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Abstract 

This thesis is a study of rhythm in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent and some of its adaptations. The 

division in two parts reflects a twofold approach: Part I develops a theory of rhythm analysis based 

on narratological and semiotic methods, with varied examples drawn from several media; Part II 

discusses Conrad’s use of rhythmic and tensive devices and how they have been adapted in different 

media. Chapter 1 introduces the key concepts of Daniele Barbieri’s rhythm analysis, based on the 

notion of textual relief and the essential relationship between rhythm and tension. Section 1.3 

elaborates on such method, adapting the theory of Possible Worlds and Greimasian semiotics to the 

identification of rhythmic and tensive structures; section 1.4 deals with issues of rhythm in adaptation, 

specifically with the notion of the ‘transcodic resistance’ of rhythm. Chapter 2 approaches rhythmic 

strategies from the recipient’s point of view, discussing cognitive responses to the textual structures 

outlined in Chapter 1; making use of cognitive narratology, the first three sections analyse the 

mechanisms of reception that interact with tension and rhythm – attention, immersion and suspense. 

The final section highlights interconnections between those three cognitive responses and their 

relationship with rhythmic devices, concluding the theoretical part. Chapter 3 is a thorough analysis 

of the rhythm of Conrad’s The Secret Agent, showing how the novel’s complex narrative structures 

contribute to the creation of a multi-layered rhythmic and tensive architecture. Finally, Chapter 4 

deals with five of the numerous adaptations of the novel: Conrad’s theatrical version, John K. 

Snyder’s graphic novel, Hitchcock’s Sabotage, and two BBC TV series adaptations. The works 

analysed adapt the novel in several media with variable success, but they are all remarkable in their 

more or less effective transfer of the novel’s multifaceted rhythmic structure into the language and 

technical specificity of the different media involved. 

 

Keywords: rhythm; narratology; semiotics; Joseph Conrad; The Secret Agent; adaptation. 
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Introduction: Why a Study of Rhythm 

This thesis is about rhythm, a feature that every reader, listener or viewer can recognize and 

comment on; even the most naïve audience can identify a ‘slow’ or ‘fast paced’ scene or narration. It 

might be said that the human mind has an inborn feeling when rhythm is concerned. Nevertheless, in 

the analysis of narratological categories, this aspect is likely to be neglected or dismissed as an elusive 

element, if not completely overlooked. More often than not, the timeworn concept of Genettian 

duration is exhumed and we hastily skip to the next paragraph. Back in 1960, Frederick Karl stated:  

Matters of order, of choice of words, of psychology of scene, and of point of view 

contribute to that elusive thing we call rhythm in a novel.1 

Karl, of course, was no narratologist, and the discipline itself had not even officially been born as a 

derivation from structuralism and Russian formalism.2 In 1972 Genette wrote Figure III, a pivotal 

text for narrative studies, dedicating a chapter to duration (durée) and defining anisochronies as 

“effects of rhythm”.3 Since then, very few advancements have been made, to the extent that modern 

introductions to narratology either fail to mention rhythm at all or retrace Genettian concepts almost 

verbatim, although mentioning the inadequacies of such approach. Mieke Bal, for instance, writes 

that “rhythm is as striking as it is elusive. Much as narrative media, especially film, work with rhythm, 

the analysis of it has not been successful at all”,4 but then goes on reporting Genette’s theory with 

only a few minor variations. Ultimately, Bal’s statement is surprisingly similar to Karl’s, which is 

quite disheartening, if one considers all the narratological studies that have passed in between. It 

might seem that narratology is content with this unsuccessful solution, or rather, not willing to 

transform its own discontent into new proposals for research in this field. Thus, rhythm ends up being 

assimilated to duration or often completely ignored. A sort of vicious circle is created: on the one 

                                                 
1 Karl 1960, p. 155. 
2 The French term narratologie was coined by Todorov in his Grammaire du Décaméron (1969). 
3 Genette 1980, p. 88. 
4 Bal 2009, p. 98. 
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hand, the study of rhythm is neglected, perhaps because the definition is considered outdated and 

unusable in modern narratological analysis while, on the other, the concept itself remains anchored 

to old standards thus becoming increasingly obsolete. The time seems ripe for such an important 

structural category to be updated to match the developments that other disciplines have witnessed 

over the years. The first fact one should acknowledge is that the concept of textual rhythm can be 

approached from several different perspectives, some of which are compatible with contemporary 

narrative analysis. In semiotics, for instance, several scholars consider rhythm as a further meaning 

emerging from repetition and textual regularity. In particular, Daniele Barbieri’s theory of rhythm – 

which is the basis of my approach – relies on the identification of textual elements in relief, i.e. 

structural devices that are foregrounded to the recipient’s attention, thus emerging from the 

background of all the textual features. Such approach involves the reader’s participation to the 

meaning-making process and can be integrated with the findings of cognitive narratology to develop 

a recipient model that might account for several reactions to such regular patterns. Although 

challenging, merging the narratological and semiotic theoretical stances is anything but impossible 

and, as I hope this thesis will show, extremely fruitful. Accordingly, the starting point was an updated 

definition of rhythm, which could take into account the fundamental intuition that rhythm is a feature 

arising not from the text per se, but from the close connection established during interaction between 

text and recipient. A study with two focuses, then: on the one hand the structural features and how 

they create regular patterns and interpretative tensions, on the other the reader’s perception and 

elaboration of those patterns into aesthetic response.  

Although devising a new theoretical tool is the main purpose of this dissertation, it is by no 

means my only goal: this thesis is about rhythm in Joseph Conrad’s works and, more specifically, in 

his 1907 novel, The Secret Agent. Conradian studies have a long-lasting tradition of narratological 

approaches and reviving that legacy is among the objectives of this research. Since the ‘80s, the 

heyday of narrative approach to Conrad’s works, the two disciplines have developed quite a close 

relationship. In 1989, Jakob Lothe’s Conrad’s Narrative Method proposed a thorough examination 
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of the author’s complex narrative devices. Lothe systematically applies narrative theories to the 

Conradian canon, devoting each chapter to a novel and a specific structure, function or thematic 

effect. Using the theories of Genette and Stanzel alongside more recent ‘post-structuralist’ 

approaches, he applies each methodology to the work that best shows the corresponding structural 

feature, thus enhancing the theoretical approach and, at the same time, contributing to a deeper 

understanding of Conrad’s works. In the same period, Jeremy Hawthorn published Joseph Conrad: 

Narrative Technique and Ideological Commitment (1990). The second part of the book is mainly 

devoted to ideology and reception issues, while the first analyses a narrative feature that appears 

throughout Conrad’s fiction, namely represented and free indirect speech. Relevant to this dissertation 

is not the topic of Hawthorn’s work, but its method. Hawthorn, uses an approach opposite to Lothe’s, 

since he analyses a single narrative device in several works. In their analyses, both authors stress the 

importance of structural devices in Conrad not by themselves, but as a vehicle to express thematic, 

moral or ideological issues; I consider this a sensible approach to theory, to avoid the risk of 

transforming theoretical analysis into idle speculation. 

The works of Lothe, Hawthorn and many other scholars brought new insights to a field dominated by 

thematic studies and, since then, attention to narrative structures permeates even many non-

narratological approaches. Recently, however, with some relevant exceptions,5 the interest in this 

field has somewhat faded. Perhaps traditional narrative studies have lost the power of novelty they 

used to have. Tackling a new issue, shifting the point of view, might bring new energy to these 

discussions. Nonetheless, the relationship between the two disciplines has taught an essential lesson, 

which will be used as a guideline in this dissertation: theory can be purely abstract, but the best results 

are achieved when it is shaped around a concrete textual object, as shown, for instance, by Genette’s 

work on Proust. This approach is doubly beneficial, since theory can help generate a better insight 

into the complex structures devised by Conrad, while engaging closely with the many and complex 

                                                 
5 Cf. Lothe, Hawthorn and Phelan, 2008. 
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narrative techniques in his works can sharpen and perfect the theoretical tools, in a sort of intensive 

stress test. Hence, The Secret Agent is not a mere case study, as good as any other text: as I will show, 

the novel creates a particular multi-layered structure of rhythmic devices which puts theory to the test 

in order to be fully comprehended. Additionally, The Secret Agent has received numerous 

adaptations, a fact that favours the intersemiotic dimension of the theory I have devised.  

This thesis, therefore, is about rhythm in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent and its 

adaptations. My choice of a single work might seem reductive; having focussed on a single structural 

feature, the most common option would have been to apply the theory to a wide selection of Conrad’s 

fiction. What is the reason for adding adaptation to the equation? As far as theoretical inquiry is 

concerned, the answer is easy enough; rhythm, as defined in this study, is a feature that can be 

identified in every kind of textuality and at most structural levels. That given, concentrating on written 

texts alone would have strongly limited the analysis, while an overview of different media provided 

better opportunities to test the new theoretical tools thoroughly, also in their intersemiotic dimension. 

Moreover, attention to different media is part of the recent shift in narrative studies, an evolution that 

cannot be ignored if one wants take advantage of the developments offered by modern narratology.6 

Finally, since adaptations are different actualisations of the same narrative structures, rhythmic 

strategies and recipients’ reactions are more easily compared than if recurring to different texts. 

When it comes to positioning this thesis in the line of Conradian studies, however, the reason for 

choosing a text and its adaptations rather than comparing more of Conrad’s narratives is less intuitive. 

Certainly, the latter option would have provided a general overview on Conrad’s use of rhythmical 

devices; however, given the importance of readers (and recipients in general) in this study, an 

approach that might account for Conrad’s success through time was preferred. We live in a world 

where literature is increasingly becoming niche entertainment and, nevertheless, Conrad’s narration 

still flourishes, although more or less altered or even camouflaged. Dramas, films, TV series, 

                                                 
6 Cf, for instance, Grishakova and Ryan 2010; or Ryan and Thon 2014. 
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videogames, comic books and graphic novels: numerous narratives are directly related to Conrad 

works and even more are inspired by them. Undeniably, plot and characters are the main sources of 

inspiration, and uncountable critics have explored this topic. This thesis is an attempt to shift 

perspective and try to identify a subtler relationship between the original and the transposition. 

Rhythmical patterns are not as easy to compare as other narrative structures are; however, thanks to 

a definition of rhythm that is both intersemiotic and not medium-specific, this study could highlight 

concealed similarities and help explain, for instance, why some less faithful adaptations are 

considered ‘better’ than their more accurate counterparts. This is the case, for instance, with 

Hitchcock’s Sabotage compared to The Secret Agent (Christopher Hampton, 1996), and with 

Apocalypse Now, unanimously considered the best screen adaptation of Heart of Darkness and one 

of the best films of all times.7 As Richard J. Hand notes: 

In more recent years what is distinctive about the adaptation of Conrad in a broadly 

‘postmodern’ context is how it appears in both overt and invisible ways. […] Over the 

decades, when ‘overt’ film adaptations of Conrad have been produced they have sometimes 

been less than successful.8 

The reasons of success or failure are complex and multifaceted, and rhythm can be a cofactor even 

though it usually goes unnoticed on non-prosodic levels and the term is generally used as a general, 

unspecified word. In contrast, this thesis proceeds to the analysis of specific texts only after a rigorous 

theoretical section, which aims at giving a clear-cut definition of rhythm, to strip away the almost 

constitutive indeterminacy that veils the word. This is to be considered by no means the only possible 

definition, or even the better one. It is, however, a specific way of considering rhythm, which ceases 

to be a blurry and elusive entity and becomes a full-fledged structural device with its own precise 

margins and rules.  

                                                 
7 According to AFI's 100 Greatest American Movies Of All Time (http://www.afi.com/100years/movies.aspx). 
8 Hand, R. J., in Stape 2015, pp. 242-43. 
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In their introduction to Joseph Conrad: Voice, Sequence, History, Genre, Lothe, Hawthorn 

and Phelan maintain that merging Conrad and narrative studies can lead to three different approaches: 

a variety of theories can be applied to a single text, the critic can examine several works of the author 

with a single theoretical approach, or several theories can be used to study a number of texts.9 This 

thesis adopts a variation of the second method, by examining a single narratological category – 

rhythm – in several texts. Those are not, as mentioned above, different works by Conrad, but one of 

his novels with several adaptations. Moreover, rhythm as defined in this study encompasses numerous 

aspects of narration analysis: it is a sort of inter-structural element, whose investigation touches many 

narratological issues linking them together in a collective meaning-making process. It goes without 

saying that every text, especially when considering different media, has its own means of producing 

rhythmical patterns. Even though rhythm is a unifying element, one of the aims of this dissertation is 

to discuss the specific rhythm devices in every textual typology, in order to adapt the analysis to the 

widest possible variety of texts. It might be said, then, that this is a fourth method that combines the 

three mentioned by Lothe et al. A single work of Conrad’s is presented, but it is compared with several 

adaptations; a number of theories are used to examine textual structures, but they are merged into one 

overarching theory with the aim of studying how rhythm emerges from those structures and to what 

extent it persists when transferred to different media. 

This thesis is divided into two parts: the first is dedicated to the definition of rhythm and the 

creation of a comprehensive theory of rhythm analysis, while the second analyses the rhythm of 

Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent and some of its numerous adaptations. 

Part I is preceded by a preliminary chapter, which outlines the history and development of the concept 

of rhythm. It gathers previous approaches to rhythm that have been devised in the fields of narrative 

studies and semiotics alongside some relevant insights by authors in different fields such as music 

theory, when relevant to this dissertation.  

                                                 
9 Lothe, Hawthorn and Phelan, p.1. 
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Chapter 1 presents the text-oriented part of my theory of rhythm. It begins with two sections 

discussing the core concepts of Daniele Barbieri’s rhythm analysis: firstly, the definition of rhythm 

as the iteration of a pattern in time, and all the notions correlated with this approach, including the 

fundamental one of textual relief (1.1); secondly, a focus on the associated distinction between 

foreground and background, which defines rhythm as a multi-layered device (1.2). The third section 

builds on Barbieri’s theory, expanding the methods for identification of relief from a semiotic 

approach based on Greimasian definitions to the theory of Possible Worlds, whose logical-analytical 

approach is used to schematise fictional universes and the relief created by relations among the objects 

that populate them (1.3). A final section deals with the intersemiotic aspects of rhythm analysis, 

namely what happens to relief in adaptation and how rhythmic and tensive strategies can be 

transferred or altered to fit the language of a different medium (1.4). 

Chapter 2 analyses the cognitive counterpart to textual strategies, discussing how rhythmic devices 

influence the recipient’s aesthetic reactions, which have been divided in three related reception 

mechanisms: the first section (2.1) deals with attention, which influences how much of a text is 

processed in reception and, consequently, the perceived intensity of rhythms and tensions. A 

distinction has been drawn between two meanings of this cognitive faculty, to differentiate between 

the selective narrowing of consciousness to specific textual elements (what the receiver pays attention 

to) and the general awareness, the act of applying the mind to the text (how much attention is given 

to the text). The second section (2.2) introduces the concept of aesthetic illusion, a measure of the 

recipient’s engagement with the text’s content, i.e. the world and events narrated. It examines devices 

that favour the two possible ‘movements’ a recipient can perform: immersion and distancing. The 

notion is related to the experience of a text, regardless of medium-specific issues, and thus an 

excellent tool in the study of adaptation. The third response analysed is suspense (2.3), an essential 

reaction when the rhythm of events and narrative tensions are concerned. After a definition and formal 

discussion of all the elements that constitute suspense, the section examines the peculiar notion of 

‘anomalous suspense’; the theoretical debate around this concept revolves around the balance 
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between expectation and surprise, adding useful insights to the study of rhythm. Finally, section 2.4 

summarises the relationships between the three cognitive responses, acknowledging that they have 

been separated for analytical reasons, but are actually different aspects of the same, unified experience 

of text reception.  

Part II presents a study of rhythm in Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent and five of its adaptations in 

several media; a practical application of the theoretical tools devised in Part I has been merged with 

Conradian studies: I have taken into account previous analyses on the novel and its adaptations, in 

order to adjust the study of rhythm to include the contribution of previous critical approaches.  

Chapter 3 is a thorough rhythm analysis of Conrad’s The Secret Agent. Starting from previous 

enquiries on the novel – Jacob Lothe’s Conrad’s Narrative Method, among others – I applied the 

methods discussed in Part I to analyse the complex and extremely multifaceted rhythmic strategies 

adopted in the novel. The narrator uses background devices to alter the prominent narrative rhythm, 

sometimes to manage narrative pauses by creating a contrast and building suspense, at other times to 

enhance the rhythm of events. Thus, the text plays with readers’ expectations on several structural 

levels at once, generating tensive and rhythmic patterns not only with the sequence of events, but also 

with his discursive mise en scène.  

Chapter 4 groups four studies of the novel’s adaptations in several media. Unlike the previous chapter, 

these sections analyse a specific rhythmic aspect, rather than the full array of rhythmic devices offered 

by the text. Section 4.1 discusses Conrad’s self-adaptation for the theatre, concentrating on the 

tormented process of transposition to the stage, which, according to most critic receptions of the time 

and to the author himself, was mostly unsuccessful. Rhythm analysis is used here to give theoretical 

support to the shared intuition that, in adapting for the stage, an important part of the work’s aesthetic 

effect was lost; the study of tensive devices in comparison with the novel allowed a better 

understanding of devices that are not directly transferable and why their adaptation was not effective. 

The following section (4.2) analyses John K. Snyder’s graphic novel adaptation, focussing on the 



Introduction  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

13 

visual level and how it manages to translate most of the rhythmic complexity of the original. The 

presence of a layer of narration through images required the inclusion of some basic notions of theory 

of comics, but the intersemiotic approach adopted and the overall flexibility of the rhythm analysis 

based on relief made the process extremely straightforward. Finally, chapter 4.3 contains two analyses 

of adaptations in the filmic medium: the first discusses Alfred Hitchcock’s 1936 Sabotage, focussing 

on suspenseful devices and showing how the director managed to adapt and retain part of the overall 

rhythmic effect of the original, despite the radical changes to story and narrative method. The second 

section is a comparison of the 1992 and 2016 BBC adaptations of The Secret Agent for the small 

screen. The analysis focusses on the different rhythmic strategies pursued by the two TV series. I 

argue that they both fail in this regard, despite having had a different critical reception – the first has 

overall positive reviews, while the latest is considered a ‘bad’ adaptation. In this case, rhythm analysis 

highlights issues that might be overlooked in appraisal of ‘ordinary’ narrative structures such as story, 

characters, or themes. 
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In Lieu of a State of the Art - Rhythm Analysis: a History 

Research always starts with an intuition, and with questions. It is common knowledge that 

posing the right questions is the first fundamental step for a successful research. Hence, I would like 

to borrow from the mathematical terminology and start this introductory chapter – which surveys the 

history of Rhythm analysis – with a well-posed problem, that is to say, one with a good chance of 

solution: Forster’s approach to rhythm. 

An indispensable premise is that one does not always mean the same thing, when talking about 

rhythm. The word is used in different contexts in common language as well as in academic discussion. 

Thus, while reviewing the history of the concept, completely different meanings of the word rhythm 

will emerge, and not all of them will be used in this thesis. Roughly speaking, two main lines of 

analysis can be identified. On the one hand, the use of the term in narratology, where rhythm is a 

measure of narrative speed, a description of temporal exposition in the wake of Genette’s duration. 

On the other hand, there is a broader range of definitions that describe rhythm as a further meaning 

emerging from textual structures, a sense of progression in the recognition of the form in a text, i.e. 

the result of the reader’s interpretative process. As I have highlighted, and as it will become clear in 

the next chapter, the latter is the definition of rhythm chosen in this thesis. However, the intent is not 

to refute other definitions or deny the importance of the phenomena called rhythm in narratology; 

rather, by underlining the difference, I want to clarify the terminology so that the ‘two rhythms’ can 

coexist and merge in the same theory. Thus, as the following overview will suggest, the ‘first rhythm’, 

narrative speed, can be seen as one of the components of a more complex and stratified overall textual 

rhythm.  

 

In 1927, while describing the Aspects of the Novel, E. M. Forster dedicated a chapter to 

“pattern and rhythm”. Most of the theoretical tools necessary to such investigation had yet to come; 
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however, in his analysis it is possible to find some interesting insights that will be present in later 

studies. Drawing a parallel with music – a recurring practice in the study of rhythm, as we will see – 

Forster identifies two varieties that he calls easy and a difficult rhythm. The first is “Beethoven’s Fifth 

Symphony’s ‘diddidy dum’, which we can all hear and tap to”, what we might nowadays call prosodic 

rhythm, and Forster defines as “repetition plus variation”. These are core concepts which will recur 

in this dissertation. The second kind he names ‘difficult rhythm’; in trying to define it, Forster could 

come up only with questions, but, as mentioned before, well-posed questions are the proper starting 

point of good research. And Forster’s are excellent ones: 

Now for the more difficult question. Is there any effect in novels comparable to the effect 

of the Fifth Symphony as a whole, where, when the orchestra stops, we hear something 

that has never actually been played? […] When the symphony is over we feel that the notes 

and tunes composing it have been liberated, they have found in the rhythm of the whole 

their individual freedom. Cannot the novel be like that? Is not there something of it in War 

and Peace?10 

Those insightful questions, however, remain unanswered in Forster’s essay: “I cannot find any 

analogy. Yet there may be one; in music fiction is likely to find its nearest parallel”.11 The notion of 

narrative discourse, of structural levels whose interaction creates the meaning in a narrative text had 

not been developed yet. Rhythm was just a vague impression, a feeling of something unifying, yet 

impossible to define clearly.  

 

In 1950 E. K. Brown, elaborated on Forster’s ideas, dedicating a long essay to the topic. 

Rhythm in the Novel overtly starts from the writer’s intuitions to develop a theory of rhythm that 

might answer all the questions left unsolved. Once again, even though the lack of clear narratological 

definitions makes the analysis vague and somewhat haphazard, in Brown’s book one can find several 

concepts that recur in later, more systematic studies. The first is the central role of repetition and 

                                                 
10 Forster 1927, pp. 240-42. 
11 Ibid., p. 241. 



Rhythm Analysis: a History  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

16 

variation in narration, retrieved from Forster and expanded; Brown maintains that “between exact 

repetition and unlimited variation lies the whole area of significant discourse and significant form”.12 

Therefore, what he calls the “rhythmic process” is a combination of repeated and variable elements. 

As far as this thesis is concerned, the value of Brown’s work lies in the intuition that rhythm emerges 

from multiple sources in the text: not only repetition (with variation) of phrases, but also character or 

incident recurrence. Moreover, rhythm is not seen as an independent element, a mere textual effect, 

but a feature which may have a distinct purpose, “introduced with unmistakable calculation, 

employed with a [deliberate] attempt […] to enforce a theme”,13 or to impose a unifying order. Brown 

goes further and distinguishes between fixed and expanding symbol, where the first is pure repetition, 

while the latter is balanced with variation.  

Only if the symbol is given a surplus of meaning, can it continue to live the length of the 

novel, and to hold a reader’s sense of its inexhaustible beauty.14 

Although more poetic than linguistic, this focus on the repeated, its relationship with the new and the 

reader’s role, seems to anticipate the concern with the reader’s expectation and the position/novelty 

duality, which are essential features in the semiotic analysis of the tensive patterns that create rhythm 

(see chapter 1.1). On a final note, Brown repeatedly laments the absence of suitable terminology to 

describe prose fiction, and the consequent need to integrate the vocabulary recurring to other arts such 

as music. “I wish there were a term peculiar to prose fiction for the set of devices that Forster calls 

rhythmic”,15 he claims. Almost seventy years have passed since then, and terminology has 

proliferated. Contemporary scholars are fortunate enough that they can choose the theory they need 

among a wide variety and, with it, a ready-made set of terms and definitions. Generally speaking, this 

is a remarkable advantage, but it may lead to a certain ‘intellectual laziness’, a tendency to stick to 

                                                 
12 Brown 1950, p. 8. 
13 Ibid., p. 18. 
14 Ibid., p. 46. 
15 Ibid., p. 35. 
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the existing analysis without questioning it, especially when said analysis is influential and 

widespread. As the following paragraphs will show, this has indeed been the case with rhythm studies. 

 

With the advent of narratology, the structuralist precision of analysis and categorization 

focussed on literary studies. Gérard Genette’s theories established extremely solid bases, developing 

concepts and definitions that are still in use. In the third volume of his Figures, which was to become 

a cardinal text of narrative studies, Genette deals with narrative discourse. While describing the 

relationship between story time and discourse time, he dedicates a chapter to duration (durée). The 

central concept is anisochrony, the different distribution of discourse time.  

the speed of a narrative will be defined by the relationship between a duration (that of the 

story, measured in seconds, minutes, hours, days, months, and years) and a length (that of 

the text, measured in lines and in pages).16 

Genette recognizes the extreme importance of such textual feature, which is inseparable from 

narrative exposition: 

The isochronous narrative, our hypothetical reference zero, would thus be here a narrative 

with unchanging speed, without accelerations or slowdowns, where the relationship 

duration-of-story / length-of-narrative would remain always steady. It is doubtless 

unnecessary to specify that such a narrative does not exist, and cannot exist except as a 

laboratory experiment: at any level of aesthetic elaboration at all, it is hard to imagine the 

existence of a narrative that would admit of no variation in speed – and even this banal 

observation is somewhat important: a narrative can do without anachronies, but not 

without anisochronies, or, if one prefers (as one probably does), effects of rhythm.17 

Genette explicitly equates anisochrony with rhythm and recognizes its fundamental importance in 

aesthetic composition; he goes on describing the diverse narrative speeds that is possible to encounter 

in narration: “a continuous gradation from the infinite speed of ellipsis, […] on up to the absolute 

                                                 
16 Genette 1980, p. 87. 
17 Ibid., p.88; my emphasis. 
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slowness of descriptive pause”. Comparing story time and discourse time, Genette identifies four 

modes, or “narrative movements” as he calls them, once again resorting to the language of music. 

The first and slowest effect of rhythm is the descriptive pause: when a certain portion of text is 

dedicated to description, that amount of discourse time18 corresponds to zero story time. To put it 

differently, the time of the story stops while discourse time proceeds. 

The second narrative movement is the scene, which occurs whenever the story time and the time of 

the narrative roughly19 coincide. In long narratives, the scene is the main mode. Perfect isochrony, 

however, is possible only when the narrator is reporting direct speech, since such dialogue is by 

definition in real time. 

The third mode, summary, is extremely variable: a span of story time is condensed in a lesser 

discourse time. The amount of this compression can fluctuate from almost-scene to almost-ellipsis, 

creating different degrees of acceleration, which, according to Genette’s definition, constitute the 

main rhythmical device in most novels. 

The last item in this scheme is ellipsis. Since an event is omitted in narration, a portion of story time 

corresponds to zero discourse time. Pure ellipses are non-quantifiable by definition, since they cannot 

be perceived in the text; even a brief sentence such as “two years passed” is in fact a minimal 

summary, or pseudo-ellipsis.20 

When comparing story time and narration time, a fifth mode can be identified: slow-down, a span of 

story time corresponding to a wider portion of discourse. Genette explicitly refuses to include this 

tempo in his scheme, since he argues that it actually corresponds to an alternation of pause and scene; 

however, his model has been accepted and reworked by subsequent scholars who consider slow-down 

                                                 
18 Terminology in this regard is quite varied and sometimes confusing. Cf. infra Terminologial prelude. 
19 As Bal notes, since it is impossible to measure, “such coincidence cannot be qualified with any other adverb than 

‘roughly’”; Bal 2009, p. 104. 
20 See Bal 2009, p. 102. 
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as part of the scheme. Seymour Chatman, for instance calls the slow-down effect “stretch”,21 and 

refers to the rhythmic alternation of scene and summary. Excluding some minor variations, both 

Monika Fludernik and Mieke Bal, in their Narratologies, report Genette’s study on duration almost 

verbatim. Nonetheless, while the latter (first ed. 1985) explicitly calls the chapter dedicated to this 

topic “Rhythm”, Fludernik (first ed. 2006) prefers the use of “speed” or “pace” (in her handbook, the 

word rhythm occurs only once when mentioning Stanzel’s narrative rhythm).22 

Genette’s contribution has been invaluable, since it allowed examining with precision and accurate 

terminology a concept, rhythm, which was considered blurry and imprecise by definition. The need 

for vocabulary invoked by E. K. Brown was fully addressed with a remarkably elegant solution, 

integrated in a comprehensive theory of narrative. The aforementioned additions by other authors 

furtherly polished some concepts and refined the definitions, adapting the scheme of rhythmical 

effects to several contexts, including film narratology. This extreme success, however, might be the 

main reason of the protracted neglect of rhythm in narrative studies. In fact, I argue that the theory 

was so satisfying that it prevented the issue from being tackled from different perspectives. In time, 

the schematization started to become outdated and, while duration remains a standard, the term 

rhythm has been put aside and often outright disappeared (see Fludernik’s case, mentioned above). 

Genette's duration, with all its merits, narrowed the scope of rhythm analysis in narratology to a matter 

of temporal exposition; it overlooked tension, the effect of repetition and variation, thematic or 

symbolic values, and other aspects that previous theories mentioned, although without the precision 

granted by a structuralist approach. In other words, rhythm as duration is an exceptionally neat 

approach, yet partially deprived of practical utility. It is useful to measure the pace of a text and 

compare the speed of narrative sections; however, rhythm is a multifaceted feature, which cannot be 

fully described by a reductive ratio between time of the story and length of text dedicated to it. 

                                                 
21 Chatman 1978, p. 72. 
22 See Bal 2009, and Fludernik 2009. 
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A different approach to rhythm is adopted by Stanzel, who defines narrative rhythm in terms 

of the distribution of narrative sequence: 

The rhythm of a narrative can be determined from the succession of the various basic forms 

of narration which comprise the narrative part of a work (report, commentary, description, 

scenic presentation interspersed with action report) and from their relation to the narrative 

profile.23 

This is a rhythm based on narratorial intervention rather than the ratio of story/discourse time. 

Stanzel’s definition is even narrower than the Genettian one, since it only considers the intrusions of 

a personified narrator in the telling of the story, and thus is limited to a specific kind of novel. 

However, it is interesting to note that Stanzel’s rhythm is not an absolute value, but one based on a 

variable quantity that he calls ‘narrative profile’, which is “the ratio of narrative passages to 

dialogue”.24 This dynamic approach adapts the individuation of rhythm to the context of the single 

text, and can be generalised so that “typical narrative profiles can be worked out for individual authors 

or periods”.25 Obviously, such a narrow designation cannot be taken as a full definition of rhythm, 

but might prove useful in stressing the idea that rhythmical patterns can be identified almost 

everywhere among textual structures.  

 

For decades, while narratology seemed content with the existing method, systematic study of 

rhythm showed signs of stagnation. In most of its occurrences in other disciplines, the term is used 

generically, to designate an indefinite feature, and no explanation is usually given for claims such as 

“the work has a slow / an intense rhythm”; nonetheless, there are scholars in the most disparate fields 

who adopted a systematic approach. The next paragraphs will highlight elements of those theories 

                                                 
23 Stanzel 1984, p. 69. 
24 Fludernik 2009, p. 96. 
25 Ibid., p. 96. 
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that, although not text-focussed, have some interesting insights to offer to the development of this 

dissertation. 

 

In 1982, the poet and philosopher Henri Meschonnic wrote Critique du rythme, a 

comprehensive analysis of rhythm as the product of language and historicity. It is a discourse quite 

far from the narratological approach, yet it proposes some fascinating insights. He opposes the 

structuralist concept of sign as a fixed entity and argues that meaning is variable; according to 

Meschonnic, rhythm is the basis of a continuous change through history, in literature as well as in 

other disciplines: Gabriella Bedetti writes that “rhythm governs meaning. [Meschonnic] defines 

rhythm in language as the continuous movement of significance”.26 Meschonnic also maintains that 

the whole human body is involved in communication, a statement that can be extended to written 

discourse as well and reminds of the recent developments of cognitive sciences that support 

experientiality and cognitive narratology. Rhythm is then defined as a further meaning that goes 

beyond the duality of linguistic signs: 

I define rhythm in language as the organization of the marks through which the signifiers, 

whether they are linguistic or extra-linguistic (in the case of oral communication), produce 

a specific semantics, distinct from the lexical meaning, and that I call the signifiance: i.e. 

the values that belong to one discourse and to only one. These marks can be located on any 

level of language: accentuation, prosody, lexicon, syntax.27  

Rhythm is a significance, a meaning unique to each specific discourse, which arises from elements 

on different textual levels.  

 

 On the same line of historical and socio-political investigation is Henri Lefebvre’s 

Rhythmanalysis, published in 1992 after his death as part of his series Critique of Everyday Life. In 

                                                 
26 Bedetti1992, p. 431. 
27 Meschonnic 1982, pp. 216-17. 
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his book, the Marxist philosopher examines “the rhythms of our bodies and society, [providing] a 

privileged insight into the question of everyday life”.28 

Lefebvre starts from the assumption – the same of this thesis’ introduction – that there is a general 

concept of rhythm that everyone possesses; however, he argues, even though everyone believes to 

understand and master the meaning of the term, it remains obscure and changeable. He then goes on 

to underline the fact that there can be “no rhythm without repetition in time and space, without 

reprises, without returns, in short without measure”.29 The last word requires some clarifications: it 

is used in the musical sense of a sequence of beats in a segment of time, but its underlying implications 

are somewhat complex; by measure Lefebvre means a regular project, an expected pattern. Rhythm 

is thus a harmonic unity resulting from a spontaneous ensemble or a work of art, but governed by 

rational laws. Rhythm is identifiable through a series of dualities: repetition and difference, 

mechanical and organic, discovery and creation, cyclical and linear, continuous and discontinuous, 

quantitative and qualitative, which Lefebvre understands to converge in the central concept on 

measure. Yet Lefebvre considers this concept obscure as well, since it is possible only in comparison 

with something else. Hence, the dualism ‘mechanical and organic’ assumes a fundamental 

importance: what should the standard for measuring rhythm be, the fixed mechanical time of duration 

or internal, bodily time whose speed can be altered by natural cycles and external influences? There 

is no definite answer, and it will depend by the chosen definition of rhythm. 

Lefebvre is mainly concerned with social and everyday-life rhythms, but some of his definitions can 

be adapted to textual analysis with interesting results. Two are the main notions that should be 

highlighted. First, the figure of the rhythm-analyst, who must use all his/her senses to be successful, 

can be borrowed and adjusted to the purposes of this study. The idea of gauging external rhythms 

through the resonance with internal ones suggests the importance of a model audience capable of 

                                                 
28 Lefebvre 2004, p. viii. 
29 Ibid., p. 6; emphasis in original. 
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interacting with the work of art and of responding to the stimuli posed by a text. Second, Lefebvre’s 

classification of rhythmical interconnections, which he develops for biological rhythms, usefully 

describes different rhythmical effects caused by several possible relationships between rhythmical 

features in separate textual levels. This will become clearer once Barbieri’s theory based on tension 

patterns is explained (see chapter 1). Lefebvre categorizes rhythmic interactions as follows; the 

references to the textual equivalent are my additions: 

- Polyrhythmia is the simple co-existence of rhythms; the presence of more than one rhythm in 

a text is an essential assumption for a comprehensive analysis.  

- Eurhythmia is the normal status of the body, when two or more rhythms interact 

constructively. In textual terms, rhythmical patterns can interact with each other and be 

enhanced or reinforced. 

- Arrhythmia is the dissonance between rhythms. While in biological terms it corresponds to 

illness, in the context of a narrative form, conflicting rhythms can be used to create specific 

effects in the reader. 

- Isorhythmia is “the equality rhythms”;30 it is a rare effect that Lefebvre recognises, for 

instance, in the synchrony the conductor causes in all the members of an orchestra. In textual 

terms it might refer to the idea that rhythmic patterns create similar aesthetic experiences; a 

text acts as a sort of conductor, creating different but comparable experiences in its recipients. 

Without this synchrony of reception, each reader or viewer of a work of art would have a 

unique experience of rhythm, invalidating any possible rhythm analysis. Thus, transferred to 

the textual context, isorhythmia expresses the twofold nature of rhythm: a personal but shared 

experience, with similarities caused by the same textual structures (see chapter 2). 

 

                                                 
30 Lefebvre 2004, p. 67. 
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The theories I have mentioned so far, show that the study of rhythm is caught in an 

irreconcilable dualism: on the one hand, an all-embracing rhythm, a philosophical concept permeating 

everything from history to music to social life, but expressed in vague terms and prone to extremely 

subjective analysis; on the other hand, a rhythm defined with linguistic precision, but limited to a 

specific aspect of textuality, such as Genette’s or Stanzel’s. In more recent years, however, a new 

wave of studies on the topic has appeared; several scholars showed interest in renovating the concept 

of rhythm in the field of narrative studies and semiotics. Some of this interesting research has never 

been translated into English. 

 

Jacques Geninasca, in La Parole littéraire, while analysing how discourse emerges from the 

text, puts forward the idea of seizure of meaning (saisie). Initially, Geninasca distinguishes two modes 

of seizing the meaning of a text: molar and semantic. Molar seizure is an understanding which is 

limited to encyclopedic references, an actualization of the discourse based on associative knowledge; 

in opposition, semantic seizure refers to all the meaning that is not purely utilitarian and informative.31 

Discourse is actualized by activating interconnected semantic relations, in an equivalence or 

opposition which is meaningful only in that specific discourse.32 A full understanding of the literary 

text requires both seizures: the semantic one grants the understanding of that surplus of meaning, 

mentioned above in other definitions of rhythm. In a following essay, however, Geninasca takes a 

step further, and identifies a third mode of seizing meaning: he calls it impressive seizure (saisie 

impressive) and defines it in connection with the aesthetic understanding of a text, that is to say 

actualizing the text as a perceptual form to be related to the reader’s emotional state.33 Notably, the 

impressive seizure is also called ‘rhythmic’. Geninasca introduces the serial syntagm as a rhythmic 

                                                 
31 See Geninasca 2000, p. 75. 
32 Panosetti 2015, p. 208. 
33 Ibid., p. 231. 
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unit: “ogni enunciato compiuto e completo che abbia la forma di una serie finita di termini”;34 this 

definition “assicura l’attualizzazione di una struttura […] vissuta come sequenza di stati tensivi forici, 

fatta di attesa, di sorpresa e di distensione euforica”.35 

Therefore, in this model, rhythm is based essentially on the perception of a repetition, and the 

following expectation of a further iteration. If the expectation is frustrated, the resulting state of 

disorientation (called surprise) can be surpassed discovering a new, superior ordering principle. Thus, 

impressive/rhythmic seizure of meaning is a fluctuating movement of euphoric and dysphoric 

relations between the textual structures and the reader.  

 

The role of repetition and expectations is central in Daniele Barbieri’s works, perhaps the most 

extensive research on rhythm carried out in the field of semiotics. His studies on the topic offer clear 

definitions and, most importantly, present an analytical method rather than a purely theoretical 

approach, giving remarkable space to theory, but always remaining text-oriented: the same 

philosophy underlies this thesis. Barbieri’s main focus is on visual storytelling; his studies on comics 

as a narrative media prompted him to go beyond Genettian rhythm based on anisochrony, uncoupling 

the concept of rhythm from story time, an element that is difficult to measure in visual narrations. On 

the contrary, his attention focussed on the semiotic version of rhythm analysis, from which he 

gathered and elaborated the more effective concepts. Barbieri stresses the importance of textual 

elements that are in relief, i.e. foregrounded on a less relevant background. The notion will recur in 

Ceriani’s definition of rhythm as a salience (see next paragraph), and aims at understanding how 

textual structures contribute to the mise en relief of certain elements; this relates to the reader’s 

expectation and to the relationship between known elements and new ones in repetition. Barbieri also 

                                                 
34 “Each complete enunciation that has the form of a finite series of terms”. Geninasca 2000, p. 87; all translations from 

Italian are mine. 
35 “Ensures the actualisation of a structure […] experienced as a sequence of phoric tensive states, made up of 

expectations, surprise, euphoric distension”. Geninasca 2000, p. 95. 
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studied rhythm in TV programmes,36 with an interesting emphasis on the audience’s attention. His 

studies on rhythm converge in Nel corso del testo (2004) which elaborates and connects all his 

findings in a unified discourse, relating to different forms of textuality; I consider this book the actual 

state of the art on rhythm analysis, and thus it has been taken as a theoretical starting point for this 

thesis. Therefore, I will not go into further detail here, since the main elements of Barbieri’s theory 

are discussed in chapters 1.1 and 1.2.  

 

 Giulia Ceriani’s Il senso del ritmo (2003) combined the precision of previous semiotic analysis 

with a more extended overview, focussed only on rhythm. The author begins with the assumption 

that:  

il ritmo non è un fenomeno ineffabile: piuttosto, una morfologia complessa, che impone di 

considerare la congruenza delle sue manifestazioni in ambito naturale come psichico e 

culturale, o discorsivo.37 

This clear-cut statement outlines an approach aimed at dispelling the fuzziness surrounding the 

concept. Likewise, Ceriani advises against using rhythm as a metaphoric paradigm: rhythm should 

always be considered as a part of the structure and analysed with methodical coherence.  

Ceriani resorts to the semiotic concept of pregnance to give substance to the previously mentioned 

impression of a further meaning conveyed by rhythm, what Brown called surplus of meaning and 

Meschonnic signifiance. Ceriani underlines the importance of the perceiving subject in this process 

of meaning-making, calling upon the principles of Gestalttheorie to enrich the concept of structure. 

As such, rhythm is essentially dualistic: “Il ritmo fa parte dell’esperienza naturale dell’uomo, e 

contemporaneamente di un’informazione codificata culturalmente e trasmessa dal linguaggio. La 

                                                 
36 See Barbieri 1996. 
37 “Rhythm is not an ineffable phaenomenon: it is a complex morphology, which requires considering the consistency of 

its natural as well as psychic, cultural or discursive manifestations”. Ceriani 2003, p. 8. 



Rhythm Analysis: a History  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

27 

sua dualità ontologica rende conto della sua pregnanza”.38 Rhythm, then, becomes a means to group 

and select meaningful elements, an isotopy, i.e. a conceptual structure based on the recognition of 

recurring meaning traits, capable of intervening on experience and projecting a shaping scheme on it. 

Thus, Rhythm acquires a unifying force, being able to connect deep and surface textual levels.39 

Furthermore, thanks to the concept of ‘transcoding resistance’40 – the independence from the 

expressive medium – this unifying force is extended outside the boundaries of the single text, 

allowing analysis regardless of the expressive form, which is one of the intended goals of this 

dissertation. 

Il ritmo – pensato come vincolo – rappresenta l’invariante sottostante il processo di 

trascodifica di due testi di natura semiotica diversa. […] Quanto ci interessa qui in 

particolare è la possibilità di persistenza di una forma del contenuto ritmico attraverso la 

mutazione delle materie dell’espressione.41 

Among the many relevant notions brought up in Ceriani’s work, which will recur in the next chapters, 

a final concept is worth mentioning in this introduction: the rhythmic group, defined as “un’unità di 

informazione delimitata da due intervalli, contenente uno schema minimo trifasico”.42 This is a 

development of the crucial notion of tension, the core of rhythm study as presented in this thesis. The 

concept of tensive patterns, already presented by Geninasca, will be essential in understanding 

Barbieri’s theory. The three phases are a succession of distension/tension/distension, which creates 

an ascending curve, corresponding to what Ceriani calls event and, during interpretation, to 

euphoric/dysphoric ‘investments’ by the text recipient. Rhythmic events can be all kind of textual 

inputs (auditory, visual, narrative, etc.) and they are separated by non-events (space, silence, pause, 

etc.). At least two groups are required for a rhythmic pattern to emerge. This configuration creates 

                                                 
38 “Rhythm is part of the natural experience of mankind, and at the same time is a culturally-coded information conveyed 

by language. Its ontological duality accounts for its pregnance”. Ceriani 2003, p. 29. 
39 According to the Greimasian semiotics, a text can be divided in three structural levels, with increasing depth from 

surface discoursive structures to deep semio-narrative structures. 
40 “Resistenza trascodica”; See Ceriani 2003, p. 31.  
41 “Rhythm – seen as a constraint – is the invariant underlying the transcoding process of two texts of different semiotic 

nature. […] Here, we are interested in the possibility of persistence of a form of the rhythmic content in the process of 

changing the expressive means”. Ceriani 2003, pp. 101-03; my emphasis. 
42 “An information unit defined by two intervals, containing a minimum triphasic pattern”. Ibid., p. 105. 



Rhythm Analysis: a History  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

28 

expectation in two different ways: a simple, internal expectation rising from the (short) waiting for 

the rhythmic event to occur, and an external, long-term expectation between rhythmic groups. The 

latter is what Greimas calls fiduciary expectation, and implies an ‘imaginary contract’ between 

subject and object (simplifying, the recipient and the text), based on trust or experience of previous 

iterations. Expectation creates a perceptual necessity, “dalla soddisfazione di tale necessità deriva il 

piacere che accompagna il riconoscimento di un ritmo, piacere di congiunzione di un soggetto in 

attesa. […] Il ritmo rappresenta quindi un movimento cognitivo abbinato a un investimento 

passionale”.43 Rhythm is then defined as a “narrative strategy”,44 aimed at modulating expectation at 

discourse level. In semiotic terms, it is “una salienza suscettibile di diventare pregnante”.45 This 

definition evokes Barbieri’s notion of relief, perhaps the key element of rhythm analysis as presented 

in this thesis (see chapter 1). 

 

In 2005, Kathryn Hume analysed rhythm as narrative speed, defined as the “feeling of 

excessive rapidity”46 caused by the quick changes of scene and focalisation, the lack of transitions 

and other features of contemporary fiction. In the wake of Genette’s approach to rhythm, it is a 

definition of rhythmical features as temporal manipulation. Hume admits that speed is one of the most 

undertheorized and neglected topic of narrative theory, recognizing a trend that is in common with 

the study of rhythm. Although tackling just a portion of what constitutes rhythm in a broader sense, 

her article and the following response47 put forward some notable insights that are worth mentioning. 

Incidentally, Genette himself, in Narrative Discourse Revisited, while clarifying some of his 

definitions, states: “I ought to have entitled that chapter not Duration, but Speed or perhaps Speeds”.48 

                                                 
43 “Satisfying such necessity results in the pleasure of recognising a rhythm, the pleasure of an expectant subject joining 

their object. […] Thus, rhythm is a cognitive move combined to an emotional involvement”. Ceriani 2003, p. 116. 
44 Ibid., p. 127. 
45 “A salience susceptible of becoming pregnant”. Ibid., p. 121. 
46 Hume 2005, p.105. 
47 Hume and Baetens 2006. 
48 Genette 1988, p.34. 
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Hume analyses speed from three different perspectives: how narrative speed is created, the aim of the 

author, and the effect on the readers. Thus, three types of analytic approach are identified, namely 

classic, cognitive and cultural-historical. The 2006 article by Hume and Baetens, in particular, 

focusses on the experience of speed in the reading process and stresses the importance of 

distinguishing between narratee, implied and empirical reader when considering reactions to rhythmic 

structures. The experience of reading, the two authors claim, is complex and comprehensive, and 

speed techniques cannot be analysed extracting a textual fragment from its context: what has just been 

read and what will come are relevant. Hume and Baetens go further and mention the fact that this 

suggestion is valid not only at intratextual level, but also for intertextual reading. This is a delicate 

and complex topic the authors hint at without further investigating it; however, the idea that the 

response to speed (rhythmic) features might depend on the reader’s previous knowledge and 

experiences (cf. Eco’s notion of the reader’s encyclopedia) is extremely intuitive and is worth further 

investigation, since it might play an essential part in the understanding of different reactions to 

rhythmic patterns. The idea of a more realistic understanding of the reader’s behaviour is emphasised:  

A good theory of reading should be able to include those elements that strongly affect our 

reaction towards speed, such as reading pauses, reading of fragments, high-speed reading, 

“frog-leap” reading, and reading backwards. […] A major aspect of such theory should be 

the attention paid to the notion of “rereading”. 

This focus on the reader’s relationship with the text echoes the semiotic approach, but goes further, 

introducing a broader notion of repetition that goes beyond the textual boundaries. I might call it an 

‘extra-textual repetition’: a sense of rhythm that takes into account rereading experiences, intertextual 

cross-references and other similar audience-oriented phenomena. Similar notions will be developed 

in chapter 2, when discussing my cognitive approach to rhythm analysis.  

 

 Speaking of the recent cognitive turn of narratology, the last scholar I want to mention in this 

history of the study of rhythm is Marco Caracciolo; he focussed his studies on the experience of 
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reading and the reader’s engagement, developing the concept of narrative experientiality. The term 

was coined by Monica Fludernik49 and “seems to hover between the textualist orientation of 

structuralist narratology and the readerly orientation of postclassical, and specifically cognitive, 

approaches”.50 Experientiality concerns the emotional and psychophysical involvement in a narrative, 

drawing on concepts extremely useful to the definition of rhythm this dissertation aims at producing. 

A specific outcome of experientiality is the study of embodiment. The assumption that “the structure 

of our body has a profound influence on the way we perceive, feel, and think about the world”51 is 

coupled with recent research showing how readers experience a story by simulating embodied 

activities. This is made possible by their experiential background, a multi-layered repertoire of mental 

phenomena, from perception to abstract cognitive and social functions. The experiential background 

interacts with semiotic objects and events represented in the story creating the interpretative tension 

commonly called ‘engaging with the story’.52  

In 2014, Caracciolo published an article53 investigating rhythm through the notion of embodiment in 

narrative discourse. The result is a definition of rhythm as kinaesthetic reaction of the reader, a 

psychophysical response to the text’s regular stimuli. A result that succeeds in going beyond the 

limited scope of traditional narratological rhythm and, incidentally, drastically reduces the gap with 

the theories discussed in previous paragraphs. Although starting from a completely different 

theoretical background, Caracciolo’s conclusions are compatible with previously mentioned semiotic 

theories; his reader-focussed approach is, in fact, complementary to the text-oriented one proposed 

by semioticians: in the latter the emphasis is put on the textual structures that create rhythmic patterns, 

whereas in Caracciolo the reader’s bodily structures are under examination, and their role in rhythm 

perception. We might say this approach is examining the other side of the same rhythmic coin: while 

semiotics is more focussed on the convergent experiences of recipients, Caracciolo’s approach 

                                                 
49 Fludernik 1996. 
50 Caracciolo, M., in Hühn, et al. 
51 Caracciolo 2014, p. 58. 
52 See Caracciolo 2011. 
53 Caracciolo 2014. 



Rhythm Analysis: a History  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

31 

emphasises individual response. The interesting aspect about Caracciolo’s argument is that, even 

within the cognitive approach, the analysis is directed to narrative discourse. He distinguishes 

embodied responses to story-level constructs from reactions to discourse. While the first are discrete, 

focussing on distinct aspects of the narrative, discourse responses are a continuum ranging “from the 

word level to the level of whole texts”.54 The two types of reaction, Caracciolo notes, are 

interconnected, since the story level is merely the result of discourse interpretation by the reader. This 

interpretation passes necessarily through the corporeal feelings, and a text can exploit these bodily 

dynamics to enhance its rhythmic effectiveness end engage its audience. The author concludes by 

suggesting that this method could be used to research narrative effects such as absorption, persuasion 

and so forth. This line of investigation completes the framework of a dynamic relationship between 

a text and its user, an enquiry I deem essential to the development of a well-balanced and effective 

examination of rhythmical constructs. 

 

  

                                                 
54 Caracciolo 2014, p. 25. 
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PART I – Theory of Rhythm  

0 – Terminological Prelude  

This thesis makes use of two theoretical approaches – narratology and semiotics – which both 

have their own extensive and specific set of terminology. In most of the cases, this precision helps 

single out concepts with accuracy, thus avoiding confusion and verbosity. It can happen, however, 

that terminology itself causes the very confusion it was devised to avoid. This is the case when 

different scholars name the same structural device or textual strategy differently. In describing 

duration in narrative discourse, for instance, alongside the Genettian distinction between ‘time of the 

story’ and ‘time of the narrative’, one can find the akin ‘story time’ and ‘discourse time’ (Monika 

Fludernik, An introduction to Narratology) but also the more confusing ‘time of the fabula/fabula-

time’ and ‘story-time’ (Mieke Bal, Narratology), where one of the terms has the exact opposite 

meaning. Nonetheless, this is something that can be easily dealt with, as far as the concepts behind 

the different terminology are clear. I have tried to be as consistent as possible when such cases arise.  

The opposite issue, which tends to be more disrupting, is terminology overlapping. In this thesis, 

unfortunately, it happens with one of the core conceptual distinctions. While narratology mainly 

approaches narration as an act, semiotics approaches narrative as part of the meaning-making process 

underneath the text’s surface. The concept the two disciplines have of ‘levels’ changes accordingly. 

While the narrative levels are “an analytic notion whose purpose is to describe the relations between 

an act of narration and the diegesis”,55 the semiotic levels aim at describing the text as a multi-layered 

‘generative trajectory’ of meaning.56 This difference results, for instance, in a dissimilar definition of 

‘discourse’, which outlines a comparable concept, but is contrasted with different notions. In 

narratology, discourse is the tangible actualization of something more abstract, the story; in semiotic 

                                                 
55 Pier, J., in Hühn et al. 
56 Cf. for instance, Nöth 1990, p. 315. 
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analysis, by contrast, the discursive level corresponds to the most superficial level of meaning-

making, where the structures are more specific and related to a particular text. Similarly, the concept 

of narrative levels in narratology should not be confused with the deep and surface semiotic narrative 

levels, where deeper and more general structures are examined, each with a syntactic and semantic 

component. Barbieri’s theory, which I adopt as a starting point for my rhythm analysis, builds on this 

second model. Thus, when I mention the narrative level(s), if not explicitly stated, I refer to textual 

layers where narrative structures such as the actantial model or the narrative programs are identified, 

concepts which do not involve the narrator’s various diegetic positions, but are closer to what 

narratology defines as ‘story’. The notions of Greimasian semiotics that are used in this thesis are 

discussed in chapter 1.3. 
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1 – Rhythm Analysis 

1.1 Definitions and Key Concepts 

This chapter will present the main elements of Daniele Barbieri’s rhythm analysis. As 

previously mentioned, I consider his theories the most advanced in this field and, thus, this thesis will 

use the concepts he developed as a starting point for the analysis of rhythm. 

Generally speaking, as Barbieri notes, rhythm is the iteration of a pattern in time.57 Usually, when 

referring to rhythm in this common definition, those patterns are detected in prosodic or phonetic 

regularities (e.g., the rhythm of alliterations in a poem, or the rime scheme). Regular patterns might 

be found also at syntactic level, in features such as sentence length. Those elements all belong to the 

plane of expression.58 This chapter will show how this can be extended to the plane of content and, 

specifically, to the exposition of narrative. Strictly connected to rhythm are the expectations generated 

by the text, which create interpretative tensions in the reader. Tension and rhythm are complementary 

and interlinked:  

Si produce tensione ogni volta che un’aspettativa prodotta dal testo non viene soddisfatta 

dove ci aspetteremmo, prolungando l’attesa. […] Mentre il ritmo è legato alla sintonia, la 

tensione è l’espressione della dissintonia.59 

Every aesthetic text, whose aim is to interest and entertain the reader,60 is built around a variable 

balance between confirming and frustrating the reader’s expectations. The alternation of tension and 

distension is the basis of rhythmic patterns: 

Il ritmo è un aspetto fondamentale dei meccanismi tensivi. Il tipo di tensione più semplice 

che si possa dare è infatti quello dell'attesa del successivo elemento di una ripetizione 

                                                 
57 See Barbieri 2004, p. 65. 
58 Semioticians often use the distinction between ‘plane of content’ and ‘plane of expression’. It is roughly the 

narratological story/discourse opposition, although with a different focus and concept of ‘levels’. See chapter 0.   
59 “Tension is produced every time an expectation produced by the text is not satisfied where we expect, thus extending 

itself. […] While rhythm is related to harmony, tension is the expression of disharmony”. Barbieri 2011, pp. 101-02. 
60 It is not the aim of this thesis to delve into the complex debate about aesthetics. Hence this practical and very broad 

definition. Notice how it uncouples the notion of ‘aesthetic’ from that of ‘artistic’ and all the related value judgment. 

According to this definition, for instance, an advertisement is an aesthetic text. 
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ritmica. Il ritmo è modulazione della tensione, è organizzazione degli elementi di rilievo 

per creare e risolvere aspettative. Viceversa, il ritmo vive a sua volta degli effetti dei 

meccanismi tensivi. Senza tensione, non vi è modo di attribuire un qualche rilievo a 

specifici aspetti testuali, e sono gli elementi di rilievo a costituire i tasselli ritmici 

fondamentali.61 

 In light of these considerations, in order to fully understand rhythm, it is necessary to introduce the 

key concepts of tension theory.  

 

Defining Expectations: Perceptual Terms and Forms 

Enjoying a narrative text is not a passive activity. What we read, watch or listen to always 

creates expectations and, provided that our attention is maintained, we are likely to try and predict 

the consequences of what we are reading or anticipate events. Generalising, this intuition can be 

extended to all textual levels: interpretation is a constant tension towards the future. When reading a 

sonnet with the ABAB rhyme scheme, for instance, past the first two lines we expect a repetition of 

the final sounds of the next two. This is due to the strict formal structure of that particular form of 

poetry. Even in everyday speech sentences have ‘expectation markers’. A simple ‘however’, for 

example, creates in the reader several expectations: the prospect of a sentence, for one; then 

expectance for a clause which is in contrast with what previously expressed. Finally, when reading 

‘however’, we expect a possible turning point in a reasoning or narration. While analysing the rhythm 

of Leopardi’s poem L’infinito, Barbieri identifies as many as seven different levels that contribute to 

the rise of tension: metric, syntactic, metric-syntactic, prosodic, lexical-prosodic, lexical-syntactic 

                                                 
61 “Rhythm is a fundamental aspect of the tensive mechanisms. The simplest kind of tension possible is the expectation 

for the following element in a rhythmic repetition. Rhythm is the modulation of tension, the organisation of elements in 

relief to create and resolve expectations. Vice versa, rhythm is engendered by the effects of tensive devices. Without 

tension, one cannot attribute any relief to specific textual aspects, and elements in relief are the essential rhythmic 

elements”. Barbieri 1996, p. 5. 



Definitions and Key Concepts  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

36 

and semantic-narrative.62 At every level there are elements that create expectation in the reader. 

Barbieri uses the phrase perceptual term to indicate: 

qualsiasi elemento testuale sulla base del quale sia possibile avanzare delle previsioni, 

ovvero qualsiasi elemento testuale che possa suscitare delle aspettative.63 

Such expectations can range from very short (e.g., syntactic expectations about the closure of a 

phrase) to extremely long-term (e.g., the solution of the initial mystery in a detective novel). It should 

be clear that almost any textual item can be considered a perceptual term, under certain circumstances. 

Barbieri associates to perceptive terms the concept of form, defined as: 

una configurazione percettiva o concettuale a cui siamo in grado di attribuire un qualche 

tipo di completezza […], una chiusura formale.64 

What distinguishes the two notions is the requirement for a form to have closure, which implies an 

autonomy that is absent from the perceptual term. Noticeably, some perceptual terms are forms by 

themselves, depending on the level considered. The ‘however’ mentioned in a previous example, for 

instance, is a perceptual term generating expectation, but it is also a form on the lexical level, since it 

is an autonomous word. In that regard it is complete and fulfils expectations. This, of course, is not 

true for all perceptual terms; as an immediate example, consider an expression such as ‘once upon 

a…’, which, unlike ‘however’, is incomplete (and thus generates tensions) on all formal levels. 

It could be maintained that the perceptual term is the incomplete version of the form it recalls, but 

this would be a simplification, not taking into account that not all perceptual terms point to a form 

actually present in the text. In might be useful to clarify this concept and have a better understanding 

of the link between the two notions, introducing the distinction between hypothetical, evident and 

                                                 
62 See Barbieri 2004, p. 45; such distinction into levels is functional to the analysis of expectations in a poem. Some of 

those levels are almost insignificant in other textualities, such as the metric and prosodic in prose fiction, while other 

levels acquire much more importance and new levels need to be considered; thus, other means of identifying elements 

creating expectations (relief) must be devised to analyse, for instance, a novel. See next sections and chapter 1.3. 
63 “Any textual element thanks to which it is possible to make predictions, i.e. any textual element that can rise 

expectations”. Barbieri 2004, p. 43. 
64 “A perceptual or conceptual configuration to which we can ascribe some sort of completeness […], a formal closure”.  

Ibid., p. 48. 
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determinate meanings devised by Leonard Meyer,65 a music theorist whose work inspired Barbieri’s 

theory. This division concerns the stages of the interpretation of a textual element. When a perceptual 

term66 is recognised, it triggers a prediction about its possible meaning and implications. Given the 

nature of this hypothetical meaning, it is possible that more than one expectation arises from the same 

perceptual term; based on the reader’s previous experiences, there can be several expected outcomes, 

with different degrees of probability assigned to them. This hypothetical meaning persists until 

another textual stimulus contradicts or confirms the conjecture. In the first case, new hypotheses will 

arise; otherwise, the meaning becomes evident meaning, explicitly endorsed by the text. Only when 

the text has come to its end, however, can the meaning crystallise into its definitive version. Before 

that moment, new information can appear to disproof or modify an evident meaning; only when the 

reader has the complete picture, when all the perceptual terms have (or have not) become forms with 

a closure, the determinate meaning of each textual element can emerge. Therefore, according to this 

model, meaning is a process, evolving during the reception of a text. In Barbieri’s words:  

Si tratta di un percorso di comprensione che non è affatto lineare, ma è fatto di ipotesi 

interpretative, di successive conferme e smentite, e di una globale riconsiderazione una 

volta raggiunta la fine del viaggio. Potremmo dire che in questo percorso si trova tutto il 

piacere del testo.67 

From the privileged point of view of the end, which allows the determination of the meanings and 

thus the realization of all forms, it is possible to examine the status of those perceptual terms that do 

not relate to a form. Are those ‘misleading’ perceptual terms actual perceptual terms? The fact that 

their hypothetical meaning does not correspond to a determinate meaning, indicates that the reader’s 

interpretation was incorrect. While during reception (evident meaning) it is normal that perceptual 

terms turn into unexpected forms, the case of perceptual terms that remain unrelated after the 

                                                 
65 Meyer 1956, p. 37. 
66 Meyer’s analysis was limited to musical stimuli, but Barbieri shows it can be easily extended to every kind of textuality. 
67 “It is a far from straightforward process of understanding, made of interpretative hypotheses, subsequent confirmations 

and disavowals, and an overall reconsideration once the journey is over. We might say that in this process lies all the 

pleasure of a text”. Barbieri 2004, p. 43 
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conclusion of a text (determinate meaning) lead to the failure of interpretation: the reader has not 

understood the meaning of that particular element. This deliberate frustration of predictions – not 

considering here the possibility of a poorly written text – can trigger a cognitive shift in search of new 

paradigms of interpretation. It is one of the main driving forces of aesthetic experiences. 

Since the mechanism of anticipation is based on probability, the reader’s expectation can be 

more or less specific, based on the tensive devices developed by the text. Perceptual terms references 

can range from very specific to generic and subtle. Moreover, expectations can be shaped by the 

overall textual form, which depends on the genre it belongs to; in other words, narrative conventions 

can affect interpretation. Take the case of detective stories, where the identification of the culprit is 

the expected (because conventional) conclusion of the story. The reader will interpret the great 

majority of perceptual terms as clues and the text usually exploits this tendency to mislead him/her 

into making false predictions. An experienced reader, in turn, knows that, and is likely to assign a 

lower probability value to the ‘obvious’ wrong track. Consequently, the reader has usually more or 

less generic expectations or rather a variety of different hypotheses and the text strategy can include 

suddenly disproving them. Barbieri calls this effect ‘weakening of the form’: “il lettore sa che deve 

aspettarsi qualcosa, ma è del tutto spaesato nel figurarsi che cosa debba aspettarsi”.68 Weakening a 

form is a deliberate textual strategy aimed at increasing tension, unlike regular presence of weak 

forms, which may happen for instance at the beginning of a text, where it is normal to have generic 

expectations. When a form has been weakened, the perceptual term that will restore its predicting 

strenght is charged with extra significance, underlined, as though put into relief.69 

Revisiting the definition of form with the notions just introduced, we may say that a formal 

closure is the place in a text where the hypothetical meaning becomes evident. Focussing on forms at 

different textual levels, an interesting feature emerges: formal closures are hierarchically organised. 

                                                 
68 “The reader knows s/he should expect something, but has no clue as to what to expect”. Barbieri 2004, p. 58 
69 See the section on relief, later in this chapter. 
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This means that a closure on a higher level causes all the subordinate forms to close as well. Consider, 

for example, the syntactic level where the closure of the ‘phrase form’ implies that of the ‘word form’; 

moving up the hierarchy, the end of a paragraph causes a chain closure in all the inferior forms: 

period, sentence, phrase, word. This is called a “system of closures”70 and is present at all textual 

levels. Therefore, a text is punctuated with several closing places at all formal levels, but some spots 

are far more relevant than others are. Where closures concentrate, it is more likely that something 

meaningful is happening, especially if the system of closures spans across several levels. Obviously, 

the hierarchically highest closure is the end of the text, where all forms on all levels are closed or 

crystallised into an ‘open ending’, which allows ambivalent interpretation and leaves some tensions 

intentionally unsolved. Not without reason, the end is usually the most relevant textual place, even 

though more important forms might already have come to closure (e.g., the arrest of the culprit in a 

detective story is not usually at the very end of the text); only after the last word, camera take or 

music note, however, we can be sure that the meaning is determinate and not going to change (think 

about the last few seconds of horror films and the classic twitching hand, showing that the 

monster/serial killer is ‘surprisingly’ still alive).71 

 

Repetition 

Quoting Meyer’s statement that “repetition, though it may exist physically, never exists 

psychologically”,72 Barbieri introduces another key concept essential to the understanding of rhythm. 

He effectively agrees with Meyer that, since each repetition alters the recipient’s past experience to 

include the iteration itself, the subject will perceive even an exact repetition as something different, 

based on the fact that it has already occurred in the text. This mechanism explains the textual device 

known as reprise. Pervasive in music, reprise is present in narrative texts as well. When recalling a 

                                                 
70 “Sistema di chiusure”; Barbieri 2004, p. 52. 
71 Notably, such a cliff-hanger is not at all surprising for a modern audience and is likely to be regarded as a cheap 

narrative device, due to an excessive use (Cf. Barbieri 2004, pp. 50-51; and infra, chapter 2.1). 
72 Meyer 1956, p. 49. 
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previous episode, a mere reference is enough to bring to mind the whole event or scene. In fact, this 

is the standard practise, what linguist would call an unmarked choice; conversely, fully repeating an 

episode is a marked, unusual option, which will trigger the reader’s attention and put particular 

emphasis on that specific textual passage. Using the terminology defined in the previous paragraph 

the concept can be rephrased as follows: in a reprise, a perceptual term is recalled, and it refers to an 

already encountered form, which, however, is not reported as a whole but merely hinted. Thanks to 

the reader’s previous experience with iterations of that specific perceptual term, its semantic reference 

has evolved to include the whole content of the form and the term has gained autonomy. In other 

words, its presence does not create tension, but rather fulfils the reader’s expectations. Formalising 

this line of thought, the perceptual term (a) behaves like the corresponding form (A), and has thus 

become a form itself (A'). 

First occurrence Reprise 

a → A (tension) a = A' (→ A) (implicit closure) 

Since reprise implies the presence of the perceptual term in place of the form it stands for (implicit 

closure), presenting the complete form is unexpected and causes tension rather than the usual closure. 

Offering more information than expected, i.e. repeating the form (A) rather than the unmarked 

perceptual term which usually substitutes the form in repetition (a = A'), the text is suggesting that 

there is something more to A that should be taken into account, some extra meaning that the mere 

mention of (a) could not bring out. Consider, for instance, a film where the camera repeatedly lingers 

on a specific object: since we have already seen that detail, its reprise is not neutral, but alters the 

audience’s expectations. 

