Rather, Ingarden claims that the 

difference between literary and scientific writing is found in the intention of asserting true 

judgments in scientific works.  Ingarden writes that the sentences in scientific works 

                                                 
34 As I have said, one can read “ordinary” language into his claims regarding scientific language because of 

the focus on truth value in each. 
35 Roman Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art, trans. George G. Grabowicz (Evanston: Northwestern 

University Press, 1973), 328. 
36 One could argue that with the inclusion of the charts and graphs that accompany most scientific works 

there is not an exclusive focus on language in the scientific work either. 
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“may be true or false, but, whatever the case, by their very essence they lay claim to 

truthfulness.”37  The implication here is that literature makes no claim to truthfulness.38  

Secondly, Ingarden refers to scientific writing as “transparent” and not open to multiple 

interpretations.  Again, this does not mean that there cannot be different interpretations of 

scientific writings but that there is an attempt to find one correct interpretation as opposed 

to literature which has been argued by the above theorists to be open to multiple “correct” 

interpretations.  Ingarden's final two distinctions are related.  Though Ingarden 

acknowledges that some scientific works such as Darwin's On the Origin of Species 

contain aesthetically important linguistic properties, it is not necessary that these 

properties be present in scientific works.  In contrast, the presence of aesthetically 

important linguistic properties is precisely what Ingarden sees as defining a linguistic 

work as a literary work.  Related to this claim, Ingarden argues that it is not necessary 

that scientific works possess something like belles lettres.39 

 The discussion of Ingarden's definition of literature has been largely focused on 

his claims regarding the aesthetic properties of a work of literature that are not necessary 

in a scientific work.  When taken as a whole, Ingarden's four distinctions between the 

scientific and literary work show a more general distinction.  Simply put, it is the goal of 

the scientific work to transmit truth value while the literary work has the goal of 

transmitting or embodying aesthetic value.  This distinction is addressed in greater detail 

in The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art.  Ingarden writes,  

 “An essential feature of the scientific work is that it is intended to fix, contain, or transmit 

                                                 
37 Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art, 329. 
38 This idea that literature (or even fiction) has no truth value has been debated.  See Peter Lamarque, The 

Philosophy of Literature (Malden: Blackwell, 2009), 178-180. 
39 Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art, 330. 
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to others the results of the scientific investigation in some area in order to enable scientific 

research to be continued and developed by its readers... The literary work of art does not serve to 

further scientific knowledge but to embody in its concretization certain values of a specific kind, 

which we usually call 'aesthetic' values.”40 

In his essay “Roman Ingarden and the Language of Art and Science,” Gregory G. 

Colomb points to two ways that one can distinguish literary from scientific works.  First, 

there is a functional distinction.  It is the function of the scientific work to transmit 

knowledge of objective states of affair.  In contrast, the literary work has the function of 

embodying aesthetic value or the creation of an aesthetic object.  The second distinction 

is a structural distinction.  Ingarden claims that the sentences of scientific works are true 

judgments whereas the literary work only possesses “quasi-judgments” meaning that one 

cannot come to a true judgment if there is not one correct interpretation of the text41  

Colomb writes that these two distinctions work together to distinguish the literary work 

from the scientific.  He writes, 

“The intention of containing and transmitting knowledge can only be fulfilled through judicative 

propositions, which are in turn only suited to statement of facts.  The intentional constitution of an 

aesthetic object is only possible through quasi-judicative propositions, which are only suited to the 

creation of the 'independent reality' that is the basis of the aesthetic object.”42 

When taken as a whole, in both of his works Ingarden claims that the distinction between 

literary and scientific works is a difference in the way that language is used in each.  In 

the scientific work the language serves as a vehicle for truth value whereas the language 

in a work of literature is the vehicle for aesthetic value. 

                                                 
40 Roman Ingarden, The Cognition of the Literary Work of Art, trans. Ruth Anne Crowley and Kenneth R. 

Olsen (Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1973), 146-147. 
41 See Gregory G. Colomb, “Roman Ingarden and the Language of Art and Science,” Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism 35 (1976): 8 and Ingarden, The Literary Work of Art, 330. 
42 Colomb, “Roman Ingarden and the Language of Art and Science,” 8. 
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 Followers of Ingarden's theories have chosen to focus on the functional distinction 

between literary and ordinary language.  Both Jerry Farber and Robert Stecker define 

literary language as language that has the function of acting as a vehicle for aesthetic 

value.  However, Stecker distinguishes his own theory by claiming that literature can 

contain other types of value as well.  In “What is Literature? What is Art? Integrating 

Essence and History,” Farber is primarily concerned with the growing trend among 

literary scholars to claim that there is no absolute, transhistorical definition of literature.  

Farber's goal in this essay is to argue against institutional and family resemblance 

accounts of literature by showing that there is a universal property that can be used to 

define literature.  Taking inspiration from Ingarden, Farber points to the aesthetic 

function of literary language as this universal property.43  In arguing against the prevailing 

view of literary critics, Farber claims that literature can be universally defined as 

language used as an aesthetic medium or a medium used for the transmission of aesthetic 

value.   

 Robert Stecker argues that literature can be defined as language used as vehicles 

for the transmission of certain types of value.  Like Farber, Stecker writes that the 

language of literature is the medium for the transmission of aesthetic value.  However, 

moving beyond Ingarden, Stecker also claims that there are other types of artistic value 

found in the literary work.  He writes that literature also contains cognitive and 

interpretation-centered value.  Cognitive value, for Stecker, is twofold.  First, it involves 

the conceptions that we derive from the work such as conceptions of ideals, values, and 

moral codes.  It also involves what we may learn about ourselves and the world around us 

                                                 
43 Jerry Farber, “What is Literature? What is Art? Integrating Essence and History,” Journal of Aesthetic 

Education 39 (2005).  See his threefold definition of “aesthetic experience” on page 3. 
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from experiencing the literary work.44  Interpretation-centered value is very similar to 

Beardsley's conception of semantical depth.  Stecker argues that there is also a value in 

literature in that it is open to multiple interpretations.  It is the possession of these three 

types of value that define a work as literature.45  Stecker is less clear regarding which of 

these values act as necessary or sufficient conditions though he does acknowledge that 

different values will appear differently in different literary genres.46 

 However, it is not clear why the visual features of a text could not embody 

aesthetic value as well.  One could certainly argue for the aesthetic value of the textual 

creatures in The Raw Shark Texts.  That our ability to understand the text in Filth or 

House of Leaves is thwarted by the visual features is a choice made that affects the work 

aesthetically.  The creative choices with regards to font and formatting in Blood Meridian 

embody aesthetic value as well.  In fact, it would seem that the creation of a font entails 

at least some aesthetic decisions that would suggest certain fonts embody aesthetic value 

such as those of the Bauhaus and De Stijl movements discussed earlier.   

 What about Stecker's claim that literature can also embody cognitive and 

interpretation-centered value?  I have already shown earlier how visual features can 

embody interpretation-centered value in my discussions of Beardsley and Langer.  

However, visual features can have cognitive value as well.  One could argue, for instance, 

that the PowerPoint chapter in Egan's work tells us something about ourselves or the 

world we live in or (as I have mentioned above) Danielewski's artistically significant 

                                                 
44 Robert Stecker, “What is Literature?” in Philosophy of Literature: Contemporary and Classic Readings 

ed. Eileen John and Dominic McIver Lopes (Malden: Blackwell, 2004), 68. 
45 Ibid. 
46 See also Robert Stecker, “Historical Functionalism or the Four Factory Theory,” British Journal of 

Aesthetics 34 (1994): 255-265. 
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visual features in House of Leaves could make a statement about academia in general.  

Only focusing on the aesthetic value embodied in the language of literature ignores the 

potential for aesthetic value found in the visual presentation of a literary work. 

 

Kivy: Literature as an Internal Performance of the Work 

  Less traditional conceptions of literature fare no better when asked to account for 

the artistic role that visual features can play.  In The Performance of Literature: An Essay 

in the Philosophy of Literature, Peter Kivy claims that literature, when read silently, 

constitutes an internal performance of the work.  Kivy takes as his inspiration Richard 

Wollheim's claim in Art and Its Objects that one could consider the silent reading of a 

literary text to be a performance of the work in much the same way that one could view 

the silent reading of a musical score as a silent performance of that work as well.47  As 

internally performing a musical score takes a considerable amount of knowledge and 

skill, Kivy acknowledges that it is much easier to internally perform a work of literature.  

Wollheim's motivation for categorizing literature as an internal performance stems from 

his larger project of categorizing all art forms into performative and non-performative 

arts.  For both Kivy and Wollheim, the process of creating these performances is the 

same.  Kivy refers to these internal performances as silent “voicings” of the words on the 

page.48  On several occasions Kivy refers to us as “silent Ions” when we read silently to 

ourselves.  By connecting silent readers to Plato's orator, Kivy goes on to show why he 

believes we perform the literary work internally when we read to ourselves.  He writes, 

                                                 
47 Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading, 54 and Richard Wollheim, Art and Its Objects: An Introduction 

to Aesthetics (New York: Harper and Row, 1968), 167. 
48 Kivy, The Performance of Reading, 66. 
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“It is, put badly, that we ourselves are performers, and silent reading our performing art.  

We are all, when we read novels, silent Ions. We impersonate the storyteller silently, as 

Ion does out loud.”49 And later, “I do not mean to say that she makes believe that she is 

the storyteller.  I mean, as in the case of Ion, or Julie Harris, that she 'plays the part' of the 

storyteller as the actor 'plays the part' of Hamlet.”50 

 In some ways, characterizing literature as the silent performance of oral literature 

seems natural.  Robert Kellogg argues that all written literature is essentially transcribed 

oral literature.  He points out that we use words like “say” and “utter” to refer to 

propositions both spoken and written.51  The implication here is that reading a text is 

analogous to speaking in a way that makes us all “silent Ions” when we read silently.  

Kivy ends his work by returning to the claim of Wollheim that a performance of a literary 

work, either internal or external, is the same as performing a musical work.  One point of 

difference may be that the musician not only performs the correct notes but in some way 

also interprets the score.  Kivy argues that we do silently interpret the literary work when 

we read to ourselves in the same way that a musician will interpret the musical score.52  

This idea of the interpretation related to an internal performance is what allows Kivy to 

claim that there are better and worse silent readings and therefore better or worse silent 

readers.53  Kivy feels at this point that he is confident in his claim that literature consists 

of a silent reading of the linguistic properties of the work that is an internal performance 

analogous to an actual performance were the work read aloud. 

                                                 
49 Ibid., 59 
50 Ibid. 
51 Robert Kellogg, “Oral Literature,” New Literary History 5 (1973): 55. 
52 Kivy, The Performance of Reading, 60-65 and 90. 
53 Ibid., 60. 
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 I argue against the view that oral and printed literature are the same art form in 

Chapter Five.  However, if we treat literature as merely the silent recitation of the 

linguistic properties of the work, any discussion of the artistic importance of visual 

features is impossible.  How would one perform, either silently or aloud, the font and 

chapter headers of Blood Meridian or the textual intrusions in Filth?  As Jonathan Safran 

Foer's novel Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close has a multitude of artistically 

significant visual features, I will focus on the chapter entitled “Why I'm Not Where You 

Are 4/12/78.”  Here the traditional printed text is overlaid with red markings similar to 

editorial corrections.54  It is not clear how this artistic decision on the part of Foer would 

be preserved in a mere recitation of the language of his work.  In some works, the way 

the work is formatted seems to preclude the possibility that one privileged recitation of 

the text would even be possible.  The achronological presentation of the text in some 

works does not lend itself to what would be a necessarily chronological recitation of the 

text.  I believe Ion would be flummoxed if asked to perform a recitation of A Visit from 

the Goon Squad or The People of Paper.55  If one is to have a serious discussion of the 

importance of visual features in literature, literature cannot be discussed as simply a silent 

recitation of the linguistic properties of the work in question. 

 

 

 

                                                 
54 Jonathan Safran Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close (New York: Houghton Mifflin, 2005), 208-

216. 
55 Reader choice connected to formatting decisions also plays a role in the works of Milord Pavic such as 

The Inner Side of the Wind, or The Novel of Hero and Leander (1993) and The Dictionary of the 

Khazars (1984). 
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Weitz: Wittgenstein and Family Resemblance 

 This selection of classical or essentialist definitions of literature is not exhaustive.  

However, I believe it is clear that the visual features of the printed text will be overlooked 

if we limit our definitions of literature to one essential linguistic property.  That being 

said, is it possible that more prototype methods of definition such as family resemblance 

or institutional theories may be better suited to accounting for the artistic importance of 

visual features in literature?  Though they are certainly in a better position to do so, they 

fare no better than the above accounts.  Again, this is because they attempt to define 

literature in relation to ordinary language.  Family resemblance accounts typically look 

for resemblances between the linguistic properties of various works.  Institutional 

accounts like those of Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen focus on institutional 

understanding of the rules of various language games.   

 In family resemblance accounts, there is no reason to consider works with 

artistically significant visual features as borderline cases of literature.  Traditional novels 

seem to have more in common with some graphic novels than they do with the poems of 

e.e. cummings.  If family resemblance accounts were willing to acknowledge the artistic 

importance of visual features, questions such as those posed by Aaron Meskin in his work 

regarding graphic novels and literature might simply fade away.56  In institutional 

definitions of literature, it is the type of institution discussed that overlooks the artistic 

significance of visual features.  We are not really talking about any literary institution but 

the philosophical institutions focused on literature.  In the next chapter, I show that 

literary institutions have no problem incorporating works with artistically significant 

                                                 
56 See Aaron Meskin, “Comics as Literature?,” British Journal of Aesthetics 49 (2009): 219-239 and 

“Defining Comics?,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 65 (2007): 369-379. 
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visual features into their conception of literature and readily discuss the importance of 

such features in relation to the overall work.  Unfortunately, philosophical institutions are 

still defining literature by its linguistic properties alone and cannot, therefore, account for 

the importance of visual features of the printed text. 

 In “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Morris Weitz argues that there may be no 

necessary or sufficient conditions to define a work as “art.”57  Thus, it might be the case 

that none of the linguistic properties discussed above could be used as necessary or 

sufficient conditions by which it would be possible to define literature.  Using Weitz's 

claims, instead of asking what literature is, we should be asking what types of works the 

word “literature” picks out.58  We could certainly argue that there may be some works that 

are considered literature that have no semantical depth or no symbolic meaning.  What of 

Ingarden's aesthetic definition of literature?  Could we actually find works that do not use 

language as a vehicle for aesthetic value?  While these works are not as common, it still 

may be possible in something like Milorad Pavic's encyclopedic work The Dictionary of 

the Khazars (1984).  This work is presented as an encyclopedia of a fictional culture.  In 

order to understand the events of this fictional world, one explores the various entries in a 

non-linear fashion.59 

 Wittgenstein defines family resemblance as a “network of similarities overlapping 

and criss-crossing” in relationship to certain paradigm cases.60  Therefore, we can claim 

that a work is literature based on some similarity to a work that we consider a paradigm 

                                                 
57 Morris Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 15 (1956): 30. 
58 Ibid. 
59 Milorad Pavic, The Dictionary of the Khazars: A Lexicon Novel in 100,000 Words (New York: Vintage, 

1989). 
60 Ludwig Wittgenstein, Philosophical Investigations (New York: Basil Blackwell, 1958), 66. 
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instance of literature.  If we take Dostoyevsky's Crime and Punishment (1866) as a 

paradigm case because it possesses semantical depth, connotation without denotation, 

and its language is the vehicle for aesthetic value, we can then define other works as 

literature if they share any of these features.  So, we can then define In Cold Blood as 

literature because its language embodies aesthetic value even if it is a denoting use of 

language.  We could also define a short story from Charles Bukowski's Hot Water Music 

(1983) as literature because of its lack of denotation even if it may not embody any 

traditional sense of aesthetic value.  Both of these works have a direct relationship to 

Crime and Punishment due to these similarities.  However, they also have an indirect 

relationship to each other through their connection to this paradigm case.  Like the term 

“art” or “game,” “literature” could be considered an open concept to which no essential 

feature can be defined.  Weitz claims that all essentialist definitions merely ask us to 

focus on one particular feature at the expense of other relevant features of the work in 

question.61  Definitions of literature focusing on semantical depth ask us to overlook the 

non-denoting nature of literary language for instance. 

 More recently, family resemblance accounts have been rejected in favor of cluster 

accounts.62  Though cluster accounts are similar to the conception of family resemblance, 

they differ in their rejection of the idea of paradigm cases.  Instead, cluster accounts such 

as those of Berys Gaut simply claim that there are no necessary conditions that define 

literature in all cases.63  Thus, there are no essential conditions for a work to be 

                                                 
61 Weitz, “The Role of Theory in Aesthetics,” 31. 
62 Family resemblance has survived as a component of institutional definitions such as those of Lamarque 

and Olsen, as well as Christopher Butler in “What is a Literary Work?,” New Literary History 5 (1973): 

17-29. 
63 Berys Gaut, “Art as a Cluster Concept,” in Theories of Art Today ed. Noël Carroll (Madison: University 

of Wisconsin Press, 2000), 27. 
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considered literature as the above theories claim.  Instead, there are only sufficient 

conditions that define literature.  The presence of semantical depth is sufficient to 

consider a work literature but it is not necessary that all works of literature possess 

semantical depth.  The term literature is a cluster concept consisting of all the works that 

possess one or more of the sufficient conditions for each work to be considered a literary 

work.  While there are no necessary conditions that could define literature, there is a 

disjunctively necessary condition to how we define literature.  While none of the specific 

sufficient conditions is necessary, it is necessary that a work possess at least one of the 

sufficient conditions for that work to fall within the cluster concept of literature.   

 Given their rejection of essential linguistic features in literature, family 

resemblance and cluster accounts should be better suited to discuss the role of visual 

features in certain literary works.  As I have said, a novel has more features in common 

with some graphic novels than it does to a poem by e.e. cummings.  Stein Haugom Olsen 

points to this problem of defining similarity in family resemblance accounts in his essay 

“Defining a Literary Work.”64  In regards to cluster accounts, there are many works that 

one would not consider traditional literature even though they share one of the sufficient 

conditions for a work to be considered literature.  Bruce Neumann’s neon sculpture The 

True Artist Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths (1967) could be considered a 

work of literature if literature is a cluster concept in which works with language that is 

semantically deep or embody aesthetic value are considered literary works.  So it seems 

as though these prototype methods of definition should be able to discuss the literary 

value of visual features in works such as A Visit from the Goon Squad.  However, as I 

                                                 
64 Stein Haugom Olsen, “Defining a Literary Work,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 35 (1976): 
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have said, they do not.  This is because they are still focused on how literary language 

differs from ordinary language.  In his essay “What is a Literary Work?,” Christopher 

Butler argues that it is often institutional concerns that dictate how we define similarity or 

sufficient conditions in literature.65  In these instances, the institutions attempting to 

define literature are concerned with differentiating literary language from ordinary 

language.  Thus, the focus of the sufficient conditions of literature will be a focus on their 

linguistic properties alone. 

 

Lamarque and Olsen: Literature as an Institutional Practice 

 Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen write that “there are no syntactic, 

semantic, or even more loosely 'rhetorical' features of a text that define it as a literary 

work.”66  Similar to family resemblance and cluster accounts, institutional definitions of 

literature also claim that there are no essential features by which one could define a work 

as literature.  Instead, in “Literary Practice,” literature is defined as an institutional 

practice whose participants are authors, readers, and the texts themselves.  Lamarque and 

Olsen argue that we understand a work as literature when we take a “literary stance” 

toward the work.67  The literary stance is defined as the way that certain texts are 

apprehended and appreciated.  We understand that we are meant to take a literary stance 

toward a work when we understand that it is the intention of the author that the work was 

produced and meant to be read within the conventions that define the literary institution.  

The literary stance also involves the expectation on the part of the reader that a certain 

                                                 
65 Christopher Butler, “What is a Literary Work?,” 21-22. 
66 Peter Lamarque and Stein Haugom Olsen, “Literary Practice,” Philosophy of Literature: Contemporary 

and Classic Readings ed. Eileen John and Dominic McIver Lopes (Malden: Blackwell, 2004), 59. 
67 Ibid. 
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type of value will be found in the work.  This could be the aesthetic value discussed by 

Roman Ingarden or it could be the more broadly construed conceptions of value favored 

by Robert Stecker.68  When we experience literature from within the literary institution 

we find literary or aesthetic value in the work.  This is similar to how the rook in a game 

of chess only has value within the game of chess.  Taken out of its context within the 

game, the rook has no intrinsic value.69  As we will see, this is an analogy that Lamarque 

continues to favor. 

 How does one take a literary stance toward a work?  We do so when we 

understand and participate in certain concepts and conventions that make up the 

framework of the literary institution.  This is similar to understanding and participating in 

the rules of a game of chess.  Understanding literature as a set of conventions within a 

specific language game is a concept that Lamarque, taking inspiration from Wittgenstein, 

discusses later.  Olsen elucidates this literary stance when discussing how we understand 

the significance of a certain episode within the novel Tom Jones (1749).  In order to 

appreciate the episode and the work as a whole, we first need to understand that what we 

are reading is a novel.  Under the conventions of the novel, we know that the episode 

should not be taken as a singular object but as a piece of a larger work.  This allows the 

reader to look beyond the specific episode and understand how it relates to the larger 

work.  We then need to understand that the author intended the episode to be read under 

the conventions of a literary institution in order to understand that we should be 

apprehending and appreciating the work aesthetically.  Think of the difference between 

                                                 
68 Simon Blackburn supports the claim that we find aesthetic value in a work only when we view the work 

from inside the conventions of the literary institution.  See Simon Blackburn, “Some Remarks about 

Value as a Work of Literature,” British Journal of Aesthetics 50 (2010): 85-88. 
69 Unless, of course, there is value in the material used to construct the piece itself. 



 

79 

 

what we look for and appreciate in a scientific work (rigorous application of the scientific 

method, useful and interesting results) and what we look for and appreciate in a literary 

work.  Olsen writes that our understanding of the structure of the work and our 

understanding that it be read under the conventions of the literary institution are 

interdependent.  He writes that “an attempt to understand the artistic significance of the 

episode or other feature will necessarily involve the reader in an attempt to grasp the 

overall artistic design of the work.”70   

 In fact, Lamarque and Olsen note that when we view a work under the 

conventions of the literary institution, we understand that it must be apprehended on three 

conceptual levels.  The first is the descriptive level.  This is largely a technical analysis of 

the work.  We need to understand that we are viewing a work under the conventions of 

poetry before we can identify the work as a sonnet and further, that said work is an 

English or Italian sonnet.  Those familiar with the conventions of these genres will know 

what is to be expected of the work.  Secondly, we apprehend the subject of the work; the 

characters, action, and setting of the work.  At this level, we not only need to understand 

the plot itself but the aesthetic significance of certain actions as seen though the 

conventions of the literary institution.  Thirdly, we understand the thematic concepts of 

the work.  This level is most tied to our understanding that we apprehend the work under 

the literary institution.  For instance, to return to the example used above, I could read a 

newspaper article of a murder that may be linguistically similar to Capote's opening 

chapters regarding the Holcomb murders of In Cold Blood.  However, here I would not 

be looking for any thematic meaning in the newspaper account.  I would merely be 
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reading to gather information about the horrific event.  However, when one reads 

Capote's work, it is understood that it was his intention that the work be read within the 

conventions of the literary institution so we look for thematic meaning within his 

description.71  Lamarque theorizes that understanding literature as an institutional practice 

gives us a participatory conception of literature.  This method allows for a definition of 

literature that is activity based rather than the object based essentialist accounts above.  