Barbieri notes that the ‘semantic evolution’ of a perceptual term is an idiolectic link,73 i.e usually 

confined to the specific text and does not apply to other texts. However, I maintain that a form of 

external reprise might exist in intertextual links or genre-codified tropes. Just as internal reprise can 

                                                 
73 See Barbieri 2004, p. 54. 
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be used to hint at a form without fully repeating it, a text can invoke an autonomous perceptual term 

‘from outside the text’, using quotation (or other intertextual connections) or exploiting the 

expectations encoded in the textual genre. Drawing again from the detective-story example, there is 

no need to show the actual murder: the genre-codified expectations make sure that upon seeing the 

body (‘semantically evolved’ perceptual term) the full ‘murder form’ is immediately evoked in the 

audience’s mind.74  

A second type of repetition occurs in the background, that is to say, far from the main textual 

level where most of the reader’s attention is focussed. Unlike the foregrounded counterparts, 

background repetitions are usually weaker and tend to go unnoticed under normal conditions; 

actually, they are usually the norm, so that interruptions in the pattern tend to be more noticeable that 

the pattern itself. A simple example could be the metrical regularity of a poem, where the iambic 

scheme is the norm and any deviation inevitably draws more attention than the repetition of the 

(expected) regularity. A second example are variations in the recurring ground bass melodic pattern.  

This introduces a third kind of repetition, the ostinato iteration. It is a persistent iteration like the one 

described in the previous paragraph; however, it occurs on the foreground level, an extremely 

important difference. As already mentioned, repetitions are the norm on the background levels and 

tend to go unnoticed; on the other hand, the opposite is true for the foreground, which is: 

Il luogo del cambiamento, della trasformazione, il luogo in cui avvengono gli eventi 

testuali, il luogo in cui l’incontro con il termine percettivo lascia legittimamente aspettare 

il manifestarsi dell’intera forma. Per questo la ripetizione sul primo piano non è 

generalmente attesa e il suo manifestarsi può essere una forte fonte di tensione.75 

Therefore, when the repetition occurs in the foreground, a resolution is expected. The ostinato 

iteration denies such advancement and creates a growing sense of tension. The more the repetition 

                                                 
74 This notion is furtherly developed in chapter 2.1 thanks to the cognitive approach. 
75 “The place where change and transformation happen, the place where textual events occur, the place where the 

encounter with the perceptual term leads to rightful expectations for the appearance of the complete form. Thus, repetition 

on the foreground is usually unexpected, and its presence can be a powerful source of tension”. Barbieri 2004, p. 56. 
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keeps appearing, the greater the tension arisen. This process is called saturation and is used to produce 

crescendo effects. (This topic is detailed in a specific section of chapter 1.2). 

It should be noted that the three types of repetition do not require total identity to function. 

Iteration on a single formal level is enough to prompt a recognition and trigger the expectation 

patterns. Needless to say, repetitions occurring simultaneously on several levels create a stronger 

effect. A series of very concise sentences, for instance, creates a sense of iteration even if they are 

disconnected; however, if a word in common is present, the repetition on the syntactic level will 

extend to the lexical-semantic level, causing a stronger saturation. 

 

Rhythm 

With the notions collected in the previous section, a better understanding of the definition of 

rhythm is possible. As mentioned at the beginning of the chapter, in the widest sense, rhythm is the 

iteration of a pattern in time. Three keywords can be isolated: iteration, pattern and time. Iterations 

have been already discussed in the previous section: they do not need to be fully identical, but can 

occur on a single formal level. There can be different repetitions at different levels, either independent 

or linked together, and some repetitions can occur on several levels at the same time. The pattern is 

the element to be reiterated. In principle, it need not be a perceptual term or a form. However, it 

becomes a perceptual term when its recurring regularity is recognised, because attention is drawn to 

it by mere repetition. Such particular perceptual term refers to the rhythmic form, which has a specific 

feature: 

Un ritmo è una forma di durata potenzialmente infinita. Essa non giungerà mai a chiusura. 

Un ritmo è destinato a perpetuare sé stesso sin che può, per essere sostituito da un altro 

ritmo o dal silenzio.76 

                                                 
76 “A rhythm is a form of potentially unlimited extent. It will never come to closure. A rhythm is bound to perpetuate 

itself until it is replaced by another rhythm or by silence”. Barbieri 2004, p. 66. 
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The rhythmic form is, therefore, an ‘open form’, one that does not imply closure; in contrast with the 

‘closed forms’ previously examined, characterised by a tension towards a closure, rhythm is defined 

by its tendency to continue indefinitely. Thus, as mentioned before, rhythm and tension are strategies 

that complement each other, opposing the expectation for closure to the expectation of continuation. 

From now on, if not specified, the term ‘form’ will continue to refer to ‘closed forms’. The third 

keyword is time. Time is what distinguishes a rhythm from a pattern. While the latter is a static 

scheme, rhythm is a flowing entity, a perceptual path. This does not mean that a static text, such as a 

painting, cannot have a rhythm. A potential duration is enough, the possibility for the pattern to recur 

in time. Here comes into play the reception of a text, which produces duration through interaction. 

Based on this factor, two modalities can be identified: time-based textuality, where time flow is 

constant and independent (e.g., music, cinema, TV, theatre), contrasts with space-based textuality 

(written text and hypertexts, comics, visual arts), in which time flow depends on the interaction with 

an audience. In the latter, moreover, the text is already there in its entirety, rather than constantly 

unravelling. Nonetheless, written texts, and especially prose, are usually read in sequence, nearing 

the experience to that offered by time-based textuality. In fact, even in the visual arts, an object is 

rarely taken in a single perceptual act: perception always involves temporality. And yet, a recipient 

can always change speed, stop, go back to a previous passage and even skip to a further point. Today, 

this control over the text is increasingly present in classic time-based textuality. An example of this 

is watching films or videos on a digital support, which allows the same control a reader has on written 

text. This point suggests that time of reception (not to be confused with narrated time) is a 

multifaceted issue, depending on textual features but also closely related to the audience’s attention. 

These issues are discussed in further detail in chapter 2.1. 
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Relief 

 The next notion introduced is a fundamental part of Barbieri’s rhythm analysis, which allows 

measuring, comparing and in general quantifying rhythm. It is the concept of relief. The term should 

be intended in its ‘spatial’ sense of an element in relief that stands out against the others. The concept 

is the same as in the sculpting technique of high/bas-relief. Textual relief is described as: 

una caratteristica testuale che si presenta a tutti i livelli, contrapponendo zone testuali 

accentuate a zone che non lo sono o lo sono di meno; riproponendo in qualche modo a tutti 

i livelli la contrapposizione gestaltica tra primo piano e sfondo. […] L’esempio più 

semplice e autoevidente per dare un’idea di cosa sia il rilevo è quello dell’accento tonico 

della lingua parlata, che contrappone sillabe accentate a sillabe atone.77 

Relief is what makes textual elements come forward to be noticed and interpreted. While the simple 

example of stresses syllables is helpful to understand how relief works at a specific textual level, it is 

worth underlining that, at levels higher than the phonetic one, relief is far more complex and 

multifaceted. What elements constitute a textual relief at each level and how reliefs interact with each 

other to create the overall rhythm is the central issue of rhythm analysis, and thus requires an in-depth 

discussion (see chapter 1.3).  

Even though relief is always engendered at a specific level, its effect can propagate to other levels, 

provided that they have similar complexity. Moreover, several levels can show elements in relief at 

the same time, magnifying the resulting effect. Therefore, relief allows tensions, perceptual terms and 

forms at each level to cooperate: 

Il rilievo è dunque il meccanismo di coordinamento tra livelli, ciò che fa sì che i diversi 

livelli formali che compongono un testo cooperino a creare l’effetto estetico (e in generale 

retorico) complessivo.78 

                                                 
77 “A textual feature appearing at all levels, contrasting marked textual zones with zones that are not or less so; somewhat 

reintroducing at all levels the gestalt opposition between foreground and background. […] In order to understand what 

relief is, the simplest and self-evident example is the stress on syllables in spoken language, opposing stressed and 

unstressed sounds”. Barbieri 2004, p. 72. 
78 “Thus, relief is the mechanism that coordinates levels, which makes it possible for the different structural levels of a 

text to cooperate in creating the overall aesthetic (and rhetorical) effect”. Ibid., p. 73. 
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Relief can be generated in most disparate ways, depending on the formal level and the specific 

features of each textuality; however, there are some general mechanisms common to all texts. The 

main two are position and novelty.  

Novelty is related to the concept of markedness, already mentioned in the previous pages. Each 

textual level has its own unmarked configurations, standard arrangements that do not create surprise. 

As usual, consider as an example the less complex syntactic level. The unmarked sentence structure 

in English is SVO; such word order is perfectly predictable and generates no surprise. Deviations 

from the standard create a novelty, which in turn generates an interpretative tension. The same 

reasoning can be applied to other textual levels where, however, deciding what is unmarked can 

require a more advanced theoretical analysis. At narrative level, for instance, Greimasian actantial 

model can be used to decide what deviates from the ‘norm’, generating novelty relief (again, see 

chapter 1.3). Examining the issue from a different perspective, novelty depends on the expectations 

and thus, mainly, on the reader’s previous experience with similar textual configurations. Novelty is 

what comes unexpected, and it depends on several extra-textual factors as well as from text structures. 

The reader-oriented perspective is discussed in chapter 2. 

Position relief is usually codified in the form’s structure. This can easily be seen thinking about the 

story-form, where the most obvious positions of relief are the beginning and the end. Most forms 

have in their structure one or more positions that put elements in relief independently from what they 

are. The two modalities of mise en relief are cumulative: if an element of novelty occurs in a position 

of relief, the effect will be magnified; conversely, where a positional relief is filled with an expected 

element, tension will decrease. This effect can be exploited to modulate tensive effects.  

 A text, as already mentioned, does not have a rhythm, but several co-occurring ones that 

contribute to the overall rhythmic effect. Depending on the type of textuality, however, one or more 

formal levels can emerge as more relevant to the general rhythm. In poetry, for example, the syntactic 
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level is extremely important, while in narrative texts (novels and short stories, but also most drama 

and films) it is far less relevant and the narrative structures are privileged. This does not mean that 

other levels do not participate in the creation of rhythmic/tensive patterns, but the narrative rhythm is 

prominent. In other words, in a narrative text the recipient’s attention is mainly devoted to characters 

relations, sequences of events and other narrative structures, but other features such as symbolic 

patterns, word choices or other ‘style’ effects have their importance as well. In general, the ‘prominent 

level’ is the formal level that is always foregrounded in a specific textuality. In narrative texts, 

unsurprisingly, it is the narrative level, since most of the relief comes from narrative structures. In 

some textualities, such as poetry and – even more – music, several levels can coexist on the 

foreground. It might be said that those kind of texts do not have a prominent level. In this regard, 

narrative texts might seem easier to analyse. However, even when a prominent rhythm emerges, other 

levels still produce their own reliefs; they serve the prominent, and are secondary but by no means 

irrelevant. Consider, for instance, the importance of soundtracks in films. Background reliefs, the 

resulting rhythms and their interactions with prominent elements are essential to the uniqueness of an 

aesthetic text. This topic is discussed in detail in chapter 1.2. 

Before closing this section, however, it is worth mentioning a specific case of non-prominent rhythm. 

Since tensions arise from the recognition of perceptual terms and forms, and such textual items have 

an extremely wide definition, it is possible that a tension or rhythm originate from another one. This 

‘second-order’ rhythms are created when a tension itself is recognised as a form and expectations on 

its resolution are formed. The chapter structure of The Secret Agent, for instance, shows a regular 

recurrence of encounters between two characters (see chapter 3). Due to the expectation for the pattern 

to repeat itself, this set up creates a background rhythm, which adds to the prominent rhythm of 

events, reinforcing the general effect. 
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Rhythmic intensity 

Thanks to the definitions discussed in this chapter, it is possible to give a quantitative description to 

intuitive statements such as ‘slow rhythm’, ‘fast-paced narration’, etc. In other words, it is possible 

to measure rhythm intensity. According to Paul Ricoeur, “the impression of rapidity is explained by 

the concentration of values in the foreground, as in the famous expression Veni, vidi, vici”.79 Even 

though Ricoeur referred to verb tenses, his reasoning can be extended to suit our rhythm theory 

without even changing the statement. In this case, foregrounded elements are not actions in the simple 

past (perfective), but rather what Barbieri called textual relief. Even Ricoeur’s example can be read 

in this different light: in Caesar’s renowned expression the sense of extreme rapidity is given by the 

great amount of information given in such a short sentence. It is, in fact, a full story condensed in 

three words. As such, a great narrative relief is given by the amount of relevant information given in 

a short time. In Genettian terms, a long story time (a whole military campaign, although brief) in a 

very short discourse time. Considering the story-form, both novelty and position relief are detectable. 

The latter is given by the presence of the beginning and the end of the story, and further enhanced by 

the close proximity of the two; novelty is detectable in the unusual structure of a story told eliding all 

the information but the essential verbs. However, there is much more in this sentence as far as rhythm 

is concerned. Firstly, there is the prosodic pattern of the alliteration; on the syntactic level, the 

repetition of three consecutive verbs in the same tense creates an iteration, a source of rhythmic 

regularity. In addition, on the semantic level a crescendo is present, a series of actions growing rapidly 

to the archetypical climax of victory. In conclusion, if we consider ‘veni, vidi, vici’ as a story, thus 

assigning the prominence to the narrative level, an intertwining of reliefs on several levels can be 

detected, creating a cooperation of background rhythms that contribute to enhance the prominent 

narrative rhythm. The result is a sum of rhythms which creates an extreme overall intensity. If even 

                                                 
79 Ricoeur 1984, p.71. 
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a three-word narration has so much to offer to rhythm analysis, imagine the rhythmic complexity a 

novel can achieve. 

This brief rhythm analysis shows how, even though an absolute measure of rhythm intensity would 

be quite pointless, a relative scale is useful to quantify rhythmic increases or decreases in a text, the 

unit of measurement being the quantity of relief. Thanks to this parameter, the rhythmic intensity of 

a passage can be measured, not with numbers, but in relation to that of other textual sections. The 

quantity of relief in time can be considered as an advanced version of the basic measuring method of 

anisochrony, which considers only one aspect of relief (the time of the story narrated). From this 

perspective, rhythm as duration might be incorporated as a subset of the ‘new rhythm’ rather than 

dismissed as a completely different definition. 

Anisochrony Relief 

𝑅ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝑇𝑆𝑡𝑜𝑟𝑦

𝑇𝐷𝑖𝑠𝑐𝑜𝑢𝑟𝑠𝑒
 𝑅ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =

𝑄𝑅𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑒𝑓

𝑇𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛
 

Figure 1 – Rhythm intensity: duration and relief compared 

Rhythm as duration (anisochrony) depends on the relationship between the time of the story and the space (or time) 

dedicated to discourse; similarly, the intensity of rhythm based on relief depends on the quantity of relief in a given 

amount of reception time. The second definition of rhythm includes the first insofar as story elements can be seen as a 

subset of narrative reliefs. 

As discussed so far, the formula based on relief allows for a multifaceted and much deeper analysis. 

However, the denominator as well as the numerator are more complex and comprehensive than in the 

Genettian formula. While, if we refer to discourse time, the telling of the story is considered a fixed 

flow, using the time of reception allows many more factors to be taken into account. One example of 

this is the distinction between time-based and space-based media, already mentioned before; or the 

possibility to take into account the reader’s attention which, in turn, has different effects in the two 

kinds of textualities. All the issues and analytic opportunities related to the audience’s attention are 

tackled in chapter 2, which also contains a more detailed discussion on rhythmic intensity. The next 
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section will investigate in further detail the relationship between background and foreground in both 

intra- and inter-level connotations. 
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1.2 Foreground and Background 

The concept of mise en relief was devised by the linguist Harald Weinrich in relation to the 

analysis of verbal tenses. Describing the use of imparfait and passé simple in French, he considers 

their use as narrative tenses. Their function in narration, according to Weinrich, is well defined and 

distinct: “nella narrazione l’imparfait è il tempo dello sfondo e il passé simple il tempo del primo 

piano”.80 In more general terms, the imperfective aspect of a past tense creates a background on which 

the actions described in perfective aspect stand out, are put in relief. Barbieri maintains that such form 

of relief is just a specific case of a wider mechanism the text uses to highlight relevant elements.  

Probabilmente, limitare la valutazione dell'intensità ritmica a un rapporto tra tempi verbali 

è ancora riduttivo […] Tuttavia, l'idea che l'impressione di velocità sia legata alla 

concentrazione degli elementi di primo piano, ovvero degli elementi che hanno rilievo, è 

fondamentalmente corretta.81 

Indeed, put in the terminology discussed in chapter 1.1, Weinrich’s statement can be explained 

considering that, in stories, a perfective past tense (e.g., past simple) is used to express actions that 

make the story proceed further, while imperfective past tenses (e.g., the continuous tenses in English) 

usually describe the setting; therefore, on the prominent (narrative) level, perfective tenses are usually 

more relevant and thus foregrounded.  

Il rilievo, dunque, è rilievo rispetto a una finalità narrativa che viene considerata 

dominante, oppure, più in generale, è rilievo rispetto a una finalità testuale che viene 

ritenuta principale, o alla quale si sta dedicando la propria attenzione.82 

The concept of textual purpose is an interesting addition to the notion of formal levels, aimed at 

clarifying how a specific rhythm can become prominent and how textual levels interact with each 

                                                 
80 “In narration, the imparfait is the background time, while the passé simple is the time of the foreground”. Weinrich 

1978, p. 128. 
81 “Probably, it is still reductive to limit the assessment of rhythmic intensity to a relationship between verbal tenses. […] 

However, the idea that the impression of speed is connected to the concentration of elements in the foreground, i.e. 

elements in relief, is essentially correct”. Barbieri 1996, p. 16. 
82 “Relief, then, should be intended as relief with regards to a narrative purpose that is considered prominent, or, in general, 

relief with regards to what is considered the main textual purpose, the one to which our attention is dedicated”. Ibid., p. 

16. 
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other. In the conclusion of Chapter 1.1, a definition of rhythm as quantity of relief in time was offered. 

It can now be refined, adding that rhythm, given a certain amount of reception time, depends on the 

quantity of elements in relief that are related to a given textual purpose. The concept recalls the 

distinction between prominent and background levels, but it is more dynamic and takes into account 

the reader’s involvement in the meaning-making process. The focus of this thesis is on aesthetic texts 

which, as far as the textual purpose is concerned, may be defined as having their audience’s enjoyment 

as principal aim. Such pleasure of reception can be achieved through several devices and is seldom 

the result of a single textual feature. For instance, when reading a poem, one cannot usually claim 

that the sole source of pleasure is the rhyming scheme, nor the use of alliterations: those features, 

however, contribute to the general sense of enjoyment. The same is true for a film’s soundtrack, or a 

novel’s use of intertextual quotations. Similar examples could be made for all kinds of aesthetic texts. 

Provisionally putting aside the question of the audience’s taste and reception mechanisms, which will 

be considered in chapter 2, the textual purpose is intertwined with the relation between foreground 

and background levels. Normally, the main textual purpose is comparable to the prominent level, 

while background levels can carry on other purposes. However, in aesthetic texts, even those with a 

strong prominent level such as narrative ones, the textual purpose is usually not limited to the 

prominent level. This is made apparent when we consider exposition. If the only purpose of a narrative 

text were narrating, in most cases the story and the discourse would coincide. On the contrary, a 

narrative text is seldom a chronological account. Anachrony is not only “one of the traditional 

resources of literary narration”,83 but also a common device in everyday language. Even the most 

basic oral narration can often rely on temporal ordering. “Guess who I met today, John!” is very likely 

to be followed by an analepsis describing the circumstances of the encounter. If we were to consider 

the narrative purpose only, this might seem a very inefficient communicative strategy. However, 

although not artistic, such verbal narration is designed to be entertaining or, at least, to interest the 

                                                 
83 Genette 1980, p. 36. 
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listener; it is, in other words, aesthetic, according to the practical definition provided above. Oral 

storytelling, presents several different strategies to foreground narrative elements, such as the use of 

intonation, just to mention one. What Fludernik labelled natural narratology – conversational stories 

of personal experience – falls outside the scope of this analysis, but it was worth mentioning as an 

example of how, even in spontaneous storytelling, the narrative purpose of a text seldom implies an 

exclusive focus on story. 

In Barbieri’s model, the background/foreground distinction can be applied to both what could 

be called an intra-level and an inter-level. The former refers to the distinction – inside a single formal 

level – between all the elements on the background and those that come forward and thus are in relief. 

Intra-level foreground/background relationships allow some elements to be put in relief compared to 

the whole array of textual devices. What is foregrounded at each level depends, once again, on the 

textual purpose, but also on the recipient’s expectations. Even a single level can generate serval 

patterns of relief and different tensions according to the importance the text recipient is assigning to 

the various elements at stake. This selection is mostly text-driven: in ordinary reception, which is 

different from deliberate analysis, the audience does not choose which tensive patterns they recognise. 

It is the text’s ‘duty’ to guide them in the interpretation process from which rhythm and tensions arise. 

Undoubtedly, previous textual experiences and literacy in general do play an important role but, at 

least to a certain extent, what is commonly called style (a recurrence of features at some, mainly 

discursive, textual levels) is responsible for the foregrounding of certain elements.  

While such intra-level interactions engender the individual rhythms, the second distinction between 

background and foreground, which I called inter-level, is responsible for the overall rhythmic effect. 

It concerns the predominance of one level over the others, i.e. the aforementioned existence of the 

prominent level. At first glance, the interplay between levels might seem straightforward and 

negligible: the prominent level is by definition the level that “ricopre sempre o quasi una funzione di 
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primo piano”,84 where most of the elements in relief are located; thus, it is unlikely that other levels 

can emerge from the background. According to Barbieri: 

in una fruizione non falsata da intenti analitici espliciti, l’unico andamento ritmico che 

venga percepito come pertinenza è quello del ritmo eminente. Gli altri eventuali andamenti, 

ove vengano percepiti, lo sono come esclusivamente funzionali al ritmo eminente.85 

I have already mentioned that not all types of textualities have clearly defined prominent levels; 

however, considering what have been said on textual purposes, I argue that even narrative texts, where 

there is a strong and pervasive prominence of the narrative level, show a more flexible relationship 

than the simple dichotomy prominent/functional-to-the-prominent presented by Barbieri. It is 

undeniable that, globally, the rhythm perceived by a non-analysing audience mostly depends on the 

rhythms of the narrative level; nevertheless, as far as local rhythm is concerned, non-narrative levels 

can play a role more than subsidiary even in narrative texts. This is possible only if the audience is 

‘cooperative’ enough. The case of a descriptive pause in a novel illustrates this point: it is to be 

considered a slowdown in the general narrative rhythm, and a reader only focussed on the story is 

likely to skim through or even skip it altogether; however, a more patient, leisurely reader will enjoy 

descriptions. The reasons for this may include the simple pleasure of it, or the interest in details about 

the fictional world presented. In fact this last case may partially pertain to the prominent rhythm, 

since world construction also concerns relationships between narrative elements such as characters 

or places and thus, indirectly, story and events. What is relevant is that engaging with a specific 

paragraph or section corresponds to identifying its local rhythm and assigning prominence to it. This 

action possibly requires an experienced reader, capable – and willing – of reading for further motives 

than the story. This might also be the case of re-reading, where the urge to ‘know how it ends’ is no 

longer the main drive for attention. Regardless of the audience’s motives, which will be discussed 

later in Chapter 2, in cases such as the one exemplified, the narrative rhythm can locally recede from 

                                                 
84 “Has always, or almost so, a foreground position”. Barbieri 2004, p. 79. 
85 “When reception is not altered by analytical purposes, the only rhythmic pattern which is perceived as pertinent is that 

of the prominent rhythm. Other patterns, if perceived at all, are only subsidiaries of the prominent rhythm”. Ibid., p. 81. 
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the foreground and swap places with other rhythms that are usually in the background. If this is true 

for the written text, it is even more so for other narrative media such as film or comic books, where 

the multimediality contributes to the weakening of narrative prominence. Some action movies, for 

example, give such focus to spectacular scenes that narrative relief is diluted and local rhythms 

prevail. To put it differently, the fact that the hero defeats the villain (closure of the narrative form – 

prominent rhythm) cannot be the only reason why the audience engages with a two-hour superhero 

movie three quarters of which are combat scenes. In this case, discursive86 rhythms are not merely 

contributing to the prominent narrative one, but are actually coming to the foreground themselves. 

Having clarified the distinction between background and foreground, interactions between 

prominent and secondary rhythms can be analysed in further detail. The rest of this section deals with 

the inter-level relations, while the intra-level ones, which regulate the mechanisms of relief are 

discussed in the next chapter (1.3 – In Search of Relief). 

Previous paragraphs discussed how rhythm is not a monolithic entity, but rather an array of 

intertwining rhythms with different intensity and relevance, bound together to form an overall 

impression. It might be visualised as an electric cable, a single sheath containing multiple strings in 

several layers; each rhythmic pattern – the single cord that composes the cable – contributes to the 

overall thickness; more relevant than the diameter, however, is the constructive quality of the strand. 

Manufacturing metaphors aside, intensity is to be taken into account when analysing rhythm, but the 

main interest lies in how such intensity is achieved. The key to understanding intensity is examining 

the relationship between tensions arising in foreground and background levels, namely the prominent 

rhythm and how background rhythms interact with it. As one might expect, such mechanisms depend 

on what is commonly called style. Generalization can go only so far in describing what is, after all, a 

distinctive feature of each text. Most of the analysis concerning this topic requires close contact with 

                                                 
86 Here I mention the narrative / discursive opposition in the Greimasian sense (see chapter 0). 
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texts and is therefore carried out in the second part of this dissertation. However, some general tensive 

strategies can be anticipated here. 

Iteration and Saturation 

The different effect of repetition when it occurs in the background or in the foreground has 

already been mentioned in chapter 1.1, which pointed out how iterations have opposite effects on 

tension. While in background levels repetition is the norm and rhythmic effects require undefined 

prolongation, when an iteration is foregrounded it creates an expectational conflict: on the one hand, 

the text’s recipient is expecting the development or closure of forms he recognised; on the other, 

his/her encountering a sufficiently regular repetition establishes the open rhythmic form which 

demands prolongation. This double mechanism operates by constantly shifting the balance between 

satisfaction and frustration: 

Una forma ritmica che si trovi sul primo piano induce dunque in noi contemporaneamente 

l’attesa della sua prosecuzione illimitata (perché non c’è nulla nella ripetizione che ne 

implichi la conclusione) e della sua fine (perché, di fatto, nessuna forma è illimitata, e 

anche un ritmo è di solito parte di una forma sovraordinata destinata a concludersi). Queste 

attese possono essere soddisfatte dal testo, ma anche frustrate, e in vari modi: il testo, cioè, 

le gestisce per produrre tensioni, stati emotivi di sintonia e di contrasto nel lettore. 87 

Thanks to the notion of prominent level, the concept can be further developed. Since the prominent 

level carries most of the textual purpose, progression rather than repetition is expected. The more the 

iteration continues the higher the tension towards progress becomes. The effect is even more 

pronounced since the rhythmic form, being open, leaves the audience clueless about its termination. 

This growing tension, due to indefinite delaying, will result in the expected element being put in 

extreme relief, when at last it appears. This is the effect called ‘saturation’ in music, which once again 

Barbieri extends to other textualities: saturation is “la tensione che deriva da una situazione bloccata, 

                                                 
87 “A foregrounded rhythmic form causes in the recipient both the expectation of unlimited perpetuation (because nothing 

in the repetition implies its conclusion) and the expectation of its conclusion (because no form is actually unlimited, and 

even a rhythm is usually part of a superordinate form, which is bound to end). Such expectations may be satisfied by the 

text, or frustrated in several ways: the text manages them in order to produce tensions, emotional states of harmony and 

disharmony in the reader”. Barbieri 2011, p. 114. 
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in cui la presenza di un’iterazione non permette lo sviluppo”.88 In identifying saturation, textual 

purpose should always be considered. In Il Linguaggio della Poesia, Barbieri makes the example of 

the medieval lauda, a ritual sacred song which makes extensive use of anaphora, alliteration and 

rhyme. He notes that such obsessive repetition is to be considered as part of the liturgy and as such 

as a tangle of background rhythms. So, in its proper context, the lauda’s obstinate repetition did not 

produce saturation since there was no expectation for a development.  

The multi-layered nature of rhythm allows for multiple patterns of expectation to interact; as 

a consequence, even in presence of saturation, there can be advancement on other levels. In other 

words, an iteration does not require identical repetition to be recognizable. A long chain of adjectives, 

for example, is a repetition on the syntactic level, even though it does not involve the same word. Of 

fundamental importance is the notion that tensions and rhythms are never confined to the formal level 

where they arise. In the example of the adjective chain, for instance, the iteration on the syntactic 

level creates a tension – although brief – at narrative level as well, and could even result in a minor 

saturation if the chain were long enough to delay the closure of a narrative form. Think about the hero 

of a fairy tale entering a cave and being attacked by an enraged, colossal, ancient, black, fire-breathing 

dragon. 

Therefore, identifying saturation is not as straightforward as finding repeated perceptual 

terms: it requires understanding, first of all, the prominence of the level where the perceptual term is 

located, and secondly, whether such perceptual term is generating interacting tensions on other levels. 

Finally, even on the prominent level, not all repetitions create saturation, depending on the general 

expectations based on genre, context of reception and so forth. Another example may shed light on 

this complex relationship between iteration and saturation effects. The final lines of Lou Reed’s 

Perfect Day are significant in this sense. The song is written in the verse-chorus form, very popular 

                                                 
88 “The tension arising from a standstill, where the presence of an iteration prevents any development”. Barbieri 2011, p. 

55. 
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in pop, rock and blues music, and consists of a repeated AAB structure, where A is the verse and B 

the chorus. Even considering the syntactic level alone, the song presents remarkable regularities: each 

verse has four lines and the chorus five; all verses begin with the line “Just a perfect day” and the 

chorus with a slight varied form, and the verses contain other partial repetitions. Focussing on the 

lyrics as a narrative text, an overall sense of stasis is created. The story unfolds with a slow pace, new 

information is sparse and thus the few narrative perceptual terms are granted novelty relief above 

average, thus increasing tension. With a mechanism similar to the ballad, recurrent repetition of 

several lines creates a regular rhythm, while increasing tension by delaying narrative progression. (cf. 

among many others Mariana by A. Tennyson). In Perfect Day, this rhythmic configuration of the 

syntactic component delays narrative progression, creating a conflict with the semantic level, where 

terms related to relaxation and leisurely activities are dominant. The chorus itself is a narrative pause, 

which contributes to saturation with the repetition of the last line. However, in this case, textual 

purpose is a heavy counterbalance to tension. This is a pop song, not a short story, and repetition is 

entirely expected. In other words, the narrative level is hardly prominent, since many other drives 

contribute to the overall enjoyment. The final result is a highly iterative text but with a low saturation 

effect; repetition, rather than tension, is mainly involved in creating rhythmic regularities. In this 

context, the final verse, repeating four times the line “You're going to reap just what you sow”, comes 

a sort of tensive shock. Firstly, the verse-chorus form usually dictates a repetition of the chorus, or 

part of it in this position; introducing a new line in this position is creating a combined positional and 

novelty relief. Secondly, a thematic change is in place; the isotopy89 overarching the entire text comes 

to an abrupt end, replaced by a new semantic field, incompatible with the ‘perfect day interpretation’. 

The text’s recipient is dazed, suddenly forced to shift its interpretation. Are all the previous statements 

to be considered as ironic? Should the repetitions now assume a totally different meaning, a subtle, 

unheeded cry for help? What is going on? All considered, the perceptual term in this position is 

                                                 
89 A semic recurrence, a text or portion of it where all the semantic elements have some common components of meaning. 
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granted extreme relief. Moreover, the narrative level has definitely been brought to the foreground of 

the audience’s attention. Therefore, the ostinato iteration with four identical lines that constitutes the 

final verse, causes a full-fledged saturation, which would not have occurred if an expected line - such 

as the first or the last line of the refrain - had been in that position. The saturation effect is further 

reinforced by its position at the end of the song, since the new hypothetical meanings summoned by 

the perceptual term remain unsolved. The iteration is steadily increasing an interpretative tension that 

will not find satisfaction in a form closure.  

This analysis is of course partial, and only aimed at highlighting the essential role of the 

foreground/background interplay in the construction of saturation effects through repetition. The fact 

that the same textual device – iteration on the syntactic level, in this case – can produce different 

effects of rhythm and tension underlines the importance of conducting rhythm analysis as an overall 

examination of text structures. In Barbieri’s words: 

Il ritmo di un testo non è una grandezza univoca: si tratta sempre infatti del ritmo di un 

testo sotto un determinato aspetto.90 

L'analisi ritmica di un testo dovrà dunque mostrare, tra le altre cose, quali siano i ritmi 

principali, come si sviluppino, come interagiscano tra loro e con i ritmi di sfondo. Il 

problema della valutazione dell'intensità ritmica si può porre solo a questo punto. Ciascun 

ritmo possiede infatti i propri livelli di intensità e il proprio sviluppo.91 

It is important to stress that the foreground/background distinction is an analytical one. It is, in other 

words, artificial, in that the voluntarily shift of attention can highlight subtle textual devices, 

something an ‘ordinary’ receiver is less likely to do, his/her attention being focussed mainly on 

foreground devices (e.g., in a narrative text, usually the story or characters). The model, naïve 

audience, ultimately, can only see the sheath of the electric cable. However, the opaqueness of the 

                                                 
90 “Rhythm is not a univocal quantity: it is always the rhythm of a text from a certain point of view”. Barbieri unpublished 

(1994), p. 9. 
91 “The rhythm analysis of a text shall show, among other things, which are the prevailing rhythms, how they develop, 

how they interact with each other and with background rhythms. Only then can the issue of assessing rhythmical intensity 

be contemplated. Each rhythm has its own intensity levels and its progression, and quantitative analysis is always 

performed on a single rhythm keeping all the others in the background”. Barbieri 1996, p. 18. 
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background rhythms to the ordinary audience does not imply that their effects are invisible or 

irrelevant. On the contrary, the fact that they can influence the overall rhythmic effect by altering the 

prominent rhythm is essential to the economy of the aesthetic text. Were it not so, the rhythm of a 

narration would depend only on what is told, while at least as important is, of course, the how.  

The average relevance of background rhythms depends on the medium being considered. A 

narrative text is, by definition, a text in which narrative forms are responsible for the great majority 

of relief effects. In a novel, for instance, the syntactic level is typically less relevant than in narrative 

poetry, such as epics or ballads. In other forms of narrative textuality, like songs or comic books, the 

presence of even more levels (music, images, etc.) further complicates examination. Determining 

prominence in such textualities is difficult, and often more than one formal level alternates in the 

foreground. Taking for granted the prominence – more or less obvious – of narrative rhythm in 

narrative texts, I propose three ways in which background rhythms may function:  

• Accordance: the background rhythm is reinforcing the effect of the prominent rhythm.  

• Opposition: rhythm on the background is contrasting the rhythmic effect of the prominent 

level. 

• Competition: a background level is challenging the prominence of the narrative one.  

In the first mode all levels work in accordance. Background rhythms are used to enhance and 

strengthen the effects of the prominent level. This could mean boosting an already intense rhythm, 

but also contribute to slow paced sections. This is the regular textual mechanism: elements in relief 

on background levels harmonise with the ones on the prominent level to sustain the overall rhythm. 

(E.g., dramatic music and a slow-down shot are background devices that enhance the narrative relief 

of a character dying in a film). 

The opposite possibility is having background levels working in opposition with the foreground. Once 

again, there are two possible strategies both with a similar outcome – a tension increase or surplus. 

On the one hand, a high relief in the background can mark a section with low or no prominent relief. 
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Imposing relief where none is expected, this strategy tends to create the impression in the audience 

that they are missing something, thus suggesting or forcing the devising of new hypothetical meanings 

and a search for corresponding perceptual terms. The effect is an increase in tension. (For example, 

why is the camera lingering on that seemingly irrelevant detail/character/object?) On the other hand, 

a narrative relief can be smoothed, flattened by the absence of background relief. A relevant event is 

expected to be highlighted on secondary levels as well, and the absence of such device causes an only 

partial release of the tension related to the expectation of that event. “[Questa tensione] rimane in 

gran parte irrisolta, e può venire utilizzata per altri scopi”.92 (Eg: the death of a main character 

dismissed in a brief scene lowers local relief creating a surplus of tension that lingers in the following 

scenes). 

The third possible interaction, which I have called competition, is less common. The recipient’s focus 

is on the prominent level, hence in the beginning this mode resembles one of the previous two. 

However, if the elements of relief are strong enough, besides modifying the prominent rhythm, the 

level they belong to may actually be temporarily foregrounded. This effect is usually local and rarer 

in prose than in other media. Two examples that come to mind are the musical break or solo which 

interrupts the flow of a rock song, and the two-page spread in a comic book. In the first case the 

narrative pause increases tension on the prominent level; at the same time, the listener might become 

increasingly interested in the music itself, foregrounding (musical) rhythms and tensions that used to 

be in the background while the lyrics unfolded. In the second example, conversely, the relief on the 

background (visual layout level) is used to increase the prominent rhythm, visually enhancing some 

narrative event; however, the full-page picture can be so rich in details, beautifully drawn or otherwise 

‘interesting’, that the visual relief can locally foreground visual rhythms in addition to supporting the 

narrative one.  

                                                 
92 “[Such tension] remains mostly unresolved, and can be used for other purposes”. Barbieri 2004, p. 157. 
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To this point, relief has mostly been taken for granted, with the analysis focusing on interactions and 

modifications it undertakes when emerging from several levels at once. The next chapter will return 

to the basic rules that allow for textual elements to be put in relief within a textual level and will try 

to describe in more detail what formal structures favour the alternating creation and disruption of 

regularity patterns which allow rhythm to be perceived. 
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1.3 In Search of Relief 

Chapter 1.1 singled out two general conditions for textual relief – position and novelty. The 

two modes identified by Barbieri recall to a certain extent the Saussurean distinction between the 

syntagmatic and paradigmatic axes, since positional relief depends on the relation with co-occurring 

elements, in praesentia, while novelty concerns various possible alternative outcomes in the form’s 

closure, in absentia. The mechanism that allows rhythms to be perceived, in other words, seems to 

be based on a distinction deeply embedded into the structure of language. This notion agrees with the 

intuitive idea that no act of communication can exist without having a rhythm. However, while 

rhythms pervade every aspect of a text, not all of them are relevant. The concept has been expressed 

before, but is worth repeating. If we consider rhythm as an isotopy,93 it requires a selective process 

to be recognised and every text adopts specific strategies to induce such recognition in its audience. 

This is, fundamentally, the role of textual relief. Since position and novelty are the basic components 

of tension, all rhythmic strategies are, ultimately, elaborations on such distinction. This chapter aims 

at outlining some methods and textual devices through which relief can arise, taking into account 

different theoretical approaches to narrative structures.  

The first section introduces possible-world theory, a concept that analyses the content of a text 

as a modal system built on logic relationships between its elements. Such system – the fictional 

universe – is inherently incomplete, since it is created by a narrative which is necessarily finite. The 

mechanisms through which the recipients make up for such incompleteness can be exploited by the 

text to create tensions and rhythms. The second and third sections deal with Greimasian semiotics, 

namely the schematisation of textual structures he calls ‘generative trajectory’; in particular, section 

1.3.2 describes the ‘surface semio-narrative level’, which Greimas uses to discuss story elements 

                                                 
93 Barbieri notes that rhythm could be considered as a specific instance of isotopy, which is a detectable recurrence of 

meaning traits (semes). Just like rhythm, an isotopy is an open form, not tending towards a closure but rather perpetuating 

until substituted by another one or by a temporary absence. Rhythms are a subset of isotopies, in that the recurrence also 

needs some sort of regularity to generate expectation. (See Barbieri 2004, p. 70). 
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devoid of their discursive actualization. Such schematisation can benefit the study of rhythm by 

reducing a story to a series of relationships between prototypical narrative structures and roles. 

Thus, both theoretical approaches can be used to reduce a narrative to its basic form. In fact, as I will 

show in this chapter, they are complementary: possible-world theory is more useful when working 

on the beginning of a narrative, in examining narrators that withhold information to the reader, and, 

in general, in analysing single world-states o short sections of a narrative seen as successions of states 

and events; on the other hand, Greimasian semiotics is more suitable if one wants to analyse narrative 

macro-structures, narrations in their entirety as variations of standard story forms (canonical narrative 

schemas) and modal relationships between abstract narrative functions (actantial roles). Moreover, 

the two theories converge on the use of modality to explain the motives that drive the characters to 

action. Thus, using them in parallel or combined together, one can examine in much deeper detail 

how character’s desires, wishes and inner life in general create relief on the narrative level.  

Finally, section 1.3.3 discusses a method for identifying relief on the background level, using the 

‘semantic component’ of the generative trajectory to put forward the rhythms created by themes, 

figures and so on. Such notions, apparently very abstract and immaterial, will find practical 

application in the rhythm analysis of The Secret Agent, in Part II.  

 

1.3.1 Possible Worlds 

In M. L. Ryan’s words, the core concept behind the theory of Possible Worlds is that: 

the literary text establishes for the reader a new actual world which imposes its own laws 

on the surrounding system, thereby defining its own horizon of possibilities. In order to 

become immersed in this world, the reader must adopt a new ontological perspective, 

thereby entailing a new model of what exists and what does not.94  

                                                 
94 Ryan, M. L., in Hühn et al. 
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Thus, according to possible-world theory, every fictional story takes place in a fictional world, 

however similar it might appear to the real one. Moreover, such world model is necessarily 

incomplete since, as Lubomír Doležel95 points out, the human mind cannot encompass a single object 

in its entirety – let alone a whole world. Consequently, every fictional world presents areas of radical 

indeterminacy. Since the reader fills in the gaps in the narrated world with his/her own personal 

knowledge, possible worlds are subject to the so called ‘principle of minimal departure’: if something 

is not explicated, it is usually assumed to be as it is in the reader’s actual world (the real world). In 

Ryan’s words, “whenever we interpret a message concerning an alternate world, we reconstrue this 

world as being the closest possible to the reality we know”.96 If not for this principle, the narrator 

would have to describe in detail every single fictional object or event. On the contrary, excessive 

description is felt as marked by most readers. Incidentally, this fact alone can be exploited to engender 

relief: unusual emphasis on some element triggers a recognition as perceptual term and the beginning 

of tensive patterns related to the hypothetical form(s) associated to it.  

Given that “it would take a text of infinite length to construct a complete fictional world”,97 

Doležel introduces ‘saturation’, a concept to express the completeness and definiteness of possible 

worlds. According to Doležel’s model, texts can deal with fictional entities in three ways, that he calls 

textures.98 The text can present something explicitly, thus creating a fictional fact (explicit texture); 

if nothing is written (zero texture), a gap originates in the fictional world. There is a third and more 

subtle option, which involves implying the existence of the fictional entity (implicit texture). As a 

matter of fact, according to Doležel, this implicit presupposition is the essence of the aesthetic 

effectiveness of (literary) texts.  

                                                 
95 See Doležel 1998. 
96 Ryan 1980, p. 403. 
97 Dolezel 169 
98 Cf Dolezel, 35. “A texture is the exact form of expression, the original wording in which the motif appears in the literary 

text”. In other words, what the text says (or does not) about a specific fictional entity or fact. 
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Indeed, implicitness based on presupposition is a major source of fictional-worlds 

construction and reconstruction. […] an entity is often introduced into the fictional world 

by way of existential presuppositions.99  

Doležel illustrates this point citing the first sentence of Dostoevsky’s The Idiot, which mentions a 

train to Warsaw, and he claims that the existential presupposition is that trains exist in that specific 

fictional world. I argue that the reader may also infer the existence of stations, rails, ticket collectors 

and so on, and that this assumption does not imply a gap, since those fictional entities are required by 

the existence of a train as he/she knows it. An ‘actual’ gap, on the contrary, corresponds to something 

never mentioned. The implicitness, in other words, corresponds to a blurry domain in between what 

is explicitly stated and what is not at all. This distinction might seem purely speculative in realistic 

storytelling, but it becomes essential in other genres. While a train is something undisputable,100 the 

effect of mentioning, for instance, a ghost can create a remarkable interpretative tension. Is the ghost 

a real entity, a trick of the mind, a clever ruse to conceal a murder? In such cases, the principle of 

minimal departure allows a fictional text to play with the recipient’s expectations. I will discuss some 

examples in more detail shortly. 

In Doležel’s terminology, the function of saturation links the three types of textual statements 

(textures) to corresponding fictional domains: “the explicit texture constructs the determinate domain, 

the implicit texture the indeterminate domain, and zero texture the domain of gaps”.101 Saturation 

establishes the density of the fictional world; the determinate domain constitutes the core, surrounded 

by a zone of indeterminacy, which in turn is surrounded by the gaps of unsaid.  

                                                 
99 Doležel 1998, p. 175. 
100 Then again, it depends on the audience’s expectations. If a train was to be mentioned in a science fiction while 

describing a character commuting to the moon, the principle of minimal departure would be challenged, arising several 

interpretative tensions. 
101 Doležel 1998, p. 182. 
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Figure 2 – Saturation and domains, in Doležel 1998, p. 182 

All three domains are interesting as far as rhythm analysis is concerned. Before analyzing them, 

however, I should mention how the principle of minimal departure works, how the readers (but the 

same is true for recipients of all textualities) can fill in the gap domain and presuppose existence in 

the indeterminate domain.  

Let us return to the previous example about Dostoevsky’s novel and examine a random zero 

texture (unsaid thing) and the corresponding gap. In The Idiot the sea is mentioned for the first time 

in chapter XV. However, even before that point, the reader was perfectly aware that the fictional 

world did include the sea and thus, obviously, its mentioning after fifteen chapters did not constitute 

relief. In fact, it is irrelevant that the sea is mentioned at all. Even if it were not, I believe that no 

reader would have claimed that in The Idiot the sea doesn’t exist. This is due to the principle of 

minimal departure, which functions recurring to what Eco calls textual cooperation, while defining 

the text as a ‘lazy machine’:  

Every text, after all, is a lazy machine asking the reader to do some of its work. What a 

problem it would be if a text were to say everything the receiver is to understand – it would 
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never end. If I were to phone you and say, “I'll take the highway and be with you in an 

hour,” you would not expect me to add that I shall use my car along the highway. 102 

This description summarises the incompleteness of possible worlds detailed so far and introduces the 

essential role of the reader. The gaps in the possible world are filled by recurring to a pool of shared 

knowledge, which Eco calls encyclopedia, and which varies with society, culture and historical 

period. Given a model reader, thus, existential presuppositions are expected to be consistent. 

Therefore, even though the domain of gaps constitutes great part of every fictional world, it may be 

said that such world is the same for most readers. Doležel suggests an extension of the concept of 

encyclopedia, to account for the multiplicity of possible worlds.  

The actual world encyclopedia is just one among numerous encyclopedias of possible 

worlds. Knowledge about a possible world constructed by a fictional text constitutes a 

fictional encyclopedia. Fictional encyclopedias are many and diverse, but all of them to a 

greater or lesser degree digress from the actual-world encyclopedia.103 

Thus, when a receiver approaches a new text, he will recur to the encyclopedia he expects will better 

adapt to the still unknown possible world. The process taking place in the examples mentioned before, 

is now much easier to describe. In the case of the train the reader correctly applies the real-world 

encyclopedia, while with the ghost, several encyclopedias may conflict creating a perceptual term 

with several hypothetical meanings. The reader will need further information to narrow down his/her 

expectations to a single form.  

Bear in mind that this model assumes a cooperative audience who responds to the text’s cues with an 

attitude codified in the text itself. It is what Eco calls a model reader, which is a textual device not to 

be mistaken with an actual text recipient, who can share the attitude of the model, but can also deviate 

                                                 
102 Eco 1995, p. 3. 
103 Doležel 1998, p. 177; According to Eco, the reader’s encyclopedia is the sum of all the knowledge of a certain reader, 

drawn from real life but also fictional works which, in turn, is a part of the shared knowledge of a culture/historical 

period/social group, which Eco calls Global encyclopedia and corresponds to an image of what we consider the real world. 

Doležel’s version might be less accurate, since knowledge is indeed an organic ensemble and not something that can be 

comparted, but his assigning a different encyclopedia to every possible world seems to me a more intuitive description of 

the audience’s approach to a text. It is a useful simplification worth adopting, since it possesses all that is required by 

rhythm analysis. 
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– unintentionally or voluntarily. For example, Eco claims that “the text presupposes a [model] reader’s 

Encyclopedia of a certain format”,104 while an actual receiver might recur to extra-textual information 

while selecting the correct encyclopedia. Depending on the reader’s familiarity with the genres and 

authors, when reading Conan Doyle’s The Hound of the Baskervilles and Lovecraft’s The Hound, the 

presence of the spectral beast may or may not lead to a different set of expectations and tensions. 

What is more some texts can exploit the clichés and tropes to throw the audience ‘off the scent’ and 

then subvert their set of expectations, thus creating strong novelty relief. Chapter 2 analyses in further 

detail the active role of the text’s recipients. 

Hence, texts make constant use of minimal departure to create their possible worlds by drawing into 

their recipient’s encyclopedias. This is generally an unmarked feature (there is no relief in discovering 

that the sea is part of the fictional world of The Idiot); however, texts can exploit the way in which 

textual cooperation works to create relief in the construction of possible worlds. 

 

Epistemic Disparity  

In case of a homodiegetic narrator or strong internal focalisation, for instance, tension can 

arise from what I call ‘epistemic disparity’, the relationship between the knowledge the narrator has 

about the fictional world and that of the text’s recipient. The different relative epistemic stances of 

the narrator lead to different approaches in disclosing the fictional world in which the story is set, 

creating diverse constructions of narrative tension. A first possibility is the audience having access to 

information unavailable to the homodiegetic narrator. This is usually the case in realistic or historical 

fiction, or when the narrator is young or inexperienced of the world. Secondly, the narrating voice 

can withhold information to the reader; in this case the homodiegetic narrator knows more about the 

fictional world than the audience does. This is true for instance, in most fantastic and unnatural 

                                                 
104 Eco 1995, p. 109. 
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narratives.105 Lastly, the fictional world can be disclosed in a more complex, mixed way, in which 

the recipient’s knowledge is partially challenged and there might be the necessity of readjusting or 

shifting encyclopedias several times. These different stances allow the text to enact completely 

different narrative strategies in the construction of the fictional world, all with the purpose of 

engaging the reader by maintaining a constant tension throughout the narration. I am going to show 

three examples of novels each adopting one of the strategies described. Two texts feature a 

homodiegetic narrator, and one a heterodiegetic narrator focalised through the main character.  

In Sara Nović’s Girl at War, the protagonist and narrator is Ana Jurić, who is ten at the 

beginning of the story. In the first section, the outburst of the Yugoslavian civil war and the following 

ethnic cleansing are depicted through the innocent and naïve eyes of the young girl. Even if historical 

data is seldom explicit, constant reference is made to the several factions involved and, more or less 

indirectly, to historical facts or figures such as Milošević. Thus, it is quite easy for the reader to place 

the story in its spatial and temporal framework. Despite the presence of fictional characters and some 

historical inaccuracies, the fictionality of the world is not self-evident to the reader, who builds around 

the narrator’s propositions drawing from his/her real-world encyclopedia: a basic command of 

contemporary history (or a quick Google search) is enough to ‘fill the gaps’, reconstructing the 

fictional world as being similar to the reader’s actual world in the early 1990s. In such structural 

context, narrative tension arises from the extreme divergence between the narrator’s and the reader’s 

knowledge of the world. While young Ana is new to the concept of war and violence and lives in a 

playful, cocoon-like world throughout the first section of the novel, external knowledge creates in the 

reader a series of expectation patterns concerning possible negative outcomes for the events narrated. 

Even if the narrator’s voice is constructed to mitigate this sensation, the result is a constant feeling 

                                                 
105 “An unnatural narrative violates physical laws, logical principles, or standard anthropomorphic limitations of 

knowledge by representing storytelling scenarios, narrators, characters, temporalities, or spaces that could not exist in the 

actual world. However, narratives are never wholly unnatural; they typically contain ‘natural’ elements (based on real-

world parameters) and unnatural components at the same time”; Alber, J., in Hühn et al. 
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that something horrible is imminent. Tension arises from the reader’s epistemic superiority over the 

narrator. 

In the post-apocalyptic novel Zone One, by Colson Whitehead, the epistemic stance is reversed. 

While in Girl at War non-mentioned features of the fictional world can be inferred from real-world 

encyclopedia, in an unnatural narration it is impossible to do so. The author takes advantage of this 

feature by making Mark Spitz – the focalising character and source of the narrating stream of 

consciousness – hold back information that cannot be obtained recurring to the personal encyclopedia. 

The novel’s opening is set in a fictional world which mirrors the actual world, then, with no 

explanation and without so much as a paragraph change, an everyday memory of New York turns in 

a war scenario:  

When his unit finally started sweeping beyond the wall—whenever that was—he knew he had to visit 

Uncle Lloyd’s apartment […] only a few blocks past the barrier. […] He slung his assault rifle over his 

shoulder and parted the blinds at the end of the corridor.106 

The setting is overturned and the reader is flung in a completely unknown post-apocalyptic fictional 

world. The narrator mentions fictional entities such as “The time of the ruin”, “the incident”, “the 

disaster”, and then gradually “the advent of the plague”, “the skels”, “the sweeper units”: these are 

all implicit textures that can lead to partial existential presuppositions only, since the reader’s 

encyclopedia is still missing those ‘entries’. The narrator has a complete knowledge of the fictional 

world, but provides only sparse glimpses about the new configuration of reality, and the reader is left 

alone to scramble a few tiles, struggling to compose a mosaic image without knowing the general 

picture. Yet, the reader is not thoroughly lost: since the novel came out after many post-apocalyptic 

zombie narratives, he/she can recur to similar ‘zombie-possible-world’ encyclopedias, populated with 

similar scripts107 that the reader might use to make partial sense of the new world. Beginning the story 

in a world similar to the actual one tricks the reader and requires an encyclopedic shift. This creates 

                                                 
106 Whitehead 2011, p. 6. 
107 According to cognitive semiotics, we make sense of reality (actual or fictional) by comparing what we experience (or 

read) to a set of known situations, called ‘scripts’ or ‘frames’, with fixed rules and predictable outcomes (see chapter 2.1). 
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a sense of alienation that mirrors the involvement in a global upheaval. In the same way as the 

survivors, the reader faces a world of devoid signifiers, like “an insect exploring a gravestone: the 

words and names [are] crevasses to get lost in, looming and meaningless”.108 Once again, but in a 

different fashion, the epistemic disparity fuels the narrative tension, creating positions of extreme 

relief; the principle of minimal departure is actively exploited and the result is a fictional world which 

unfolds gradually, where a sudden update in the proprieties of a fictional object can make the reader 

reconsider all his expectations.  

The third example I want to make is Philip Roth’s novel The Plot Against America; it is an 

alternative-history fiction that builds its possible world with a strategy that can be considered a 

blending of the two just analysed. The reader thinks he/she knows the fictional world, but it is a false 

belief. The knowledge that the plot is set in the 1940s immediately conjures in the reader’s mind 

historical knowledge to complete the fictional world, drawn from the real-world encyclopedia. The 

fact that the novel unfolds in an alternative version of the 1940s, however, undermines the reader’s 

convictions and opens the ground to the uncertainty of speculative fiction, managing narrative tension 

through lack of information. Incidentally, unlike in Girl at War, the narrator in The Plot Against 

America’s is by no means naïve. Even though the focalising character is indeed the boy Philip Roth, 

the narrator is an adult Philip, recounting memories of his childhood.  

Fear presides over these memories, a perpetual fear. Of course no childhood is without its terrors, yet I 

wonder if I would have been a less frightened boy if Lindbergh hadn't been president or if I hadn't been the 

offspring of Jews.109 

As the opening words show, since the very beginning, the narrator specifies that he is writing from a 

later time span. This difference is essential to the construction of the fictional world, since it allows 

the narrator to describe and comment on (alternative) historical events with insightful details that a 

child could not muster. The result is a narrative tension arising from both the recognition of an 

                                                 
108 Whitehead 2011, p.7. 
109 Roth 2004, p. 1; my emphasis. 
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historical crisis, namely the rising of a fascist government in a country, and the ‘what-if effect’ caused 

by the alternative events. As in Zone One, the reader must adjust his understanding of the fictional 

world every time a contradicting proposition is given. The unsettling effect, however, is even greater, 

because the starting point is not an empty encyclopedia, but an apparently familiar fictional world 

resembling pre-war America. 

The three world-building strategies exemplified are based on a distinctive epistemic 

relationship between the narrator and the reader. The saturation of the possible worlds is used either 

to create expectation patterns in a reader who knows more than the narrator does, or to force him/her 

to continually adjust their limited understanding of the fictional world, or else to shift from real to 

fictional every time a new fictional fact overwrites the ‘filler knowledge’ taken from the reader’s real-

world encyclopedia. “The readers have to be ready to modify, supplement or even discard the actual-

world encyclopedia”,110 and when this happens a sharp relief is put on the narrative element that 

caused the knowledge shift. 

Homodiegetic narration is particularly effective in exploiting the principle of minimal departure 

because it lacks the absoluteness of the heterodiegetic narrator, which Doležel calls ‘authoritative 

narrative’; while “entities introduced in the discourse by the anonymous third-person narrator are eo 

ipso authenticated as fictional facts”,111 the possible world created by the homodiegetic narrator’s 

discourse can be challenged to a certain extent. Just as it happens with characters, the reader feels 

he/she is allowed to question the truth value of statements. This sort of equality allows the enactment 

of the epistemic disparity strategy. On the contrary, “authoritative narrative is prisoner of its 

authentication force: it cannot lie or err”112 and thus the text must recur to different devices to create 

tensive patterns related to the structure of possible worlds. A similar effect, as seen in Zone One, can 

be achieved through focalisation: the reader has access to a fictional person’s knowledge, desires and 

                                                 
110 Doležel 1998, p. 181. 
111 Ibid., p. 149. 
112 Ibid., p. 149. 
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beliefs. However, unlike narrators, characters do not have the ‘authority’ to participate in the 

construction of the actual world, but can only build their own versions. Further venturing into this 

topic requires the notion of modal structure of narrative universes. 

 

Modal Structure – Story as World-states 

According to Mary-Laure Ryan, “the claim that a narrative plot is a temporal succession of 

different states of affairs mediated by events is one of the least controversial of narrative theory”.113 

Even though claiming that something is unproblematic seems to call for problematisation,114 as far as 

my analysis of tension is concerned, Ryan’s remark is perfectly acceptable. Such schematization 

allows even the most complex narration to be reduced to a compact and manageable series of world 

states linked by “perfective processes […] leading to a change of truth value of a state proposition”.115 

While in narrative texts events usually receive most of the attention and world-states are often left to 

inference, Ryan claims that it is only by mediating between states that events receive their meaning. 

Consequently, each state produces a set of relations between what is true, what is not and what is still 

indeterminate. This might be regarded as a cross-section of Doležel’s scheme of domains at a specific 

time, but what is interesting is the fact that this model can account for the character’s statements as 

well as the narrator’s. In fact, a narrative state is not describing a possible world but “a constellation 

of possible worlds linked by various types of relations […], a modal system”.116 What has been called 

so far ‘the fictional world’ is then a whole universe of interconnected worlds, gravitating around the 

actual world. A word of caution about terminology: the fictional actual world is not to be confused 

with the recipient’s actual world. From now on, I shall refer to the ‘actual world’ to indicate the 

                                                 
113 Ryan 1985, p. 717. 
114 Cf. Meister 2003. 
115 Ryan 1985, pp. 717-18. 
116 Ibid., p. 719. 
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fictional one, and indicate the recipient world as ‘real world’. Borrowing Ryan’s straightforward 

definition: 

The actual world of a narrative universe is simply the sphere regarded as real by the 

characters.117 

Departing from the actual world are a series of relative worlds, which constitute the characters’ 

domains, i.e. the projections of their beliefs, wishes, intentions and so on. Each character’s domain 

may include: 

1. The epistemic worlds (K-worlds): what a character knows or believes about the actual world. 

K-worlds are recursive and thus subject to embeddedness (they can include what A believes 

that B knows that A knows that C …) 

2. Model worlds: the words of wishes, moral values and obligations (W-, M- and O-worlds). 

They represent the world as it ought to be in the characters’ view. 

3. The intention-worlds (I-worlds): they are between epistemic and model worlds. A character 

commits to change what he believes is the actual world (K) to coincide with what he/she 

wishes (W), considers right or wrong (M) or conforms to the norms the character accepts (O). 

However, no effective action is implied by the existence of I-worlds.  

4. Alternate universes: dreams, hallucinations, fantasies, intradiegetic works of fiction, etc. 

Those are to be considered separated universes, with their own alternative actual world, 

epistemic, intention and model worlds. 

The analysis of the characters’ domains adds an important layer to the fictional universe, going 

beyond the ‘actual’ domain of the story - which can be brought about only by the narrator. In rhythm 

analysis, taking into account relative worlds and their relationship with the actual world can highlight 

additional tensive patterns alongside those created by events; as a result, hopes, beliefs, counter-

factual statements, etc. can be included in the analysis of narrative rhythm. This allows identification 

                                                 
117 Ryan 1985, p. 720. 
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of narrative relief even in textual sections that would otherwise be considered eventless, accounting 

for the narrative tension created by a character plotting revenge or imagining an alternate present state 

of affairs if he/she had taken a different path – just to mention the first examples that come to mind.  

1) K-worlds are essential to the creation of narrative tension since they describe the characters’ image 

of the actual world. When the narrator is homodiegetic or there is a strong character-bound 

focalisation in heterodiegetic narration, K-worlds are difficult to separate from the actual world since 

“the reader has no basis for evaluating the truth of the character’s beliefs”.118 This accounts for all the 

devices that create suspense withholding information to the reader through the character’s partial 

knowledge. Learning what happens at the same time as a character emphasises the narrative relief of 

the event/discovery by replicating in the reader the same emotional stance (see chapter 2.2). 

Nonetheless, K-worlds influence tension even in case of external focalisation or multiple focalisations 

which allow the reader to know more than the character does. In such circumstance expectation 

patterns arise from the awareness of dangers or obstacles hidden to the character. A specific example 

of narrative device exploiting this awareness119 is the initial prolepsis of the climactic scene. This 

technique is widespread in cinema and puts extreme relief on the beginning, subverting the expected 

pattern which calls for a gradual unfolding of the audience’s knowledge about events. Similar to this 

is the so called ‘anomalous suspense’,120 the fact that the reader’s suspense survives familiarity with 

the outcome of the story. Matters of recipient responses, attention and suspense are detailed in chapter 

2. 

2) Model worlds express the ideal state of the actual world according to a character. Wish-worlds 

include their personal desires (I want to be rich), while the world of moral values define what they 

consider good or bad in general for a specific group (stealing is wrong); finally, Obligation-worlds 

specify the set of regulative principles that drives a character (taking spoils of war is allowed and not 

                                                 
118 Ryan 1985, p. 723. 
119 This case is different from what I call epistemic disparity, which refers to knowledge about the possible world in 

general and not only in relation with plot states. 
120 See the specific section in chapter 2.3. 
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considered stealing). Obligations do not depend on the characters themselves, but on the groups they 

belong to. The different values expressed in the model worlds can lead to internal or actual conflict. 

Consequently, analysis of such worlds can highlight narrative perceptual terms related to possible 

outcomes of those conflicts before they reach the actual world.  

3) Intention-worlds connect K-worlds to model worlds. They represent the character’s commitment 

to action in order to change the actual world, bringing it nearer to their W-, M- or O-world. Knowing 

a character’s plan allows the audience to make predictions, engendering expectations that can be 

frustrated or satisfied, creating tensions or rhythmic patterns respectively. 

4) Alternative universes are completely separated by the main narrative universe. They replicate the 

same structure, with an actual world surrounded by its own relative worlds. Consequently, all the 

tensive and rhythmic strategies identified so far can be enacted. They will create co-occurring 

narrative rhythms and tensions, which can alter those arising from the main universe, depending on 

the importance the alternative universe has in the text:  

While alternate universes belong to an entirely different order of reality than the world 

from which they are called into existence, they may nevertheless assume an epistemic or 

model function with respect to this world […]. The novels read by Don Quixote or Emma 

Bovary are for instance selected by these characters as models of the world in which they 

wish to live.121 

 

Since the actual world and the relative worlds of the characters are in constant relationship 

with the recipients’ expectations and their knowledge of both the real and the fictional worlds, it 

might be said that, all things considered, three types of possible worlds are involved in experiencing 

a text; Ryan summarises Eco’s description122 of each category as follows: 

                                                 
121 Ryan 1985, p. 730. 
122 Eco 1979, p. 235. 
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1. The possible worlds imagined and asserted by the author.123 These worlds correspond to 

all the states of the fabula. 

2. The possible subworlds that are imagined, believed, wished, and so on by the characters 

of the fabula. 

3. The possible worlds that, at every disjunction of probability, the Model Reader imagines, 

believes, wishes, and so on, and that further states of the fabula must either approve or 

disapprove.124 

The interaction between (1, 2) and (3) becomes central when examining narrative relief through 

possible world theory. For example, the device I called ‘epistemic disparity’ in case of an internal 

focalisation calls into play (1) and (3), but a similar concept can be extended to heterodiegetic 

narrations if we consider the character’s domains (2). It should be noted that the concept behind type-

3 worlds falls into Barbieri’s definition of the tensions arising from the creation of hypothetical 

meanings during the recognition of perceptual terms. In this regard, the actualization of type-2 worlds 

into type-1 (becoming a specific state of the actual world) can become a method to identify closures 

of narrative forms. Ultimately, the modal structure of narrative universes allows schematising a plot 

as a relation of tensions due to the character’s expectations. The internal tension of relative worlds 

(type-2) towards the actual world (type-1) mirrors the tensive patterns created by the audience’s 

expectations about the possible outcomes (type-3 worlds). This correspondence heightens the 

recipient’s engagement with the text, generating what Barbieri calls a second-order rhythm (see 1.1), 

a rhythm which does not directly arise from textual elements, but from a perceived regularity in time 

of the tensive patterns themselves; in simple words, a rhythm of tensions. 

Each world-state is defined by conflicts, which arise from the relations between worlds. In Doležel’s 

words: “the private worlds of characters generate mutually incompatible courses of events among 

which the actualized plot charts its path”.125 Ryan notes that the private (relative) worlds conflicting 

                                                 
123 Eco refers to the model author which, like the model reader, is a textual construct deriving from textual cooperation. 

Since story (fabula) can only be inferred from its discursive actualization, the reader devises the model author based on 

the narrator’s discourse. 
124 Ryan, M. L., in Hühn et al. 
125 Doležel 1998, p. 152. 
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among themselves or with the actual world is a permanent condition of the narrative universes. That 

all conflicts are resolved is possible only in extreme conditions:  

For conflict to disappear completely form a narrative universe the ending should be either 

eschatological or apocalyptical: all the villains should join the ranks of the good guys, or 

everybody should die.126 

What is relevant, then, is usually the resolution of productive conflicts, those that bring about a change 

in state, causing events to be set in motion. Ryan distinguishes between ‘happenings’, events that 

occur without an active agency, and ‘moves’, which are actively caused. Moves can comprise more 

than one event, thus spanning across several world-states. Consequently, the analysis shifts from 

micro- to macrostructures, comprising the story in its entirety. The long-term plans and sequences of 

moves of characters can be analysed using the evolution of single states, recurring to modality and 

propositional logic; however, I believe Greimas’s actantial model and the analysis of narrative 

programs to be more straightforward and revealing as far as global narrative rhythm is concerned. 

 

1.3.2 Narrative Macro-structures 

Moving away from the study of the micro-management of tensions allowed by possible-

worlds theory, rhythm analysis might benefit from the examination of narrative macro-structures. 

Barbieri mentions the use of generative semiotics as a tool to explain the recognition of narrative 

phases and the consequent expectations which arise, creating tensive and rhythmic patterns. Building 

on this intuition, the following section tries to expand on the connections between rhythm and what 

Algirdas Julien Greimas calls as ‘semio-narrative structures’. 

Greimas’s theory of ‘generative trajectory’ is a “semiotic model of text construction [that] 

describes discourse production as a process developing in various stages each with a syntactic and 

semantic component”.127 Generation of meaning follows a trajectory form the general and universal 

                                                 
126 Ryan 1985, p. 733. 
127 Nöth 1990, p., 315. 
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structures of the deep semio-narrative level to the complex and specific structures of the discursive 

level.  

  

Figure 3 – Greimasian generative trajectory, in Nöth 1990, p. 316; my emphasis 

In this model, the intermediate level describing the ‘surface narrative’ covers structures that describe 

the fundamental components of a story, devoid of the specificity of the single discourse. In short, 

Greimas maintains that “al di sotto dei diversi racconti [esiste] una sorta di modello di organizzazione 

ancora più astratto”,128 a common structure shared by all stories. The basis of this approach is the 

actantial model: the events and internal tensions in the story are systematised through actants and the 

so called ‘narrative programs’ (NPs). Actants are abstract narrative roles, empty slots that are filled- 

only in the actualization of the semio-narrative structures as discourse. There are six of this roles, 

which can be divided in three opposing couples forming three axes: 

                                                 
128 “Underneath the different narratives, [is] a sort of abstract organising model”. Panosetti 2015, p. 163. 
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• Subject/object (the axis of desire): The subject performs an action toward the object, which 

[action] can be a con-junction or dis-junction, depending on what is considered as the object. 

(A prisoner might want conjunction with freedom or disjunction with detention). 

• Helper/opponent (the axis of power): they respectively assist and hinder the junction of the 

subject with its object. 

• Sender/receiver (the axis of knowledge): the sender is the initiator of the junction; the receiver 

is the beneficiary.  

In the most classic fairy-tale example, the king (sender) asks the hero (subject) to save the princess 

(object) by slaying the dragon (opponent) with the magic sword (helper), for the safety of the kingdom 

(receiver). Actantial roles do not necessarily refer to characters; they can be actualized into persons, 

but also objects, situations, concepts, emotional states and so on. Moreover, during discursivization 

it might happen that one role is played by the same character (called ‘actor’ in this model) or, vice 

versa, more than one character can correspond to the same actantial role. Greimas calls this 

occurrence ‘syncretism’. A common example is a character acting for personal motives, taking the 

subject and sender actantial roles. I fact, narratives with exclusively univocal actor-actant 

relationships are extremely rare, while syncretism is the norm. 

To make interconnections explicit, the relationship between actantial roles can be represented as 

follows: 

 

Figure 4 – Actantial scheme 
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From this schematisation emerges the essential role of the subject/object axis in the narrative 

structure. It is no coincidence that the arrow representing the junction is in the centre: applying the 

actantial model to a story “quello che si ottiene è una successione ordinata di stati, in cui un soggetto 

si relaziona secondo diverse modalità rispetto ad un oggetto di valore. Questo concatenamento di 

trasformazioni rappresenta lo schema sintattico di base della narratività ed è definita in semiotica 

programma narrativo”.129 As in the case of possible-world schematisation, the plot is divided into a 

sequence of states, and modality is involved in the specification. However, while modal worlds 

emphasise the analysis of the single world-states and events, narrative programs favour a focus on 

entire story phases, making the model more apt to describe macro-narrative structures. The 

recognition of a NP and the actantial roles involved in it grants relief to the related textual elements. 

The perceptual terms involved are likely to create long-term expectations and tensive patterns, which 

will find their closure only when the narrative phase ends. Greimas’s model also provides a ‘canonical 

narrative schema’, maintaining that a story can always be divided into four phases: 

• Manipulation: the subject is proposed a NP by the sender. The expected outcome is defined 

as a contract. 130 

• Competence: the subject acquires what is necessary to realize the NP. 

• Performance: the subject achieves (or not) the NP. 

• Sanction: the sender judges the adherence of the subject’s NP to the initial contract. 

Revisiting the prototypical tale example mentioned above: the king asks the hero to save the princess 

from the dragon that kidnapped her (Manipulation). The hero learns that the beast can only be slain 

                                                 
129 “We obtain a ordered succession of states, where a subject diversely interacts with an object of value. Such chain of 

transformations is the basic syntactic pattern of narrativity and, in semiotics, is defined as narrative program”. Panosetti 

2015, p.161. 
130 “By means of the explicit or implicit contract it establishes between the sender-manipulator and the receiver-subject, 

manipulation draws the action to be accomplished or not accomplished into the realm of possibility, along with the 

positive or negative retribution that will ensue if the contract is fulfilled or not fulfilled”. (Hébert, p. 94.) 
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with a magic sword and acquires such object (Competence). He fights the dragon and wins 

(Performance). He is praised and rewarded by the king (Sanction).  

Needless to say, narratives more complex than fairy tales usually do not present all the phases in the 

correct order; on the contrary, delaying or elision of some phases are an essential part of the creation 

of tension when the narrative structures are actualized into discourse. As noted by Barbieri, an 

incomplete sequence can be considered as a perceptual term referring to the story-form in its 

entirety.131 However, even a narration following the canonical scheme, engenders rhythmical 

structures, since automatic (positional) relief is put on textual elements related to the four phases, and 

especially to the initiating and completing components. 

The analytical effectiveness of the model based on NPs is due to recursivity, the fact that each 

narrative program can embed one or more lower-level NPs. In fact, the primary narrative program is 

seldom corresponding to all the events of the story; a subject must usually fulfil secondary NPs in 

order to complete the main one, and those secondary NPs can embed further NPs that correspond to 

intermediate ‘steps’ in the fulfilment of the higher-level NP. Recursivity is essential when it comes 

to the generation of rhythms and tensions. It allows a text to protract tensions through the delay of 

narrative-form closures; simultaneously, rhythms of narrative programs can be engendered by 

creating a narrative regularity in the alternation and succession of NPs. “Il racconto nel suo complesso 

finisce per articolarsi in una gerarchia di programmi narrativi, ciascuno dei quali instaura un sistema 

tensivo”.132 Similarly to the effect of background to prominent rhythm, this hierarchical arrangement 

of secondary NPs sustains and enhances the rhythmic and tensive structure of the main NP. This 

synergy is crucial since, as Barbieri notes, the tensions created by the main NP are usually too diluted 

to sustain themselves without the support of intermediate relief. If we visualise the main narrative 

tension as a bridge supported by the pillars and cables of the main narrative program, the succession 

                                                 
131 See Barbieri 2004, p. 104. 
132 “Narration as a whole can be seen as composed of a hierarchy of narrative programs, each creating its own tensive 

system”. Ibid., p. 105. 
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of secondary NPs with their own rhythmic regularity and minor tensions can be seen as the suspender 

ropes keeping the structure together.  

Similarly to relative possible worlds, narrative programs are differentiated by modality. There 

are four modalities, which are specifications on the subject’s relation of junction with an object: 

Desire (wanting-to-do), Obligation (having-to-do), Knowledge (knowing-how-to-do) and Power 

(being-able-to-do).133 The first two modalities are called ‘virtualizing’, and they refer to the 

Manipulation phase, allowing the NP to be set in motion; the other two are said ‘actualising’ and are 

related with Competence, since they allow the subject’s action. Modality accounts for the variety and 

specificity of different narrative programs, allowing a more precise description of NPs with the same 

junction relationship. For example, consider the difference between a character being able to do 

something but not wanting to, and one wanting but not being able. Both cases are represented by the 

conjunction S∩O (conjunction of Subject with object), but are very different in terms of narrative 

configuration. It goes without saying that S∩O(desire) and S∩O(power) are very likely to have 

different outcomes in the development of a story. Louis Hébert remarks that “in order to have 

performance, competence must be positive, that is: (1) knowing-how-to-do and being-able-to-do must 

both be positive, and (2) wanting-to-do and/or having-to-do must be positive (positive wanting-to-do 

can compensate for negative having-to-do and vice versa)”.134 Consequently, the two modal 

configurations exemplified above will create different expectation patterns, since the NPs involved 

require different actions before Performance can be achieved. As far as rhythm is concerned, modality 

might allow the formation of secondary narrative rhythms, based on the alternation and combination 

of different modalizations of the NP. By way of illustration, consider an imaginary character 

repeatedly shifting between S∩O(desire) and S∩O(obligation). Modality allows a schematisation of 

this moral tension into the narrative structure, refining the analysis of NPs to include the inner state 

of characters. This process is similar to the results achieved by modal analysis of possible worlds, 

                                                 
133 In brackets, Hebert’s terminology, not very refined but explicative. Cf. Hebert, Ch. 8.1.5. 
134 Hebert, p. 95. 
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whose main strength is extensive analysis of specific states, but which could benefit from the 

description of long-term tensions granted by the actantial model.  

 

Example: Two Opposite Narrative Rhythmic Strategies 

As an example of the application of the actantial model and narrative programs to rhythm 

analysis, the following paragraphs will examine the rhythmic structure of two video games as 

narrative texts: Super Mario Bros. 3, a platform game originally released in 1988 by Nintendo, and 

Anatomy, a 2016 psychological horror adventure by the indie developer Kitty Horrorshow. 

Super Mario Bros. 3 is a classic 2D game in which the player controls the protagonist 

advancing through ‘levels’ – side-scrolling scenarios populated by several enemies and obstacles; 

reaching the end of each level allows advancement to the next. Levels also contain power-ups, 

magical objects that enhance Mario’s abilities or give him new skills. Narrative-wise, Super Mario 

has an extremely simple structure, resembling that of a fairy tale.  

The Mushroom World, the setting of the game, is invaded by the Koopalings, Bowser's 

seven children. The Koopalings conquer each of the seven kingdoms by stealing its king's 

magical wand and using it to transform him into an animal. Princess Toadstool sends Mario 

and Luigi to travel to each kingdom, retrieve the stolen wand, and restore its king to normal. 

[…] When they rescue the seventh king, they receive a note from Bowser, boasting that he 

has kidnapped Toadstool and imprisoned her within the castle of his own realm, Dark Land. 

The brothers travel through Dark Land, enter his castle, and defeat Bowser in a battle. The 

game ends with Toadstool being freed from the castle.135 

There is no alteration in temporal ordering, the canonical narrative schema is respected and even 

syncretism is marginal.  

 

 

                                                 
135 Wikipedia, “Super Mario Bros. 3”, (accessed 20-03-18). 
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Actantial roles 

Subject: Mario brothers Object: safety of seven kingdoms  

Sender: Princess Toadstool Receiver: inhabitants of Mushroom World 

Helper: power-ups Opponent: Bowser and his children 

Canonical narrative schema 

Princess Toadstool sends the Mario Brothers to restore the seven kingdoms (Manipulation). 

The Mario brothers must acquire power-ups to overcome obstacles and monsters in their 

journey (Competence). They defeat Bowser and his children (Performance) and are thanked 

for their help (Sanction). 

Figure 5 – Super Mario Bros. 3: actantial analysis 

It is worth mentioning, that in the early stages, narration had a marginal role in the videogame 

medium, and thus it was subordinate to gameplay structures. However, this does not prevent the 

creation of a narrative rhythm. The total adherence to the Canonical narrative schema, in fact, makes 

quite easy to the player-recipient the identification of narrative relief. It might be argued that the 

extreme concision and the marginal role of the story are the reason why such a basic scheme has been 

chosen, in order to maximise the effect of sparse narrative forms. Consequently, I maintain that 

narrative rhythm in Super Mario derives from the gameplay structures, since they, in turn, are based 

on basic narrative conventions.136 The game features eight ‘worlds’, posing increasing challenges to 

the player, and each world is composed by a variable number of ‘levels’, creating a structure that 

mirrors the recursivity of Narrative Programs. The steadily increasing difficulty creates a crescendo 

effect that maintains tension throughout the experience, while the regular succession of challenges 

and their completion creates a subsystem of short-term tensions and related distensions which 

engenders a regular rhythm. A third layer of embeddedness is present inside each level, where the 

narrative program reappears on a smaller scale. This recursive rhythmic strategy is extremely linear 

but nonetheless effective. Incidentally, in this specific case, the analysis can be integrated recurring 

                                                 
136 Remarkably, in the first version of Super Mario Bros. 3 the story was told only in the game instruction booklet. The 

reason is unlikely to be a technical limitation, since text is the most basic computer output.  
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to possible worlds, showing how rhythmic patterns emerge from the regular movement through the 

game words. Each kingdom has its own features: not only a different visual theme, but also specific 

monsters, challenges and power-ups. The peculiar convergence of character and recipient in the 

videogame medium137 conflates the second and third type of possible worlds (see above) and merges 

the player’s knowledge (i.e. playing skill) with the characters’. Thus, as the sequence of game worlds 

forces regular readjustments in the K-world to include the new objects, a rhythm emerges in the 

iteration of new challenges.  

Many other factors influence rhythm in this videogame; just to mention one, it might be interesting 

to investigate the direct control the player has on the characters and how this influences immersion 

and tensive patterns. The fact that the player (and thus the character) can fail and try again creates 

rhythmical patterns based on frustration and satisfaction, and also engenders a crescendo while the 

life counter approaches zero. Moreover, the interactive relationship with the story alters the usual 

configuration of possible worlds, allowing the actualization of different plot states. This is just a quick 

and incomplete overview since this example, like the following, only aims at illustrating the role of 

Narrative Programs in rhythm analysis. 

Anatomy, released in 2016, is the expression of a more mature and complex use of the 

videogame medium. The point of view is first person and the player moves in a 3D environment 

representing an abandoned house. The gameplay is minimalist – the player must find tape recordings 

and listen to them; this action unlocks room doors, granting access to new audio cassettes. Given this 

extreme simplicity, most of the rhythmic intensity perceived is likely to be caused by narrative 

strategies. The first is the complete unavailability of the narrative program. Unlike most games, the 

player has no hint on his objectives. The narration begins in medias res, with the unknown character 

inside a dark house. Thus, Manipulation is missing, and since the player is in control of the character’s 

actions, he/she must assume the role of sender him/herself. Initially, the only possible Performance 

                                                 
137 Cf. van Vught, J. and Schott, G., in Hakemulder et al., pp. 157-97. 
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is exploration of the house; however, once it becomes clear that the place is abandoned and not at all 

welcoming and that the character is locked inside, it is likely to become escape. Acquisition of 

Competence can be obtained by listening to the tapes, which give information on the previous 

dwellers and also unlocks new rooms to explore. The repetitive pattern of actions required (find a 

tape, go to the tape player, listen, unlock a new tape) soon engenders a rhythm which is very slow 

due to the impossibility to run (very unusual in videogames) and the omnipresent darkness that makes 

navigating the house somehow complex, two factors that increase the temporal distance between 

narrative reliefs. The absence of textual objects that occupy clear actantial roles also contributes to 

the perceived slowness of the narrative. The game discourse creates an almost total actantial 

syncretism on the protagonist and only character: subject, sender, receiver and helper conflate in this 

unkown figure; while the opponent might be considered darkness or, in general, the house, the only 

real obstacle is, once again, the player’s ability to navigate the place without getting lost. As far as 

the object is concerned, considering what have been said about the phases of the narrative schema, 

exploration or understanding can be singled out.  

Moreover, not content with having assigned most actantial role to the protagonist, thanks to the first-

person point of view, the game creates a character with no physical or psychological features. Most 

adventure games, although being in first person, feature dialogues, notes or a journal to describe the 

character. In Anatomy, on the contrary, the player has absolutely no access to the thoughts or feelings 

of the unknown figure, nor to his past, background or motives. Even his/her physical appearance is 

made explicitly unavailable, taking advantage of two visual devices: first, due to the absence of light, 

mirrors and windows don’t show the character’s reflection, but only a faint glow; second, and unlike 

most first-person videogames, no body parts are visible, not even the hand that carries the cassettes 

to the tape player. It might be said that this videogame exploits medium-specific devices to avoid 

actorialization,138 creating an empty slot in the discursive level which must be filled-in by the player 

                                                 
138 The actualization of the actantial roles into actors when moving from semio-narrative structures to discourse. Cf 

Panosetti 2015, p. 124. 
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himself. By avoiding even the smallest characterisation, the game maximises immersion, creating a 

perfect overlapping of character and player. In light of this convergence, the analysis of the narrative 

programs that seemed to fail, can now be refined and become productive. The main NP postulated 

above – ‘S(character) ∩ O (knowledge)’ and/or ‘S(character) ∩ O (escape)’139 – is unclear: it is not 

actually given in the text, but inferred by the player and transmitted to the character. It is a sort of 

‘external manipulation’ imposed by the text receivers themselves, based on previous experience with 

the videogame medium (i.e. in an adventure videogame I am supposed to explore; since this is a 

horror story, I must escape the house). Finding and listening to tapes, is initially a Performance phase, 

requiring no Competence (the character can already perform that action); however, since retrieving 

tapes does not trigger a Sanction, but rather initiates a new identical Performance phase, the player is 

likely to adjust his/her understanding of the main NP. In the new inferred canonical narrative schema, 

acquiring tapes becomes a means to achieve another goal, such as escaping the house, thus part of the 

Competence phase. So far, the game has built a steadily increasing narrative tension due to the 

absence of recognizable narrative structures; with the establishment of a Competence, this tension 

grows exponentially, thanks to the (long-overdue) recognition of a clear narrative form, rapidly 

overcoming the above-mentioned bland narrative rhythm created by the repetitive action pattern. 

Now, the game enacts its last and most extreme denial strategy: after retrieving enough tapes the door 

to the basement unlocks. High relief is put on this event, which is expected to initiate the Performance 

phase.140 However, just as the character-player starts going downstairs, the game crashes to desktop, 

forcing the user to restart the program. To summarise: 

Actantial roles 

Subject: character with no physical or 

psychological features → player 

Object: exploration/escape. (Depending on 

the player’s NP, the game does not include 

one)  

                                                 
139 The subject wants to know the house’s history and/or escape. 
140 Incidentally, this high narrative relief is further enhanced by background reliefs (e.g., the symbolic role of the 

basement, not to mention all the horror-related encyclopedia connected to such place). 
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Sender: the character-player Receiver: the character-player 

Helper: the character-player Opponent: the house (near-darkness is the 

only obstacle) → the character-player’s 

ability to navigate the house memorising the 

room layout. 

Canonical narrative schema 

An unknown character is inside an abandoned house (‘external’ Manipulation). The 

character-player must find out what happened in the house by listening to tapes 

(Competence). When he/she does, the text ends abruptly (denial of Performance and 

Sanction). 

Figure 6 - Anatomy: actantial analysis 

This actantial and narrative configuration creates an ever-rising tensive accumulation by discouraging 

the identification and/or denying the closure of narrative forms. Thus, tension is never released until 

the abrupt end. The text goes so far as to simulate a malfunctioning in the program, forcing the player 

to restart his/her playthrough. At this point, a further strategy, impossible in other media, is 

implemented: when, the player re-enters the game, discourse itself has changed presenting a new 

version of the house and different audio messages both more disturbing and obscure. The surplus of 

tension accumulated in the previous playthrough is still available and, moreover, a new rhythm is 

generated based on the repetition (but with variation) of the whole experience. 

As in the case of Mario, this example of rhythm analysis is limited to the role of NPs and the actantial 

model in narrative rhythm. As discussed in chapter 1.2, a ‘real’ analysis should take into account 

background rhythms and their interaction with the prominent level. With reference to Anatomy, for 

instance, the ‘spatial rhythm’ created by the bodily interconnection between the character and the 

house cannot be ignored. The player’s increasing awareness of the room layout allows increasingly 

fast navigation of the domestic space, reducing the time necessary to reach the next narrative relief 

(cassette) and thus increasing rhythm; at the same time, the growing narrative tension is sustained by 

significant visual and audio effects, such as fake graphic glitches that increase the sense of 
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claustrophobia and emotional tension created by the lighting system which forces the player character 

to move facing the walls. 

 

The narrative structures examined in this section are not directly available to the text’s 

recipient. Technically speaking this is true for all the structures analysed in the generative trajectory, 

since it focusses on the plane of content (signifieds), disregarding the plane of expression (signifiers), 

which is the visible part of the semiotic object. However, the layered organization of content 

postulated in this model implies that the discursive structures are more superficial, closer to the textual 

manifestation, while the narrative structures are deeper, more abstract. In narratological terms, as 

Mieke Bal puts it: “It is by way of the text that the reader has access to the story [=discourse level], 

of which the fabula [=story level] is, so to speak, a memorial trace that remains with the reader after 

completion of the reading”.141 All the structures in the plane of content are reconstructed in the 

recipient’s mind, but the recognition of deeper structures is more indirect than the discursive ones. It 

is not, however, less immediate or relevant to the experiencing of a text. On the contrary, narrative 

structures such as the actantial roles are such a fundamental and ‘natural’ means of creating meaning 

that they are even used in political discourse to frame reality as a story with heroes, helpers and 

opponents.142  

So far, this chapter has focussed on textual strategies to create narrative relief and on two 

methods to identify them. Rhythm analysis based on relief is extremely adaptable, insomuch as it is 

impossible to give a complete account of all the possible methods. It seems able to create a sort of 

symbiotic relationship with other theories, drawing from them and complementing their approach to 

the text. Consequently, this chapter should not be considered as a full inventory of tensive and 

rhythmic strategies, but as a collection of examples on how to integrate the study of rhythms and 

                                                 
141 Bal 2009, p. 13; as mentioned before, Bal uses different terminology to refer to the story/discourse opposition; my 

additions in brackets. 
142 Cf. Biocca 1991. 
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tensions in other theoretical approaches. On this note, the following section will apply generative 

semiotics, one of the theoretical frameworks already used to examine narrative rhythm, to analyse a 

background rhythmic strategy: creating a rhythm of the semantic component. 

 

1.3.3 Rhythms of the Semantic Component 

The Greimasian generative trajectory divides the plane of content of text in three levels, from 

deep semio-narrative structures to discursive structures, which are closer to the plane of expression 

of the text. Most of the notions used in the previous section (actantial model, narrative programs, 

etc.), for instance, are placed by Greimas on the intermediate level he calls ‘surface semio-narrative 

level’. Each level includes the analysis of two components: the syntactic component analyses the 

position and order of textual elements in their denotative, apparent meaning (plot, character roles in 

the story, places and time, etc.); on the contrary, the semantic component focusses on the connotative 

meanings of such elements, thus dealing with themes, figures, symbols and so forth.  

 

Figure 7 – Semantic component of the generative trajectory, in Nöth 1990, p. 316; my emphasis 
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Therefore, a sort of interpretation grid is created, which can be superimposed on the textual structures 

to analyse them. Rather than focusing on a specific level, as the previous one did, this section 

discusses the rhythmic strategies that a text can implement on the entire semantic component. 

The deep level, where the most abstract structures are examined, allows the study of axiology, 

the analysis of values. The opposition between euphoria and dysphoria creates four possible 

axiological values: euphoria (attraction, positive value assigned), dysphoria (negative value, 

repulsion), phoria (ambivalence, simultaneous presence of euphoria and dysphoria) and aphoria (no 

value assigned, indifference).143 Moving towards the superficial structures (down the diagram), the 

semantic component of the surface narrative level contains the modal values assigned to Objects, 

which have been discussed above. Finally, the discursive semantics analyses figures and themes.  

Figurative elements include "anything that can be directly registered by one of the five 

senses: sight, hearing, smell, taste and touch; that is, anything that relates to perception of 

the external world." Conversely, thematic elements are "characterized by their strictly 

conceptual nature".144 

Their opposing nature notwithstanding, themes and figures are strictly interconnected. Panosetti 

remarks that different figures can embody the same theme and, conversely, a single figure can express 

different themes. This accounts for the presence of ‘discursive configurations’, “un insieme di figure 

collegate a quel dato tema”.145 Within such configurations a ‘figurative trajectory’ (percorso 

figurativo) describes the specific actualization of figures in a text.  

This description of the semantic component of discursive level, enables identification of a multi-

layered array of figurative and thematic rhythms, which are a significant portion of background 

rhythms. First of all, most intuitively, rhythm can arise from the regular recurrence of a figure in 

discourse. If the figure is related to a single theme the rhythmic effect is increased, whereas when a 

figure is presented in connection with different, possibly opposing themes, tension arises from the 

                                                 
143 Cf. Hébert Ch. 9. 
144 Courtés, J. Analyse sémiotique du discours: De l'énoncé à l'énonciation (1991), p. 163, translated in Hébert. p. 100. 
145 “A set of images related to said theme”. Panosetti 2015, p. 145. 
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interpretative ambiguity. However, a second and more refined set of rhythmic elements can be 

analysed thanks to the concept of discursive configuration. In fact, in order to generate tensive and 

rhythmic effects, there is no need for the same figure to be repeated. The recognition of a 

configuration creates expectations for other elements of the configuration to manifest in discourse. 

The figurative trajectory followed by the text realises or rejects such expectations, creating a thematic 

rhythm based on the recurrence of the same configuration, although articulated in different images. 

Consider the example of the theme /death/, expressed by the discursive configuration of “funeral”. 

Such configuration includes a vast set of figures such as minister, flowers, coffin, tears, black clothes 

and so on. Naturally, not all figures are present, but only the subset identified by the figurative 

trajectory of a specific text. In this case, the presence of expected figures creates a thematic rhythm, 

while their absence thematic tension. In other words, a configuration is a pattern which becomes 

rhythm in the temporal articulation of discourse. Finally, a third layer of thematic rhythms can emerge 

from the alternation of different configurations referring to the same theme. For instance, a text could 

express the theme /freedom/ alternating images from the configuration “dream” and the configuration 

“jail breakout”.146 

Figures and themes are also related to axiology, since both can assume a specific thymic value. 

Themes and figures are often grouped into oppositions with fixed euphoric/dysphoric allocation. 

Hébert calls this relationship ‘homologation’. The opposition life/death, for instance, can be 

homologous with the axiological opposition euphoria/dysphoria. The same is true for the opposition 

spring/winter. However, some texts can alter homologation and change the axiological relationship. 

For instance, The Burial of the Dead, the first section of T.S. Eliot’s The Waste Land reverses the 

usual homologation, assigning dysphoria to life and spring (“April is the cruellest month”) and 

associated figures such the lilacs, while winter and death are associated to euphoric/aphoric values 

(Winter kept us warm; forgetful snow; That corpse you planted last year in your garden,/ Has it begun 

                                                 
146 Such configuration is described in Panosetti 2015, p. 146. 
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to sprout?).147 In such case homologation is exploited to create a novelty relief; however, axiological 

relationships can be seen as rhythmic devices even in case of predictable, ‘regular’ thymic values. As 

Hébert notes: 

Any kind of the element may be used rhythmically. Rhythm is traditionally understood as 

the effect of an element's recurrence in a different temporal position. In the broad sense, 

thymic rhythm is defined by the recurrence of some thymic element: a value, an intensity, 

a subject, an object, etc. For example, the four nouns "Writer or hack, Thoroughbred or 

Percheron?" (Julien Gracq) create an alternating thymic rhythm (A, B, A, B): euphoric, 

dysphoric, euphoric, dysphoric.148  

Hébert’s example is limited to a local sentence level; however, I argue that thymic values can be used 

to identify longer-term tensions as well, if combined with discursive configurations. In that case the 

entire figurative trajectory followed by the text is evaluated axiologically, allowing more complex 

examination of thymic rhythms. Returning to the example on the configuration “funeral”, for 

instance, one can imagine a character reacting to the sight of the funeral wreath (figure: flowers, 

dysphoric value) remembering her own wedding wreath (figure: flowers, euphoric value). This could 

trigger further happy memories about the dead person, changing the thymic values of other images, 

and/or could change the future axiological evaluation of the image “flower” from euphoric to phoric 

or dysphoric. Thus the thematic rhythm is reinforced and altered by thymic evaluation, and the 

resulting ‘axiological configuration’ will result in a background rhythm supporting the narrative one. 

As a final point, axiological evaluation is not binary but a gradable continuum from extreme euphoria 

to extreme dysphoria. This variability is called thymic intensity: 

Unlike other evaluations, such as veridictory ones (true/false), thymic evaluations are often 

quantified. Then they no longer belong to categorial logic (where something is either euphoric or 

not), but to incremental logic (where something is a little bit euphoric). We will represent intensity 

by words or expressions (or even numbers, like 40%, etc.). These may be: descriptive (low, normal, 

                                                 
147 Eliot, The Waste Land, p. 96; p. 104. 
148 Hébert, p. 109. 
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high, for instance) or prescriptive (not enough, enough, too much, for instance); comparative or 

relative (less than, as much as, more than); or superlative (least, most).149 

Intensity can account for tensive effects such as crescendos and calandos in the thymic configuration 

of figures and themes. Additionally, thanks to the concept of intensity, euphoric/dysphoric alternation 

can be considered as changes in intensity on a scale where positive values represent euphoria, negative 

values dysphoria and zero is aphoria. Such analytical tool could be useful in combination with the 

evaluation of rhythmic intensity (see chapter 2.1.2).  

In conclusion to this section is an example analysis making use of the semantic component to 

examine a background rhythmic strategy. 

 

Example: Two Thymic Rhythms and a Cliff-hanger 

As an example of how rhythm analysis can benefit from the study of the semantic component, 

I would like to examine the thymic effect of the last sequence of the season finale of How I Met Your 

Mother – Season 1, a 2005 CBS TV series. Despite being a sitcom with twenty-minute episodes, the 

show is an example of narrative complexity, a widespread mode in contemporary television.150 It 

features intricate narrative patterns, recursive embeddedness with multiple levels of intradiegetic 

narration, extensive use of anachronies and time-shifts; throughout the series there are iterations of 

symbolic images, tensive and comic patterns that span across multiple episodes or even multiple 

seasons. In this example analysis I will only focus on the thymic rhythm created by the alternation 

and finally merging of euphoric and dysphoric patterns.  

The final episode, as usual in this series, includes two parallel plotlines: Ted, the main 

character, has been in love with Robin from the first episode, and is now trying to win her heart with 

a romantic gesture. She is impressed, but then refuses his offer of a weekend in Paris, because of a 

                                                 
149 Hébert, p. 107. 
150 Cf. Mittel 2006. 
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company camping trip, important for her career. Thus, Ted decides to learn a rain dance to cause the 

trip to be cancelled. In the meanwhile, Lily and Marshal (the ‘perfect couple’ characters) fight over 

Lily’s application for an art fellowship in another city, which she had kept secret from her fiancé. 

Therefore, the episode displays two major ‘tensive arches’, corresponding to the uncertainty about 

the closure of the two narrative forms. Accordingly, the thymic intensity grows steadily during the 

episode. Both plotlines feature a dysphoric crescendo since Ted’s desperate attempts to make it rain 

fail, and Lily and Marshal’s fight gets worst. Towards the end, however, the expected151 euphoric 

overturn occurs: the couple seems to make up and rain does come. In the following scene the euphoric 

crescendo continues, rapidly reverting the dysphoric trend of the episode: in the most classic romantic 

scene, Ted goes to Robin’s house in the rain and they finally kiss. This is the long due closure of a 

narrative form that begun in the first episode and the audience was expecting. As I have mentioned, 

the scene might even seem a bit too clichéd; yet, it does succeed in creating a strong ‘rhythmic 

harmonisation’, a complete satisfaction of the recipient’s expectations which closes a major tensive 

pattern. Moreover, the ‘comfortable predictability’ of the cliché increases the surprise effect of the 

final scene, which contains a further overturn: Ted returns home only to find that Marshal split up 

with Lily. “In just one night, everting had changed”, is the narrator’s comment152 that closes the 

episode and the season on a bitter note. Such ending is indisputably a cliff-hanger, but I argue that 

the final tension is only marginally narrative. Rather than suspense, it is phoric disharmony the main 

drive of the audience’s perceived tension. Of course, viewers would like to know what is going to 

happen to Lily and Marshal’s relationship but, given the comedy genre, their reconciliation is almost 

foregone. Nonetheless this minor prominent tension (narrative suspense) is greatly enhanced by a 

background strategy, namely the phoric tension arising from the abrupt interruption of the thymic 

rhythm: the extreme euphoria caused by the positive closure of the Ted/Robin plotline clashes with 

the unexpected and equally high dysphoria of the final scene. This thymic ambivalence is caused by 

                                                 
151 Being a comedy, the expected narrative trajectory is the restoration of balance. 
152 “Come On”, How I met your Mother S01E22, min. 21:06; at the first diegetic level, Ted is narrating the story to his 

kids, many years later. 
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the simultaneous presence of opposite emotional states in the characters (and possibly in the audience 

members, who sympathise with them) and contributes to the extreme rhythmic effectiveness of the 

season finale.
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1.4 Adapting Relief 

The previous sections of chapter 1 presented the core concepts of rhythm analysis (1.1, 1.2) 

and went on to detail methods for the identification of relief in narrative texts (1.3). As shown in a 

variety of examples, such theoretical tools allow analyses of rhythmic devices in different media; 

however, being this thesis concerned with adaptation proper, rather than simple intermedia analysis, 

I would like to conclude this chapter introducing some notions from adaptation theory and showing 

how they befit rhythm analysis. In any respect, including the creation of tensions and rhythmic 

devices, critical investigation can consider an adapted text as autonomous, and thus examine it in 

isolation with the same approach used for non-derivative works; rhythm analysis based on relief 

already possesses the necessary intersemiotic approach to do so. However, an additional layer of 

investigation can deal with adaptations as adaptations.153 In order to follow this second path, I would 

like to adjust some specific notions of adaptation theory so that they can include rhythmic structures. 

Adaptation studies are vast and composite, not something that can be outlined in a chapter’s section. 

Moreover, the field is intertwined with media-specific and intermediality studies, furtherly expanding 

its scope. Hence the need to focus on specific concepts that might fit the analysis based on relief by 

introducing as few new theoretical notions as possible.  

Both this chapter and the following adopt an aspecific approach, which can and has been 

applied to a wide range of media. Therefore, I do not think that my analysis would benefit from a 

systematic survey of medium-specific relief strategies. Firstly, because whenever possible I have used 

concepts that are universally applicable to texts and recipients and, when necessary, I will draw 

distinctions among the types of textuality (cf. for instance 2.1.2.). Secondly, because specific relief 

often depends more on the single text’s devices than on the characteristics of a medium. Thus, I prefer 

deferring the detailed analysis of textual strategies to Part II, where medium specific theoretical 

notions are given if necessary; here, on the contrary, I will focus on how relief can be transferred 

                                                 
153 Cf. Hutcheon 2013, e.g., p. xvi or Ch. 1. 
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between media, according to the discursive resources each medium can resort to. This concerns 

general issues such as the presence or absence of a narrator, focalisation techniques and so on, and 

how adaptations can do without some features of the source text. In order to do so, I will recur to 

Brian McFarlane’s notion of ‘transferable elements’.154 Additionally, I will embrace a common 

standpoint among adaptation theorists and adopt a non-hierarchical approach to the relationship 

between source and target text.155 Fidelity is a parameter to be considered, and I will show that it also 

plays a role in rhythmic terms, but it is not a sufficient condition for a ‘good’ adaptation; similarly, 

the lack of faithfulness should not be considered as a sign of ‘bad’ or unsuccessful adaptation. 

As far as terminology is concerned, it must be emphasised that, as Linda Hutcheon remarks, 

“we use the same word – adaptation – to refer to the process and the product”.156 More specifically, 

‘adaptation’ can denote the act, the process of (re)creation, or the result, the specific text produced by 

said process. There is, however, a third possibility: considering adaptation as a process of reception, 

“a form of intertextuality”157 that creates connections between the target and the source text in the 

mind of the recipient. I believe that, although relevant in the context of adaptation theory, the first 

distinction might prove immaterial in the analysis of textual rhythmic strategies. In fact, due to the 

text-based semiotic approach adopted, the choices and strategies adopted in the adaptation process 

can be inferred only from the text itself, cancelling the distinction between process and product. In 

contrast, the perspective of adaptation as a reception process can be extremely productive: as 

mentioned before, rhythm does arise from textual structures, but cannot be fully understood without 

considering its concrete effects on the recipient’s mind, a subject that is detailed in chapter 2. 

Therefore, while adopting a twofold focus on adaptation as the result of a (re)creating process and as 

a reception process, this section will also serve as a connection between the two components of my 

rhythm analysis – the focus on structure and that on recipients. 

                                                 
154 See McFarlane 1996. 
155 Cf, among others, Straumann, B., in Rippl 2015; Hutcheon 2013; McFarlane, B., in Welsh and Lev 2007. 
156 Hutcheon 2013, p. 7. 
157 Ibid., p. 8. 
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Thus, the concept behind the title of this section – ‘adapting relief – is going to be unfolded in two 

ways. The first, adaptation of rhythm, focuses on the transferability of relief-generating textual 

structures and how rhythmic and tensive strategies adapt according to medium-specific features; the 

second, rhythm of adaptation, considers the additional rhythm perceived by recipients of adaptations 

as adaptations, which is caused by pseudo-intertextual references and the consequent oscillation158 

in the recipient’s memory between expected and unexpected elements, a phenomenon which bears 

resemblance to the core rhythmic mechanism based on position and novelty (cf. chapter 1.1).  

 

1.4.1 Adaptation of Rhythm 

In describing the properties of rhythm, Giulia Ceriani points out its independence from the 

matter of expression: 

Il ritmo [non è] solo una delle strutture più elementari, ma anche un fattore di 

conservazione della struttura stessa, un principio regolatore. Da questa duplice natura, al 

contempo autonoma e coinvolta in un processo interattivo, il ritmo libera la sua capacità di 

“resistenza trascodica”, vale a dire, in una parola, di indifferenza/indipendenza rispetto alla 

sostanza dell’espressione che esso mette in forma.159 

Following this reasoning, rhythm is maintained in adaptation, since transcodic resistance allows its 

persistence through media. Ceriani, however goes even further, claiming that rhythm is not only 

transferable, but an actual regulating principle in the transfer of structures. In order to expand on this 

idea, Ceriani recurs to Greimas’s notion of transcoding,160 and gives to rhythm a fundamental role in 

the process: 

                                                 
158 Hutcheon 2013, p. xvii. 
159 “Not only is rhythm one of the most basic structures, but it is also a factor of preservation of the structure itself, a 

regulating principle. Due to this twofold nature, both autonomous and involved in an interactive process, rhythm draws 

its ‘transcodic resistance’, i.e., in one word [sic.], indifference/independence form the matter of expression it helps to 

shape”. Ceriani 2003, p. 31. 
160 “We may define transcoding as the operation (or set of operations) by whicth an element or a meaningful set is 

transposed from one code into another” (Greimas and Courtés 1982, p. 348). Thus adaptation, as well as translation, is a 

form of transcoding. On the similarities between adaptation and translation, cf. Krebs 2014. 
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sembra dunque che vi sia una presenza del ritmo trasversale alle forme espressive. Ma 

nella nostra ipotesi, il ritmo può occupare una posizione ben più strategica, che lo identifica 

come la matrice del processo di trascodifica, cioè del trasferimento da un sistema di 

linguaggio a un altro.161 

Therefore, rhythm does not merely ‘survive’ adaptation but can be one of its guiding forces. These 

considerations, however, are valid when considering rhythm as a whole, a singular overarching 

“strategia narrativa, atta a programmare una configurazione dell’attesa che si realizzerà sul piano 

discorsivo”.162 In light of the theoretical approach devised so far, the overall textual rhythm, although 

indeed dominated by the prominent narrative level, is shaped by the plural rhythms of the varied 

structural levels. This multi-layered definition requires an adjustment of Ceriani’s ‘transcodic 

resistance’ in order to account for discursive/plane-of-expression rhythmic patterns. 

Brian McFarlane has formalized the intuitive idea that “there is a distinction to be made between what 

may be transferred from one narrative medium to another and what necessarily requires adaptation 

proper”.163 He distinguishes transferable narrative elements from non-transferable ones, which need 

actual adaptation, which is not a simple ‘transfer’, but requires “find[ing] quite different equivalences 

in the [target] medium, when such equivalences are sought or are available at all”.164 Incidentally, I 

would like to stress the importance of the final remark (in italics, my emphasis). That an element is 

transferable does not imply that it will be transferred in the adaptation. This distinction will become 

relevant in the next paragraphs. For the time being, let us assume that the adapter always seeks the 

maximum adherence to the original, which of course is not always the case. Although McFarlane 

uses a Barthesian approach to narratives, I believe that the concept of transferability is applicable to 

other structural analyses, such as the ones I used in chapter 1.3 to identify relief, i.e. the Greimasian 

                                                 
161 “It seems that rhythm is transversally present in the forms of expression. But, in our hypothesis, rhythm has a much 

more strategic role: it is the matrix of the transcoding process, i.e. the transfer from a language system to another”. Ceriani 

2003, p. 123. 
162 “Narrative strategy aimed at setting an expectation pattern, which will develop at discourse level”. Ibid., p. 127. 
163 McFarlane 1996, p. 12. 
164 McFarlane 1996, p. 13; my emphasis. 



Adapting Relief   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

102 

generative trajectory. Schematisation of narratives through levels and components – or as story and 

narrative discourse – rather than functions and indices, does not impede distinction between:  

those elements […] which are transferable because not tied to one or other semiotic system-

-that is, essentially, narrative; and those which involve intricate processes of adaptation 

because their effects are closely tied to the semiotic system in which they are manifested-

-that is, enunciation.165 

What is relevant to this discussion is that in a text’s structure there are some elements, mainly 

belonging to the discursive level, which cannot be transferred or, in McFarlane’s terms, which require 

adaptation proper. This implies that the relief associated to those elements is equally non-transferable. 

Therefore, in a multilayered rhythm analysis, Ceriani’s notion of transcodic resistance must be altered 

in ‘partial transcodic resistance’. Whereas transferable elements create transferable relief, and thus a 

resistant rhythm, there will be some reliefs specific to each media, which pose a problem as far as 

rhythmic equivalence is concerned. If global rhythm is “the matrix of the stranscoding process”, as 

Ceriani maintains, and if partial transcodic resistence is granted by transferable relief, it means that 

non-transferable elements must still possess some sort of rhythmic equivalence, otherwise the starting 

assumption that rhythm (as a whole) is independent/indifferent to transcoding would be falsified. 

Thus, from the rhythm-analyst’s perspective, adaptation – in McFarlane’s specific acceptation, as 

opposed to transfer – can be seen as the search for the rhythmic equivalent of non-transferable 

elements of relief, “when such equivalences are sought or are available at all”, recalling McFarlane’s 

remark. In reality, the fact that there can be equivalence does not imply that the adaptation process is 

bound to preserve rhythm in any form or that rhythm fidelity is actually chosen as a guideline by the 

adapter. In order to be successful, rhythm analysis must consider both unavoidable and voluntary 

changes. In fact, whether an element was altered consciously or due to non-transferability, might be 

relevant, since it can signal a precise choice of the author rather than limitation of the medium. 

Moreover, due to the specific resources of each medium, adaptation can change the intensity of a 

                                                 
165 McFarlane 1996, p. 20. 
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relief especially when dealing with adaptation proper of non-transferable elements. While countering 

the widespread argument that film is unable to express the inner world, Hutcheon makes this 

noteworthy example: 

Yet film can and does find cinematic equivalents, as we have seen already. Certain scenes, 

for example, can be made to take on emblematic value, making what is going on inside a 

character comprehensible to the spectator. For example, the protagonist in Visconti’s 

Morte a Venezia, an aging man, is transformed by a barber through the use of hair dye and 

cosmetics into a parody of the image of a young man capable of falling in love with a 

beautiful boy. This scene exists in Mann’s novella of Der Tod in Venedig, but it has much 

greater significance and weight in Visconti’s film version: given the power of the visual 

image itself and of Dirk Bogarde’s subtle acting, the tension between Aschenbach’s 

anguish and his desire, between his fear and his hope, is made manifest on screen in brutally 

tight close-up.166 

The different balance between elements in relief (on the figurative and thematic level, in this case) 

can be altered by adaptation and since a scene is likely to include a mixture of transferable and non-

transferable elements, the overall rhythm resulting from the single tensive and rhythmic patterns can 

change in complex and multifaceted ways. Thus, only examining the specific transferred and adapted 

relief might lead to a partial or irrelevant analysis; an accurate comparison requires measuring rhythm 

intensity in the source and target texts. As outlined in chapter 1.1, Barbieri’s rhythm analysis includes 

a measure of rhythm intensity; I will detail the method in chapter 2, since it involves the recipient’s 

attention, a cognitive response which deserves a detailed discussion. For the time being, suffice it to 

say that the effective rhythm intensity is the one perceived by the recipient, which takes into account 

the intensity derived from textual relief, but also other factors involved in the act of reception (see 

chapter 2.1.2 for further details).  

 

                                                 
166 Hutcheon 2013, p. 58. 
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1.4.2 Rhythm of Adaptation 

In order to connect this chapter with the next, this second section anticipates some reception 

issues, focussing on the third perspective considered by Hutcheon: adaptation as a form of 

intertextuality arising in the process of reception. As I will show, this viewpoint allows the 

identification of an extra layer of rhythmic patterns, as long as the recipients are aware of the text 

being an adaptation. None of the concept introduced in chapter 2 are required, since the key to explain 

the transcodic resistance of rhythm, and especially what I have called the ‘rhythmic equivalence’ of 

non-transferable elements is the recipients’ expectation, a notion widely discussed already. 

Stories, however, do not consist only of the material means of their transmission (media) 

or the rules that structure them (genres). Those means and those rules permit and then 

channel narrative expectations and communicate narrative meaning to someone in some 

context.167 

Narrative expectations arising from textual structures are the fuel of tensions and rhythms. In 

adaptation, as mentioned above, rhythm changes on the plane of expression, i.e. discursive reliefs are 

altered; however, provided that the adapter is aware of this fact and transfers or properly adapts the 

structures that create relief, the rhythmic effect can be preserved, because such tensions and 

expectations are actualized in the recipient’s mind. The reception of an adapted text can take place 

under two circumstances: either the recipient is aware of its being an adaptation or he/she is not: 

If we do not know that what we are experiencing actually is an adaptation or if we are not 

familiar with the particular work that it adapts, we simply experience the adaptation as we 

would any other work. To experience it as an adaptation, however, as we have seen, we 

need to recognize it as such and to know its adapted text, thus allowing the latter to oscillate 

in our memories with what we are experiencing.168 

One of the fundamental concepts of the present theory is that rhythm, at its core, arises from the 

alternation of expected and new elements. Adaptation as a form of intertextuality adds, for the 

knowing recipient, a new level of interpretation on which the same alternating mechanism can arise. 

                                                 
167 Hutcheon 2013, p. 26; my emphasis. 
168 Ibid., pp. 120-21. 
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The experiential oscillation described by Hutcheon is thus a source of tension since we do not know 

how much of what we are expecting is going to be changed in the new version of the text we are 

experiencing. Hutcheon also argues that “part of this pleasure [of experiencing adaptation] comes 

simply from repetition with variation, from the comfort of ritual combined with the piquancy of 

surprise”.169 In fact, what this sentence is describing is exactly the basic rhythmic mechanism that 

creates and discharges tensions balancing expected and unexpected elements. Therefore, I claim that 

knowing recipients experience rhythm on an extra level: a ‘rhythm of adaptation’, which behaves like 

all other background rhythms in influencing the prominent one. Actually, the rhythm of adaptation 

can even become prominent, disrupting the other rhythms and the pleasure of reception itself. This is 

the case with fidelity issues. As mentioned before, several scholars refute adherence to the original 

as a judging method for adaptation; however, this is usually not the case for ordinary recipients, who 

mostly judge an adaptation in comparison to the original,170 using the “dominant post-Romantic 

notions of originality, uniqueness, and autonomy”171 that modern critics are nowadays trying to avoid. 

Thus, in the context of rhythm analysis, fidelity is linked to the notion of oscillation introduced above. 

If not as a method to separate ‘good’ form ‘bad’ adaptations, faithfulness to the original must be 

considered as a source of relief and thus as a partial measure of rhythm, since the background rhythm 

of adaptation arises from the relationship between repetition and variation in the adapted textual 

elements. Fidelity can be perceived as too low either because the target text is indeed different from 

the source or whenever the recipients fails to grasp the equivalents of non-transferable elements. The 

latter case is rhythmically more interesting and complex, since different audience members can have 

different sensibilities to the specific discursive strategies of a medium, resulting in a dissimilar 

perceived rhythmic intensity. Be that as it may, if (actual or perceived) fidelity is too low, the recipient 

is likely to be disappointed. In rhythmical terms this might be explained considering that the 

                                                 
169 Hutcheon 2013, p. 31; my emphasis. 
170 Cf. McFarlane, B., in Welsh and Lev 2007. 
171 Hutcheon 2013, p. 21. 
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oscillation between memory of the original and the new experience will result in a majority of 

unresolved tensions, whereas in faithful texts, where the rhythm of adaptation is higher, such tensions 

are balanced with the pleasure for repetition due to a greater adherence to the original.  

It is important to emphasize that complete fidelity is not always the best adaptation strategy. 

As Mcfarlane illustrates, “a slavish devotion to the original text: that is, to details of plot, character, 

and settings, for example […] is no guarantee that the filmmaker will give satisfaction to audiences. 

[…] Not being bold can cripple the processes of adaptation”172 as much as being too daring or simply 

too distant from the original. On the other hand, “fidelity to incident and character connections, to 

period and place, doesn’t necessarily produce a poor film”.173 In other words, there is no general rule 

as to whether and to what extent fidelity will lead to a successful adaptation, but each text has its 

peculiarities. This is understandable, since most of the elements that receive adaptation proper are on 

the plane of expression. Therefore, it is important, as McFarlane underlines: 

To distinguish between what one might reasonably expect to find transferable from one 

medium of display to another and what requires the invoking of the processes of what I 

call “adaptation proper.” […] It is easy enough to tell, even to quantify, what narrative 

kernels (in Seymour Chatman’s term) or “cardinal functions” (in Roland Barthes’s term—

i.e., what he deems “hinge-points of narrative,” opening up alternative narrative 

possibilities) have been transferred from the wholly verbal sign system to the system of 

audiovisual moving images. It is less easy, but a lot more interesting and rewarding, to 

consider how the processes of “adaptation proper” go about their business.174 

As far as rhythm is concerned, however, even transferable elements such as characters or narrative 

devices may cause different relief depending on the media they are transferred to. What remains true 

is that it is much easier to identify transferred structures – and the associated relief – rather than 

properly adapted elements. Nonetheless, the latter constitute the individual language of the medium 

                                                 
172 McFarlane, B., in Welsh and Lev 2007, p. 8. 
173 Ibid., p. 9. 
174 Ibid., p. 7. 



Adapting Relief   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

107 

and thus the analysis of adaptation proper is likely to be the most productive in the identification of 

the specific changes in relief that constitute the rhythm of adaptation. 

Despite the constant reference to the original during the experience of adaptation, even in the 

mind of the knowing recipient the relationship can cease to be hierarchical and the two texts may 

become equal and intertwined. Hutcheon maintains that “our imaginations are permanently colonized 

by the visual and aural world of the films”.175 If I understand her words correctly, she uses ‘colonize’ 

neutrally, without any value judgement. The presence of that term however does indicate an enforced 

move of the adaptation towards its source. Once the recipient has experienced the adapted incarnation 

of a structural element (especially if visual), it is difficult not to project that form of expression back 

on the mental images he/she forms when re-experiencing the original version. In more concrete terms, 

after watching the movie version of a novel, one cannot ‘unsee’ characters and places in the 

appearance they have on film. John Ellis takes on a more radical stance, claiming that “adaptation 

consumes this memory [of the original], attempting to efface it with the presence of its own 

images”.176 Personally, I am not sure I completely agree with this notion. Perhaps because of my 

imaginative nature, I usually can separate personal mental images from their film counterparts; 

especially if I was very familiar with the original, I manage to keep distinct versions of the textual 

objects’ appearance. Doubtlessly, however, the pseudo-intertextual relationship works both ways, 

and thus, after experiencing an adaptation what I have named the ‘rhythm of adaptation’ reverberates 

back, adding that additional layer of relief elements to the original text as well. 

Adaptation is “a mutually transforming rather than a one-way process” (Elliott 2005, 4). 

The (re)interpretation offered by an adaptation can alter our reading of a literary text in a 

lasting way.177 

Sometimes, nonetheless, this mutual interchange is hampered by the derivative nature of the 

adaptation. Resorting to an intertextually privileged version of the principle of minimal departure, a 

                                                 
175 Hutcheon 2013, p. 122. 
176 Ellis 1982, p. 3. 
177 Straumann, B., in Rippl 2015, p. 268.  
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knowing audience always uses their knowledge of the original to fill the gaps in the adaptation. The 

dissatisfaction – or even repulsion – felt when ‘it wasn’t like that in the book’ may as well derive 

precisely from the excessive dissonance between the expected and the adapted version of the possible 

worlds. Some adaptations, however, rely too heavily on this mechanism, to the point that “the 

resulting [text] makes no sense without reference to and foreknowledge of the adapted text”.178 When 

this is the case, it is more difficult for the rhythm of adaptation to echo back on the source text since, 

in the recipient’s mind, the hierarchical superiority of the original is more likely to perdure.  

Interestingly enough, even unknowing recipients can develop expectations, provided that the 

adapted text is a popular work, present in the “generally circulated cultural memory”.179 Needless to 

say, such expectations are usually very different from those of the knowing recipients and this can 

influence the approach to the original during the adaptation process. Hutcheon mentions the example 

of the producer David Selznick, who ran a survey to determine what share of the potential audience 

of his adaptation had read Charlotte Brontë’s novel Jane Eyre; he then declared that since very few 

had, he hadn’t worried about being faithful to the original. On the contrary, he made sure to adhere 

to the details when adapting best-sellers such as Margaret Mitchell’s Gone with the Wind.180 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that the rhythm of adaptation, and more precisely the expectations of 

the knowing audience, can be influenced by the general knowledge of the medium involved. In 

Hutcheon’s words:  

The institutionalization of a medium, in other words, can in itself create expectations: a 

movie of an opera may be allowed to differ from the staged version simply because of the 

audience’s knowledge of its popular or mass dissemination.181 

Thus, there can be more or less tolerance towards fidelity depending on the target medium, with all 

the consequences on the perceived rhythm discussed above.  

                                                 
178 Hutcheon 2013, p. 121. 
179 Ellis 1982, p. 3. 
180 Example quoted in Hutcheon 2013, p. 122. 
181 Hutcheon 2013, p. 124. 
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In conclusion, rhythm analysis benefits from a non-hierarchical attitude towards adaptation, 

which considers it as a mutual pseudo-intertextual interaction, rather than a one-way derivative 

process. In this section, I have tried to follow Marie-Laure Ryan’s warnings about the methodological 

challenges of transmedia narratology. Ryan enumerates three ineffective approaches to avoid:  

The first is the temptation to regard the idiosyncrasies of individual texts as features of the 

medium. […] The second danger is […] media blindness: the indiscriminating transfer of 

concepts designed for the study of the narratives of a particular medium (usually those of 

literary fiction) to another medium. […] The third caveat is […] “radical relativism”. It 

resides in the belief that, because media are distinct, the toolbox of narratology must be 

rebuilt from scratch for every medium.182 

Thus, in this chapter, have tried to discuss relief in general terms, making examples from different 

media to show the adaptability of the theoretical framework. At the same time, when necessary, I 

have pointed out the peculiarities of each matter of expression. If rhythm, in its transcodic resistance, 

is partially independent from the media, i.e. media-blind, the same should never be true for rhythm 

analysis which, in order to be accurate, needs to consider the specific devices of each medium; 

otherwise, the risk is overlooking entire layers of relief, especially on the discursive level. For, as Jan-

Noël Thon notes, neatly summarising Ryan’s view, “‘the distinction of story/discourse, as well as the 

notions of character, event, and fictional world’ are ‘narratological concepts that apply across media’ 

(Ryan 2006, 6). But even then, these concepts do not apply in exactly the same way to every 

conventionally distinct medium”.183 

 

Chapter 1, although heavily focussed on textual structures, constantly refers to the role of the 

text recipient. As this final section has once again remarked, rhythm emerges from textual structures, 

but is generated in the recipient’s mind and thus is actualised only during the text reception. Although 

a precise description of an empirical audience – if possible at all – is far beyond the scope of this 
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thesis, rhythm analysis requires taking into account the modes of such reception. Hence, the next 

chapter will concentrate on recipient-oriented approaches to narrative, in order to complement what 

has been said so far with a more psychologically realistic audience model. Specifically, not to lose 

contact with the structural analysis outlined so far, the focus will be on those mechanisms that favour 

the recipients’ connexion with the text – namely attention, immersion and suspense. Such phenomena 

are undoubtedly within the subjective domain of the recipient’s mind; however, they have a major 

component directly influenced by textual features, which marginalises the idiosyncrasies of the 

empirical audience.  
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2 – Mechanisms of Reception 

Cognitive narratology is the field of narrative studies dealing with “the study of mind-relevant 

aspects of storytelling practices”.184 Its scope is vast, spacing from cognitive processes that allow our 

mind to process reality and fiction alike, to the emotional and psychophysical reactions caused by 

embodiment in a narrative. The methods used reflect the variety of topics, ranging from humanistic 

approaches to empirical surveys. As previous chapters have extensively shown, rhythms and tensions 

are generated at the intersection between textual structures and the recipient’s interpretation. 

However, while the former are available for direct analysis, the latter must either be inferred from 

personal experience or investigated through empirical methods. In both cases the result will always 

be an incomplete model. Actual reception of a text partially depends on idiosyncrasies of the 

individual receiver and on cultural and historical factors which “make it difficult, if not impossible, 

to decide on the actual […] effect of a given work, text, technique, etc. for all periods and for all 

individuals”.185 This does not mean that rhythm analysis should reject the idea of a psychologically 

realistic audience model, provided that the chosen approach to reception remains text-centred. Marco 

Caracciolo, for instance, suggests that rhythm could be linked to the recipient’s “absorption in a well-

wrought story, which has the capacity to adjust our attention to the temporality of narrative discourse, 

the rhythm with which events and existents are threaded together into a meaningful pattern”.186 

Caracciolo’s article investigates rhythm as a resonance between external patterns of the story and 

internal, regularities in physical movement, a kinaesthetic187 engagement elicited by textual devices. 

This ‘experiential’ approach focusses on actual bodily rhythms represented at discourse or story level 

and their reflection on the recipient’s internal rhythm. I argue that the idea can be extended to the 

narrative rhythms considered in previous chapters. Indeed, the study of the recipients’ absorption and 

their engagement with the text is closely connected to the analysis of rhythm and tensions proposed 

                                                 
184 Herman, D., in Hühn et al. 
185 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 30. 
186 Caracciolo 2014, p. 11. 
187 I.e. connected to the awareness of the body, its position, movements and functions. 
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in this thesis. After all, textual relief is the text’s method of enticing the recipient, focusing and stirring 

their attention and creating suspense. All the expectation and tensive patterns, all the rhythmic 

strategies analysed in previous chapters would be thoroughly useless if not for the audience’s 

willingness to participate and their capability for being absorbed in the text.  

How much of our total attention and mental faculties are dedicated to the film we are watching? Is 

our focus actively shifting between represented objects to identify relevant clues? Do we feel 

transported to the fictional world we are reading of? And to what extent? Are we absorbed enough to 

construct mental representations, to ‘see’ the characters and events narrated? And, if we are, do we 

care for the values at stake? Do we perceive the uncertainty of the story outcome as if we were side 

by side with the characters involved? Questions such as these are relevant to a correct analysis of 

rhythm. As this chapter will show, the mechanisms of reception are as multifaceted and complex as 

the textual structures that create tensions and rhythms. Moreover, there are clear parallels in the ways 

they function. While disposition to participation is strictly individual and must be postulated, 

phenomena of textual engagement such as suspense or the sense of immersion are – although variable 

in intensity – common to every recipient and somewhat measurable. This is possible because such 

cognitive reactions, although personal, are shaped and directed by the text. Therefore, rhythm analysis 

can benefit from the introduction of such responses in the audience model. As Caracciolo notes,  

For all their sophistication, today’s cognitive psychology and psycholinguistics (not to 

mention neuroscience) have to stick to a piecemeal approach that breaks down the 

complexity of the text/reader interaction into a series of more or less discrete psychological 

processes. This is a condition imposed by the experimental method itself, which forces 

researchers to use short and often artificial texts, manipulating one variable at a time in 

order to study a specific kind of reader-response.188 
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Thus, this chapter will dissect the recipient’s interaction with the text in order to analyse its 

components separately. I have chosen three connected but distinct cognitive functions: attention, 

immersion and suspense. It must be reiterated that such division is artificial, created to make sense of 

the intricacies of cognition. I would also like to stress that this schematisation is not the only way to 

describe the recipient’s reactions to narratives. However, I believe it is the one that best pursues the 

goals of this thesis, since it is a division in the reception mechanisms that mirrors the notions discussed 

in chapter 1 for the textual structures. 

The first section examines attention, the audience’s relationship with the textual object in its entirety 

– the text as an artefact, made of words to read or images to watch. Attention is twofold: on the one 

hand, the shifting focus that moves between textual objects, examining their relevance (to what we 

pay attention); on the other, our general awareness of the text in its entirety (who much attention we 

pay). Both phaenomena are relevant in rhythm analysis, since the first is the cognitive counterpart to 

textual relief, and the latter changes the rhythmic intensity we perceive. 

The second section examines the recipient’s immersion in the fictional world created by the text. 

Immersion has been variedly defined as the experience of being transported or ‘recentered’. Ryan, 

for instance, maintains that “to experience […] immersion, the reader (or spectator, etc.) must travel 

in imagination to an alternative, or virtual world, and make herself at home within this world. I call 

this operation imaginative recentering”.189 Therefore such an imaginative process is not free-roaming, 

but guided by the text. In order to maximise the usefulness of the concept for rhythm analysis, 

immersion is discussed through in the form of ‘aesthetic illusion’, a similar notion which, however, 

highlights the coexistence of immersion and its counterpart, distancing. The coexistence and/or 

alternation of the two modes influences the reception of existing rhythmic patterns and also creates 

its own rhythms.  
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The third section deals with suspense, a feeling as important in the tensive response to a text as it is 

complex and multifaceted. Suspense will be defined and analysed in all its cognitive components, to 

understand how it can be created, preserved or lost during reception. The analysis will also question 

the assumption that suspense depends on uncertainty about the outcome, showing that such cognitive 

response depends on a much subtler balance of knowledge, expectations and unknowingness. 

Since the three cognitive responses – attention, aesthetic illusion and suspense – are strictly connected 

and influence each other to a great extent, each section is full of cross references to the others. 

Moreover, all three arise from rhythmic and tensive textual devices and, in turn, alter the effect of 

such structures on the recipients. Therefore, in conclusion to chapter 2 as well as to the theoretical 

part I, section 2.4 is dedicated to highlighting the interconnections between the three cognitive 

mechanisms and to making explicit the relationship between those and the rhythmic strategies 

discussed in chapter 1. 
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2.1 The Role of Attention in Rhythm Analysis 

The previous chapters focussed on relief, the most variable and dynamic factor in rhythm 

analysis and, even more importantly, a construct that keeps the investigation inside the ‘safe’ 

boundaries of the text, where the analysis can be carried out without taking into account the recipient’s 

subjectivity. However, as stated from the very beginning, rhythm is created by a repetition in time. 

Given what have been said so far, it is evident that ‘repetition’ is the iteration of elements of relief 

and the related tensive patters identifiable in the text. However, a pattern is not a rhythm, since the 

latter requires an unfolding in time. To this point, for simplicity’s sake, I have assumed the second 

term to be constant, in order to focus on the role of textual devices in generating relief. Nonetheless, 

the time of reception of a text is far from fixed: it varies in nature according to the kind of textuality 

considered and its value depends on several factors, one of which describes the relationship between 

the text and the recipient – attention. In fact, the word corresponds to two different, although 

interconnected mental activities, depending on its local or global meaning. The first is ‘attention as 

focus’: the selective narrowing of consciousness and receptivity190 to specific textual elements. 

Attention analysis in this sense should be interested in what the receiver pays attention to, and how 

the text can control and shift this focus. Secondly, attention can be examined as a general awareness, 

the act or state of applying the mind191 to the text and its strategies. In other words, this second 

meaning emphasises how much attention is given to the text as a whole, and thus how many elements 

the receiver notices compared to the total. According to this distinction, then, this section will 

examine ‘attention as focus’, as a description of the mental activity of moving between textual 

elements, and ‘attention as awareness’, as a measure of the variable engagement with the textual 

artefact in its entirety. 
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2.1.1 Attention as Focus 

The recipient’s ‘attention as focus’ shifts and moves between textual elements, both on the 

expression and content planes. The text can draw this interest to certain elements and avert it from 

others, in a constant interplay between foreground and background. Certainly, each individual 

receiver, with his/her mental faculties, different experiences and current state of mind, will notice a 

different range of details; however, there are cognitive mechanisms deeply embedded in human 

perception that can explain some general strategies used to manipulate attention. Moreover, empirical 

research has shown some common trends that can help form a quite accurate model of the recipients’ 

reaction to specific textual devices.  

All the textual techniques of foregrounding are ultimately based on an essential mechanism 

of human perception: the figure-ground cognitive pattern, that is to say the innate categorisation of 

reality which causes our mind to distinguish a prominent object on a background. This ‘privileging’ 

of one entity over others in a scene is called ‘figure-ground segregation’,192 and is subject to specific 

cognitive rules, which are reflected in language structures and grammar. It is the reason why the 

sentence “the bike is near the house” sounds more natural than “the house is near the bike”, and why 

we normally say “the cat is on the chair” and not “the chair is under the cat”,193 unless our cat is 

unusually fat. Self-contained, moving, small or new objects are more likely to become figures against 

a background of static, larger or pre-existing entities. The following table shows an inventory of 

common figure-ground relationships. 
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Figure 8 – Figure ground relationships, in Evans and Green 2006, p. 70 

Given what Figure 8 shows, the joke about the extremely fat cat can help clarify the role of 

segregation in discourse construction. In fact, comparing the phrase with the table, it becomes clear 

that the irony in the pun comes precisely from the reversal of the “smaller-larger” or the “more-less 

movable” figure-ground relation. Subverting a cognitive-linguistic habit alerts the recipient’s 

attention by pointing at something unfamiliar – in this case the reversal of a perceptive pattern. The 

result is a semantic foregrounding, what has been called so far a ‘novelty relief’ and, in the context 

of attention analysis, can be referred to as ‘attention attractor’.194 

The mental templates we use to frame reality derive from our physical and biological make-up. Our 

understanding of the world is deeply influenced by the specific experience of space our body produces 

and results in the presence in our mind of specific cognitive patterns called ‘image schemas’,195 basic 

pre-conceptual mental models related to embodied experience.  

For example, given that humans walk upright, and because we have a head at the top of 

our bodies and feet at the bottom, and given the presence of gravity which attracts 

unsupported objects, the vertical axis of the human body is functionally asymmetrical. This 

means that the vertical axis is characterised by an up-down or top-bottom asymmetry: the 
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top and bottom parts of our bodies are different. […] According to Johnson, this aspect of 

our experience gives rise to an image schema: the UP-DOWN schema.196 

Thus, image schemas give form to proto-concepts197 such as IN-OUT, CONTAINER, JOURNEY, 

ATTRACTION, GOAL, etc., which are used to make sense of experience and as the bases for more 

complex schematizations. A classic example is the mechanism of conceptual metaphors, mental 

associations such as TIME IS SPACE, MORE IS UP, LOVE IS A JOURNEY,198 which link an 

abstract domain with a physical, more concrete one. The pervasiveness in different languages of these 

mental schematizations is strong evidence that they are essential to our understanding of the world.199 

Image schemas can be seen as dynamic actualizations of the figure-ground relationship, since they 

can be represented as the path of a figure (trajector) in relation to a background (landmark). The 

CONTAINER schema, for instance, refers to a trajector being/moving in or out of a clearly defined 

landmark space, the container. Representations such as this are exceptionally flexible and are used to 

make sense of a wide range of situations, from the concrete “he was in the room” to abstract “he is in 

trouble” or “we are getting out of a crisis”.  