Lamarque writes that “to think of literature in terms of activities associated with author-

roles and reader-roles rather than objects, removes the pressure to search for essential 

common features shared by all literary works.”72  Lamarque looks toward Wittgenstein's 

speech act theory as a way to explain this participatory conception of literature.  When 

we communicate with each other we are participating in certain conventions of our social 

institutions.  Similarly, when we apprehend a literary work, we understand it as a 

communicative act through certain conventions.  For Lamarque, these conventions 

revolve around the linguistic properties of literature such as plot, character, and setting as 

well as devices such as metaphor, semantic depth, and fine writing.73 

 As I have said, literary institutions readily discuss the importance of visual 

features for many works of literature.  Though I will address this claim in more detail in 

Chapter Three, the fact that Danielewski's House of Leaves has garnered critical essays in 

journals such as Comparative Literature, New Literary History, and Critique shows that 

certain literary institutions have accepted that visual features can make an artistic 

                                                 
71 See Lamarque and Olsen, “Literary Practice,” 60-61. 
72 Peter Lamarque, “Wittgenstein, Literature, and the Idea of a Practice,” British Journal of Aesthetics 50 

(2010): 379. 
73 Ibid., 377. 
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contribution to some literary works.74  The creation of journals such as Word and Image 

and the publication of works such as Espen J. Aarseth's Cybertext: Perspectives on 

Ergodic Literature (1997) and Gerard Genette's Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretations 

(1987) all show a literary institution that recognizes the artistic importance of visual 

features.  Also, one notices a focus on the visual presentation in certain interviews and 

reviews of authors such as Jennifer Egan and Jonathan Safran Foer.75  So, certainly some 

contemporary literary institutions recognize that artistic value can exist in a work outside 

of the linguistic properties in said work.  Given that philosophical institutional definitions 

of literature do not rely on one sufficient linguistic property to define literature, they are 

in a better position to recognize the artistic importance of visual features in literary 

works.  It seems clear that certain literary institutions have adapted their definition of the 

artistically significant features of a literary work.  It stands to reason that one could argue 

that we could participate in an institutional practice that recognizes that literary value can 

be found both in the work's language and visual presentation.  However, the urge to 

define literature in relation to ordinary language has led supporters of institutional 

definitions, such as Lamarque's speech act theory, to focus on how we participate in an 

institutional practice focused only on the language of literature 

 

 

                                                 
74 See Mark B.N. Hansen, “The Digital Topography of Mark Z. Danielewski's 'House of Leaves',” 

Comparative Literature 45 (2004): 597-636, Katherine N. Hayles, “Intermediation: The Pursuit of a 

Vision,” New Literary History 38 (2007): 99-125, and Sinda Gregory and Larry McCaffery, “Haunted 

House: An Interview with Mark Z. Danielewski,” Critique 44 (2003): 99-135. 
75 See Kate Maruyama and Diane Sherlock, “Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close,” A review of Extremely 

Loud and Incredibly Close by Jonathan Safran Foer, Annotation Nation August 11th, 2011, 

http://annotationnation.wordpress.com/2011/08/01/extremely-loud-and-incredibly-close-4/ and Jennifer 

Egan and Heidi Julavitz, “Jennifer Egan,” 82-87. 
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Literature and Ordinary Language 

 Though the theories discussed in this section center around the claim that 

literature cannot be defined as easily as the other arts, this is not my claim here.  I do not 

wish to claim that one cannot define literature at all, but only that it cannot be in relation 

to ordinary language.  These theories all point to the problem of defining literature in 

relation to ordinary language.  This will be my focus here.  This should not be 

misinterpreted as claiming that examining the differences between literary and ordinary 

language has no philosophical value.  Only, that we get into trouble when we use these 

differences to define literature.  If it can be shown that relational definitions of literature 

are problematic, we will be in a better position to reformulate a definition of literature 

that is better suited to taking visual features seriously as an artistically significant 

property of a literary work.  Obviously, we know a work is literature because of the 

presence of certain language properties or that it is a work of art created using language.76  

However, focusing on the relationship between literary and ordinary language allows 

discussions of language use to dominate the discussion in a way that does not allow for 

the inclusion of visual features as artistically significant features of a literary work. 

 Writers such as E.D. Hirsch, Jr. implicitly assume that we define literature in 

relation to ordinary language when he argues that one cannot define literature at all 

because the distinction between literary and ordinary language is not as clear as some 

would claim.  Hirsch, in his essay “What Isn't Literature?,” looks at certain borderline 

cases to show the problem of distinguishing literary from ordinary language.  He 

imagines two experiments.  In the first, he asks people to look at a poem by Keats, a 
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technical report from Science magazine, and a Shakespeare sonnet and then asks them 

which of these are literature.  He thinks the results would be fairly straightforward.  Most 

would claim that the poems are literature while the technical report is not.  However, in 

the second experiment, his examples are less clear.  Here his uses personal 

correspondences from Jane Austen, histories by Macaulay, political speeches by Burke, 

legal opinions by Warren Burger, and scientific works by Darwin.  Here, Hirsch argues, 

the results would be less clear.  There would certainly be more disagreement between 

participants that there would have been in the first example.77  His point here is that it is 

not often clear where one draws the line between literary and ordinary language.  He 

seems to take literature as being defined by something like belles lettres. Later in the 

essay, he says that very few people would argue that the Dialogues of Plato are not 

literature.  However, he asks if this is literature, why not Aristotle's Poetics?  And if the 

Poetics is literature, why not his Metaphysics?78  In that Hirsch takes these problems to 

mean that we may not be able to define literature shows how entrenched relational 

definitions of literature have become in the philosophical discussion.  What Hirsch really 

shows in the inability to define literature relationally.79  If we can find a definition of 

literature that does not involve its relationship to ordinary language, we will be in a better 

position to have that definition take seriously the artistic significance of visual 

presentation as found in my above examples as well as works outside of the novel genre 

such as the concrete poem Silencio.80 

                                                 
77 E. D. Hirsch, Jr., “What Isn't Literature,” in What Is Literature? ed. Paul Hernadi (Bloomington: Indiana 

University Press, 1978), 24. 
78 Ibid., 27. 
79 Stanley Fish argues something similar when he claims that when we distinguish between literary and 

ordinary language we necessarily end up with an inadequate account of each.  See Stanley Fish, “How 

Ordinary Is Ordinary Language?,” New Literary History 5 (1973): 44. 
80 See Arrigo Lora-Totino, Spazio in Philosophy of Literature: Contemporary and Classic Readings 
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Concluding Remarks  

The definitions presented above are what I believe to be paradigm methods by 

which literature is defined and are not a completely exhaustive list.  However, I would 

like to note that, aside from Richard Shusterman and the aforementioned section from 

Munro, I have not come across a single writer in philosophy of literature who seriously 

deals with the artistic or aesthetic possibilities that visual presentation adds to certain 

works of literature.  With the exception of Richard Shusterman's “Aesthetic Blindness to 

Textual Visuality” which I will discuss in detail in Chapter Four, the closest anyone has 

come is to suggest that it might be possible for visual features to make an artistic 

contribution to a work of literature as Munro did in “400 Arts and Types of Art.”  

Compared to the amount of discussion of the artistic role of these features by those 

studying contemporary literature, this should give philosophy of literature pause.  If 

philosophy of literature continues to define literature by certain essential linguistic 

properties or if the philosophical institution cannot look past language alone as a way to 

define a work as literature, philosophy of literature will find itself increasingly unable to 

account for changes to what we refer to as a literary work.   

 As I will discuss in Chapter Five, the artistic utilization of visual features is only 

one of a host of possibly artistically significant additions to the text when one 

understands the text as an artifact.  As writers such as Gerard Genette and M.M. Bakhtin 

point out, the novel is an art form constantly pushing and testing the boundaries of both 

its own content and medium.  I argue that what philosophy of literature overlooks is that 
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the language of literature is not pure or unmediated language.  Rather, this language is 

always mediated by a certain sense modality.  When we read to ourselves, the language of 

the work is mediated by sight and therefore the visual properties become open to being 

utilized for artistic ends.  Aside from contributing to our artistic appreciation of these 

works, artistically significant visual features are important because they cause us to 

confront what is often overlooked: literature is always a language art that is mediated by 

a sense modality.  However, before returning to this topic, two criticisms must be 

addressed.  One could argue that the works discussed in Chapter One are either mixed 

media works rather than traditional literature or that they are somehow “fringe” literary 

works.  If either of these claims are successful, one could argue that our contemporary 

definitions of literature are not required to account for them.  In the next chapter I will 

argue that these works should not be considered mixed media works nor should they be 

considered fringe works in relation to the contemporary literary canon. 
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CHAPTER 3 

ARE THESE WORKS TRADITIONAL LITERATURE? 

 

  

Though I have shown the prevalence of artistically significant visual features in 

literature historically as well as the significant artistic contributions such features make in 

contemporary novels, it still may be the case that these works do not belong in our 

discussions of the definition of literature.  It could be that such works are either “fringe” 

works that philosophy of literature need not concern itself with or they are mixed media 

works that stand apart from traditional literature.  I argue that works such as my 

contemporary exemplars in Chapter One are neither fringe nor mixed media works.  

Finally, questions regarding ascribing authorship in such works will be addressed in that 

it might be unclear if a decision regarding visual presentation was that of the author or the 

publisher.  One might argue that if the publisher is seen as a coauthor, this could be a 

fundamental distinction between these works and traditionally formatted literature and 

therefore they should be excluded from our discussions in philosophy of literature.  In 

refuting these three claims, I conclude that there is no reason that the visual features in 

certain literary works minimize their importance for philosophy of literature.  

 I take the term “fringe” in this context to mean one of two things.  Either these 

works are fringe because they are not sufficiently common or because they are not 

sufficiently important.  My discussion in Chapter One of the history of visual features in 

literature speaks to these works being sufficiently common.  Here, I expand on this to 

show that contemporary examples of artistically significant visual features in literature 

extend beyond my exemplars.  This speaks to these works being common enough in 
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contemporary literature that they cannot be dismissed as fringe in this way.  When these 

works are discussed as fringe in that they are not sufficiently important, what we mean is 

that they are not sufficiently important in relation to the traditional literary canon.  

However, our definition of the literary canon is unclear.  Before examining the 

relationship between these types of works and the literary canon we must first decide 

what we mean by “canon.” Drawing from Wendell V. Harris' “Canonicity” and Alastair 

Fowler's “Genre and the Literary Canon,” I present several different types of literary 

canons.  Each will be examined to determine if contemporary novels with important 

visual features fall outside of each.  In some instances, these types of literary works will 

fall outside a specific type of canon.  However, these canons are defined in such a way 

that failure to be included in them by no means precludes a work from being considered 

traditional literature. 

 Only certain types of canons are going to be authoritative enough so that denying 

these works entrance into these canons would constitute the fringe label.  Of these, I take 

the critical canon to be the canon we are referring to if we claim that these works are not 

sufficiently important.  The critical canon is the collection of literary works typically 

dealt with in literary journals, academic studies, and critical reviews.  If it can be shown 

that works with important visual features fall outside of the critical canon, then they 

might be considered fringe in a way that allows philosophy of literature to marginalize 

their importance.  Harris separates the critical canon into two parts.  First is the central 

diachronic canon.  The diachronic canon is the relatively stable core works of the critical 

canon.  Works such as those of Shakespeare, Hemingway, Tolstoy, and Faulkner would 

qualify as works of the diachronic canon.  The second part of the critical canon is the 
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peripheral nonce canon.  Works enter and exit this canon with greater frequency than 

works in the diachronic canon.  The works of McCarthy or Palahniuk would qualify as 

currently belonging to the nonce canon.  I argue that there is enough focus on works with 

artistically significant visual features in literary journals and critical reviews to assume 

that such works would at least qualify for the nonce canon.  Since Harris does admit that, 

though rarely, works do move from the nonce to the diachronic canon, there is no reason 

to assume some of these works could not become part of the more stable diachronic 

critical canon.  Therefore, there is no basis for referring to these works as fringe due to 

their importance in the critical canon. 

 Having dismissed the fringe label for these works, I move on to the question of 

mixed media.  If it can be shown that using visual features artistically moves such works 

out of literature and into a separate mixed media art form, philosophy of literature might 

be the wrong venue to discuss these works.  The concept of mixed media relies on a 

Modernist conception of medium specificity such as that put forward by Clement 

Greenberg.  Traditional views of medium specificity in the arts claim that works should 

avoid reliance on any medium not deemed “essential” to the nature of a particular art 

form. Language, then, is the essential medium of literature.  If the works previously 

discussed rely on both literary and visual features, one might claim that they are, in fact, 

mixed media works that belong in an artistic category separate from literature.   

 In order to make the claim that these works belong in a category, such as mixed 

media, some properties of the works must be contra-standard properties with respect to 

the category “literature.”  The term contra-standard originates in Kendall Walton’s essay 

“Categories of Art” and is defined as those properties that count against a work belonging 
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to a certain category of artworks.  Walton distinguishes such properties from other artistic 

properties that are standard (count in favor of a work belonging to a certain category) and 

variable (count neither for nor against a work’s inclusion in a category) relative to the 

specific artistic category discussed.  In literature, language use would be a standard 

property that counts in favor of a work being considered literature.  One could argue that 

using visual features artistically might be a contra-standard property that counts against a 

work being considered literature.  Walton writes that contra-standard properties 

demonstrate a lack of standard properties, obscure standard and variable properties of a 

work, or “do violence” to their artistic category.  I show that works of literature with 

artistically significant visual features do not lack the standard properties of literature such 

as language, nor do they do violence to the category of literature.  I admit that there are 

some specific examples where the visual presence obscures the language in a work.  

However, this is certainly not true of all works of this type.   

 Walton writes that when contra-standard properties are present, one can either 

create a new category for such works (such as mixed media) or one can expand the 

definition of the original category in order to include these new works.  I do not believe 

that the presence of such features counts against a work being considered literature and 

there is little reason to assume that our discussion of such works is better suited to 

defining them separately from literature. 

 Finally, I look at the question of attributing authorship when the visual features of 

a work such as font and formatting play an artistic role in that work.  In traditional 

literature, it is often the editor or publisher who chooses the appearance of the font and 

formatting features such as section breaks and chapter headers.  In that these decisions 
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are typically those of the publisher, how do we attribute authorship when these features 

are used artistically?  Obviously, in some works, the prevalence or experimental style of 

the visual features makes it clear that these were the choices of the author rather than the 

publisher.  No devious publisher would have added the PowerPoint chapter to Egan's 

manuscript or the extensive formatting features in House of Leaves.  However, in other 

instances where the effects of the visual choices are more subtle, it is less clear (from a 

reader’s perspective) to whom the decision regarding these features should be attributed.  

For instances, the visual decisions regarding the font and chapter headers in McCarthy's 

Blood Meridian could have easily been made by a publisher rather than the author. If it 

can be shown that such decisions were those of a publisher, this would mean that the 

publisher may qualify as a co-author.  If the publisher was considered a coauthor, this 

could mean that these works are fundamentally different from traditional literature.  It is 

not that there are not instances of co-authorship in traditional literature.  However, these 

works would mark the first time a publisher was considered a coauthor. I argue that, in 

these instances, even if we assume these decisions are those of a publisher, the publisher 

would not qualify as a coauthor.   

 I begin by examining several different definitions of coauthorship and show how 

the publisher would not count as a coauthor under each theory.  Next I look at the 

possibility that we might know that a decision was made by a publisher rather than the 

author.  Expanding on the claims of Sherri Irvin, I argue that even if the author did not 

make a certain visual decision, if that decision appears in the finished work, it should be 

considered as if it were that of the author.  This is based on the concept of “artist 

sanction” wherein we can assume the artist at least sanctions such choices.  I end by 
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looking at what types of actions, under what circumstances, would qualify as a decision 

that would be considered sanctioned by artist and when such changes qualify as creating 

a new work of art.  Through all of this I will show that neither the fringe claim, nor the 

mixed media or publisher as co-author claims are sufficient to marginalize works with 

artistically significant visual features from our philosophic discussions of literature. 

 

Are These Works “Fringe” Literature? 

 A claim that literature employing artistically significant visual features such as 

font and formatting are fringe works implies one of two things (or possibly both at the 

same time). This claim implies that such works are either not sufficiently common or not 

sufficiently important.  If these works are not sufficiently common or important, the 

claim goes, philosophy of literature would not be remiss for not including them in 

philosophical discussions of literature.  I will address each of these claims.  First, I will 

address the claim that such works are not sufficiently common to require critical 

discussion. 

 My discussion in Chapter One of both historical and contemporary artistic use of 

visual features in literature speaks to the commonness of such works.  It is important to 

remember Higgins' claim in Pattern Poetry that it would be a much shorter list if one 

were to list the cultures and time periods where one finds no instances of artistic visual 

presentation.1  Aside from my examples in Chapter One, we find instances of pattern 

poetry and interesting visual features in prose across almost all cultures and time periods 

that had a written form of communication.  Such features are not a fad particular to any 

                                                 
1 Dick Higgins, Pattern Poetry: Guide to an Unknown Literature, 168. 
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one culture or time period.  We find visual features used artistically in both Eastern and 

Western cultures from the ancient Greeks through Concrete Poetry up to my present day 

exemplars.  I would direct your attention to Appendix Two where I list contemporary 

works that artistically employ some type of visual feature(s) along with a brief 

description of the type of feature employed.  Though most of these works could be 

considered postmodern, there are also examples of the use of such features in genre work 

such as detective and science fiction novels. 

 Outside of some particular poets such as Apollinaire and the work of the Concrete 

Poets, there does appear to be a large gap between historical pattern poetry and the 

contemporary novels.  However, I believe this can be explained in a way that does not 

threaten my claim that these works are sufficiently common.  In her essay, 

“Intermediation: The Pursuit of a Vision,” Katherine Hayles points out that there is a 

period of experimentation in literature with the advent of new techniques of printing and 

duplication.2  The epistolary novel emerges around the time that the first commercial 

printing presses were coming into popular use.  We find another large gap in the use of 

visual features until the early to mid-twentieth century.  Though the process had been 

invented almost one hundred years prior, offset printing began to gain popularity around 

this time which corresponds to the experimental printing techniques of art movements 

such as Dada and De Stijl.  By the 1950s, when the movement of Concrete Poetry began, 

offset printing was the most popular commercial printing technique in the world.  We see 

the types of visual experimentation of the present day corresponding with the advent of 

computerized printing technologies.  Hayles argues that these types of visual features are 

                                                 
2 Katherine Hayles, “Intermediation: In Pursuit of a Vision,” New Literary History 38 (2007): 99-125. 



 

93 

 

predicated on a shift from typing novels on a typewriter and manually typesetting them to 

having the creation and duplication processes digitized.  Obviously, visual features such 

as those of House of Leaves and Filth would be much harder, if not impossible, if one 

were still using manual typing and duplication methods. 

 If these works cannot be criticized as fringe in this way, they may still fall under 

the fringe category if they can be shown to be not sufficiently important so that 

philosophy of literature need not account for them.  But, not sufficiently important with 

regards to what? The claim of fringe in this instance implies the existence of a literary 

canon of which these works fall outside.  However, there is not only one literary canon 

and it is clear that these works would not fall outside of every type of literary canon. 

Also, falling outside one specific canon would not necessarily imply that such works are 

fringe works in comparison to traditional literature.  In two essays regarding the 

definition of literary canons, Alastair Fowler and Wendell V. Harris describe several 

different types of literary canons.  They are the potential canon, the accessible canon, the 

selective canon, the pedagogical canon, the official canon, the personal canon, and the 

critical canon.  As I said, works with artistically significant visual features will not fall 

outside every one of these canons.  At the same time, falling outside of some of these 

canons is not specific to these types of works.  Based on the definition of each canon, 

some traditional and respected literary works may fall outside a specific canon.  I will 

quickly outline each type of canon and discuss the relationship of these works to each 

ending with the critical canon.  If the fringe label applies to these works as not being 

sufficiently important, I believe it is in falling outside of the critical canon that would 

require this label.  However, I argue that there is no evidence that these works fall outside 
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of the critical canon.  Furthermore, these works seem to fit within the critical canon based 

on its definition given by Fowler and Harris. 

 Fowler describes the potential canon as all surviving works of printed and oral 

literature.3  However, he also points out that most of the potential canon remains 

inaccessible in that they may be extremely rare (possibly only one copy in some 

instances), they may be geographically inaccessible, they may be locked up in private 

collections such as the Vatican Library, or they may be unable to be found.  Thus, the 

accessible canon is the part of the potential canon that is available at any given time.  

Given that the works discussed above are in print and readily accessible, they clearly fall 

within both the potential and accessible canon.  Fowler defines the selective canon as 

those works that appear in anthologies, on syllabi, and are taught in general literary 

classes.  Related to this is the pedagogical canon comprising those works that are 

typically taught in high school and introductory literature classes.4  While works with 

artistically significant visual features probably fall outside most selective and pedagogical 

canons, this is not enough to label such works as fringe.  Many works that we consider 

traditional literature would fall outside some selective and pedagogical canons.  The 

works of Dickens would fall outside a selective canon concerned with postmodern 

literature and Pynchon's Gravity's Rainbow (1973) would clearly not be included in any 

pedagogical canon.  This does not imply that the works of Dickens or Pynchon are fringe.  

Harris describes the official canon as a blend of the accessible and selective canon.5  The 

official canon is an institutional canon comprising those works that are discussed in upper 

                                                 
3 Alastair Fowler, “Genre and the Literary Canon,” New Literary History 11 (1979): 98. 
4 Ibid., 99. 
5 Wendell V. Harris, “Canonicity,” PMLA 106 (1991): 113. 
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level and graduate literature classes as well as those addressed in popular literary reviews 

like The New York Times' Review of Books.6  While these works may not be taught in 

most upper level literature classes, I will show that they have been discussed and praised 

in popular literary reviews.  Furthermore, these works are praised in these reviews 

specifically for the inventiveness of their visual features. 

 As I said, if exclusion from any of these canons would constitute the fringe label 

it would be the critical canon.  If one could show that the majority of works with 

artistically significant visual features fall outside of the critical canon, this would provide 

strong evidence that it is acceptable for philosophy of literature to overlook such works.  

Harris describes the critical canon as “those works or parts of works that are repeatedly 

treated in articles and books” as well as those discussed in literary journals and those that 

have garnered respectable literary awards.7  Harris divides the critical canon into two 

subgroups.  These are the diachronic canon and the nonce canon.  The diachronic canon 

is describes as the stable “glacially changing core” of the critical canon.  The diachronic 

canon is comprised of the “heavy hitters” of the literary arts.  This would include the 

works of Dickens, Shakespeare, Austen, Fitzgerald, etc.  It is described as glacially 

changing in that it is very rare for works to enter or exit the diachronic canon.  It would 

take a significant amount of time and critical focus for a work to enter the diachronic 

canon.  Likewise, it would take a considerable amount of time removed from any critical 

discussion for a work or writer to be removed from this canon.  Peripheral to the 

diachronic canon is the nonce canon.  Works move in and out of the nonce canon at a 

                                                 
6 There is also the personal canon of the works a certain person finds important.  However, this canon is far 

too subjective to make any claim to the fringe status of any literary work and will not be discussed. 
7 Ibid., 112. 
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much faster rate than the diachronic canon.  Works in the nonce canon are discussed in 

the critical literature for a period of time and then may be forgotten or purposely removed 

from the critical discussion.  Here we might find the works of David Foster Wallace, 

Thomas Pynchon, or Joyce Carroll Oates.  Harris points out that works in the nonce 

canon are not barred from entering the diachronic canon but it happens very rarely and 

takes a considerable amount of critical discussion.  A work such as Toni Morrison's 

Beloved (1987) might count as a work that has successfully moved from the nonce to the 

diachronic canon. 

 Harris describes the entrance into the critical canon as less of an authoritative 

stamp of approval and more as a work's introduction into a critical discussion.8 While the 

works discussed earlier may not count as members of the diachronic canon, I believe they 

should be included in the nonce canon and, therefore, they cannot be considered fringe.  I 

have used several critical essays regarding each of my exemplars in Chapter One but 

there are certainly other essays found in literary journals that address these works and 

others.  In fact, House of Leaves alone has garnered critical essays in respected journals 

such as Comparative Literature, American Literature, Word and Image, New Literary 

History, and Contemporary Literature.9  The Raw Shark Texts has also been discussed in 

journals such as Contemporary Literature and Comparative Literature.10  The literary 

journal BOMB has conducted interviews with both Jennifer Egan and Salvador 

                                                 
8 Ibid., 115. 
9 See Comparative Literature 57 (2005) American Literature 74 (2002), Word and Image 22 (2006), New 

Literary History 38 (2007), and Contemporary Literature 45 (2004). 
10 See Julia Panko, “Memory Pressed Flat into Text: The Importance of Print in Steven Hall's The Raw 

Shark Texts, “ Contemporary Literature 52 (2011): 264-297 and Kiene Brillenburg Wurth, 

“Posthumanities and Post -Textualities: Reading The Raw Shark Texts and Women's World,” 

Comparative Literature 63 (2011): 119-141. 
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Plascencia regarding their works and the visual presentation of each.11  In fact, there have 

been many critical examinations regarding the artistic importance of such features and the 

works in which they are employed.  Gerard Genette and Mary McLean have been given 

their own special issue of New Literary History in order to present essays discussing the 

importance of visual and other paratextual features in literature.12  Whole books such as 

Genette's Paratexts: Thresholds of Interpretation, White’s Reading the Graphic Surface, 

and Hayles' Writing Machines have been devoted to showing the artistic importance of 

such features.13  There are obviously other books, essays, and reviews discussing these 

and other works.  However, I believe this is sufficient to say that works with artistically 

significant visual features do constitute part of the nonce canon.  Are they, or do they 

have the possibility of being, included in the diachronic canon?  In most instances it is 

too early to tell.  Remember, inclusion in this canon is an extremely slow process.  

However, if the critical discussion is sustained over time, I see no reason why a work like 

Blood Meridian or Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close could not eventually be included 

in the diachronic canon. 

 Literary reviews discussing the artistic importance of visual features in literature 

and the literary awards such works have been nominated for and won also speak to the 

inclusion of such works in the nonce canon.  We find reviews of works such as House of 

Leaves, A Visit from the Goon Squad, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, and The 

People of Paper in places such as the The New York Times and The Guardian's review of 

                                                 
11 Max Benavidez and Salvador Plascencia, “Salvador Plascencia,” BOMB 98 (2007): 22-28 and Heidi 

Julavitz and Jennifer Egan, “Jennifer Egan,” BOMB 112 (2010): 82-87. 
12 See New Literary History 21 (1991). 
13 Katherine Hayles, Writing Machines (Cambridge: MIT Press, 2002) and Genette, Paratexts: Thresholds 

of Interpretation. 
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books that praise these works and praise them specifically for their visual content.14  Also, 

works with artistically significant visual features have been nominated and received 

literary awards that we typically see given to more “traditional” novels.  Danielewski's 

House of Leaves received the New York Public Library's Young Lion Award in 2001 and 

his Only Revolutions was a National Book Award finalist in 2006.  Egan's A Visit from the 

Goon Squad received the National Book Critic's Circle Award in 2010 and the Pulitzer 

Prize in fiction the following year.  These awards, coupled with attention payed to such 

works in literary journals and reviews, speaks to their inclusion in the nonce canon.  If 

these works are part of the critical discussion in contemporary literature, there is no 

reason they should be considered fringe by virtue of not being sufficiently important. 

 It is only in how philosophy of literature chooses to frame its own selective canon 

that these works could be considered fringe.  As we have seen, literary studies have no 

problem including works with artistically significant visual features within the nonce 

critical canon.  It is only philosophy of literature that has chosen to omit them from its 

own critical discussion.  Philosophy of literature needs to recognize the importance of 

such works in the critical discussion not only in order to stay relevant as such works gain 

popularity but also because, as I will show in Chapter Five, such works speak to the 

mediated nature of literature that philosophy of literature often overlooks.  However, the 

question remains as to why philosophy of literature has been unwilling to discuss such 

works as literature.  In order to defend their relevance to philosophy of literature another 

                                                 
14 See Robert Kelly, “Home Sweet Hole,” The New York Times, March 26th, 2000, Sarah Churchwell, “A 

Visit from the Goon Squad by Jennifer Egan- Review,” The Guardian, March 12th, 2011, Walter Kirn, 

“Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close: Everything is Included,” The New York Times, April 3rd, 2005, 

and Steven Poole, “The War on Saturn: Review of The People of Paper,” The Guardian, November 

17th, 2006. 
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criticism must be addressed: that works that employ artistically significant visual features 

are, in fact, mixed media works. 

 

Are These Works Mixed Media? 

 Philosophy of literature may not need to account for works with artistically 

significant visual features if these works can be shown to be mixed media works that are 

fundamentally different from more traditional literature.  Claims of works being mixed 

media are predicated on some type of medium specificity related to the works of Clement 

Greenberg on the subject.  Greenberg writes that a work of art should “avoid dependence 

upon any order of experience not given in the most essential construed nature of its 

medium.”15  Some might object that in the works previously discussed, no medium is 

actually being mixed.  The physical properties that exist in every inscribed work such as 

font, font color, and formatting are simply used in artistically creative ways.  Even so, it 

would seem, intuitively, that works with artistically significant visual features do depend 

on an “order of experience not given in the most essential nature of its medium” in that 

they exploit the visual features of the work.  Noël Carroll summarizes this view and the 

problem this presents for these literary works saying, “each art form should pursue those 

effects that, in virtue of its medium alone- i.e. of all the arts- can achieve.”16  For works of 

literature, this would seem to be the linguistic medium.  Using language, words and 

sentences, is literature's medium of artistic expression.  Just as the medium of painting is 

paint and the medium of instrumental music is sound, the medium of literature seems to 

be language.    

                                                 
15 Clement Greenberg, “The New Sculpture,” Art and Culture (Boston: Beacon, 1961): 139. 
16 Noël Carroll, “The Specificity of Medium in the Arts,” Journal of Aesthetic Education 19 (1985): 6. 
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 In “The Specificity of Medium in the Arts,” Carroll argues that speaking of the 

medium of literature in this way is problematic when compared to similar discussions in 

other art forms.  When we speak of the medium of painting or sculpture, we speak of its 

physical medium.  Paint and canvas for painting and some type of manipulated three-

dimensional medium for sculpture.  If we were to be consistent when speaking of the 

medium of printed literature, Carroll suggests that we might speak of the materials of 

inscription used such as ink and paper.17  However, this is unconvincing.  When we talk 

about the medium of literature, we typically speak of language as that medium.  So, 

works that utilize artistic visual features might be considered mixed media works. 

 The question of whether or not these works are specifically mixed media works 

might be misleading.  I am less concerned with the question of if these works are better 

suited to the specific category of mixed media works and more concerned with the 

question of if, by virtue of their visual features, they belong in a different category than 

traditional literature more generally.  I am relatively unconcerned with the name of that 

different category.  It could be mixed media, or “visual literature,” or even “experimental 

literature.”  The more general question is if a separate category is needed in order to 

properly understand these works and their place in our taxonomy of the arts.  If one 

would want to argue that they are fundamentally different from literature in a way that 

warrants a new category separate from literature, one would have to defend the position 

that artistically significant visual features are contra-standard properties in literature and, 

therefore, works that utilize these features should not be considered literature. 

 In his seminal essay, “Categories of Art,” Kendall Walton divides the all the 

                                                 
17 Ibid., 7-8. 
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aesthetic properties of works of art into standard, variable, and contra-standard properties.  

Our judgments based on what properties are standard, variable, or contra-standard will 

both affect which artistic category in which we place a certain work and will also be 

affected by the category of which we believe a work to be a member.  In other words, the 

properties that we see as standard tell us to which category a work belongs.  Also, the 

category that we see a work belonging to affects what properties we see as standard.  

Standard properties are defined by Walton as those properties that count in favor of a 

work belonging to a certain category.  Being composed of paint and being relatively two-

dimensional are standard properties of paintings.  Possessing these properties counts in 

favor of a work belonging to the category of painting.18  Walton defines variable 

properties as those properties that have “nothing to do with works’ belonging to [a] 

category; the possession or lack of the feature is irrelevant to whether a work qualifies for 

[that] category.”19  The specific brushwork of a painting or the image represented (if any) 

are variable properties in relation to the category of painting.  That one painting uses one 

type of brushwork or represents a certain image in a certain way is irrelevant to that work 

being considered a member of the category of paintings.  Contra-standard properties are 

those properties that, if present in a work, count against it belonging to a certain category.  

In painting, Walton describes a protruding three-dimensional object as being a contra-

standard property that counts against that work belonging to the category of painting.20  In 

literature, the traditional view would be that the use of language is a standard property of 

the category of literature. The use of language counts in favor of a work belonging to the 

                                                 
18 Kendall Walton, “Categories of Art,” The Philosophical Review 79 (1970): 339. 
19 Ibid. 
20 Ibid. 
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category of literature.  The specific words and sentences used would be a variable 

property with respect to the category of literature. It does not matter if Cormac McCarthy 

writes about the American West and Philip K. Dick writes about a dystopian future, the 

content of their works is a variable property and both are considered writers of literature.  

The claim I am concerned with here is that visual, artistic features are contra-standard 

properties of literature that count against a work’s inclusion in the category and, thus, 

necessitates the creation of a new category such as mixed media for such works. 

 I will go into more depth regarding standard and variable properties in Chapter 

Five.  Here I am specifically concerned with contra-standard properties and if artistically 

significant visual features are contra-standard with regards to the category of literature.  

Unfortunately, Walton spends less time defining the criteria of contra-standard properties 

than he does with standard and variable properties.  Walton first describes contra-standard 

properties as a “lack of a standard feature.”21  I doubt that one would consider visual 

properties contra-standard for this reason.  They do not cause a work to lack the standard 

properties of literature such as language.  I don’t believe anyone would defend a non-

linguistic picture book as a work of literature in any meaningful way.  One might argue 

that a standard property of literature is a neutral, unobtrusive presentation with regards to 

font and formatting and, therefore, the artistic presence of these properties would cause a 

work to lack this standard property.  However, I have not heard anyone make this claim 

and the claim itself seems prima facie question begging.  If we claim that neutral 

presentation is standard, we are assuming artistic presentation is contra-standard in order 

to show that it is, in fact, contra-standard. 

                                                 
21 Ibid. 
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 Walton writes that contra-standard properties tend to distract and cause a viewer 

to overlook the other properties of a work.  Returning to his example of a painting, he 

points out that, while the presence of a three-dimensional object might not literally 

obscure the work, we tend to overlook the other properties of the work because we are 

drawn to, and distracted by, the inserted object.22  Do artistically significant visual 

features obscure the language of the work in this way? Some do so quite literally.  As I 

stated, Welsh often uses the bowel shaped intrusions in Filth to interrupt our reading of 

the text and deny us access to the narrative at certain points.23  Less literally, the extensive 

use of footnotes and lists in House of Leaves may tend to distract us from the content of 

Danielewski’s novel.  However, in other works the artistic use of visual features can, in 

fact, illuminate the language of the work.  The use of colored font in House of Leaves or 

The Neverending Story draws one’s focus to certain words or allows us to see them in a 

new light or with new meaning.  In a similar manner, the period font in Blood Meridian 

reinforces the historical accounting of McCarthy’s language.  While some visual features 

in specific works obscure other properties of a work, I don’t believe that one could make 

the statement that, as a whole, works the employ artistically significant visual features 

obscure the standard and variable properties of a literary work such as the language of 

that work. 

 Walton also writes that contra-standard properties “do violence to their category” 

and are “misfits” within that category.24  It is not clear what he means by “violence” here.  

One might argue that the works of the concrete poets might constitute doing violence to 

                                                 
22 Ibid., 352. 
23 See also the redacted words and passages in Chuck Palahniuk, Pygmy (New York: Doubleday, 2009). 
24 Walton, “Categories of Art,” 354. 
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their category in their attempts to break down and reform our traditional meanings 

associated with different words.  I don’t believe Walton means that these properties do 

violence to the works in which they are employed as this seems to be simply another way 

of discussing the obscuring or omitting standard and variable properties.  I believe what 

he means here is that works that utilize contra-standard properties immediately strikes us 

as outsiders if it is claimed that such works belong to a category in which such properties 

are contra-standard.  If, to continue to use Walton’s example, a work that uses three-

dimensional objects is referred to as a painting, it immediately strikes us that this 

categorization is wrong, that this work does not belong to this category.  I don’t think 

literary works that contain artistically visual features present this type of problem with 

respect to their category.  As I discussed in my history of the practice in Chapter One, 

these types of presentations have been going on since at least the Bucolic poets of 

Ancient Greece.  These types of works have become more popular in the 20th and 21st 

Centuries but the discussions of them in literary criticism and literary theory at least 

suggests that these works do not immediately strike us as being different types of works 

or that they are “misfits” within the category of literature. 

 These are the features Walton gives to contra-standard properties.  I do not believe 

that artistically significant visual features cause us to overlook or distract us from the 

standard and variable properties of literature such as language.  Nor do they immediately 

strike us as “misfits” within their category.  At best, one might claim that the standard or 

variable properties of literature are obscured in some, but not all, instances of works with 

artistically significant visual features.  If these are the reasons that a property of a work 

counts against that work belonging to the category of literature, it is not clear that 
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artistically significant visual features are contra-standard so that works that include these 

features are not literature. 

 If we find contra-standard properties in works within a certain category, Walton 

provides two options regarding how to proceed.  First, we could expand our definition of 

a certain category to include works that present these properties.  In these cases, such 

contra-standard properties would then be considered variable.  Walton points to the 

inclusion of the monochromatic works of Yves Klein in the category of painting as an 

example of a category expanding to include new types of works.25  At one time, the lack 

of variation within a painted work or the lack of any expressive qualities were considered 

contra-standard properties of paintings.  Later, the category was expanded to include 

monochromatic works such as those of Klein.  The other option is to admit that the 

contra-standard properties bar such works from inclusion within a certain category.  In 

these cases, a new category is created for these “misfit” works.  Walton writes that this is 

what happens when three-dimensional properties are added to paintings.  Instead of 

expanding the category to include them, we create a new category for such works and call 

it collage.26 

These are our options, according to Walton, if these visually artistic literary works 

are contra-standard to the category of literature.  It should be clear at this point that, were 

these visual features deemed contra-standard, I am in favor of expanding the category of 

literature to allow for their inclusion.  In Chapter Five, I discuss in detail how our 

definitions of literature might be expanded to include such works.  Here I present my 

                                                 
25 Ibid., 353. 
26 Ibid.  I am not happy with Walton’s terminology here.  Though it is a small point, I don’t think this is 

how we define collage.  It does not affect my claims here but it should be acknowledged that the use of 

the term “collage” was Walton’s and not my own. 



 

106 

 

reasons why I believe this is preferable to the alternative of creating a new category for 

such works.  First, and most importantly, such works do not significantly threaten which 

works we consider literature.  By admitting these works fall within the category of 

literature by no means necessitates removing traditional and canonical works from the 

category.  Secondly, these features have not been shown to definitively be contra-

standard, only that they might be. If one were inclined to create a new category for these 

works, one would have to show that they are contra-standard while in expanding the 

category to include them we can simply say that they might be contra-standard.  Finally, 

expanding our category to include them keeps philosophy of literature consistent with the 

discussion of these works in contemporary literary studies.  In literary criticism and 

literary journals, we don’t find a distinction between these works and more traditionally 

presented literature. 

I don’t believe a new category should be created for such works.  First, as I said, it 

would need to be shown that such features are contra-standard rather than merely 

suggesting they might be.  Categories, as defined by Walton, are not objective.  They 

have historically been revised or expanded based on what those familiar with the artistic 

tradition of the category believe that they include.  In the absence of any definitive 

verdict on their contra-standard status, I don’t see any strong reason to remove these 

works from the category of literature aside from preserving the distinction between the 

performative and non-performative arts as described by Nelson Goodman.  It seems clear 

that these works are not performative as the visual presence of the work is artistically 

important.   That being said, I don’t think that merely preserving Goodman’s distinction 

is a sufficient reason for creating a new category for such works.  I will discuss the 
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impact of these works on Goodman’s theory in Chapter Five where I also show why 

these features should be considered variable properties with respect to the category of 

literature.   Because we cannot definitely show that such features are contra-standard to 

the category of literature, I do not think our discussions of these works are best served by 

designating them mixed media or “visual literature” or any other category that would set 

them apart from the category of literature. 

 

Attributing Authorship of Artistically Significant Visual Features 

 One problem that arises when paratextual elements such as font and formatting 

are artistically employed in works of printed literature is the question of how one ascribes 

authorship of these features.  Ascribing authorship becomes problematic because, in 

traditionally formatted literature, it is often the publisher who makes font and formatting 

decisions.  How, then, can we say with certainty that the author is the sole creator of the 

work in question if there are artistically significant features of font and formatting?  

Sometimes it is clear that a font or formatting decision was that of the author herself.  In 

other instances, when the effect of the visual feature is more subtle, it is not clear whether 

the decision to include artistic font or formatting was that of the author or the publisher.  

It is these instances in which attributing authorship is unclear that may be problematic to 

my claim that works with artistically significant visual features should not be seen as 

fundamentally different from traditional works of literature.  If I cannot show that the 

author is the sole author of the work, this could mean that publishers have a claim of co-

authorship.  Why would having a publisher as a co-author be problematic?  Many 

traditional works of literature as co-authored having been written by more than one 
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author.  However, none would consider a publisher or a publishing house to be a co-

author.  Some might be tempted to claim that the artistic use of visual features allows for 

publishers to be considered co-authors and this means that such works are fundamentally 

different from traditional literature.  I argue that two interrelated concepts speak to the 

author being the sole creator of the work even in cases when a decision regarding a text’s 

visual features is made by a publisher.  These are responsibility for the work and the 

concept of artist sanction.  In that the author has sole responsibility for the success or 

failure of the work, we can assume the author is the sole author.  Furthermore, even if a 

decision to artistically utilize font or formatting is made by a publisher, the author, as the 

one with sole responsibility for the work, can sanction such decisions making those 

decisions ultimately her own. 

 As I said, sometimes it is clear that a font or formatting decision was that of the 

author alone.  We could safely say we know a decision was that of the author in two 

ways.  First, we may know for certain that this is the case due to some information that 

we have regarding the creation of the work.  We know, for instance, that Walt Whitman 

chose the font and formatting of the 3rd edition of Leaves of Grass due to his history of 

collaboration with the Boston Type Foundry on the printing of this edition.  We may also 

have direct access to the author's own words on the visual choices in her work.  We know 

it was Jennifer Egan's decision to present a chapter of A Visit from the Goon Squad as a 

PowerPoint presentation because she speaks of it in her interview with BOMB.  

Danielewski and Placentia make similar claims regarding their decisions to utilize the 

visual features of their works artistically as well.   

 In other instances, we may not know for certain that a visual feature was chosen 
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by the author but we can infer that this is the case based on the feature itself.  Simply put, 

the extensiveness of a non-traditional visual feature or its unconventional nature make it 

highly unlikely that the decision to use font or formatting in this way was made by a 

publisher.  For instance, I have no access to any interviews wherein Irvin Welsh discusses 

the bowel shaped formatting in Filth.  However, the unconventional nature of the 

formatting itself allows me to infer that this was a decision by Welsh and not his 

publisher.  In much the same way, even if we did not know from interviews that 

Danielewski chose the formatting in House of Leaves, we can certainly infer that it was 

not the decision of his publisher to print his works upside-down and backwards.  

However, in other instances of more subtle effects of font and formatting, one cannot 

infer the source of the decision in this way.  The font of Blood Meridian could have been 

a decision of either McCarthy or his publisher.  In Kazuo Ishiguro's Never Let Me Go 

small icons of children's drawings are used as section breaks and relate back to the focus 

on the arts at the boardinghouse that is the location of most of the novel.  Again, these 

section breaks are a subtle use of the visual that cannot be readily attributed to Ishiguro.  

It is these ambiguous examples that I will focus on to see if the publisher could count as a 

co-author.  Though several definitions of co-authorship seem to allow for publishers to 

count as co-authors, I argue that the concept of artistic responsibility shows that even 

these cases should be considered single authored works. 

 The question is why would this be important?  Could the possibility of a publisher 

as co-author undermine my claim that these works should not be considered 

fundamentally different from traditional literature?  After all, many literary works are co-

authored.  The collaborations between Stephen King and Peter Straub come to mind.  
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However, if the publisher were seen as co-author in these works, this may put them in a 

separate category that, again, philosophy of literature need not address.  Aside from these 

works with artistically significant visual features, there has never been, to my knowledge, 

a work where a publisher or a publishing house could be considered a co-author.  This 

may point to a fundamental difference between these works and other traditional works of 

literature.  Thus, if I cannot show that the publisher, in instances where the source of a 

visual decision is unclear, is not a co-author, this may undermine my claim that these 

works should be part of the literary canon that philosophy of literature must take into 

account. 

 In order to examine several definitions of co-authorship with the goal of refuting 

the claim of publisher as co-author, I will make one assumption regarding the font choice 

in Blood Meridian in order to use it as my test case.  Here I will assume that we know 

that it was McCarthy's publisher that chose the anachronistic font and not McCarthy 

himself.  I obviously have no knowledge of this.  However, I believe that this type of 

knowledge might be possible in some instances such as if McCarthy had given an 

interview and admitted as much.  What are we to do with the stronger claim to co-

authorship in cases where we might know for certain that a font or format decision was 

that of the publisher?  Even in these cases, I believe there are strong reasons for against 

considering a publisher a co-author.  I examine three different definitions of co-

authorship.  What separates publishers from other co-authors like King and Straub is the 

concept of responsibility.  Simply put, if the publisher is not seen as responsible for the 

finished work, then the publisher cannot be seen as a co-author. 

 Paisley Livingston defines co-authorship as “an uncoerced, cooperative activity 
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between individuals with the intention of achieving a certain task.”27  It would certainly 

seem that the publisher of Blood Meridian would count as a co-author under this 

definition.  Certainly, if McCarthy's publisher collaborated with him to use font for 

artistic ends, the publisher would have a shared intention with McCarthy to achieve a 

certain task.  However, this definition of co-authorship seems overly broad.  If I were 

writing a novel and got stuck at a certain part, I might send what I have to a novelist 

friend to read over.  If said friend helped, would he or she count as a co-author?  My 

friend certainly participated in an uncoerced, cooperative activity with me with the 

intention of achieving a certain task.  What if, after completing my novel, I send it off to 

my editor to read over and make suggestions and proofreading changes.  Would my editor 

count as a co-author as well for participating in this uncoerced, cooperative activity?  It 

would seem that, in the case of literary works, simple cooperative participation in a 

shared activity is far too broad.  Under this definition, the front cover might possibly be 

covered from top to bottom with co-authors! 

 Sondra Bacharach and Deborah Tollefsen address this and limit those agents who 

count as co-authors to participants in an “artistic group.”  Defining agents as such 

requires joint commitment to do something as a group.28  Here we can start eliminating 

possible co-authors that were problematic for Livingston's definition.  My novelist friend 

would not count as a co-author both because the two of us would not constitute an artistic 

group and because he or she has no commitment with me to do something as a group.  He 

or she is merely helping me with my individual task of completing my novel.  Also, I do 

                                                 
27 Paisley Livingston, Art and Intention: A Philosophical Study (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 

83-84. 
28 Sondra Bacharach and Deborah Tollfsen, “We Did It: From Mere Contributors to Coauthors,” Journal of 

Aesthetics and Art Criticism 68 (2010): 26. 
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not believe that anyone would claim that the relationship between an author and her 

editor constitutes an artistic group.  However, as I have been arguing that visual decisions 

can be artistic decisions, the relationship between McCarthy and his publisher may 

constitute an artistic group with some type of joint commitment to the novel and its visual 

features.  In fact, Bacharach and Tollfsen define this artistic group as a group “interacting 

on a regular basis about the aesthetic properties of the work.”29  However, there is a 

further requirement that is needed to constitute an artistic group.  Each member of said 

group has some shared responsibility for the finished product.  It is not clear if the 

publisher shares any responsibility with the author for such visual decisions.  In other 

words, if the font of Blood Meridian were criticized by literary critics, it is not clear that 

McCarthy could simply deflect this criticism to his publisher.  I will return to this concept 

of responsibility and why this responsibility is not shared shortly. 

 Darren Hudson Hick focuses on how central each agent's contribution is to the 

work as a whole when defining co-authorship.  Hick argues that if one person's 

contribution cannot be removed from the work while preserving said work, then that 

person should be considered a co-author.30  He looks at co-authored works like the works 

of King and Straub and contrasts this with his own contribution to an aesthetics 

encyclopedia wherein he authored one entry.  In the former, the specific contributions of 

either King or Straub can be difficult to identify and certainly cannot be separated from 

the work as a whole.  However, in the aesthetics encyclopedia, Hick's specific 

contribution consists of a discrete unit that can easily be identified.  Furthermore, Hick 

                                                 
29 Ibid. 
30 Darren Hudson Hick, “Authorship, Co-Authorship, and Multiple Authorship,” Journal of Aesthetics and 

Art Criticism 72 (2014): 150-153. 
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states that his own contribution can also be easily removed from the encyclopedia and 

replaced with someone else's without threatening the existence of the work as a whole.  

There is little detriment to eliminating his contribution.31  Also, because his contribution 

to the encyclopedia is a discrete unit, he bears no responsibility for the contributions of 

others or for the work as a whole.  Contrast this to the obvious shared responsibility of 

both King and Straub if critics panned The Talisman (1984).  Under Hick's definition, 

there are two criteria that need to be fulfilled if a publisher were to be considered a co-

author.  First, the contributions of the publisher cannot be removed from the work without 

becoming detrimental to the work as a whole.  While one can argue that Blood Meridian 

can still be read and appreciated in a more contemporary font, it is clear that something of 

the original would be lost in such an edition so that eliminating the publisher's 

contribution becomes detrimental to the work as a whole.  In other works, such as A Visit 

from the Goon Squad, the visual features play a more central role and the work cannot 

survive their removal.32 Secondly, if the publisher were to be considered a co-author, the 

publisher would have to take shared responsibility for the finished product.  As I said, it is 

this requirement of shared responsibility that precludes publishers from being considered 

co-authors in works of literature with artistically significant visual features. 

 In Chapter One we saw that not all artistically significant visual features are going 

to be successful.  The visual features in The Raw Shark Texts and The Demolished Man 

seem to miss the mark in some way.  So, if we imagine that the decisions with regard to 

these features were made by a publisher instead of the author, it doesn't seem like either 

                                                 
31 Ibid, 153. 
32 I will return to why I do not think any of these features can be removed while having the work survive in 

the next chapter. 
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Hall or Bester could escape criticism by saying something like “well, my publisher did 

that so don't blame me.”  In these instances, it is the author that has sole responsibility for 

the finished novel as it is in traditionally formatted novels.33  Why would this be the case 

even if we know the font or formatting choice was made by a publisher?  In “Problems 

and Accomplishments in the Editing of the Novel,” G. Thomas Tanselle provides us with 

an answer.  He writes that it is the job of the editor or publisher to construct “a single text 

which represents, as closely as available evidence will allow, what the author wishes his 

text to be.”34  Under this conception of the duties of the editor or publisher it would see 

that interactions between author and publisher are less of a collaborative venture and 

more of a relationship wherein the publisher works in service of the author in order to 

achieve the author's vision of the completed work. 