The fact that recipients experience texts with a varying degree of engagement or immersion 

which involves the activation of real-life cognitive patterns is not only intuitive, but also widely 

attested in cognitive approaches to narrative, which use the term ‘experientiality’ to refer to such 

phenomenon: 

Experientiality refers to the ways in which narrative taps into readers’ familiarity with 

experience through the activation of “natural” cognitive parameters, and particularly the 

embodiment of cognitive faculties, the understanding of intentional action, the perception 

                                                 
196 Evans and Green 2006. p. 178. 
197 “According to Johnson, image schemas like the CONTAINER schema are directly grounded in embodied experience: 

they relate to and derive from sensory experience. This means that they are pre-conceptual in origin. Mandler (2004) 

argues that they arise from sensory experiences in the early stages of human development that precede the formation of 

concepts. However, once the recurrent patterns of sensory information have been extracted and stored as an image schema, 

sensory experience gives rise to a conceptual representation. This means that image schemas are concepts, but of a special 

kind: they are the foundations of the conceptual system, because they are the first concepts to emerge in the human mind, 

and precisely because they relate to sensory-perceptual experience, they are particularly schematic”. (Evans and Green 

2006, p. 180). 
198 Cf. Lakoff and Johnson 1980. 
199 Cf. Radden 2004. 
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of temporality, and the emotional evaluation of experience[, the] cognitively grounded 

relation between human experience and human representations of experience.200 

Or, in Richard Gerrig and Matthew Bezdek’s words: “readers regularly encode the types of mental 

contents they would encode were they really participants in the narrative’s events”.201 The fact that 

the reception of a textual representation of reality activates the same mental patterns used to make 

sense of real life situations implies that image schemata – the most general and abstract among mental 

structures – are used to frame the textual experience as well. It is a natural behaviour of the human 

mind, then, to try and spot figure-ground relations in a text as we would do in an ‘actual’ experience. 

The existence of elements in relief are, as widely discussed in the previous chapter, the fundamental 

feature allowing the creation and perception of tensions and rhythms. As Stockwell notes: 

The counterpart of the prominence of a linguistic feature is the […] attention that it attracts. 

[Reception of a] text is a dynamic experience, involving a process of renewing attention to 

create and follow the relations between figure and ground.202 

This statement is akin to Barbieri’s notion of relief and perceptual terms as textual elements that 

attract the recipient’s attention by triggering expectation patterns. Thus, the analysis of attention 

allows the understanding of what happens ‘on the recipient side’ of relief. Stockwell describes 

attention as a selective phenomenon, a spotlight of focus; a definition in accordance to what I have 

termed ‘attention as focus’: 

Whatever is in the spotlight at a certain moment will receive all the interest and processing 

focus of the viewer or reader: all the expectations based on prior experience with that 

attended figure will be cued up and ready in order to follow the activity of the figure.203  

Therefore, information stored in the mind in the form of image schemata are used by recipients to 

direct their attention on what they perceive as figure emerging from the background; texts, in turn, 

use stylistic devices to simulate the equivalent of the features that trigger figure-ground segregation 

                                                 
200 Caracciolo, M., in Hühn et al.; my emphasis. 
201 Gerrig, R. J. and Bezdek M. A., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 90. 
202 Stockwell 2002, p. 18; the original statement was about the reader and the literary text, but given what has been said 

so far I think it is safe to generalise.  
203 Ibid., p. 18. 
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and allow recognition of trajector-landmark configurations. As mentioned before, those textual 

devices are called attractors and work on the principle of ‘inhibition of return’, which states that 

attention is caught by movement, while static and unchanging elements are swiftly overlooked.204 In 

textual terms, as Stockwell mentions, the equivalent of movement is novelty; once again a concept 

already encountered when analysing the ‘textual side’ of rhythm is found to have a counterpart in the 

cognitive approach. Therefore, claiming that the ‘spotlight’ of attention is guided by what is already 

known but attracted to change and variation is the cognitive equivalent to the fact that rhythmic 

structures are being generated by a balance between position and novelty in the text. An interesting 

use of this theoretical framework applied to rhythm analysis can come from the use that has been 

made of image schemas to examine literature. Michael Kimmel, for instance, applied the concept to 

the study of metaphor networks and thematic recurrences in Heart of Darkness.205 Such approach to 

the identification of images and themes/motifs could integrate the analysis of thematic rhythms 

derived from the semiotic notion of thymic values discussed in chapter 1.3.3. 

Not all situations can be understood by recurring to the basic models of image schemas. In 

actual life as well as in textual experience, complex behaviours and action patterns occur. Just as in 

the case of basic reality models, such recurring situations are stored in the mind as fixed 

schematisations, ready to be recalled when a similar pattern is recognised. Cognitive science refers 

to them as ‘scripts’, ‘frames’ or similar notions. The concept is analogous to image schemata, but 

rather than basic pre-conceptual notions, scripts and frames record more articulated situational 

patterns, such as full social contexts, the roles and persons involved, stereotypes, (in)appropriate 

actions and behaviours and so on. It is a step from a general understanding of reality (UP-DOWN, 

CONTACT, PATH, …) to specific schematisations with a more restricted application. Thus, a frame 

or script is used to store knowledge of past experiences. Although the two terms refer to comparable 

concepts and are sometimes used interchangeably, I will hereafter adopt the distinction used, among 
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others, by David Herman, who defines frames as static representations and scripts as dynamic 

sequences.  

Static repertoires [frames] allow me to distinguish a chair from a table or a cat from a bread 

box; dynamic repertoires [scripts] help me to know how events typically unfold during 

common occasions such as birthday parties and to avoid mistaking birthday parties for 

barroom brawls or visits to the barber.206 

They are both ‘experiential repertoires’ but, while frames are used to recall the configuration of 

specific moments in time, scripts focus on the events involved and the sequence of expectations 

related to the experience. For example, using this distinction, SUPERMARKET is a frame, while 

(SUPERMARKET) SHOPPING is a script. While the first stores information on shopping trolleys, 

checkout counters, the arrangement of shelves and so on, the second focuses on the standard sequence 

of actions involved, registering, for instance, that the client puts the products in the trolley and then 

pays for them, and that it would be inappropriate to ask the check-out clerk to fetch products, or to 

consume a food product before paying for it. Thus, in real life, frames and scripts are used to make 

sense of complex social situations, to differentiate among them and to choose the appropriate action 

or behaviour. It is the frame KITCHEN that makes me look for a fork in drawers, even though I might 

be visiting that particular house for the first time. The same frame tells me that the cat should not be 

lying on the table, while that warning is not issued if I recognize the frame BEDROOM or LIVING 

ROOM. Likewise, if I find myself on well-cut grass with some friends on a sunny day, the scripts 

FOOTBALL MATCH or PICNIC lead to completely different courses of actions. 

The same cognitive mechanisms are activated when textual experience is involved. Situations and 

sequences of actions are recognised and compared to existing schematisations. When a known frame 

or script is identified, the pertinent configurations of objects and patterns of actions are evoked and 

expectations arise. As Herman notes, “a frame guides interpretation until such time as textual cues 
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prompt the modification or substitution of that frame”.207 Therefore, frames are the cognitive devices 

that underlie the principle of minimal departure (see chapter 1.3.1). Thus, if the narrator of The Idiot 

mentions a train to Warsaw, it is enough to evoke in the reader’s mind several frames and scripts and 

fill in the gaps in the story-world until further information is provided. Moreover, unless explicitly 

contradicted, the reader will assume that everything in that fictional world is exactly as in its mental 

schemata. Thus, when the narrator states that “two passengers […] found themselves opposite each 

other”208 the reader correctly assumes that they are sitting down, without seats ever being mentioned. 

The same sentence in a different context (e.g., subway carriage or bus), under a different frame, could 

lead to a different interpretation. Frames and scripts are predetermined, they have a set of slots, with 

stringent requirements about who, what or what action can fill them. This is why they can be so 

powerful in reconstructing stories and story-worlds, even when a very limited number of textual 

elements are given. Consequently, not only reading a sentence like: 

Mary was invited to Jack’s party. She wondered if he would like a kite.209 

makes perfect sense, but it also conjures an extremely precise possible world. Thanks to the 

BIRTHDAY PARTY script, the reader knows about giving presents to the host and thus does not 

wonder why Mary is thinking about Mark’s wishes; moreover, the reader can infer the attendance of 

more people than the two mentioned, the presence of food and drinks, and so on. There is more: 

unless further information is provided, the reader can be almost sure that the two characters are 

children, and can infer that they are schoolmates, since a good friend would probably know whether 

Jack wants a kite. This process can go on almost indefinitely, populating the indeterminate domain 

of the fictional world (see chapter 1.3.1). Without scripts and frames, recipients could have no 

expectations: 
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209 Minsky 1986, p. 261. 

http://www.gutenberg.org/files/2638/2638-h/2638-h.htm
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In the absence of stereotypes stored as scripts, readers could not draw textual inferences of 

the most basic sort – for example, that a masked character represented as running out of a 

bank probably just robbed it.210 

Like reality, stories require several cognitive schemata to be processed; however, a frame is not a 

situation and a script is not a story. A sequence precisely following a stereotype would hardly be 

considered worth telling because, thanks to the extreme precision of the scripts involved, everything 

would go according to expectation. If a friend (or a text) starts with “Yesterday I went to the grocery 

store”, the recipient already has in mind the ordinary sequence of actions and all the actors involved, 

and expects something to go off-script since, otherwise, there would be no point in telling the story 

in the first place. The unexpected makes the story worth telling. In narrative studies, this principle 

corresponds to the notion of ‘tellability’ which depends “on the nature of specific incidents judged 

by storytellers to be significant or surprising and worthy of being reported in specific contexts, thus 

conferring a ‘point’ on the story”.211 Rephrasing the concept according to attention analysis, a low 

degree of tellability means that there is nothing unusual or remarkable to attract the attention of the 

recipient. A frame or script provides only a background, with no elements in relief. Even ‘thrilling’ 

scripts such as the already mentioned BANK ROBBERY, arouse very little interest if nothing 

unexpected interferes with the script. This is something every recipient of aesthetic texts has 

experimented when dealing with utterly unoriginal action stories where all goes according to 

expectations. Moreover, unlike the bodily and pre-conceptual image schemas, scripts can be acquired 

from texts as well as from real experience. Consequently, the ‘I’ve seen this before’ effect and the 

resulting lack of attention attractors depends on the prototypicality level of the story, but also on the 

way it is told, which is called ‘narrativity’; the concept is debated, but for the purpose of this study I 

will only refer to David Herman’s definition: 

Narrativity […] is a scalar predicate: a story can be more or less prototypically story-like. 

Maximal narrativity can be correlated with sequences whose presentation features a 

                                                 
210 Herman 2002, p. 90. 
211 Baroni, R., Hühn et al., in http://wikis.sub.uni-hamburg.de/lhn/index.php/Tellability 
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proportional blending of “canonicity and breach”, expectation and transgression of 

expectation.212 

Therefore, narrativity is maximised by a balance of new and expected elements, while both an 

excessive adherence to a known script or too many unusual elements decrease its value. It can be said 

that narrativity is to discourse what tellability is to story: a series of events is more or less tellable 

(i.e. worth telling), while the way(s) in which they are narrated is more or less likely to be processed 

as a narrative (narratable). The point here, however, is not discussing what constitutes a narrative, but 

the fact that the recipient’s attention works on both textual levels, using scripts and frames to assess 

the story and the discourse level alike. The sequence of events is continuously compared with known 

schemata; when a pattern is recognised the associated script is used to make sense of what is being 

experienced, activating the related expectations. The recipient’s attention is directed to the textual 

elements that occupy the script slots. At this point, attention settles because the recipient knows what 

to look for. Thus, ‘attention as focus’ will stay still while global ‘attention as awareness’ will slowly 

decrease as everything goes as expected. In other words, ‘scripted’ elements rapidly fade in the 

background. The text can counter this drop of attention by increasing tellability and/or narrativity, i.e. 

telling something new or narrating what is known in an unexpected way. The two strategies 

correspond to creating novelty relief on different textual levels. As already mentioned, however, the 

unexpected should not exceed a certain threshold – the minimum degree of stereotypicality required 

to activate some cognitive schema; otherwise no expectation can arise and attention will not be able 

to find elements on which to focus.  

Interestingly enough, the fact that attention levels can be influenced by script manipulation 

has been tested experimentally. Emmott et al. used the method of text continuation213 to assess the 

readers’ script-based expectations and shifts of attention focus. Their research focussed of the 

                                                 
212 Herman 2002, p. 91, my emphasis; “canonicity and breach” are Jerome Bruner’s terms (Bruner 1991). 
213 Test subjects were given brief scenario-based stories to continue, to analyse their expectations and focus; See Emmott 

et al. 2013.  
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behaviour of scenario-dependent characters and experimental results confirmed what have been said 

so far: textual elements diverging from mental schemata are attention attractors.  

[script-based characters] generally attract less attention. […] It is, however, possible to 

raise attention levels by adding extra information […]: attention can be raised if a character 

does something unexpected or is placed in an unexpected situation. Unexpected 

happenings make a series of events more “tellable”.214 

Not only can texts exploit such cognitive mechanisms to attract the recipients’ attention but also to 

divert it, to conceal details and textual cues in order to implement suspense strategies (see chapter 

2.3).  

In summary, the recipient’s mind collects information from previous experience and stores it 

in cognitive patterns which range from basic embodied knowledge about the world to complex 

prototypical situational structures and action sequences. While defining image schemata, Michael 

Kimmel notes that they form in early life “because perceptual and bodily experience displays 

recurrent topological patterning”.215 Similarly, Siri Hustvedt maintains that scripts are “the 

anticipated unfolding of a series of routine actions”, life repetitions “which take on a ritual quality”.216 

Therefore, it might be argued that cognitive schemata absorb experienced rhythms, mostly from real-

life but, as mentioned before, also from previous textual experience; said rhythms are crystallised and 

stored, ready to be triggered anew by narrative. This device is extremely effective on the 

psychokinetic level, causing recipients to be involved on a sensorimotor level with the bodily rhythms 

evoked by the text through the activation of pre-stored cognitive schemata.217 This phenomenon, 

however, is more akin to engagement or immersion in the text, since it refers to the elicitation of 

physical rhythms rather than to the aesthetic experience caused by recurring regularity of textual 

structures. Thus, evoking pre-stored experience is not enough to create the rhythms of story and 

discourse, which we are interested in analysing. In order to stir the recipient attention, the already-

                                                 
214 Emmott et al. 2013, p. 45-46. 
215 Kimmel 2009, p.1.  
216 Hustvedt 2018, p. 35. 
217 Kimmel 2009, p.19; cf. also Caracciolo 2014. 
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known and the new must find the correct balance. This is, after all, the essential mechanism of 

communication,218 without which there would be no point in communicating. Therefore, when stories 

are concerned, attention analysis can make use of the notions of scripts and frames to establish the 

level of novelty or prototypicality of a narration, evaluating the proportion of conventional sequences 

and unexpected elements. The analysis of rhythms can benefit from this approach since such attention 

attractors signal the presence of textual relief. Moreover, the multi-layered structure of rhythm 

analysis discussed in chapter 1 is preserved by this recipient-oriented model thanks to the distinction 

between tellability and narrativity, which allow differentiating between story-level and discourse-

level novelty. Therefore, while deviations from script-like sequences can draw attention on the 

prominent level of narrative rhythm, discursive variations can account for what I termed background 

rhythms (see chapter 1.2). In other words, discursive variation allows the aesthetic text to attract the 

recipients’ attention even in the absence of new content. If not so, it would be impossible to explain, 

for instance, the existence of love poetry, the repetition of the same few scripts for almost forty 

centuries219 or, to give a more material example, how advertising can attract the recipients-customers’ 

attention through surprise.  

  

The beginning of Annihilation, a 2018 film directed by Alex Garland, based on Jeff 

VanderMeer’s novel of the same title, provides a good example of the use of scripts to focus the 

audience’s attention, and manage narrative tension and rhythmic patterns. One of the initial scenes 

introduces the main character, Lena, a biologist and former soldier. From a conversation with a 

colleague professor, the audience understands that she has lost her partner. This is not mentioned 

explicitly, but hinted through several textual cues that evoke the script GRIEF. For instance, when 

invited to a garden party, Lena replies:  

                                                 
218 Cf. the linguistic notion of topic and comment / theme and rheme.  
219 The first love poem is considered to be The Love Song for Shu-Sin (2000 B.C) (See Mark 2014) 
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Lena: Actually, I do have plans.  

Dan: I think it'll be fun.  

Lena: Thanks, Dan, I really appreciate it, but I'm going to paint our bedr-- The bedroom. 

Dan: It's been a year, Lena. You're allowed to come to a barbecue. It is not a betrayal or an 

insult to his memory. 

Lena: I'm gonna paint the bedroom.220 

Thanks to the ‘script triggers’ I have emphasised, through this short and apparently cryptic dialogue, 

the recipient has already made a confident guess about the situation and begins to construct the 

possible world accordingly; even though information about past events is almost non-existent, thanks 

to the activation of the GRIEF script the audience has general but quite extensive expectations and 

possible event patterns already in mind. In other words, the schema of GRIEF is being superimposed 

onto the story as an interpretative grid, and the script slots that are still empty create expectations. At 

this point, the text makes a strong rhythmic move. The following scene begins with a lateral tracking 

shot showing pictures in frames and among them, in the foreground, a photo of soldiers. This textual 

element is a highly prominent attractor of attention, since it contains all the information required for 

the recipients to fill in the script slots. In a single shot, all the expectations are fulfilled, creating a 

harmonic resonance between text and recipient as the latter feels the satisfaction of the recognition of 

an expected form. Thanks to this process, a picture shown for about a second can become a highly 

condensed narrative relief, telling a whole story without any narration or action on screen, or rather, 

delegating narration to the recipient through the evocation of pre-stored knowledge. 

After the peak corresponding to the prominent attractor just described, attention begins to decrease, 

as the following sequence shows exactly what the GRIEF script anticipates: Lena mourning, a short 

flashback showing a happy memory of the two of them together, Lena holding a locket with his photo, 

Lena painting the bedroom while a sad music plays in the background. Those are all incorporated in 

the script; since no new element is provided, the principle of ‘inhibition of return’ causes the recipient 

to disregard the already-known, thus causing the event pattern rapidly to fall to the background. As 

                                                 
220 Annihilation, min. 04.45. 
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far as the narrative level is concerned, attention as focus is ‘lying idly’ due to the absence of relief, 

and ‘attention as awareness’ is decreasing as a result, i.e. the recipient is rapidly losing interest. 

Nonetheless, I believe that the text is perfectly aware of this; in fact, I argue that it is a deliberate 

rhythmic strategy. Thus, just as the ‘I-know-all-this-already’ sensation is becoming overwhelming, 

the text enacts its next rhythmic strategy, completely disrupting the script. Through the open door of 

the bedroom we are shown the husband has returned home. Unlike the previous move, this is a tensive 

device caused by the denial of the hypothetical form and the sudden reversal of expectations. The 

effect is reinforced by the fact that most of the knowledge about the fictional world gathered so far 

does not actually come from the text, but from the script applied for its interpretation (indeterminate 

domain). It was never explicitly said nor shown that the husband was killed, but the numerous cues 

and the strong inference due to the photo led the recipient to a false sense of interpretative certainty. 

Now that the script has been completely disproven, attention has a new spike, this time linked to the 

interpretative tension of finding new suitable scripts or frames to interpret what is being shown: 

SECRET MISSION, IMPRISONMENT AND ESCAPE, PTSD/AMNESIA? Interestingly enough, 

the confusion of the recipient mirrors that of the main character, contributing to the immersion and 

eliciting attention even further. The tension created by the disruption of the GRIEF/KIA scripts will 

be maintained in the next scenes by withholding information and denying the opportunity to decide 

among several possible scripts until the existence of Area X is disclosed and several text-related 

‘science-fiction scripts’ can be evoked.  

Not only does this brief and incomplete analysis overlook background rhythms completely, but it also 

disregards other components of the narrative rhythm. Just to mention one, the tensive patterns created 

by the embedded narrative of the biologist, who is telling her own story as analepsis; a device that 

produces anomalous suspense effects (see chapter 2.3). However partial, this analysis shows how 

important a component the management of attention is in the rhythmic strategy of a text, and the role 

played in it by cognitive schemata such as scripts. Moreover, such analysis can be a complement to 
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previous methods and explain notions like the principle of minimal departure from the recipients’ 

point of view. 

To this point, the recipient’s attention and how its focus shifts between textual elements have 

been described recurring to general cognitive structures. Firstly, the notion of image schemata has 

been introduced to account for the importance of foregrounded element; it is a pre-conceptual, 

universal process which explains the attraction of the recipients for relief and the significance of this 

device for rhythmical purposes. Secondly, a more specific analysis has been carried out using script 

and frame theory to describe how the recipients’ knowledge is stored and then evoked to make sense 

of textual experience. The notion is connected to the so-called textual cooperation, and in particular 

to the principle of minimal departure, a fundamental mechanism of possible world theory. I have 

shown how a text can recur to scripts and their disruption to create tensive and rhythmic patterns. 

Before moving to the analysis of ‘attention as awareness’, the recipient’s connection with the textual 

object as a whole, I would like to make the final step from the general to the particular, and briefly 

examine attention attractors at discourse level.  

Language has the inherent capability of attracting attention to specific elements, an operation 

which is called ‘profiling’, the ability to profile different aspects of the same scene. According to 

Evans and Green, this can be done through grammatical construction: 

For instance, given a scene in which a boy kicks over a vase causing it to smash, different 

aspects of the scene can be linguistically profiled: 

a. The boy kicks over the vase. 

b. The vase is kicked over. 

c. The vase smashes into bits. 

d. The vase is in bits.221 

This basic example shows how different structures can be used to foreground different elements and 

thus focus (or deviate) the recipient’s attention on the agent or the patient of an action, on the change 

                                                 
221 Evans and Green 2006, p. 41. 
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in state or the state itself. Building on the same principle of profiling, a text can implement attentional 

strategies based on what is normally referred to as style. Emmott et al. describe it as “rhetorical control 

of attention”, and provide examples of four devices used in the context of mystery and detective 

stories, where the control over the reader’s attention is especially important to construct tension and 

prevent premature recognition of textual clues: 

(1) burying information during the setting of the puzzle, (2) the use of distractors to direct 

readers’ attention towards a false trail, (3) the use of foregrounding devices at the point 

where key plot information is revealed as part of the solution, and (4) the use of false 

reconstructions at the denouement that treat information as if it were shared knowledge 

when it has in fact never been presented.222 

These strategies can be achieved through stylistic features that hide or highlight information. 

Experimental evidence shows that readers tend to disregard details presented in subordinate clauses, 

especially in a chain of embedded sentences, and in general to pay less attention to long sentences; 

on the contrary, grammatical features such as clefting, lexical choices which favour long or unusual 

words, a syntax with short/fragmented sentences, or ‘narrative choices’ such as direct speech and 

first/second person narration are means to foreground information.223 Obviously, such analysis of 

discursive devices cannot be detailed in abstract terms, but needs to be performed on the actual 

expression of each text. Only by combining the examination of cognitive schemata such as scripts 

with the analysis of specific stylistic devices we can offer a complete outline of the text’s management 

of attention – i.e., an outline that takes into account attractors on all textual levels and their 

interactions. This in turn allows for a systematic and comprehensive investigation of rhythmic 

structures. 

 

  

                                                 
222 Emmott et al. 2013, p. 47. 
223 See the studies quoted in Emmott 2013, p. 44. 
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2.1.2 Attention as Awareness 

The second meaning of attention refers to the overall awareness of the text, which can increase 

or decrease, even to the point of disappearing; however, unlike ‘attention as focus’, ‘attention as 

awareness’ cannot shift from one element to another or be redirected, since it concerns the textual 

object in its entirety. In this sense, attention is strictly connected to the act of reception and to the 

measurement of rhythm, rather than the descriptive analysis carried on so far. In other words, we are 

temporarily putting aside the description of rhythm as a multifaceted phenomenon, to embrace the 

concept of rhythm intensity, a single value which accounts for the effect of all the tensive and rhythmic 

devices of a text considered as a whole. 

As briefly mentioned at the end of chapter 1.1, Barbieri’s model224 allows the expression of 

rhythm intensity as a ratio between the quantity of elements in relief and the time of reception:  

𝑅ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝑄𝑅𝑒𝑙𝑖𝑒𝑓

𝑇𝑅𝑒𝑐𝑒𝑝𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛
 

According to Barbieri, Rhythm intensity is “l’intensità di un ritmo focalizzato contro lo sfondo 

temporale del testo”.225 Barbieri notes that the point of a measurement of rhythm is not to come up 

with a numeric value or an absolute scale; rather, a comparative approach can benefit from a formal 

expression of intuitive concepts such as ‘fast-paced rhythm’ or ‘very slow narration’.  

La nostra ‘misurazione’ del ritmo si propone piuttosto come una valutazione della 

variazione dell’intensità ritmica. Ma in seconda istanza essa può spiegare anche su che basi 

vengano fornite comparazioni intuitive tra l’intensità ritmica di testi diversi.226 

This approach might prove especially useful in the analysis of rhythm in adaptation, since it allows a 

direct comparison of rhythms regardless of the medium-specific textual strategies. Nonetheless, as 

the next paragraphs will show, the method proposed does take into account the type of media involved 

                                                 
224 The formulas in this section are taken directly or elaborated by me based on the formal approach to rhythm intensity 

described in Barbieri 2004, Ch. 3.5.3. 
225 “The intensity of a rhythm brought into focus on the temporal background of the text”. Barbieri 2004, p. 93. 
226 “Our ‘measurement’ of rhythm is actually an assessment of the variation of rhythm intensity. Moreover, it can also 

explain on what basis one can intuitively compare the rhythmic intensity of different texts”. Ibid., p. 83. 
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in the reception, and the different role the recipients’ attention plays. I would like to remark that, as 

Barbieri correctly observes, only the intensity of a prominent rhythm can be measured. Consequently, 

the measurement of rhythm intensity proposed in this section disregards the quality of rhythm as a 

complex and multi-layered phenomenon, whose main appeal lies in the complex relationship between 

background and foreground examined in previous chapters. What I have termed ‘attention as 

awareness’ concerns the text as a whole, and not its multi-layered structure. Even so, elaborating on 

such notion helps elucidate the role of reception in the creation of rhythmic effects. In particular, 

measurement could provide a significant insight into the effects of the recipient’s variation of 

‘attention as awareness’ on the perception of rhythms and tensions in different media.  

In some media, the time of the reception is fixed and independent from the recipient attention. Film, 

television, music, theatre and other similar performances are of such kind that time flows regardless 

of the actual reception. On the contrary, in written text, comics and visual arts, reception itself creates 

time and increasing or diverting attention directly influences its flow. Barbieri defines ‘time-based 

textualities’ the media in which time is predetermined and ‘space-based textualities’ those where the 

time of reception is not a fixed value but depends on the interaction with a spatial dimension, such as 

the length of a text or the bi-dimensional canvas of a painting. This difference deeply influences the 

relationship between attention and rhythmic intensity.  

In time-based media, the time of the reception (TR) is independent from the recipient. His/her 

paying less attention does not influence the pace of the story. However, it does influence the 

perception of rhythm, since a fixed passage of time means that the text is in total control of the length 

and intensity of the tensions it creates. Barbieri formalises this intuition by introducing the notion of 

‘complexity’, the amount of textual elements in a given textual space. Unlike relief, complexity 

considers all elements, not only the relevant ones. Complexity in time-based media is directly 

proportional to the time the recipient must spend to comprehend a portion of the text. Thus, for 

example, in a film, a scene full of details will require more time than a close-up for the viewers to 
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take in. Given the same TR (the duration of the scene, e.g., one minute), the receiver will spend all the 

remaining time ‘waiting’ for the scene to end, with a sense of tension caused by the iteration of 

identical perceptual terms and lack of novelty. Consequently, complexity in time-based media cannot 

alter the time of the reception directly, but still influences rhythm intensity, increasing or decreasing 

relief: 

Quando una scena dura più a lungo del tempo che ci serve per comprenderla, è come se il 

testo ci suggerisse che non abbiamo visto bene tutto, e che c’è più di quello che sembra: la 

scena – o qualche sua componente – viene messa in rilievo. Viceversa, […] quando una 

scena dura meno del tempo che ci serve per comprenderla […] viene tolto rilievo.227 

The inalterable TR does not imply that the audience cannot influence the rhythm they perceive through 

attention. This is especially true in the case of TV programmes, which Barbieri has analysed in great 

detail.228 Unlike film or theatre characterised by an undivided attention, TV programmes usually 

receive only partial attention mainly due to contextual factors. However, this fact is taken into account 

by TV authors, who devise programmes with extremely slow rhythms. This might seem 

counterintuitive, but is perfectly sensible once the role of attention in time-based textualities becomes 

clear. Since the text goes on even when the recipients’ attention is diverted, the effective time 

dedicated to the text (perceived TR) is shorter than the actual airtime of the programme (TR); thus, the 

perceived rhythm increases: 

[Questo] spiega come possano reggersi molte trasmissioni pomeridiane che, se guardate 

con l’attenzione piena dello spettatore impegnato, appaiono di una lentezza francamente 

insopportabile. L’attenzione rilassata dello spettatore medio del pomeriggio, viceversa, 

tende a cogliere soprattutto gli elementi di rilevo, con l’effetto di una intensità ritmica 

maggiore.229 

                                                 
227 “When a scene lasts longer than the time we need to comprehend it, it is as though the text were suggesting us we 

haven’t looked properly, and that there is more than it appears: the scene – or some part of it – is put in relief. Vice versa, 

[…] when a scene is shorter than the time we need to comprehend it […] relief is subtracted”. Barbieri 2004, p. 88. 
228 See Barbieri 1996. 
229 “[This] explains why some afternoon programmes can be successful, despite being unbearably slow when watched 

with the full attention of a committed audience. On the contrary, the relaxed attention of the average afternoon audience, 

is bound to grasp mainly the elements in relief, resulting in an increased rhythm intensity”. Barbieri 2004, p. 86. 
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This mechanism, is becoming increasingly common in the reception of other texts such as TV series 

and films, since the so called ‘multitasking’ or ‘second-screen’ viewing is a widespread practice.230 

Research shows that more than 70% of US adults use another digital device while watching TV.231 

This might seem a contextual factor of attention concerning some empirical recipients and not directly 

related to textual rhythm analysis; however, there is evidence that this practice is influencing the 

media involved,232 and even forcing a change in some textual strategies.233 Thus, partial attention is 

being incorporated in the model audience: contemporary television textualities do take into account 

the second-screen viewing in their construction of rhythmic strategies; therefore, an analysis of 

tensive and rhythmic structures should do the same or risk severe misinterpretation of the rhythmic 

effect the text might have on the recipient. 

Formalising what has been said so far, although time-based textualities have a fixed actual 

time of reception, the recipient attention can influence the perceived time, diminishing the effective 

amount of TR dedicated to the text and thus increasing the overall rhythmic effect by paying less 

attention. 

In time-based texts: 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑑 𝑟ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝑄𝑅

𝑇𝑅′
 =  

𝑄𝑅

𝑇𝑅 × 𝐴
 

QR = Quantity of elements in relief. 

TR' = perceived time of the reception (≤ TR).  

A = attention; CT<A<1, where CT is the complexity threshold for understanding the text (see below). 

 

When the audience pays full attention (A=1), TR' equals TR. As the attention lowers, the perceived 

time decreases, which strengthens the perceived rhythm. However, there is a lower threshold value: 

if attention falls below the level necessary to understand the text complexity (CT), comprehension 

fails completely and thus the rhythmic intensity becomes null. This rule has an important side effect: 

                                                 
230 Cf. Rubenking 2016. 
231 Kirkpatrick 2017. 
232 Humphrey 2011. 
233 Hamrick, published online. 
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if the complexity of a time-based text increases, so does the attention threshold required for its 

understanding. Consequently, “un testo che possieda un grado di complicazione troppo alto può 

diventare parzialmente o totalmente incomprensibile”234 even with the receiver’s complete attention, 

since the perceived time cannot exceed the actual TR. In other words, a viewer cannot do what a reader 

does in such cases and slowdown in order to understand all the details. Thus, if CT = 1, i.e., if the full 

recipient’s attention is required to understand the text, even the slightest drop of attention might 

prevent understanding and, consequently, lower attention to zero and preclude the perception of 

rhythms or tensions. Even worst, in terms of attention, is the case when CT > 1: the text is so complex 

that even the full recipient’s attention is not enough to comprehend it.  

Conversely, in space-based textualities, the time of the reception is directly influenced by the 

recipient. There is no fixed TR, but only a spatial dimension the reception of which requires a certain 

amount of time; thus, in space-based media there is no distinction between proper TR and perceived 

TR. In this case, complexity is not only a threshold, but a value directly involved in the determination 

of the time of reception. Normally, an increased complexity corresponds to an increased TR. 

Moreover, attention is a different concept in space-based and time-based media. While in the latter it 

was defined as a fraction of the hypothetical complete attention (a positive value < 1), in space-based 

textualities attention is an integer value corresponding to the time dedicated to textual elements. Thus, 

the time of the reception is directly proportional to the textual space (the length of a written text, the 

dimensions of a canvas or sculpture, etc.), to attention and to the complexity (which can be seen as 

the ‘density’ of elements in the textual space): 

In space-based texts: 𝑅ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 𝐼𝑛𝑡𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑖𝑡𝑦 =
𝑄𝑅

𝑇𝑅
=

𝑄𝑅

𝐶 × 𝑆 × 𝐴 
 

QR = Quantity of elements in relief. 

TR = time of the reception 

C = Textual complexity = number of elements in a given textual space 

                                                 
234 “A text with a textual complexity which is too high can become partially or completely incomprehensible”. Barbieri 

2004, p. 94. 
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A = attention = time spent to perceive textual elements 

S = textual space under consideration. 

 

This expression of rhythm implies that – QR being equal – less complex, smaller texts (or sections) 

have a higher rhythmic intensity, which is indeed an intuitive claim. It is worth remembering that 

rhythmic intensity measures a single rhythm and is not an accurate description of the complex 

intertwining of rhythmic and tensive effects of multiple textual levels. However, an overall measure 

might prove useful when comparing rhythms in different texts, especially in the analysis of 

adaptations, where other factors are similar.  

The formula above can be elaborated to isolate the role of the recipient from that of the text in the 

equation. If we consider the quantities defined so far, 

Textual space (S): the overall dimension of the element whose rhythm is being examined. It 

can be the whole text or a portion.  

Complexity (C): the number of elements in a given textual space; C= elements/textual space. 

Attention (A): the quantity of time dedicated to the textual elements; A= time/elements. 

we can define V, the speed of reception in space-based textualities, as the number of elements 

received in a given amount of time. Since V = elements/time, it is the inverse of attention. 

Speed of reception: 𝑉 =
1

𝐴
 

This agrees with the intuitive notion of reception speed. Considering the example of a written text, 

for instance, an increased reading speed corresponds to a lower attention, while reading more slowly 

means paying more attention to details. Of course, as mentioned before, this doesn’t take into account 

factors such as linguistic competence and concentration, which may also play into the equation; but 

are not considered here. 
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Another useful simplification can be made in the formula: given that complexity is the number of 

elements in a given textual space, multiplying C and S we can derive the total number of elements in 

the text or portion of text being analysed. 

𝐸 = 𝐶 × 𝑆 

Therefore, the formula for rhythmic intensity in space-based media can be expressed as: 

𝑅𝐼 =
𝑄𝑅

𝑇𝑅
=

𝑄𝑅

𝐶 × 𝑆 × 𝐴 
=

𝑄𝑅

𝐶 × 𝑆 
×

1

𝐴
=

𝑄𝑅

𝐶 × 𝑆 
 × 𝑉 =  

𝑄𝑅

𝐸 
 × 𝑉 

 

𝑅𝐼 =
𝑄𝑅

𝐸 
 × 𝑉 

 E = total number of textual elements. 

 V = speed of reception. 

Far from being a mere ‘playing with formulas’, this modified expression of the second term of the 

rhythm equation is significant in more than one way. First of all, it shows the text’s and the recipient’s 

rhythmic roles as two separate factors. Secondly, it leaves out time as a direct quantity; I believe this 

to be a useful schematization, since it emphasises the fact that the TR is not directly involved in space-

based media by including it implicitly in the speed of reception. Moreover, as shown in the previous 

formula, V is independent from the number of textual elements, be they in relief or not. This means, 

for example, that the viewer of a painting can always choose how fast their reception of the text 

should be, regardless of complexity. In principle, one can spend hours watching Lucio Fontana’s 

Concetto spaziale, Attese, 1959 and devote only a few minutes to Hieronymus Bosch’s triptych, The 

Garden of Earthly Delights, despite the latter’s incredibly greater complexity. Equally, a reader who 

has only ten minutes to finish the current chapter, can hasten his/her reception by increasing the 

reading speed. It is evident that a major component of reception speed depends on the recipient’s 

decisions and personal taste, and on the situational context of the reception itself. Although those 

extratextual factors can influence rhythm to a great extent, their effect is variable and outside the 

control of the aesthetic artefact. Nonetheless, there are strategies that texts can use to influence 
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reception speed; a reader approaching the end of a detective novel is extremely likely to speed up the 

reading; the gaze of a tourist captivated by the vision of a gothic cathedral may quickly dart around, 

trying to encompass architectural details and decorative patterns. Those are examples of recipient’s 

personal behaviours, but they are induced by the text rather than accidental. Indeed, a reader must 

make a deliberate effort, temporarily distancing him/herself from the textual experience, not to 

increase the speed when the story climax approaches. To be more specific, by modulating immersion 

the text controls reception speed in space-based textualities. (For a systematic analysis of immersive 

devices see chapter 2.2). Recipients engaged in a text are likely to accelerate their appraisal of the 

text itself. It is a sort of virtuous circle, a ‘self-sustaining reaction’ in which an engaging rhythm 

increases immersion, which in turn causes a raise in rhythmic intensity thanks to increased reception 

speed. This phenomenon can induce rhythmic crescendos, but has an autoregulating mechanism: as 

the reading speed grows, textual elements are increasingly being overlooked. In the beginning this 

perceived decrease of E causes an even larger increase of rhythmic intensity; however, past a certain 

threshold, even elements in relief will begin to go unnoticed. This will cause a rhythmic drop and, 

possibly, a failure in the understanding of the text itself, which will force the recipient to stop and 

reduce the immersion just enough to consciously slow down below the threshold of non-

understanding. 

In space-based texts: 𝑃𝑒𝑟𝑐𝑒𝑖𝑣𝑒𝑑 𝑟ℎ𝑦𝑡ℎ𝑚 =
𝑄𝑅′

𝐸′ 
 × 𝑉 

QR' = perceived number of elements in relief. 

E' = perceived number of overall textual elements. Background elements (not in relief) are likely to be 

the first to be overlooked when reception speed increases. 

V = speed of reception. 0 < V < CT, where CT is the complexity threshold for understanding the text.  

 

As mentioned above, the speed of reception cannot build up indefinitely. The threshold, similarly to 

time-based media, is defined by the textual complexity. The denser a text portion is, the lower the 

speed required to understand it. Bearing in mind that V is the reciprocal of attention, CT as the upper 

threshold of speed corresponds to the lower threshold of attention, like in time-based texts. Unlike 
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time-based media, however, space-based attention does not have a maximum value, since there is no 

fixed TR, and a recipient can always dedicate more time (and attention) to any textual element. 

Moreover, while in time-based textualities there is a direct correlation between attention decrease and 

rhythm increase, in space-based media, attention near the threshold does not correspond to maximum 

rhythm. Thanks to the autoregulating mechanism explained in the previous paragraph, there is a range 

of speed/attention values which does not impede comprehension completely, but causes some 

elements in relief to be overlooked alongside background elements, thus partially decreasing rhythm 

(see Figure 9). The value which maximises rhythm can be called relief threshold (RT). It corresponds 

to the maximum speed/ minimum attention that allows the reception of most elements in relief, thus 

maximising the value of QR'/E' and rhythmic intensity. The attention (or reception speed) around RT 

might be seen as value required by the text for optimal reception, i.e. the attention of the model 

recipient. 

 

Figure 9 – perceived rhythmic intenisty in time-based vs space-based media 

CT = Complexity threshold  

RT = Relief threshold 

The curves displayed do not show exact values but only general trends.  

 

Figure 9 (right) shows that the optimal attention in space-based media is around the relief threshold; 

a lower attention – corresponding to a faster reception speed – causes some elements in relief to be 

overlooked, resulting in a rhythmic drop. At the same time, ‘excessive’ attention to textual elements 

gradually lowers rhythmic intensity. The diagram on the left can be misleading. It seems to show that 
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the optimal attention in time-based media is the minimum possible just above the threshold of non-

understanding. However, two considerations are due: firstly, if the text is sufficiently complex, CT is 

very near to 1, meaning that understanding the text will require total attention or nearly so; secondly, 

– and this is true for both types of textualities – even though a lower attention increases rhythmic 

intensity, this value is only one aspect of rhythm as a whole. When paying less attention than normal, 

the recipient is likely to concentrate the limited mental resources on the prominent rhythm, 

increasingly overlooking background rhythms. Consequently, as attention decreases, the perceived 

rhythm might become more intense, but it will also be narrower and diminished; in other words, while 

the complexity threshold approaches, the perceived rhythmic patterns will become less and less 

complex, and limited to the major reliefs only, as in the case of TV programmes, mentioned above.  

In conclusion, past a certain threshold, in both kind of textualities, a higher attention causes – 

for different reasons – a drop in rhythmic intensity. In time-based textualities there is an upper limit 

(Attention =1) set by the fixed flowing of the time of the reception. The range of perceived intensity 

between the maximum and the minimum attention narrows with the increasing complexity of the text. 

In space-based texts, on the contrary, attention can theoretically increase indefinitely. However, the 

lack of an upper limit does not imply the absence of an ideal or ‘suggested’ attention. Expressing 

attention as its inverse – reception speed – has helped single out some interesting mechanisms space-

based texts use to control the speed of reception through complexity, and keep it around the optimal 

rhythmic value. As a final remark, the fact that attention lowers rhythm and that paying less attention 

effectively increases rhythmic intensity might seem counterintuitive. However, this analysis concerns 

what I call ‘attention as awareness’, the general attitude of the recipients of being more or less (or not 

at all) involved with the text as a whole, not their focus that can shift between specific textual 

elements. ‘Attention as focus’ has indeed a direct correlation with rhythm intensity (increasing one 

amplifies the other). Moreover, attention should not be confused with immersion, which is a separate 

although connected mechanism, and influences both types of attention. This topic is discussed in the 

next section.  
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Examples of Extratextual Attention – Reading Strategies 

This final section proposes a brief excursion in the recipient-oriented approach to attention by 

giving an account of extratextual rhythmic strategies, which are not caused by textual structures but 

by a voluntary decision of the reader. Barbieri calls it the recipient’s ‘voluntary extratextual attention’, 

indicating that attention is not enticed by the text, but mainly by the (external) will of the recipient. 

This is usually the case with purely informative texts, handbooks or school texts, which we might 

find boring but continue reading/watching nonetheless; on the contrary, in aesthetic texts 

“l’attenzione volontaria extratestuale gioca un ruolo marginale nel determinare la continuità di 

attenzione del fruitore, [… ma] non esiste probabilmente nessun testo in cui l’attenzione volontaria 

extratestuale non gioca nessun ruolo”.235 Thus, even though this is a mostly unpredictable and 

subjective area, and empirical recipients are not the subject of this dissertation, I believe that a short 

survey of reading practices can enrich rhythm analysis and provide a contextual framework in which 

to place the far more productive study of text-driven attention. Moreover, some practical examples 

can show how the recent digitalization undergone by several media has partially bridged the gap 

between space-based and time-based textualities. The examples that follow are inferred from common 

practices and personal experience.  

As discussed above, the recipient’s attention in space-based media determines the time of reception 

through its related value – reception speed. Thus, in written text, TR depends on the reading speed, as 

common sense suggests. Readers have total control over their reading speed even though, especially 

in aesthetic texts, part of it is influenced by the text itself. Below are some examples of ‘voluntary 

extratextual reading speed’ practices the readers can adopt to influence the rhythmic intensity of a 

text actively, should they find the internal rhythm unsatisfactory. 

                                                 
235 “The extratextual voluntary attention plays a marginal role in establishing the recipient’s continued attention, [… but] 

there is probably no text where extratextual voluntary attention does not play any role at all”. Barbieri 2004, p. 63. 
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• Acceleration: increasing the reading speed is the most common reading strategy. Every reader 

has a personal average speed which changes according to textual complexity and other text-

related causes. However, textual features being equal, a reader can decide to accelerate reading. 

This can be due to contextual circumstances, such as being in a hurry, or to a desire to increase 

a rhythm perceived as too slow-paced. The effect of this voluntary increase in speed is similar to 

the text-driven acceleration, except that the resulting attention drop (remember that V=1/A) has 

no internal counterbalance in the textual structures; reading at increased speed, one will notice 

fewer details, which might include relief elements. Consequently, the resulting intensification of 

perceived rhythm can be less evident than that caused by text-driven acceleration, since in that 

case the specific section of the text was intended to sustain accelerated reading with proper 

textual relief. With reference to Figure 9, the reader is ignoring the ‘optimal speed’ around RT, 

overlooking some elements in relief alongside the background ones. 

• Skipping: an excessive drop of voluntary attention can result in the extreme development of 

acceleration, actual skipping of entire text sections. This is the ultimate attempt to increase a 

rhythm intensity perceived as unsustainably tedious: the reader is actively searching the text for 

prominent relief elements, purposefully disregarding all the rest. Usually, this behaviour 

indicates that the reader is ‘missing the point’ of the text or, in more technical terms, failing to 

detect the intended isotopy. This might not necessarily be the recipient’s fault, but rather the 

text’s failing to provide sufficient elements to foster a correct interpretation about what should 

be considered relief. In any case, the reader is probably being misinterpreting a background 

rhythm as prominent. Usually this happens when reading ‘for the story’ texts or sections that 

foreground other rhythms. A special case is skipping while rereading, since the recipient is aware 

of what he/she is missing or looking for. For example, I tend to be a ‘completionist’ reader, 

seldom skipping any line even when I find a book boring; however, while rereading (again) 

Tomasi di Lampedusa’s Il Gattopardo, I confess accelerating to the verge of skipping to reach 
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the outstanding episode of the death of the prince, which I remembered as intense and moving 

and I was eagerly anticipating. 

• Slow-down: the opposite approach to acceleration is, of course, decelerating, leisurely perusing 

a section to take in all the details, to protract the enjoyment of reading or, more matter-of-factly, 

to figure out clues or textual hints. Thus, a voluntary decrease in rhythmic intensity is usually the 

result of an aesthetic interest in some textual feature. As noted before, ‘aesthetic’ has no value 

judgement attached and does not necessarily correspond to ‘artistic’ or even ‘beautiful’, but it 

refers to the textual aim of attracting and appealing to the recipient. From this perspective, the 

most commercial story-driven bestselling thriller is as aesthetic as a poem. In fact, both might 

require an increase in the external extratextual attention, be it to ponder on an extended and 

surprising conceit, or to better understand the implications of a plot twist. As in the case of 

acceleration, extreme slow-down leads to a further, ultimate option.  

• Pause and rereading: when decreasing reading the speed is not enough, the reader can actually 

pause to elaborate what has been said, or even go back and read again a sentence or paragraph. 

Unlike slowing down, these practices are never text-driven, but always caused by extratextual 

factors. The most common is recuperating a drop of attention. It is not unlikely that a tired or 

otherwise distracted reader might need to pause or reread to figure out a relevant passage s/he 

overlooked. Another reason is purely aesthetic, pausing/rereading in order to appreciate an 

especially noteworthy phrase or passage. Finally, one can pause to appreciate a possible-world 

digression. Especially when there is strong immersion or identification with a character, the 

reader may stop and ‘daydream’ about a possible outcome of the events narrated; this can be the 

reader’s mere expectation or can be triggered by the text (Cf. relative possible worlds of the 

character’s domains, chapter 1.3; and features of aesthetic illusion, chapter 2.2). 

• Interruption: even though it is not a rule encoded in the text itself, depending on its length, a text 

might be received in more than one session. Excluding contextual factors that might cause 

unwanted interruptions, readers tend to take breaks when the text provides low immersion or 
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suspense. As far as novels are concerned, reaching the end of a chapter before stopping is a 

common practice. However, the presence of cliff-hangers or other suspense strategies might 

interfere with the decision (“just one more chapter” till four in the morning). Other alternatives 

include changes in scene or focalising character, in other words all distancing effects that 

interfere with immersion (again, see chapter 2.2). 

Incidentally, it is worth noticing that this scheme of reading practices approximately mirrors that of 

Genettian duration, as though the reader can decide to overthrow the narrator when unsatisfied with 

the proposed time of discourse.  

With recent technological developments, and especially the digital turn undergone by all 

media, the boundary between the two types of textuality has become less distinct. Consequently, the 

recipients have increasingly acquired control over time-based textualities. Home theatres first, and 

then the proliferation of streaming and on-demand contents have undermined the concept of a fixed 

flow of time in film and TV programs. Viewers can now pause, rewind and skip parts of video 

contents. Many computer media players even give the possibility of speeding up or slowing down 

playback. Basically, home viewers have the same control on the text as readers. Based on personal 

experience, the most common practices are pausing and rewinding. The first is useful to keep pace 

with intricate narrations, plot twists and the introduction of too many characters; by pausing, the 

viewer can take extra time to process the text complexity, lowering the value of CT with an artificial 

extension of TR. The second practice – rewinding – is a more extreme version of pausing, since it has 

a more disrupting effect on the flow of the text, but can also mitigate attention drops below the 

comprehension threshold, similarly to re-reading a paragraph which we did not understand. Skipping 

parts entirely is a less common practice, although it is more common in non-story-driven video 

contents such as YouTube videos.236 Use of the fast forward function is even less common (this is a 

                                                 
236 It is not uncommon to find skip instructions in the description of the video itself, with links to specific parts of the 

video. 
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notable difference with the written text); however, a slight fast-forward between 5 and 10% might be 

used to increase the speed of slow-paced or repetitive video narrations, such as some anime series. 

Moreover, it can be used to fit a video (usually a TV show episode) in a shorter time interval, for 

instance if we have only 40 minutes to watch a 45-minute episode. Despite this control over the time 

of the reception, a major difference remains: while space-based text can influence the speed of 

reception with their own structure, in time-based media such decision is only based on the recipient’s 

will and on the context of reception. Unlike books, films do not intrinsically call for reception pauses, 

slowdowns or speed-ups, although it could be argued that the ten-minute long dancing scenes in Paolo 

Sorrentino’s La Grande Bellezza is an attempt in that direction, similarly to Adso's overlong 

description of the portal of the monastery in Umberto Eco’s Il nome della rosa. 

The opposite example is the audiobook medium, which converts the written text in a time-based 

textuality. This operation sets a default reading speed, eliminating the recipient’s control over TR and 

incorporating the reception time in the text, like in films or music. Moreover, being read aloud, an 

audiobook tends to have a slower pace compared to personal silent reading. Since the birth of the 

novel went hand in hand with the spread of literacy and silent reading,237 it might be argued that the 

structural devices of most written stories are incompatible with a fixed speed. The audiobook format 

forces a slower pace and denies the reading strategies of pausing or slowing down. This problem can 

be somewhat bypassed thanks to the control over the digital text mentioned above; however, 

audiobooks prevent the listener from following the textual strategies that normally lead to the 

adjustment of the reading speed. An increased immersion cannot correspond to an acceleration, 

except for the actor’s performance. On the other hand, the fixed time of reception introduces the 

attention strategies of time-based textualities. While reading requires almost undisputed attention, 

allowing only background multitasking, such as listening to music, an audiobook can be – and indeed 

                                                 
237 On this topic, see Elspeth Jajdelska 2007. 
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it is mostly intended to be – listened to in conditions of partial attention.238 As discussed in the section 

on attention in time-based media, this can counterbalance for the overall slower pace and increase the 

perceived rhythmic intensity. 

  

                                                 
238 In fact, audiobook providers highlight the possibility to listen to audiobooks in different and changing contexts, and 

advertise this ‘anytime, anywhere’ feature as the main advantage over traditional reading. (e.g., 

https://www.audiobooks.com/; https://www.audible.com/).  

https://www.audiobooks.com/
https://www.audible.com/
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2.2 Aesthetic Illusion and the Rhythm of Immersion 

The previous analysis of attention and reception speed repeatedly mentioned immersion, 

which I defined in the introduction as the experience of being transported in the fictional world. Thus, 

the notion is strictly connected with the theory of Possible Words discussed in chapter 1.3. The idea 

of the recipient’s engagement with a text is discussed by several scholars under different names;239 

however, I believe that a thorough discussion of the matter should also consider the opposite 

mechanism – distancing. Therefore, I decided to use the analogous notion of ‘aesthetic illusion’, for 

two practical reasons: firstly, it foregrounds the relationship between immersion and distancing, an 

alternation which, as I will show, is essential to the cognitive reaction to rhythmic patterns; secondly, 

it focuses on transmediality, rather than the immersive devices of a single medium. Werner Wolf 

maintains that aesthetic illusion is: 

one of the most powerful transmedial effects that representational media and genres can 

elicit […]. It manifests itself as a pleasurable feeling, of variable intensity, which can be 

triggered in the recipients by many – though not all – works of art, artefacts or 

performances.240 

Thus, aesthetic illusion is the principal driving factor of the recipient’s engagement with an aesthetic 

text, the reason of ‘internal attention’, counterpart of the previously examined ‘voluntary extratextual 

attention’. When explaining the term, Wolf specifies that ‘aesthetic’ refers not only to work of arts, 

but to all texts whose “reception […] is not predominantly dictated by pragmatic purposes and 

includes pleasure as a major motivation”,241 while ‘illusion’ refers to the etymology of the term, 

recuperating the meaning of the Latin in-lusio and referring to a willing, somewhat playful and 

voluntary participation, rather than a deceptive phenomenon. In fact, Wolf notes, aesthetic illusion is 

similar to the famous ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ described by Coleridge.  

                                                 
239 A partial inventory can be found in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 19. 
240 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. v. 
241 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 21. 
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As mentioned above, unlike other similar notions, the concept of aesthetic illusion is twofold and 

based on the relationship between immersion and distancing. The understanding of this duplicity 

leads to a more refined and detailed definition of the recipient’s engagement with a text; accordingly, 

aesthetic illusion is defined as: 

the impression of being imaginatively and emotionally immersed in a represented world, 

or parts thereof, and of experiencing this world, which may be factual or fictional but in 

any case not really present at the very moment of reception, in a way similar to real life, 

while the recipient is still residually aware that this experience is imaginative and triggered 

by an artefact and not by reality. Aesthetic illusion can thus be described as a synthesis of 

dominant immersion and residual distance – a distance which keeps it from turning 

altogether into delusion.242 

This formulation contains several points of interest as far as rhythm analysis is concerned. In the 

following paragraphs I will use concepts from the above definition to investigate the notion of 

aesthetic illusion and detail how it can be used to enrich the examination of textual tensions and 

rhythms. 

1. The impression of being immersed is also called ‘recentering’. It allows a receiver to experience 

the represented world in a way similar to real life. Immersion is not the same as identification with a 

character, since it can occur without the presence of an entity that grants an actual point of view; 

rather, recentering corresponds to “the imaginary occupying of a position within the represented 

world”.243 Richard Gerrig244 argues that the narrative participation is more similar to the real life 

situation of side-participating, rather than an actual identification with a character. This point is 

supported by empirical evidence showing how recipients are likely to give participatory responses to 

fictional circumstances, beyond the obvious emotional response, such as evaluations of actions, 

advice or instructions.245 Immersion and recentering mechanism are the preconditions for 

experientiality, which is, as already mentioned, “the ways in which narrative taps into readers’ 

                                                 
242 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. v. 
243 Ibid., p. 12. 
244 Gerrig 1993. 
245 For a complete taxonomy of responses see Gerrig, R. J., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013. 
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familiarity with experience through the activation of ‘natural’ cognitive parameters”.246 The illusion 

of being projected in the textual world activates the same psychophysical mechanisms used to make 

sense of real-life experience. As Wolf remarks, aesthetic illusion is like engaging in a game of make-

believe or, more precisely, a ‘game of make-experience’. Thus, the mind of a recentered receiver will 

assess the fictional world in which it is immersed with actual-world cognitive techniques such as 

image schemas or scripts/frames (see chapter 2.1.1). Therefore, immersion is a strong reason to direct 

attention to specific textual elements, thus favouring the perception of relief and allowing tensions 

and rhythmic patterns to be fully perceived. More on the relationship between aesthetic illusion and 

the other cognitive responses, and how they relate to rhythmic devices can be found in chapter 2.4. 

2. Factual or fictional is mostly irrelevant to aesthetic illusion. This is due to the awareness and 

willing acceptance of the illusion implied by the concept, which Wolf names ‘reception contract’.247 

Although acknowledging that non-realistic texts can create illusionist effects as well, Wolf claims 

that texts depicting realistic worlds have the strongest illusionist quality, since they conjure words 

that mimic the real one. I argue that his differentiation is unessential: Wolf associates realism with 

verisimilitude and consistency, two features that are both present in non-realistic worlds as well. 

Moreover, considering the logical definition of accessibility, according to which “every world that 

respects the principles of non-contradiction and of the excluded middle is a possible world”,248 there 

should be no relevant difference between the illusionist effect of realistic and non-realistic worlds, 

provided that they are not impossible worlds.249 I can see no reason why the presence of elves and 

magic should account for a weaker aesthetic illusion (i.e. imaginative and emotional immersion) when 

comparing J.R.R. Tolkien’s novel The Lord of the Rings to its realistic counterparts; nor I would say 

that superhero comic-books are made less immersive by the presence of non-realistic superpowers. 

                                                 
246 Caracciolo, M., in Hühn et al. 
247 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 23. 
248 Ryan, M. L., in Hühn et al. 
249 In short, an impossible word is a world that presents logical impossibilities. This is not the same as fictional stories or 

fantasy settings: “in medieval fantasy and fairy tales, natural laws are broken but the laws of logic hold; [while] in 

nonsense rhymes and in some postmodernist fictions, logic itself is transgressed, resulting in impossible worlds”. (Ryan, 

M. L., in in Hühn et al.). 
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In other words, I believe that the distance of the possible world from the actual world influences 

aesthetic illusion only to a limited extent; much more important seems to be consistency, since 

contradictions (logical inaccessibility) have a strong disrupting effect on immersion. As far as 

verisimilitude is granted, the receiver will always fill in the gaps thanks to the principle of minimal 

departure; thus, however detailed a fictional universe may be, the gap and indeterminate domains (the 

unsaid) will always exceed the explicit domain, granting the life-likeness required by immersion.  

3. The recipient is still residually aware that this experience is imaginative. Aesthetic illusion is not 

a delusion or hallucination. According to Wolf, despite being recentered, “somewhere ‘in the back of 

our minds’ we at the same time maintain a residual rational awareness of our true situation and the 

representational nature of the illusionist artefact”.250 In fact, one of the main reasons for my choice 

of this concept over similar ones, is its being triggered and guided by the text. Aesthetic illusion is 

not simply an imaginative or emotional response to a trigger (e.g., a daydream caused by an image or 

sound), but is closely related and guided by the text throughout the experience. Its being 

“predominantly artefact-induced”251 and thus less prone to subjective variability creates comparable 

experiences in different recipients, allowing a more consistent analysis.  

Besides text and recipient, a third component is involved in aesthetic illusion – the context. Wolf 

distinguishes between situational and cultural-historical context. The first refers to the circumstances 

of reception and is mainly related to distractions and the level of attention devoted to a text or 

performance. Cultural-historical context, on the contrary can influence actual immersion, since the 

notion of verisimilitude is “not only variable from a systematic or psychological (individual) point of 

view but also from a larger historical and cultural perspective”.252 On the plane of expression, 

aesthetic illusion is highly influenced by the technical state of the art of a medium. Wolf makes the 

example of old horror movies whose outdated special effects are so primitive that they impede 

                                                 
250 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 15. 
251 Ibid., p. 9. 
252 Ibid., p. 25. 
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immersion, creating a distancing effect (usually comical) which was not intended when the film was 

released. This unintentional ‘poor-visuals distancing’ is even more evident in videogames, given the 

extremely fast technical evolution of the medium. The race for photorealism makes visual life-

likeness of 3D games a temporary feature, likely to vanish in a few years. On the contrary literature 

and visual arts are less prone to this effect, even though some ‘old’ characteristic may indeed create 

distancing effects, e.g., a use of language or sentence structure perceived as archaic in written texts, 

or the lack of geometric perspective in painting. The cultural-historical context influences the 

response to the plane of content as well, since it defines the set of frames and scripts available to the 

average audience. What used to be an innovation or original narrative device, in time can become a 

cliché. Once again, horror films are a good example of this. Thus, when watching the umpteenth 

villain stand up after being apparently dead, the novelty relief and the consequent rhythmic effect of 

the scene is likely to be severely diminished.  

4. A synthesis of dominant immersion and residual distance. As far as rhythm analysis is concerned 

this is the essential feature of aesthetic illusion. As mentioned above, the recipient accepts the illusion 

while remaining conscious of its nature. The features of aesthetic illusion and the mechanisms of 

recentering examined so far show that immersion is not an absolute value, but a gradable and unstable 

phenomenon, meaning that one can be more or less immersed or distant from the represented world. 

In Wolf’s words: 

The breaking of illusion is […] always a latent, inbuilt possibility of aesthetic illusion – 

and this is why this effect can so easily become implicated in a game in which the recipient 

is consecutively immersed and distanced and again immersed.253 

The use of the passive form is not irrelevant. In fact, even excluding contextual factors and individual 

predispositions, the level of immersion of a recipient can be partially controlled by the text itself. The 

alternation of distancing and immersing effects can generate a side-system of rhythms and tensions 

related to attention, which cooperate with proper textual rhythms – those related to the plane of 

                                                 
253 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 19; my emphasis. 
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content examined so far. Normally, immersion “seems to be the default option during the reception 

process of representations”.254 This means that receivers tend to recentre themselves in the world of 

the aesthetic artefact, and the text has to enforce distancing deliberately. Thus, the rhythm of aesthetic 

illusion works as a modulating device. Increasing immersion reinforces other rhythms by focusing 

the receiver’s attention, while bringing about distancing can decrease other rhythmic effects and 

partially discharge tension.  

There are several anti-illusionist conditions that can be exploited to create distancing: 

Firstly, aesthetic illusion is favoured by heteroreferentiality. Thus, autoreferential devices such as 

metafictionality and all other devices focussing the attention on the nature of the discourse rather than 

to the story have a major distancing effect. Immersion requires as ‘transparent’ a conveyance as 

possible of the possible world, and any strategy explicitly pointing to the representational nature of 

the aesthetic text is likely to break the illusion. However, Wolf maintains that receivers have “a certain 

tolerance of formal (or ‘technical’) complication, in particular one that is sanctioned by generic or 

medial history”.255 Consequently, for instance, anachrony and temporal ordering, although artificial, 

are so common and have been used for such a long time (cf. the Odyssey) that they have lost their 

‘opacity’ and distancing effect. 

Secondly, as mentioned before, illusion requires an accessibility of the fictional world. Therefore, 

distancing effects can rely on logical incongruences, narrative paradoxes, metalepses and other 

impossibilities which threaten the creation of a possible world and, consequently, prevent or cancel 

recentering. For instance, a common distancing device is the so-called ‘breaking the fourth wall’, 

which disrupts the illusion by foregrounding the representational nature of the film or performance. 

As in the previous case, the recipients’ preference for immersion over distancing allows for a certain 

                                                 
254 Wolf, W., in Hühn et al. 
255 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 41. 
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degree of tolerance for impossibility. According to Ryan, partial or unstable possible worlds can be 

used for recentering.  

One way to preserve aesthetic illusion in an impossible world is to create what I call a 

Swiss cheese ontology. In this ontology, the irrational is contained in delimited areas that 

pierce the texture of the fictional world like the holes of a Swiss cheese, but the laws of 

logic remain applicable in the solid areas and the reader can make regular inferences.256 

Therefore, while immersion is ‘self-perpetuating’, distance is usually temporary and will gradually 

diminish if not constantly maintained. This possibility is essential in the creation of rhythms, since it 

appears that the breaking of logical laws does not prevent the recipient from making further 

predictions on the basis of their expectations. 

Another factor impeding immersion with reference to world construction is the level of details 

provided. A very low density of the fictional world might hinder proper recentering due to insufficient 

information and the consequent inability to activate or maintain the illusion. As mentioned before, 

aesthetic illusion is not the free roaming of imagination triggered by some input, but a guided 

experience. Too many gaps in the possible world texture may lower or impede immersion. Equally, 

an excess of unfamiliar elements can saturate the recipient with overwhelming information, difficult 

to process and thus distract him/her from proper immersion. This might happen, for instance, when 

too many characters are presented in a short span, confusing the recipients and lowering their 

immersion while they try to recall who is who.  

A further trait that favours immersion is seriousness, while comedy, irony, parody and such similar 

effects usually create distance. A widespread example of this distancing device being used to 

influence rhythm is comic relief as a way to periodically discharge tension; from Shakespeare to 

contemporary action films, the introduction of comedy as a distancing effect serves as an ‘external’ 

means to adjust emotional and narrative tension. Parody works on a different level: drawing the 

recipient’s attention on a specific feature of the original work in order to obtain an ironic or satiric 

                                                 
256 Ryan, M. L., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 145. 
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effect, it creates a metafictional effect, which brings discursive elements to the foreground, lowering 

immersion. Finally, irony is a multifaceted device that interacts in several ways with aesthetic illusion. 

Regular verbal irony reverses the meaning of a statement, shifting the focus of the receiver on the 

relationship between signifier and signified; a narrator commenting ironically on a character creates 

an emotional distance; dramatic irony plays with the discrepancy of awareness between characters 

and recipient.257 All these effects contribute to undermining immersion. It should be noted that the 

distancing effect is maximised when ‘non-serious’ devices are used by an extradiegetic narrator, 

while intradiegetic humour, ironies and so on have a weaker effect. Thus, if a character makes fun of 

a person or situation, the distancing effect will not be as strong as if the narrator does so. 

A final principle of aesthetic illusion that can prove relevant in rhythm analysis is what Wolf labels 

‘exploiting the specific medial potential’. According to this idea, a text remaining in the 

representational boundaries of its specific medium or genre helps the receiver focus on the content 

level, where immersion takes place. On the contrary, unusual techniques draw attention to the 

representational device as such: 

As a result, the reader’s focus shifts from the represented diegetic world as the centre of 

aesthetic illusion to the conditions and limitations of its construction and opaque 

transmission, thereby activating distance and endangering immersion.258 

The fact that immersion is endangered, diminished, undermined, as described in the above 

paragraphs, is not necessarily an undesirable element. In fact, by intentionally manipulating the 

factors mentioned above, texts can make a more refined use of the rhythm of aesthetic illusion. Rather 

than constantly maximising immersion, through a regular and deliberate use of distancing, a text can 

use the variation in the intensity of immersion to create an independent rhythmic pattern, an actual 

background rhythm of aesthetic illusion interacting with the prominent narrative rhythm. This is the 

case, for instance, in Swiss Army Man, a 2016 film directed by Daniel Kwan and Daniel Scheinert. 