 Let us return to the hypothetical Blood Meridian example where we know that it 

was McCarthy's publisher who made the font decision.  What if McCarthy thought the 

novel and its violence come off as too preachy and is looking for some way to convey a 

historical account of this violence without any moralizing?  Then the publisher comes in 

and brings up the idea of using a font that would have been common in the time period in 

which the novel is set.  McCarthy ponders this, considers it a good way to solve his 

problem, and agrees.  It is this agreement on the part of McCarthy that allows him to be 

the one with sole responsibility for the finished novel.  In the McCarthy sanctions his 

publisher to make this decision, it becomes his decision to which he bears the 

responsibility.  The relationship between the author and the publisher seems similar to 

                                                 
33 This, of course, only applies to living authors.  I discuss conditions under which the author may not be 

responsible below. 
34 G. Thomas Tanselle, “Problems and Accomplishments in the Editing of the Novel,” Studies in the Novel 

7 (1975): 331. 
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that of an artist who works in etchings and a master printmaker.  Here the master 

printmaker works in service to the artist to achieve her vision.  The master printmaker 

may contribute some idea to pursue this vision and suggest it to the artist.  However, the 

artist sanctions that decision and therefore the artist is responsible for the end results.  It 

is this conception of artist sanction that allows us to say that the author has sole 

responsibility for the finished novel and the publisher would not count as a co-author 

even if we were certain that a font or formatting decision was made by the publisher. 

 How does one know if an author gave her sanction to some visual feature of her 

literary work?  Sherri Irvin, in focusing on installation works in her essay “The Artist's 

Sanction in Contemporary Art,” gives a simple answer.  She writes that “when an artist 

puts forward an object with certain features, he or she is sanctioning the set of artwork 

features that, given the context and the conventions connecting the object and the 

artwork, the suitably informed audience will take the artwork to have.”35  Gregory Currie 

correctly points out that, at a minimum, we can assume that any text based work was 

created intentionally to communicate some meaning from the author to the reader.36  I 

have shown in Chapter One that artistically significant visual features in novels can 

communicate certain topics or concepts when read to oneself.  We can therefore assume 

that these visual choices were the intentional decisions of the author alone.  Even if the 

author him or herself did not make the decision, if it is in the finished work we can 

assume that the author sanctioned this decision and therefore takes responsibility for it. 

 One problem does arise from assuming that if an important visual feature is in the 

                                                 
35 Sherri Irvin, “The Artist's Sanction in Contemporary Art,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 63 

(2005): 322. 
36 Gregory Currie, Arts and Minds (Oxford: Blackwell, 2004): 132. 
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finished product it was the decision of the author.  This is when the author may be 

unaware that her work is being visually changed in some way.  The most obvious 

example of this is when the artist is deceased.  Darren Hudson Hick uses the 

posthumously published Michael Crichton novel Micro (2011) as an example of an 

instance when an author did not and cannot sanction changes to a literary work.  Crichton 

was working on this novel when he died of cancer in 2008.  His trust later hired writer 

Richard Preston to finish the novel.  Obviously, no one would claim that the additions 

made by Preston were sanctioned by Crichton.  This does happen in the visual use of font 

and formatting as well.  Artist Ralph Steadman published Tales of the Weird in 1990 as a 

reconstituted book using the text of the 1869 work A Collection of Wonderful Characters 

adding his own illustrations.  Similarly, A Humament: A Treated Victorian Novel (1970) 

is an altered book by Tom Phillips.  Phillips uses W. H. Mallock's 1892 novel A Human 

Document as his “canvas.”  Phillips alters Mallock's work by using original graphics to 

either eliminate certain words or highlight others so that he is telling his on story using 

only select words from Mallock's original novel.  Obviously, in this instance we would 

not say that Mallock could have sanctioned these decisions.  Nor could we say that 

Phillips' work is merely a different edition of Mallock's novel.  These changes clearly 

constitute a new literary work.  However, even if the author is not aware of a font or 

formatting change, this does not mean that such changes constitute a new work in every 

instance.  Certain trivial changes would not justify calling the work a new work.  These 

would be something like changing the font of a novel from Courier to Times New Roman 

or changing the formatting from right to center-justified.  This brings up a new question.  

How do we know when a change to font or formatting is a trivial change?  It would seem 
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like trivial changes are changes to a copy of a work.  Non-trivial changes like omitting 

the formatting of House of Leaves seem to be changes to the work itself.  What this 

shows is that some visual features of literary works are only going to be parts of copies 

whereas others are parts of the work itself.  In the next chapter, I discuss how we can 

know if a visual features of a work is merely part of a copy and how we know when these 

features are artistically significant parts of the work itself.  

  

Concluding Remarks 

 There is no reason to believe that works with artistically significant visual features 

stand apart from traditional literature simply by virtue of these features.  They cannot be 

considered fringe in the sense of being uncommon.  Some type of artistic visual features 

of printed literature exists across the vast majority of cultures and time periods 

historically.  Contemporary works of literature also point to the ubiquity of such works.  

We find these types of features in works of both poetry and prose.  Aside from my 

exemplars in Chapter One, the collection of such works cataloged in Appendix Two 

shows such works spanning multiple genres across the 20th and 21st Centuries.  These 

works also cannot be considered fringe by claiming they are not sufficiently important to 

the critical literary canon.  It is clear they may be omitted from some canons such as the 

pedagogical or selective canon but this is not enough to label them fringe works.  The 

only reason such works could be referred to as fringe in this way would be if they could 

be shown to fall outside the critical canon.  I have shown that such works are readily 

discussed in academic essays and literary journals.  Also, critical discussions and reviews 

of such novels often focus specifically on the visual presentation and its relationship to 
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the plot and overarching themes of these works.  As I said, with regards to the fringe 

label, these works are only treated as unimportant based on the selective canon of 

philosophy of literature. 

 Nor should such works be considered mixed media works.  The connection 

between artistic visual features in literature and contra-standard properties as defined by 

Walton are tenuous at best and really only apply in a very specific sense to a small 

number of these works.  These works do not cause one to overlook the standard 

properties of literature, nor do they do intuitively appear to be “misfits” within their 

category.  It does not seem as though the presence of such features counts against these 

works being considered literature.  Even if such features were understood to be contra-

standard, Walton allows for our definitions of certain artistic categories to expand to 

include these works.  The category of literature should be expanded to include these 

works rather than creating an entirely new category for them such as “visual literature” or 

“mixed media.” 

 Finally, even in cases when we know a decision to use font or formatting 

artistically was made by the publisher, the publisher does not count as a co-author in any 

way that sets these works apart from traditional literature.  The publisher and author do 

not constitute an artistic group even if they may be working toward the same ends.  As 

opposed to being collaborators on a specific literary product, the publisher, like the editor, 

works in service of the author to best express the author's vision for the work.  Even if the 

publisher makes some decision with regards to font or formatting, it is the author who has 

the final say regarding its inclusion in the finished work.  If a font or formatting decision 

appears in the published work, we can assume that, at the very least, the author 
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sanctioned this decision.  Thus, the author takes responsibility for the inclusion of such 

features even if the original idea was that of another such as a publisher.  It is due to the 

responsibility that accompanies the author's sanction of such decisions that precludes the 

publisher from being considered a co-author.  Therefore, even if the publisher makes 

some decision with regards to visual presentation, there is no reason to assume these are 

anything other than single author works or that they are fundamentally different from 

traditionally formatted literature in this regard.  However, in showing that these works are 

no different from traditional literature in any way that allows them to be omitted from our 

philosophical discussions of literature we have unearthed another question.  Given that all 

works of literature meant to be read to oneself have some font and formatting, how do we 

know when font and formatting become artistically significant?  If, as I claim, philosophy 

of literature needs to address works with these artistically significant features, how does 

one know when a font or formatting decision is artistically significant in a way that needs 

to be addressed?  It is this question that I will address in the next chapter.
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CHAPTER 4 

SHUSTERMAN AND THE ARTISTIC SIGNIFICANCE OF VISUAL FEATURES 

 

The discussion at the end of the last chapter brings us to a more fundamental 

question.  How do we know when the visual presentation of a text is non-trivial?  Or, how 

do we know that some visual feature is artistically significant and should be considered 

part of the work itself rather than merely part of a particular copy?  Being printed in 

Times New Roman font is clearly part of a copy and need not be faithfully reproduced in 

every copy.  A particular work will not suffer if the font was changed from Times New 

Roman to Courier.  The same is true of right justified formatting.  Again, the work will 

not be affected if a copy is printed with center justified formatting.  However, font of 

Blood Meridian and the formatting of House of Leaves seem different.  One would not 

want to say that changing the font of the former or the formatting of the latter would be a 

genuine copy of each work.  These visual decisions are different because we see them as 

artistically significant.  In cases such as these, we do want to say that the visual features 

are part of the works themselves and must be preserved in all copies if such copies are 

said to be genuine copies of the original works.  Given that all inscribed literary works 

necessarily have some type of font and formatting, how do we know when visual features 

are artistically significant parts of the work that must be preserved in all copies? 

 Aside from the passages from Thomas Munro previously referenced, the only 

other essay in philosophy of art to take the visual presentation of a literary work as 

artistically important is Richard Shusterman’s 1982 essay “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual 
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Visuality.”  Here Shusterman directly addresses the question of when these visual 

features are important and why we see them as such.  I begin with Shusterman’s initial 

claims as to why the inscribed text is an important part of literature that can be exploited 

for artistic ends and why philosophers have been so reticent to treat it as artistically 

significant.  As I said, all inscribed works contain visual features.  Shusterman’s question 

becomes one of asking when we know we should be paying attention to them as possibly 

artistically significant.  His answer is that we should be paying attention to them when the 

visual becomes visible.1  In other words, we know we should be paying attention to the 

visual features when they become conspicuous in calling attention to themselves often 

when they deviate from traditional methods of visual presentation.  We pay attention to 

the formatting of House of Leaves because the formatting deviates from what we are 

accustomed to seeing.  Likewise, we pay attention to the font of Blood Meridian because 

of its non-traditional nature.  I argue that, while Shusterman’s observations point us in the 

right direction, his examination of this issue does not go far enough.  Certainly, being 

conspicuous is a necessary condition of artistically significant visual features.  If the 

visual presentation is something that we overlook or does not deviate from traditional 

visual presentation it could not affect our appreciation of the work.  However, being 

conspicuous is not a sufficient condition of artistic significance.  I show several 

examples, both real and hypothetical, where a font or formatting decision might be 

conspicuous but would not constitute an artistically significant feature of the text. 

 I then move forward to ask if there are any sufficient conditions for some type of 

visual presentation to be artistically significant to a literary work.  I believe that there are.  

                                                 
1 Richard Shusterman, “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 

41 (1982): 93. 
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I describe one such sufficient condition when the visual features of literary works 

perform some unique, non-traditional function within the work.  I do not rule out the 

possibility that there may be other sufficient conditions of artistic significance.  It is my 

hope that presenting this sufficient condition will foster greater discussion of this issue 

and may lead to more ways that the visual presentation of a work could be artistically 

significant.  First, visual features could perform the function of relating to the content of 

the work and reinforcing the themes of it in a way that would be a sufficient condition of 

artistic significance.  Any time we notice the visual relating to the linguistic content or the 

work in a way that reinforces the content or themes of that work, those visual features are 

artistically significant to the work itself.  Shusterman’s reference to Lewis Carroll’s “The 

Tale of the Mouse” is a good example of this in that the words are formatted into the 

winding shape of a mouse’s tail.  Other examples include the visual presentation of the 

Ludovician in Hall’s The Raw Shark Texts, the visual references to the World Trade 

Center in Foer’s Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, and the presentation of telepathic 

thought in Bester’s The Demolished Man.  Other unique functions that would indicate a 

sufficient condition of artistic significance would be when the visual presentation 

performs some other non-traditional function in relation to the text.  I show several 

examples of this in works such as Danielewski’s Only Revolutions, Ende’s The 

Neverending Story, and Palahniuk’s Choke among others.  In some works, the same 

visual feature can perform more than one function at the same time.  These works include 

Danielewski’s House of Leaves, Welsh’s Filth, and Egan’s A Visit from the Goon Squad. 

In all these examples, the visual presentation is conspicuous.  However, it is only 

artistically significant when it is noteworthy and performs some non-traditional function 
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within the work. 

 If the visual presentation of some works of literature is artistically significant in 

these ways, then they must be treated as parts of the works themselves rather than merely 

ancillary properties of copies.  These visual features cannot be changed in the same way 

one could change a font from Times New Roman to Courier or the formatting of a work 

from right to center justified.  I end with the question of, if these features are part of the 

work itself, what are we to do with copies that do not faithfully reproduce these 

artistically significant features?  I argue that such copies should only be considered partial 

copies of the works in question.  In the same way we wouldn’t say a copy of a literary 

work that omits certain chapters is a complete copy, a copy that omits artistically 

significant visual features is not a complete copy either.  Omitting such features 

constitutes a violation of the publisher’s obligation toward the author’s vision as 

discussed in the preceding chapter.  Thus, any copy that violates this obligation, either 

visually or textually, should only be considered a partial copy of the original work. 

 

Shusterman’s Initial Claims 

Early in his essay, Shusterman writes, “one of the sad and surprising phenomena 

of modern aesthetics and literary theory is the neglect of the importance of the visual or 

graphic in the literary text.”2  As this essay is over thirty years old, some things have 

changed and literary theory has begun to take the visual seriously as I showed in the last 

chapter.  However, regarding philosophy of literature, this criticism is still valid.  

Shusterman goes on to acknowledge that sound and oral qualities of spoken literature 

                                                 
2 Ibid, 87. 
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have always been considered aesthetically significant, especially in poetry.  The same 

cannot be said for the visual features of the inscribed text meant to be read to oneself.  As 

I’ve been claiming in the previous chapters, Shusterman notes that “the visual has 

become established as a standard end-product of literary art and thus [available as] a 

typical object of literary appreciation.”3  Even the way we speak about literature points to 

this shift from an oral to a visual tradition.  We find many more references to the “reader 

of this story” or “the reader of these lines” than we do to “the hearer of this tale.”4  

Shusterman finds it obvious that some authors would exploit the artistic possibilities of 

the inscribed medium and points to both Apollinaire and the Concrete Poets previously 

discussed.  However, there has been significant resistance in philosophy of literature to 

taking the visual seriously in literature.  Some, like Croce and Ingarden simply see the 

inscribed text as a sign for producing certain sounds.5  Under this view, the inscribed text 

itself has as little aesthetic value as the script of a play or the score of a musical 

composition.  It is Shusterman’s first task to attempt to explain the origins of this 

resistance. 

Shusterman takes a long look back to explain this resistance.  He points to a 

misinterpretation of Plato’s condemnation of literature and the written word in the 

Phaedrus. It is true that Plato criticized the written word as being inferior to the common 

oral tradition of both passing on information and storytelling.  This is due to his opinion 

that having access to a written text caused a weak mind and undermined the cultivation of 

memory.  Plato also saw the written tradition as metaphysically inferior to the oral 

                                                 
3 Ibid. 
4 Ibid. 
5 See Benedetto Croce, Aesthetics (New York: Godine, 1984), 100 and Roman Ingarden, The Literary Work 

of Art (Evanston, IL: Northwestern University Press, 1979), Chapter 14. 
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tradition as well.  In Republic Book X, Plato criticizes the mimetic arts as being too far 

removed from the ideal forms.  If a chair was once removed from the ideal form of a 

chair, then a painting of a chair is twice removed and inferior to an actual chair.  In the 

same way, Plato saw spoken language as being once removed from thought.  If the 

inscribed text is a collection of signs for producing certain sounds, then it is once 

removed from spoken language and twice removed from thought.  This criticism of 

written text as being too far removed from thought will return in Romantic philosophy as 

well.   

While Shusterman agrees that Plato was critical of the written word, he does not 

believe that this criticism extends to the literary arts.6  He was suspicious of the literary 

arts, both oral and written, as he is of the plastic arts he discusses in the Republic.  In the 

Phaedrus, Plato writes that “neither poetry nor prose, spoken or written, is of any great 

value.”7  That Ion presents oral literature while another presents written literature was 

inconsequential to Plato’s criticism of the literary arts.  Shusterman points out that 

nowhere in the Phaedrus does Plato provide a specifically aesthetic criticism of written 

literature as aesthetically inferior to the oral tradition.8  In fact, later in the Phaedrus, 

Plato sanctions the aesthetic importance of literature for “noble recreation” even if it is 

inferior to philosophy based on his belief that it, like all arts, could not convey 

knowledge.9  If Plato is dismissive of the value of literature, Shusterman argues it has 

nothing to do with its presentation as either written or oral.  Shusterman believes that this 

                                                 
6 Shusterman, “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality,” 89. 
7 Plato, Phaedrus in The Dialogues of Plato, trans. Benjamin Jowett (Boston: Cambridge University Press, 

1937), 281. 
8 Shusterman, “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality,” 89. 
9 Plato, Phaedrus, 276. 
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misinterpretation of Plato’s criticism of the written word might act as the initial 

motivation for marginalizing the artistic possibilities of the visual presentation of 

inscribed literature. 

One can see this criticism of the inscribed text as being too far removed from 

thought in the aesthetic writings of Romantic Idealism as well.  Shusterman references 

the writings of P. B. Shelley as an example of this vein of criticism.  Theorists like 

Shelley held a general belief that poetry was superior to the other arts.  This was due to 

their belief that the medium of language was more transparent and therefore the closest 

representation of the imagination.10  Other arts, such as painting and sculpture would 

always be constrained by their specific media.  The written word, then, is criticized as 

being constrained by the printed medium while the same is not the case in the oral 

traditions such as poetry.  Hegel takes this criticism further in his lectures on aesthetics.  

He claims that both the appearance of the written text and the sound of oral literature are 

irrelevant.  Hegel too saw poetry as the most spiritual art form and a direct expression of 

the imagination.  Anything that constrains this expression or distracts us from it, like the 

sight or sound of literature, was undesirable.  Since we are not telepaths, the necessity of 

a visual or oral presentation of literature was a necessary evil but should be an 

unobtrusive as possible so that it can be overlooked in favor of the direct content of the 

imagination’s expression. 

More recently, J. O. Urmson and Nelson Goodman define literature in ways that 

necessarily marginalize its visual possibilities.  In order to keep literature in the category 

of the performing (as opposed to the plastic) arts, one must assert that it is essentially an 

                                                 
10 P. B. Shelley, “A Defense of Poetry,” in English Critical Essays, ed. E. D. Jones (Oxford: Oxford 

University Press, 1945), 121. 
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oral tradition.  Both believed that literature should be grouped together with the more 

obvious performing arts such as music, drama, and dance.11  However, it is not clear that 

there is obvious performance of a literary work unless we view literature as an oral art 

form.  I return to the problems of considering printed literature a performance art in the 

next chapter.  Considering all literature a performing art is the motivation for the above 

claim that the inscribed text is akin to a script or a score.  It must be similar to these 

instructions for the performing arts for this analogy to hold.  While this may have been 

true in the times of Ion and the travelling bard, the shift in literature from something we 

hear orated by others to something we experience ourselves when we read to ourselves 

strains this claim of literature as a performing art.   

Shusterman claims that Urmson and Goodman’s views continue to affect how we 

speak and think of literature as something essentially oral even if we read it to ourselves.  

This claim seems supported if we look at the works of Ingarden, for example, or more 

recently in Peter Kivy’s The Performance of Reading wherein he claims that our silent 

reading of a text is actually a silent, mental performance.  For Shusterman, it is this 

insistence that literature fit within the category of the performing arts that leads 

philosophers to disregard the aesthetic possibilities of the visual in the inscribed text.  

However, Shusterman argues that “to deny the visual aspect is to deplete the aesthetic 

potentiality of the literary work, to treat it less aesthetically.”12  And later argues that the 

visual features of the printed text can “make the literary sign more replete.”13  Visual 

features can make the literary work artistically richer as I showed in my contemporary 

                                                 
11 J.O. Ursom, “Literature,” in Aesthetics (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 1977), 334-341. 
12 Shusterman, “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality,” 93. 
13 Ibid. 
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examples in Chapter One.  As I said, a problem arises in that all inscribed works of 

literature possess paratextual properties like font and formatting.  How then does a reader 

know when these properties are artistically significant and something to which attention 

needs to be paid? 

 

The “Visible Visible” 

 This is Shusterman’s goal with this essay; to find a way to differentiate between 

those visual features that act as merely the vehicles for inscribing the linguistic properties 

of the work from those that have visual, artistic value as well.  Shusterman writes that 

because all inscribed works have some type of font and formatting “the text’s visual 

aspect should in principle be regarded as aesthetically relevant.”14  This is not to say that 

all font and formatting is aesthetically relevant.  Rather, all works of literature, in that 

they are printed and experienced visually when read to oneself, have the potential for 

artistically significant visual features.  So we are left with the same question.  How are 

we to know when these visual features are actually artistically significant?  In many 

cases, we intuitively know that they are.  The visual features might be so prevalent, as in 

House of Leaves, or so visually striking, as in Filth or The Raw Shark Texts, that we 

understand that they are artistically significant in relation to the text. 

 This intuitive understanding points to Shusterman’s claim as to when the visual 

features are actually artistically significant.  Shusterman writes that the visual features 

like font and formatting are significant in this way when “the visual is visible” or when 

the “visible is visible.”15  He admits this can be a bit confusing and points out that 

                                                 
14 Ibid. 
15 Ibid. 
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“visible” can have two different meanings.  First, one can use “visible” as simply being 

able to be seen.  For example, “that house on the far hill is visible during the day but at 

night it is not.”  However, one can also use visible to mean conspicuous, noteworthy, or 

calling attention to itself.  For example, “There are 30 cats in a room.  29 are white and 

one is black.  All 30 are visible in that I can see them all.  However, the black cat is more 

visible in that it is noteworthy and draws attention to itself.”  Shusterman relates these 

two definitions of “visible” to the visual features of literature.  In being an inscribed text, 

all printed literary works are visible in being able to be seen.16  However, the visual 

features of House of Leaves or Filth are also visible in being conspicuous and calling 

attention to themselves.  We recognize visual features like formatting as striking when 

they are printed sideways, backwards or any time they deviate from the traditional top to 

bottom, left to right formatting of Western literature.  All of the contemporary exemplars 

in Chapter One are visible in this way whether it is overtly, as in The Raw Shark Texts, or 

more subtly, as in Blood Meridian. 

 Shusterman uses Lewis Carroll’s “Tale of the Mouse” as his example of this type 

of the visible visible.  The content of the text is the story of Alice meeting a mouse in 

Wonderland and the formatting is shaped to resemble the tail of a mouse.  Alice mistakes 

the mouse’s tale for its tail and the two proceed to get into an argument.  Far from being 

trivial, this text and its visual presentation reinforce Carroll’s theme of the sometimes 

confusing nature of linguistic communication especially when the oral medium of 

communication uses homonyms like “tale” and “tail.”17  Obviously, the formatting of this 

                                                 
16 The exception here is works inscribed in Braille.  I will return to this in the next chapter and show how 

Braille can have its own artistically significant paratextual features. 
17 Shusterman, “Aesthetic Blindness to Textual Visuality,” 94. 
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short work strikes us as conspicuous and calls attention to itself with its unconventional 

nature.  There is one consideration that should be taken into account when we speak of 

visual features in literature being conspicuous.  What strikes us as calling attention to 

itself will necessarily be contextually and culturally dependent.  What we, in Western 

literature, see as normal left to right formatting would be conspicuous in a text written in 

Hebrew, Farsi, Arabic, or Urdu where text is traditionally read right to left.  Likewise, if 

the lines of text in a Western work were oriented and read top to bottom, this would be 

conspicuous to a Western reader but would not draw attention to itself if it were written in 

Chinese, Japanese, or Korean.  Font also works in the same way.  The font of Blood 

Meridian strikes us as noteworthy in its deviation from common 20th and 21st Century 

fonts.  However, if the work were written and published in the 1850s American West, it 

would not call attention to itself because it would not deviate from the traditional fonts of 

this time period.  So, what Shusterman is asserting here is that visual features like font 

and formatting are artistically significant within the text any time they deviate from the 

conventional presentations of these features based on both culture and time period.  

Shusterman claims that we know that a visual feature is artistically significant any time it 

becomes striking or noteworthy by deviating from cultural norms.  Thus, being 

conspicuous is a necessary and sufficient condition for the artistic significance of any 

visual features of a text. 
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Necessary and Sufficient Conditions of Artistic Significance 

I have little doubt that all artistically significant visual features in literature will be 

conspicuous relative to the culture and time period in which they are created and read.  I 

agree with Shusterman that the property of being conspicuous is a necessary condition of 

artistic significance.  However, Shusterman seems to be making the stronger claim that 

being conspicuous is a necessary and sufficient condition of artistic significance.  He 

writes, “I suggest that the aesthetic significance obtains when the visual is visible.” He 

continues, saying “textual visuality might be considered aesthetically important when and 

to the degree that it is visible in the sense of being conspicuous or notable or calling 

attention to itself.”18  I contend that being conspicuous does not meet this stronger claim 

with regards to artistic significance. 

Obviously, all artistically significant visual features of a text will need to be 

conspicuous so that a reader will pay attention to them.  I would matter little, for instance, 

if an author chose to print a work in Times New Roman in an attempt to make a statement 

about the uniformity of contemporary culture.  We would not notice this choice even if 

the author considers it artistically significant.  It would not deviate from printing methods 

of its culture and time period in a way that calls attention to itself.  So, while Shusterman 

is correct that all artistically significant visual features will be conspicuous, not all visual 

features that are conspicuous will be artistically significant.  For instance, every time 

cultural shifts are made in how books are printed, the new method will be conspicuous or 

will call attention to itself for some time until it becomes generally accepted.  The shifts 

in font historically from Gothic to Roman and from Roman to Old English discussed in 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 94. 
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Chapter One would have been conspicuous before they became the standard fonts of their 

historical and cultural periods. 

If an author wrote a Noir detective novel and decided to use small icons of clowns 

for chapter headers, I doubt anyone would consider these visual features artistically 

significant if the novel had nothing to do with clowns.  In contrast, the use of small 

children’s drawings as chapter headers by Ishiguro in Never Let Me Go relate to the 

content of the novel in a way that make them both conspicuous and artistically 

significant.  Similarly, the font would be conspicuous if Gore Vidal printed his novel 

Lincoln (1984) in Comic Sans.  However, I don’t believe anyone would claim that this 

visual feature would be artistically significant to Vidal’s work in the same way that I have 

claimed the use of the Clarendon font was artistically significant in McCarthy’s Blood 

Meridian.19  Font color can likewise call attention to itself while not being artistically 

significant.  In his novel Haunted (2005), Chuck Palahniuk uses a light gray font color 

for the poems interspersed throughout the text.  However, these are also specifically 

labeled as “A Poem by X” depending on which character is the fictional author of the 

poem.  In that they are both labeled and formatted as poems, this font color is 

conspicuous but relatively inconsequential.  This brings me to a point I will expand on 

below.  We see a visual feature of the text as artistically significant if the role it plays is 

unique to this feature.  Thus, the claims of the artistic significance of visual features is 

categorical.  I may pay attention to the font color here, but it would not be artistically 

significant in that the text itself performs the same function.  In contrast, the font color 

                                                 
19 I will return to this at the end of this section.  It could be that this hypothetical font choice is artistically 

significant if it detracts from or distracts a reader from the content of the work.  However, one would 

have to claim that it performs some function within the work rather than merely being noteworthy. 
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used by Ende in The Neverending Story is both conspicuous and artistically significant in 

that it performs the unique function of denoting the location of the events of the novel.  

There are more examples of conspicuous but not artistically significant visual features but 

I believe these examples show how visual features will not necessarily be artistically 

significant merely by virtue of being conspicuous.  Deviation from cultural traditions of 

visual presentation is a necessary, but not a sufficient, condition of artistic significance.  

In that being conspicuous is a necessary condition of artistic significance, one does have 

justification for assuming that conspicuous visual features have the possibility of being 

artistically significant.  In cases where we see visual features of a text as drawing 

attention to themselves, we might be best served by making a mental note of them during 

our reading.  If they perform a unique function in relation to the text in the ways as 

described below, then they would be artistically significant and should be considered part 

of the artistic work itself.  If they do not, we can feel confident that, though conspicuous, 

they are not artistically significant to the work itself and can be overlooked. 

If being conspicuous is only a necessary condition of artistic significance, could 

one point to any type of visual feature or presentation that would act as a sufficient 

condition so that any time this type of feature is present we can say that it artistically 

significant?  One could say that a visual feature is artistically significant when it is both 

conspicuous and performs some unique, non-traditional function in relation to the text.  I 

take traditional function in visual presentation to be those times when the visual 

appearance acts as a cue for the way a passage is meant to be read.  Visual features of the 

text like certain punctuation marks as well as bold and italic fonts are typically used to 

show a reader how a passage is meant to be read.  Parentheses typically indicate an aside 
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while bold and italic fonts are often used to indicate emphasis.  These features can 

sometimes perform a non-traditional function as well as in the use of punctuation marks 

such as parentheticals in the poetry of e. e. cummings.  Sometimes, font and formatting 

perform a non-traditional function in the work in a way that is both conspicuous and 

artistically significant to our appreciation of the work.  These visual decisions of the 

author affect our appreciation of the work in a way that makes the performing of a 

unique, non-traditional function a sufficient condition of the artistic significance of a 

work’s visual features. 

The functions that the visual features may vary within different works.  Visual 

features may perform the function of reinforcing the themes of the text itself or they may 

perform other functions such as enhancing, hindering, or changing our interpretation or 

appreciation of the text itself.  In some of the works previously discussed, the visual 

features can perform more than one function simultaneously.  There may be other 

functions or even other conditions of visual features that can act as a sufficient condition 

and I address one possibility near the end of this section.  The unique artistic significance 

of these non-traditional functions within the text I hope will serve as examples of what 

type of visual features we are looking for if we hope to find other sufficient conditions as 

well.  

First, visual features should be considered always artistically significant when we 

see a relationship between these features and the content or themes of a certain work.  

These features perform the unique function of connecting the visual to the textual and 

reinforcing the themes of these works.  The aforementioned small drawings used as 

chapter headers in Never Let Me Go is a good example of this type of significance.  In 
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that they connect to the themes of art and creativity in the novel, they are artistically 

significant to the text in a way that the hypothetical clown chapter headers in the 

detective novel are not.  The font color in Richard Flanagan’s Gould’s Book of Fish: A 

Novel in Twelve Fish (2001) would also be uniquely artistically significant to the work as 

the color of the text relates to the specific medium used by the fictional convict author to 

inscribe the work.  Red is used when the author is writing using kangaroo blood and blue 

is used when certain ground pigments are used for inscription.20 No other visual or textual 

features performs this function.  The visual presentation of Extremely Loud and 

Incredibly Close is artistically significant to the text for the same reason.  The work 

appears visually to have been written by a young boy as a collage to remember his dead 

father.  Certain pages have red editing marks typically found in a corrected primary 

school essay.  Certain notes and pictorial representations connect to the boy’s father’s 

death in the attack on the World Trade Center.  Also, we see words and phrases being 

pressed together to the point of illegibility from page 280 to 284 in a way that visually 

represents the boy’s thoughts of his father running away from and overwhelming him.21  

Other examples of this type of sufficient condition of artistic significance appear in works 

such as Hall’s The Raw Shark Texts and Bester’s The Demolished Man.22 

Visual features in literature are also artistically significant when they perform 

other unique functions related to our ability to apprehend, interpret, and appreciate the 

literary work.  For instance, Danielewski’s Only Revolutions can be started from either 

                                                 
20 See Richard Flanagan, Gould’s Book of Fish: A Novel in Twelve Fish (New York: Grove Press, 2001). 
21 Jonathan Safran Foer, Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, 280-284. 
22 In Hall’s work, the Ludovician is visually represented as a shark composed of letters and words just as 

the shark itself is composed of thoughts, words, and phrases.  In Bester’s novel, the size of the words 

change in a way that relates to the telepathic abilities of the characters. 
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end of the book to get the perspective of one of the two main characters while the 

narrative of the other character appears upside-down to the side.  Thus, the formatting of 

the work performs the unique function of allowing us to see a relationship from two 

different perspectives.  Where we start also informs our opinions of certain characters and 

the motivations for their actions.  Danielewski’s formatting decision is both conspicuous 

and artistically significant in that the unique function it performs affects our appreciation 

and understanding of the work.  As I’ve discussed, Michael Ende uses font color to 

indicate setting in The Neverending Story.  Passages that take place in the “real” world 

are printed in maroon while passages that take place in Fantastica are printed in green.  

These colors do not relate to the content of the work in any meaningful way so this type 

of visual presentation is important for reasons different from the examples above where 

we see a connection between the visual features and the content or themes of a work.  

There is nothing in the text that relates the “real” world with maroon or Fantastica with 

green.  Instead, the font color performs the unique function of informing the reader as to 

where the action of a specific passage takes place.  We could imagine another example 

where the font color of a work changes with no discernable reason.  In the former, Ende’s 

choice of font color performs a function within the work so that this visual presentation is 

both conspicuous and artistically significant whereas in the latter, the visual presentation 

is merely conspicuous but not artistically significant.  It is the function that this font color 

performs that makes it artistically significant to the work.  Font color performs a similar 

function in The Fifty Year Sword. Here Danielewski does not use any traditional cues to 

inform the reader as to who is speaking.  Instead, there is a small color key at the 

beginning of the novel where a certain color relates to a certain character.  Quotation 
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marks are then printed in a specific color depending on who is speaking.  Quotation 

marks traditionally tell a reader that someone is speaking.  With the use of font color, 

Danielewski’s quotation marks perform the unique function of telling us who is speaking 

as well.  Again, any type of colored punctuation would be conspicuous.  However, it is 

the unique function that the colored quotation marks perform here that make them both 

conspicuous and artistically significant to the work. 

The chapter headers used in certain works can also perform a unique, non-

traditional function in the ways that they can affect a reader’s expectations of what will 

take place in a certain chapter.  Chuck Palahniuk’s Choke uses different symbols as 

chapter headers to suggest what a reader should expect in a chapter.  Using a symbol such 

as the equal armed cross typically associated with a hospital or emergency room clearly 

affects a reader’s expectations even if the chapter begins fairly innocuously.  The Wheel 

of Time fantasy series by Robert Jordan and Brandon Sanderson uses chapter headers in 

the same way.  Certain characters have their own symbols that precede chapters in which 

they are the main character.  Some instances are fairly trivial in that this character is 

usually introduced within the first paragraph of the chapter.  In other instances, these 

headers do play a significant role in what we expect out of a given chapter.  Certain 

villains and monsters have their own symbols as well.  Again, if a chapter begins with 

one of these symbols, it doesn’t matter if the chapter begins with the protagonists safe at 

home enjoying a lovely dinner.  The expectations created by these chapter headers make 

even these peaceful scenes ominous.  These chapter headers perform a unique function 

within the work that the hypothetical clown chapter headers in the detective novel 

discussed above do not.  Thus, the clown chapter headers are merely conspicuous while 
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these chapter headers are both conspicuous and artistically significant based on the 

function they perform in the work. 

Artistically significant visual features can perform several functions 

simultaneously.  Sometimes the visual features of a work both relate to the content of the 

work and perform some other function within the work as well.  The bowel shaped 

features in Filth relate to the content of the work because of the main character’s 

tapeworm affliction and because they reinforce the themes of corruption and greed.  

These visual features also perform the unique function of obscuring the text in some 

places so that our reading is necessarily incomplete.  In House of Leaves, we see the 

relationship between the non-traditional formatting and the unpredictability of the 

dimensions of the house.  The visual presentation also performs specific functions within 

the work as well.  As previously mentioned, Danielewski claims that the formatting 

allows him to direct the reader’s attention much like a director or cinematographer does 

with a film.  The different font choices also indicates a different narrative voice.  The font 

of Blood Meridian relates to the text because it would have been common in the era in 

which the work is set and also performs the unique function of reinforcing McCarthy’s 

attempts to present the violence of the work as an historical account without any 

moralizing.  Even the PowerPoint presentation in A Visit from the Goon Squad could be 

artistically significant in both ways.  The achronological presentation relates to the way 

the chapters of the work are presented in a non-linear function with respect to time.  It 

would also relate to the suspected autism of the daughter and the ways she is able to 

communicate with and make sense of the world.  The formatting of this chapter also 

performs the function of allowing the reader to choose how to read the text and thus the 
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order in which one reads these PowerPoint slides informs one’s interpretation of the text. 

This list could go on and I attempt a brief description of how the visual features of 

various works are artistically significant in the works cataloged in Appendix Two.  As I 

said, being related to the content of a work or performing some other unique, non-

traditional function may not be the only sufficient condition for the artistic significance of 

visual features.23  However, the works that employ visual features that also perform some 

function within the work are enough to show that merely being conspicuous is not 

enough to claim that a certain visual feature is artistically significant to a work.  If the 

font choice of Comic Sans in our hypothetical printing of Lincoln were considered 

artistically significant, one would have to argue that it is both conspicuous and that it 

performs some unique function such as detracting from the text or distracting a reader.  

While Shusterman should be recognized as being one of the first aestheticians to attempt 

to tackle this topic, his claims do not go far enough in explaining when the visual features 

of a work are significant to the artistic appreciation of that work.  Being conspicuous is 

only a necessary condition of artistic significance with respect to a work’s visual features.  

An account of why these visual features are significant must also be given if we want to 

claim that they are artistically significant to the work. 

 

 

 

                                                 
23 For instance, there are some cases when the visual presentation is so striking or noteworthy that we seem 

to intuitively know that it is important to the work itself even if we cannot account for why it is 

important.  For instance, the visual presentation of the backs of the pages in Marc Saporta’s 

Composition No. 1 resemble the more abstract instances of Concrete Poetry.  These don’t seem to relate 

to the content of the work or perform a function within the work.  However, they are so striking or 

noteworthy that one would not want to claim that they are not artistically significant to the text.  See 

Marc Saporta, Composition No. 1 (London: Visual Editions Press, 2011). 
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Faithful Reproduction of Visual Features 

 If features such as these are artistically significant within a specific text, it is clear 

that they must be reproduced in all copies if such copies are to be considered complete 

copies of the work in question.  This brings up one major concern regarding copies.  

What are we to do with copies of these works that omit these artistically significant visual 

features?  In order to answer this, we need to look at what would constitute a genuine 

copy of a work of literature more generally.  This will be a discussion of the reproduction 

of printed works only.  If we require the faithful reproduction of copies of a literary work, 

this will constitute an obligation on the part of the publisher to either the text itself or to 

the author’s vision of the text discussed in the final section of the previous chapter. 

As I stated in the previous chapter, it is the duty of the publisher to adhere to the 

author’s vision of a text in its reproduction.  This duty or obligation is neither negated in 

subsequent editions or a work nor when the publishing rights to the work are transferred 

to a different publisher.  However, not all deviations from the author’s vision of the work 

will constitute a violation of this obligation.  If, for instance, a word is misspelled or a 

punctuation mark is changed in error, this would not constitute such a violation.  Only 

significant changes would count as a violation of the publisher’s obligation to the author 

and the text.  What could be called “Reader’s Digest” versions of a work are a good 

example of a violation of the obligation a publisher has to the text.  In such abridged 

printings, certain parts of a work are omitted to make a work more succinct or clear.  

Melville’s Moby Dick (1851) could be altered in this way to make the work more 

succinct.  The long passages regarding seafaring and whaling could be omitted in such a 

copy.  Even without these digressions on topics such as the physiology of whales and the 
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technical aspects of whaling, a reader could still follow Melville’s story of Ahab’s 

doomed pursuit.  However, one would not want to say that this is a faithful reproduction 

of Melville’s work.  First, it would not be a faithful reproduction of Melville’s vision of 

the work.  Also, though rather dull, these digressions do play a significant aesthetic role 

in the work itself.  Thus, if these passages were omitted in a “Reader’s Digest” copy of 

the work, we would not want to refer to such a copy as a true copy of Moby Dick.  At 

best, this is a partial copy of the work.24 

What about copies of works that do not faithfully reproduce the visual features of 

works when these features are considered artistically significant to the work in the ways 

discussed above?  For instance, I recently ordered a new copy of Laurence Sterne’s The 

Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman.  To my disappointment, this edition of 

Sterne’s work, published by Collins Classics, does not reproduce any of Sterne’s unique 

formatting as found in the original text.  I argue that, in instances such as this, a copy that 

omits artistically significant visual features should only be considered a partial copy both 

because such a copy does not faithfully reproduce the author’s vision of the work and 

because, like the “Reader’s Digest” copy of Moby Dick, it would not include all the 

artistically significant aspects of the text.  Thus, when these visual features are omitted, 

our appreciation of the work is affected in ways counter to the author’s intentions. 

In some of the works discussed in previous chapters, an authoritative copy that 

omits the visual features of the work would be impossible.  If the publisher of a future 

copy of Only Revolutions wanted to omit Danielewski’s formatting, said publisher would 

have to make a decision (as I have shown, an artistic decision) regarding which side of 

                                                 
24 Or one might say that it is a copy of a different, yet related, work called “Abridged Version of Moby 

Dick.” 
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the story would be printed before the other.  Thus, there are two possible ways to print 

this work depending on which side of the story precedes the other.  In other works, the 

apprehension of the text is so dependent on the visual features that it would be impossible 

to create any intelligible copy that did not recreate these features.  How would one print a 

traditionally formatted copy of the achronological presentation of Egan’s PowerPoint 

chapter in A Visit from the Goon Squad?  It is equally unclear how one would print a copy 

of House of Leaves or Filth using only top to bottom and left to right formatting.  In other 

works, however, it would be possible to create a copy that omitted the visual features of 

the work while still allowing such a work to be read and appreciated by a reader.  One 

could eliminate the font of Blood Meridian or the font color of The Neverending Story or 

Gould’s Book of Fish and the work would still be enjoyable even if the features omitted 

were artistically important to the work.  One could even omit the visual features in The 

Raw Shark Texts and still enjoy Hall’s story.   

Even in these instances where a work’s visual features can be omitted while still 

allowing a reader to understand and appreciate the work, copies that omit these features 

are only partial copies of the work.  First, such copies omit features of the text that were 

either placed there by the author or at least sanctioned by the author as described in the 

previous chapter.  If, as I have previously claimed, it is the obligation of the publisher to 

faithfully recreate the author’s vision, such copies fall short.  Secondly, the visual features 

that are omitted in such a copy have already been shown to be artistically significant to 

the work in ways that affect a reader’s appreciation of the text.  By omitting these 

features, a publisher has affected how the work is apprehended and appreciated by the 

reader.  That such copies can still be read and enjoyed is irrelevant.  In some instances, 
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such as Bester’s The Demolished Man, I might even enjoy the work more if the visual 

features were left out.  However, my enjoyment does not mean that such a copy should be 

considered a complete copy of the work in question.  I can still enjoy a “Reader’s Digest” 

copy of Moby Dick.  Some might even enjoy such a copy more than Melville’s original 

work.  But my enjoyment here does not mean that such a copy is a complete copy of the 

work.  Such a copy omits artistically significant features of the work that are part of 

Melville’s vision.  Likewise, a reader can still enjoy a copy of Blood Meridian written in 

Times New Roman or a copy of The Neverending Story printed in black.  However, such 

copies omit visual features that are both part of the author’s vision and artistically 

significant to the work.  Therefore, in all cases where a copy of a work omits artistically 

significant visual features, such copies should only be considered partial copies of the 

work in the same way we would only consider abridged “Reader’s Digest” copies of a 

work partial copies of those works.  

 

Concluding Remarks 

 Artistically significant visual features that perform some unique, non-traditional 

function cannot be omitted from a text claiming to be a complete copy of the work 

because such copies violate the publisher’s obligation to faithfully reproduce the author’s 

vision and, more importantly, because omitting these features omits artistically significant 

components of the text in ways that affect our appreciation of the work.  Visual features 

can be artistically significant when they perform some unique, non-traditional function 

within the text.  It is a sufficient condition of artistic significance if the visual features of 

a literary work reinforce the content or themes of that work as they do in works such as 
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Never Let Me Go, The Tale of the Mouse, and Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close.  

Visual features can perform a unique function within the work in other ways as well.  

Examples of such functions are the formatting of Only Revolutions and the font colors in 

The Neverending Story, Gould’s Book of Fish, and The Fifty Year Sword.  As I said, 

artistically significant visual features can perform multiple functions simultaneously as in 

Filth, Blood Meridian, and A Visit from the Goon Squad.   

 While it is true that all of these visual features will be conspicuous based on their 

deviations from Western traditions of printed literature, simply being conspicuous cannot 

itself be a sufficient condition for artistic significance.  I have shown both actual and 

hypothetical visual features that meet the criteria for being conspicuous but do not rise to 

the level of being themselves artistically significant.  In that all artistically significant 

visual features will be noteworthy but not all noteworthy visual features will be 

artistically significant, being conspicuous is only a necessary, but not a sufficient, 

condition of artistic significance.  While Shusterman should be commended for shining a 

light on an aspect of printed literature often overlooked in philosophical discussions of 

the artform, under closer examination his claims regarding the importance of visual 

features in literature fails to make a distinction between those features that call attention 

to themselves because they are artistically significant to the text and those that simply call 

attention to themselves by mere deviation from Western literary traditions.  What allows 

these visual features to be both striking and artistically significant is the mediated nature 

of literature itself.  These features will only be artistically significant in printed literature 

because such literature is necessarily mediated by the sense of sight.  While this claim 

may, at first glance, seem obvious, the next and final chapter will explore the implications 
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for literature as the visual features of the printed text transition from standard properties 

of literature to variable properties capable playing an artistic role in one’s apprehension 

and appreciation of works of printed literature. 
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CHAPTER 5 

MODALITY MEDIATION IN PRINTED LITERATURE 

 

Up to this point, we have seen when, why, and how visual features in printed 

literature may be artistically significant for the work.  In Chapter One, Genette gives us 

strong reasons to believe that paratextual properties of works can be artistically 

significant.  It is clear that the visual presentation of literature including font and 

formatting counts as paratextual elements.  Historically, both font and formatting have 

played an artistic role in literary works.  We see artistic use of fonts throughout the 

history of printed literature and, more recently, in the printed literature of art movements 

such as Dada, De Stijl, and Bauhaus.  Formatting has also been artistically used in the 

various traditions of pattern poetry up to and including concrete poetry.  I have shown in 

my exemplars that this tradition of artistic use of visual features continues in 

contemporary literature.  Works such as A Visit from the Goon Squad, House of Leaves, 

Blood Meridian, Filth, and The Raw Shark Texts each make creative use of font and/or 

formatting in ways that artistically contribute to each work.  In Chapter Three, I have 

shown that such works should not be considered fringe with respect to important literary 

canons such as the nonce critical canon.  Nor should they be relegated to different 

categories such as mixed media or “visual literature.”  Using Shusterman’s claims 

regarding the visual in literature, it is necessary that such artistically essential visual 

features be conspicuous in their visual presentation so that they call attention to 

themselves.  However, merely being conspicuous is not sufficient to say that such 

features are, in fact, artistically significant to the work itself.  They must also perform 
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some function within the work as well.  When a visual feature calls attention to itself by 

virtue of its deviation from traditional, neutral presentation methods and performs some 

non-traditional function within the work, we can say that such a feature is an artistic 

feature of the work itself that must be preserved in all authentic and complete copies of 

the work. 

 Given all of this, philosophical definitions of literature have failed to recognize 

the artistic importance of the visual features of literature.  Neither essentialist nor 

institutional definitions account for these artistic visual decisions of authors.  However, as 

has been noted, none of the definitions of literature outlined in Chapter Two necessarily 

bar artistic use of visual features.  They are simply overlooked.  Why would this be?  Is it 

that those who attempt to define literature are ignorant regarding the existence of such 

works?  This might be the case historically.  True, the pattern poetry of Greek Bucolic 

poets Simias and Theocritus are a relatively small sub-genre of Ancient Greek literature 

that has not garnered as much focus as the more popular forms of Greek literature and 

drama.  In fact, a discussion of the pattern poetry examined in Chapter One might have 

found a more suitable home in discussions of anthropology or the literary history of 

certain cultures and time periods.   

 However, there are other historical works that are well known and discussed with 

some frequency in philosophy of art such as Herbert’s Easter Wings, Sterne’s Tristram 

Shandy, and the poetry of Apollinaire.  Whatever the historical reason for this omission, 

there is no reason that the visual should be overlooked as artistically significant in 

contemporary literature.  My contemporary exemplars are not from obscure corners of 

modern literature.  They are often bestsellers and award winners.  Names like 
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Danielewski, Welsh, Egan, Foer, and McCarthy are all well known in literary circles and 

there are numerous essays and reviews of their works which specifically discuss the 

artistic role visual features play in their works. 

 As I claimed in Chapter Two, it is possible that the focus on the difference 

between literary and ordinary language in our definitions of literature has marginalized 

the contributions made by visual features.  True, language use is a central or integral part 

of what defines literature and my intention is not to obscure its importance.  However, it 

is only one part of what literature is.  The presentation of literature is not regularly 

recognized as artistically significant in printed literature.  This is not the case when we 

look at discussions of the artistically significant features of oral literature such as poetry.  

It has always been recognized that there is more to the art form than just its specific 

words and phrases.  The oral presentation of such works is artistically important as well.  

This is the focus of this final chapter.  Given that the preceding discussion has shown the 

artistic significance of visual features in literature, I will ask what allows the presentation 

of oral and some printed literature to become artistically significant.  The methods of 

presentation in literature have the possibility of being artistically significant because 

literature, like all art forms, must be mediated by a specific sense modality or modalities 

and these modalities, in both oral and printed literature, can be utilized to artistically 

inform our apprehension and appreciation of literary works. 

 Literature, both oral and printed, is always necessarily mediated by a sense 

modality in order for such works to be apprehended.  In cases of print literature read to 

oneself, this modality is sight.  We are obviously not mind readers and all literature needs 

a method of presentation to make such works present or capable of being apprehended.  
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In that being modally mediated is a necessary condition of all literature, the method of 

mediation always holds within itself the possibility of being utilized or manipulated in 

ways that can artistically affect these works.  Poetry has always acknowledged this.  