                                                 
257 Cf. Mahler, A., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013. 
258 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 49. 
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Example: The Rhythm of Aesthetic Illusion in Swiss Army Man. 

The story of Swiss Army Man begins with the main character, Hank, stranded on a desert 

island and trying to commit suicide. The desperate act is interrupted by a body washed up on the 

shore. Hank tries to revive the man, but the only outcome is an embarrassing emission of 

decomposition gases. The following scene shows Hank using the corpse as a watercraft to leave the 

island, thanks to the propulsion of the flatulence. After reaching the mainland, he begins a surreal 

journey home, helped by the versatile body which, like the famous multi-tool knife, proves essential 

in surviving the wilderness. Manny – this is the corpse’s name – can vomit clear water, chop wood 

with his limbs, light fires snapping his fingers and show the way to civilization pointing with his 

erection. Hank gradually discovers all these uses when need arises, in a progression of nonsense and 

grotesque impossibilities. Moreover, the actual journey is mirrored by the personal journey, since the 

body soon wakes up and, despite being clearly dead, starts talking to the main character. Being dead, 

Manny has no memories of his past and his awakening leads to “an accelerated journey through the 

human life cycle. So he starts off as a man-child, naive, trusting, thirsty for knowledge, then rapidly 

ratchets through a new puberty and adulthood, which brings with it an awareness of sex, love, death 

and mortality, and all the darkening thoughts those bring”.259 This parallel coming-of-age and 

homecoming story is alternated with the surreal discovery of Manny’s ‘powers’ and with the awkward 

reconstructions of Hank’s memories of his idealised love.  

Thus, the film implements a persistent distancing through surreal scenes and logically impossible 

events, which contrast with the verisimilitude and familiarity of the setting; shipwreck, impossible 

love, coming-of-age, homecoming journey are all well-established scripts, which essentially create a 

set of standard expectations bound to the alleged genre of the film. In a manner of speaking, the 

recipient is presented a ‘reception contract’ for an adventure/coming-of-age experience which is an 

                                                 
259 Hewitt 2016. 
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illusionist genre where high levels of immersion and emotional identification are involved. However, 

the movie regularly frustrates the audience’s expectation denying logical accessibility to the possible 

world of the story; it presents increasingly impossible circumstances and dreamlike scenes, 

culminating in the corpse struggling to his feet to protect his friend from a bear with flaming 

flatulence. Swiss Army Man is an example of what Ryan humorously defines ‘Swiss cheese ontology’ 

– a coincidence with the title which is strangely appropriate to the surreal mood of the film. Its 

unnatural narrative creates an unstable fictional world full of contradictions and impossibilities. The 

aforementioned recipients’ tolerance for logical impossibility makes them isolate the irrational in a 

sort of ‘impossible bubbles’ (the holes of the Swiss cheese in Ryan’s metaphor), allowing wide 

portions of the text to maintain consistency and world-accessibility. The result is a regular pattern of 

immersion and distancing, which creates a rhythm of aesthetic illusion. It is worth repeating that 

immersion is the standard attitude towards an aesthetic text, and thus the recipients automatically tend 

to recenter themselves after every distancing, trying to include the unnatural in the fictional world 

and isolating the features that threaten accessibility. Besides the use of bizarre and absurd events, the 

film adopts additional distancing strategies, such as an impossible presentation of space. The two 

characters travel for the entire duration of the story and yet, in the end, it is made clear that they spent 

most of the film dwelling in the forest just behind the house of Hank’s unknowing beloved. Moreover, 

the alienating effect is reinforced by the defamiliarization of habits and lifestyle practises, as the 

childlike Manny reacts with incredulity when Hank explains life to him. Manny’s naïveté is 

contagious and, gradually, Hank starts to question the rules of the world where he used to live, such 

as the prudery for bodily functions.  

The film ending features a crescendo in the rhythm of aesthetic illusion. When Hank finally 

returns to civilization only a little girl seems to see the corpse moving. As soon as other adults enter 

the scene, Manny becomes a dead body again. This seems the final adjustment in the fictional world, 

the long-overdue rational explanation: Hank must be a crazy person, hallucinating throughout his 

alleged journey, which is likely to have happened only in his deranged mind. The strong distancing 
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tension of the surreal is suddenly discharged, while the recipient is tricked into realising that all the 

unnatural situations can be explained by the unreliability of the focalising main character. The shift 

of focalisation seems to lower the inaccessibility barriers and finally create a perfectly possible world. 

This leads the recipient to a resonance with the text, a sudden increment in the aesthetic illusion with 

a strong rhythmic effect. The audience’s interpretation seems to be confirmed in the last scene, when 

Hank runs from the police carrying the dead body to set him free. Then, at the very end, the final 

distancing occurs: Hank is cornered on a beach by the police and TV reporters. To general 

astonishment, everyone stares at the smiling corpse sailing away towards the horizon, propelled by 

his flatulence. The cameraman is recording the scene, as if the film wanted to reinforce the truth value 

of this final impossibility. Therefore, Swiss Army Man ends with a distancing effect, denying once 

again access to the represented word; all the same, the last words spoken are an awed “WTF!”, 

probably the same reaction of the recipient, in a sort of metanarrative comment which underlines the 

final iteration of the surreal and the consequent tension caused by the modulation of aesthetic illusion. 

In conclusion, it is worth briefly discussing the actual reception of the film. Several cases of 

watchers walking out from theatres during the show were reported. The film premiere resulted in “a 

continuous stream of audience members […] standing up and bolting for the door throughout the 

film”.260 Certainly, they might have been offended or shocked by the screening, but it seems a 

somewhat unlikely possibility: the film is not particularly crude or vulgar, and juvenile humour is by 

no means unusual, especially in certain comedies. I believe that the actual reason for this strong 

refusal to ‘sign the reception contract’ is the film constantly shifting its illusionist stance and breaking 

genre conventions. Apparently, unlike the audience model used in this analysis, some empirical 

recipients are not willing or able to understand the complex rhythmic strategy of Swiss Army Man 

and refuse to cooperate with a text that constantly disrupts their attempts at immersion. 

                                                 
260 Setoodeh 2016. 
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2.3 The Balance of Suspense: the Unknown, the Expected and the Already Known 

‘Suspense’, similarly to ‘rhythm’, is a commonly used term corresponding to a complex and 

multifaceted notion, a concept as simple to understand intuitively as it is difficult to comprehend 

analytically. Much has been said on the topic, more than what can possibly be condensed in a book, 

let alone part of a chapter. Accordingly, this section will try to outline a definition and a limited scope 

of analysis, aimed at a better understanding of tensive and rhythmical devices in their interaction with 

the recipients. First, however, as often before, a clarification of terminology is due. I am considering 

suspense only as a textual device and the emotional response it causes in the recipient, not as a genre 

or mode. The study of ‘suspense fiction’ although obviously related to suspense, is interested in the 

features and structures of a specific kind of textuality, while the purpose of this section is to examine 

‘suspense’ as one of the recipients’ reaction to every narrative text. In this perspective, suspense is 

closely interconnected with the cognitive responses previously analysed – attention and aesthetic 

illusion. 

As the following examples show, suspense is consistently defined as a feeling of tension and 

excited anticipation caused by the uncertainty of an outcome.  

The feeling of excitement or nervousness that you have when you are waiting for 

something to happen and are uncertain about what it is going to be.261 

A state or feeling of excited or anxious uncertainty about what may happen. A quality in a 

work of fiction that arouses excited expectation or uncertainty about what may happen.262 

A state of uncertainty, anticipation and curiosity as to the outcome of a story.263 

Thus, as far as the textual experience is concerned, suspense is a response to the events presented; 

more precisely, it “is not a response to the outcome; it pertains to the moments leading up to the 

outcome, when the outcome is uncertain”.264 It is, therefore, a device pertaining to the narrative level 

                                                 
261 Cambridge Dictionary Online, “Suspense”, https://dictionary.cambridge.org/it/dizionario/inglese/suspense.  
262 Oxford Living Dictionaries Online, “Suspense”, https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/suspense.  
263 Cuddon 1999, p. 883. 
264 Carroll 2001, p. 257. 

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/it/dizionario/inglese/suspense
https://en.oxforddictionaries.com/definition/suspense
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of a text, unlike tension, which can also emerge from background structures. In this regard, suspense 

is unique among the cognitive responses analysed so far; both attention and immersion can arise, to 

a certain extent, from non-narrative layers of a text: the first is directed to the textual object in general 

or focusses on attractors on all levels, while the latter is mainly concerned with the engagement with 

the possible world of and the objects it contains. Suspense, on the contrary, cannot exist without a 

story and a temporal exposition unfolding throughout reception. Thus, it is fundamentally distinct 

from tension, which arises from expectations about the completion of forms on all levels. More 

precisely, suspense might be defined as the ensemble of narrative tensions, a subset of all the tensive 

patterns a text sets in motion. The relation between the two concepts, however, is even more 

complicated. In fact, as shown in the following example, while a painting can be said to be narrative 

and it can present tensive patterns, it cannot elicit suspense.  

 

Figure 10 – L'intercession de la Vierge et de Saint-François arrêtant les foudres divines, public domain265 

                                                 
265 Wikimedia, “Peter Paul Rubens - L'intersection [sic.] de la Vierge et de Saint-François arrêtant les foudres divines”. 
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A picture such as Peter Paul Rubens’s L'intercession de la Vierge et de Saint-François arrêtant les 

foudres divines is undoubtedly narrating a story and the viewer can perceive not only the visual 

tension of the composition but, I would claim, also the narrative tension of the climactic moment that 

is fixed on the canvas. However, I doubt any viewer would say that what they feel is suspense. I 

believe that the reason is the absence of resolution, or, more specifically, the knowledge that the 

outcome will not be told by the text. L'intercession tells a story by presenting only a single event. 

This is possible thanks to textual cooperation. Recipients, especially Rubens’s contemporaries, could 

easily fill all the gaps and even tell what the outcome of the story will be (the world has not been 

destroyed yet). However, the outcome is, as most of the story, extratextual. The viewer knows that 

and, although feeling tension, has no narrative expectations. Thus, we might furtherly narrow the 

definition and maintain that suspense is the narrative tension that precedes the presentation of the 

outcome. Notice that the outcome does not need to be actually there; a narrative text can easily end 

without a tensive resolution, but this is irrelevant to suspense as far as the recipient is unaware of that 

and is expecting one. This is not the case with ‘static’ visual arts such as paintings. In short, narrative 

tension arises from the perceived incompleteness of a (narrative) form, whereas suspense comes from 

the expectation for a resolution (which might or might not actually be there). It is a subtle but relevant 

difference, which makes the two notions connected but not strictly overlapping.  

A more formal way to differentiate the two concepts makes use of Meir Sternberg’s notion of 

‘narrative universals’. Sternberg points out that the temporal ordering of events influences the 

recipient’s cognitive responses, by modulating the disclosure of information. Devising a distinction 

that has been reprised and extended in countless narrative studies,266 Sternberg divides the cognitive 

effects of altered exposition of the story in ‘surprise’, ‘curiosity’ and ‘suspense’. These are seen as 

different “temporally-directed instances of gap-filling”267 in the exposition of events. Thus, the 

awareness of a gap creates ‘surprise’; in Barbieri’s terms something in the narrative suddenly changes 

                                                 
266 Cf.. Sternberg 1978 and following studies, in particular 2001 and 2003; cf. also Kukkonen 2014, and others.  
267 Kukkonen 2014, p. 726. 
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the evident meaning of a perceptual term, forcing the recipient to adapt his/her interpretation. More 

relevant to narrative tension are curiosity and suspense. Sternberg maintains that: 

Both suspense and curiosity are emotions or states of mind characterized by expectant 

restlessness and tentative hypotheses that derive from a lack of information; both thus drive 

the reader’s attention forward in the hope that what will resolve or allay them lies ahead. 

They differ, however, in that suspense derives from a lack of desired information 

concerning the outcome of a conflict that is to take place in the narrative future, a lack that 

involves a clash of hope and fear; whereas curiosity is produced by a lack of information 

that relates to the narrative past, a time when struggles have already been resolved, and as 

such it often involves an interest in the information for its own sake.268 

Thus suspense and surprise are two forms of narrative tension: one directs the recipient’s attention 

forward, to the uncertain outcome of the story, while the other is backward-directed to fill in gaps 

related to the past. Incidentally, Sternberg definition of suspense confirms my explanation of why in 

the previous example (L’intercession) there is tension but no suspense: the recipient knows that in 

the painting there is no ‘narrative future’ that can resolve the lack of information. Moreover, Sternberg 

links suspense and surprise to temporal exposition; this means that there must be at least two world-

states depicted in a text for those cognitive responses to arise: an initiating event and either an 

outcome (suspense) or an explanation of how we got there (curiosity). In other words, there must be 

a plot to order. As mentioned by Vorderer, Wulff et al.: 

The ordering of the plot determines temporal relations between the IE [initiating event] 

and OE [outcome event]. In suspense, ordering is chronological, and tension builds up 

during the interval between the two events. In mystery, the IE is left out conspicuously, 

and the plot presents us with the gradual unfolding of the IE, creating curiosity. In suspense, 

events during the interval between the IE and OE act as retardation and thus strengthen 

tension in the subject. Alternatively they may heighten worry about the protagonist's fate, 

that is, increase hopes and fears, the responses seen as typical for the procedure's effects.269 

                                                 
268 Sternberg 1978, p. 65; my emphasis. 
269 Vorderer, P., Wulff, H. J. et al., in Vorderer, Wulff and Friedrichsen 1996, p. 150. 
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Thus, as discussed in more detail in the next section, suspense is related to immersion. Given 

that the two cognitive responses (together with attention) are interconnected, the analysis of one 

influences the other (see chapter 2.4). This close link is evident in the examination of suspense from 

a cognitive point of view. In a much quoted definition, cognitive psychologists Ortony, Clore and 

Collins describe suspense as “a Hope emotion and a Fear emotion coupled with the cognitive state of 

uncertainty”. 270 As Aaron Smuts notes,271 the intensity of such feelings depend not only on the degree 

of uncertainty, but also on the value of what is at stake. This, of course, in the case of suspense related 

to real-life events. During textual reception nothing is at stake for the recipient, only the characters 

have something to lose from story outcomes. Nonetheless, the experiential quality of narrative can 

easily explain how suspense is conveyed to the reader or viewer through identification with the 

characters and immersion in the story-world and its events. To put it simply, suspense presupposes 

immersion. Richard Gerrig, for instance, describes suspense as strongly influenced by the recipients’ 

participatory responses, arguing that “uncertainty can take its toll only if readers allow themselves to 

consider a range of possibilities”.272 Moreover, in order for suspense to be maintained, the text must 

provide immersive features such as identification; there is experimental evidence that this empathy, 

by promoting experiential involvement, encourages the recipient’s participation.273 Therefore, the 

feelings of hope and fear mentioned by Ortony et al. can be conveyed from the characters to the 

recipients of the text only if the latter are willing to share them, to participate in the events represented; 

in conclusion, only if they are immersed. In this case, Gerrig maintains, recipients are likely “to take 

on the explicit role of problem solvers”;274 if, on the contrary, they are not emotionally involved with 

characters and events, there is not much the text can do to create suspense.  

                                                 
270 Ortony, Clore and Collins 1998, p. 131; 
271 See Smuts 2009, section 1. 
272 Gerrig1993, p. 77. 
273 Gerrig 1993 mentions research by Jose and Brewer (1984). 
274 Gerrig1993, p. 82. 
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Hence, I want to propose a formal version of these notions, not to assign values or measure 

suspense, but as a practical means to express a multifaceted concept in short and, more importantly, 

to focus the analysis on relevant textual devices. To express immersion and the recipient’s care about 

what is at stake in the story, I will borrow Noël Carroll’s very concise phrasing of the issue: “suspense 

presupposes not only uncertainty but concern”.275 However, I disagree with Carroll’s claim that such 

concern is caused by a moral evaluation of the outcomes and the ethical interest of the recipient. 

Rather, as mentioned before, there is evidence that it is directly connected with immersion and other 

emotional responses of engagement with the story. The resulting formula is then: 

𝑆𝑢𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑒 = 𝑈𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑦 × 𝐶𝑜𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑛 

The intensity of the feeling of fear and hope for a fictional outcome is directly proportional to the 

degree of uncertainty and to the concern the recipient feels about the outcomes.  

The first term – Uncertainty – seems to be quite simple to discuss: the expected outcomes can have a 

variable probability; the more unlikely the desired outcome is, the more suspense is perceived. To 

give a simple example, as the timer attached to the bomb approaches 00:00 it becomes less likely that 

the hero can survive, and this increases suspense. Uncertainty, however, is not as straightforward as 

it may appear. In this very case, for instance, most recipients actually expect the main characters to 

survive even when the timer reaches 00:01, or still after the explosion. This instance of ‘false 

uncertainty’ will be discussed later in this section, when the concept of ‘anomalous suspense’ is 

introduced. 

The second factor – Concern – is more complex to analyse, since it includes both intra- and 

extratextual components. First of all the recipient’s concern takes into account what is at stake for the 

characters; this need not be an absolute value, but strongly depends on the story context: expectations 

about the outcome of the Netherfield Ball in Pride and Prejudice can be as suspenseful as the fate of 

                                                 
275 Carroll 2001, p. 259. 
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the world in Independence Day. Secondly, it depends on how much the recipient cares about the 

characters and events described. Even the most extreme outcome related to a minor character can 

result in lesser suspense than relatively minor stakes but concerning the main character. Thus, care is 

also related to empathy, which in turn depends on several structural devices, such as focalisation, that 

strengthen the recipient’s affective involvement. As Dolf Zillmann remarks, 

The experience of suspense […] is brought on by exposure to dramatic 

presentations as an affective reaction that characteristically derives from the respondents’ 

acute, fearful apprehension about deplorable events that threaten the liked protagonist 

[…].276 

 

Finally, concern depends on the general engagement with the story. This includes textual attention in 

general, immersion in the fictional world and other such emotional responses, which determine the 

willingness of the recipient to engage in participatory responses and active problem solving.277 The 

resulting extended version of the equation is: 

𝑆𝑢𝑠𝑝𝑒𝑛𝑠𝑒 = 𝑈𝑛𝑐𝑒𝑟𝑡𝑎𝑖𝑛𝑡𝑦 × 𝑉𝑎𝑙𝑢𝑒 𝑎𝑡 𝑠𝑡𝑎𝑘𝑒 × 𝐶𝑎𝑟𝑒 × 𝐸𝑛𝑔𝑎𝑔𝑒𝑚𝑒𝑛𝑡 

Besides making all the factors involved explicit, this second formulation highlights the fact that 

suspense is extremely ‘fragile’, especially when compared to the other cognitive responses. A 

decrease in any of the factors can cause the perceived suspense to drop considerably, and if a single 

term becomes zero suspense becomes null. This result is in agreement with the common claim that 

suspense is easy to create but difficult to sustain, and does not conflict with the notion of ‘resiliency 

of suspense’ mentioned by Gerrig.278 In fact, he refers to suspense in the absence of uncertainty, the 

phaenomenon called ‘anomalous suspense’, which I discuss below. 

                                                 
276 Zillmann D., in Bryant and Zillmann 1991, p. 287. 
277 See chapter 2.2 about the relationship between attention and immersion. For further details on interrelations between 

cognitive responses see chapter 2.4. 
278 Cf. Gerrig, R. J., in Vorderern Wulff and Friedrichsen 1996, p. 93. 
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Discussing the factors involved in suspense, it became clear that it depends on the cognitive 

response of individual recipient, but is also anchored to textual features. In this regard, what has been 

said about the analysis of Aesthetic illusion (see 2.2) is true for suspense as well: although suspense 

has a relevant personal and contextual component that is difficult to generalise, the cognitive activity 

involved in suspense is not a free roam of imagination, but guided by the textual object. Its being, 

“predominantly artefact-induced”,279 as in the case of aesthetic illusion, makes it possible to predict 

the effect of textual structures on an average recipient, provided that he/she is willing to engage in 

textual cooperation. In the case of suspense, however, the consistency of recipients’ responses to 

suspense strategies is also supported by empirical evidence. 

Gerrig, for instance, reports research showing that among the recipients’ participatory responses, 

besides the expected emotional engagement and preferences about the expected outcomes, there are 

actual problem-solving activities with which receivers “generate mental contents for specific ways 

the outcomes could be achieved”.280 Thus, not only does immersion cause the recipients to experience 

textual situations ‘as if they were there’, but they more or less consciously come up with possible 

solutions. An effective construction of suspense is related to this problem-solving attitude in several 

ways: first of all, reproducing the problem-solving process can maintain and increase suspense. 

Characters struggling to find a solution and repeatedly failing mirror the recipients’ participatory 

activity, favouring immersion and identification, which in turn increase the engagement component 

of suspense. Moreover, adding limitations that “constrain the space of possible solutions”281 increases 

the uncertainty of the desired outcome. Another suspense strategy involving problem solving is 

related to the attraction and distraction of the recipient’s attention (see 2.1.1) on details that can 

provide a solution. A text can implement discursive strategies to favour ‘functional fixedness’282 and 

                                                 
279 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 9. 
280 Gerrig, R. J., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 94. 
281 Gerrig 1993, p. 83. 
282 Functional fixedness is a cognitive bias, “the inability to realize that something known to have a particular use may 

also be used to perform other functions. When one is faced with a new problem, functional fixedness blocks one’s ability 

to use old tools in novel ways” (https://www.britannica.com/topic/thought/Types-of-thinking). 
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similar cognitive biases to prevent the recipient from ‘thinking out of the box’ and thus conceal an 

effective solution, since the recipient’s failure to solve the problem increases the feelings of fear and 

hope that constitute suspense. In conclusion, as Gerrig notes, “any situation that incorporates 

uncertainty can be reframed as a problem to be solved”.283 Incidentally, this description based on 

problem solving responses confirms the ‘fragility’ of suspense: the characters’ failure to find an 

obvious solution functions as a distancing effect, reducing the engagement with the story and severely 

undermining suspense. Thus, suspense relies on the text’s ability to conceal the answer to a problem 

in order to frustrate the recipients’ expectations as long as possible; or, as Gerrig puts it, “part of the 

frustration of suspense comes from a failure to be clever enough problem solvers to settle the 

dilemmas at hand”.284 

Anomalous Suspense 

According to all the definitions and theoretical approaches considered so far, the fact that 

suspense arises from lack of knowledge – from the uncertainty about the possible outcomes of a 

narrative – appears to be undisputable. Yet books are constantly re-read and films re-viewed and 

recipients report they experience suspense even when going through several repetitions of the same 

narration.285 Not only seems suspense to survive in the absence of uncertainty but, as Aaron Smuts 

observes: 

The ultimate success of Hollywood blockbusters is dependent upon repeat viewings. Fans 

return to theaters to see films multiple times and buy DVDs so they can watch movies yet 

again. Although it is something of a received dogma in philosophy and psychology that 

suspense requires uncertainty, many of the biggest box office successes are action movies 

that fans claim to find suspenseful on repeated viewings.286 

This apparent contradiction is known as the ‘paradox of suspense’ and has been extensively addressed 

by scholars interested in suspense from a cognitive, psychological or even philosophical perspective. 

                                                 
283 Gerrig 1993 p. 84. 
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The various solution reported in the following paragraphs, although conflicting and sometimes 

incomplete, contribute to a deeper understanding of the mechanisms behind suspense, an insight that 

will prove useful when assessing the tensive and rhythmical role of this and other cognitive responses. 

As I will discuss, the debate on ‘anomalous suspense’ plays an important part in rhythm analysis, 

since it forces a deep examination of the mechanisms of suspense, to the point of questioning the very 

assumptions behind its definition. Indeed, after presenting the issue and some solutions I will show 

that ‘regular suspense’ is in fact more similar to ‘anomalous’ than one might expect. 

The paradox, which causes in the recipient what Richard Gerrig calls ‘anomalous suspense’, can be 

formalised as such: 

1. Suspense requires uncertainty. 

2. Knowledge of a story precludes uncertainty. 

3. Repeaters experience suspense.287 

Each statement seems unquestionably true and yet they cannot all be combined without contradiction. 

Several scholars have proposed a solution to the paradox by questioning to a varying extent one of 

the three statements; the next paragraphs briefly survey the most relevant positions. 

The first approach to the paradox challenges the idea that suspense requires uncertainty (1). 

Noël Carroll argues that the uncertainty the repeaters experience is not actual, but imagined.  

The paradox of suspense disappears once we recall that emotions may be generated on the 

basis of thoughts, rather than only on the basis of beliefs.288 

Carroll maintains that imagining an event with uncertain outcome is enough to generate suspense; 

therefore, since fiction is guided imagination,289 the audience does not need to believe that the 

outcome is uncertain. For suspense to arise it is sufficient that the receivers pretend that it is. This 

                                                 
287 Similar formal statements can be found, for instance, in Smuts 2009, section 1; Yanal 1996, p. 148. 
288 Carroll 2001, p. 268. 
289 The consumer’s imaginative activity is, of course, guided by the object; See Carrol 2001, p. 266; cf. intra, aesthetic 

illusion (chapter 2.2). 
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statement might seem farfetched, but the idea is not so different from the double nature of immersion 

advocated in the theory of aesthetic illusion. If a recipient can be immersed and yet residually aware 

of the illusory nature of the experience, that illusion might also apply to uncertainty. Moreover, 

pretending to be uncertain is by no means ‘anomalous’, when suspense is concerned. I will elaborate 

on this notion when proposing my solution to the paradox. 

Aaron Smuts proposes a different disproval of statement (1). He notes that Carroll’s solution 

does not explain why some texts lose their power for creating suspense after the first iteration.  

[The scenario] of diminishing returns (to the same narrative) is not merely possible, it is 

common. This shows that entertained uncertainty is insufficient for recidivist suspense.290 

Thus, Smuts prefers to deny (1) completely, claiming that suspense does not require uncertainty; on 

the contrary, “the frustration of a desire to affect the outcome of an immanent [sic.][imminent?] event 

is both necessary and sufficient to create suspense”.291 He mentions the fact that, unlike real-life 

situations, in experiencing fiction we have no power to affect the outcome. A well-crafted text 

exploits this inability, foregrounding the impossibility of interaction to create suspense.  

A different set of solutions involves the second term of the paradox, the fact that previous knowledge 

of a story precludes uncertainty (2). Authors like Kendall Walton and Richard Gerrig question the 

idea that, during reception, repeaters know what the outcome of the events is. According to them, the 

textual experience is similar to a game of make-believe: 

A child listening to Jack and the Beanstalk for the umpteenth time […] [knows that] Jack 

will escape, but make-believedly she does not know that he will – until reading the passage 

describing his escape.292 

In fact, Walton’s solution is also questioning statement (1), since he claims that “it is [the child’s] 

make-believe uncertainty, not any actual uncertainty, that is responsible for the excitement and 
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suspense that she feels”,293 the same claim made by Carroll about ‘imagined uncertainty’. The two 

hypotheses – uncertainty is feigned or knowledge is feigned – merge if we consider textual experience 

as a game of make-believe. The difference between claiming that uncertainty is pretended or that 

uncertainty is real, but non-knowledge is pretended is purely theoretical: when immersed in a story, 

the recipient feigning uncertainty or s/he pretending not to know the outcome become practically 

indistinguishable.  

Although starting from the same assumption that knowledge doesn’t preclude uncertainty, 

Gerrig maintains that anomalous suspense is caused by an actual temporary forgetting of previous 

knowledge. Thus, unlike Walton’s, his solution effectively denies statement (2). Gerrig explains that 

re-experiencing recipients do not perform some special activity (i.e. make-believing), but that they 

fail to access previous knowledge due to the very cognitive structure of the brain. Since in real life 

we can be involved in similar types of events, but every experience is unique, our mind has developed 

an “expectation of uniqueness”,294 a cognitive process that, according to Gerrig, is transferred to the 

experience of fiction. In other words, since in reality we do not expect re-experience, and since we 

use the same cognitive patterns developed to understand reality to make sense of narratives, it follows 

that, for all practical purposes, while immersed in a story we disregard previous specific knowledge.  

My suggestion is that cognitive processes optimally deliver schematic expectations. 

Anomalous suspense follows from there.295 

It should be noted that the precondition I have mentioned – while immersed in a story – is essential. 

Detractors of Gerrig’s solution to the paradox claim that it is unlikely that, for instance, a reader could 

forget for the whole length of a novel that in the end a character is going to die. Gerrig is not claiming 

an amnesia. However, the more a recipient is transported into the narrative world, the more 

“schematic expectancies become relatively dominant”296 over specific knowledge of the outcome. 
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Using a terminology more familiar to the readers of this thesis, we use scripts and frames derived 

from real life or other textual experiences to make sense of narratives. If sufficiently immersed in a 

story, the recipient’s mind automatically applies cognitive schemata, regardless of ‘external’ 

knowledge about the outcome. Conversely, “if a reader cannot become immersed in a text on repeated 

exposures – if a text fails to engage a reader’s attention – the narrative strand will be lost and the 

expectation of uniqueness will break down”.297 Unlike Walton’s ‘game of make-believe’, this is not 

a conscious decision on the part of the recipient, but simply the way our cognitive processes work, 

provided that we are sufficiently engaged in the narrative. Unlikely as it may seem, empirical 

experiments have confirmed this hypothesis.298 Moreover, it is consistent with the fact that suspense 

can survive repeated re-experiences while it is usually strongly impaired by the déjà vu effect of 

predictable narrations. 

Finally, a third approach to anomalous suspense is to deny the third term of the paradox, the 

fact that repeaters experience suspense (3). Robert Yanal advocates this solution, claiming that (3) is 

the only proposition which is possible to refute. He maintains that repeaters do not feel actual 

suspense, but they misidentify other emotional responses that he labels ‘fear of the known’. 

The repeater is not in suspense about [the character’s] fate, for he knows exactly what that 

fate is. The repeater is strongly apprehensive […] but apprehensiveness is not suspense, 

though the two often occur together.299 

In fact, suspense can increase when the recipient does know the outcome. Yanal makes the example 

of Marion’s fate in Hitchcock’s Psyco. First-time viewers cannot possibly know what is going to 

happen in the shower scene and are surprised when the murder takes place, but only repeaters can be 

in apprehension for the character’s fate since, for unaware viewers, “Marion's murder is, if anything, 

not even on the cards, given that the film is not half over and she is its main character”.300 As Smuts 
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notes, however, “Yanal has simply defined the problem under the rug”301: suspense is a 

feeling/cognitive state; thus, if a recipient reports feeling suspense, is it appropriate to call it 

something different? For all practical purposes, I cannot see the difference between experiencing 

suspense and believing you are experiencing suspense. 

Nonetheless, in his discussion, Yanal makes an interesting point about the notion of repeater. He 

notes that someone who has already experienced a narrative usually has only a partial memory of the 

represented events. Thus, he distinguishes between ‘true repeaters’, recipients who remember a text 

perfectly, and ‘regular repeaters’: 

The fact is that repeaters forget many – really most – of the details, and even some of the 

plot structure, of a narrative.302 

Yanal argues that the misunderstanding about anomalous suspense arises from the failure to 

acknowledge this distinction. Repeaters can feel suspense because they are actually uncertain about 

some (or most) details of a narrative; however, he claims, “true repeaters, i.e. repeaters who know 

and correctly remember a narrative's outcome, cannot be in suspense”.303 Finally, he also points out 

that other solutions to the paradox ignore the difference between encountering and re-encountering a 

narrative, comparing two different experiences. As I am about to discuss, however, the cognitive 

distance between normal and anomalous suspense is shorter than it appears to be. 

The debate on the paradox of suspense, then, is still essentially unresolved. Besides, the 

argument might seem irrelevant to the study of rhythm. In fact, all scholars agree that recipients do 

feel suspense in repetition or emotional responses undistinguishable from it; shouldn’t that be enough 

for the analysis of tensive patterns, regardless of why it is so? However, I argue that analysing possible 

causes of anomalous suspense does help shed light on this complex device. Thus, I want to propose 

my own solution to the paradox, a different approach to the issue of uncertainty, which bridges the 
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distance between (1) and (2), supporting both the claims of Carroll and Smuts and the position 

advocated by Gerrig. Using basic notions from the theory of frames I will show that anomalous 

suspense is not such an anomaly as it might seem.  

All the solution proposed try to fix the paradox by reducing the gap between anomalous suspense and 

the experience of ‘regular’ suspense. I advocate the opposite approach, claiming that normal suspense 

is in fact very similar an experience to what has been called ‘anomalous’. Like every other experience 

in life, reception of narratives creates in our mind its own cognitive schemata. For simplicity's sake, 

I will call it the ‘FICTIONAL STORIES script’. Countless experiences with fictional stories have 

been stored in this script, shaping our expectations. Of course, when experiencing a narrative for the 

first time, a recipient does not know exactly what the events are going to be, but s/he forms precise 

quasi-certainties on the basis of previous knowledge. As in the SHOP script the buyer, who does not 

have the actual knowledge about this specific iteration of the event, is almost certain that the seller 

will ask “want anything else?”, so in the context of experiencing FICTIONAL STORIES the recipient 

is quasi-certain that the hero wins, the main character does survive the bad guy’s plots, the mysterious 

murderer gets caught, etc. Clearly, this is an oversimplification: our expectations are much more 

complex and depend on many factors, among which the genre (actual or believed) of the fictional 

story we are about to experience.304 This doesn’t change the fact that that, once we apply the frame 

FICTIONAL STORIES or a genre-specific subset of it, even in first-time reception, uncertainty is 

only pretended. Note that I am not implying that suspense is pretended or illusory: the feeling is real, 

it is only the uncertainty about the outcome that we are feigning. Naturally, like in real life, things do 

not always go as expected. Sometimes the hero does die and the culprit gets away with murder, but 

such events are unlikely and the recipient is perfectly aware of that. To the point that, when it actually 

happens that the hero dies in mid-story, even though it was the most likely outcome and the perfectly 

normal conclusion, we are shocked and surprised. We should not be: in the story-world where we 
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were being immersed that was probably obvious. Yet, as we know from the definition of aesthetic 

illusion (see chapter 2.2), even in the most immersive reception experience, there is always a residual 

distancing. Aesthetic illusion is not a delusion: in the back of the recipient’s mind rests the awareness 

of the representational nature of the text. Such awareness allows the application of the FICTIONAL 

STORIES script. A distinction is to be made explicit: such script is applied to the experience of 

reception, not to the story told. At the content level we apply real-life schemata to the events told and 

such mechanism allows immersion, participation, empathy with the characters and so on; conversely, 

FICTIONAL STORIES is a script drawn from fictional experience that we apply to the real-life 

experience of reading, viewing or listening. In conclusion, I argue that anomalous suspense exists 

because first-time and repeat reception are not as different as it might seem: they are not separated by 

the distance between uncertainty and knowledge, but by the much shorter gap between quasi-certainty 

and knowledge. To put this point more simply, given our experience about how stories usually 

develop, all the suspense we feel is actually very similar to the ‘anomalous’ one. Thus, my solution 

to the paradox is similar to those contradicting statement (1), for instance to Carroll’s, who writes 

about ‘imagined uncertainty’. However, rather than imagined vs actual uncertainty, I claim that the 

actual opposition might be imagined vs pretended. In fact, in his conclusion to the chapter on the 

paradox of suspense Carroll notes: 

That we may not use our knowledge of earlier encounters with the fiction to drive away 

our feelings of suspense here is no more irrational than the fact that our knowledge of 

entertainment conventions or regularities, such as that the hero almost always prevails, 

does not compromise our feelings of suspense on a first encounter with a fiction, because 

our attention is riveted, within the scope of the fiction operator, to the unfolding of the 

story on a moment-to-moment basis.305 

This statement is effectively supporting my claim that also normal suspense relies on pretended 

uncertainty, and not only the so called anomalous. 
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Incidentally, this approach to (non) anomalous suspense, might explain the extreme popularity of a 

saga like George R. R. Martin’s Song of Ice and Fire and its TV series adaptation Game of Thrones. 

In a world where most stories follow the ‘good-guys-always-win’ rule, that is to say where suspense 

is mainly based on pretended uncertainty, GoT forces recipients to face true uncertainty. A story 

where main characters can and do die at any given moment, rapidly disproves the FICTIONAL 

STORIES script, forcing the reader/viewer to restructure it, creating a sort of sub-script with updated 

expectations and accordingly higher uncertainty. Thus, it is not as counterintuitive as in might seem 

that many fans of the television show complained about Season 7 because “no one of any importance 

dies anymore”.306 Considering the issue from the cognitive perspective, it can be said that the 

FICTIONAL STORIES script applies to the latest Season. While such cognitive schema is usually 

accepted, or rather the standard script to deal with stories, a recipient familiar with GoT is likely to 

use the updated script instead. The result is a remarkable drop in the suspense, due to a much lower 

perceived uncertainty. 

A further point can be made to support the claim that, in their relying on pretended uncertainty, 

anomalous and normal suspense are more similar than they appear. In fact, it is quite common for a 

first-time receiver to be aware, at least to a certain extent, of the story outcome due to narrative 

strategies based on prolepsis or other anticipatory devices. Consider, for example, the common device 

of the anticipation of the climax already mentioned in chapter 1.3. In such case, the narration begins 

with the culminating scene, usually followed by a ‘some time earlier’ temporal shift, which allows 

the narrator to tell the story from the beginning, exploiting the narrative tension created by the initial 

prolepsis. Such ‘anomalous’ construction of suspense usually relies on the double uncertainty created 

by presenting the instants preceding the outcome. Thus, conceding the recipient some knowledge 

about the story outcome, the text can build a bidirectional tension: forward, as usual in suspense, 

creating uncertainty about the ending, and backwards, raising expectations about the events in 
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between. However, the latter is not mere ‘curiosity’ in Sternberg’s terms, since in the first timeline 

the events are yet to come. It is a mixture of curiosity and suspense created by knowledge of the 

outcome and uncertainty about the intermediate events. It may be defined as ‘internal anomalous 

suspense’. Another narrative strategy that creates this ‘internal anomalous suspense’ is embedded 

narration. When the story is told by an intradiegetic narrator describing his/her own undertakings, the 

recipient should not be feeling any uncertainty about their fate. A further example includes proleptic 

comments by the heterodiegetic narrator, which can be more or less revealing about the outcome of 

the story, depending on the level of the narrator’s intrusiveness. 

Naturally, one could argue that in such cases the knowledge is only partial and even if recipients are 

aware of the final outcome, there can be local uncertainties; however, this does not explain why, for 

instance, the viewers of Annihilation do experience suspense about the main character’s fate while 

perfectly aware that she will survive, given that the film begins with her narrating her own story. 

Moreover, partial knowledge of intermediate events seems to be the exact state in which most 

repeaters are, since, according to Yanal’s distinction, perfect repeaters are relatively rare. Suspense 

created by such structural devices, then, is essentially identical to the one called ‘anomalous’. In fact, 

we might consider it an ‘internal anomalous suspense’, since prior knowledge is embedded in the 

narrative structure rather than coming from external re-experience. At any rate, those examples show 

that suspense in the absence of uncertainty is not uncommon even on first-time reception. 

In conclusion to this section, I would like to highlight two connections between the cognitive 

analysis of suspense and the textual rhythm analysis discussed in chapter 1. The first is a question 

that remains unsolved in the solutions to the paradox of suspense. Why do some narratives withstand 

repeated reception better than others?307 Smuts, for instance, calls this effect ‘diminishing returns’ 

and notes that anomalous suspense only works for some recipients and some texts. While a specific 

answer concerning the reaction of single recipients is almost impossible to give, I believe that the fact 
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that only some texts resist repetition could depend on their tensive and rhythmic structure. I am 

referring, specifically, to what I have called the ‘rhythmic thickness’ of a text (see chapter 1.2) – the 

intertwining layers of background rhythms and tensions that support and enhance the prominent 

narrative ones (suspense, in this case). Although suspense patterns can be extremely intense, they 

work on the sole narrative level, creating textual relief that can be high, but is always limited to a 

single textual component. (Cf., for instance, the analysis of the 2016 BBC adaptation of The Secret 

Agent in chapter 4.3.2). As mentioned before, suspense is a delicate emotional status, depending on 

several factors; such ‘thin’ tensive pattern can easily break if not reinforced by other tensions. Without 

leaving the cognitive approach we can assume, for instance, that background rhythms favour 

immersion and engagement, factors strictly connected with the perception of suspense. Therefore, 

while re-experienced stories can cause a diminished uncertainty, the other component of suspense – 

concern – survives repetition if supported by enough background tensive patterns. 

A second useful link between suspense analysis and Barbieri’s method is the possibility of second-

order rhythms and tensions – not directly arising from textual elements, but from perceived tensive 

patterns. Therefore, other than constituting narrative tension, suspense can be considered in its 

cadence and recurrence as generating its own rhythm. As Barbieri notes:  

Più un testo è complesso, più è facile che esso giochi con forme e ritmi del secondo ordine, 

senza escludere eventuali richiami a forme di ordini superiori.308 

A ‘rhythm of suspense’ could be an advanced analytical tool to examine suspense not only as a global 

tension, but also in its local variations. More on the interconnections between cognitive reactions and 

rhythm analysis can be found in the next section, which concludes this chapter with some final 

considerations linking suspense with attention and immersion, and relating them to tension and 

rhythm. Before that, I will draw some examples illustrating how a text can variously play with the 

recipients’ expectations through a strategic balance between knowledge, surprise and uncertainty. 
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The examples below will also show the usefulness of the concepts outlined while discussing different 

solutions to the paradox of suspense.  

Three Examples of Rhythmic Strategies Involving Suspense in the Absence of Uncertainty 

The first case under analysis is How to Get Away with Murder, a 2014 ABC TV series, whose 

peculiar temporal exposition is clearly exemplified in the Pilot episode. The story is told in two 

parallel temporal lines: the first beginning immediately after the crucial event – a murder involving a 

group of law students, the other starting three months earlier, which follows their lives and the events 

leading to the murder. Such discursive structure is the evolution of the classic anticipation of climax, 

since the initial ‘three months earlier’ device is repeated throughout the narrative, soon establishing 

a regular pattern. Even though said caption establishes that the first timeline is the present and the 

rest a flashback, the absence of a narrator together with the larger amount of time dedicated to the 

second temporal frame give the two planes a status of parallel narrations. This allows the text to make 

use of the serial form to create a double layer of suspense strategies. Narration of past events follows 

a classic spiral seriality309 – self-contained episodes with an overarching storyline –, thus creating 

local tensive structures where suspense is generated and discharged. Simultaneously, the 

flashforwards engender a single overarching suspense, increasing from episode to episode while new 

clues are steadily added from both timelines. This allows the text to implement a twofold rhythmic 

strategy: satisfying the audience with the regular release of local suspense, while frustrating the 

viewers’ expectations by sustaining long-term suspense patterns. In conclusion, How to Get Away 

with Murder makes extensive use of second-order relief, recurring to both rhythms of suspense and 

tensions of suspense. 

A second interesting example is the role of suspense in Thirteen Reasons Why, a 2017 Netflix 

series based on Jay Asher’s novel of the same title. The series tells the story of Hannah, a suicidal 

high school student. The narration begins after the event. Hannah has recorded thirteen audio tapes 
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explaining the reasons why she ended her life, and has left them to be secretly passed among the 

persons she claims have contributed to her despair. Each episode corresponds to a tape side. In a sort 

of twisted version of the embedded intradiegetic narrative, the dead girl narrates her own story in a 

series of flashbacks while a friend of hers, Clay, follows her memories through the town, allowing 

the viewer to see the more relevant episodes. Thus, as in the previous example, there is a double 

temporality with a similar interplay of regular and anomalous suspense and a rhythmic regularity due 

to alternation of past and present. However, in this case, I want to focus on a different suspense device 

occurring in the last episode. In the beginning, we learn that after twelve recordings where Hannah 

recollects her past experiences of being neglected, bullied and abused, she decides “to give life one 

more chance”310 and asks for help from the school counsellor. While watching what we know to be 

her last day, a strong feeling of suspense arises. How can the text achieve this result, since the viewer 

is aware from the very beginning of the final outcome of the story? First of all, the intradiegetic 

narrator has been repeatedly accused of being unreliable. This slightly undermines the truth value of 

her narration. Although throughout the series we learn that her body has been found and there is no 

evidence that she might be alive, when deeply immersed in a narrative, recipients often engage in 

what Gerrig calls ‘replotting’311 a common participatory response when the outcome is strongly 

undesired. Gerrig maintains that, just like suspense, replotting can be ‘anomalous’ and occur in the 

absence of uncertainty.312 I believe this is a case of internal anomalous replotting, facilitated by many 

characters constantly mentioning counterfactual alternative outcomes, regretting not having acted 

differently since that could have saved Hannah. In fact, in episode 11, there is an enactment of Clay’s 

W-world, an actual internal replotting where the recipient is shown a scene that never happened and 

that would have saved Hannah. Adding to this, unlike all the other past events, the suicide has never 

been shown, making the anomalous replotting easier to sustain. Moreover, a second device is in place 

to create suspense about Hannah’s fate, despite previous knowledge of the outcome. I would name it 
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‘empathic suspense’. Clay, after listening to the last tape, visits the counsellor and retells him the 

story of his (the counsellor’s) last encounter with the girl from her point of view. The recipient’s role 

of narratee is delegated not once but twice, while the viewer listens to the counsellor, listening to 

Clay, listening to Hannah telling the story. This complex mechanism of multiple embedding aims at 

immersing the viewers, making them identify with the characters and feeling their suspense while 

hearing about Hannah’s last hours. Thus, we can feel a strong suspense when Clay finally narrates 

what we already know: 

CLAY: But wouldn't you like to know what happened after Hannah left that day? She 

walked out of this office... and she hoped you would come after her. But you didn't. […] 

Then she went back home... put on some old clothes. She went into the bathroom... filled 

the tub... opened the box of razor blades she took from her parents' store that morning... 

She got into the tub... still with her clothes on... slit her wrists... and bled to death. And she 

died alone.313 

The feeling is increased by our discomfort in seeing for the first time what we have been only hearing 

for 13 episodes; thus, the end of the character-bound suspense coincides with the sudden fulfilment 

of a long-lasting expectation, the closure of the core narrative tension. The result is an extreme 

narrative relief: the peak of a crescendo built around an ‘anomalous’ climax, the event that every 

character and viewer was aware of from the very beginning of the narration.  

The final example, Travelers, is a 2016 science fiction TV series. It tells the story of one of 

several teams of time travellers, coming from a post-apocalyptic future to change the events that led 

to disaster. In the future, the mission is supervised by the Director, an almost omniscient AI which 

can send the travellers’ conscience to the past to inhabit the bodies of existing persons, ‘overwriting’ 

their mind. Every team has a Historian, a genetically modified human with perfect memory of all past 

events (future events, once they travel). This device allows an additional strategy to enact internal 

anomalous suspense, which becomes embedded in the narrative world, rather than depending on 

                                                 
313 “Tape 7 Side A”, 13 Reasons Why S01E13, min. 31:47 to 37:50. 
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altered temporal exposition. In Season 2, Episode 4, for instance, the team has a double mission: they 

must assassinate an environment-friendly Congressman who would die of heart attack during a public 

speech, to ‘optimise’ his death and make him a martyr. Meanwhile two members must help an 

environmental activist bomb a research facility to stop production of a dangerous OGM seed, which 

would cause famine in the future. Both events will take place at 11:27, the explosion allowing the 

sniper to escape safely. The episode alternates between the two plots, building two converging 

narrative tensions that contribute to suspense. The feeling of expectation is reinforced by the 

characters’ and viewers’ knowledge of the outcome. However, as 11:27 approaches, the activist 

changes her mind and the Director orders one of the travellers to complete the suicidal mission in her 

stead. This sudden reversal from knowledge to uncertainty multiplies the suspense felt by the 

recipient, who has to readjust his/her expectation patterns to match the unexpected event. 

Episode 7, in season 2, exploits another time-travel trope – multiple event recursion – to create 

suspense through the recipients’ participatory response, what Gerrig calls ‘problem solving activity’. 

The episode begins with the team on an ordinary mission. While waiting for their objective, however, 

the protagonists are ambushed and killed. This completely unexpected event creates a sudden tension 

by activating counterfactual responses; as the camera lingers on the dead bodies of the main 

characters, the viewer franticly searches for different options: is it a character’s nightmare? A 

hallucination? A computer simulation? The outcome is so sudden and surprising that the recipient 

does not even take into account the possibility that it is real. In fact, it is; but only partially: in the 

next scene we are shown a traveller sent back in the body of a skydiver, rushing to complete a mission. 

Since these events are alternated with a repetition of the initial scene, the viewer understands that this 

is before the ambush and that the new traveller’s job is to save the team. At the same time we learn 

from yet another parallel scene that the initial mission is not ordinary, but essential to the existence 

of the director itself. This raises the stakes even further, increasing the ‘concern’ component of 

suspense. However, the skydiver is shot and she too fails her mission. The initial scene is repeated 

and the team dies again. Next, a computer screen is shown, reading: 
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Figure 11 – “17 minutes”, Travelers S02E07, min. 13:38 

TELL = Time, Elevation, Latitude, and Longitude, the coordinates the director needs to send a traveller 

back into a host. 

In this cryptic but effectively synthetic way, we learn that, under special circumstances, the Director 

can retry missions, sending back another traveller into the same body, if the first fails. This is another 

novelty, furtherly focusing the recipient attention. The next scene is a repetition of the skydiving 

scene. This second traveller (they are identified by numbers, 5002 in this case) is in the same situation 

but knows what happened to the first and can chose a different course of action to try and save the 

team. She fails again, initiating a loop of unsuccessful attempts. This structure is designed to elicit 

strong perspective-taking in the viewers, since they engage in the same problem-solving activity as 

the characters. This regularity creates a rhythm of suspense, which increases at every repetition while 

a solution after another fail. Nonetheless, whereas rhythm increases, suspense itself soon begins to 

diminish, since there doesn’t seem to be anything at stake any more: the fact that the Director can 

repeatedly try until it is successful undermines the ‘uncertainty’ component. The text seems to be 

aware of this mechanism and introduces a new variable: each attempt is deteriorating the host’s body 

until it becomes unusable, and only 3 persons are near enough to attempt the rescue mission. Thus, 

uncertainty is restored and suspense increases again. In the end, of course, the traveller succeeds, as 

every recipient outside of immersion expected. As previously discussed, however, this is mostly 

irrelevant: while engaged in the FICTIONAL STORIES experience, suspense only requires the 

recipient’s pretended uncertainty. 

The examples provided show how varied and complex suspense strategies can become if the 

text is willing to play with the recipient responses, balancing knowledge, expectation and uncertainty 

to create multi-layered rhythmic and tensive narrative patterns. Moreover, the analyses presented used 

several notions derived from the study of anomalous suspense, showing that they apply to first 
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reception as well as to re-experience; thus, what I have called ‘internal anomalous suspense’ proves 

that discussing the paradox of suspense is not an abstract debate, but may result in a better 

understanding of suspense devices and, in turn, a more refined rhythm analysis.  
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2.4 Final thoughts – Interrelations 

All that have been said in this chapter is necessarily incomplete. The three (or four) cognitive 

responses to textual structures analysed constitute a piecemeal approach to a complex and largely 

fluid mechanism – the emotional and intellectual reaction to a represented narrative. As mentioned in 

the introduction to this chapter, the recipient’s mental functions work in unison and are not as clearly 

separated as their analysis seems to show. In fact, attention, immersion and suspense are only artificial 

divisions, created to make sense of the intricacy of our cognition. However, provided that the analyst 

bears such artificiality in mind, they are a necessary and practical simplification, a valuable model 

that can result in productive analyses, as I have shown in several examples. Nonetheless, the three 

sections that constitute this chapter cannot avoid constant references to one another, an unequivocal 

evidence that attention, immersion and suspense cannot be studied in isolation; therefore, I want to 

elaborate on the connections that emerged, highlighting some interrelations between cognitive 

responses and their relationship with tensive and rhythmic textual strategies. As summarised in the 

diagram below, each mental function influences and is influenced in turn by the other two.  

 

Figure 12 – Cognitive responses & textual strategies 

Figure 12 also displays the dominant textual strategy equivalent to each emotional reaction. It should 

be interpreted as a preferential connection and does not imply, for instance, that rhythm depends only 

Attention Attention

(Focus) (Awareness)

(Relief / Attractors)

Immersion (AI)

(Rhythm)
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OVERALL  
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on immersion, or that suspense is unrelated to textual relief or attention attractors. Hence, the three 

double-headed arrows representing interconnection refer also to the elements in brackets. First of all, 

a comment on the double nature of attention and its role. Naturally, attention as awareness – what is 

ordinarily called ‘paying attention’ – is an essential precondition to all the other cognitive responses 

to a text. If a reader or viewer is not engaged in the reception experience, if his or her general attention 

wanders to other objects, there is very little the text can do: all the structural devices and strategies 

implemented will unmistakably fail. Yet, such attention only partially depends on the recipient’s 

disposition. The text itself must take care of its audience, capture and then retain their attention. This 

is why ‘attention as awareness’ occupies that position in the scheme and has not been placed outside 

the triangle, as an encircling function. In my opinion, that option would have stressed the contextual, 

recipient-dependent component, rather than the text’s role, which is far more relevant in the present 

analysis.  

Speaking about recipient’s engagement, an essential role is played by immersion, which this 

chapter has examined in the form of Aesthetic Illusion. Arrow (1) underlines the interlink between 

attention and immersion. Both are directed to the textual experience as a whole, rather than towards 

specific textual elements or structures. Specifically, the object of attention is the text in general, while 

immersion focusses on the plane of content, the fictional world evoked by the text. Moreover, 

attention and immersion work in strong synergy: being immersed increases the aesthetic pleasure of 

the narrative experience, favouring concentration and attention; equally, an attentive reception is the 

basis for successful immersion. Therefore, the two cognitive functions are bound to reinforce or 

undermine each other. When one grows, the other is likely to do the same in a sort of virtuous circle 

of engagement; conversely, if one drops, the chances are high that the other will follow, 

compromising the experience. The case of aesthetic illusion – the rhythm of immersion and distancing 

it creates – is the perfect example of a cognitive rhythm created by textual strategies, which, by 

manipulating attention, reverberates back on textual rhythms (see 2.2).  
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On the other side of the top textbox is attention as focus, a different yet related response; it is an active 

attention, the cognitive function that constantly shifts between textual objects, details and cues, 

focusing on strategies and devices. It might be considered the dynamic side of reception, which does 

not receive the text passively, but constantly probes and assesses the text’s structures. In this regard, 

I find it comparable with suspense, as connection (2) points out. As mentioned in the related section, 

suspense can be described as a problem-solving participatory response, a proactive relation with the 

text. Moreover, Bezdek, Gerrig et al. have provided empirical evidence of the direct influence 

suspense has on attentional focus.314 On the other hand, additional studies mentioned in the same 

article, connect suspense with “theorised effect of narrative transportation”,315 thus linking it with 

immersion. Such complementarity, represented by arrow (3), is perhaps the most complex and 

interesting. In Chapter 2.3, I have repeatedly stressed the role of immersion in the recipient’s 

experience of suspense and its role in explaining anomalous as well as regular suspense. Gerrig and 

Bezdek, in their contribution to the debate on aesthetic illusion,316 analyse the role of narrative 

participation in enhancing immersion, stressing the close connection between suspense, participatory 

responses and engagement with the narrative experience. As in the case of connections (1) and (2), 

the two cognitive responses in (3) constantly interact and are reciprocally influenced. In particular, 

as repeatedly mentioned in chapter 2.3, suspense presupposes immersion. While aesthetic illusion is 

moderately forgiving, and being immersed can even allow disregarding logical incongruence in the 

structure of the possible world,317 suspense is easy to create but difficult to maintain. Thus, the self-

perpetuating nature of immersion can function as a counterbalance to the fragility of suspense; 

likewise, the active participation required by the latter in the form of problem solving activities can 

help the recipient create expectation patterns, thus fuelling the mechanism which populates the 

indeterminate portions of the fictional world, and allowing effective immersion. 

                                                 
314 Cf. Bezdek, Gerrig et al. 2015. 
315 Bezdek, Gerrig et al. 2015, p. 342. 
316 Cf. Gerrig, R. J., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013. 
317 Cf. intra, aesthetic illusion and impossible worlds, especially the notion of ‘Swiss cheese ontology’, p. 152. 
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Furthermore, the two bottom textboxes and their interconnection are worth a more detailed 

discussion, since they specifically refer to cognitive phenomena related to the prominent narrative 

level. Suspense and immersion analyses put emphasis on the story and its narrative exposition, and 

on the narrative universe, respectively, i.e. are concerned with what I have called the prominent level 

of narrative relief. Thus, they can be seen as the cognitive counterparts of narrative tension and 

rhythm. This connection can be formally expressed as:  

On the narrative level →  Suspense ÷ Tension = Immersion ÷ Rhythm 

This should not be intended as a mathematical proportion between numeric values, but as a logic 

statement in the form “A is to B as C is to D”, an elaboration on the connection (3) described in Figure 

12. The first relation underlines the tensive nature of suspense; both rely on the openness of a form 

and on the expectation of a resolution. However, although suspense is always a form of tension, not 

all tensions – not even all narrative tensions – are suspense. As detailed in chapter 2.3, such cognitive 

response has very specific requirements. Nonetheless, both are powerful reception drives and, if 

properly constructed, can survive throughout the entire textual experience, creating in the recipient 

that ‘positive frustration’ which strangely enough is part of the aesthetic enjoyment. As Gerrig notes, 

“it is […] somewhat paradoxical that readers thoroughly enjoy well-executed narratives of 

suspense”,318 since what they do is challenging their expectations. That is only possible thanks to the 

other half of the proportion. Immersion is the counterpart of rhythm: the recipient’s feeling of 

‘harmonic resonance’ with the text, created by gratification through repetition. Elaborating on the 

concept, one might say that the regularity of rhythmic iterations constitutes a counterbalance to the 

dissonance of tensive structures. It is worth repeating Barbieri’s terse statement, already quoted in the 

first chapter: “Mentre il ritmo è legato alla sintonia, la tensione è l’espressione della dissintonia”.319 

                                                 
318 Gerrig 1993, p. 88. 
319 “While rhythm is related to harmony, tension is the expression of disharmony”. Barbieri 2011, p. 102.  
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Both play their part in the aesthetic experience. Reformulating the proportion accordingly, the result 

is: 

Rhythm ÷ Tension = Immersion ÷ Suspense 

in which the correspondence between textual strategies (left-hand side) and cognitive responses 

(right-hand side) is rendered explicit, alongside the complementarity of rhythm/tension on the one 

hand and immersion/suspense on the other. Finally, to implement such ‘strategy of balance’ the text 

uses relief-creating devices, which have their cognitive equivalent in attention attractors. This 

concludes the examination of the elements in the diagram and underlines once more – if need be – 

the unity and interconnectedness of the cognitive response(s) to narrative. 

 

In conclusion, this second chapter attempted a more detailed analysis of the mechanisms of 

textual cooperation mentioned in chapter 1. Although interested in the recipient’s responses, the 

methods used focussed on the relationship between the reader and the text without leaving the safe 

shelter of objectively analysable textual structures. This was made possible by connecting the 

cognitive and emotional responses to rhythmic and tensive strategies. Attention was related to 

possible-world construction through the role of cognitive schemata, showing, for instance, how 

mental structures such as scripts are the functional core in the principle of minimal departure. 

Moreover, the inclusion of attention in the formula of rhythmic intensity allowed a preliminary 

examination of the recipient’s engagement with textual structures, which was then expanded in the 

section on aesthetic illusion. Taking into account the role of immersion and distancing as rhythmic 

devices allowed for a deeper understanding of the experience of reception and the devices that trigger 

the recipient’s involvement. Aesthetic illusion was also related to the study of possible worlds, 

especially through the concept of accessibility, thus reinforcing even more the interconnections 

between the different theoretic components of rhythm analysis. Finally, the study of suspense and the 

examination of the paradox of uncertainty shed light on the role of surprise, expectation and 
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knowledge in the creation of tensive patterns on the narrative level; the debate on anomalous suspense 

was used to study in detail the role of uncertainty in reception, coming to the conclusion that most 

suspense arises in the absence of actual uncertainty. Thus, the fundamental rhythmic dichotomy of 

position (expected elements) and novelty was reconsidered from a cognitive point of view. 

 

  



The Rhythm of The Secret Agent  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

189 

PART II – The rhythm of The Secret Agent(s) 

3 – The Novel 

First published in 1906 in serial form, then expanded and modified for the 1907 edition, like 

all of Conrad’s major works, The Secret Agent has received vast critical attention. Most of the 

traditional analyses have focussed on the political significance of the novel, the psychological 

characterisation of the protagonists or the connections with the historical incident which constituted 

Conrad’s inspiration.320 Studies with a more similar approach to that of this thesis examined the role 

of the narrator and his complex use of irony or the peculiar temporal exposition of the story, narrated 

through a series of time-shifts around the ellipsis of the central event. One of the most thorough 

narratological studies of The Secret Agent can be found in Jacob Lothe’s Conrad’s Narrative 

Method,321 where the author discusses the aforementioned issues along with other useful insights on 

the narrative strategies, such as focalisation or a remarkable study of the distancing effects of the 

narrator’s ironic comments. The fact that this chapter has a very specific scope – the rhythm analysis 

of the novel through the theoretical framework described in Part I – does not imply that it will 

disregard previous studies. On the contrary, it is my intention to rely on earlier insights, whenever 

narrative or hermeneutic analyses shed light on strategies that may result in textual relief, expectation 

management or reader’s responses related to tensive patterns and rhythms, such as suspense. Thus, 

this chapter is going to test the adaptability of the methods of rhythm analysis using the detailed 

critical tradition on The Secret Agent to enrich the structural examination of the rhythmic strategies 

implemented by Conrad’s narrator, ultimately expanding the prospects of the analysis. The aim is 

going beyond a mere description of rhythmic patterns, coming up with insights that can complement 

existing enquiries or explain existing intuitions from a new, ‘rhythmic perspective’.  

                                                 
320 Cf. Mulry 2016. 
321 Lothe 1989. 



The Rhythm of The Secret Agent  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

190 

As far as actual rhythm analysis is concerned, I will combine the examination of macro-structures 

and over-all rhythmic strategies with instances of micro-structures that govern local rhythms, 

alternating a focus on foreground and background devices to highlight Conrad’s use of the latter to 

create remarkable secondary rhythms that significantly alter the prominent one, which arises from the 

narrative level and the peculiar presentation of events by the narrator. 

 

3.1 Prominent Level – Story and Discursive Structures  

Despite its subtitle – A Simple Tale – the structure of The Secret Agent’s narration is quite 

complex. The novel tells the story of Adolf Verloc, who lives with his wife Winnie, her mother and 

her mentally disabled brother, Stevie. Mr. Verloc is the owner of a shop selling erotic publications 

and other shady wares “hinting at impropriety”.322 His business is actually a cover for an anarchist 

group that gathers in his parlour in the evenings: Mr Verloc himself, Michaelis, a ticket-of-leave 

convicted with philosophical tendencies, Comrade Ossipon, a former medical student who follows 

Lombroso’s theories, and Karl Yundt an old self-proclaimed terrorist with violent ideas. However, 

Mr. Verloc is secretly working as agent provocateur for an unnamed foreign government (probably 

Russia) and is at the same time a police informant to Chief Inspector Heat. Mr Verloc is summoned 

by the new First Secretary of the embassy, Mr Vladimir. Unlike his predecessor, he is disappointed 

with Mr Verloc’s passive attitude as a spy and demands that he organises the bombing of the 

Greenwich Observatory to outrage the public opinion and force the British Government to change its 

permissive attitude towards anarchists. After a further meeting of his revolutionary group, Mr Verloc 

realises that “in the light of Mr Vladimir’s philosophy of bomb throwing [his friends] appeared 

hopelessly futile”.323 In the following days, Mrs Verloc’s mother decides to move to an alms-house. 

She, Winnie and Stevie ride on an old carriage and Stevie is moved by the cabman’s harsh treatment 

                                                 
322 The Secret Agent, p. 9; Quotations from the novel are taken from: Conrad, J., The Secret Agent: A Simple Tale (The 

Cambridge Edition of the Works of Joseph Conrad), Cambridge University Press, Cambridge 1990. 
323 The Secret Agent, p. 44. 
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of the horse, his tales of hardship and the cruelty of the world. The following day, under the pretext 

of a business trip to the continent, Mr Verloc leaves the country fruitlessly searching for someone 

more apt to the task than his inconclusive anarchist comrades. Upon his return, ten days later, 

Winnie’s attempts to make her brother and husband closer, and her comments on Stevie’s loyalty to 

him give Mr Verloc the idea to use the boy to accomplish his plan. Stevie has repeatedly shown to be 

very sensible to injustice and easily manipulated. Agreeing to his wife’s request to spend more time 

with his brother-in-law, Mr Verloc brings Stevie to the countryside, at Michaelis’s house. Here they 

prepare the attack to the Greenwich Observatory, with a bomb provided by ‘the Professor’, another 

anarchist specialised in preparing explosives. The day of the attack, however, something goes wrong 

– probably Stevie stumbling while carrying the bomb – and the boy is killed. Chief Inspector Heat is 

sent to investigate the case and finds a strip of the victim’s clothes with a “square of calico with an 

address written on it in marking ink”.324 Later, the Professor and Comrade Ossipon, discussing a news 

report of the attempted bombing, believe that it was Mr Verloc the still unknown victim. After this 

meeting, Ossipon decides to go visit Mrs Verloc, while the Professor runs into Heat who tells the 

anarchist that, despite being monitored, he is not a suspect in this case. Later, the Chief Inspector 

reports to his superior, the Assistant Commissioner, that two men were witnessed boarding a train at 

a little country station in the neighbourhood where Michaelis lives, which makes the anarchist Heat’s 

main suspect. However, the Assistant Commissioner has personal reasons not to want Michaelis 

among the suspects (his wife is acquainted with Michaelis’s lady patroness); despite the desire to 

protect his informant, at his superior’s insistence, Heat admits that he found Mr Verloc’s address on 

the victim’s clothes. The Assistant Commissioner dismisses Heat and then visits Sir Ethelred, a 

member of Parliament, and informs him of Mr Verloc’s connections with the foreign embassy, trying 

to cast suspects on him. They agree that the Assistant Commissioner should investigate personally on 

the secret agent and so he heads for Verloc’s house. In the in the meantime, Adolf Verloc has returned 

                                                 
324 The Secret Agent, p. 98. 
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home, visibly upset and informs his astonished wife that he has withdrawn all their savings and 

suggests they leave the country. The Assistant Commissioner arrives and, after a while, he and Mr 

Verloc – who has given the money to her wife – leave. Chief Inspector Heat arrives shortly thereafter, 

looking for Mr Verloc and mentions the piece of cloth with the address on it. Mrs Verloc confirms it 

belonged to Stevie, but before Heat can explain what happened to her brother, Mr Verloc returns and 

the two men move to the parlour. In the following confrontation, Mr Verloc explains he wants to 

expose the embassy and confess everything, while Heat would prefer him to leave the country. 

Winnie, eavesdropping the conversation, finally discovers about the bombing and realises what must 

have happened to her brother. When the Chief Inspector leaves, she is mad with grief and, after an 

argument, she stabs her husband to death with a carving knife. At the same time, the Assistant 

Commissioner goes to report his findings to Sir Ethelred and then joins his wife at the house of 

Michaelis’s patroness. There, he is introduced to Mr Vladimir and, in private, tells him Mr Verloc 

has confessed the embassy’s connection with the Greenwich affair and intends to expose them in 

court. In the meanwhile Mrs Verloc flees the house with the idea of drowning herself, rather than 

being hanged for murder. In the street she meets Comrade Ossipon, who still believes that Mr Verloc 

died at the observatory. He agrees to help her, out of sexual desire and greed for her husband’s money; 

however, when he discovers what has actually happened, he becomes worried that if they run away 

together “some fine morning they [might find] him dead too, with a knife in his breast—like Mr 

Verloc”.325 He steals the savings from Winnie and abandons her, jumping off the train to Paris they 

had taken. In despair, she commits suicide on the ferry to the continent, drowning herself. Ossipon 

will read the news a week later, again, while conversing with the Professor in front of a newspaper. 

This sequential chronology of the main events may prove useful – and not only to readers 

unfamiliar with the novel – since the narrative discourse diverges sensibly from the chronological 

order and the story is told through pervasive anachrony. The narrator makes extensive use of analeptic 

                                                 
325 The Secret Agent, p. 218. 



The Rhythm of The Secret Agent  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

193 

and proleptic devices to break the time sequence, a strategy called time-shift and often used by 

Conrad.326 Moreover, the narrator uses ellipses to conceal the main event – the failed bombing and 

Stevie’s death – and Winnie Verloc’s suicide. Robin Lee327 notes that the anachronies in this novel 

are of two kinds: ordinary analepses, mainly used to inquire into the characters’ motives, and proper 

time-shifts, which cleverly withhold information from the reader. The first type of anachronies are 

self-contained flashbacks, framed as character’s memories, which I would define ‘intradiegetic 

analepses’ to distinguish them from the time-shifts, analeptic and proleptic movements in time 

performed by the extradiegetic narrator. The time-shifts are positioned around the ellipsis of the failed 

attack to the Greenwich observatory, which is never shown, but slowly revealed through hints and 

clues. The first (T1) is a prolepsis positioned between chapters III and IV (see Figure 13); after the 

anarchists’ meeting, the narration jumps forward to after the bombing, when Ossipon and the 

Professor are commenting on the news of the failed attack. The second shift (T2) is positioned after 

the Assistant Commissioner’s discussion with Sir Ethelred and his decision to investigate Verloc’s 

case in person, at the end of chapter VII. It is an analepsis taking the narration back to before the 

explosion, when Mrs Verloc’s mother is moving to the alms-house and Mr Verloc decides to go to 

the continent (Ch. VIII). Finally, a third time-shift (T3) is placed amidst chapter IX. Notably, this final 

prolepsis is almost hidden; unlike the other two, it does not correspond to a chapter change, and 

moreover, it is concealed in the middle of a paragraph narrated in summary mode:  

Thus in consequence of her mother’s heroic proceedings, and of her brother’s absence on 

this villegiature, Mrs Verloc found herself oftener than usual all alone not only in the shop, 

but in the house. For Mr Verloc had to take his walks. She was alone longer than usual on 

the day of the attempted bomb outrage in Greenwich Park, because Mr Verloc went out 

very early that morning and did not come back till nearly dusk. She did not mind being 

alone. She had no desire to go out. The weather was too bad, and the shop was cosier than 

the streets. Sitting behind the counter with some sewing, she did not raise her eyes from 

                                                 
326 Cf., among many others, Watt 1979. 
327 Lee 1968, pp. 188-89; Note that, to express this idea, Lee uses a slightly different wording; I have adapted the terms 

to my current terminology not to confuse the reader.  
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her work when Mr Verloc entered in the aggressive clatter of the bell. She had recognised 

his step on the pavement outside.328 

Through internal focalisation, the narrator manages to smoothly conceal the shift in time, hiding the 

flash forward behind the description of Mrs Verloc’s uneventful days. I will return to the role of 

focalisation, working in the background to alter the reader’s response to narrative devices, later in 

this chapter.  

The scheme below shows the chapters in story-order and summarises the main anachronic 

strategies adopted in the narrative discourse. 

Chronological order of events 

I II III VIII IX1 E1 IV V VI VII IX2 X-XI XII E2 XIII 

Temporal ordering in narrative discourse 

  T1 F1 F2 T2 T3     

I II III IV V VI VII VIII IX X XI XII XIII 

Figure 13 – The Secret Agent: chapter arrangement in story vs discourse 

E = Ellipsis;  

F = ‘Intradiegetic’ flashback; 

T = Time-shift around the main ellipsis. 

The two flashbacks are: F1, Heat’s recollection of the day of the attack and his investigation of the 

crime scene, which is embedded in the Chief Inspector’s encounter with the Professor in Chapter V; 

F2, the Assistant Commissioner’s memory of an evening at Michaelis’s patroness at the beginning of 

chapter VI, which interrupts the narration of his meeting with Heat (Ch. V and VI).  

The main effect of the complex temporal exposition of the story is the creation of a long-term tensive 

pattern. By eliding the central event, the narrator manages to build a gradual narrative tension based 

on the basic detective-story device of withholding information from the reader, creating a ‘whodunit’ 

situation despite the fact that the failed attack happens inside the story’s time span. Referring to 

chapter IV, Andrew Mayne notices that “the surprising shift in time and point of view in this chapter 

                                                 
328 The Secret Agent, p. 144. 
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creates suspense”.329 Performing rhythm analysis based on relief confirms this intuition: the sudden 

change in perspective, time and place is likely to surprise the reader, creating a strong novelty relief 

on the prominent level. Such concentration of perceptual terms creates a twofold narrative tension 

that will not be resolved until much later in the novel (Ch. IX). Discussing Homer’s Odissey, 

Sternberg notes that: 

[O]ne can trace two major, theoretically distinct, lines of narrative interest. The first is the 

line of curiosity, generated and developed mainly by the author’s subtle technique of 

delaying, ambiguating and distributing the expositional material. The second is the line of 

suspense, sustained by the clash of our intermittently aroused hopes and fears about the 

outcome of the future confrontation.330 

It is remarkable how fitting this description of Homer’s epic is to the structure of narrative tension in 

The Secret Agent. The altered temporal ordering and the ellipsis frustrate the reader’s expectations by 

creating gaps in the sequence of events, which results in a suddenly increasing narrative tension, 

directed both forward, to the outcome of future events (suspense), and backwards, to the mystery of 

the Greenwich affair (curiosity). This effect is furtherly enhanced by the delayed decoding 

technique.331 Jacob Lothe identifies this device in chapter IV,332 when Conrad uses it to circumvent 

and suppress the authorial (heterodiegetic) narrator’s knowledge of Stevie’s death and make the 

reader believe – along with the characters – that it was Mr Verloc the victim mentioned in the 

newspaper. As Alessandro Serpieri notes, the combined use of the time-shift technique and of ellipsis 

“rende tutto mobile, alimentando illusione e sorpresa, oltre che suspense, nel lettore, sottraendogli 

pezzi di storia lasciati in ellissi e quindi stravolgendo anche le sue attese”.333 

                                                 
329 Mayne 1987, p. 19. 
330 Sternberg 1978, p. 65. 
331 The term was coined by Ian Watt and refers to a technique that “combines the forward temporal progression of the 

mind, as it receives messages from the outside world, with the much slower reflexive process of making out their 

meaning”; cf. Watt 1979, pp. 175-76.  
332 Lothe 1989, p. 236. 
333 “Makes everything mobile, increasing the readers’ illusion and surprise, besides suspense, subtracting fragments of 

story by means of ellipsis and, thus, overturning their expectations”. Serpieri, in Conrad 1994, p. xxxix. 
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The mobility identified by Serpieri causes the additional effect of creating an oscillation around the 

central ellipsis. Besides increasing the narrative tension, this structure also creates a rhythm due to 

the regularity of the shifts in time. The narration moves back and forth around the central event, which 

is never shown, but can be reconstructed merging together several character’s partial knowledge.  

 

Figure 14 – Oscillation of the time-shifts around the central ellipsis 

The oscillation around E1 summarised in the table above, after the initial puzzlement, creates the 

expectation for a repetition in the scheme that can explain why T3 is effective even though concealed 

rather than well signalled like the two previous time-shifts. By chapter IX, the reader should have 

understood the temporal strategy of the narrator and be actually expecting a third time-shift. The 

narrator’s choice of concealing it behind a much more ordinary device (the summary mode used to 

‘speed up’ time) cleverly challenges the reader’s ability to reconstruct the story from discursive 

rearrangement. This is made possible by intensive character-bound focalisation: adopting Mrs 

Verloc’s perspective, chapter IX recreates her unknowingness of the events by recounting in one 

sentence the same time span that – thanks to the time-shift – has already been told in chapters IV to 

VII. Thanks to the strong immersive effect, all the events the reader has witnessed are now erased, or 

at least put aside in the description of Winnie Verloc’s unawareness: 

She was alone longer than usual on the day of the attempted bomb outrage in Greenwich 

Park, because Mr Verloc went out very early that morning and did not come back till nearly 

dusk.334 

                                                 
334 The Secret Agent, p. 144. 
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Nevertheless, the omniscience of the heterodiegetic narrator intervenes in this focalised passage, 

pinpointing what should be a day like the others as “the day of the attempted bomb outrage”, even 

though at this point Mrs Verloc is still unaware of it. Through this device, readers can easily identify 

the time-shift and, most importantly, they are sharply reminded of Winnie’s ignorance by explicitly 

contrasting her knowledge with their own. The resulting dramatic irony pervading this scene causes 

a sudden peak of suspense corresponding to the time-shift, since all the narrative tension accumulated 

with the previous flashback to before the attack (chapter VIII) begins to be released when the reader 

realises that Mrs Verloc has moved in the temporal plane past the attack, and is now part of the 

‘present events’.  

Rhythm of Encounters 

Besides the repetition of the oscillation around the central ellipsis, the narrative structure of 

the novel presents another pervasive regularity, which forms a well recognisable rhythmic pattern. In 

John Hagan’s words, “[t]he most remarkable feature of the structure of The Secret Agent is that it is 

made up of a series of […] more or less official interviews between two persons”. On the same line, 

Alessandro Serpieri maintains that the novel creates a regular pattern of encounters where one of the 

characters is usually in a subordinate position to the other.335 Figure 15 shows the confrontations that 

happen in each chapter. 

Ch. Encounters  Main Encounters 

I - - 

II (Privy Councilor Wurmt & Mr Verloc) 

Mr Vladimir & Mr Verloc 
Mr Vladimir & Mr Verloc 

III -  - 

IV The Professor & Comrade Ossipon The Professor & Comrade Ossipon 

V 
The Professor & Chief Inspector Heat 

(F1: Local Constable & Chief Inspector Heat) 

Assistant Commissioner & Chief Inspector Heat  

The Professor & Chief Inspector Heat 

 

VI (F2: Lady Patroness &Assistant Commissioner) 

Assistant Commissioner & Chief Inspector Heat*  

Assistant Commissioner & Chief Inspector 

Heat* 

                                                 
335 See Serpieri introduction to L’agente segreto xviii;xxxix. 
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VII Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner 

VIII - - 

IX 
Assistant Commissioner & Mr Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mrs Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mr Verloc 

Assistant Commissioner & Mr Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mrs Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mr Verloc 

X Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner 

Mr Vladimir & Assistant Commissioner 

Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner 

Mr Vladimir & Assistant Commissioner 

XI Mr Verloc & Mrs Verloc Mr Verloc & Mrs Verloc 

XII Winnie Verloc & Comrade Ossipon Winnie Verloc & Comrade Ossipon 

XIII The Professor & Comrade Ossipon The Professor & Comrade Ossipon 

Figure 15 – Encounters between two characters 

*Continuation of previous encounter after flashback (F2). 

 

Considering that the first encounter can definitely be considered a minor addition in the economy of 

the story, and excluding the ones recollected as memories in the two flashbacks, the novel includes 

thirteen major confrontations between two characters. It is undoubtedly the main device used to 

advance the narrative. Moreover, half of the chapters describe a single main encounter and all the 

encounters except the meeting between the Assistant Commissioner & Chief Inspector Heat (Ch. V-

VI) are narrated within a single a chapter.  

Soon enough, the regularity of this pattern creates in the reader an expectation for repetition, which, 

with some variations, is always satisfied. The rhythm of encounters thus created has a double 

function. Firstly, engendering a consistent rhythm, the narrator can counterbalance the frustration of 

expectations due to the irregular temporal exposition, thus tantalising the readers and increasing their 

feeling of immersion in a story that might otherwise result too chaotic in its discursive arrangement. 

Secondly, the narrative rhythm of encounters supports and helps modulating suspense through 

variations in the regularity. In fact, the pattern is constantly altered to follow the events and enhance 

the narrative tension they create. This is especially evident in climactic moments: chapter IX, for 

instance, where the detective story finally finds its solution, presents three encounters; this unusual 

concentration increases the quantity of relief on the narrative level, which is already high due to the 
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closure of many narrative forms such as Heat’s and the Assistant Commissioner’s investigations, 

Winnie Verloc’s discovery of her brother’s fate, and so on. The result is an intense narrative rhythm 

while several tensions come to their conclusion as the gaps due to the elliptic narration are finally 

filled in; at the same time, the intensification of the rhythm of the interviews helps convey to the 

reader the sense of accelerating events. Chapter X, with two confrontations, begins the return to 

regularity, which is complete in chapter XI and the following ones, all featuring a single encounter. 

Thus, the rhythm of encounters is leisurely in the first part of the novel, with an increase around 

chapters V and VI, followed by a decrease, a high peak and a return to regularity in the final chapters. 

It might be said that the pattern has an almost musical rhythm, with variations and reprises, building 

a crescendo just before chapter XI and ending with a return to regularity in the aftermath. Like the 

soundtrack in a film, the rhythm of encounters seems to uphold, alter and enhance the intensity of the 

story.  

It should be noticed that some of the chapters are exceptions to the pattern, namely Chapter I, III and 

VIII. However, if we consider that chapter I is a digressive introduction and that in chapter III it is 

too early for the reader to have noticed the pattern, the only actual exception to the regularity of 

encounters is in chapter VIII, which describes the trip to the alms-house corresponding to the second 

time-shift. As I will discuss later in this chapter, I believe this is a deliberate choice with a strong 

rhythmic significance. To appreciate this strategy, however, the analysis of background rhythms is 

required. Beforehand, I would like to conclude the analysis of narrative tensive devices.  

Tensive Strategies 

As mentioned above, chapter IX is built as crescendo which brings several tensions to a 

conclusion, including the one arising from the ‘detective story’ form. Andrew Mayne describes this 

chapter as a sort of hub where characters and time-lines converge: 

[In Chapter 9] the narrator has moved events to the day of the fatal episode in Greenwich 

Park, and when we see the Assistant Commissioner enter Verloc's shop we will be aware 

that this extends one arc of time which, temporarily suspended at the end of Chapter 7, now 
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intersects with another sweep of the novel's time-sequence. The alert reader may also 

remember the close of Chapter 4, and be anticipating the arrival at this same location of 

Comrade Ossipon. […] Chapter 9 might appear at first glance to be packed with several 

disjointed episodes. In fact, the thread of Winnie's journey to painful enlightenment unifies 

each element as we see, mainly through her eyes, […] this series of entrances and exits 

[…][which] has been prepared for by the narrator in the most meticulous fashion. The final 

effect of the novel's structure encourages us to imagine the experience of characters as a 

series of distinct lines which generally run collaterally but which will occasionally intersect 

to produce significant, or even climactic, results.336 

Once again, the narrator uses character-bound focalisation to channel the reader’s expectations 

through Mrs Verloc’s unknowing point of view, strengthening the ‘revelation effect’ and giving 

sharper relief to information that, in fact, was already available to the reader. Instead, the character’s 

knowledge is emphasised: the mystery is finally solved and all the main characters now have the same 

information as the reader; however, the outcome is still completely uncertain, and this is the main 

drive of suspense. Moreover, the change in point of view enhances the emotional involvement with 

Winnie’s character and this temporary suspension of distancing devices increases the aesthetic 

illusion; thus, suspense itself is furtherly reinforced, through its ‘care’ and ‘engagement’ components 

respectively (see chapter 2.3). 

After closing the tensions related to past events, chapter IX immediately presents the reader with new 

‘perceptual terms’, narrative forms which require a closure and give birth to new tensive patterns. 

This is an instance of what Sternberg calls ‘multiple lines of suspense’337: the narrator directs the 

reader’s uncertainty and concern towards multiple characters and the possible outcomes of the events 

related to them. Is Mr Vladimir going to be exposed? How will the two policemen deal with Mr 

Verloc’s decision to testify in court? And what will Mrs Verloc’s reaction be, considered that the 

chapter ends with such description: 

She sat rigidly erect in the chair with two dirty pink pieces of paper lying spread out at her 

feet. The palms of her hands were pressed convulsively to her face, with the tips of the 

                                                 
336 Mayne 1987, p. 75. 
337 See Sternberg 1978, pp. 73-74. 
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fingers contracted against the forehead, as though the skin had been a mask which she was 

ready to tear off violently.338 

Therefore, Chapter IX can be seen as the ‘main pillar’ in the tensive architecture of the novel. Here 

end most of the previous ‘tensive arches’ and new arches begin, which are going to find solution in 

the final chapters. Thus, it is no coincidence that the following two chapters, for the first time, narrate 

parallel events. Chapter X follows the Assistant Commissioner, thus resolving some of the 

expectations just created, but at the same time delaying the resolution of the main narrative tension 

to chapter XI, furtherly increasing that specific suspense. Elaborating on Jacques Berthoud’s 

intuitions, one might argue that, while chapter IX resolved the tensions related to “the conventions of 

the police novel – Who is behind the explosion?”,339 in chapter X the tensions concerning “the 

conventions of terrorist fiction – How dangerous is the Greenwich explosion?”340 find their solution. 

As Jacob Lothe notes: 

The insertion of chapter 10 before this confrontation not only retards the novel’s climax 

and increases suspense; more indirectly, this chapter also justifies the domestic emphasis 

of the following one by bringing the public aspect of the case to some sort of conclusion.341 

Thus, the shift from public to private corresponds to a change in the dominant narrative tensions. 

However, chapter XI overturns once more the reader’s expectations that the events in IX and X had 

prefigured; it brings to an abrupt conclusion all the existing expectations since, in Greimasian terms, 

Mr Verloc’s death causes the closure of most narrative programs; accordingly, the related 

expectations in the reader are fulfilled or frustrated, but in both cases they cease and are replaced with 

the expectations concerning the final narrative form, Winnie Verloc’s fate after the murder of her 

husband. In other words, curiosity about the mystery of the bombing was satisfied in chapter IX, 

closing the backward-oriented narrative tensions. Now the multiple lines of suspense give place to a 

single main narrative tension, which, as a result, is sharply foregrounded. This tensive interchange 

                                                 
338 The Secret Agent, p. 160. 
339 Berthoud, J., in Stape 1996, p. 109. 
340 Ibid., p. 109. 
341 Lothe 1989, p. 243. 
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makes chapter XI the peak of rhythm intensity on the narrative level. Nonetheless, as I will show, 

such intensity does not depend on prominent structures alone, but also on a masterful use of 

background devices, which enhance the relief of narrative structures. 

 

3.2 Background Rhythms 

The previous paragraphs showed how complex and stratified the prominent narrative rhythm 

of The Secret Agent is. Nevertheless, bearing in mind Barbieri’s indication that “l’analisi ritmica di 

un testo dovrà dunque mostrare […] come [i ritmi principali] interagiscano tra loro e con i ritmi di 

sfondo”,342 an analysis based on prominent rhythms alone is bound to be incomplete. In fact, as the 

following discussion will prove, not only would it be partial, but also imprecise, since – at least in 

The Secret Agent’s case – secondary rhythms are as important as the prominent ones in the overall 

rhythmic strategy of the novel. However, since background rhythms can arise from countless 

structural devices at all textual levels, a thorough analysis would require more than a chapter to be 

performed; therefore, in this section, I will focus on some examples of non-narrative rhythmic 

strategies that significantly interact with the prominent rhythms and tensions discussed above.  

Generally speaking, in The Secret Agent, background devices serve the purpose of giving the 

reader clues by hinting at existing narrative relief or preparing their expectations with subsidiary 

tensive patterns. It should be noted that this ‘rhythm of clues’ does not refer to the evidence gathered 

in the detective investigation, or the gradual disclosure to the reader of the mysterious events of the 

“Greenwich affair”. Those ‘clues’ are related to the prominent level; on the contrary, I am referring 

to clues that the narrator delivers to the narratee/reader directly through structural expedients, besides 

the obvious narrative ones. Those are of two kinds: thematic and symbolic on the one hand, and linked 

to the narrator’s functions (i.e. focalisation) on the other. While the first operate on the figurative 

                                                 
342 “The rhythm analysis of a text shall show […] how [the prominent rhythms] interact with each other and with 

background rhythms”. Barbieri 1996, p. 18. 
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level to anticipate themes or events, the latter are mainly rhythmic hints uplifting or prefiguring relief 

on the prominent level. 

A clear example of thematic and figurative clues is the pervasive use of foreshadowing. Below are 

some examples of images that explicitly refer to fire, explosions and the fact that Stevie is easily 

manipulated.  

(1) “He was discovered one foggy afternoon, in his chief’s absence, busy letting off 

fireworks on the staircase. […] It seems that two other office-boys in the building had 

worked upon his feelings by tales of injustice and oppression till they had wrought his 

compassion to the pitch of that frenzy”.343 

(2) “You could do anything with that boy, Adolf,” Mrs Verloc said, with her best air of 

inflexible calmness. “He would go through fire for you. He ––”.344 

(3) “His expression was proud, apprehensive, and concentrated, like that of a small child 

entrusted for the first time with a box of matches and the permission to strike a light”.345 

The narrator scatters such clues throughout the novel; at first they might seem almost irrelevant 

details, but as the narrative proceeds, they charge with increasing dramatic irony as the truth about 

the events is slowly revealed to the reader before it is to the characters. Thus, the semantic component 

of the discursive level (cf. chapter 1.3.3) builds a background tensive pattern which steadily begins 

to surface to the foreground as the reader matches the symbolism with the information he is gathering 

about the course of events. Therefore, similar images such as (1) and (3) are charged with different 

relief due to the reader’s changed knowledge. The symbolic clue in (1) can well go unnoticed, since 

in chapter I the reader knows nothing about the terrorist attack; conversely the references in (2) or 

(3), delivered in chapter XI, are very likely to contribute to the narrative relief, anticipating the 

imminent reveal of the Greenwich Park events. For a specific treatment of foreshadowing in chapter 

I, see next paragraphs.  

                                                 
343 The Secret Agent, p.13; my emphasis. 
344 The Secret Agent, p.140. 
345 The Secret Agent, p.144. 
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Another image pervading the novel is the carving knife. The chart below shows the distribution of 

the word ‘knife’ throughout the novel. It occurs 21 times and, if considered in retrospect, it is always 

a foretelling symbol of the climactic murder in chapter XI. 

Chapter             III                                                         IX                  XI                    XII 

 
                          1                                                            2                    1 1    4   6         6    

Figure 16 – occurrences of the word ‘knife’ 

The first occurrence is at the end of chapter III, just before the first time-shift, and is included in an 

explicit foreshadowing: 

“I had to take the carving knife from the boy,” Mrs Verloc continued, a little sleepily 

now. “He was shouting and stamping and sobbing. He can’t stand the notion of any 

cruelty. He would have stuck that officer like a pig if he had seen him then. It’s true, 

too! Some people don’t deserve much mercy”.346 

After this emblematic anticipation, the carving knife appears twice in chapter IX (after the final time-

shift) and repeatedly in chapter XI; thus, in the scene that leads to Verloc’s murder, there is an 

increasing presence of this figure, concentrated around and especially before the dramatic event: the 

background rhythm of symbols is supporting the narrative one, helping build suspense and increasing 

the overall intensity by the obsessive repetition of a specific image.  

Figure 16 also reports a final concentration of ‘knife’ occurrences in chapter XII, corresponding to 

Comrade Ossipon’s realisation of Mr Verloc’s actual fate and his fear of being murdered himself. 

This is an interesting device, which might be called a ‘rhythmic coda’. The background rhythm goes 

into a reprise, recuperating the repetition of chapter XI. The result is a sharper relief, since the reader 

would more or less unconsciously expect a similar reprise at narrative level. Once again, the rhythm 

of imagery is used to enhance the narrative suspense, by repeating a background structure that was 

                                                 
346 The Secret Agent, pp. 50-51; my emphases. 
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previously associated with murder. The reprise of the symbolic rhythm of the knife creates suspense, 

mimicking in the reader the psychological state of the character which is then described: 

He was excessively terrified at her – the sister of the degenerate – a degenerate herself of 

a murdering type . . . or else of the lying type. Comrade Ossipon might have been said to 

be terrified scientifically in addition to all other kinds of fear. It was an immeasurable and 

composite funk, which from its very excess gave him in the dark a false appearance of 

calm and thoughtful deliberation. For he moved and spoke with difficulty, being as if half 

frozen in his will and mind—and no one could see his ghastly face. He felt half dead. […] 

And he became more frightened than ever! She had him! He saw himself living in abject 

terror in some obscure hamlet in Spain or Italy; till some fine morning they found him dead 

too, with a knife in his breast—like Mr Verloc.347 

Thus, the explicit parallel with Mr Verloc is supported by a background analogy made of symbolic 

images. 

A second rhythmic strategy the narrator implements on the background is the use of 

focalisation. As mentioned in the above paragraphs, on the prominent level, focalisation is used 

alongside time-shifts to withhold information from the reader and enhance the suspenseful effect of 

some scenes. However, the use of this device in the novel is complex and performs multiple functions. 

It is also used, for instance to create an emotional involvement, favouring immersion and 

identification with the characters, or to sustain the prominent rhythms by creating background regular 

patterns that add to the narrative ones.  

Focalisation tends to be very mobile throughout the text; the shifts in perspective are of two kinds 

that may be defined as ‘vertical’ – movements between external and character-bound focalisation – 

and ‘horizontal’ – shifts from one character to another. The first device is closely connected with the 

pervasive ironic treatment that the narrator adopts in telling the story. According to Andrew Mayne: 

The structure of the novel, with its extensive use of switches in perspective and time, 

embodies Conrad's emphasis on the relativity of truth (and also of time) by making us view 

events from the standpoint of a particular character at a specific moment, only to reveal the 

                                                 
347 The Secret Agent, pp. 217-18. 
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ironic disparity between the 'reality' the character has created in his own mind and that 

which is available to us through the eyes of the all-seeing narrator. The reader is placed 

finally in a position very close to omniscience, but at various points in the narrative we are 

made to share initially some of the limitations of perspective that beset the characters in 

the novel to such a peculiar degree.348 

The rhythmic role of irony is discussed later in this chapter; at this point, I want to draw attention to 

the frequent movements of perspective from ‘omniscient’ to partial character knowledge and vice 

versa. The resulting oscillation in focalisation creates a rhythmic pattern the text can use to favour 

immersion. This is often achieved through the use of free indirect discourse, which blurs the 

boundaries between external and internal focalisation,349 conflating the narrator’s comments with the 

characters’ thoughts. As a consequence, the reader will be able to identify with the character’s mind 

and experience their personal expectations while retaining the knowledge derived from other 

characters and the heterodiegetic narrator. Thus, having access to all the information separate 

characters have, the recipient will always be ‘one step ahead’. Moreover, the regularity of the 

oscillation recurrently reminds the reader of the unknowingness of the characters. Besides being the 

core of the narrator’s irony, rhythm-wise, this strategy creates in the reader a sense of satisfaction that 

counterbalances the constant narrative tension due to the frustration of expectations. In simple terms, 

although not knowing what has happened, the reader is gratified by knowing at least more than the 

single characters and can easily ‘forgive’ the narrator and join him in its status of epistemic 

superiority. For a detailed analysis of this and other distancing effects of the narrative tone, see section 

3.3, on irony. 

Horizontal changes in focalisation are more easily recognisable and very common throughout 

the novel. Not only the narrator moves ‘in and out’ of the characters’ mind, but he often shifts 

perspective from one focalising character to the other. This might appear to be the sign of an external 

focalisation, an ‘omniscient’ view that encompasses all character’s thoughts and emotions at once; 

                                                 
348 Mayne 1987, p. 75. 
349 I am using Mieke Bal’s terminology, which only distinguishes between external and internal (or charcter-bound) 

focalisation, without the ‘zero focalisation’ option (cf. Bal 2009). 
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however, Mieke Bal specifies that “every verb of perception […] indicates an activity of focalization. 

If the focalizor coincides with the character, that character will have an advantage over the other 

characters. The reader watches with the character’s eyes and will, in principle, be inclined to accept 

the vision presented by that character”.350 Using this notion, combined with a focus on sections where 

we have exclusive access to the mind of a single character at a time, rather than an external view, it 

is possible to identify internal focalisation through the presence of verbs of perception or other 

markers of personal experience such as emotions, memories or thoughts. 

The Rhythm of Focalisation 

Shifts in focalisation can be used rhythmically; this is the case, for instance in chapter XI 

where the narrator uses frequent and sudden changes to create a background rhythm which reinforces 

the prominent tension, contributing to enhance the overall suspense of the scene. The chart below 

shows the distribution of character-bound focalisation throughout chapter 11, based on an 

approximate word count.  

 Mr Verloc       Mrs Verloc 

 

Figure 17 – Distribution of focalisation in chapter XI 

As figure 17 illustrates, chapter XI begins with the narration focalised through the character of Mr 

Verloc. The initial orange section is twelve pages long and is followed by a comment of the 

omniscient narrator which precedes the first change in perspective: 

“You go to bed now. What you want is a good cry.” 

This opinion had nothing to recommend it but the general consent of mankind. It is 

universally understood that, as if it were nothing more substantial than vapour floating in 

                                                 
350 Bal 2009, pp. 149-50. 
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the sky, every emotion of a woman is bound to end in a shower. And it is very probable 

that had Stevie died in his bed under her despairing gaze, in her protecting arms, Mrs 

Verloc’s grief would have found relief in a flood of bitter and pure tears. Mrs Verloc, in 

common with other human beings, was provided with a fund of unconscious resignation 

sufficient to meet the normal manifestation of human destiny.351 

The remark is presented as an external statement, the narrator commenting on the scene with a 

stereotypical, universal truth. In fact, it might be argued that this excerpt is still focalised through Mr 

Verloc’s thoughts, in which case the irony would be much sharper and directed towards his character 

and his utter inability to understand his wife’s mind. The following two pages are focalised through 

Mrs Verloc. Then, after a quite regular alternation, the changes of point of view become more frequent 

and brief, with repeated changes in a single page. Thus, the background rhythm supplies the reader 

with clues: it creates a clear climactic crescendo that suggests something is about to happen. The 

prominent rhythm of events is supported and increased, leading to an almost overwhelming overall 

rhythmic intensity, which foretells the denouement of this scene. 

As a matter of fact, the narrative point of view does not change instantly and the exact spot where the 

narrator changes perspective can be unclear. Moreover, there are several intrusions of the narrator’s 

external perspective in form of (usually ironic) comments. Nonetheless, the use of verbs of perception 

(especially sight) and extensive references to the emotional state, allow identification of the focalising 

character with a certain precision. Notably, Conrad’s narrator often uses the act of staring itself as a 

signal of a perspective change, as though the characters’ glances carried with them the centre of 

focalisation. Thus, although – as Bal remarks – the verbs of sight identify the focalizor, in this chapter 

they also serve to signal a shift in perspective. The following passage is a clear example of the method 

just described: 

Mr Verloc was cool; but he was not cheerful. A secret agent who throws his secrecy to the 

winds from desire of vengeance, and flaunts his achievements before the public eye, 

becomes the mark for desperate and bloodthirsty indignations. Without unduly 

                                                 
351 The Secret Agent, p. 182. 
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exaggerating the danger, Mr Verloc tried to bring it clearly before his wife’s mind. He 

repeated that he had no intention to let the revolutionists do away with him. He looked 

straight into his wife’s eyes. The enlarged pupils of the woman received his stare into their 

unfathomable depths. 

“I am too fond of you for that,” he said, with a little nervous laugh. 

A faint flush coloured Mrs Verloc’s ghastly and motionless face. Having done with the 

visions of the past, she had not only heard, but had also understood the words uttered by 

her husband. By their extreme disaccord with her mental condition these words produced 

on her a slightly suffocating effect.352 

Focalisation clearly changes when Mr and Mrs Verloc’s eyes meet. As I have already mentioned, the 

change in perspective is gradual but clearly indicated. In italics are some markers indicating that the 

focalisation has changed and the narrator has shifted from Mr Verloc’s point of view to Winnie’s. In 

the above passage, the act of looking is followed by the reception of the gaze, in a sort of transfer. In 

other cases, the use of verbs suggests a transition and focalisation follows the stares: 

Mrs Verloc, turning her head slowly, transferred her stare from the wall to her husband’s 

person.353  

On each of these occasions Mrs Verloc’s dilated pupils, losing their far-off fixity, followed 

her husband’s movements with the effect of black care and impenetrable attention.354 

All these excerpts are followed by verbs expressing belief, thoughts or emotions of the other 

character, clearly indicating that focalisation has been transferred.  

This technique, however, evolves through the course of the confrontation; around mid-chapter, the 

gazes start to be directed, metaphorically, at the characters themselves: 

Mr Verloc watched her with marital solicitude. 

“You’re looking more like yourself,” he said uneasily. Something peculiar in the blackness 

of his wife’s eyes disturbed his optimism. [focalization change] At that precise moment 

Mrs Verloc began to look upon herself as released from all earthly ties. 

                                                 
352 The Secret Agent, pp. 187-88; my emphasis. 
353 Ibid., p. 186; my emphasis. 
354 Ibid., p. 188; my emphasis. 
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She had her freedom. Her contract with existence, as represented by that man standing over 

there, was at an end. She was a free woman.355 

In this passage, for instance, after Mr Verloc’s stare, focalisation is shortly retained to describe his 

feeling about her gaze. Then, the change in focalisation is signalled by a metaphoric glance, Winnie’s 

withdrawal into herself. It is as though the focalising markers are following the rapid disintegration 

of their personal relationship. After this passage, Mrs Verloc’s focalisation is signalled only by 

psychological remarks or free indirect discourse: 

Mrs Verloc was a free woman.356 

Nothing was further from Mrs Verloc’s thoughts […].357 

Mrs Verloc’s mind got hold of that declaration […].358 

while Mr Verloc perspective is still signalled by verbs of sight which, however, retain focalisation: 

Mr Verloc watched her. She disappeared up the stairs. He was disappointed.359 

Mr Verloc observed that she had even her little handbag […].360 

The narrator’s behaviour here seems to underline the falling apart of the character’s possibility for 

communication that is being described by the events on the prominent level.  

To reinforce this strategy even further, the last two changes to Mr Verloc’s perspective are both 

announced by not seeing. This can hardly be a coincidence. Just before the denouement, the narrator 

is making his game explicit: Mr Verloc is completely oblivious to what is about to happen, to the 

point that even the focalisation markers are underlining the fact. 

But Mr Verloc observed nothing.361 

But Mr Verloc did not see that.362  

                                                 
355 The Secret Agent, p. 189. 
356 Ibid., p. 191. 
357 Ibid., p. 192. 
358 Ibid., p. 192. 
359 Ibid., p. 190. 
360 Ibid., p. 191. 
361 Ibid., p. 197. 
362 Ibid., 198. 
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Thus, through focalisation, the narrator builds up a secondary rhythm which is sending clues to the 

reader, calling his attention on background devices with increasing insistence while the events unfold. 

In addition, the analysis of the rhythmic pattern of focalisation, suggests that the thematic value of 

the final confrontation is reinforced by the overall structure of the scheme. Considering the chapter 

in its totality, one can clearly identify four macro-areas where one of the characters has the 

prominence.  

 Mr Verloc       Mrs Verloc 

 
 

Focalisation prevalence:                                   ~60%                                   ~70%                       ~78%  

Figure 18 – prevailing focalisation in chapter XI 

Excluding the first section, which is entirely focalised through Mr Verloc, in the rapid changes that 

follow, a prevalence begins to emerge. It starts as marginal in the second section, but becomes 

increasingly evident in the last two sections. The result is a second-order oscillation of dominant point 

of view, engendering a second-order rhythm that grows in intensity following the verbal, internal and 

finally physical confrontation between the two characters. Thus, as the climactic scene unfolds and 

the shifts in perspective become increasingly quick and apparently chaotic, at a macro-level a 

regularity remains and actually becomes stronger; this device works almost like a metronome, 

regularly swinging to keep the pace while the ‘melody’ of micro-shifts swirls and changes frantically. 

 All the analyses performed so far on chapter XI result in a very interesting summary. Firstly, 

Chapter XI has an intense prominent rhythm due to his position in the narrative discourse: chapters 

VIII to X alternate building and discharge of tensive pattern that culminate in XI, which thus becomes 

the ending point of all the reader’s main expectations. Remaining on the prominent level, the chapter 
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is positioned at the end of a crescendo caused by the rhythm of encounters between two characters 

that is at the core of the narrative structure. In addition, on the background level, there are the rhythm 

of figurative clues, with the increasing presence of the symbolic carving knife, and the rhythm of 

focalisation just examined. Both provide clues that increase in the reader the perceived rhythmic 

intensity. The final result is high concentration of rhythmic and tensive devices converging on the 

climactic moment of Mr Verloc’s murder, the textual place where narrative forms close, put into 

extraordinary relief by the support of background structures. 

But Mr Verloc did not see that. He was lying on his back and staring upwards. He saw 

partly on the ceiling and partly on the wall the moving shadow of an arm with a clenched 

hand holding a carving knife. It flickered up and down. Its movements were leisurely. They 

were leisurely enough for Mr Verloc to recognise the limb and the weapon. 

They were leisurely enough for him to take in the full meaning of the portent, and to taste 

the flavour of death rising in his gorge. His wife had gone raving mad—murdering mad. 

They were leisurely enough for the first paralysing effect of this discovery to pass away 

before a resolute determination to come out victorious from the ghastly struggle with that 

armed lunatic. They were leisurely enough for Mr Verloc to elaborate a plan of defence 

involving a dash behind the table, and the felling of the woman to the ground with a heavy 

wooden chair. But they were not leisurely enough to allow Mr Verloc the time to move 

either hand or foot. The knife was already planted in his breast. It met no resistance on its 

way. Hazard has such accuracies. Into that plunging blow, delivered over the side of the 

couch, Mrs Verloc had put all the inheritance of her immemorial and obscure descent, the 

simple ferocity of the age of caverns, and the unbalanced nervous fury of the age of bar-

rooms. Mr Verloc, the Secret Agent, turning slightly on his side with the force of the blow, 

expired without stirring a limb, in the muttered sound of the word “Don’t” by way of 

protest.363 

A final consideration on this scene, to highlight the increased accuracy achieved through a rhythm 

analysis based on relief. Returning ‘to the origins’ of rhythm analysis and surveying this passage 

according to the classic Genettian duration, the scene would be considered a narrative slow-down on 

the verge of pause. The narrator explicitly mentions it, as if transferring the temporal elongation from 

                                                 
363 The Secret Agent, p. 198. 
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the discourse to the story time. Using a slow-motion-like technique, the narrator makes the reader 

experience the altered time perception by Mr Verloc, repeating four times that his wife’s movements 

were “leisurely enough”. In fact, Mr Verloc could not even move a hand or foot, meaning that, 

actually, the whole scene cannot be representing more than a second of story time. Therefore, in 

Genettian terms, we have an extremely low rhythmic intensity. This result, however, would clash 

with the intuitive experience of the readers, since this is undoubtedly one of the more intense passages 

in the novel. Duration as a measure of the “effects of rhythm” does not take into account all the tensive 

patterns, crescendo effects and secondary rhythms described in the paragraphs above, thus resulting 

in a partial analysis that – ignoring the multifaceted nature of rhythm – may sometimes prove 

inaccurate. In this case, the ‘expansion’ of time breaks the accelerating rhythmic pattern just before 

the climax, and this novelty puts additional relief on the event. 

Management of Narrative Pauses 

As mentioned when describing the narrative structure of The Secret Agent, some of the 

chapters lie outside the regular pattern of encounters which furthers the story, thus resulting in 

narrative pauses. Clearly, those chapters have a role in the economy of the novel, since they describe 

the setting, investigate the characters’ motives and psychology, provide background details and so 

on, but they appear to be irrelevant in the overall narrative progression. For instance, Vali Gholami 

maintains that: 

Considering The Secret Agent as a realist novel and ignoring the proleptic significance of 

the details presented in Chapter I, it is possible to delete the whole chapter and add its first 

sentence to the second Chapter without any significant damage to the flow of the 

narrative discourse since it is totally digressive […].364  

Although this statement is technically true, thanks to the analysis of background relief, chapters such 

as the first can be shown to have a rhythmic significance as well. Thus, I argue that the proleptic 

implications of chapter I are precisely the reason why it cannot be ignored, even from a narrative 

                                                 
364 Gholami 2013, p.245. 
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perspective. In fact, its anticipatory role is essential to the creation of expectations and the consequent 

narrative tension that the text will nurture and develop in the following chapters. Before moving to 

the tensive relevance of proleptic clues, it might be useful to analyse the expectation patterns created 

by the novel’s beginning.  

As the previous quotation from Gholami reminded, chapter I starts with a single sentence that furthers 

the narrative, immediately followed by digressions that will cover the whole chapter: 

Mr Verloc, going out in the morning, left his shop nominally in charge of his brother-in-

law. It could be done, because there was very little business at any time, and practically 

none at all before the evening. Mr Verloc cared but little about his ostensible business. 

And, moreover, his wife was in charge of his brother-in-law.365 

The first sentence, in its brevity, immediately establishes narrative tensions. Thanks to the principle 

of minimal departure, these concise opening words have already populated the fictional world with 

the three main characters: Mr Verloc who, of course, is mentioned explicitly, but also Stevie, 

designated by his relation to Mr Verloc and Winnie, since the presence of a brother-in-law implies a 

marriage. Still in the first sentence, we are presented with one of the locations where the events take 

place. Moreover, the skilful addition of the adverb ‘nominally’ prefigures some anomaly in the still 

unknown brother-in-law. He might be young or otherwise incapable of actually being in charge of a 

shop. The principle of minimal departure, especially active at the beginning of narratives, when the 

domain of gaps is maximised, triggers some basic relationship frames (such as FAMILY and SHOP) 

helping the reader fill in the many gaps in the new-born fictional world. Thus, the concise richness of 

the first sentence can be ascribed to its hugely and suddenly expanding the indeterminate domain, 

which then will be slowly changed into determinate by the rest of the chapter. In other words, the 

entire chapter I develops as a clarification of the vast indeterminateness brought about by the starting 

sentence, a world-building task slowly filling with details the objects so suddenly summoned into 

existence: “the house, the household, and the business [of] Mr Verloc”, as the beginning words of 
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chapter II clearly summarise. With this perspective in mind, a clear tensive strategy can be identified; 

the text creates a strong initial interpretative tension in the reader, which then exploits to keep his/her 

attention throughout the chapter. It is as though the narrator decided to draw the outlines of all the 

textual objects at once and then proceeded to complete the images with extreme leisureliness. 

Therefore, paragraph after paragraph, the shop and its business, Mrs Verloc and her mother, Mr 

Verloc himself and finally Stevie are changed from sketch to complete picture.  

Such device could not work without further rhythmic strategies. The initial tension is indeed quite 

high, but not enough to last for the entire chapter without renewal or support. Both such strategies are 

applied: tension is constantly maintained and reinforced by introducing new clues about the unknown 

details; concurrently, rhythmic devices that satisfy short-term expectations are at work to 

counterbalance the long-term tensions, especially the ever-frustrated tension arising on the narrative 

level (why is Mr Verloc leaving his shop that morning?), which will not find solution until the 

following chapter. Thus, the first paragraph itself strengthens the reader’s attention by challenging 

the SHOP frame (“there was very little business at any time, and practically none at all 

before the evening”). This unusual remark furtherly increases the interpretative tension (how can a 

shop with almost no business support its owner?), which is then partially released by the presence of 

‘ostensible business’ in the next sentence. So, Mr Verloc is running some sort of cover activity? The 

next paragraph will furtherly entice the reader’s curiosity (“In the daytime the door remained closed; 

in the evening it stood discreetly but suspiciously ajar”) before the answer is finally given in the third 

one: Mr Verloc’s shop is selling shady wares. Just a few paragraphs below, however, the tension 

concerning Mr Verloc’s activities are renewed, since the narrator hints at special customers: “the 

evening visitors—the men with collars turned up and soft hats rammed down”,366 who don’t seem to 

buy anything and “pass into the back parlour”. At this point, however, the rhythmic alternation of 

tension and distension is broken. A change in focalisation to Mrs Verloc’s mother allows the narrator 
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to conceal further information, hiding behind the old woman’s remark that “what his business was he 

did not say”.367 This shift to a character’s K-world allows the narrator to give very specific and 

‘filtered’ information: 

His evenings were occupied. His work was in a way political, he told Winnie once. She 

would have, he warned her, to be very nice to his political friends. And with her straight, 

unfathomable glance she answered that she would be so, of course. How much more he 

told her as to his occupation it was impossible for Winnie’s mother to discover.368 

Thus, the reader is given something to specify the indeterminacy, but it is a partial if not misleading 

information. For instance, the constant reference, in this section of the chapter, to Mr Verloc’s good 

nature and generosity is nothing but deceptive and this could not be achieved in the ‘omniscient’ 

mode. Thus, the heterodiegetic narrator manages to circumvent the authoritative narrative and build 

a suspenseful narration without resigning his superior authority and the ironic mode it allows.  

A similar wave-like movement, rhythmically alternating the raise and fulfilment of 

expectations, is performed on the information concerning Stevie. However, in this case, the ‘tensive 

arch’ is longer. After the ‘nominally’ of the first sentence, the world building tension is emphasised 

by the remark “his wife was in charge of his brother-in-law”,369 reinforcing the hypotheses that the 

brother-in-law is somehow impaired. Only in the last few paragraphs, however, is this assumption 

confirmed, moving Stevie’s status in the determinate domain. The explanation about the boy’s 

problems discharges this specific interpretative tension, resulting in a fulfilment of expectations that 

increases the rhythmic syntony due to the reader’s curiosity being satisfied. At that precise point, the 

text presents the reader with the episode of the fireworks370 one of the most explicit foreshadowing 

elements in the novel. Although the reader is still unaware of its anticipatory value, the memory is 

                                                 
367 The Secret Agent, p. 12. 
368 Ibid., p. 12. 
369 Ibid., p. 9. 
370 Ibid., p. 13. 



The Rhythm of The Secret Agent  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

217 

put in relief by its position at the end of the chapter and by the rhythmic and tensive patterns that 

seem to converge to that position, acting as attention attractors. 

Chapter I builds short-term tensions to sustain its own rhythmic architecture, but also 

generates long-term tensions that continue in the following chapters, such as the expectations about 

Mr Verloc’s mysterious business and his “evening visitors”. Therefore, the oscillation of tensions and 

distensions is only one of the background rhythmic strategies to manage the narrative pause in the 

first chapter. A fundamental role is played by the foreshadowing elements. 

Jacob Lothe observes that “it is striking how much denser, more proleptic and suggestive the opening 

of the novel becomes on rereading”,371 since there are several elements in chapter I that are explored 

and repeated throughout the novel. If we approach this statement from the analytical perspective of 

relief, the high density of “more or less overt prolepses”372 indicated by Lothe and its foreshadowing 

effect result in a concentration of elements in relief. However, not only are they on the background 

levels (themes, images, ironic comments of the narrator), but such relief is also ‘covert’, visible only 

in retrospect. The first-time reader cannot possibly know that, for instance, the fireworks scene is a 

quite explicit foreshadowing of Stevie’s fate, or that Mr Verloc’s initial description includes two 

proleptic anticipations: 

Alluding to his anarchist activities, the comparison of Verloc and influenza establishes a 

more specific link to Vladimir in chapter 2, where the latter, in the conversation with 

Verloc, suggests that what is needed is a ‘cure’. […] Anticipating the next chapter, the 

authorial omniscience establishes a slanting movement into Vladimir’s perspective. 

Similarly, although the word ‘Press’ at first comes across as a simple indication of Verloc’s 

need for anonymity, there is a nice irony in that information about two of the most dramatic 

deaths in the novel, those of Stevie and Winnie, is given via references to newspaper 

reports.373 

                                                 
371 Lothe 1989, p. 228. 
372 Ibid., p. 228. 
373 Ibid., p. 229. 



The Rhythm of The Secret Agent  A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

218 

The chapter features additional thematic and symbolic anticipations, such as the constant focus on 

Mr Verloc’s good nature, clearly ironic in retrospect, or the establishing of an “image pattern of boxes 

and containers which […] are repeated in significant places throughout the novel” identified by 

Christine Sizemore.374 As mentioned above, such foreshadowings are ‘covert’, hidden to the 

unknowing reader of the first chapter and only identifiable in retrospect or on rereading. Thus, a 

knowing reader will experience what Robert Yanal termed ‘the fear of the known’, which is an 

anomalous, additional suspense due to the knowledge of the outcome (see chapter 2.3). However, I 

argue that rereading is not essential to triggering the foreshadowing. Undoubtedly, a knowing reader 

will notice their proleptic value straight away and assign them the appropriate relief; however, I 

maintain that even on a first reading, the symbolic foreshadowing and the anticipating narratorial 

comments, such as the mentioning of the press in the ironic description of Mr Verloc, can serve as 

delayed triggers for background rhythms. The foreshadowings can be seen as rhythmic clues, which 

create a substrate of ‘dormant relief’ that will activate in retrospect, as soon as the reader becomes 

aware of their metaphoric or anticipatory value. This notion is valid for anticipations presented 

throughout the novel (see for instance the already mentioned carving knife scene at the end of chapter 

III), but is especially significant in chapter I, due to the extremely low relief caused by narrative 

structures which, by contrast, makes the ‘relief of clues’ more prominent and easier to identify despite 

being on the background.  

However, there is a further, significant group of knowing recipients that must be taken into account 

when discussing ‘covert foreshadowings’. It shouldn’t be forgotten that Conrad based its story on a 

real incident, which was extremely publicised on the news. In February 1894, an anarchist blew 

himself up in the woods around Greenwich, while carrying a bomb probably intended for the 

observatory. As David Mulry explains in his introduction to Joseph Conrad Among the Anarchists: 

This curious explosion in Greenwich, central to the plot of Conrad’s novel and simultaneously 

intriguingly absent from it, was a cause célèbre in its day. Its notoriety was understandable, given 
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that it was the first anarchist bombing, or explosive act of anarchist “propaganda by deed,” to take 

place on British soil during the era of bombs in the latter part of the nineteenth century.375 

Notably, Conrad changed the year to 1886 and did not make explicit reference to the historical facts 

until 1920, in the author’s note to the re-edition of his novel; however, when the story first came out 

in 1906/7, most of his readers would have easily recognised the extremely well-known incidents, 

which had already received several popular accounts.376 Therefore, in an era of active terrorism, 

contemporary recipients were likely to expect a bomb in a story about anarchists. This external 

knowledge must be taken into account, since it is a significant – although extratextual – focus of 

attention. In fact, we might say that such recipients approached the text with pre-emptive expectations 

that were bound to alter their interpretation of background clues. In other words, most readers applied 

from the beginning a script containing the presence of a bomb attack, and many of them, knowing 

about Conrad’s historical inspiration had even more precise expectations (a mysterious failed 

bombing, the role of the press, etc.). In this context, the relief caused by the foreshadowings activates 

immediately, foregrounding the subtle anticipations and creating stronger tensive patterns that will 

be confirmed in chapter II, when Mr Vladimir discusses his plan. Thus, hints such as Verloc’s initial 

description, or the episode of the fireworks, become much more overt anticipations of future events. 

Therefore, the first chapter has a rhythmic duality: on the one hand, the low narrative rhythm 

due to the complete absence of events, past the first sentence; on the other, a high secondary rhythm 

relying on symbolic and imagery-related relief. Such twofold nature, however, does not cause tension 

in the unknowing reader, since the background rhythms are hidden, and will activate only in 

retrospect. Conversely, a knowing reader, will perceive a different overall rhythm, for he/she is aware 

from the beginning of the actual significance of those elements. As mentioned above, in this specific 

case knowing readers are relevant, since among them one should consider not only the recipients 

familiar with the story (e.g., re-readers), but also those first-time readers familiar with the historical 
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facts of the Greenwich affair, an extratextual knowledge activated in many of Conrad’s 

contemporaries by his reference to a notorious event in their recent past. 

A similar foreground-background duality is present in chapter VIII; as in the case of chapter 

I, the background structure of this chapter is multi-layered, resulting in multiple rhythmic strategies. 

However, it has a completely different rhythmic effect due to the increased knowledge of the reader. 

Being in a time shift, most of the foreshadowing clues are overtly referring to events the reader is 

already aware of or suspecting, causing immediate relief.  

Chapter VIII is, along with chapter I, the most relevant narrative pause. Due to its structure and 

position, however, the interruption in the narrative flow is even more marked. Firstly, it begins with 

the second time-shift, which brings the action back to before the explosion. Mrs Verloc’s mother, 

moving to a charity alms-house, is traveling in a carriage with Winnie and Stevie. This change of 

focalisation to a minor character is likely to lower the reader’s attention. Secondly, since the readers’ 

attention is now focussed on textual elements concerning the Greenwich mystery, the perceived 

rhythm of events is very low: Although the chapter expands the characterisation of the three 

characters involved, ostensibly, it does not add any relevant story-related information; Finally, the 

regularity of the encounter pattern is broken, thus causing a further decrease of the prominent rhythm. 

On the other hand, the very same devices are structural novelties: we have the novelty of the time-

shift, the novelty of the interruption of the encounter pattern, and also the change in point of view. 

All these variations cause novelty relief on the background. Moreover, as Lothe notices:  

Since the trip takes place just before the explosion, we are more responsive to what Stevie 

says and how he acts. This kind of alertness, essentially provoked by means of the analeptic 

description, is richly rewarded […] as Stevie’s words, actions, and feelings acquire deeper 

meaning when associated with his imminent violent death.377 

In other words, the second time-shift puts some elements in sharper relief, because, in light of the 

future events, the reader knows that this everyday scene is likely to hide hints about the future events 
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he/she is partially aware of thanks to the proleptic time-shift in chapters IV-VII. This ‘analeptic 

relief’, along with the other novelty relief mentioned above, works as an attention attractor: the reader 

is now putting extra effort to interpret a text that has suddenly subverted many regularities. 

Furthermore, as noted in the analysis of chapter I, the low prominent relief favours the perception of 

background strategies, since the reader’s attention is less absorbed by the main rhythm of events. 

In summary, the remarkable background relief in chapter VIII is juxtaposed with a low 

foreground relief. This inconsistency between the resulting rhythms creates a structural tension which 

results in an increased suspense. The reader is experiencing a slow, apparently unimportant scene, 

but at the same time, he/she perceives a strong relief, just under the skin of the narration – so to speak. 

Using a well recognisable example, the effect achieved is similar to that of the suspenseful music in 

film, in the typical slow scenes where nothing is actually happening, but the soundtrack is preparing 

the audience for a sudden event. 

 

3.3 The Rhythmic Role of Irony 

One cannot possibly discuss The Secret Agent without taking irony into account. It is 

undoubtedly the main feature of the narrator’s discourse and almost all the extensive studies on the 

novel mention it at a certain point. Therefore, the last part of this chapter will attempt an examination 

of the rhythmic role of such narratorial device. Much has been said on the ironic treatment Conrad’s 

narrator reserves to his characters and situations, but most critical studies agree on the distancing 

effect this strategy has on the reader.378 For instance, Cedric Watts notes that “[the narrator’s] air of 

mildly amused detachment tends to create an aesthetic distance from the horrific and harrowing 

events described”.379 In fact, the model author380 himself, in the author’s note to the novel, states that: 

                                                 
378 Cf., among others, Lothe 1989, Mayne 1987, Watts 2007.  
379 Watts 2007, p.26. 
380 Although this seems to be Conrad’s own attitude, as confirmed by his correspondence, I prefer to remain inside the 

text’s boundaries and ascribe those intentions to the model author, which is a textual construct and therefore allows 

reliable interpretation. 
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the purely artistic purpose, that of applying an ironic method to a subject of that kind, was 

formulated with deliberation and in the earnest belief that ironic treatment alone would 

enable me to say all I felt I would have to say in scorn as well as in pity.381  

His declared intention is to treat a potentially melodramatic subject without falling into the tropes of 

the sensation novel, giving his narrator a method – irony – to keep his distance from the narrated 

matter. The narrator pursues the ironic method with impressive coherence throughout the novel, 

mixing and alternating several kinds of irony. As far as rhythm analysis is concerned, the most 

relevant seem to me the structural and the narratorial ironies. The first is the dramatic irony deriving 

from a different understanding of the fictional world the characters and the reader have, which is 

connected with narrative tension and, thus, to suspense; the latter concerns the proper ironic treatment 

the narrator applies to characters and events, and his pungent or bitter comments. Serving as 

distancing devices, they contrast identification with the characters and immersion in the diegetic 

world, resulting in a modulation of the aesthetic illusion. Thus, increasing the emotional distance of 

the readers, irony can influence their cognitive response to textual structures, increasing or 

diminishing the perception of tension and rhythmic intensity.   

Dramatic Irony 

In literary works, a common source of irony is that someone (e.g., the reader) perceives a 

pattern of significance which is not perceived by others (e.g., certain fictional characters) 

who contribute to that pattern. The ironies of The Secret Agent are of numerous kinds. On 

the largest scale, we have structural ironies within the plot.382 

This definition by Cedric Watts perfectly condenses the effect of structural irony383 on the reader. As 

described in previous paragraphs, the constant use of focalisation shifts allows the reader to assume 

the point of view of the characters and to access their domains of the fictional universe. Moreover, 

what I have called ‘vertical’ shifts allow the reader to move from a vast ‘authorial’ knowledge, often 
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delivered with an explicit ironic tone (see next section), to a limited character’s relative world. These 

passages enhance the dramatic irony created by the characters unawareness, sharpening the contrast 

between the actual world and the specific epistemic, model or intention-world of the character. In 

Andrew Mayne’s words:  

The structure of the novel, with its extensive use of switches in perspective and time, [… 

makes] us view events from the standpoint of a particular character at a specific moment, 

only to reveal the ironic disparity between the 'reality' the character has created in his own 

mind and that which is available to us through the eyes of the all-seeing narrator.384 

Such contrast engenders a strong narrative tension, an epistemic disparity about the fictional world, 

although not based on the identification with a homodiegetic narrator as the one described in chapter 

1.3.1. Rather, in The Secret Agent, shifting focalisation is used to provide the reader with information 

that some characters do not have. Thus, when they make a decision, their problem-solving activity 

clashes violently with the reader’s, who, having a better understanding of the actual world, can predict 

in advance the dramatic outcome such decisions will lead to. There are several examples of this 

strategy, some of which are thus summarised by Robert D. Spector: 

(1) Winnie’s father-and-son vision of [Mr Verloc and Stevie] permits her to ascribe all the 

wrong motives to Verloc’s behaviour and to insist silently upon a relationship that results 

in the death of her brother.  

(2) As for the secret agent, he is no more aware of his wife’s feelings, thoughts, and 

motivation than she is of his. […]  

(3) The death of Mrs Verloc, too, results from her misconception of the actual nature of 

Ossipon. What she sees as strength, the reader has already been invited to view as 

weakness.385 

In the third example, for instance, both characters act on mistaken premises: Ossipon, who believes 

that Mr Verloc was the victim of the explosion, is unaware of her situation; on her part, Winnie is 

unaware of Ossipon’s misconception and thus unable to foresee his panicking and abandoning her. 
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Thus, the primary effect of dramatic irony – that only the reader understands what is actually 

happening – also results in an increased suspense, due to the tension between the character’s relative 

worlds and the actual fictional world. 

However, as Watts mentions, “some of the structural ironies in The Secret Agent are generated 

by delayed decoding”.386 In fact, due to the temporal construction of narrative discourse, the readers 

themselves, initially, are unaware of some ‘patterns of significance’. This allows the narrator to 

deploy significant dramatic ironies which are revealed for what they are only gradually. One of the 

clearest examples of this technique begins in chapter IV, where Comrade Ossipon, reading the news 

about the failed bombing, believes that the victim is Mr Verloc. Initially, the reader is unaware of the 

dramatic irony, which is progressively revealed in the following chapters; the result is that when 

Ossipon meets Winnie Verloc in chapter XII, still convinced that Mr Verloc died in the terrorist 

attack, the reader has had the chance to discover the ironic significance of Ossipon’s misconception. 

Thus, rather than a strong immediate irony, the temporal exposition of the story allows the reader to 

experience a gradual understanding, a crescendo of irony of which this encounter is the climactic 

moment. Hence, the effect is magnified and, thanks to the interpretative difficulties he/she has 

endured to reach a complete understanding of the events, the reader can fully appreciate the structural 

irony. I maintain that this strategy maximises the suspenseful effect of the epistemic disparity: not 

only there is the ‘usual’ contrast between the character’s and the reader’s knowledge, but also the 

reader’s feeling of ‘experiential superiority’. He/she has undergone a long and complex process of 

reconstruction of the events that the characters missed, and is now in a much better position than them 

to understand the situation and appreciate the wrong choices they are making. The fact that this 

superiority comes from a personal interpretative effort rather than a plain disclosure of information 

by the narrator, is likely to make the reader even more involved in the problem-solving activity, thus 

                                                 
386 Watts 2007, p. 20. 
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increasing the perceived suspense caused by the evident (for the reader) misjudgements made by 

characters. 

Narratorial Irony 

The second type of ironic device with strong rhythmic significance is the narratorial irony,387 

a strategy developed through the comments the narrator makes on characters and situations. This is 

precisely the ironic treatment mentioned in the author’s note, which aims at creating a distance 

between the narrator and the subject narrated. Additionally, as discussed in chapter 2.2, irony is one 

of the narrative traits that hinders aesthetic illusion, since, focussing the reader’s attention on the 

presence of an external narrator rather than on the fictional world, it creates a distancing effect 

between the reader and the objects narrated. Thus, it might be said that the distance the narrator puts 

between himself and his subject is projected on the reader and her/his immersion. This insight is 

confirmed by Mayne’s words, which mention the same effect the cognitive analysis has just 

explained: 

[Conrad] will use suspense, and even tantalise the reader by the dangling of clues; he wants 

the reader to become engaged in the narrative, but not solely on an emotional 

level. His ironic approach, linked with the tone of the prose, makes the reader keep his or 

her distance. We are seldom invited to identify with the characters;388 

This distancing effect is identifiable throughout the novel: with the exception of Stevie and the 

Professor, no character is immune to the sharp, often mocking comments of the narrator. For instance, 

Jakob Lothe mentions that Mr Verloc’s initial description is a “blend of irony and humour”: 

Mr Verloc was an intermittent patron. He came and went without any very apparent reason. 

He generally arrived in London (like the influenza) from the Continent, only he arrived 

unheralded by the Press; and his visitations set in with great severity. He breakfasted in 

bed, and remained wallowing there with an air of quiet enjoyment till noon every day—

                                                 
387 Some scholars refer to it as ‘authorial irony’, based on the definition of ‘authorial narrator’ (cf. Lothe 1989); however, 

I find that the phrase ‘narratorial irony’ is more suitable to the set of terms adopted in this thesis, which sharply separates 

the (real or model) author from the narrator. 
388 Mayne 1987, p. 77; my emphasis.  
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and sometimes even to a later hour. But when he went out he seemed to experience a great 

difficulty in finding his way back to his temporary home in the Belgravian square.389 

The narrator follows this already ungenerous description with the remark: “In Winnie’s mother’s 

opinion Mr Verloc was a very nice gentleman”.390 The comment’s position creates a sharp irony, 

enhanced by the fact that, in the focalised passage, the opinion seems to be sincere. Lothe adds that 

“Verloc is subjected to direct, almost crude, authorial irony on various occasions”.391 

Another clear example is the presentation of the anarchists in chapter III, which is strongly caricatured 

and constantly proceeds on the verge of parody. With sharp insightfulness Lothe notices that: 

This impression of caricature is in part established through an uncompromising stability of 

the authorial perspective in the first part of the chapter.392 

Once again, Conrad shows perfect command of his narrative method and the narrator suspends the 

focalising shifts that characterise most of the novel, so as to increase the ironic tone, without leaving 

space for the slightest identificatory movements of the reader. Rhythmically, this device creates a 

novelty relief on the background level of narratorial distance; the change in the rhythm of focalisation, 

combined with the steadiness of the ironic tone increases the intensity of the rhythm of irony, a 

background increase which contrasts with the low prominent rhythm of events. As in the case of 

chapter I and VIII, the narrative pause in chapter III is supplemented with secondary rhythms.  

The examples of ‘ironic treatment of the subject’ are numerous and have already been 

examined in detail,393 and so has the distancing effect they achieve. Going through them all would be 

a pointless exercise of copy and paste. Much more interesting from the perspective of the rhythm 

analyst is Lothe’s argument about the movements of the narratorial distance. He maintains that The 

Secret Agent’s narrator does not keep a constant distancing attitude (the example just mentioned about 

chapter III constitutes an exception); on the contrary, “the authorial narrator’s attitude […] is more 

                                                 
389 The Secret Agent, p. 11. 
390 Ibid., p. 12. 
391 Lothe 1989, p. 233. 
392 Ibid., p. 233. 
393 Cf Watts 2007, Lothe 1989, Mayne 1987 and many others. 
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unstable and flexible than it seems to be”,394 a strategy which Lothe calls “modulation of authorial 

perspective”. In other words, the narrator does not maintain a constant ironic distance, but sometimes 

blunts his own irony, suppressing the distancing devices and allowing the reader a certain degree of 

identification. I would like to remind that, as discussed in chapter 2.2, immersion is the standard effect 

of narration; thus, the narrator temporarily abandoning the ironic stance is enough to trigger the 

reader’s natural tendency towards immersion in the fictional word. Therefore, I maintain that the 

modulation of the narratorial irony results in a direct modulation of the aesthetic illusion, which in 

turn influences the perceived rhythm and suspense. A couple of examples might help develop this 

idea. 

Two Examples: Modulation of Distancing & Immunity from Narratorial Irony 

The first example is the narratorial attitude towards Winnie Verloc. As the novel proceeds, 

the character is given increasing inner relevance. This is especially noticeable from chapter IX 

onwards, since the narrator tends to focalise his narration more and more through her perspective. 

The rapid changes in focalisation in chapter XI are the apex of this approximation parabola. The 

reader is invited to share Mrs Verloc’s perspective to increase the perceived intensity of the murder 

scene through powerful immersion. Then, as described by Jakob Lothe: 

from the moment of the killing onwards […] a distancing movement begins which results 

in increased attitudinal distance between Winnie and the authorial narrator (and, since we 

are manipulated into trusting the latter’s evaluations, between Winnie and the reader as 

well).395 

Therefore, after the peak of immersion in chapter XI, chapter XII rapidly diminishes the aesthetic 

illusion, distancing the reader form Winnie’s character. This growing separation is maximised in the 

ellipses of Mrs Verloc’s suicide: the narrator disrupts identification to the point of eliding the 

character’s fate form narration, increasing the dramatic effect without falling into the trap of 

                                                 
394 Lothe 1989, p. 232. 
395 Lothe 1989, p. 248. 
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sensationalism. The narrator allows the reader to get close to Winnie just enough to increase even 

further the perceived rhythm of the climactic scene of Chapter XI and then resumes the ironic 

treatment, beginning a ‘dismissal trajectory’ that culminates with her death reduced to a side article 

on a newspaper.  