Poetry is literature mediated by the sense of hearing.  Thus, properties specific to this 

sense modality such as tone, timbre, cadence, volume, etc. can be used to add artistic 

properties to such works.  It is rarely just the words that are spoken but often the ways in 

which they are spoken that make up a work of poetry.  As I have shown, features specific 

to printed literature as being mediated by the sense of sight can be used in similar ways.  

Just as the aural properties of poetry can become artistic properties of these works, the 

visual properties specific to literature mediated by the sense of sight such as font and 

formatting can also be artistic features of their printed works. 

 The use of poetry’s aural properties has always been recognized as having the 

possibility of being artistically significant in these works.  The same cannot be said of the 

artistic possibilities of the visual features of visually mediated, printed literature even 

though the artistic use of these features has been around for millennia.  Why is this the 

case? I believe this is because visual features like font and formatting have been seen as 

standard properties of literature.  I return here to Walton’s “Categories of Art” and show 

how his definition of standard properties relates to the marginalization of the artistic 

significance of these features.  Walton defines standard properties as those properties that 

count in favor of a work belonging to a certain category.  The standardization of these 

properties in a given art form or genre can lend a sense of order to works in these 

categories.  However, in some cases, their standard nature has led to them being 

overlooked as artistically significant to representations in the works of categories in 
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which such features are seen as standard.  I argue that, once the artistic possibilities of 

visual features are recognized, they should no longer been seen as standard properties in 

the category of printed literature.  Instead, I argue that they should be seen as variable 

properties of this category and recognized for their possible artistic significance. 

 This chapter is not meant to propose a definition of “capital L” Literature similar 

to those discussed in Chapter Two.  Instead, what is proposed is a more complete and 

specific definition of what type of art form printed literature is and the conditions of this 

definition will encompass all artistically significant features of literature that any 

definition of literature must account for.  Literature should not be viewed as an art form 

of language but rather as an art form of mediated language.  In printed literature, it is an 

art form of visually mediated language.  All definitions of literature should recognize 

that, in order to be apprehended, literature must necessarily be mediated by at least one 

sense modality.  Literature is not just some specific type of language use.  It is language 

use plus a method of presentation mediated by the senses. 

 Why is this important?  That literature must be mediated by the senses seems 

obvious.  However, the possibilities of recognizing this have not been acknowledged by 

philosophy of literature.  One reason this is important, as I have said, is that it brings 

philosophy of literature into the current discussions of the possibilities of printed 

literature already being acknowledged and discussed in literary criticism and 

contemporary literary theory.  Understanding the possibilities of the artistic use of the 

visual in literature such as the necessary and sufficient conditions in the previous chapter 

provides philosophy of literature with a vocabulary for talking about the artistically 

significant features of these works as well as when and why these features are significant. 
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 One larger importance is that understanding printed literature as an art form 

mediated by the sense of sight might expand what works we consider literature.  Graphic 

novels and works of electronic literature should be considered literature in most cases 

once it is recognized that artistically significant visual features do not disqualify works 

from being considered literature.  Some might argue that literature might be expanded too 

far and might include works one would not want to consider literature such as works of 

visual art that include certain textual features.  The works of Bruce Nauman, Roy 

Lichtenstein, or René Magritte might be called literature in that each uses a combination 

of visual and linguistic features.  I want to be clear that I don’t believe these works would 

count as literature.  However, asking if they do qualify is beneficial to getting at what we 

do consider literature.  In that we can no longer simply dismiss them as not literature 

because of the presence of artistically significant visual features, we will come to a more 

nuanced definition of literature that still admits works such as these are better suited to art 

forms such as painting and sculpture. 

 Finally, of greatest importance is that recognizing printed literature as a visually 

mediated art form calls into question where we put literature with respect to our 

classifications of the different art forms and if there truly is one art form that 

encompasses both oral and printed literature.  I argue that understanding these works as 

visually mediated means we can no longer continue treating oral and printed literature as 

two instances of the same art form.  They simply do not share a sense modality.  I can 

think of no other art form where two types of works that are mediated in completely 

different ways share the same artistic category.  Also, it should be clear that printed 

literature can no longer be a performance art like oral literature.  One cannot perform or 
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orate works like House of Leaves or Filth.  However, printed literature is still a multiple 

instance art form even if it is not performative.  I continue by looking at other visually 

mediated, multiple instance art forms to see if they might be analogous to printed 

literature. 

 It might be tempting, in that printed literature is a visually mediated, multiple 

instance art form, to claim that it is analogous to printmaking.  Certainly, such works are 

both visually mediated and multiple instance.  However, a fundamental difference 

between the two is that printmaking is an art form capable of being forged and is 

therefore autographic while printed literature is not and is thus allographic.  In “Multiple 

Instances and Multiple ‘Instances’,” David Davies defines two different types of artistic 

instances.  He writes that there are provenential instances (p-instances) and experiential 

instances (e-instances) and theorizes that one feature separating different art forms is if 

they are single or multiple with respect to these instances and which of these instances 

are considered authentic.  P-instances are instances that are connected in some way to 

that works “history of making.” E-instances are any instances that possesses the qualities 

necessary to a proper experience of the work.  Paintings are singular p-instance works 

though they have multiple e-instances.  There is one p-instance of Mona Lisa, but there 

are many e-instances of it.  Also, in painting only p-instances are authentic.  Any art form 

where only p-instances are authentic instances is autographic while any art form where e-

instances are also authentic is allographic and not capable of being forged.  Scored music 

is a multiple e-instance art form where e-instances are considered authentic. 

 Printmaking has multiple p-instances and multiple e-instances.  However, only the 

former are considered authentic.  The copy of Munch’s The Kiss (c. 1897) framed on my 
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wall is an e-instance of the work but it is not an authentic instance.  This is the difference 

between printmaking and literature.  Printed literature, like printmaking, is a visually 

mediated, multiple instance art form.  However, unlike printmaking, printed literature has 

authentic e-instances.  Thus, literature as an art form can be defined as a visually 

mediated, non-performative, multiple e-instance art form.  I end this section by looking at 

other art forms that might meet these same criteria and look for similarities.  Though 

somewhat counterintuitive, something like film or mass media as described by Noël 

Carroll might have similarities in this regard to printed literature. 

 Finally, I look forward other art forms and genres that might now be considered 

literature if we recognize the artistic possibilities of its visually mediated nature.  Much 

has been written since the turn of the century regarding the proper designation of comics 

and graphic novels with respect to traditional literature.  I examine several claims 

regarding the hybrid nature of such works and argue that, in most cases, comics and 

graphic novels should be considered literature in that they are a visually mediated, 

multiple e-instance art form.  I move on to e-books and works of electronic literature to 

explore the visual possibilities of these media once one understands the artistic 

possibilities of literature’s visually mediated nature.  Lastly, we have only spoken here of 

literature being mediated by two senses: sight and hearing.  I explore the possibilities 

when literature is mediated by the sense of touch in works of Braille.  If the method of 

mediation in literature is open to artistic exploration, this should hold true in tactilely 

mediated works as well.  In fact, we do find instances of artistic Braille fonts wherein the 

shape of the dots or “pips” are rendered in different shapes and sizes.  I theorize that the 

specific tactile nature of Braille can also be artistically utilized.  Different textures can be 
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used in the same way that font and formatting are used in visually mediated literature to 

artistically inform one’s interpretation of such works.  In each sense mediation in 

literature (hearing, seeing, and touching), the necessary method of mediation is an 

important part of such literature.  Due to this, the mediated nature of literature always 

allows for the possibility of artistic utilization of the features specific to each method of 

mediation. 

 

The Visual as a Variable Property of Literature 

 Like all art forms, literature, in all forms, must be mediated by at least one sense 

modality.  Literature is aurally mediated in the oral tradition and visually mediated in the 

printed tradition.  Artistic fonts, pattern poetry, and the contemporary novels previously 

discussed all use this method of mediation to artistically affect the content of their works.  

It has never been doubted that the sense of hearing is artistically important in oral 

literature such as poetry.  What is artistically important in spoken poetry is typically not 

only the words used but also the ways in which they are spoken.  Features of the spoken 

work like timbre, pitch, cadence, and volume all artistically affect one’s understanding 

and appreciation of that work.  In oral literature, we intuitively understand that the 

method of mediation can be artistically utilized.  The same cannot be said of the method 

of mediation in printed literature.  Our definitions of printed literature never acknowledge 

the artistic possibilities of its visual mediation in the form of font and formatting.  It has 

only been relatively recently that the literary community has looked at these works as 

anything other than a novelty or an aberration.  While the oral tradition of literature 

obviously has a longer history than printed literature, there is a relatively unbroken 
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tradition of the artistic use of the visual method of mediation going back 2,500 years to 

Theocritus and Simias. 

 The question remains, why have the artistic possibilities here been overlooked?  I 

believe that there is an unstated assumption that the method of mediation in printed 

literature is a standard property of that medium whereas the oral features of the oral 

tradition have always been seen as variable.  It is the ways in which we speak of standard 

properties that allows one to overlook the artistic importance of the features of visual 

mediation in literature such as font and formatting.  Returning to “Categories of Art,” 

Kendall Walton describes properties standard to an artistic category to be those properties 

that “count in favor of a work belonging to a certain category.”1  Thus, being composed 

of paint and being static and relatively two-dimensional are standard properties of the 

category painting.  Possessing these properties counts in favor of a work being included 

in this category.  Being three-dimensional and composed of some durable material are 

standard properties of sculpture and being composed of sound is a standard property of 

music.  Being composed of words and language is a standard property of literature.  

Language use counts in favor of a work belonging to the category of literature.  In printed 

literature, possessing a certain font and format are also standard properties of copies of 

literary works.  The properties specific to a typeset copy count in favor of that work being 

printed literature.  Walton describes some, but not all, standard properties as being those 

properties we tend to overlook when discussing what a specific work of a category 

represents.  When we discuss the central figures of Raphael’s painting, The School of 

Athens (c. 1510), and describe them as resembling or representing Plato and Aristotle we 

                                                 
1 Walton, “Categories of Art,” 344. 
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overlook the standard properties of its category.  We know that humans are not composed 

of paint, they are not two dimensional, and they are not static for over 500 years.  Walton 

sees this when one speaks of a Roman bust sculpture resembling a Roman emperor.  We 

can say that a bust looks like a person while recognizing that humans are not made of 

marble, nor do they cease to exist at the neck.  Being composed of a material like marble 

and only representing the head are standard properties of bust sculpture.2  Walton 

continues, describing the ways that we speak of a son resembling his father.  We 

recognize that they resemble each other even though the son is significantly shorter than 

the father and the father may have wrinkles or gray hair.  We recognize the property of 

being shorter as a standard property of youth while wrinkles and gray hairs are standard 

properties of old age.  In these cases, Walton speaks of the ways that we overlook or look 

through the standard properties of a work to find what they resemble or represent. 

 In some instances of literature with artistically significant visual features, this 

might be the case.  We say that the formation of text in Hall’s The Raw Shark Texts 

resembles an actual shark or that Simias’ Bucolic poems resemble a pipe or wings.  

However, in most instances of visually artistic literature, there are no actual 

representations.  The formatting of House of Leaves, for instance, represents the changing 

dimensions of the house but doesn’t actually resemble it.  In these works, the same theory 

applies.  When we read to ourselves, we typically look through the font and formatting to 

the words of the work to find what the work represents.  The traditional treatment of font 

and formatting is to make these features of a work as unobtrusive as possible so that we 

focus on the words themselves when we read.  If the specific words of a text are its 

                                                 
2 Ibid., 345. 
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variable properties, we look past or through the visual method of mediation to the content 

of the work.  In Reading the Graphic Surface: The Presence of the Book in Prose Fiction, 

Glyn White describes this as “conventionally, perception of the graphic surface is effaced 

during reading by our interest in the words that compose it.”3 

 Walton writes that “what we regard a work as resembling, and as representing, 

depends on the properties of the work which are variable, and not those which are 

standard for us.  The latter properties serve to determine what kind of a representation a 

work is, rather than what it represents or resembles.”4  Traditionally, that a copy of a work 

is a printed inscription comprising both font and formatting places such a work within the 

category of printed literature.  The method of visual mediation is a standard property in 

this regard.  The specific words printed are the variable properties of the work.  We look 

through the printing as a method of mediation to the words of the work to determine what 

the work resembles or represents. 

 Properties standard to an artistic category can lend a sense of order to the work as 

well.  Here Walton is making two claims of interest to this discuss that argue against 

viewing the printed text as standard for the category of printed literature.  He writes that 

“because of the very fact that features standard for us do not seem striking or noteworthy, 

that they are somehow expected or taken for granted, they can contribute to a work’s 

sense of order, inevitability, stability, correctness.”5  Walton uses the example of the 

standard form of a sonata to show how these properties can contribute to the order of a 

work.  If we are familiar with musical forms, we know that a sonata must begin and end 

                                                 
3 Glyn White, Reading the Graphic Surface: The Presence of the Book in Prose Fiction (Manchester: 

Manchester University Press, 2006), 5. 
4 Walton, “Categories of Art,” 346. 
5 Ibid., 348. 
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in G Major.  This standard property adds to the order or stability of a work in that we 

know what to expect when we listen to a sonata.   

Traditional methods of mediation in printed literature might act in a similar 

manner.  The Western styles of font and formatting that we are familiar with might lend 

this sense of order or stability to a printed work.  I have referenced instances where even 

visually artistic font and formatting choices are specifically used to lend order to a work 

as well.  The use of different fonts for different narrators in works such as House of 

Leaves lends a sense of order to the work as do the different font colors in The 

Neverending Story.  Certainly the various pictorial chapter headers in Choke and Jordan’s 

Wheel of Time series tell us what to expect from a certain chapter in a similar manner to 

the ways the standard properties of a sonata tell us what to expect of that work.  However, 

in many more cases, the visual features of printed literature are artistically used in ways 

that intentionally undermine this sense of order and stability.  This is certainly true when 

one looks at the formatting of House of Leaves or Filth.  In these works, the unpredictable 

nature of the formatting undermines any sense of stability that traditional formatting 

would provide.  Our expectations of what a printed work should look like and how it 

should function are undermined here in a way that White describes as “making the 

familiar strange.”6 

However, even in cases where the visual does provide a sense of order or stability, 

there is one feature of visually artistic choices in literature that precludes such features 

from being considered standard for this category.  Walton describes standard properties as 

not being “noteworthy” or “striking” and earlier writes that “the properties of a work 

                                                 
6 White, Reading the Graphic Surface, 14-17. 
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which are standard for us are ordinarily irrelevant to what we take it to look like or 

resemble in the relevant sense, and hence to what we take it to depict or represent.”7  

Even in cases where the visual provides a sense of order of stability, these visual features 

are still noteworthy or striking.  Remember, as Shusterman points out, being noteworthy, 

striking, or conspicuous is a necessary condition of artistically significant visual features 

in printed literature.  It should also be clear at this point that in works such as my 

contemporary exemplars, the visual plays a large role in what each work depicts or 

represents even if it is sometimes more closely tied to the themes of a work rather than its 

actual content. 

Given that the artistically significant visual features in printed literature are, in 

fact, noteworthy or striking and they can play a large role in what a work depicts or 

represents, I think the both Walton and supporters of traditional use of font and 

formatting would agree that such features cannot be considered standard for printed 

literature even if they sometimes add a sense of order or stability to their works.  If they 

are not standard properties, then they are either contra-standard or variable to the 

category of printed literature.  I have already argued in the last chapter that there is 

nothing definitive in Walton’s definition of contra-standard that would necessarily apply 

to most instances of artistically significant visual features.  Even if one were inclined to 

view these features as contra-standard, it makes more sense to expand the category of 

literature to include them rather than creating a new category for such works.  If the 

category of printed literature is expanded in this way, then these properties become 

variable properties to the category.8  So either we deny that such features are contra-

                                                 
7 Walton, “Categories of Art,” 344. 
8 Ibid., 353. 
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standard, in which case they must be variable since they don’t seem to be standard 

properties, or these properties are contra-standard to the traditional category of printed 

literature, in which case, we should expand the category of literature to include them so 

that they are no longer contra-standard.  In either case, these features either were never 

contra-standard or are no longer contra-standard.  This amounts to a negative claim 

regarding these features.  They must be variable simply because they are not standard or 

contra-standard. 

As a positive claim, these features do fit within Walton’s definition of variable 

properties with respect to the category of printed literature.  Walton refers to variable 

properties as those properties of a work that count neither for nor against that work 

belonging to a certain category.  Thus, artistic use of the visual features of a work would 

count neither for nor against that work belonging to the category of printed literature.  

This is certainly true if we look at the ways such works are discussed in literary criticism 

and literary theory.  Also, I have already shown that none of the traditional definitions of 

literature outlined in Chapter Two bar such works from being considered literature.  That 

a work of printed literature must be composed of a certain font and formatting is a 

standard property of the work as visually mediated just as being composed of paint is a 

standard property of the category painting.  However, the specific ways that font and 

formatting can be used are variable to the category just as the certain ways paint is used is 

a variable property to painting.  The variable status of specific fonts and formatting holds 

for all works of printed literature and not just those in which such features meet the 

necessary and sufficient conditions of artistic significance in that all printed literature has 

the possibility of artistic significance.  What has changed is that we are seeing more 
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works now that recognize the variable status of specific visual features and the artistic 

possibilities that this allows.  The same could be said of brushwork in painting.  The 

specific type of brushwork that is used in painting has always been variable.  However, it 

has only been relatively recently that the brushwork as brushwork has been used to 

contribute artistically to the work.9  It would have made little sense to discuss how 

Raphael’s brushwork in The School of Athens contributes artistically or aesthetically to 

the work.  But one would be remiss if one did not recognize the artistic importance of the 

brushwork in something like Monet’s Water Lilies series.  In the same way, it wouldn’t 

make much sense to discuss how the font and formatting artistically affect a Dickens 

novel such as Bleak House (1853).  However, one would be missing an important artistic 

dimension of House of Leaves if one did not mention the artistic importance of font and 

formatting in that work. 

 

The Mediated Nature of Literature 

 As I said, it is a standard property of printed literature that it must be printed in 

some font with some type of formatting just as it is a standard property of painting that 

works in this category must, obviously, be composed of some type of paint.  This is 

because literature, like all art forms, must necessarily be mediated by at least one sense 

modality in order to make the work present.  Painting must necessarily be mediated by 

the sense of sight.  Music is necessarily mediated by the sense of hearing.  Drama is often 

mediated by a combination of sight and sound and sculpture by a combination of sight 

                                                 
9 I am speaking of the Western tradition of painting.  But even here, this might be debatable if the specific 

brushwork is important in Renaissance painting.  In that the brushwork in Raphael’s painting is 

unobtrusive, it might be important specifically in this way. 
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and touch.10  But literature is unique among art forms in that it is traditionally seen as 

having two distinct modalities of mediation.11  Oral literature like most poetry and the 

works of orators is mediated by the sense of hearing.12 While printed literature (meant to 

be read to oneself) is necessarily mediated by the sense of sight.  Using the method of 

mediation in oral literature for artistic ends has always been available to artists or 

performers.  However, it would be more precise to say that it has only traditionally or 

historically been recognized as available in the oral tradition.  It has always been 

available in both traditions even if its possibilities have only traditionally been recognized 

in the oral tradition when features of this method of mediation such as cadence, volume, 

timbre, tone of voice, and pauses are artistically utilized. 

 As I’ve shown, the method of mediation in printed literature is available to 

artistically significant use in these works as well.  In fact, the method of mediation in 

printed literature might be artistically available to a greater degree in the written tradition.  

One doesn’t have to merely look through the printed text to find the artistically 

significant features of the work.  In that literature is necessarily mediated by the sense of 

sight, this can be used artistically as well.  The delivery or presentation of a visually 

mediated work can be artistically used when we read to ourselves just as the delivery or 

presentation of an oral work can be used artistically when we listen to it.  Though this 

seems obvious, it does carry several important implications for literature and our 

                                                 
10 Or, at the least by how something appears to feel when viewing a sculpture. 
11 Here I merely want to point this out for clarity.  I will return to this later to show how this view is 

mistaken in assuming printed and oral literature are the same art form. 
12 Defining poetry as a strictly oral art form has its own problems that I will not address here.  However, it 

is traditionally assumed that poetry is, in most cases, a performance art and its instances will be oral 

performances.  For a more detailed discussion and definition of poetry, see the works of Anna Christina 

Ribeiro such as her entry in the Blackwell companion to aesthetics.  Anna Christina Ribeiro, “Poetry,” 

in A Companion to Aesthetics, ed. Stephen Davies (Malden: Blackwell, 2009), 101-104. 
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definitions of it as an art form.  It is not my goal here to propose a definition of 

“Literature” and I am personally suspicious that such a definition is possible.  However, 

for those who wish to define Literature, this feature of being modally mediated must be 

acknowledged.  Any definition of literature must recognize that a necessary condition of 

literature is that it must be mediated by at least on sense modality.  Literature is, at its 

core, modally mediated language.  How one personally defines literature may differ 

among different theorists.  But they all must recognize that literature is mediated by the 

sense of sight in its printed tradition just as it is mediated by the sense of hearing in the 

oral tradition and, in both cases, this method of mediation can be used in a way that the 

presentation of works in both traditions are artistically significant to their works. 

 There are several reasons why recognizing the necessity and possibilities of visual 

mediation in printed literature is important.  I address one smaller area of importance in 

recognizing this before moving on to two larger areas of importance of recognizing the 

mediated nature of literature for philosophy of literature and literary definitions.  First, 

recognizing printed literature as visually mediated and the artistic possibilities of the 

method of mediation brings philosophy of literature into current discussions already 

taking place in literary criticism.  As I discussed in Chapter Three, literary criticism and 

literary studies have no problem incorporating such works into their conception of 

literature and discussing the artistically significant visual and linguistic features of such 

works.  Philosophy of art and specifically philosophy of literature have not had it so easy.  

Its inability to account for these artistically significant visual features has led it to dismiss 

works like Tristram Shandy, Herbert’s Easter Wings, and the works of Apollinaire as 

either aberrations or novelties.  In the latter, the focus is typically on Apollinaire’s more 
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trivial visual representations of rain or the Eifel Tower rather than his more striking war 

poetry in the Calligrammes such as Carte Postale.  Whole artistic traditions are 

overlooked or ignored such as the artistic importance of the concrete poets and the 

historic prevalence of pattern poetry.  Philosophy of literature also surrenders discussions 

of issues relevant to its philosophy to other academic disciplines.  Genette’s claims 

regarding paratexts are given over to literary criticism.  The importance of the visual in 

more recent works are surrendered to authors such as Katherine Hayles working in 

postmodern criticism.  The inability of philosophy of literature to recognize the 

importance of the visually mediated nature of printed literature also causes theorists to 

engage in debates regarding certain types of works that may be unnecessary if we 

recognize that the visual can be artistically significant in printed literature.  Here I am 

thinking of the current debate regarding the literary status of comics and graphic novels.  

I will discuss this at greater length shortly but the possibility of including such works in 

our definitions of literature brings me to the first larger importance of recognizing the 

possibilities of literature’s mediated nature. 

 If we recognize that printed literature, by virtue of its visual mediation, allows for 

artistic use of the visual, more disparate objects might lay claim to being considered 

literature.  This is not to say that any work which combines visual and linguistic 

properties should be considered literature.  However, if one can no longer claim that the 

presence of artistically significant visual features itself disqualifies a work from being 

literature, we may discover more nuanced distinctions between different works that point 

to a more precise definition of what literature is.  For instance, if we recognize that, in 

some instances, works that combine visual and linguistic artistic features are literature, 
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certain works of what we traditionally see as visual art might have a case to be considered 

literature.  In the works of Bruce Nauman using neon signage such as The True Artist 

Helps the World by Revealing Mystic Truths (1967) and Human/Need/Desire (1983), the 

linguistic properties and the visual properties seem to play an equal role.  Sometimes the 

linguistic features play a more dominant role.  Consider René Magritte’s The Treachery 

of Images (1928-1929) or Jenny Holzer’s large scale projection works like For the City 

(2005) where words and phrases are projected onto iconic buildings in New York City 

such as the main branch of the New York Public Library.  In the latter, the linguistic 

properties are essential to the work as they are its dominant features.  In Magritte’s work, 

there is a combination of linguistic and pictorial features.  Even so, the linguistic features 

are no less essential.  If one were to remove “Ceci n’est pas une pipe” or “This is not a 

pipe” from the work, it becomes merely a painting of a pipe and its meaning is lost.  In 

other works, the linguistic play a less central role but is still important to the work.  The 

works of Roy Lichtenstein come to mind such as Drowning Girl (1963) and Whaam! 

(1963).  In each, text compliments the visual imagery of a comic book cell.  Here the 

literary features seem to play a less dominant, but still important, role.  If we recognize 

the importance of visual mediation in literature, would any of these works now count as 

literature? 

 I am not claiming that we should move all these works into the category of 

literature simply because they use words or phrases.  This would probably be an instance 

of “doing violence” to the category of literature in that it would stretch the definition 

beyond recognition.  What I am suggesting is that once we recognize the mediated nature 

of printed literature and that, when mediated by the sense of sight, the visual can be 
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artistically significant, the discussion of the above works fundamentally changes.  It can 

no longer be that these works are denied literary status simply by virtue of their visual 

features.  When we understand the visual importance of literature read to oneself, our 

discussions of other works of art that may use language but are not generally considered 

literature becomes more nuanced.  It is not that these works are not literature because 

they possess artistically significant visual features.  It might be something within the 

relationship between the linguistic and the visual or in that, as I will address, literature 

should be properly understood as a specific type of visually mediated, multiple instance 

work.  Once we understand what literature is, it could be that there will not be a whole 

host of new works now considered literature.  Instead, it might just be that we are better 

equipped to describe why these works are not literature once we recognize that printed 

literature’s visually mediated nature does not allow us to simply dismiss such works 

simply because they combine artistic visual and literary features. 

 

What, then, Is Printed Literature? 

 One might claim that these works are different from even my visually artistic 

exemplars because in the works of Nauman, Magritte, Holzer, and Lichtenstein the 

original is privileged.  This is not the case with A Visit from the Goon Squad, House of 

Leaves, Blood Meridian, Filth, or The Raw Shark Texts regardless of the presence of 

visual artistic features in each.  Distinctions like this lead my second larger concern of 

taking the visual to be artistically significant in printed literature.  Understanding that the 

method of mediation in printed works can be used to artistically contribute to these works 

calls into question where we put printed literature in relation to the other art forms.  
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Literature, both oral and printed, is not just an art form possessing some type of linguistic 

properties.  It is an art form of modally mediated language.  Understanding this does call 

into question the belief that there is one art form that encompasses all works in both the 

oral and printed tradition in that these are mediated by different sense modalities.  In 

some ways, we define or differentiate art forms based on which sense modality or 

modalities we believe is central to them. 

 In “The Anomalous Nature of Literature,” Richard Shusterman points out that 

literature does not fit nicely into one of the two large categories of art forms as either a 

plastic or performance art.13  For traditional theorists, literature is obviously not in the 

same category of plastic arts like painting and sculpture.  It might then be in the same 

category of performing arts like music, drama, and dance.  But this has caused problems 

for those who wish to define literature in this way that they readily acknowledge.  J. O. 

Urmson wants to place literature within the category of performing arts but finds a 

problem with this designation when we read to ourselves.  If the notations of the 

performing arts like scripts and scores are seen as instructions for an executant artist, who 

is this executant artist when we read to ourselves?14  Peter Kivy argues in The 

Performance of Reading: An Essay in the Philosophy of Literature that when we read to 

ourselves we are the executant artist and our internal reading of the work is really an 

internal, mental performance of that work.15  Leaving aside the question of whether an 

internal recitation is, in fact, a performance, this might be true in some, but certainly not 

                                                 
13 Richard Shusterman, “The Anomalous Nature of Literature,” British Journal of Aesthetics 4 (1978): 327-

329. 
14 J. O. Urmson, “Literature,” in Aesthetics eds. George Dickie and Richard Sclafani (New York: St. 

Martin’s Press, 1977), 337. 
15 See Peter Kivy, The Performance of Reading. 
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all, cases.  I believe that most readers would agree that we often pay more attention to 

what is happening in a book rather than with the words and phrases themselves.  My 

reading and enjoyment of Stephen King’s The Stand (1978) is much more focused on the 

plot of his story than my reading and enjoyment of Burroughs Naked Lunch where I 

might be more concerned with the actual language of the work.  In any event, Urmson 

recognizes that referring to myself as an executant artist when I read to myself seems 

difficult to defend. 

 Nelson Goodman finds similar problems with printed literature when attempting 

to classify literature as a performing art in his Languages of Art.  Goodman defines the 

performing arts as those arts that possess some type of notational system.  This notational 

system is the set of instructions that an executant artist will use to create a copy of that 

work.  The score is the notational system of a work of music while the script acts as the 

notational system for theatrical works.  In the performing arts, a copy of a work would be 

what this notational system instructs an artist to do rather than a copy of that notational 

system itself.  A performance of a piece of music is a copy of the work.  A copy of the 

score itself is not a copy of the work in question.  However, Goodman notes that printed 

literature, unlike other more obvious performing arts, only has a notational scheme and 

not a true notational system.  To call something a copy of a work of printed literature 

would mean that it is a copy of the notations themselves.  This would be akin to saying 

that a copy of a Beethoven symphony could be created by merely photocopying the 

score.16  In that a copy of a work of printed literature is a copy of the notation or 

inscription itself, it does seem to stand apart from the traditional performing arts. 

                                                 
16 For a detailed discussion of the definitions of and differences between notational schemes and notational 

systems in performance works see Chapter Four of Nelson Goodman, Languages of Art (Indianapolis: 
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 This tension between printed literature and the performing arts in the writings of 

both Urmson and Goodman is predicated on viewing the printed text as an art form 

mediated by the sense of sight.  Works of literature that artistically employ their visual 

features show us, in extremely stark and obvious terms, that printed literature and oral 

literature cannot longer be viewed as two instances of the same art form.  The strongest 

reason for viewing them as different art forms is simply that they typically do not share a 

sense modality.  As I said, in some ways we define or differentiate art forms based on 

which sense modality we view as central to the art form.  Between oral and printed 

literature, there is no shared sense modality.  There isn’t even any overlap of sense 

modalities in their respective works.  One is an art form mediated by the sense of hearing 

and the other is mediated by the sense of sight.  I am not claiming that all works of 

poetry, for instance, are necessarily aurally mediated.  Certainly there are poems such as 

those of e. e. cummings that are best read to oneself just as there are some works of 

drama that are best read to oneself.  The works of Ibsen come to mind.  However, it 

would seem that all works of literature are best appreciated as either oral or written 

works.  This goes back to Walton’s discussion that we should view a work of art in the 

category in which it is most aesthetically or artistically interesting.17  I can think of no 

other art form that has two different and distinct sense modalities for works that are both 

members of the same art form.  The only reason for grouping oral and printed literature 

together in one art form is because they both share language use.  However, this makes as 

much sense as claiming Michelangelo’s David and Sistine Chapel are the same art form 

                                                 
Hackett, 1976), 127-176. 

17 See Walton’s discussion in “Categories of Art,” 359 as it relates to why we view Picasso’s Guernica as a 

dynamic painting rather than a boring bas-relief. 
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because they share representational qualities.  In fact, it makes less sense because at least 

these two works actually share the modality of sight! 

 Now, if we separate oral and printed literature into two distinct art forms, look at 

how helpful this is in clearing up the problems of Urmson and Goodman if they can 

account for oral and printed literature separately.  For Urmson, there is an executant artist 

(the performer or orator) in oral literature.  For Goodman, the physical inscription of oral 

literature does act as a notational system as a set of instructions for the executant artist.  

The inscription of most poetry acts as this notational system.  The punctuation, lines, 

breaks, and pauses are all parts of the instructions as to how these works of oral literature 

should be performed.  Even the letters of the alphabet are instructions for a performer to 

make certain sounds.  Here, a copy of a work of oral literature is the performance of that 

work and not just a copy of the words, punctuation, and spaces.  We may speak of having 

a copy of a Bukowski poem, for instance, when we have a physical inscription of it.  In 

fact, we are merely speaking inaccurately.  In the same way, I might say I have a copy of 

Rosencrantz and Guildenstern Are Dead! on my nightstand and both you and I know that 

I don’t mean people are actually performing the play in my bedroom. 

 It should be clear that oral literature is a performing art while printed literature is 

not, even if we mistakenly assume they are the same.  This might be one of the most 

important things that visually artistic printed literature shows us.  Printed literature is not, 

and in some cases, cannot be a performing art.  How would one perform House of 

Leaves?  What would a performance of Filth look like if it were asked to include the 

bowel shaped intrusions and the perspective of the tapeworm?  If we claim inclusion of 

printed literature in the performing arts like music, dance, drama, and oral literature, we 
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are making a category mistake.  Why has this mistake been made?  Returning to Walton’s 

discussion of standard and variable properties provides us with a possible answer. 

 Walton makes two related claims regarding to which category we see an art form 

belonging.  First, he writes that how we are introduced to a work goes a long way in 

determining our decisions regarding its category.  In that printed literature was introduced 

as the technological extension of the oral tradition, it makes sense that we would 

mistakenly assume that it too is a performance art. 18  Also, the category we perceive a 

work belonging to is in part dependent on other works that we are more familiar with.  At 

one point in the history of literature, everyone was more familiar with the oral tradition 

until both literacy and commercial printing became more commonplace.  Thus, again, we 

mistakenly include printed works in the same category as oral literature.  Finally, what 

other, authoritative figures have said about certain works and their categories affects our 

judgments about them.  As I have stated, most theorists have grouped oral and printed 

literature together as performing arts while at the same time inexplicably recognizing that 

this is a poor fit for printed literature. 

 What, then, is printed literature?  I do want to make clear that when I speak of 

printed literature being a different art form from oral literature, I do mean all printed 

literature meant to be read to oneself and not just those works that artistically utilize their 

visible features.  Even those with traditional font and formatting are still a visual, non-

performative art form in that they are visually mediated.  Obviously, printed literature is a 

multiple instance art form.  However, both Urmson and Goodman are correct.  Printed 

literature has no executant artist toward whom the printed text acts as a set of instructions 

                                                 
18 Ibid., 342. 
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for a performance.  Creating a copy of a work of printed literature involves copying the 

notational scheme of the printed text rather than executing a notational system.  Printed 

literature is a multiple instance art form but, unlike music, drama and oral literature, its 

instances are not performances.  What about other multiple instance art forms mediated 

by the sense of sight?  Might printed literature be similar to something like printmaking?  

While it is tempting due to its visual nature and its reliance on printing techniques to 

group printed literature with printmaking, they have one fundamental difference.  Even in 

its multiple instances, printmaking is still seen as an autographic art form capable of 

being forged while printed literature is not.  It would not make sense to say that my copy 

of House of Leaves or Blood Meridian is a forgery simply because it was made in a 

photocopier and then bound.  Unlike printmaking, printed literature is an allographic art 

form incapable of being forged.  However, in that both are visually mediated, multiple 

instance art forms, examining how printmaking and printed literature differ might lead us 

to a better understanding of printed literature itself. 

 In “Multiple Instances and Multiple ‘Instances’,” David Davies describes two 

different types of multiple instance works and differentiates between those multiple 

instance works that are, and are not, capable of being forged.  His goal here is to defend 

the claim made by Gregory Currie in An Ontology of Art (1989) that most works of art 

from paintings to theater are in some ways multiple instance arts.  Davies differentiates 

between two different types of artistic instances.  These are what he refers to as 

Provenential Instances (p-instances) and Epistemic Instances (e-instances).19  P-instances 

are instances of a work connected to the work’s history of making.  Thus a painting is a 

                                                 
19 David Davies, “Multiple Instances and ‘Multiple Instances’,” British Journal of Aesthetics 50 (2010): 

412. 
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single p-instance work as it has “a particular history of making that distinguishes it from 

anything else having the same manifest properties.”20  E-instances, in contrast, are any 

instances that have the requisite experiential properties necessary for appreciating that 

work.  Paradigmatic multiple e-instance works would be music, drama, and the 

performing arts as well as art forms like recorded music and film.21  What Davies 

recognizes, in defense of Currie’s claim, is that most works like paintings that we 

consider single instance works actually do have multiple e-instances.  The Mona Lisa has 

one p-instance that hangs in the Louvre.  However, every copy of it on a poster or in an 

art history textbook would count as an e-instance if it possesses the requisite experiential 

properties necessary for appreciating Leonardo’s work.  Thus, the Mona Lisa is a single 

p-instance work but a multiple e-instance work.  Certainly, not every copy of it would be 

considered an e-instance of the work.  But a sufficiently rendered reproduction would 

provide a viewer with the experiential properties necessary of an e-instance of it.  What 

defines painting, in this respect, is that only its single p-instance is considered authentic.  

Art forms in which only p-instances are authentic are autographic and capable of being 

forged.  In contrast, works with authentic e-instances like music and drama are 

allographic and cannot be forged. 

 To return to the comparison between printmaking and printed literature, both are 

visually mediated multiple instance art forms.  The difference between them is that 

printmaking, like photography and cast sculpture, is a multiple p-instance art form.  Only 

copies with a connection to the history of making in these forms are considered authentic.  

This is why the copy of Munch’s print The Kiss (1897) that I have hanging on my wall is 

                                                 
20 Ibid., 413. 
21 Ibid., 415. 
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not an authentic copy of the work.  Its creation does not have the connection to the 

history of making that is required of a authentic p-instance of Munch’s work.  In the same 

way, the photograph I could take of an Ansel Adams photograph or a copy of a 

Giacometti sculpture that I meticulously create are not authentic copies no matter how 

perfect the recreation of their experiential properties.  In these cases as well, these are not 

p-instances as they do not have the appropriate connection to the history of making to 

count as p-instances.  Multiple p-instances works typically have “entities”, for lack of a 

better word, created by the artist with the intention that they be used to generate authentic 

manifestations of the work.22  In the case of printmaking, this entity is the woodblock, 

metal etching, or lithography stone.  The negative and the mold act in the same way for 

photography and cast sculpture respectively.  The conditions required in the use of such 

entities for the creation of authentic p-instances is more complicated than this.  However, 

put bluntly, only instances connected to the history of making by using these entities in 

specific ways will be considered authentic copies.  Therefore, even though these are 

multiple instance art forms, in that only p-instances are authentic they are autographic. 

 In contrast, literature, both printed and oral, have multiple e-instances and these e-

instances are each considered authentic.  Works like literature, music, and film with 

multiple, authentic e-instances cannot be forged.  One could buy a copy of Filth at the 

local bookstore or photocopy an existing copy and one would have an authentic e-

instance in each case.  Unlike printmaking, works of printed literature are not p-instance 

works because there is no requirement that an authentic copy have any connection to the 

artist or author’s history of making.  However, though they are authentic multiple e-

                                                 
22 Ibid., 413. 
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instance works, they differ from the more traditional multiple e-instance works like music 

and drama in that they are not a performative art.  So, we understand printed literature as 

a visually mediated, non-performative allographic art form. 

 In attempting to clarify Goodman’s definition of autographic, Jerrold Levinson 

writes that “a work of art (and the art form it belongs to) is autographic iff even the most 

exact duplication of the work or its genuine instances does not count as genuine 

irrespective of the particular means of production involved.23  It matters greatly that a 

print of Munch’s The Kiss was made using the original wood block (as the particular 

means of production) and not made on a photocopier if that print is authentic.  In contrast, 

it doesn’t really matter if my copy of Filth was made by referencing Welsh’s original 

manuscript or if it was made with a photocopier.24  As long as it has the experiential 

features necessary to properly appreciate the work, it is a genuine copy.  Granted, 

instances of literary works with some connection to the history of making have value.  

However, this is merely historical or possibly monetary value and not specifically literary 

or artistic value.  Someone who collects first editions might only be concerned with 

certain types of p-instances of literary works.  However, the differences in works of 

literature between p-instances and e-instances in no way distinguished between authentic 

instances of these works. 

 If we, briefly, overlook that printed literature is an art form based on some type of 

language use, we are left with a multiple instance art form but not a performative one like 

                                                 
23 Jerrold Levinson, “Autographic and Allographic Revisited,” Philosophical Studies 38 (1980): 370. 
24 What is interesting in some works with artistically significant visual features is that the author’s 

manuscript might not actually count as an authentic instance of the work.  In that Danielewski’s 

manuscript of House of Leaves is handwritten, it sometimes only has the instructions for how the work 

should be formatted in its printing.  Thus, it lacks features that would make it an authentic copy of the 

work.  See McCaffery and Gregory, “Haunted House- An Interview with Mark Z. Danielewski,” 117. 
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music and oral literature.  It is also allographic, having authentic e-instances, unlike 

multiple p-instance works like printmaking and cast sculpture.  In these ways, printed 

literature seems to be closer to works of what are described as mass art like film.  

Looking at Noël Carroll’s discussion of different multiple e-instance art forms in “The 

Ontology of Mass Art” is helpful and it does seem that printed literature has more in 

common with film than one would think.  Carroll’s two conditions for a work of art to be 

considered mass art are that authentic copies are equally available to a wide range of 

people at the same time and that it is, in some way, easily digestible or understandable.  

Avant-garde art works, no matter how readily available, would not count as mass art.  

That Holzer’s projections are available to a large number of individuals does not make 

them mass art if they are not easily understandable.  I am not concerned with this second 

claim that mass art be easily digestible.  When discussing printed literature, this would be 

a matter of degree.  The Neverending Story would probably fit better as mass art than 

House of Leaves or A Visit from the Goon Squad.  What I want to focus on is Carroll’s 

claim that works of mass art are multiple e-instance works of a certain kind. 

 Where Carroll’s discussion is the most relevant to our discussion is when he 

differentiates between instances of a film and instances of a play.  Carroll talks about two 

theaters, one performing the play, The Master Builder (1893), and the other showing the 

film, Waterworld (1995).  It would seem, on first glance that they are both the same type 

of multiple instance work.  However, if we take a closer look, we see that this cannot be 

the case.  First, the film is based on a template while the theatrical performance is based 

on interpretation.  Second, the film type will always produce token instances while the 
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play type will produce further types (performance types).25  Similar distinctions can be 

made between oral and printed literature.  The instances of the former will produce 

performance types while instances of the latter will produce token instances.  The 

authentic instances of the former are also a matter of interpretation while authentic 

instances of the latter are based on a template.  Authentic instances of printed literature 

are token instances that, like film, are generated from a template.  Carroll describes this 

template as the letters and punctuation.26  We could extend the properties of a template in 

visually mediated literature to include the font, formatting, and visual decisions in works 

that have met some sufficient condition of artistic significance of their visual features.  

So, we are left with a definition of printed literature meant to be read to oneself as a 

necessarily visually mediated, allographic, multiple e-instance art form based on a 

template comprised, to some degree, of language. 

 

Looking Forward 

 If this is our definition of printed literature, what about other genres that appear to 

have similarities such a comics or graphic novels, artist books, e-books, and electronic 

literature?  If printed literature is a visually mediated, non-performative, multiple e-

instance art form with a focus on language, could any or all of these types of works count 

as literature?  In most of the current discussion of the art form, comics and graphic novels 

are treated as a different artistic category from literature rather than a specific sub-genre 

of literature.  Due to this, philosophical discussions of comics and graphic novels often 

get into protracted debates regarding borderline cases and ask if these would count as 

                                                 
25 Noël Carroll, “The Ontology of Mass Art,” Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 55 (1997): 192-193. 
26 Ibid., 193-194. 
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graphic novels or literature.  This happens in the current debate regarding Batman #663: 

The Clown at Midnight (2007).  Roy T. Cook describes this work as differing from 

traditional comic books due to the nature of its illustrations.  Batman #663 is formatted as 

a prose short story rather than a traditional comic book.  Though every page includes at 

least one illustration, most of these are on the periphery and are relatively trivial.  There 

might be one that is a close-up of The Joker’s teeth or a few of his playing cards.  

However, none of these illustrations seem to further the narrative in ways typical of 

traditional comic books.27  The question of whether or not this work would count as a 

member of a sub-genre “comics” is an interesting one.  If works of printed literature, by 

virtue of their visually mediated nature, can include artistically significant visual features, 

I see no reason to conclude that it would not count as literature.  A decision in the 

affirmative regarding its status as a comic book in no way precludes it from being 

considered literature as well.  In fact, the visual features of this work seem analogous to 

the stylistic features of the works of William Blake.28 

 However, this work does seem different from traditional comics or graphic novels.  

Would it then be correct to claim that traditional comics would not count as literature?  I 

find nothing in the way comics are defined that precludes them from being literature.  At 

best, comics might point to another sufficient condition of artistic significance of visual 

features along with those discussed in Chapter Four.  There are several common 

arguments employed to distinguish comics from literature.  However, these are less 

convincing once one admits that the visual nature of printed literature allows for 

                                                 
27 Roy T. Cook, “Do Comics Require Pictures? Or Why Batman #663 Is a Comic,” Journal of Aesthetics 

and Art Criticism 69 (2011): 289. 
28 See Appendix B. 
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artistically significant visual features.  For instance, it is often claimed that comics are 

different from literature because in comics or graphic novels the visual or pictorial 

features are essential to appreciating the work.29  Based on the discussion in Chapter One, 

this is not a disqualifying feature of literature.  The visual features in prose works like 

House of Leaves, Filth, and A Visit from the Goon Squad are essential to each work.  The 

same can be said for poetic works like Easter Wings and the works of concrete poetry.  

Some claim that comics differ from literature because in literature you can remove the 

visual features without artistically affecting the work.  This, again, is obviously not true 

in any instance of artistically significant visual features such as all those previously 

discussed.  Finally, it is claimed that comics differ from literature in that they contain a 

preponderance of images so that the visual features of comics are more important than the 

literary or language features of the work.  This is an over generalization in comics.  

Anyone familiar with comics such as Dilbert or The Far Side knows that this is not true 

in all cases of comics.  In a graphic novel such as Persepolis (2000) this is not the case 

either.  

 Though he admits none of these arguments are particularly convincing, Aaron 

Meskin does want to claim that comics are fundamentally different from literature using 

Goodman’s distinction between the autographic and allographic art forms.  Meskin 

claims that, although comics and graphic novels are multiple instance works, these works 

are autographic and capable of being forged.  He states, “comics- at least those that are 

standardly produced- are autographic, and they would have been characterized as such by 

Goodman.  The production of an authentic instance of a comic requires mechanical 

                                                 
29 Aaron Meskin, “Comics as Literature?,” British Journal of Aesthetics 49 (2009): 227. 
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reproduction from a template or, perhaps, another authentic instance.  It is in virtue of this 

that traditionally made comics are intuitively forgeable in the way described above- 

something may be falsely presented as if it were mechanically produced in the right 

way.”30  Here, to use Davies’ terminology, Meskin is claiming that that comics and 

graphic novels, unlike literature, only have authentic p-instances and not all e-instances 

will be authentic if they are not produced in the correct way (if they are not tied to the 

work’s history of making as being printed in the correct way from the correct source).   

Is this really the case that only p-instances are authentic in comics and graphic 

novels?  Would a photocopy of a graphic novel or, better yet, a copy made on Gregory 

Currie’s “superxerox” machine not count as authentic?  I doubt most of us would believe 

this is the case.  Most of us, I believe, would view such a copy as an authentic copy in the 

same way a photocopy of Filth would be an authentic copy.  If someone asks if I have 

read Superman #1 I can say “yes” if I have read a reprint of that work.  It would only 

matter historically or monetarily if I had read or had in my possession an original edition 

of that work.  Also, Meskin acknowledges this when he claims that an instance created 

from an authentic instance would, itself, be authentic.  This is different from works with 

only authentic p-instances.  This claim suggests Meskin does see comics as having 

authentic e-instances (like literature) and is confused as to the allographic status of art 

forms with authentic e-instances. 

Meskin goes on to claim that the visual features in comics further the narrative of 

their works in ways that make them fundamentally different from literature.  Here it is the 

role the visual plays that makes them different art forms.31  First, it is not clear that this is 

                                                 
30 Ibid., 231. 
31 Ibid., 234-235. 
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the case in all comics.  This is the same over-generalization found in the earlier claim that 

the visual plays a more central role in comics than literature.  However, that is not to say 

that the visual does not further the narrative in a great many comics and graphic novels.  

Even so, I see no reason that this feature would disqualify them from being considered 

literature.  Works like Filth use their visual features to perform the function of hindering 

or undermining the narrative of their works.  I see no reason that the visual in literature 

could not perform the reciprocal function of furthering that narrative.  If we understand 

that literature can have artistically significant visual features, I see no reason to assume 

that comics and graphic novels are anything other than a sub-genre included in the 

category of printed literature.  There are certainly cases, such as “mute” comics, that 

would not count as literature in that they contain no linguistic features at all.  In these 

cases, we can still say that they are visually mediated, authentic multiple e-instances 

works even if they cannot be considered literature because their template does include a 

focus on language. 

Given the visually mediated, multiple instance nature of printed literature, it is 

tempting to claim that printed works like artist’s books might be considered literature as 

well.  While works such as Duchamp’s The Bride Stripped Bare of Her Bachelors, Even 

(The Green Box) (1934) do have similarities to works like House of Leaves, they are not 

literature because of their specific multiple nature.  Duchamp’s work consists of a limited 

edition collotype of 320 copies.  The content of this work is Duchamp’s explication and 

notes for The Bride Stripped Bare of Her Bachelors, Even (The Large Glass) (1915-

1923).  Even though this work is comprised of both visual and linguistic features, it is not 

printed literature.  This is because only those original 320 copies are considered authentic 
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instances.  Only p-instances are authentic in most artist books like The Green Box.  Given 

that the originals are privileged even if there are multiple copies, only p-instances of 

these works are authentic and capable of being forged. 

If the visual in printed literature is capable of being a vehicle for artistic or 

aesthetic value, the technological advances in e-books present interesting possibilities for 

visually mediated literature meant to be read to oneself.  Because of the technical 

possibilities of this digital media, one could imagine works of literature here where text 

moves across the page.  Or where text disappears or changes color, shape, or font.  In 

these works, the static visual features of printed literature could change as one reads.  