Completely different is the narrator’s attitude towards Stevie and the Professor. As mentioned 

above, those are the only two characters who seem immune to narratorial irony. As Berthoud notes, 

“Like Stevie in his extremism, which is also a form of abnormality, the Professor is an exemplary 

figure”396 and, making him the only exception among the anarchists, “Conrad exempts the Professor 

from caricature”.397 This strategy deeply influences characterisation and affects the thematic 

significance of the two characters, besides expressing a strong political judgement on anarchism.398 

As far as rhythm analysis is concerned, it might be added that this steadiness in the narrator’s 

sympathetic (in Stevie’s case) or non-ironic (the Professor) attitude is a source of regularity in the 

changing modulation of narratorial perspective, which results in two ‘oases’ of unfaltering 

identification. Hence, among a prevalently distancing narratorial attitude, the readers find themselves 

attracted towards these two characters. It is no accident that the narrator uses this strategy with two 

opposite characters, the two extremes of naïve compassion and destructive madness. Both are pure in 

their own way, and both play important thematic roles that the narrator puts in sharp relief by making 

them immune to his ironic mockery. In fact, as both Berthoud and Lothe notice, even when irony is 

present around Stevie, it is not directed at him, but used to underline the “authorial sympathy” of the 

narrator, who “emerges as more caring and understanding when describing Stevie”.399 Thus, as 

Berthoud remarks, “the irony supports the anti-sentimental bias of realism. Yet it also retains an anti-

patronizing effect. [… In Chapter VIII] Conrad's irony presents both the cabman and Stevie as 'one 

                                                 
396 Berthoud, J., in Stape 1996, p. 116. 
397 Ibid., p. 101. 
398 Cf, among others, Niland, R., in Stape 2015, pp. 69-73 
399 Lothe 1989, p. 242. 
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of us'. It checks the sense of superiority that refrigerates our most altruistic impulses, by disclosing 

the humanity that survives in even the most stricken of lives”.400 

Conversely, with the Professor, the narrator maintains a “curiously indeterminate [relation], 

suspended between a certain respect for the consistency of his views […] and a very marked 

attitudinal distance from him”.401 Despite this distance, however, narratorial irony is absent. The 

narrator seems to create an ‘irony-free environment’ around the professor, which, as in Stevie’s case, 

allows him (the narrator) to discuss important themes without distracting the reader’s attention with 

a scornful attitude.  

In conclusion, the constant proximity or distancing which characterises the narrator’s 

relationship with Stevie and the Professor respectively, creates in the reader a sense of stability that 

strengthens the thematic roles of the character. Once again, the results of rhythm analysis converge 

with previous intuitions. In conclusion to his chapter on The Secret Agent, Jakob Lothe notes that: 

The Secret Agent is one of the most illustrative examples in the Conrad canon of a fictional 

text in which the narrative method both generates, complicates and sets at odds dissimilar 

thematic and ideological elements.402 

The study of the aesthetic illusion modulated through irony seems to confirm this claim.  

‘Narratorial Comradeship’ 

Before concluding the chapter, there is an additional effect of narratorial irony that is worth 

mentioning. As repeatedly stated, irony has a distancing effect from the story world. Nonetheless, 

Jeremy Hawthorn403 remarks that ironic comments also create a sense of closeness between the reader 

and the narrator. This effect, that I would label ‘narratorial comradeship’, is similar to that emerging 

when two persons are sharing an irony that others do not see, and thus feel closer to each other. 

Throughout the novel the reader and the narrator share ‘jokes that the characters cannot get’, thus 

                                                 
400 Berthoud, J., in Stape 1996, p. 112. 
401 Lothe 1989, p. 254. 
402 Ibid., p. 261. 
403 Hawthorn (45th Annual International Conference of the Joseph Conrad Society 2018). 
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increasing their affinity. ‘Narratorial comradeship’ adds to the narratorial distancing, creating in the 

reader a sense of ‘us versus them’, an effect that applies to the dramatic irony as well. As Robert 

Hampson puts it: 

In The Secret Agent, the reader is constructed as the sharer in certain kinds of urban secret 

[…] by the marvellously sustained ironic narration […].404 

Therefore, both the ironic comments and the fact that narrator and reader share some knowledge 

inaccessible to the characters contribute to ‘narratorial comradeship’. The result is a special kind of 

immersion, heterodiegetic so to speak, since it is not involvement with the narrated world, but with 

the very act of narration and the external narrator. This strategy is in line with the model author’s 

intentions, since it contributes to keeping the distance from the narrated subject; however, it also has 

an additional immersive effect, since it counterbalances irony’s distancing. The latter affects the 

prominent level, since it refers to the characters and events narrated, and, as discussed above, causes 

a diminished aesthetic illusion. On the contrary, ‘narratorial comradeship’ is on a non-diegetic level, 

partially compensating the distance from the story with a closeness to the narrator. The result is a 

better management of the reader’s attention, which could have decreased if s/he felt too distant from 

the world and characters. Once again, secondary structures are used to pursue rhythmic strategies that 

alter the prominent rhythm with background devices. 

In conclusion, irony in The Secret Agent performs a double modulation of aesthetic illusion, 

altering perceived rhythm and enhancing suspense by incrementing its ‘concern’ component (see 

chapter 2.3). When the narrator keeps the reader at distance, involvement falls and suspense is 

diminished; when, vice versa, narratorial irony performs approaching trajectories and the aesthetic 

illusion increases, so does suspense. Moreover, there is an additional modulation of immersion due 

to the increasing closeness of the reader with the narrator, a ‘comradeship effect’ that prevents 

excessive distancing and a drop of attention.  

                                                 
404 Hampson 2012, p. 105. 
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This chapter only presents some of the rhythmic threads that can be followed. As shown, the 

complex structure of the novel creates tensive and rhythmic patterns which are especially 

multifaceted, involve multiple textual levels and often several layers on the same level. I have tried 

to highlight those strategies that seemed more relevant both on the prominent and on the background 

levels; however, this analysis should be considered as a series of ideas to be expanded, rather than an 

exhaustive survey of rhythmic devices.  

A secondary aim of this chapter, which I believe was achieved, was showing how rhythm analysis 

can interact with pre-existing studies and intuitions. On the one hand, the analysis of relief can benefit 

from previous insights: whether they come from narratology or classic hermeneutic analyses, they 

can be a point of departure for rhythmic investigation. On the other hand, rhythm analysis can enrich 

and complement other methods, explaining the working of certain devices or investigating the reasons 

behind a specific structural choice. 
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4 – Adaptations 

This final chapter will discuss some of the numerous adaptations the novel had through the 

years. Although The Secret Agent is not as well-known as Conrad’s celebrated Heart of Darkness, 

the story has enjoyed remarkable popularity, especially in the second half of the twentieth century. In 

the film medium only, the novel has been adapted at least nine times, mostly for television, with the 

last mini-series version as recent as 2016.405 The first attempt at transferring the story to a different 

medium, however, dates back to 1919, when Conrad himself adapted his novel for the theatre, with 

questionable success.406 The themes and events described in the novel have inspired the most diverse 

adaptations, from four different BBC adaptations to the experimental audio-visual multiscreen 

installation by Stan Douglas, who “moved the time and location of the story from late nineteenth-

century London to the era of the 1974 Carnation Revolution in Portugal”.407 Evidently, a thorough 

examination of such vast oeuvre would require a book on its own. Therefore, the scope of this chapter 

has been limited to the analysis of specific rhythmic devices found in adaptation, focussing on those 

strategies I considered noteworthy in themselves or compared to the source text. 

The first section discusses Joseph Conrad’s stage adaptation of the novel. Since the drama is by the 

author himself, I believe an analysis revolving around matters of faithfulness and reception might 

prove interesting. As discussed in chapter 1.4, adherence to the original is often one of the main 

parameters used by recipients to evaluate an adaptation, but it does not necessarily indicate a 

successful adaptation. This is exactly the case with the stage version of The Secret Agent. 

The second section of this chapter is a study on John K. Snyder’s graphic novel The Secret Agent. I 

focus on the visual level and how images take on rhythmic and tensive patterns, competing and/or 

cooperating with verbal narration, which in this case is taken word-by-word from the original. The 

                                                 
405 For an exhaustive, although not recent, list of film adaptations of Conrad’s works, including The Secret Agent, see 

Moore 1997. 
406 Cf. contemporary reviews of the drama in Hand 2001. 
407 Cf. Jacobs 2016. 
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unique stylistic features of Snyder’s adaptation, which makes use of several non-standard devices, 

challenges the reader and the scholar alike, proving an excellent adaptation proper of the novel’s 

complex structures. 

Finally, the third section discusses motion-picture adaptations, in two parts: the first deals with Alfred 

Hitchcock’s 1936 Sabotage, the second with two BBC adaptations released 24 years apart, in 1992 

and 2016. Section 4.3.1 focusses on suspense devices and matters of faithfulness; in particular, I 

discuss Hitchcock’s extreme deviation from the original on the prominent level (the film’s story is 

only vaguely inspired by that of the novel) and how, despite this fact, the director manages to achieve 

‘rhythmic fidelity’ thanks to a masterful use of background devices, thus successfully replicating the 

novel’s strategies. Section 4.3.2, on the contrary, explores what I deem to be two ‘rhythmic failures’, 

despite their adherence to the source. Although very different in narrative strategies and success (the 

1992 version is considered much ‘better’ than the 2016 one), I maintain that both TV series are 

ineffective adaptations, as far as rhythm is concerned. The first is exceedingly concerned with fidelity 

to the story and disregards discursive strategies almost completely, resulting in a lack of engagement 

for the audience; the latter abandons the complex and multi-layered tensive structure in order to 

maximise suspense and the audience’s immersion in the dramatic events. In doing so, suspense is 

effectively increased but at the cost of depriving the text of most of its rhythmic and tensive depth.  

Evidently, these sections will not give a complete picture of the rhythmic devices used in adaptation; 

nonetheless, they serve a twofold purpose: firstly, to show the adaptability of the method devised in 

the theoretical part, and serve as a starting point for future investigations on the rhythmic structure of 

the adaptations; secondly, to revitalise the discussion on the legacy of Conrad’s works, introducing 

new arguments or giving the support of rhythm analysis to well-established claims. 
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4.1 “It makes a grisly skeleton” (Joseph Conrad’s The Secret Agent, a Drama) 

In 1919, Joseph Conrad started working on “his most substantial and significant play”,408 a 

stage adaptation of The Secret Agent that would be performed at the Ambassadors Theatre in London, 

in 1922. The following year, a revised limited edition consisting of one thousand signed and 

numbered copies was printed privately. The two versions present only minor differences: the author 

expunged a few sentences and notes, mainly stage directions; most notably, although irrelevant to the 

story, act III became the third scene of act II, making it “a drama in three acts”.409 Such negligible 

corrections, however, hide the previous complex and tormented process of self-adaptation, with 

which Conrad struggled to the point that, in Richard J. Hand’s words, he was taken to “a creative 

heart of darkness”.410 Although, as far as rhythm analysis is concerned, the composing vicissitudes 

are anything but essential, it is worth having in mind Conrad’s own description of the process, which 

casts light on some interesting structural choices; his less than enthusiastic impressions on the final 

result, moreover, can be explained in rhythmic terms. In a letter to J. B. Pinker, in November 1919, 

Conrad describes both the method he is adopting, and his dissatisfaction at the result: 

As I go on in my adaptation, stripping off the garment of artistic expression and consistent 

irony which clothes the story in the book, I perceive more clearly how it is bound to appear 

to the collected mind of the audience a merely horrible and sordid tale, giving a most 

unfavourable impression of both the writer himself and his attitude to the moral aspect of 

the subject. […] Every rag of drapery drops to the ground. It is a terribly searching thing – 

I mean the stage. I will confess that I myself had no idea what the story under the writing 

was till I came to grips with it in this process of dramatisation.411 

And again, in 1922, Conrad declared:  

The greatest difficulty I found was to strip the novel of the verbal clothing. Indeed, I had 

to remove the idea of the novel entirely from my mind, and when I succeeded in reducing 

it to the bare bones of the plot I was astounded by the horror of the original idea.412 

                                                 
408 Hand 2001, p. 1. 
409 Conrad 1923. 
410 See Hand 2000. 
411 Davies 2015, p. 415; my emphasis. 
412 Moult 1922, pp. 65-66; my emphasis 
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a statement that echoes the final remarks Conrad made in the author’s note to the 1920 reedition of 

the novel: 

I have been forced, so to speak, to look upon its bare bones. I confess that it makes a grisly 

skeleton.413 

Regardless of Conrad’s ethical concerns about the “gratuitous outrage on the feelings of mankind”,414 

what is remarkable for rhythm analysis is the author’s feeling of having laid bare or ‘stripped the flesh 

off his story’, revealing a mere skeleton. This impression betrays Conrad’s awareness of the 

importance of discursive organization, and his struggle to transfer the novel’s devices to the language 

of theatre. As I will show below, the undeniable tensive and rhythmic inferiority of the theatrical 

adaptation can indeed be represented by the image of the bare bones, the prominent narrative level, 

stripped of most of the secondary and background rhythms that characterise the novel, and that are 

detailed in the previous chapter. 

However, the resulting adaptation was not as terrible as Conrad’s reactions might suggest; as Hand 

puts it, “the play was not successful, but neither was it an unmitigated disaster”.415 In the introduction 

to his monograph on The Theatre of Joseph Conrad, Hand maintains that:  

[Conrad] is an extremely dramatic writer […]. His fiction is imbued with the characters, 

conflicts, crises, scenarios and atmospheres that are the making of great drama. This is 

undoubtedly why his fiction has always enjoyed screen and radio adaptation from the 

earliest days […] to our own time.416 

Nonetheless, he also argues, “there is no doubt that Conrad’s dramatic oeuvre is modest”.417 The self-

adaptation of The Secret Agent was no exception. The play received mixed reviews, and was criticised 

for being verbose and devoid of action. Arthur Bingham Walkley, for instance, in his review in the 

Times, describes “a play with a certain excess of talk”,418 while the Nation and the Athenaeum wrote: 

                                                 
413 Author’s note to The Secret Agent, p. 8; my emphasis. 
414 Ibid., p. 8. 
415 Hand 2005, p. 126. 
416 Ibid., p. 3. 
417 Ibid., p. 1. 
418 Review on Times (4 november 1922), in Hand 2001, p. 38. 
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Action is the necessary skeleton upon which a drama must be articulated; it may be clothed 

in thought and soul-stuff, but cannot be built upon them.419 

Apart from the unfortunate expression ‘soul-stuff’, which somewhat undermines the critic’s 

authority, the review reports a shared impression: that the drama features too much dialogue.420 It is 

a perplexing claim, if one considers that, with few exceptions, the novel itself proceeds through a 

series of verbal confrontations between two characters (see chapter 3.1). “Conrad has turned his 

dramatic novel about Anarchists into a dull, wordy play”,421 commented the Daily Graphic reviewer. 

The Secret Agent is indeed an especially dramatic novel. As discussed in detail in chapter 3, the 

discursive arrangement favours an elliptic treatment of key events, furthering the narration through 

dialogic confrontations. Richard J. Hand mentions that “The Secret Agent is a consciously dramatic 

and theatrical novel”422: “After the scene has been set, we are presented with a number of dramatic 

vignettes in which characters encounter each other”.423 Hand, however, identifies several explicit 

allusions to the theatre throughout the novel that make him state that “life-as-theatre [is a] concept 

that imbues The Secret Agent from the start”.424 Probably, such structure lured Conrad into trying to 

be as faithful as possible in the adaptation of his novel. Quoting Hand’s words again: “Conrad 

struggled with the constraints of stage location and yet was determined to retain as many of his 

characters and as much of his exposition as possible”.425 Indeed, Conrad preserved most of the 

characters and story, with the only relevant change being in the conclusion, since Winnie does not 

commit suicide and Ossipon is arrested; however, the adaptation reduced the space of the action to 

only five locations: the parlour at the back of Verloc’s shop (Act I; Act III, Scene I & III), a room in 

a restaurant (Act II, Scene I), the Special Crime Department (Scene II), Lady Mabel’s drawing room 

                                                 
419 Review on Nation and the Atenaeum (11 November 1922), in Hand 2001, p. 61.  
420 Several more reviewers make comments such as the ones quoted above. A few more examples include: “Nothing 

happened – except between the Acts. […] characters sat down and talked about what had happened since the previous 

scene.” (Daily Express); or: “His people talk instead of acting” (Daily Mail). Cf. Hand 2001. 
421 Review on Daily Graphic (4 November 1922), in Hand 2001, p. 37. 
422 Hand 2005, p. 129. 
423 Ibid., p. 131. 
424 Ibid., p. 134. 
425 Hand 2001, p. 4. 
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(Scene III), and Verloc’s shop (Act III, Scene II & IV).426 This creates some implausible situations – 

such as Mr Vladimir visiting Verloc, or the professor showing up at the shop in the final scene – 

whose detrimental effects I will discuss in more detail in the next paragraphs. What Conrad retained 

on the narrative level, however, he changed on the discursive. In fact, possibly due to the technical 

limitations of the early twentieth-century theatre, he decided to change the temporal exposition of the 

story completely, reverting to a chronological order of the events. According to Hand, this is the main 

issue of Conrad’s adaptation: 

The most fundamental problem in the play is caused by making the story chronological. 

The greatness and ingenuity of the novel is destroyed by the play’s linearity.427  

In a more recent analysis, commenting on Christopher Hampton’s remarks about the extreme 

slowness of the play, Hand adds that it is the “straightening” of the discursive structure that negatively 

impacts the pace of the story: 

Though the process of adaptation is loyal to the underlying story, it disentangles the 

complex narrative and the play is […] rendered “tremendously deliberate”.428 

 

In summary, from the negative reception of the play we gather that it is considered verbose, 

lacking in action and excessively slow-paced. Before applying rhythm analysis to the text, to explore 

in detail why it is so, I want to extrapolate the answer quoting from another review, Arthur Beverley 

Baxter’s, published on the Daily Express: 

The Conrad background, that rich velvet of descriptive language used with such genius in 

his novels, unfortunately has no counterpart or substitute on the stage.429 

Baxter’s words perfectly summarise the thesis that will guide the rhythm analysis that follows: the 

excessive fidelity in adapting the narrative level, and the concurrent lack of both secondary rhythms 

                                                 
426 Acts and scenes based on the 1923 three-act version.  
427 Hand 2001, p. 6. 
428 Hand 2005, pp. 146-47; the quoted remark is Christopher Hampton’s, screenwriter and director of the 1996 film 

adaptation of The Secret Agent. 
429 Review on Daily Express (3 November 1922), in Hand 2001, p. 21. 
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on the prominent level and of background rhythms devoid the play of rhythmic depth, diminishing 

suspense and removing the background support to tensive patterns and rhythmic intensity that 

characterises the novel’s structures. 

Starting the rhythm analysis with the prominent level, the first thing to be noticed is the faithful 

transposition of the narrative level. As shown in the table below, most of the main encounters are 

retained.  

Ch. Novel (Main Encounters)  Drama 

I - Act I Winnie & Mother (+Stevie) 

II Mr Vladimir & Mr Verloc  ✓ 

   
Winnie /Verloc, Winnie 

Ossipon, Verloc ossipon 

III (anarchists)  ✓ 

IV The Professor & Comrade Ossipon Act II ✓ 

V The Professor & Chief Inspector Heat 

 
 ~ (narrated intradiegetically) 

VI (F2: Lady Patroness & ssistant Commissioner) 

Assistant Commissioner & Chief Inspector Heat*  
 

✓ 

✓ 

 

   Lady Mabel & Michaelis 

VII Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner  ~ (narrated intradiegetically) 

VIII - Act I Winnie & Mother (+Stevie) 

IX 
Assistant Commissioner & Mr Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mrs Verloc 

Chief Inspector Heat & Mr Verloc 

Act III 

✓ 

✓ 

✓ 

X Sir Ethelred & Assistant Commissioner 

Mr Vladimir & Assistant Commissioner 
Act II 

X 

✓ 

XI Mr Verloc & Mrs Verloc  ✓ 

XII Winnie Verloc & Comrade Ossipon  ✓ 

XIII The Professor & Comrade Ossipon  
X (the ending of the story is 

changed) 

Figure 19 – Rearrangement of events in The Secret Agent, a Drama 

Strangely enough, Conrad decided to keep and even expand the scenes at the patroness’s house (Lady 

Mabel in the play), but cut out the essential encounter between The Professor and Heat, which is 

confined to the brief intradiegetic narration of both the characters involved: 
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(1) PROFESSOR: […] The other day I met Chief Inspector Heat at the corner of 

Tottenham Court Road. He looked at me very steadily but I did not look at him. […]430 

(2) HEAT: […] The other evening I met one of them in a little street. He was a fellow they 

call the Professor. He is really one of them kill-at-any-price lunatics. He backed into 

the corner of a doorway, and says he to me: “Why don’t you arrest me now? Fine 

opportunity.” I told him that when I wanted him I would know where to find him. And 

then I promised him I would handle him without gloves, exactly as if he were a decent 

thief. He lloked a starved rat of a fellow. “If you lay our hands on me,” says he, “we 

will get so mixed up that they will have to bury us in the same grave.” I said to him: 

“Those are tales to scare little children with.” […]431 

In fact, the encounter is partially transferred to the final scene, when the professor arrives at Verloc’s 

Shop. However, the intensity of the confrontation is somewhat diminished by the coming and going 

of characters (Ossipon, Winnie, Heat, two Constables, Detective, Professor), which gives the last 

scene a farcical tone. The encounter between Sir Ethelred (Sir William, in the play) and the Assistant 

Commissioner is also narrated intradiegetically by the latter, in Act II Scene.  

Despite these small changes, the story is approximately the same until the last half of the final scene. 

Unlike in the novel, the encounter between Winnie and Ossipon is interrupted by the arrival of the 

police. Ossipon is arrested and Winnie mental degeneration deepens while the Professor briefly 

appears on the scene. This deviation from the original has a mixed effect. On the one hand, 

substituting Winnie’s suicide with her descent into madness, Conrad embraces the principles of the 

Grand-Guignol, but at the same time prevents an excess of melodrama,432 the same distancing effect 

that was achieved in the novel through the ironic treatment of the subject; it is a successful move, as 

Hand notes: 

Where Conrad was bold enough to change the plot – such as with Winnie’s madness – 

there are dramatic rewards.433 

                                                 
430 Conrad 1923, p. 67. 
431 Conrad 1923, pp. 83-84. 
432 Conrad’s exploitation of generic tropes in the play are discussed in Hand 2005, pp. 126-64. 
433 Hand 2001, pp. 6-7. 
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On the other hand, the unlikeliness of the Professor’s visit to the gathering place of the anarchists he 

despises, moreover when the place is crammed with police, is such that the producer of the play, 

Benrimo, decided to cut the Professor from the final scene.434 Indeed, I would argue that the 

implausibility of his arrival, in addition to the aforementioned farcical tone of the overcrowded scene, 

is likely to undermine the suspense and immersion of the audience. As Cedric Watts puts it, the scene 

ends up being a “parody of the contrivances of theatrical thrillers”.435 While the resulting distancing 

effect might be a further intentional attempt at avoiding the melodramatic tone, I doubt that decreasing 

suspense on the finale can be a deliberate rhythmic strategy.  

Other prominent rhythms are related to the discursive actualisation of the narrative structure. 

Specifically, I am referring to the rhythms and tensive patterns created by the time-shifts, the 

consequent oscillation around the ellipsis of the main event, and the tensions engendered by the 

elliptic exposition itself. Therefore, they might be considered secondary rhythms on the prominent 

level. 

As detailed in chapter 3, one of the most effective rhythmic strategies of the novel is the use 

of time-shifts to circumvent the ellipsis of the main event – Stevie’s death– steadily disclosing the 

mystery of the ‘Greenwich affaire’ through a series of hints and the accumulation of partial character 

knowledge. This creates a relevant tensive pattern whose main effect in the reader is the development 

of increasing suspense culminating in the final denouement (chapters IX and XI). The structure of the 

discursive exposition further increases the narrative tension with an ingenious use of narrative pauses. 

In this respect, the novel’s construction of rhythmic and tensive strategies totally outclasses that of 

the play. Hand’s remark, already quoted, that “the greatness and ingenuity of the novel is destroyed 

by the play’s linearity”436 perfectly adapts to discursive prominent rhythms. 

                                                 
434 Cf Hand 2001, p. 4. 
435 Watts 1989, p. 108. 
436 Hand 2001, p. 6. 
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Primarily, the absence of time-shifts has a negative influence on the construction of tensive patterns. 

The anachronies in the novel entice the recipients with an unexpected leap in time, forcing them into 

additional interpretative tension. Moreover, the multiple movements in time around the ellipsis are 

used by the narrator to deploy narrative clues, small hints about the omitted event elided, thus building 

a slow resolution of the mystery that matches the detective investigation. Therefore, there is a steadily 

increasing suspense, reinforced by the reader knowing only slightly more than the various characters. 

In the play, on the contrary, where the audience is presented with a linear exposition, no such tensions 

arise. The ellipsis is retained, between Act I and II, but suspense is doubly undermined by adaptation 

choices that disrupt narrative tension. First of all, the absence of time-shift ‘normalises’ the ellipsis, 

diminishing the associated relief. In other words, there is nothing special in a month elapsing between 

Act I and II, since no other strategy attracts the recipient’s attention on such feature. The curtain 

furtherly decreases the relief of the elliptic device, since a change of scene is expected, and the effect 

of moving from the Verloc’s parlour to the restaurant is much less marked than the unexpected change 

between chapter III and IV in the novel. Furthermore, perhaps fearing that the audience would not 

have understood the story otherwise, Conrad made it so that there is nearly no mystery around the 

elided event. The end of Act I is overflowing with more or less explicit clues about Verloc’s intention 

to use Stevie for the attack. I am not referring to the foreshadowing elements, present here as they 

were in the novel, but to effective hints at Verloc’s plan: 

(1) STEVIE: (Return of rage) The scoundrels must be punished. Every one must be 

punished! Who’s going to do it? The police can do nothing. You told me so yourself, 

Winnie. 

VERLOC: (Moves forward one step. Hoarse) But I can. […] I will see to it. 

(2) VERLOC: (Startled) Greenwich? (Calmer) Yes. Greenwich. I have heard them say 

that [Michaelis’s] rich old lady has taken a cottage for him that way. Greenwich, oh 

yes […] 

WINNIE: He’s dear. Could you ask him to take Stevie to live with him for a week or 

so? […] 

VERLOC: […] Oh yes, I could ask Michaelis. Certainly. Greenwich. 
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(3) VERLOC: (peculiar tone) In the country. There may be something in that notion of 

yours. (Heavy) Certainly.437 

Adopting an opposite strategy to the novel, Conrad seems to want to make absolutely sure that the 

audience infers Verloc’s plans. In the novel, thanks to the time-shifts, the fact that Stevie has been 

brought to the countryside is revealed only in chapter IX, and yet Greenwich is not mentioned 

explicitly as it is in the play. Here, even the clue of the address written inside Stevie’s clothes is 

delivered explicitly, depriving the recipient of another source of uncertainty:  

MOTHER: Winnie–don’t let him come alone. He is sure to get lost for days. (Distress) 

WINNIE: I have seen to that. (Pulls one chair back from the table. Overcoat on it. Picks it 

up. Look at his overcoat, Mother. I have sewn a tape with our address written as plain as 

can be in marking-ink under the collar. I haven’t put his name on it. The police would bring 

him straight here, of course.438 

The effectiveness of the ellipsis is undermined even further in the second scene of Act II:  

(1) HEAT: […] He got out backwards, out of a third-class compartment, with a bright tin 

can in his hand. Looked like a small tradesman or a better sort of mechanic. He gave 

the can to carry to the slight, fair-haired young chap who was with him. 

(2) HEAT: […] No sign, of course, of the other man. It looks as if he had brought the 

young chap to within a hundred yards of the Observatory wall, and then left him to do 

the job single-handed.439 

Chief Inspector Heat reconstructs the events with precision, specifying in two consecutive lines that 

the victim is “a young chap”. Thus, after a single scene, even though the characters are still unaware, 

the audience has a perfect understanding of what happened in the ellipsis. The misleading 

interpretation of the events given by Ossipon and the Professor in Scene I is immediately dismissed 

and the suspense connected with that specific narrative tension is cancelled. Moreover, also 

immersion is damaged, since the audience knows far more than the characters and the dramatic irony 

is much stronger. Therefore, the audience is deprived of one of the novel’s most immersive and 

                                                 
437 Conrad 1923, pp. 58-59. 
438 Ibid., p. 11. 
439 Ibid., pp. 79-80. 
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suspenseful moments: discovering Stevie’s fate at the same time as Winnie (end of Chapter IX). 

When this event occurs in the play, the recipients have been aware of Stevie’s fate for almost half of 

the play. I argue that, as far as tensive devices are concerned, this might be the most disruptive effect 

of the time linearization. 

A second effect of presenting the events in chronological order is the absence of the narrative 

oscillation around the ellipsis. This was a source of regularity that contributed to the prominent 

rhythm of the novel (see Figure 14, in chapter 3), allowing a series of repetitions on the narrative 

level that are impossible in a linear narration. The oscillation allowed, for instance a better distribution 

of character appearance. Most notably, although technically dead in the elliptical gap after chapter 

III, Stevie ‘survives’ until mid-chapter IX. Conversely, in the adaptation, he can only appear on stage 

in Act I, greatly weakening his role and the dramatic effect of his demise. Hand notices that: 

The tragedy of Stevie – the fact that his death is untimely – becomes unsubtly clear in a 

strictly chronological account of the story: in terms of the aesthetic structure of the play 

too he dies prematurely. An actor playing Stevie in Conrad’s play has a very short time to 

make an impact even though he remains as pivotal to the story in the play as he is in the 

novel.440 

Conrad seems aware of this specific problem, since he overdevelops Stevie’s character, potentiating 

his role and active participation if compared to the novel; the result is a much less passive persona, 

since all his presence is condensed in one scene, where Conrad also conflates the majority of the 

happenings the novel tells in chapter VIII. On the one hand, this gives higher relief to his actions and 

words; on the other, such relief is concentrated in a single section of the story. With no recurrence, 

no ‘rhythm of the character’ can emerge, i.e. all the repetitions of themes, images, values and so on, 

associated with Stevie cease at the end of the first act. What is more, since it all happens before the 

ellipsis, although more prominent than in the novel, Stevie’s behaviour is not as significant as it was 

                                                 
440 Hand 2005, p. 145. 
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in the time-shifted trip to the alms-house, where the reader perceived an additional relief due his/her 

analeptic perspective (see chapter 3.2). 

Therefore, the play has a solid narrative ‘skeleton’, faithfully adapted from the source text; 

nonetheless, echoing Conrad’s words, it is reduced to the bare bones. Leaving metaphors aside, the 

chronological reordering of discursive exposition results in diminished or even absent secondary 

narrative rhythms. The overall rhythmic intensity of the prominent level is compromised, an analytic 

result that confirms some of the criticism about the play’s excessive leisureliness, verbosity and lack 

of action, despite the fact that the events narrated are almost the same as the original text. 

Before proceeding with the analysis of background levels, there is a further rhythmic effect 

that can be studied considering the knowing recipients who read/watch the play as an adaptation. I 

call it ‘rhythm of adaptation’, an additional rhythmic layer arising from the pseudo-intertextual 

oscillation between the adapted text and memories of the original, which produces a further 

alternation of expected and new elements (see chapter 1.4.2). Such rhythm is relevant in this specific 

analysis, since the Drama is undeniably a minor work by a major novelist, and the majority (if not 

all) the audience members are likely to be aware of it being an adaptation. In this regard, the drama 

adaptation of The Secret Agent seems to me quite well constructed. The fact of re-encountering almost 

all the characters and situations of the novel creates a strong rhythmic syntony due to the fulfilment 

of the recipient’s expectations; on such basis, the adaptation delivers a steady flow of variations and 

rearrangements (see Figure 19). The first section of Act I, for instance, merges some of the setting 

construction of chapter I with dialogues and circumstances from chapter VIII. Similarly, Act II Scene 

III merges Chapter X with the Assistant Commissioner’s recollections presented in Chapter VI. 

Despite all the tensive and rhythmic drawbacks described above, the chronological reordering of 

discourse is a valid source of novelty relief, at least as far as the ‘rhythm of adaptation’ is concerned. 

The recipient experiences the rhythmic gratification of recognising expected characters and events 
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and, at the same time, the unobtrusive441 innovation of a different temporal exposition, an effective 

balance of repetition and variation of structural elements at narrative level. Finally, there is the high 

novelty relief caused by the altered ending. At that point, the recipient has gathered extensive 

evidence that the adaptation faithfully follows the original story. The pseudo-intertextual expectations 

are undoubtedly settled when, unexpectedly, the encounter between Winnie and Ossipon is 

interrupted by the arrival of Heat and a Constable. Ossipon is arrested and we witness Mrs Verloc’s 

mental breakdown, while the professor makes a final appearance, in a diminished version of his 

encounter with Heat, central to the novel (chapter V). This sudden ‘betrayal’ of the original story 

might trigger the ‘it wasn’t like that in the book’ effect, a sudden dissonance between what is being 

experienced and the expectations derived from the memories of the original text. However, as 

mentioned above, the change of Winnie’s fate is a successful strategy; it seems to constitute a ‘natural’ 

novelty, which is not too destabilising and effectively adapts to the rhythmic flow of the play. Proving 

this claim, Hand mentions the Times reviewer, A. B. Walkley’s intention to return to the novel and 

re-read the superb scene, oblivious of the fact that it was an invention of the play.442 This positive 

reaction was probably helped by the fact that the questionable presence of the Professor in the final 

scene was removed by the actual stage production. However, following Hand’s reasoning that “the 

Professor’s reappearance at the end of the play does give his character dramatic resolution”,443 I argue 

that even the written version of the play has its rhythmic upside: as in the case of the unfortunate 

chronological ordering, the reappearance of the Professor, although problematic in many ways, has 

the advantage of being a final return to an expected element (cf. the ending of the novel). Thus, the 

reader of the adaptation as adaptation will find a final counterpoint to the tension caused by the 

sudden disruption of his expectations represented by Mrs Verloc’s changed fate. 

                                                 
441 Of course, changing the chronological order of events is highly obtrusive in the overall text economy. However, 

memories of a narrative tend to be based on the story level rather than the discursive devices, especially when anachrony 

is involved. Thus, limiting the analysis to the recipient’s recollection of the plot, one might indeed call the straightening 

of the exposition “unobtrusive”.  
442 Hand 2001, p. 7. 
443 Ibid., p. 4. 
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However, even though the additional ‘rhythm of adaptation’ can partially compensate for the 

diminished discursive rhythms of the prominent level discussed in the above paragraphs, the 

weakening of background rhythms furtherly undermines the overall rhythmic intensity of the play.  

As discussed in the previous chapter, the novel makes use of the semantic component of the 

discursive level to engender a rhythm of images and themes which, having a foreshadowing effect, 

influences the prominent one. These symbolic patterns are transferable in adaptation and, indeed, 

Conrad retained this background rhythm in the play. The foreshadowing is, if possible, even more 

evident than in the source text, since many images and themes are repeated with insistence in the 

character’s discourse. The device is especially evident in Act I, with metaphorical elements 

prefiguring Stevie’s violent demise. Unlike the explicit ‘narrative clues’, figurative hints work more 

subtly, are less intrusive and do not disrupt the suspense; on the contrary they contribute to the 

narrative tension, creating a background rhythm of symbolic meanings, similarly to the novel but 

more concentrated, which work on the background to entice the recipient’s expectations. Consider, 

for example, Winnie’s remarks about Stevie’s unconditioned loyalty to Mr Verloc: 

(1) WINNIE: (Over her shoulder to her MOTHER) that boy would go through fire and 

water for Mr Verloc.444 

(2) WINNIE: Well, well, Adolf, you have done something. (Submits to VERLOC’s arm 

around her neck). I always told you that this boy would go through fire and water for 

you. And I must say you deserve it.445 

(3) OSSIPON: (Lounging out, hands in pockets) I’ve been observing that boy of yours. He 

could be made to do any deadly thing, almost. […] He would set your place on fire as 

soon as not.446 

The first two examples are the direct adaptation of the novel’s “You could do anything with that boy, 

Adolf, […] he would go through fire for you”. The first thing to be noticed is that the symbolic 

strength of the image has been slightly diminished by the use of the more generic idiom “through fire 

                                                 
444 Conrad 1923, p. 2. 
445 Ibid., p. 57. 
446 Ibid., p. 53. 
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and water”. However, the phrase is repeated twice and, additionally, it appears for the first time at the 

very beginning of the first act, thus receiving a specific positional relief. Thus, the weakened image 

is probably an attempt to recalibrate a relief that could have become too prominent. Additionally, the 

third example, besides being an obvious repetition of the ‘fire’ image, also functions as a foretelling 

metaphor of the destruction of Verloc’s household indirectly caused by Stevie’s accidental death. 

Dropping the bomb and killing himself, the boy will metaphorically ‘set Verloc’s place on fire’. 

These examples clearly exemplify the concentrated foreshadowing described above. What 

was in the novel a subtle thread of symbolic clues becomes in the play a sort of fast-paced refrain. 

This is necessary due to the linearization of the discursive arrangement of events. While in the novel 

Mrs Verloc’s comment was to be read in chapter IX, anticipating it to the beginning of the play 

requires a repetition for it to be noted, perceived as a perceptual term by the recipient and thus become 

a source of figurative relief.  

Another thematic rhythm that is maintained in adaptation is the one created by the repetition 

of Mr Verloc’s good nature, a motive which helps the play develop the dramatic irony. Although 

irony does not create a proper rhythmic effect, with its distancing effect it contributes to altering the 

perceived narrative tensions (see next paragraphs on irony). The foreshadowing reinforcement goes 

even further, since the play features some original symbolic anticipations that were not in the source 

text. This is the case, for instance, with Stevie’s joke, a scene with strong proleptic significance:  

(During the last few replicas STEVIE’s legs are visible at the bottom of the 

stairs.) STEVIE (jumps straight into the room). Hoo! 

MOTHER (slight scream). Stevie! You did give me a turn! 

WINNIE (affected severity). Were you trying to frighten us, Steve? 

STEVIE (exultant). Yes, and I did it too.447 

                                                 
447 Conrad 1923, p. 14. 
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It is an instance of what Genette calls ‘syllepsis’, and particularly a thematic syllepsis, an understudied 

discursive arrangement which “prefers thematic, spatial, or associational linkage over chronological 

arrangement”.448 In other words, a scene “artificially set up to represent a wider set of meanings”,449 

in this case specifically constructed to convey thematic significance through a proleptic parenthesis. 

Hand comments on the above passage as follows: 

Although his mother and sister may have been shocked by his joke, the audience is not 

surprised because it saw Stevie prepare himself for the jump. The audience is forced to 

take an analytical perspective of Stevie’s behaviour and of the way in which the other 

characters react to sudden shock. In this way, this brief episode acts as an analogy of the 

bomb blast which kills Stevie.450 

The episode also works as a token for epistemic disparity, highlighting the characters’ obliviousness 

to certain knowledge the audience is possessing. This is a useful substitute for the lack of an explicit 

narrator, an attempt at counterbalancing the absence of narrative devices largely used in the novel, 

such as focalisation.  

The presence of the narrator’s figure in theatre is much disputed. Without entering a debate 

that would lead this discussion astray, I accept Manfred Jahn’s notion of ‘superordinate narrative 

agent’ “an anonymous and impersonal narrative function in charge of selection, arrangement, and 

focalization”.451 Thus, even broadening the definition of narrator to include mimetic narration,452 

except for stage directions, dramatic discourse would still miss the ‘narrative voice’. Richard Aczel 

notes that: 

The “narrator” as an umbrella term for a cluster of possible functions, of which some 

are necessary (the selection, organization, and presentation of narrative elements) and 

others optional (such as self-personification as teller, comment, and direct reader/narratee 

address).453  

                                                 
448 Herman 2005, p.580. 
449 Cf also Tallack 1987, p. 15. 
450 Hand 2005, p. 146. 
451 Jahn 2001, p. 674. 
452 Cf Chatman 1990. 
453 Aczel 1998, p. 492. 
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The functions that Aczel identifies as ‘optional’ are of prominent importance for the narrator in The 

Secret Agent but, at the same time, are not transferable in the theatrical adaptation. This compromises 

two of the most relevant background rhythmic strategies that characterise the novel: the rhythm of 

focalisation and the use of irony as a distancing effect. Although the latter is not a proper rhythm, it 

still affects the reception of tensive and rhythmic devices working as a regulator of aesthetic illusion 

(cf. chapter 2.2 and 3.3). 

Narration in theatre mainly works through external focalisation: “[c]haracters, actions, and 

events are shown to us on stage and we perceive them from the outside without a narrator giving us 

additional information”.454 Therefore, the drama’s ‘narrative agent’ cannot rely on the rapid shifts of 

character’s perspective to enhance the rhythm of the scenes, nor can it use character-bound 

focalisation to withhold information from the audience and increase suspense. This last shortcoming 

adds to the chronological arrangement of discourse, furtherly undermining narrative tension, since 

most of the uncertainty of interpretation is dispelled. Compared to the novel’s readers, the audience 

of the drama adaptation are more aware of what is going on, as mentioned above, even when the 

central ellipsis occurs. Thus, what I have called the ‘rhythm of clues’ is strongly weakened in 

adaptation. The reinforced background rhythm of foreshadowings only partially compensates for the 

lack of focalisation devices; therefore, the absence of both the ‘vertical’ passages between external 

and internal focalisation and the characteristic movements of point of view between characters results 

in a more static and slow-paced discourse. This is particularly evident in the final confrontation 

between Winnie and Verloc. The scene is heavily unbalanced towards Mr Verloc, since Winnie 

mostly utters short remarks and we do not have access to her thoughts, on stage. The quasi-

monologue, added to the inaccessibility of the character’s mind destroys the carefully constructed 

quick exchanges of chapter XI, removing all the movement. The audience could almost behave as if 

there were a single character on stage, and focus all the attention on Verloc. As a partial 

                                                 
454 Weidle, R., in Hühn Schmid and Schönert 2009, p. 235. 
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counterbalance, Conrad introduced a great number of stage directions indicating gestures and 

movements. Never before in the play there was such an abundance of character’s actions, 

interpolating almost every sentence.  

MR. VERLOC (movement of impatience). No, you don't. You have got me. (Begins to 

move ponderously towards WINNIE across front of stage.) There's lots of things we must 

talk over; and to begin with take this damned thing off your face. (Stops.) Take it off, I say. 

(WINNIE perfectly still. MR. VERLOC advances one step more.) One can't tell who one is 

talking to. I am not tired of your face. What's this nonsense? (Pulls veil off.) That's better. 

(Looks away from WINNIE. Ponderous and feeling.) What you want is a good cry. (Sigh.) 

But just now there is no time for tears. We must talk over our future. There may be years 

before us yet. (WINNIE opens her lips as if to scream and shuts them again without any 

other movement. MR. VERLOC pursues, looking downwards, semiconfidential, semi-

forcible, husky voice.) For a time you will have to manage to live alone. In a year or so 

they will let me out quietly, and then we will clear out, somewhere, anywhere. You will 

stand by me. I did try to be a good husband to you. (WINNIE gets up with restrained 

movements, extends her right arm towards her husband, but MR. VERLOC has already 

moved away towards L. of stage and WINNIE, turning slowly, leans her back against 

mantelpiece without a word. Begins to pull off her right glove.) That's right, but why won't 

you say something? You have a devilish way of holding your tongue sometimes. Some 

men would get mad with a woman for it. But I am fond of you. How could I let you go out 

in that state galloping off to your mother with some crazy tale or other about me? And 

when it comes to that it's as much your doing as mine. Strike me dead if I ever would have 

thought of the lad if you had not kept on shoving him on to me. One would think you were 

doing it on purpose to make me fond of him. Hang me if I wasn't beginning to be. Devil 

only knows what you had in your head. There's no saying how much you know of what's 

going on with your don't-care-a-damn way of looking on and saying nothing at all. (Sudden 

passion. Takes hat off and throws it in corner of room. Excitement subsides. Weary tone.) 

Lord, I am tired. Ever since six o'clock this morning on the go. And from one shock to 

another, and thinking of you sitting at home. And then you meet me with that deaf-and-

dumb trick of yours as if you hadn't loved me for seven years. (Drops on sofa. Leans back.) 

I suppose I might have cleared out straight away. They think I have blown myself to 

pieces.455 
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This sudden concentration of actions is indeed generating its own rhythm, due to the novelty relief 

and even more to the natural effect of attracting the audience’s attention on the actor that is performing 

an action. Thus, a situation like the one described in the extract above is partially compensating for 

the lack of the rhythm of focalisation, by engendering a rhythm of the audience gaze. As though 

watching a tennis match, their eyes are likely to move back and forth between the characters, thus 

emulating the sudden shifts in focalisation that characterise the scene in the novel. However, the effect 

is only partially achieved, since following the physical movements is only a meagre surrogate of the 

powerful immersive effect of the original focalisation shifts and, despite this attempt at dynamism, 

the scene still results quite static. 

Finally, damaged by the absence of an explicit narrating persona is also irony, perhaps the 

primary narratorial feature of the source text. The ‘covert’, impersonal narrative agent that shows the 

story on stage can only go so far in reproducing the original narrator’s tone of amused detachment 

from the characters and events narrated. This impossibility is what most disturbed Conrad, who 

defined his adaptation “a merely horrible and sordid tale”456 and finally capitulated, coming to the 

decision that “since the story is horrible I shall make it as horrible as I possibly can”.457 Although not 

interested in the ethical value of the narrative distance, rhythm analysis must take the effect into 

account since aesthetic illusion has a strong influence on the other mechanisms of reception – 

attention and suspense –, which in turn alter the perceived rhythmic intensity (see chapter 2).  

The source text relies on two types of ironic strategies: dramatic and narratorial (authorial). 

The first, arising from dialogue and situations, can be transferred on stage, while the latter is the 

perfect example of non-transferable element which requires proper adaptation, due to the fact that the 

narrative agent has no voice and thus no means to make direct ironic comments. According to Amy 

Houston, Conrad “countered the loss of authorial voice by investing his script with dramatic irony”.458 
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Indeed, the narrative structure of the play, being more straightforward and overtly presenting the 

events to the reader, increases the disparity between the audience’s and the character’s knowledge, 

which is the main source of dramatic irony. Although, also in the novel, the actions and discourse of 

the characters were overflowing with ironic significance, it was mostly covert and slowly revealed to 

the reader mainly in retrospect, once he/she had uncovered the truth, reconstructing the events from 

the complex anachronic exposition. In the play, on the contrary, dramatic irony is much more overt. 

Take as example Scene I in the second Act, corresponding to chapter IV. The Professor gave the 

bomb to Mr Verloc, thus he and Ossipon believe that the shopkeeper is the victim mentioned in the 

newspaper.  

OSSIPON (interrupting). Who could that fellow be? I assure you that we, in London, had 

no knowledge of anything being arranged. Couldn't you describe the person you last gave 

the stuff to?  

PROFESSOR (sip of beer, slowly). Describe him! I don't think there can be the slightest 

objection now. (OSSIPON rises slightly in his seat.) I can describe him to you in one 

word— Verloc.  

OSSIPON (drops back on seat suddenly). Verloc? Impossible!  

PROFESSOR (two nods). That's the person. […]459 

This dramatic irony is one of the most relevant, since it lingers throughout the novel until Ossipon 

discovers the truth much later in the story, and the misunderstanding influences the course of events. 

While, in the novel, the reader is tricked by the time-shifts into sharing the characters’ belief, at least 

for some chapters, in the play their knowledge is immediately questioned, since at the end of Act I 

Mr Verloc hints openly and repeatedly at his plan. Even assuming that some members of the audience 

missed the numerous clues, the ellipsis is completely filled in by Heat in Scene II, remarking even 

further the dramatic irony. Such stronger ironic effect does indeed replace the narratorial irony as a 

distancing effect, since the audience have difficulty identifying with characters who have such a lesser 

knowledge of the events than them. Therefore, in place of the steady flow of understanding which 
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gradually increased the dramatic irony in the novel, the adaptation plays all its cards at once, forcing 

on the audience a constant sense of distancing that, I argue, disrupts the suspense by eliminating the 

oscillation between immersion and distancing that characterised the original. Think, for example, 

about the narrative tension related to Heat’s investigation on the clue of the address, which cannot 

emerge in the play.  

Additionally, Conrad tried to adapt the narratorial irony as well, by delegating the mocking 

comments to the characters themselves. Overall, the strategy is not very effective. Mr Vladimir 

ironizing on Mr Verloc during their meeting, or the Professor delivering pungent and grotesque 

descriptions of the anarchists, cannot possibly have the same authority of the external narrator. It 

seems to me that the result is mere sarcastic opinions on the characters, which influence how the 

recipients see the target of the irony only to a certain extent, especially when the ironizing character 

is in turn the target of other ironies. While the heterodiegetic narrator’s descriptions had the world-

constructing authentication force of the authoritative narrative (cf. chapter 1.3), characters on the 

same diegetic level can only give their unimposing point of view on each other. Therefore, I only 

partially agree with Houston, when she claims that: 

by juxtaposing different perspectives against each other, [Conrad] achieves the very 

subtlety and ambivalence he felt he was sacrificing by moving into the dramatic medium.460 

This statement is considering only the dramatic component of irony, disregarding the essential role 

of the narrator’s direct remarks. Nonetheless, there is a scene where the adaptation achieves the full 

ironic tone of the novel. It is Lady Mabel's drawing-room, in Act II Scene III. Notably, in the original 

version which was performed, it was a separate Act, the third.  

In balancing it so directly with the previous act, Conrad invites us to draw parallels between 

this world of apparently unassailable social morality and the sordid world that runs beneath 

it. In structuring the narrative for the theatre, Conrad achieves a deep irony here that he 

could not achieve as readily in novel form. […] Within this structure, the tensions which 

                                                 
460 Houston 1998, pp. 66-67. 
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arise when anarchist and police officer and society lady and foreign-embassy official all 

partake of the same canapes are overt; and the similarities between them are also, 

ironically, made apparent.461 

Houston notes the strong structural irony arising in the scene, but she also mentions Lady Mabel’s 

guests as a second source of irony. Conrad uses a group of guests to reproduce the chatter at the 

patroness’s soirée.  

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. You have read about the bomb outrage in Greenwich Park? 

SECOND WOMAN'S VOICE. No, I have only just heard. Thank God there were no 

victims. 

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. The horrid anarchist blew himself up apparently. How stupid 

of him. The man who took me in to dinner—I didn't catch his name …  

THIRD WOMAN'S VOICE. Mr. Vladimir, First Secretary of an Embassy. 

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. Oh! Indeed! He was very interesting about it. He explained to 

me that the very stupidity of this outrage makes it extremely significant. Most serious!  

THIRD WOMAN'S VOICE (high-pitched). Serious! I should think so. Poor Sir George 

had a narrow escape.  

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. The Astronomer Royal? Was he anywhere near?  

THIRD WOMAN'S VOICE. I suppose so. Such a charming man. Did you ever hear him 

lecture? I never went. Astronomy is so difficult, so remote from one's other interests.  

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. Isn't it? I can't see how it can have any connexion with politics. 

Those anarchists must be simply mad. Mad people are the most dangerous of all.  

(MICHAELIS enters and crosses room to couch. Sudden pause in the voices.)  

FIRST WOMAN'S VOICE. Dear Lady Mabel pushes eccentricity too far.  

THIRD WOMAN'S VOICE. Oh, don't say that. It is so amusing.462 

[…] 

WOMAN'S VOICE. Monstrous. 

ANOTHER WOMAN'S VOICE. Most painful to see. 

ANOTHER MAN'S VOICE (mincingly). Absolutely grotesque.463 

The guests in this extract function similarly to the chorus in a Greek tragedy, almost as disembodied 

voices commenting on the other characters. This device has a threefold ironic effect. Firstly, it is 

                                                 
461 Houston 1998, p. 64. 
462 Conrad 1923, pp. 100-02. 
463 Ibid., p. 110. 
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ironic as such, since by juxtaposing the epic tone of the Greek tragedy to the setting of the “upper 

world”,464 the narrative agent, although voiceless, can make a mocking comment on the high society 

portrayed on stage. Secondly, the discussion itself bears strong dramatic ironies. The voices comment 

on the attack, thanking God that there were no victims. As Houston notes, “the dramatic irony of this 

remark is clear given our knowledge, for the ‘horrid anarchist’ who apparently blew himself up was 

in reality the boy, Stevie, more of a victim than anyone else in the play”. Similarly, the women’s 

remarks about astronomy and its remoteness, the fact that they “can't see how it can have any 

connexion with politics”, ironically disprove Mr. Vladimir’s thesis, effectively mocking his grand 

plan.  

VLADIMIR: Nothing better. And nothing easier. Why not blow up the Observatory? […] 

The blowing up of the first meridian is bound to raise a howl.465 

Finally, the third ironic effect of the ‘chorus’ is that it can make direct ironic comments on the 

characters (Michalis and Lady Mabel). The guests are on stage, but almost as disembodied opinions, 

as their name in the playscript underlines: they are called ‘voice’, and thus are not even granted the 

status of proper characters; therefore, their comments are as heterodiegetic as it is possible in a drama, 

without resorting to an actual narrator.  

Thus, Scene III is constructed to have an intense, multi-layered ironic tone, resembling in richness 

that of the novel. Nonetheless, such complex irony is limited to a single scene, moreover, one that is 

somewhat detached from the rest of the play, and perceived as narratively irrelevant. In Hand’s words, 

“Although Lady Mabel’s scene is memorable, it could be interpreted as blurring the focus of Conrad’s 

tragic play: in the novel it is an intriguing satirical vignette but in the play it may be too much of a 

digression to warrant a place on stage”.466 Therefore, the scene is a good exercise of adaptation per 

se, but, as far as the analysis of rhythm is concerned, it is not very effective in supporting the existing 

                                                 
464 In the four-act version, each act had a subtitle: ACT I – The Private Life; ACT II – The Under World; ACT III – The 

Upper World; ACT IV – The Issue. (Cf. Conrad 1934, p. 85). 
465 Conrad 1923, p. 36. 
466 Hand 2005, p. 143. 
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tensive and rhythmic strategies. Being confined to a small portion of the play, the ironic tone cannot 

create the rhythm of aesthetic illusion achieved in the novel by the constant ironic remarks of the 

heterodiegetic narrator; in all the other scenes the audience must be content with the dramatic irony 

alone.  

Therefore, as in the case of the background ‘rhythm of clues’, the adaptation process tries to respond 

to a non-transferable rhythm by finding a partial substitute with a weaker effect than the original and, 

additionally, by reinforcing a related transferable rhythm. Thus, the shifts in internal focalisation are 

replaced with the (not so effective) rhythm of the audience’s glances, while the rhythm of 

foreshadowing is enhanced. Similarly, dramatic irony is emphasised to counterbalance the weaker 

effect the narratorial irony being delegated to the characters themselves. 

As a final note, the two characters who the authorial irony did not touch are still immune to 

the ironic effects in the play: the adaptation seems to retain their ‘privileged status’. Hand notices 

that: 

The role of Stevie is remarkably challenging: he appears only in Act I, but almost every 

line of his speeches can be interpreted as ironically or morally significant (in contrast to 

the clichés, empty rhetoric and lies of the other characters).467 

Additionally, Houston, commenting on the poor characterisation of the Professor in the production 

of the play at the Ambassadors Theatre, remarks that, in the written version of the play, “the Professor 

is the one character who can express the irony necessary to balance what could otherwise be a 

considerably melodramatic ending”.468 Therefore, the special ironic treatment of these two characters 

is preserved in adaptation, in spite of the alterations required by the different medium. Their immunity 

to the narratorial irony is adapted by making them bringers of irony.  

  

                                                 
467 Hand 2005, p. 145. 
468 Houston 1998, p. 68. 
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In conclusion, this section started by focussing on reviews and the critic reception of the stage 

adaptation of The Secret Agent; moreover, I used the author’s own comments to highlight the process 

used and the feeling of having ‘stripped off something’ that was in the novel and that the play lacked. 

In the second part, rhythm analysis has been used to give consistency to those intuitions and 

comments. The result was usually in agreement with preceding analyses, which the study of tensions 

and reliefs confirmed, either adding new concepts or providing a rhythmic version of existing 

insights. 
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4.2  The Rhythms of Syncretic Discourse (John K. Snyder’s Graphic Novel) 

This section analyses the graphic novel The Secret Agent, an adaptation by John K. Snyder 

III, published in 2013 as the 17th issue of the new Classic Illustrated series. The comics medium poses 

interesting challenges to the study of narrative and the examination of textual structures in general; 

the presence in ‘graphic narratives’ of a double, visual and verbal code creates an additional layer of 

signification with its own modes and interpretative rules, which often differ significantly from those 

of the verbal narrative. Furthermore, as Kai Mikkonen notices, “narration in comics usually happens 

both through words and images and, for much of the time, in a conceptual space between them”.469 

Therefore, words and images can combine in different and unpredictable ways, creating discursive 

levels featuring a unique blend of the two codes, resulting in a wide range of styles with a specific 

‘language’. Daniele Barbieri underlines the fact that: 

[Q]uello che semplificando chiamiamo “racconto per immagini” è in realtà un racconto 

misto o sincretico, in cui il ruolo narrativo delle immagini può essere totale, in qualche 

caso, ma può essere anche piuttosto ridotto, in altri casi in cui la componente di narrazione 

verbale si fa forte.470 

This varying and unpredictable relevance of images in narration ensures that, in Silke Horstkotte’s 

words, “there is no universal grammar for this decoding as there is in verbal narrative”,471 and each 

discursive ‘style’ in comics requires a specific analysis. There are, nonetheless, several narrative 

issues that have been discussed in general terms, such as the role and existence of the narrator, or 

visual-specific focalisation techniques. Despite being a relatively new field of narrative studies, the 

theoretical approach to comics is far too vast to be discussed here, even if only in summary; however, 

some specific elaborations of certain notions might indeed prove useful in rhythm analysis, and will 

be presented if need be.  

                                                 
469 Mikkonen 2017, p. 16. 
470 “[W]hat we simply call ‘visual narrative’ is in fact a mixed or syncretic narration, in which the narrative role of images 

can sometimes be total, but also quite limited, when the verbal component of narration is stronger”. Barbieri 2017, p. 47. 
471 Horstkotte, S., in Stein and Thon 2015, p. 32. 
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Given such preliminary considerations, this section unfolds in two parts: after a general discussion 

on the structure and stylistic features of the adaptation, a close reading of the text is performed, 

focussing on those pages and panels where relevant rhythmic and tensive patterns can be found, or 

highlighting graphic strategies that offer significant examples of adaptation. 

 The first feature worth mentioning is that Snyder’s process of adaptation was characterised by 

a specific constraint, a requirement of the Classics Illustrated series it belongs to; namely, all the 

verbal narration is quoted directly from the source text. Thus, Snyder could only select portions of 

the novel’s discourse and use them as captions or direct speech balloons; he could cut and make minor 

adjustments, but was allowed no proper adaptation of the verbal component. All the words found in 

the adaptation are Conrad’s. The text is clearly presented as an adaptation: “The Secret Agent by 

Joseph Conrad adapted by John K. Snyder III”. Therefore, the paratext itself clarifies that the work 

has no pretention of autonomy. I will return to the issues this may cause later in this section; however, 

I would like to focus on the opportunity this constraint offers to the analysis of the adaptation and the 

adaptation of rhythmic strategies in particular. Since the verbal discourse can only be transferred, all 

the adaptation proper is to be performed on the visual level. This fact helps circumscribe the 

identification of adapted sources of relief, allowing a more concise analysis of the rhythmic and 

tensive strategies which are specific to the graphic novel.  

The adaptation of the story is extremely faithful and concise, with each chapter of the novel 

corresponding to three/four pages on average, some chapters reduced to a couple or even a single 

page, and only the events told in chapter IX granted as much as six pages. Moreover, all the major 

events are retained, with the exception of the encounter between the Lady Patroness and the Assistant 

Commissioner told in retrospect at the beginning of chapter VI (F2, see chapter 3, Figure 15). As 

Barbieri mentions in his Semiotica del fumetto, “la concisione della narrazione favorisce l’intensità 
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ritmica, e descrivere le azioni per immagini è indubbiamente più conciso che descriverle a parole”.472 

Snyder seems to take this notion to the extreme, condensing in each page a considerable amount of 

visual elements, which causes a potential concentration of elements in relief. This potential alone, 

however, is not enough to cause a high rhythmic intensity. In fact, the presence of visually overloaded 

pages can have the opposite effect and cause a decrease of the perceived rhythm if the recipient’s 

attention is not maintained on the prominent level, and lingers on non-narrative details, or – even 

worst – if the reader fails to isolate the significant signs in an overflow of details. Therefore, thanks 

to the inherently diverse nature of images, comics can easily modulate the reading speed by varying 

the complexity threshold (see chapter 2.1.2):  

Nel fumetto la velocità di lettura può essere molto modulata attraverso una quantità di 

fattori – finendo per essere uno strumento molto utile di variazione ritmica molto utile e 

quasi inutilizzabile nel romanzo.473 

The graphic-novel The Secret Agent uses panels rich in details, which slows down narrative rhythm, 

but at the same time compresses the story in few pages to counterbalance that effect and retain the 

reader’s attention. Moreover, the abundance of visual details imitates the overall rhythmic structure 

of the novel, characterised by a strong presence of background rhythms, to alter the prominent 

narrative one. According to Barbieri, the main factors that contribute to the modulating of reading 

speed are the quantity of verbal text, the visual complexity and the size of the panels.474 Snyder’s 

adaptation uses all three methods extensively and, since the author has limited control over the verbal 

discourse, which he can only select but not summarise, the visual level is where most of the strategic 

structural choices take place. In other words, the majority of the original rhythmic devices found in 

the graphic novel depend on what is commonly called ‘graphic style’. As Hortskotte underlines: 

                                                 
472 “Narrative conciseness fosters rhythmic intensity, and describing actions with images is undoubtedly more concise 

than describing them with words”. Barbieri 2017, p. 47. 
473 “In comics, reading speed can be modulated through a wide range of factors, thus becoming an extremely useful means 

of rhythmic variation, almost unusable in novels”. Ibid., 2017, p. 95.  
474 Cf. Barbieri 2017, Ch. 3.2.2, pp. 97-100. 
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hand-drawn comics are much more variable in style and composition. Panel size, shape, 

and placement, drawing style, coloring, and the use of frames, as well as the use or lack of 

narrative text boxes, their size, shape, color, and position in- or outside panels are just some 

of the elements that contribute toward the unique ways in which a graphic narrative draws 

its readers into the storyworld.475 

The variables to be considered in the analysis of the visual discourse of comics are numerous. Despite 

Randy Duncan and Matthew J. Smith considering it a formal constraint of the medium,476 the 

unrealistic images offer a variety of expressive opportunities unavailable to the life-like depiction of 

film or photography. 

The style of The Secret Agent is highly non-standard, both in the visual representation and in 

the page structure. Snyder makes a diverse use of all the variability elements mentioned by Horstkotte, 

combining and altering them, so that two pages have rarely the same ‘style’ or arrangement. The 

result is the predominance, on the visual level, of what Barbieri calls novelty relief. 

Generally speaking, the drawing style of the graphic novel tends to be abstract and caricatured. The 

objects and figures tend to be heavily outlined in a fashion that reminds of the shape-drawing 

technique, with no curve lines and remarked contours. Occasionally, the colour and shadows add 

expression to the human figures, creating a contrasting effect with the sharp unrealistic angles; at 

other times, the schematic external outline is filled with a monochromatic tone, exaggerating the 

geometrical depersonalisation (see Figure 20, right). As described in the close reading analysis, this 

variation of drawing style serves several narratorial functions, such as enhancing focalisation or 

increasing narrative distance. 

                                                 
475 Horstkotte, S., in Stein and Thon 2015, p. 32. 
476 Duncan and Smith 2009, p. 119. 
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Figure 20 – Different drawing styles; Snyder 2013, p. 15 / p. 28; details  

Every so often, some depictions vaguely resemble the visual style of analytical cubism in their “right-

angle and straight-line construction” and “breaking down of form” to its basic geometric 

components477 as well as in the panel’s disregard for linear temporality and single point of view. 

Objects and frames overlap, alternating perspective and conflating time spans in a single frame or 

page. As discussed below, this stylistic feature is mainly used as a distancing effect. 

                                                 
477 Encyclopaedia Britannica, “Cubism”, https://www.britannica.com/art/Cubism. 

https://www.britannica.com/art/Cubism


The Rhythm of the Adaptations   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

263 

 

Figure 21 – Visual focalisation techniques; Snyder 2013, p. 29 

Another significant stylistic feature of The Secret Agent is the pregnant use of colour, both in 

the visual representations and in the text boxes. Snyder makes an expressionistic use of colour, more 

interested in setting a mood or psychological tone to an image, rather than in realistic depiction. Each 

page or scene has a dominant colour, which oftentimes extends to the depicted objects and characters 

(see Figure 22, upper row); the latter effect could be described as a colour-filter applied to the page. 

Some pages even present a selective second colour filtering on specific panels, used to indicate 

flashbacks or other intradiegetic activity by a character (Figure 22, lower row). Thus, colour in the 

visual component can be used to signal a change in scene, temporal exposition or cognitive 

focalisation (see below).  
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Figure 22 – colour-filtering technique; Snyder 2013, p. 31 / p.32 / p. 25 / p. 42 

Colour is also used to differentiate verbal discourse: captions in text boxes are colour-coded for all 

the main characters, so is the pointer of speech bubbles. The narrator’s voice is in white. See the 

second part of this section for a detailed analysis of specific pages. 

Besides the local uses and variations, the unrealistic graphic style of the adaptation serves as a 

distancing modulation device. The passage from accurate depiction to monochromatic sketching, the 

variable thickness and emphasis of the figures’ outlines, the shift from semi-realistic to fully 
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expressionistic colouring, all function as substitutes, i.e. an adaptation proper, for the reduced 

importance given to verbal narrator. Here, a theoretical specification is due. The role, position and 

extent of the narrator in visual media is highly debated and controversial in narrative studies. 

Excluding the verbal component, there is still the issue of who – if anyone at all besides the effective 

author – is in charge of selecting what is shown in represented discourse.478 The discussion is too vast 

to be reported here, and only marginally pertinent to rhythm analysis. As in the case of drama 

adaptation (ch 4.1), I am content with Richard Aczel’s definition of the narrator as “a cluster of 

possible functions, of which some are necessary (the selection, organization, and presentation of 

narrative elements) and others optional (such as self-personification as teller, comment, and direct 

reader/narratee address)”.479 Since in comics “each element, whether it is visual, linguistic, or aural, 

participates fully in the narration”,480 the ‘cluster of functions’ narrator, is in charge of both the 

‘classic’ verbal narration and the “selection, organization, and presentation” of visual discourse. Most 

of the optional functions are still actualised in verbal form, while the necessary ones are more equally 

distributed between verbal and visual. Such simplification suffices for the purposes of the current 

analysis. In The Secret Agent, as mentioned above, the visual component of narration is extremely 

relevant; due to the fact that the narrator has several constraint in controlling the content of text boxes 

and balloons, and verbal elements can only be transferred as they are in the novel, any adaptation 

proper of the narrator’s choices (e.g., focalisation, temporal exposition, psychological 

characterisation) must be on the graphic level. Hence the importance of the visual style in modulating 

distance, since such function is hampered by the much lower relief given to verbal devices in a 

syncretic narration. The verbal irony that characterises the novel, for instance, is virtually absent, 

since most of the descriptive function is delegated to images. 

                                                 
478 The debate is outlined, for instance, by Thon, J. N., in Alber and Hansen 2014. 
479 Aczel 1998, p. 492. 
480 Groensteen, 2007, p. 11. 
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 Leaving aside the graphics, a second stylistic feature that is used to adapt narrative devices 

visually is the page structure. Horstkotte argues that: 

One of the most repeated dogmas of comics studies is the understanding of comics as a 

linear or ‘sequential art’ with a ’grammar’ composed of panels and frames separated by 

gaps and gutters.481 

She also quotes Wendy Steiner’s claim that “dividing the picture into several distinct frames, [… 

graphic narrative] uses the eye of the spectator moving from panel to panel to keep narrative time 

running”.482 Snyder’s graphic novel completely defies this ‘general rule’. Only three pages present a 

regular 4x4 grid of bordered panels separated by gutters. Therefore, the page structure itself is not a 

mere sequential arrangement, but is used to convey specific meanings.  