Why hasn’t this happened yet in e-books?  Remember, Katherine Hayles points out that 

when new technological advances appear in the reproduction of literature, we often see 

an initial period of experimentation.  We see this with the rising popularity of the printing 

press, offset printing, and digital printing.  Why haven’t we seen more of this in e-books?  

It could be a marketing decision on the part of the makers of e-readers and the publishers 

of e-books.  In order to get more people to transition to reading books on an e-reader, 

decisions have been made to attempt to present e-readers and e-books as similar to 

traditional books as possible.32  Experimentation with the visual features and possibilities 

of the digital medium might undermine these efforts in that they specifically exploit 

features not available to printed literature. 

However, there are some digital works that are experimenting with the 

possibilities of their medium.  The e-book copy of Danielewski’s The Fifty Year Sword 

does employ small instances of animation in the visible text.  Also of interest are the 

                                                 
32 Even to the point where one “flips” the pages of an e-book and both the image on the screen and the 

sound mimic the flipping of the page of an actual book. 
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possibilities of the medium explored by James Patterson in his work Private Vegas 

(2015).  If read in e-book form, this work comes with a timer that begins once the book is 

“opened” and counts down 24 hours.  When the timer reaches zero, the book deletes itself 

from the e-reader’s hard drive or “self-destructs.”  While one could dismiss this as merely 

a clever marketing strategy, there are two important points to consider.  This feature could 

be artistically significant because it adds a sense of immediacy or urgency to our reading.  

The experience of reading this work is fundamentally different from lazily reading a 

thriller while relaxing on the beach.  It also might perform the sufficient function of 

artistic significance by reinforcing the themes of the crime drama.  The action of the story 

has an urgency that is now mirrored in the digital “timer.”  Think about the opposite in an 

epistolary e-book written in diary form that only releases a certain amount of text 

comprising one entry per day.  Also, this feature does have analogues in printed literature.  

William Gibson and Dennis Ashbaugh’s novel Agrippa (A Book of the Dead) (1992) is 

printed using photosensitive chemicals so that once the book is opened and exposed to 

the sun, the text gradually begins to fade and the pages will eventually appear blank.  

Recently, a small Argentinian publisher, Eterna Cadencia, has begun a print run of The 

Book that Can’t Wait (2015) printed in the same way so that the text will disappear after 

roughly two months. 

The 2013 e-book recreation of John Buchan’s spy novel The Thirty-Nine Steps 

(1915) is both visually dynamic and interactive even if, as the reviews claim, it is not 

wholly successful as literature.  The visuals change as one reads the novel.  Also, one can 

select different things to examine and make certain choices within the work that accesses 

new and different portions of text.  The possibility of interactivity in digital literary forms 
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opens up interesting possibilities realized in works of electronic literature.  These works 

differ from e-books most notably because they are meant to be experienced on a 

computer rather than an e-reader and thus many more possibilities are available to artists 

creating electronic literature.  Most of these possibilities are found in the interactive 

nature of such works. 

In Rob Wittig’s 1999 work of electronic literature, The Fall of the Site of Marsha, 

we are presented with a visual representation similar to the old AngelFire personal web 

sites popular in the late 1990s.  Wittig describes his work thusly, “In the early days of the 

web, Marsha cheerfully launches a home page devoted to her favorite angels and invites 

them to come and play.  They do, and they are not friendly.  The Fall of the Site of 

Marsha shows three states of her site, captured in Spring, Summer, and Fall each getting 

progressively darker as the angels haunt the beleaguered Marsha, reveal her husband’s 

infidelity (from clues found on the site), and drag Marsha and her home page into 

madness and Gothic ruin.”33  Marsha is aided in her web site by her friend Bits and her 

husband Mike, who acts as webmaster.  As you visit the three “time periods” the angels 

begin to take over her page and become increasingly hostile toward Marsha in the form 

of mean spirited taunts and jokes about her dead father.  As time passes, the page itself 

begins to break down (hence the reference to Poe’s work).  Initially, Marsha believes 

someone is hacking her site.  However, as it becomes clear that her husband is having an 

affair with her friend, Bits, it is left ambiguous if it is actually them altering the site or if 

it is truly something paranormal.  The last time period “Fall” implies that Marsha has had 

some sort of mental breakdown.  This work is interactive in that what you choose to click 

                                                 
33 Collection.eliterature.org/1/works/witting_the_fall_of_the_site_of_marsha.html 
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on and which parts of the web site you decide to explore affect they type of information 

and the portions of the narration that are available. 

Jason Nelson’s work, Game, Game, Game, and Again Game (2007), may be a 

less traditional and more extreme example of electronic literature.  The work itself in its 

interactivity is very similar to old Atari and Nintendo games of the early 1990s.  

However, the visual presentation of it is more abstract and reminiscent of the works of 

Jean-Michel Basquiat or Cy Twombly’s work Fifty Day at Iliam (1978).  A player has 

unlimited lives and as your character explores each level, you can touch certain icons to 

make passages of text appear and new interactive graphics emerge.  Sometimes a link 

will appear called “video proof.”  When this is clicked, short clips of home video appear 

in a small frame somewhere on the screen.  Again, this is interactive because how one 

plays and explores each level determines how much or little of the story is available to a 

player.  Some might claim that the presence of the moving images here mean that this 

work would not qualify as literature.  This is more of a new possibility made possible by 

the technological medium than an actual disqualifying characteristic of electronic 

literature.  It is no more disqualifying in these works than the presence of static visual 

images are in printed literature.  In both printed and electronic literature, the works are 

visually mediated, non-performance, multiple authentic e-instances works consisting of 

language and the inscribed text. 

One might claim that the very interactive nature of these works precludes them 

from being considered literature.  Since printed literature is static and bound, it would 

seem that it does not allow for any type of interactivity.  Again, this is an over-

generalization of printed works.  Certainly most works of printed literature are in no way 
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interactive.  However, there are works that we do consider literature that are, in fact, 

interactive.  The most obvious examples are the “choose-your-own-adventure” books 

where you turn to different pages based on your decisions in different scenarios in the 

text.  Similarly, in Milorad Pavic’s Last Love in Constantinople: A Tarot Novel for 

Divination (1998) chapters are designated with specific tarot cards rather than being 

numbered.  In the preface, Pavic encourages a reader to shuffle a deck of tarot cards and 

read the chapters as their cards appear.  Marc Saporta’s novel Composition No. 1 (2011) 

provides almost no authority as to how the novel should be read.  Saporta’s work comes 

unbound in its own box without any page numbers.  The reader then composes the story 

herself.  Saporta also only uses one side of each page so that each specific page is 

separate and interchangeable.  The presence of interactive features in printed works 

should not count against a work being literature if it is still visually mediated but non-

performative, has authentic e-instances, and uses language as a template.  If works of 

electronic literature share these features, they should be considered visually mediated 

literature as well regardless of any interactive features. 

On final question remains if we take the modality of mediation as possibly 

artistically important in literature.  If hearing, as the method of mediation, can be 

artistically important in a performance of oral literature and sight, as the modality or 

mediation, can be artistically important in printed literature, can other sense modalities 

mediate literature and, if so, can any of these be artistically important as well?  

Obviously, literature cannot be mediated by the sense of taste or smell.  There is no 

notational system related to these modalities.  However, the sense of touch is a modality 

that can mediate literature in works of Braille.  Braille writing consists of letters 
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represented as a combination of two columns of 3 dots or “pips.”  Letters are indicated by 

the combination of different raised pips and each letter and number will have a specific 

pattern of raised pips.  In that Braille is necessarily mediated by the sense of touch, this 

modality of mediation also carries artistic possibilities for works of Braille.  Obviously, 

one could format a Braille work in ways similar to the formatting of House of Leaves if 

the Braille letters were placed artistically around the page.  If the bowel shaped intrusions 

in Filth, for instance, were raised off the page, a Braille copy might be quite similar to a 

printed copy of Welsh’s work. 

Interestingly, Braille has different fonts like visually mediated printed literature.  

First, different Braille fonts will have raised pips that are different shapes.  The circle is 

the most common shape for the pip as found in fonts like DejaVu Serif and App Braille 

Regular.  Even in these, the size of the circles differs in different fonts.  However, other 

fonts like DejaVu Sans uses squares instead of circles for the pips.  In reality, any shape 

at all could be used (triangles, stars, etc.).  As long as they are formed into two columns 

of three pips they would still represent their specific letters.  In other fonts, all six or eight 

possible pip positions are raised and a different method is used to indicate which pips are 

actually emphasized to create a letter.  A font like Apple Braille Pinpoint uses larger 

circles for the emphasized pips and smaller circles for the unemphasized ones.  Apple 

Braille Outline, as the name indicates, uses hollow circles for the unemphasized pips and 

filled circles for the emphasized ones.  Again, different shapes can be used with these font 

styles as well.   

The specific tactile qualities of these works can be artistically employed as well in 

ways similar to the function visual features perform in visually mediated literature.  One 
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could imagine a work that takes place in the desert and the pips are made out of 

sandpaper.  Different textures could work like font colors to contribute to our 

understanding of a word.  One could conceivably create a Braille version of The 

Neverending Story wherein the parts that take place in the real world feel metallic while 

the parts which take place in Fanastica are composed of something with the tactile quality 

of felt.  Just as different vocal features are artistically employed in aurally mediated 

literature and visual features are artistically employed in visually mediated literature, 

tactile features can be artistically employed in works, like Braille, mediated by the sense 

of touch.  Not only are the letters and words represented by the pips artistically 

significant, their presentation in their shape and how they feel could be artistically 

significant as well. 

 

Final Remarks 

 Just as the oral tradition in literature is mediated by hearing, printed literature 

meant to be read to oneself is necessarily mediated by the sense of sight.  Therefore, the 

visual features specific to printed literature such as font and formatting have the 

possibility of being artistically significant parts of literary works themselves and not 

merely parts of copies.  Artistically significant visual features are variable properties of 

literature.  They are not standard properties that one looks through to see the content of 

the literary work.  They are a part of the content of the work itself.  They are also not 

contra-standard properties whose presence would count against a work being considered 

literature.  These artistically significant visual features show us that printed literature is 

fundamentally a different art form from oral literature.  Works that make artistic use of 
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their visual features show us that the art form of printed literature is not, and cannot be, a 

performance art form.  Also, in that printed literature is meant to be read to oneself, it 

cannot be the same art form as oral literature in that the two have different and distinct 

modalities of mediation. 

 Printed literature is a visually mediated, non-performative, multiple instance art 

form.  However, if differs from other such art forms like printmaking based on what 

constitutes an authentic instance of artworks in each art form.  In printmaking, only 

copies that have the correct connection to the history of making are considered authentic 

copies of a work.  Thus, printmaking only has authentic provenential instances.  

Printmaking is a multiple p-instance, visually mediated, non-performative art form.  

Printed literature, in contrast, does not privilege copies with some connection to the 

history of making.  If p-instances in literature have greater value than other instances, it is 

only historical or possibly monetary, and not artistic, value.  Any copy that has the 

requisite features of an authentic experience of the work will be considered an authentic 

instance.  In works with artistically significant visual features, the requisite features will 

include such visual features.  Printed literature has authentic experiential instances that 

we do not find in printmaking.   

Printed literature is a multiple e-instance, visually mediated, non-performative art 

form comprised, to some degree, of language.  Once printed literature is recognized as 

such, other literary genres such as graphic novels, e-books, and electronic literature can 

be considered literature regardless of the artistic use associated with their own specific 

method of mediation.  However, this definition, in focusing on authentic e-instances, does 

not stretch the term so far as to include works of visual art with language features or most 
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artists’ books in that these works have only authentic p-instances.  The possibility of 

artistically significant visual features in printed literature is predicated on understanding 

printed literature as a necessarily visually mediated, non-performative, multiple e-

instance art form. 

In that all printed literature is mediated by the sense of sight, the artistic 

possibilities of its method of mediation are always available to authors.  Works that 

possess artistically significant visual features are not fundamentally different from 

traditional literature.  These works do not belong to the category of mixed media works 

or any other category that would differentiate them from other works of literature.  

Artistically significant visual features are not contra-standard properties of literature.  

Their presence in certain works in no way counts against those works being considered 

literature.  Such works are also not fringe works that sit outside of traditional literature.  

They are far too common.  I have shown in Chapter One a tradition of artistic use of 

visual features going back to the Bucolic poets of ancient Greece, through European and 

religious pattern poetry such as Herbert’s Easter Wings, and even contemporary poets 

such as Dylan Thomas, e. e. cummings, and the concrete poets.  In prose literature, we 

see artistically significant visual features historically in works such as Tristram Shandy, 

and the epistolary novels of authors such as Richardson and Stoker.  In contemporary 

prose literature, I have presented detailed descriptions of several exemplars and how their 

visual features are artistically significant parts of each.  The contemporary novels in 

Appendix B also speak to the ubiquity of such works so that they cannot be considered 

fringe. 
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They are also not fringe as being unimportant to the literary tradition.  As I have 

shown, literary theory and criticism regularly speaks of such works and often specifically 

focuses on the artistic role their visual features play within their respective works.  We 

see this focus in reviews of works such as Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close, House of 

Leaves, and The Raw Shark Texts.  In interviews, authors such as Danielewski, Egan, and 

Placentia each discuss the artistic role of the visual features of their works at great length.  

There is no reason to believe that these works would be excluded from the nonce critical 

canon in a way that would make them fringe works.  If they are omitted from this canon, 

it would be because of a lack of critical focus with regards to a specific work and would 

have nothing to do with the use of artistically significant visual features in literature more 

generally. 

In that all copies of printed literature must necessarily have some type of font and 

formatting, how do we know when these visual features are artistically significant?  

Richard Shusterman claims that such visual features are artistically significant when they 

are conspicuous in the ways that they deviate from traditional, unobtrusive styles of font 

and formatting.  Shusterman’s claim that such conspicuous deviations exemplify a 

sufficient condition of artistic significance is too strong.  I have discussed instances 

where a visual feature might be conspicuous but would not be considered artistically 

significant.  The performance of some unique function would act as a sufficient condition 

of the artistic significance of visual features.  Visual features are artistically significant 

when they perform a function such as reinforcing the themes of the text as they do in A 

Visit from the Goon Squad, House of Leaves, and The Raw Shark Texts.  They can 

perform other functions as well such as historically situating a work as they do in Blood 
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Meridian or in hindering our apprehension and appreciation of the work as they do in 

Filth.  When a visual feature is conspicuous and performs some unique function within 

the work, we can say with confidence that said feature is an artistically significant part of 

the work itself rather than merely the ancillary property of a copy of the work.   

Recognizing the artistic significance of visual features in literature is important 

for several reasons.  Most importantly, we can now properly articulate what type of art 

form printed literature is as a visually mediated, non-performative, multiple e-instance art 

form composed, to some degree, of language.  Therefore, it is fundamentally different 

from oral literature.  It also open up our definition of literature to encompass works such 

as graphic novels and electronic literature but defines it narrowly enough so as not to 

include other works of visual art such as those of Holzer, Magritte, and Lichtenstein.  

Taking visual features as artistically significant in literature keeps philosophy of literature 

current with discussions of these works and their visual features already taking place in 

literary theory and criticism.  Understanding the visual possibilities of printed literature 

as necessarily mediated by the sense of sight allows philosophy of literature to discuss 

works with artistically significant visual features and provides us a vocabulary to discuss 

how these features affect our apprehension, understanding, and appreciation of visually 

mediated literature. 
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APPENDIX A 

FIGURES 

Figure 1: German Gothic Typeface 

 

 

Figure 2: Roman Typeface 
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Figure 3: Old English Typeface 
 

 

Figure 4: Bauhaus Typeface 
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Figure 5: Axe 
 

 

 

 

 

Figure 6: Wings 
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Figure 7: The Shepherd’s Pipe 

 

 

 

Figure 8: Vision and Prayer 
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Figure 9: Like Attracts Like 
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Figure 10: House of Leaves 1 
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Figure 11: House of Leaves 2 

 

Figure 12: House of Leaves 3 
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Figure 13: Filth 1 

 

Figure 14: Filth 2 
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Figure 15: The Raw Shark Texts 1 
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Figure 16: The Raw Shark Texts 2 

 

Figure 17: The Raw Shark Texts 3 

 

 



 

213 

 

APPENDIX B 

VISUALLY SIGNIFICANT CONTEMPORARY WORKS 
 

 Beckett, Samuel. Murphy. London: Picador, 1938. 

o Font sizes and capital and lower case letters vary to emphasize or de-

emphasize certain passages. 

 

 Beckett, Samuel. Watt. London: John Calder, 1953. 

o Some passages are obscured to represent the title character's deteriorating 

hearing.  Also, footnotes from more reliable narrators are presented to help 

clarify the narrative in some areas. 

 

 Bester, Alfred. The Demolished Man. New York: Doubleday, 1953. 

o Creative use of typography to visually represent the communication of 

telepaths. 

 

 Bester, Alfred. The Stars My Destination. New York: Penguin, 1956. 

o Creative use of typography similar to The Demolished Man. 

 

 Blake, William. The Marriage of Heaven and Hell. Coral Gables: University of 

Miami Press, 1963. 

o Illustrations around prose writing that act as a creative border to the text.  

Similar in appearance to Batman #663. 

 

 Blake, William. Song of Innocence and Experience. Mt. Vernon: Peter Pauper 

Press, 1939. 

o Small chapter headers printed in blue with Neo-classicist images of 

children or cherubs. 

 

 Brooke-Rose, Christine. Thru. London: Hamish Hamilton, 1975. 

o Extensive use of visual features including variations of format, crossing 

out certain passages, and the use of diagrams. 

 

 Brophy, Brigid. In Transit. London: Macdonald, 1969. 

o Use of small sketches as well as achronological presentation similar to that 

of The People of Paper. 

 

 Cixous, Helene and Calle-Gruber, Mireille. Rootprints: Memory and Life Writing. 

London: Routledge. 1997. 

o Coauthored work where different fonts indicate different writer.  Also, 

italicized passages in rectangle boxes indicate passages from Cixous' 

notebooks. 
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 Cocteau, Jean. Les Maries de la Tour Eiffel. Paris: Hoebeke, 1994. 

o Under Art Director Robert Massin, this edition makes creative use of font 

and formatting as well as creative use of the color of both the lettering and 

the page itself. 

 

 

 Coupland, Douglas. Microserfs. New York: Harper Collins, 1995. 

o Written in the form of a diary or blog.  Creative use of formatting and also 

uses “emoticons” common in internet communications. 

 

 Danielewski, Mark Z. The Familiar Volume One: One Rainy Day in May. New 

York: Pantheon Books, 2015. 

o Visual features far too extensive to list here.  Of note are the near constant 

changes to font and formatting as well as the use of colored corners of 

pages to denote the central character of each chapter. 

 

 Danielewski, Mark Z. The Familiar Volume Two: In the Woods. New York: 

Pantheon Books, 2015. 

o See Above. 

 

 Danielewski, Mark Z. The Fifty Year Sword. New York: Random House, 2012. 

o Creative use of formatting and color.  No speakers’ names are given for 

the dialogue.  Instead, different colored quotation marks represent 

different characters. 

 

 Danielewski, Mark Z. House of Leaves. New York: Random House, 2000. 

o Creative use of both color and formatting that mirrors the unpredictability 

of the dimensions of the house at the center of the story. 

 

 Danielewski, Mark Z. Only Revolutions. New York: Random House, 2006. 

o Creative use of formatting to tell the same story from two different 

perspectives based on how the book is held and which end one starts from.  

Also some use of color in some specific editions. 

 

 Drucker, Johanna and Freeman, Brad. Otherspace: Martian Ty/pography. New 

York: Nexus Press, 1992. 

o Visually resembles a travel book from the 1960s.  As the narrative and the 

narrator’s mind break down during the course of the novel, so does the 

visual structure of the work itself. 

 

 Egan, Jennifer.  A Visit from the Goon Squad. New York: Random House, 2010. 

o One chapter appears as a series of PowerPoint slides. 

 

 Eggers, Dave. You Shall Know Our Velocity. New York: McSweeney's, 2003. 

o Artistic use of both font size and formatting as well as the presence of 

small silhouettes throughout the novel.  



 

215 

 

 

 Ellmann, Lucy. Man of Mango?. New York: Farrar, Straus, and Giroux: 1998. 

o Small black and white representations of flies placed among the text.  Also 

uses various charts and diagrams. 

 

 Ende, Michael. The Neverending Story. New York: Doubleday, 1979. 

o Creative use of color dictating what is happening within the fictional 

world of Fantastica and what is happening in the “actual” world. 

 

 Foer, Jonathan Safran. Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close. New York: First 

Mariner Books, 2005. 

o Multitude of artistically significant visual features.  Words printed in 

certain handwritings or in certain colors, photographs, unconventional 

formatting. 

 

 Frey, James. The Final Testament of the Holy Bible. New York: Gagosian Gallery, 

2011. 

o Visually resembles an illuminated text of the middle ages.   

 

 Ionesco, Eugene. Delire a deux. Paris: Gallimard, 1966. 

o The Gallimard 1966 edition of Ionesco's work appears visually as though 

there were numerous printing errors such as distorted or off centered 

lettering as well as smears and splatters of printing ink. 

 

 Ionesco, Eugene. La Cantatrice chauve (The Bald Soprano). Paris: Gallimard, 

1964. 

o This specific edition was published by Gallimard under the direction of 

their Art Director Robert Massin.  Massin reinterprets Ionesco's work by 

using creative typography and formatting such as unconventional 

formatting and the stretching and bending of letters, words, and sentences. 

 

 Ishiguro, Kazuo. Never Let Me Go. New York: Random House. 2005. 

o Creative use of small children’s drawing as section breaks in the novel.  

This has importance in the focus on art in the plot of the novel. 

 

 Johnson, B. S. Albert Angelo. London: Constable, 1987. 

o Multiple instances of artistically significant visual features.  The first 

section is composed visually to resemble a theater script.  Also, divides 

different narration to different sides of the page to show differing 

perspectives on the same situation. 
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 Jordan, Robert and Sanderson, Brandon.  The Wheel of Time: Books 1-15. New 

York: Tor. 1990-2013. 

o Uses various symbols as chapter headers that relate to certain characters or 

actions in a way that affects the reader’s expectations regarding the actions 

of that chapter. 

 

 Kalfus, Ken. Equilateral. New York: Bloomsbury, 2013. 

o Makes extensive use of mathematical diagrams to help tell the story of one 

man's attempt to use trigonometry to contact Martians in the 1890s. 

 

 Korine, Harmony. A Crackup at the Race Riots. Chicago: Drag City, Inc., 2013. 

o Although only considered a novel in the loosest sense of the term, Korine 

utilizes many different features of the printed text.  Some passages are 

handwritten while others have been redacted.  Black and white 

photographs also accompany the section breaks.  Specific reference to 

Tristram Shandy is also made on page 29. 

 

 McCarthy, Cormac. Blood Meridian. New York: Vintage, 1992. 

o Creative use of font and chapter headers that resemble books published in 

mid 1800s America. 

 

 Palahniuk, Chuck. Pygmy. New York: Doubleday, 2009. 

o Words and passages are blacked out creating a similar appearance to 

redacted passages in confidential government documents. 

 

 Plascencia, Salvador. The People of Paper. Orlando: Harcourt, 2005. 

o Achronological presentation similar to that of Egan.  Also, makes creative 

use of format and small iconography. 

 

 Queneau, Raymond. Exercices de Style. Paris: Gallimard, 1963. 

o The original work consists of 99 retellings of the same story uses different 

writing styles.  Under their Art Director Robert Massin, Gallimard's 

edition uses different and experimental typographical techniques for each 

retelling. 

 

 Quin, Ann. Passages. Chicago: Dalkey Archive Press, 1969. 

o Notes found in blocks of text in the margins.  Similar to, but more subtle 

than, the formatting in House of Leaves. 

 

 Quin, Ann. Tripticks. London: Calder and Boyars, 1972. 

o Here the novel is interspersed with small black and white drawing similar 

to those found in instruction manuals from the time period. 

 

 Rawle, Graham. Woman's World. New York: Atlantic Books, 2005. 

o The text appears to be cut out sections of newspapers and magazines in a 

way that the novel resembles a ransom note. 
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 Saporta, Marc. Composition No. 1. London: Visual Editions Press, 2011. 

o Known as “the book in a box,” Composition No. 1 has no binding or page 

numbers.  The author suggests one shuffle the pages before beginning.  

Also, the back of each page has visual imagery similar to some of the 

more abstract works of concrete poetry. 

 

 Sukenick, Ronald. 98.6: A Novel. New York: Fiction Collective, 1975. 

o Extensive artistic formatting based on the position of certain text around 

the page. 

 

 Vonnegut, Kurt. Breakfast of Champions. New York: Delacorte Press, 1973. 

o The narrative here is interspersed with small, child-like black and white 

illustrations related to the plot and language of Vonnegut's work. 

 

 Welsh, Irvine. Filth. New York: Norton, 1998. 

o Creative use of both typography and line that appears to be representative 

of someone’s bowels.  The words inside the “bowels” are spoken from the 

point of view of some sort of stomach parasite or worm. 

 

 Welsh, Irvine. Marabou Stork Nightmares. New York: Norton, 1997. 

o Creative use of typography to simulate dreams, hallucinations, and 

delusions. 

 

 

 

 