Even though almost each page of The Secret Agent has a different structure, two typical layouts can 

be identified: the first and more common is a full-page panel with a few superimposed frames 

arranged in an irregular pattern, which I call ‘synchronic layout’ (see below). The main panel has a 

variable degree of realism, from an abstract background pattern of shapes to a concrete image, which 

can be a place, or an object or person, usually in a close-up view. 

                                                 
481 Horstkotte, S., in Stein and Thon 2015, p. 37. 
482 Steiner, W., in Ryan 2004, p. 141. 
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Figure 23 – Full-page layout: different background styles; Snyder 2013, p. 7 / p. 7 / p. 23 / p. 26 

The second type of layout is more traditional, featuring irregular clusters of bordered frames that 

spread on the page, which is usually coloured in monochrome or shaded colour.  

The two layout styles are not selected arbitrarily, but serve different narrative strategies. First 

of all, they have a different role in the management of discourse time. While the cluster of panels 

conveys a more or less sequential exposition, the synchronic layout allows for more varied 

interpretations of temporal sequence. As Silke Horstkotte argues, “the images in a visual narrative do 

not function as signs in a manner comparable to words in a sentence”; this means that the 
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bidimensional nature of visual narratives allows more options than the simple linear reading. Kai 

Mikkonen, for instance, mentions the possibility in comics of a global look, a synchronic reading, 

also called “‘tabular’ reading in reference to a tableau (picture, painting, table)”;483 such possibility 

of synchronic vision normally contrasts whit one of the basic rules of the medium. In Mikkonen’s 

words:  

Perhaps the most obvious element for manipulating temporal order in comics is the panel 

relations that invite the reader to construct meaningful connections and fill in the gaps in 

information. The transition between two panels does not necessarily indicate a temporal 

shift […] but temporal transitions between panels are so common in the medium that they 

may amount to a kind of default expectation.484  

Therefore, the easiest way to avoid the reader’s standard interpretation (gutter = passing time) and 

favour tabular reading is to get rid of regular sequences of frames. The Secret Agent adopts exactly 

this strategy, thus choosing the more suitable page layout according to the importance that must be 

given to the passing of time. The result is the use of panel sequences when the order of events is 

relevant, while the synchronic layout is used when discourse time is less salient, for instance to focus 

the reader’s attention on the mental state or the complex reasoning of a character. Thus, the different 

page layout can be used to put time and the sequence of events in greater relief when necessary, 

enhancing the narrative rhythm; or else, it can be used to increase the visual prominence of the 

characters’ interiority (see below, for instance, the analysis of the pages corresponding to chapter 

nine). Therefore, the page layout is also used as an adaptation proper of the novel’s mobile and 

rhythmically significant use of focalisation, which cannot be merely transferred on the verbal level. 

In particular, the full-page layout is more suitable for handling internal focalisation, while an external 

                                                 

483 “The notion of tabular reading refers to features in comics that invite a nonlinear, or not only sequential, 

reading of the panels and where, thus, the whole of the spatial arrangement merits a more global look and 

appreciation. There are great differences between comics in this respect. For instance, certain “exploded” 

scenes […] invite a pronouncedly tabular reading: the panels on the page are not integrated into a logical 

continuum in terms of a sequence, but these reflect the protagonist’s mental state […]. [T]he composition 

invites a synchronic look at the whole as a unit of graphic design and narration. Such arrangements defy the 

story-discourse distinction: is there any sense of temporal order in scenes that focus on the protagonist’s mental 

state or the various perspectives of the situation at hand?” (Mikkonen 2017, pp. 36-37). 

484 Mikkonen 2017, p. 40. 
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or shifting focalisation is best conveyed by the sequence of panels, especially considering the irregular 

layout, with the form, position and dimension of the frames that can vary to put certain details in 

sharper relief or to follow the stare of a character upon another person or object. 

It must be noticed that the concept of focalisation in visual media is more stratified and gradual 

than the binary opposition found in verbal narratives. According to Mikkonen: 

Comics storytelling, when it comes to the visual perspective of the narrative, uses an 

extremely complex scale of potential intermediate positions between subjective or internal 

focalisation at one end, and clearly non-character-bound perspective or external 

focalisation at the other. This scale […] reflects varying degrees of congruence and 

divergence between a character’s point of view and the reference world of the narrative, as 

well as the fact that comics can use internal and external viewpoints at the same time.485 

Therefore, visual narratives have several options to show perceptual focalisation, which Mikkonen 

divides in five categories486: 

1. the point-of-view image (or sequence): the frame(s) depicts a character’s field of vision, 

making the reader share a personal perspective. 

2. the gaze image: shows a character gaze; the character is looking at something that cannot 

be seen in the panel. 

3. the eyeline image/match: is the combination of 1 and 2, usually in adjacent frames. Using 

the gaze image, it makes the reader interpret a following or preceding frame as a point of 

view. 

4. the over-the-shoulder image: the technique is quite self-explanatory. The effect is 

following the character perspective. 

5. the reaction image: a panes shows the character’s reaction to what he/she has seen or 

experienced. 

                                                 
485 Mikkonen 2017, p. 147. 
486 See Mikkonen 2017, pp. 148-50. 
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As Mikkonen specifies, “all these techniques and devices amount to an extremely complex scale of 

intermediate positions between clearly subjective and clearly non-character-bound perspectives”.487 

Additionally, there is a further distinction that complicates the analysis of focalisation. Adopting 

François Jost’s distinction between ocularisation and proper focalisation, Mikkonen differentiates 

between perceptual and cognitive focalisation. The first concerns only matters of visual perspective, 

i.e. the relation between what is shown in a panel and what the characters are perceiving; the five 

techniques described above refer to this kind of focalisation. In addition and separately, thanks to the 

multidimensionality of the images, comics can show the more general cognitive perspective of a 

character. In this broader sense, focalisation is “a complex product of what one sees, what the 

character is presumed to be seeing, what he or she is presumed to know, 

what he or she says, and so forth”.488 

With these distinctions in mind, the different approach of the two page layouts in The Secret Agent 

can be furtherly explained. Generally speaking, a sequence of frames is more likely to convey 

perceptual focalisation, while the full page with its focus on a single element or character, is suitable 

for dealing with cognitive focalisation. The aforementioned character-bound use of colours and 

colour-filtering of pages, not to mention the ‘traditional’ verbal focalisation, add further layers of 

complexity to the analysis of focalisation techniques. 

Finally, it is worth mentioning that due to the non-realistic and schematic visual style, 

sometimes, the distinction between the two layouts can be blurred; frames have often no border, or 

particular shapes. For instance, on page 24 (Figure 24) the central frame contains only a close-up of 

Ossipon’s gaze and moreover it has an irregular shape; thus, due to the general sharp-cornered 

drawing style, it could also be interpreted as a full-page panel depicting a face emerging from the 

shadows. The distinction is not irrelevant, since as seen above, the type of layout used has a narrative 

                                                 
487 Mikkonen 2017, p. 150. 
488 Jost 2004, p. 74. 



The Rhythm of the Adaptations   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

271 

significance. As already mentioned, there are also three instances of a regular page of 4x4 frames. 

Being an exception, rather than the standard layout, such regularity has a special rhythmic effect, 

which is detailed in the page-by-page analysis below. 

 

Figure 24 – Blurred layout; Snyder 2013, p. 24 

In conclusion, the combination of a peculiar graphic style with a non-standard and extremely 

varied page layout always challenges the reader’s expectations. The unrealistic depiction, often 

verging on abstraction, and the absence of a regular frame layout create ambiguity and interpretative 

tensions. The visual complexity: panels overflowing with graphic details, seemingly unarranged 

speech balloons and text boxes, and the coexistence of several drawing styles, colours and form 

patterns can dazzle the reader with an excess of information. On the one hand, this can lead to the 

creation of rich background visual rhythms (symbols, focalisation, colour and shape patterns) which, 

in an effective adaptation of the novel’s structure, alter and reinforce the narrative tensions and the 
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prominent rhythm of events; on the other hand, if brought to the extreme, these features can confuse 

the reader, hiding the attention attractors behind too much detail, and compromising the mise-en-

relief unless the recipient is willing to reduce the reading speed considerably to counterbalance the 

excess of visual complexity. This is the case with some of the pages that adopt the synchronic layout 

(e.g., Figure 26), where the suppression of the linear reading adds further possibilities of 

interpretation. The reader is often invited to move back and forth, going back to a verbal or visual 

element in a process that Barbara Postema calls ‘weaving’ and that is “essential to allow for the 

retroactive resignification or projection that creates plot out of gaps”. Postema identifies weaving 

when reading comics with a standard, linear panel structure, when the reader “has to check back over 

previously read panels to follow the narrative”.489 However, I argue that the synchronic structure of 

many panels in The Secret Agent, adding to the complexity and ambiguity of the graphic style, favours 

an even stronger weaving, with the reader’s gaze constantly shifting back to check on visual details 

that he/she might have missed. I claim than this effect is an adaptation proper of the novel’s non-

linearity. In the adaptation, the time-shifts are removed and the story is told chronologically, except 

for a single frame on page 25 showing Heat’s flashback (figure 22, 3rd image) ; nonetheless, the visual 

level undertakes non-linearity, reproducing locally the sense of altered temporality that characterised 

the novel. Tabular reading replicates the oscillating effect and the constant subtle flow of 

foreshadowing elements and clues. The reader of the graphic novel, similarly to Conrad’s reader, is 

constantly forced to reinterpret hints on both narrative and non-narrative levels; thus, the text builds 

a constant tension, which reverberates on the prominent level, contributing to the steadily rising 

suspense due to the unfolding of the story. 

Another stylistic choice intertwined with narrative devices is the graphic rendition of direct 

speech. Snyder uses both captions and balloons to report the character’s words. Once again, it is not 

a random choice, but one pursuing two narrative strategies. Firstly, it helps to express focalisation 

                                                 
489 Postema 2013, p. 113. 
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visually; while balloons usually indicate an external perspective, captions in text boxes, due to their 

positioning and increased abstraction, are more suitable for indicating a character-bound focalisation 

(see Figure 21). Secondly, and more important for rhythm analysis, the two styles of dialogue are 

used to modulate narrative speed: the use of colour-coded captions allows extreme concision, since 

it allows the elimination of redundant frames during the representation of dialogue scenes. Imagine, 

for instance, the dialogue between Chief Inspector Heat and the Assistant Commissioner in chapter 

V and VI, adapted in standard comics style: there would be a couple of pages full of frame after frame 

of repeated images of the two characters talking. Being on the narrative level, this would soon result 

in an ostinato iteration, causing saturation and a subsequent fall on the background of the elements 

which are perceived as not relevant any more, i.e. all the content of the frame except the dialogue 

balloons. Of course, saturation can be avoided introducing novelty, such as a shifting point of view, 

or a variable perspective; however, the narrative relief – in this case, dialogue – would still be diluted 

in several tiers of panels. The co-occurring use of balloons and captions solves this issue, allowing 

the narrator to modulate the pace of dialogue scenes at will.  

   

Figure 25 – use of balloons and captions in dialogue; Snyder 2013, pp. 27-29 

As shown in Figure 25, for instance, the first page uses a superimposed frame to set the scene, then a 

full-page panel to represent the beginning of the encounter, allowing the reader to visualise the setting 
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and position of the characters. Then, on the second page, the rest of the conversation is reported with 

a sequence of captions, increasing the narrative rhythm and allowing the reader to focus on the 

important details that emerge from the dialogue; the effect is furtherly reinforced by the insertion of 

a small panel showing the piece of cloth under discussion. Moreover, the dialogue is superimposed 

on another full-page frame, showing the beginning of the next encounter (Assistant commissioner 

and Sir Ethelred). This technique is therefore repeated in the next page, with the dialogue beginning 

in balloons and continuing in captions. If we consider that The Secret Agent is a story that advances 

mainly through verbal confrontations, this strategy becomes extremely relevant and essential to avoid 

constant slowdowns and ostinato repetitions on the visual level. The narrator can decide when to 

‘compress’ several frames in one, thus cutting out all the repetitions on the background (characters, 

places, and so on) and delivering pure, undiluted dialogue which, as a result, is put into extreme relief, 

increasing narrative rhythm. 

Before moving to a detailed analysis of some significant pages of the adaptation, a final 

consideration on the drawbacks of Snyder’s complex visual style is due. The peculiarity of the 

drawings and arrangement of the frames, although allowing all the structural strategies described 

above, has a far from negligible disadvantage: the adaptation may result too dependent on the original 

and difficult to interpret for unknowing readers. The abstract nature of many synchronic frames can 

go so far as to delete the entire spatial context and cancel the temporal linearity. A reader unfamiliar 

with the story might not be able to understand the sequence of events. The schematic representation 

and variable style of drawing can even make it difficult to focus on elements such as characters and 

especially locations. It is not easy, for example, to understand that the scene on pages 22-23 (see 

figure 26) is set in a restaurant, or to follow the characters’ movements after the failed attack. Places 

are relegated to a few backgrounds and usually just sketched or hinted. On the one hand, some 

recipients are likely to lose contact with the story behind the complexity and multilayeredness of the 

syncretic discourse; on the other, however, these difficulties in interpretation might be praised as a 

successful adaptation of the reader’s disorientation caused by the novel’s anachronic and elliptic 
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structure. Therefore, although the excessive complexity of some panels might be seen as an issue in 

the general economy of the text, it is a specific case of adaptation proper of the novel’s similarly 

complex narrative discourse.490 

 

Figure 26 – The professor: synchronic layout; Snyder 2013, pp. 22-23 

Another aspect where the adaptation wavers is the ‘ironic treatment of the subject’ so dear to the 

novel’s narrator. It seems to me that, except for a few comments directly derived from Conrad’s 

verbal narrator, the adaptation refutes narratorial irony for a more grim and immersive atmosphere. 

Although the dramatic irony intrinsic in the story is retained, it is dimmed by the fact that there are 

few attempts to retain the ironic tone of the verbal narration. However, the distancing role of 

narratorial irony is by no means lost in adaptation: as mentioned before the style variations from 

                                                 
490 Such cases are more common in Graphic novels (cf. Heart of Darkness by Anyango and Mairowitz), while other media, 

and especially television, tend to focus on fidelity to the story (see chapter 4.3.2). 
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partially realistic to completely abstract are used to modulate the distancing and limit identification 

with the characters. 

In concluding the examination of the visual style, I would like to report Mikkonen’s consideration on 

the use of style, a notion that is undoubtedly applicable to Snyder’s The Secret Agent:  

style is no longer conceived of as a simple mark of the maker and that, subsequently, 

drawing demands to be regarded as a subtle medium that offers an infinite variety of 

expressive possibilities. Therefore, what may happen when an artist uses multiple styles in 

one work, […] is that graphic style becomes both marked and opaque and points to the way 

in which the characters and their world (and their speech/thought) are graphically 

rendered.491 

 

Analysis of Specific Pages or Sequences 

As mentioned before, the extreme variety of visual styles makes generalisation almost 

impossible in comic studies. Evidently, the specific discursive realization should be studied in its own 

techniques and devices in all media, but a close reading becomes essential when syncretic discourse 

is concerned. The paragraphs above outline Snyder’s use of style to adapt some of the devices of the 

novel, and the effect on tensive and rhythmic structures. Below is a more thorough examination of 

pages or sections containing relevant rhythmic strategies or peculiar visual devices. When more than 

one page is contained in a Figure, a red line indicates a page turn, i.e. two pages that are not visible 

together with a single look. As Barbieri notices, this can be a relevant detail, since “il bravo autore sa 

che può essere utile gestir[e] le interazioni” between pages to produce surprise or increase tension, 

since “voltare pagina può produrre uno iato ancora più intenso”.492 

                                                 
491 Mikkonen, K., in Stein and Thon 2015, p. 112. 
492 “A skilful author knows it can be useful to manage interactions between pages to produce surprise or increase tension, 

since turning a page can create an even stronger hiatus”. Barbieri 2017, pp. 55-56. 
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Figure 27 – Adaptation of the novel’s first chapter; Snyder 2013, pp. 5-6 

The two pages in Figure 27 correspond to chapter I. The panels in the first page are framed in a border 

which is roughly shaped like a building, thus establishing an indoor setting at first glance, which is 

then confirmed by the upper caption. The adaptation begins with the same words as the novel. The 

first test boxes in visual relief (white on a dark background) immediately account for the presence of 

a heterodiegetic narrator with a pervasive role: except from the trivial dialogue with the client, in this 

first section we only hear the narrator’s voice. Moreover, for a reader of the graphic novel as an 

adaptation, the recognition of the exact wording triggers a strong intertextual connection and initiates 

the ‘rhythm of adaptation’ (see chapter 1.4.2). 

The first page depicts the episode of the young client embarrassed by Mrs Verloc presence 

behind the counter: 
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Then the customer of comparatively tender years would get suddenly disconcerted at 

having to deal with a woman, and with rage in his heart would proffer a request for a bottle 

of marking ink […] which, once outside, he would drop stealthily into the gutter.493 

Why would the extremely concise narration of the graphic novel dedicate more than one page to this 

marginal episode? Consider that it is the same visual space dedicated to the whole chapters VI or VII. 

If, narratively, this seems senseless, it is not so considering the background devices at play. First of 

all, the scene conveys the shadiness of Mr Verloc business better than any description could do, 

starting from the grey background and cold tonality and continuing with the first, oversized frame on 

the left, which immediately gives the idea of the secretive atmosphere of the place. Then, there are 

several devices with a rhythmic effect. Firstly, the reader must recur to the SHOP frame to understand 

the scene, since the anonymous client could at first be mistaken for the just mentioned brother-in-

law, or for the Mr Verloc mentioned in the first caption. The recipient, therefore, must immediately 

adjust with a verbal narration that, unlike in standard comics, does not necessarily reinforce or explain 

the visual one. Thus, the reader is forced to actively participate in the creation of narrative meaning, 

with a positive immersive effect. Secondly, the two pages serve to make the reader acquainted with 

the peculiar page layouts, gradually introducing their functions. The series of small frames on page 5 

(left image), for instance, features a complex passage of perceptual focalisation: three point-of-view 

frames, two eyeline-image sequences and three more point of views. This rapid shifts contrast a fast-

paced (background) visual rhythm with an almost complete absence of relief on the narrative level 

(an irrelevant episode which goes on for an entire page). However, since relief is a local device, the 

focus on the episode gives temporary prominence to an episode that will be understood as marginal 

only in retrospect. 

Noi attribuiamo al momento un grande rilievo a eventi che in seguito scopriremo essere 

molto meno cruciali. Ma il rilievo è un fenomeno locale, almeno per quanto riguarda la 

costruzione del ritmo.494 

                                                 
493 The Secret Agent, p.10. 
494 “We ascribe a great temporary relief to events that – we will discover – are not as crucial as we thought. But relief is 

a local phenomenon, at least as far as rhythm is concerned”. Barbieri 2017, p. 110. 
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Thus, while reading, we do not know that the purchase of the inkbottle is irrelevant to the story. The 

page gives temporary narrative relief to elements that will soon fall to the background. I am about to 

show that such mise en relief is important to reinforce a foreshadowing effect.  

The scene is concluded in the next page, which has a synchronic layout. The full-page frame 

is a zoom on the smashed ink bottle thrown away by the client, on which three other frames are 

superimposed. The first ends the episode of the young client, while the caption goes on with its 

disjoint narration. Here, there is a sudden shift to external focalisation, signalled by a complete view 

of the shop, the impersonal point of view in front of the customer throwing away the bottle and, 

finally, by the close up on the stained street pavement and glass shards. In the second and third frame 

the narrator uses the external perspective he has just built to continue his description of the Verlocs. 

Only now does the visual level follow the verbal narration. This sudden accordance creates a rhythmic 

harmonisation, reinforced by the extreme regularity of the caption-image alternation in the third 

frame. However, the page is dominated by the smashed inkbottle, which has extreme visual relief. 

This, added to the temporary relief mentioned above, forces the reader’s attention on a narratively 

insignificant detail, which, moreover, appeared four times in the previous page. Thus, the reader is 

likely to understand that the inkbottle ‘must mean something’: the object is assigned a symbolic role, 

although still covert, becoming a foreshadowing element. Therefore, although through different 

expressive means, the scene replicates the same effect that the novel’s first chapter had: a low 

prominent rhythm, contrasted with a strong symbolic tension (see chapter 3.2, management of 

narrative pauses). Hence, the inkbottle takes on a foreshadowing role that will be revealed only in 

retrospect (like fire in the novel): a smashed object, significantly positioned over the heads of a 

seemingly united family that is about to fall into pieces. Moreover, it is the same marking ink used to 

write Verloc’s address inside Stevie’s coat, thus a narrative clue – on top of a symbolic one. 
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Figure 28 – Reprise of the symbolic pattern; Snyder 2013, p. 32; detail 

Therefore, the first two pages introduce the reader to the great complexity and stratification, 

and to the extreme concision of the graphic novel’s syncretic narrative discourse. In addition, adapting 

the novel’s Chapter I with mastery, Snyder manages to replicate the same tensive and rhythmic effect 

of the original, using similar devices without falling into an excessive fidelity, despite the use of only 

direct quotations in the verbal discourse. The background rhythm of foreshadowing, transferred from 

the novel to the visual level of the adaptation, runs the risk of becoming too explicit. Perhaps, this is 

the reason why the most overt symbolic scenes referring to Stevie’s death (fireworks, fire and 

matches) have been replaced with the more subtle, although equally emblematic, inkbottle. However, 

other patterns of symbolic anticipations are transferred ‘as they are’, such as the circles drawn by 

Stevie, which are subtly reprised on the actual visual background of the page just before Mrs Verloc 

murdering her husband, to represent Winnie’s obsessive grief and guilt for her brother’s death. 
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Figure 29 – Recurring images: circles; Snyder 2013, p. 19 / p. 40 

Also, the repeated presence of the carving knife, which is taken directly from the novel and scattered 

in several frames, more or less in relief. This visual symbol is less concentrated than its verbal 

counterpart in the novel (cf. chapter 3, Figure 16), a device which is necessary to conceal an otherwise 

too obvious hint. 

 

Figure 30 – Carving knives; Snyder 2013, p. 11 / p. 16 / p. 19 / p. 31 / p.39 / p. 41; collage of details 
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There is an additional, pervasive ‘rhythm of clues’, a purely visual recurring symbolic pattern 

which I could not connect to any explicit foreshadowing effect: it is an insistent repetition of grid-

like outlines. Obviously, I am not referring to those created by the panels and gutters, but to actual 

‘intradiegetic’ grids: window frames, gates, floor or wall tiles, table cloths, Winnie’s hat veil, and 

even the Professor’s suicidal device, most of the pages have at least a frame depicting a grid pattern. 

The image is so omnipresent that it cannot be a mere coincidence or stylistic quirk. It might be a 

narrator’s attempt at an ironic treatment, a proleptic reference to Mrs Verloc’s sense of oppression, 

her feeling of liberation just before the murder, followed by her fear of imprisonment and death 

penalty that make her a prisoner again and drive her to suicide.  

  

Figure 31 – Grid patterns; Snyder 2013, pp. 41-42; details 

However, the grid pattern is not always related to Winnie’s presence on the page. Therefore, the 

symbolic pattern might be interpreted as Snyder’s attempt at replicating visually the oppressive 

atmosphere which characterises Conrad’s depiction of the London urban environment. 

Regardless of the exact interpretation of the symbolic pattern (for the reader, part of the fascination 

of a work of art is precisely in the ambiguity), a rhythmic effect on the recipient is achieved through 

mere repetition. Even though its denotative meaning might go unnoticed, the visual recurrence creates 
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a sequence and a connection between panels. Thierry Groensteen calls this interconnection ‘braiding’ 

(tressage), a notion that Postema connects to that of weaving; however, she specifies that “both these 

processes are dialogic and recursive, but weaving occurs at the narrative level, while braiding is a 

function of the discourse”.495 This theoretic distinction agrees with the notion of a background rhythm 

of clues engendered by the repetition of non-narrative visual element such as the aforementioned 

grids or the repeated presence of clocks and other visual representations of time scattered across the 

graphic novel, which form several recurring symbolic pattern.  

Another visual device related to rhythmic strategies that is worth discussing in some detail is 

the graphic representation of the characters’ interiority, which modulates the aesthetic illusion by 

contrasting the distancing effects with immersion in the narrative universe through psychological 

identification with the protagonists. It has been mentioned before that the low realism of the graphic 

style hinders the reader’s immersion: the anti-mimetic visuals constantly focus the reader’s attention 

on the plane of expression. This is a strong distancing device (see chapter 2.2), partially 

counterbalanced by the loss of the verbal narratorial irony in the adaptation process, and by the strong 

cognitive focalisation of some panels. The main visual technique used in The Secret Agent to 

represent the mental and/or emotional status of characters is the synchronic page layout. For instance, 

on page 8 (Figure 32, left), Mr Verloc’s arrival at the embassy and the beginning of his verbal 

confrontation with Mr Vladimir is represented with a very strong character-bound focalisation. The 

upper half of the page uses a tight interchange of close-up point-of-view frames and external views 

to gradually introduce Mr Verloc’s perspective. The lower part of the page is taken by a large close-

up of Verloc’s face, surrounded by text boxes of his dialogue with the foreign ambassador. I have 

already discussed how the use of captions and balloons in dialogues, indicates focalisation. In this 

specific case, the visual arrangement also gives the impression of words floating around (and outside) 

the character without him being affected. Additionally, despite the presence of several frames 

                                                 
495 Postema 2013, p. 113. 
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narrating a linear series of events, the overall effect is that of a synchronic page: not only there is a 

full-page panel with smaller superimposed frames, but also the latter seem to hover out of Mr Verloc’s 

mind, almost as if they were memories of the events from the very near past. Thus, recurring to a 

weaving (retroactive resignification), the visual narration of Verloc’s arrival becomes intradiegetic, 

furtherly immersing the reader in the character’s mind and making him/her share the man’s point of 

view.  

  

Figure 32 – Cognitive focalisation (through pattern); Snyder 2013, p. 8 / p. 10 

Incidentally, the following pages feature a shift in focalisation from Mr Verloc to Mr Vladimir, and 

a similar focalising technique is used in combination with the synchronic page layout to show 

Vladimir’s exalted mental state when exposing his grand plan to an astonished Mr Verloc, here 

represented as a small, distant figure, clearly indicating Vladimir’s consideration for the man, rather 

than an actual physical distance (see Figure 32, right). 
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Figure 33 – Cognitive focalisation (through style); Snyder 2013, p. 15 

Page 15 (Figure 33) is an instance of graphic style changing to represent the character’s inwardness. 

The layout already sets the mood. The full-page panel represents Verloc leaning with his forehead 

against a window, in clear distress. Two superimposed frames show his wife in two positions that 

convey emotional distance (with her back turned on him and in bed, beside his shadow). An additional 

effect of the peculiar division into frames of Mr Verloc’s figure, is the relief given to his single parts; 

as if caught in multiple zooming movements, his open hand, clenched fist, and above all his face are 

put into sharp relief. The man’s expression, centred and highlighted by the blue line, is also depicted 

in a style more realistic than usual, with a chiaroscuro emphasising his anguished expression. The 

caption, containing the narrator’s verbal description, adds to the immersing effect. Moreover, the 
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window frame resembles an actual frame sequence, since each glass pane has a blue border, and could 

be mistaken for a ‘narrative’ panel. The effect is an increased background relief, while the recipient 

focuses his attention on the ambiguous page structure rather than on its content. According to the 

principles of aesthetic illusion (cf. chapter 2.2), emphasis on the discursive techniques has a major 

distancing effect, since it distracts the reader from the fictional world. This effect is in sharp contrast 

with all the immersive devices described so far, and the final result is tension and uncertainty in the 

reader that mimic what Mr Verloc is experiencing, furtherly reinforcing the identification with the 

character. A similar use of the synchronic layout allows the narrator to explore the interiority of Stevie 

and the Professor (for the professor, see Figure 26).  

 

Figure 34 – Cognitive focalisation on Stevie; Snyder 2013, p. 18 

The page dedicated to Stevie uses several devices that increase concision. For example, the following 

passage from the novel: 
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The docile Stevie went along; but now he went along without pride, shamblingly, and 

muttering half words, and even words that would have been whole if they had not been 

made up of halves that did not belong to each other. It was as though he had been trying to 

fit all the words he could remember to his sentiments in order to get some sort of 

corresponding idea. And, as a matter of fact, he got it at last. He hung back to utter it at 

once. “Bad world for poor people”.496 

is condensed in the wavering font used to report his thought, and the boy’s desperate indignation at 

the world’s cruelty is shown with an expressionistic black colouring and a roughly sketched outline. 

Moreover, as in the case of Mr Verloc’s encounter with Vladimir, the two superimposed panels seem 

to come out of the character’s mind. Both feature a high concentration of narrative elements, a 

sequence of events on the left, and an ‘undiluted dialogue’ (see the rhythmic effect of captions in 

dialogue, above in this section), both increasing the narrative rhythm, and thus contrasting with the 

static central image. Much alike the page with the window frames, the contrasting effect between 

immersive focalisation devices and the distancing effect of the unrealistic visual style reverberates on 

the reader’s experience, mimicking the character’s conflictual mental state.  

The two-page spread dedicated to the Professor is the epitome of this strategy (Figure 26). 

The visual complexity of the backgrounds and chaotic arrangement of panels, text boxes, figurative 

symbols and graphic representation of intradiegetic narration all create in the reader the same 

confusion that Ossipon might have experienced in trying to solve the mystery of the Greenwich 

bombing. There is also an additional rhythmic effect: the professor’s position while he describes to 

the other anarchist his lucid yet mad ideas creates a visual parallel with Mr Vladimir (see Figure 32, 

right). They both wear glasses, they are standing with an outstretched arm, and are surrounded by 

captions containing their speech. It is another instance of braiding: not a narrative, but a symbolic 

connection between distant panels that creates a rhythmic repetition on the thematic level, associating 

                                                 
496 The Secret Agent, p. 132. 
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two characters in their deadly plans. Finally, the skulls on the lower part of the panel form an 

additional layer of symbolic relief supporting the Professor’s words. 

Continuing the analysis of narrative distance, in the novel, aesthetic illusion is used to increase 

the suspense and participation of the reader to the crescendo of narrative tension, which culminates 

in Winnie Verloc learning about her brother’s fate and the following confrontation that brings to Mr 

Verloc’s murder. The narrator temporarily suspended the distancing devices, allowing the reader to 

identify with the character; adding a strong character bound focalisation and a well-constructed 

rhythm of narrative hints, the novel’s narrator ensured that the reader shared Winnie’s emotional and 

epistemic perspective, thus reinforcing the rhythmic intensity of the narrated events. The following 

paragraph shows how Snyder adapted this intricate experiential strategy making use of the visual 

level and the focalising devices described so far. Despite being the first main character to appear on 

the page, in the first half of the graphic novel, Mrs Verloc remains a secondary figure. Until the 

section corresponding to chapter nine, she is never dedicated a synchronic panel. The character drifts 

in and out of small panels, with the only exception of page 19 (Figure 29), where an almost full-page 

frame shows her in the role of the perfect ‘angel in the house’. The scene is far from irrelevant, since 

it is charged with one of the strongest dramatic ironies of the story – Winnie involuntarily giving her 

husband the idea to use Stevie for the attack, thus indirectly killing the boy she had struggled all her 

life to protect. However, this effect is completely dependent form the verbal level; nonetheless, the 

small bottom panel puts one of Winnie’s sentences in relief, a detail that will acquire significance 

later, thanks to weaving. In the sequence corresponding to chapter IX (starting on page 30), there is 

a gradual but noticeable shift, and the narrator starts focussing on Mrs Verloc’s character.  



The Rhythm of the Adaptations   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

289 

 

Figure 35 – Narratorial approaching movement on Winnie Verloc; Snyder 2013, p. 33 

She is given a full-page frame, although it cannot be called synchronic, since it is actually a durative 

frame, representing a time-span rather than a single moment, as it is usual in comics.497 Anyhow, the 

focalising effect is granted by the foregrounded position of Winnie’s full-body image, which is 

overprinted on frames that are already superimposed on the full-page panel. This visual effect 

represents her puzzlement and dawning horror overriding her perception of her surroundings, binding 

the reader to her perspective. The character-bound focalisation just created is reinforced by the 

extremely original visual device adopted in the following pages (Figure 36). The two synchronic 

panels narrating Mr Verloc’s confrontation with Heat are cut in half by sequences of four frames 

showing Winnie eavesdropping their conversation and reacting with horror to the realisation of her 

                                                 
497 Cf. Barbieri 2017, pp. 96-97: “the panel not only tells, but also represents duration”; or Mikkonen 2017, p. 55: “It is 

another commonplace in comics theory to argue that an individual panel represents a well chosen moment in narrative 

action. [… However,] single panels in comics frequently represent duration, a span of time, instead of a moment.” 
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brother’s death. The central position of these columns of panels gives visual relief to Mrs Verloc’s 

actions and reaction. Moreover, the frames on the left feature a zoom-in effect, furtherly enhanced by 

the ingenious device of using the two men’s figures to give the sequence of frames the shape of a 

keyhole. Finally, the dialogue captions are positioned so that the revelations follow the growing size 

of the panels, furtherly increasing the overall relief. The result is a visual crescendo of focalisation 

that follows the increasing narrative tension climaxing on the central revelation of Stevie’s death, 

which is positioned in the point of maximum character-bound focalisation. The perceptual 

focalisation on the left is mirrored by a cognitive focalisation on the right: the eye showing her shock, 

corresponding to the text boxes describing the gruesome effects of the bomb, is followed by a zoom-

out from above. While showing her traumatic detachment from reality, the panels also serve as a 

rhythmic counterpart for the sequence on the left, creating a regular pattern that completes a shape 

progression, visually reinforcing the focalisation trajectory on Mrs Verloc, which is concluded with 

a final frame, in the following page, showing her deranged expression of shock. Notice, incidentally, 

the presence in the foreground of the symbolic inkbottles.  

 

Figure 36 – Focalisation on Winnie Verloc (1); Snyder 2013, p. 34-35 / p. 36; detail 
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Chapter XI is given a surprisingly concise treatment, with only three pages. Here the 

focalisation shifts mimic the novel and Winnie is juxtaposed to her husband in every frame she 

appears in. However, in the climactic moment, a strong cognitive focalisation effect is obtained 

nonetheless. This is achieved by foregrounding the rhythm of symbolic images – the drawn circles – 

which, referring to Stevie’s obsessive occupation, shows that the page is strongly focalised through 

Winnie’s mind, dominated, as the panel is, by the memories of her brother. The following page 

(Figure 37, right), is also focalised, although recurring to a different technique, an expressionistic 

drawing style. While Mr Verloc is drawn realistically (at least by the standards of this graphic novel), 

Winnie’s representation is distorted in shape and colour, signalling a strong internal focalisation on 

her maddening fury. 

 

Figure 37 – Focalisation on Winnie Verloc (2); Snyder 2013, p. 40-41 

As in the novel, here ends the approaching movement, substituted by a quick distancing. In the 

following page, however, character bound focalisation is still quite strong. In fact, page 42 (Figure 
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38) is a synchronic page disguised behind an irregular-frame page layout. In fact, the sequence of 

panels does not show a progression of events, but rather a mental state - Winnie, in front of a mirror, 

vividly visualising her punishment for being a murderess. The focalising technique used is colour 

filtering, with a change in tonality indicating the imagining process. Moreover, although the gallows 

are only a mental image, there is also the perceptual focalisation device called eyeline match, with a 

sequence of frames showing the character’s act of looking followed by the object of the gaze. 

 

Figure 38 – Focalisation on Winnie Verloc (3); Snyder 2013, p. 42 

A comparison with an excerpt of the pages this frame is adapting reveals the interesting use of the 

visual discourse to describe a mental state with extreme concision. Although not as rich as the novel’s 

counterpart, the panels definitely convey the same obsessive desperation. 
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Mrs Verloc, who always refrained from looking deep into things, was compelled to look 

into the very bottom of this thing. She saw there no haunting face, no reproachful shade, 

no vision of remorse, no sort of ideal conception. She saw there an object. That object was 

the gallows. Mrs Verloc was afraid of the gallows. 

She was terrified of them ideally. Having never set eyes on that last argument of men’s 

justice except in illustrative woodcuts to a certain type of tales, she first saw them erect 

against a black and stormy background, festooned with chains and human bones, circled 

about by birds that peck at dead men’s eyes. This was frightful enough, but Mrs Verloc, 

though not a well-informed woman, had a sufficient knowledge of the institutions of her 

country to know that gallows are no longer erected romantically on the banks of dismal 

rivers or on wind-swept headlands, but in the yards of jails. There within four high walls, 

as if into a pit, at dawn of day, the murderer was brought out to be executed, with a horrible 

quietness […]. That—never! Never! And how was it done? The impossibility of imagining 

the details of such quiet execution added something maddening to her abstract terror.498 

Interestingly, the adaptation also adds a very subtle intertextual irony, which only a careful reader, 

very familiar with the novel, could notice: while Conrad’s narrator remarks that “[Winnie] saw there 

no haunting face”, Snyder’s narrator adds two blue triangles to the hanging noose, sketching precisely 

a haunting face. 

The next pages perform a quick distancing, corresponding to an 

acceleration of the events, which culminates in one of the rare regular grids 

of 4x4 frames. These feature an external focalisation, with almost no space 

for interiority. The graphic style supports this distancing movement, 

reverting to a very schematic and sharp-cornered drawing of human figures. 

Significantly, Mrs Verloc’s first representation in this sequence is reduced 

to a black shape with a sketchy outline. 

 

 

Figure 39 – Visual distancing movement from Winnie Verloc; Snyder 2013, p. 43; detail 

                                                 
498 The Secret Agent, p. 201; my emphasis. 
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The remarkable ability of Snyder’s narrator to exploit the visual level to set tensive strategies 

in motion is also shown by the management of suspense. In conclusion to this section, I am going to 

analyse how different page layouts are used to alter narrative tension and rhythm. As widely discussed 

above, The Secret Agent has unusual page layouts, with only three pages following a regular pattern 

of panels arranged in tiers and separated by gutters. They form a 4x4 grid, an easily recognisable 

pattern that, being so rare in the text, results in an immediate novelty relief; moreover, the repetition 

of the layout establishes visual rhythms within the page and between the few pages that share such 

structure. 
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Figure 40 – 4x4 grid patterns: accumulation and surplus of tension; Snyder 2013, p. 16 / pp. 20-21 

The first occurrence corresponds to the end of chapter III in the novel; unlike the original, the 

adaptation does not recur to time-shifts, thus the scene is followed by the events narrated in chapter 

VIII. The increased visual rhythm created by the frame structure is enhanced by other repetitions, 

such as a close up of the Verlocs chatting in bed and the repeated “TIK TIK TIK” of a clock. This 

obsessive iteration creates a saturation on the visual level, a strong ostinato that gives extreme relief 

to the only variation – Winnie’s foreshadowing story about Stevie and the knife. The symbol is put 

in even sharper visual relief by the two nearby panels, which stand out for their colour and the fixed 

eyes. After that novelty, the obstinate repetitions start again. 

Adding additional layers to the repetition, the alternation of in-focus and blurred version of the same 

image is combined with the absence of speech balloons, giving prominence to the repeated ticking 

with silence. Therefore, the page creates a high intensity of background (discursive) rhythms, while 

the saturation is slowing the prominent narrative rhythm with a protracted absence of events. This 
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tensive device, as also noted in the analysis of the novel (cf. chapter 3.2), markedly increases 

suspense. A suspense which, however, is not discharged; nothing happens, as the last frame 

underlines with its blankness. Thus, the text is left with a surplus of narrative tension, which can be 

used to give additional relief to the next scene. Notably, this is the trip to the alms-houses, an 

apparently minor event, which is therefore given an ‘undue relief’ coming from a structural strategy. 

I am underlining this fact because it is the adaptation of a tensive effect in the novel’s eighth chapter, 

which I have called ‘analeptic relief’ and similarly gives prominence to this very scene using a surplus 

of reader’s attention derived from a previous discursive device, namely, in that case, the anachronic 

time exposition (see chapter 3).  

Following the three pages narrating the events of chapter VIII, it comes the second 4x4 page. 

Its first effect is an immediate rhythmic resonance in the reader, caused by the recognition of a 

regularity. This page is the perfect example of the core rhythmic strategy – repetition with variation. 

The first tier of four panels shows an undefined object being packed. The scene is put into novelty 

relief, since it is an unexpected variation of regularity: the Verlocs talking in bed are shown beginning 

with the second tier. Moreover, the repetition of the ticking sound has the double effect of hinting at 

a bomb (novelty) and recuperating the clock’s sound (expected repetition). Here too there is an insert 

concerning Stevie, a future plan rather than a flashback. Nonetheless, it is another element of 

regularity. The page ends, as the previous one, with an ostinato of four frames followed by a blank 

panel. Therefore, this 4x4 page is slightly more narrative than the previous one; yet, the suspense lost 

by renouncing to some of the saturation, is regained thanks to the narrative tension created by the 

unclear perceptual term – the package –, which increases uncertainty. As a further note, the green 

colour filter evokes Stevie’s presence (green is his coded colour in dialogues), a reference which 

reinforces the verbal discourse, hinting at the boy’s central role in what is about to happen. This is a 

subtle foreshadowing element which, once again, shows Snyder’s attention to details in his adaptation 

of background rhythms. 
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As in the previous grid page, the accumulated suspense creates a surplus of tension, which peaks in 

the black panel and, in this case, discharges into the next full-frame page; this tensive effect is helped 

by the connecting role of the ticking sound, which creates a strong rhythmic link between the two 

consecutive pages. Except for the onomatopoeia in the top left corner, the full-page panel features an 

empty image. This is a unique case in this graphic novel, where all full-page panels are filled with a 

great number of visual elements and text boxes. In its exceptionality, rather than causing an extremely 

low relief, the total absence of any element results in an extreme novelty relief, furtherly increased 

by the juxtaposition with the visually rich layout of the previous page and by the accumulated tension 

created by its repetitive structure. With its low degree of complexity and the absence of verbal 

discourse, the panel is as close as possible to being an ellipsis, without actually recurring to that 

device. Why did Snyder’s narrator avoid actual ellipsis? The answer, I believe, is that simply moving 

to the next scene (Ossipon and the Professor at the restaurant), although a more faithful choice on the 

surface, would not have been an accurate adaptation of the original. In the novel, the elided event is 

given relief by the oscillation of the time-shifts, which constantly remarks the gap in the story by 

enticing the reader’s curiosity and suspense/curiosity. The linear time exposition of the graphic novel 

would have transformed the ellipsis in one of the many temporal gaps in the story, rather than the 

central untold event around which the whole narration revolves. To avoid that, the narrator puts the 

ellipsis in sharp relief by dedicating a page to the event without actually showing it. Thus the original 

effect of ‘narrative emptiness’ is retained.  

Finally, the third grid-layered page (Figure 41) is placed at the end of what in the novel is 

chapter XII, showing Ossipon’s flight from the train with Mrs Verloc’s money, which will lead to her 

suicide. The rhythmic effect of the page is completely different from the two just analysed. Here we 

have no saturation, but rather an increased pace in the telling (and showing) of events. Therefore, the 

increase in the background rhythms is in accordance with the augmented foreground narrative 

rhythm. The effect is a fast-paced sequence that comes to an abrupt end in the last frame. Thus, 

narrative tension comes from the interrupted regularity of a form, creating an intense but brief 
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suspense, concentrated in the ‘space’ between this page and the next, which is briefly prolonged by 

the need to turn the page to proceed with the story.499 As in the previous instance, the accumulated 

tension is used to give relief to an ellipsis; in this case, however, there is an actual elision and the next 

page portrays the last encounter between Ossipon and the professor, which will immediately fill in 

the narrative gap. 

 

Figure 41 – 4x4 grid pattern: narrative acceleration; Snyder 2013, p. 45 

 

In conclusion, this section aimed at showing the complexity of the syncretic discourse, where 

a double layer of strategies – visual and verbal – concur to the creation of rhythmic and tensive effects. 

                                                 
499 Cf Barbieri 2017, p. 133. 
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Additionally, the analysis showed the great accuracy with which the novel was adapted into the 

comics medium. Snyder managed to preserve most of the rhythmic devices, transferring structural 

elements whenever possible, and properly adapting when necessary to maintain the original effect. 

The visual component played an essential role in this process, with its potential for concision, non-

sequential narrative and effective depiction of character’s interiority through a wide range of 

focalising devices. The final result is an extremely original, but also effective reworking of the novel’s 

rhythmic structure, based on a strong presence of background rhythms to support or alter the 

prominent narrative one. 
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4.3 Rhythmic Strategies in Film Adaptations 

This final section analyses two opposite strategies adopted in motion-picture adaptations of 

The Secret Agent. Namely, I will discuss Alfred Hitchcock’s 1936 Sabotage and two BBC adaptations 

of the novel for the small screen. Rather than performing complete analyses, each sub-section 

focusses on a specific aspect of the respective adaptations: section 4.3.1 deals with the implications 

of Hitchcock’s infidelity in adapting the story. I will show that, despite changing most of the events, 

characters and locations, the film achieves a remarkable ‘rhythmic faithfulness’ thanks to a skilful 

replication of background devices. On the contrary, section 4.3.2 shows how excessive faithfulness 

to the story and great simplification of secondary rhythms and tensions can produce unsuccessful 

adaptations: the section compares the 1992 BBC The Secret Agent with the 2016 version, highlighting 

different issues that lead both TV series to what I deem to be ‘rhythmic failures’. 

 

4.3.1 The Sabotage of the Prominent Level (Alfred Hitchcock’s Film Adaptation) 

It is far too easy to make a pun on the title Sabotage, Hitchcock’s 1936 film adaptation of The 

Secret Agent. Just to mention the first cases that come to mind, Avrom Fleishman contributed to Gene 

More’s Conrad on Film with “The Secret Agent sabotaged?”, while Susan Smith’s Suspense, Humour 

and tone begins with a chapter titled “A cinema based on Sabotage”. I decided to follow this tradition 

of questionable humour, adapting the pun to make reference to one of the most widely discussed 

features of Hitchcock’s adaptation – its remarkable unfaithfulness to the original story. As discussed 

in previous chapters, fidelity is to be taken into account, but is not an indication of the quality of an 

adaptation process. Sabotage is far from being considered one of Hitchcock’s masterpieces; the 

director himself publicly repudiated some of his choices. Nonetheless, it enjoys considerable 

success,500 which calls for some other factor to be taken into account, other than the resemblance of 

                                                 
500 According to Wikipedia: “The film holds a rare 100% rating on review aggregator website Rotten Tomatoes. In 2017 

a poll of 150 actors, directors, writers, producers and critics for Time Out magazine saw Sabotage ranked the 44th best 

British film ever”, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sabotage_(1936_film). 
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story, characters and so forth. I argue that it might be the rhythmic pattern, and more precisely 

background tensive and rhythmic strategies, that make it a successful adaptation. Thus, it should be 

noted, my title does not refer to the film as a whole, but rather to a specific textual level. As the 

following section will discuss, while the adaptation is extremely unfaithful on the prominent level 

(very different story, altered characters, setting changed), the text retains or adapts several of the 

background strategies of the novel, thus creating a series of rhythms that result in a covert, and yet 

remarkable similarity with the original. Accordingly, Rhythm analysis will be used to confirm the 

inconsistency of fidelity as a parameter to evaluate an adaptation: ‘transcodic resistance’ allows the 

identification of rhythmic or tensive similarities even when the adaptation apparently sabotages most 

of the connections with the source text. Therefore, I claim that Sabotage, despite being an overall 

unfaithful adaptation, has a significant ‘rhythmic fidelity’ to the original. 

In 1936, Alfred Hitchcock directed Secret Agent, a film based on two stories from William 

Somerset Maugham’s Ashenden. Thus, when adapting Conrad’s novel in the same year, he had to 

choose a different title, and the film based on The Secret Agent became Sabotage. The differences are 

hardly limited to the title, as Michael Anderegg observes:  

Sabotage betrays its source on a rather fundamental level. In the process of transference, 

the plot of the novel is truncated, most of the characters either eliminated or altered beyond 

recognition, and the motivations of those remaining often considerably altered. […] The 

time has been updated from the 1880's to the 1930's and the anarchists and socialists have 

all become foreign agents.501 

In Hitchcock’s adaptation, Mr Verloc becomes the owner of a cinema, although his house is still 

adjacent to his business, and he lives with his wife, and her mother and brother. His fellow anarchists 

almost disappear, and they are seen only in a scene where Verloc is planning the bombing. Adding 

to the unfaithfulness, they seem willingly to carry on with the attack and only desist when they 

discover that the police are watching them. The Professor’s character is utterly changed. The proud, 

                                                 
501 Anderegg 1975, p. 217. 
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fanatical, misanthropic terrorist, whose only concern is the perfection of his detonator, becomes the 

owner of a bird shop he uses as a cover for his true activity, a slightly comical married man submissive 

to his wife. In the film, Stevie is merely a clumsy, easily distracted boy, and Ted, the policeman who 

develops a romantic interest in Mrs Verloc, “conflates the roles played by Chief Inspector Heat, Tom 

Ossipon, and the Assistant Commissioner in the novel”.502 

Similarly, the story is radically changed. Hitchcock adds several scenes that have no narrative 

connection with the novel’s events (although they are relevant on different levels, as discussed 

below). Moreover, even key events are altered. The film opening shows Mr Verloc successfully 

sabotage a power plant, causing a blackout; although minor, it is still a concrete action that his “lazy 

fellow”503 counterpart in the novel would not have performed. The central events have been altered 

as well. Stevie is indeed blown up by mistake, but the explosion takes place on a bus and also kills 

all the passengers. Moreover, the idea of using Stevie for the attack is not involuntarily given to Mr 

Verloc by his wife, one of the strongest dramatic ironies in the novel; rather, the film stresses the fact 

that he is forced to use the boy, since the police has him cornered in his house with a bomb that is 

already armed and ready to explode. Stevie is the only one that can take the packet out unnoticed.  

Also the murder scene, although ending with Mrs Verloc stabbing her husband with the 

carving knife, is presented very differently; aware of his wife’s intentions, Mr Verloc approaches her 

and, in the climactic moment, the camera frames only the characters faces, creating a strong 

ambiguity: was it murder or an accident caused by Mr Verloc’s attempt to disarm his wife? 

                                                 
502 Schneider, L., in Moore 1997, p. 65. 
503 Cf. Mr Vladimir’s remarks in the novel; The Secret Agent, pp. 22-23. 
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Figure 42 – Murder or accident?; Sabotage, min. 64:25-64:40 

Hitchcock alters the finale as well, giving the film what Anderegg calls “a seemingly 

conventional ‘happy ending’”.504 As I will discuss below, it is not exactly so, and the conclusion is 

only apparently positive. Nonetheless, after murdering her husband, Mrs Verloc does not commit 

suicide and decides to hand herself over to the police; however, Ted persuades her to run away with 

him and she manages to get away, since the Professor blows up the cinema, destroying all the 

evidence of the murder. 

Despite all this superficial differences on the narrative level, a more in-depth analysis, performed 

using the Greimasian model, shows some fundamental similarities. 

Actantial roles 

Subject: Mr Verloc 
Object: financial security and stable 

lifestyle; bomb attack 

Sender: Unknown employer (Mr 

Vladimir) 
Receiver: Mr Verloc; Mr Vladimir 

Helper: Stevie 
Opponent: Police; other anarchists’ 

unwillingness to act 

Canonical narrative schema 

Mr Vladimir forces the reluctant Mr Verloc to organize a bombing. He wants to shake the 

public opinion, while Mr Verloc wants to preserve its lifestyle and economic security 

(Manipulation). Mr Verloc contacts the Professor, who can provide the explosives, but must 

                                                 
504 Anderegg 1975, p. 220. 
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find someone willing to carry the bomb (Competence). Ultimately, he chooses his unaware 

brother-in-law, who fails and is killed in the process (failed Performance). When his wife 

discovers her brother’s fate Mr Verloc is murdered (Sanction). 

Figure 43 – Sabotage: actantial analysis (Mr Verloc) 

The scheme in Figure 43 shows that the actantial model and canonical narrative schema of Mr Verloc 

is retained in adaptation. Both in the novel and the film, Mr Verloc’s primary narrative program is to 

maintain his tranquil household and steady income, thus the bombing is effectively a secondary NP, 

carried out in order to achieve his primary object of value. Conversely, considering Mrs Verloc’s 

Narrative program and centring the actantial model on her, some relevant differences can be noticed: 

Actantial roles 

Subject: Winnie Verloc Object: safety of her brother, Stevie 

Sender: Mrs Verloc and her mother Receiver: Stevie 

Helper: (Mr Verloc) Opponent: Mr Verloc 

Canonical narrative schema 

Winnie Verloc’s only interest is preserving the wellbeing of her younger brother (Manipulation). 

In order to do so she marries a man that she thinks can look after them (Competence). She is not 

able to protect him and lets Mr Verloc cause Stevie’s death, *inadvertently making her husband 

choose the boy for the attack* (failed Performance). After escaping arrest, she runs away with her 

romantic interest, *but she is abandoned and commits suicide* (Sanction). 

* Differences in the novel.  

Figure 44 – Sabotage: actantial analysis (Mrs Verloc) 

Therefore, the basic narrative structure is more similar from Mr Verloc’s point of view, while 

considering Winnie’s perspective some substantial differences arise. Both the novel and the film 

adaptation are stories of failed narrative programs (see Performance); as far as Mrs Verloc is 

concerned, Conrad’s version includes a much stronger dramatic irony, since Winnie is the cause of 

her own failed Performance. However, the macroscopic difference in the adaptation is the Sanction. 
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As mentioned before, in the film, Mrs Verloc’s escape is successful, i.e. she receives a positive 

Sanction. 

More differences can be spotted by analysing the modality of the NPs: in the novel, Mr Verloc decides 

to use the boy out of fear and lack of other candidates; however, he could have carried the bomb 

himself, and even accompanies Stevie to Greenwich train station. Hitchcock’s Mr Verloc does not 

have this option, thus creating a much stronger Obligation: the bomb is already armed and would 

explode in the house – killing his family and possibly the cinema audience – if he did not choose the 

boy for the delivery. Thus, Hitchcock seems to partially absolve his male protagonist. Similarly, the 

aforementioned ambiguity in the murder scene weakens Mrs Verloc Desire to achieve her new NP, 

avenging her brother. While in the novel her intentionality is clear, the film raises doubts in the 

audience, giving them a chance to absolve Winnie. This strategy is essential in making the different 

ending (and the positive Sanction) morally more acceptable to the recipient. This analysis shows that 

the core narrative levels of the two works are more similar than they appear. Therefore, the prominent 

rhythms and narrative tensions generated are comparable, despite a different discursive actualisation. 

Indeed, the analogous narrative structures create similar tensive effects; nonetheless, as shown, 

important differences do exist even at narrative level and, since they are mainly concentrated around 

the climactic and final scenes, they are given a sharp relief. 

Further differences can be noticed by examining the discursive arrangement of the story. In 

this case, the changes in the adaptation are manifest: in Sabotage the story is told chronologically, a 

feature shared by all the adaptations examined so far; additionally, however, not even the ellipses are 

retained, so that one of the most important tensive strategy in the novel is completely ignored. As far 

as rhythm is concerned, this is possibly the most relevant of Hitchcock’s infidelities, since more than 

one rhythmic effect relied on the oscillation around the elided events, caused by the time-shifts (see 

chapter 3.1). This does not mean that the film lacks its own tensive strategies; as the following 

example clearly shows, however, they can be very different from the original. 
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In the novel, the failed bombing and Stevie’s death went untold in the ellipsis. The series of events, 

shrouded in mystery, was steadily revealed to the reader by the partial knowledge of the focalising 

characters in the chapters of the first time-shift (IV-VII). The narrative tension (curiosity) caused by 

this strategy steadily transformed in suspense, as the readers became aware of more and more details 

and formed increasingly precise expectations (and related uncertainty) about future developments. 

Suspense was also enhanced by the immersive effect of character bound-focalisation, which allowed 

identification with the characters and sympathy for their unknowingness, although narratorial irony 

counterbalanced this effect (see chapter 3 for a thorough discussion on the topic). Conversely, 

Sabotage does not withhold any information to its audience. They are perfectly conscious of the 

situation, while the characters are completely unaware. Therefore, Hitchcock’s construction aims at 

instantly maximising suspense, playing all his tensive ‘cards’ at once.505 Thus, as Lissa Schneider 

notes, the scene “relies on a different economy of suspense, one contingent not on the question of 

who dies in the blast, but on whether or not that blast will occur, and on its domestic repercussions in 

the already troubled Verloc household”.506 By examining the sequence in detail, more rhythmic and 

tensive strategies emerge.  

Mr Verloc gives the package to Stevie and since he is lingering, he scolds the boy: 

MR VERLOC: [Harshly] For God's sake, why don't you go? [More calm] I mean, hurry 

up. You might be late. Don't forget it's got to be there by 1:30 at the latest.507 

                                                 
505 As the following analysis will show, the sequence of Stevie’s death is the prototypical example of Hitchcock’s suspense 

techniques. Cf. the following interview with François Truffaut: “We are now having a very innocent little chat. Let us 

suppose that there is a bomb underneath this table between us. Nothing happens, and then all of a sudden, "Boom!" There 

is an explosion. The public is surprised, but prior to this surprise, it has seen an absolutely ordinary scene of no special 

consequence. Now, let us take a suspense situation. The bomb is underneath the table and the public knows it. . . . In these 

conditions this same innocuous conversation becomes fascinating because the public is participating in the scene. The 

audience is longing to warn the characters on the screen: "You shouldn't be talking about such trivial matters. There's a 

bomb beneath you and it's about to explode!" In the first case we have given the public fifteen seconds of surprise at the 

moment of the explosion. In the second case we have provided them with fifteen minutes of suspense”. (Truffaut 1984, 

p. 73). 
506 Schneider, L., in Moore 1997, p. 64. 
507 Sabotage, min. 44:50. 
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The audience already knows that the bomb is going to explode at 1:45. The following scene shows 

the unknowing Stevie carry the explosive around the crowded streets, delaying the delivery, at first 

to participate a street vendor’s demonstration, and then to watch the Lord Mayor’s show.  

The two scenes are separated by a close-up of the package, which is then superimposed with the 

Professor’s message “DON’T FORGET THE BIRDS WILL SING AT 1.45”,508 with the camera 

slowly zooming on the time of the explosion while one scene fades into the other. Such technique 

allows a double visual relief, focussing the audience’s attention on both the dangerous package and 

the time limit.  

 

Figure 45 – Superimposition: multiple layers of visual relief; Sabotage, min. 49:14-49:25 / min.50:54-50:56  

A similar superimposition is used again in the parade scene (Figure 45, bottom row), with the double 

effect of reinforcing tension and creating a rhythmic regularity. The latter, in turn, works in the 

                                                 
508 Sabotage, min. 49:15. 
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background to furtherly increase suspense by adding the expectation of repetition to the narrative 

anticipations about Stevie’s fate. The visual technique is even more articulated, in this case, showing 

the package and the detonator’s mechanism inside, and then adding the time-lapse of a clock on a 

third visual layer. Thus, through repetition, the package and time are established as attention 

attractors, and camera movements can now change pattern to add an additional rhythmic layer to 

suspense.  

Stevie, making his way through the crowd, understands he is going to be late and decides to take a 

bus. While sitting, he glances at clocks passing by out of the window; the camera follows his gaze, 

showing 1:45 approaching quickly, and the package lying next to the boy. As the bus stops in a traffic 

jam, the camera begins to shift, circling between an impatient Stevie, stationary cars or traffic lights, 

clocks, and the parcel that is about to explode. The camera movements become increasingly fast as 

the clock hands approach 1:45, while the music becomes pressing and increases in volume. 

Incidentally, suspense is also indirectly reinforced by Stevie playing with a puppy, a device which 

increases identification and emotional involvement with the character, thus increasing the ‘care’ 

component of suspense (see chapter 2.3). This multi-layered crescendo culminates in three rapid shots 

at the package from different angles, followed by the bus explosion. However, the detonation is 

shown for a mere two seconds, and is followed by a sudden cut on the Verlocs and Ted laughing. 

Thus, the suspense that have been growing for the entire sequence is suddenly discharged. Since the 

dramatic denouement received an extremely low relief, the audience is likely to retain some of the 

accumulated tension, which results in a feeling of uneasiness, heightened by the juxtaposition with a 

cheerful moment. Additionally, the surplus of suspense passes to the next scene, where the three 

characters at Verloc’s home learn about the explosion. It lingers until, in the following scene, Ted 

finds, among the smoking wreckage of the bus, the remains of the film reel Stevie was carrying. At 

this point however, all narrative tensions concerning the terrorist attack ceases, since both the 

characters and the recipients know exactly what has happened. Therefore, the film builds a suspense 

that is more intense but short-lived and less stratified compared to the novel long-term tensive 
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architecture. New suspense threads will be created, the most relevant concerning Winnie Verloc’s 

reaction, should she discover her brother’s death. However, in the film those suspenseful strategies 

are separated instances, while the novel temporal exposition and elliptic mode allowed them to 

intertwine, reinforce each other, and finally converge to the same point of the narrative (chapter IX). 

As a final note, I would like to quote Hitchcock’s own comment on this scene, reported in 

Truffaut’s interviews: 

I made a serious mistake in having the little boy carry the bomb. A character who 

unknowingly carries a bomb around as if it were an ordinary package is bound to work up 

a great suspense in the audience. The boy was involved in a situation that got him too much 

sympathy from the audience, so that when the bomb exploded and he was killed, the public 

was resentful.509 

I disagree with the director’s disavowal of his choices. Before this scene, Stevie’s treatment during 

the film is that of a funny secondary character, providing comic relief with his silly or clumsy actions. 

There is no trace of the obsessive behaviours or the ‘idiotic’ good nature of the original Stevie. The 

light comic tone, which works as a distancing effect, ceases after the street pedlar scene, when 

suspense starts to rise consistently signalled by a tense music and all the visual devices discussed 

above. At this point, for the suspensive strategies to work, a ‘serious’ empathic attractor was 

necessary. Hence the puppy, a quite blatant device for modern standards, but one should not forget 

the film was released in 1936. As for Hitchcock’s concern about the audience resentment, Andregg 

correctly points out that “without experiencing the brutal death of Stevie, it would not be possible for 

the audience to retain sympathy with Mrs. Verloc when she (semi-accidentally) kills her husband and 

gets away scot-free. The boy's death is anything but gratuitous […]”.510 

 Therefore, in Sabotage, the prominent level and its rhythmic strategies have great autonomy 

from the source of the adaptation. Despite the story sharing the semio-narrative core, as shown by the 

                                                 
509 Truffaut 1984, p. 76. 
510 Anderegg 1975, p. 219. 
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actantial model and the analysis of the Narrative Programs, the surface structures differ significantly 

and so do the story itself and the its discursive arrangement. This results in dissimilar tensive devices 

and a different construction of suspense, as illustrated in the example above. Conversely, shifting the 

analysis to background devices, remarkable similarities emerge. Hitchcock adapted, and in some 

cases even transferred, numerous instances of what I have called ‘rhythm of clues’ – the interweaving 

of symbolic imagery, foreshadowing elements and narratorial devices such as focalisation shifts or 

irony. Replicating the symbolic construction of the novel, the film uses patterns of imagery to foretell 

future events or subtly anticipate conflicts. This is illustrated, for instance, by the use of a fixed point 

of view and visual devices to underline character conflict. After the initial blackout scene, when the 

lights are back, the Verlocs are having dinner. When the married couple remains alone, a clever use 

of lighting seems to split the frame, visually separating the characters. Significantly, this is also the 

only time, apart from the murder scene, where the carving knife appears. Similarly, during Verloc’s 

meeting with his anonymous employer, the verbal confrontation is underlined by the frame of the 

aquarium, which draws a symbolic line between them (see Figure 46, top row). The use of light and 

shadow to set apart Mr and Mrs Verloc is repeated the night before the day of the attack, to underline 

the increased distance between them caused by Verloc’s secrecy. The contrasting significance of the 

frame (see Figure 46, third image) is enhanced by some rapid alternating close-ups on the secret agent 

in the shadow and his wife in the well-lit box office. The final iteration of this visual device is in the 

climactic confrontation that precedes Verloc’s murder. Here the separation has become clear on the 

prominent level, while on the background the shot shows a diagonal of light continued by Mrs 

Verloc’s elbow and forearm. 
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Figure 46 – Visual separation of characters; Sabotage, min. 11:33 / 19:08 / 38:04 / 60:15 

 

Another foreshadowing repetition concerns the symbolic use of objects, such as the cage of 

birds or the model sailboat that Stevie and his sister build and is then put “prominently in view on the 

mantelpiece and next to Verloc's head when he tells his wife about the circumstances of Stevie's 

death”.511 Susan Smith claims that: 

the murder of Cock Robin clearly functions more importantly for Mrs Verloc as a re-

enactment and reminder of Stevie’s recent death, a possibility that is further supported by 

the boy's associations with birds earlier on in the narrative.512 

                                                 
511 Anderegg 1975, p. 219. 
512 Smith 2000, p. 13. 
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Therefore, both ‘rhythms of clues’ work on the background to support the narrative level; the pattern 

of regularities they create converge in the murder sequence, where they add to the already discussed 

‘visual separation’ and to focalising techniques to enhance the overall rhythm intensity. 

The climactic sequence begins with Winnie Verloc learning of his brother’s death from the 

newspaper; the camera zooms in on the article, simulating her gaze with a point-of-view shot. Then 

Mrs Verloc faints and, coming round, she repeatedly sees Stevie among the people that has gathered 

around her. Borrowing terminology from the previous section, this is an instance of cognitive 

focalisation – the audience viewing on screen a projection of Winnie’s mind. Next, Winnie stands up 

saying: “I want Mr. Verloc. I want to see Mr. Verloc”.513 The frame is centred on her half-length 

image, while the camera performs a slow forward zooming movement, which ends with a cross-fade 

of her face that brings to the actual confrontation scene. Making the audience share Mrs Verloc’s 

cognitive and perceptual perspective, these visual devices reduce the distance from the character, 

functioning as an adaptation of the novel’s approaching trajectory (see chapter 3). As discussed 

below, the next scenes will continue with this focalising strategy until the murder, which, just like in 

the source text, is followed by a sudden distancing movement (see Figure 50). 

Figure 47 – cognitive focalisation through Winnie Verloc; Sabotage, min. 57:44-58:14 

Therefore, this first scene serves as a ‘focalising preparation’ for the main sequence of the 

murder, which – faithfully adapting the novel – uses quick shifts of perspective, with the camera circling 

                                                 
513 Sabotage, min. 58:10. 
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between the two characters. In fact, as Paul Kirschner discussed already in 1957, Conrad’s technique in 

chapter XI is extremely cinematographic: 

Conrad probably had never seen a film play (and certainly no sound film) when he wrote 

The Secret Agent in 1906, but a director would not be hard put to translate this sequence 

into the terms of a shooting script.514 

Adapting the scene, Hitchcock combines two shooting techniques to convey focalisation (Figure 48). 

Firstly, the camera alternates between Mr and Mrs Verloc; however, while the distance from the man 

remains constant, each shot on Winnie closes in on her face. Secondly, the sequence of shots opens and 

closes with two over-the-shoulder point of views, which participate in the alternation of perceptual 

focalisation, while at the same time visually highlight the fracture which has occurred between the 

characters (see figure 48, first and last frame). 

 

Figure 48 – focalisation shifts; Sabotage, min. 58:16-60:05 

The result, is a regular series of focalisation shifts with a similar trajectory to that of the novel, ending 

with a predominance of Mrs Verloc’s perspective (cf. Figure 18). 

                                                 
514 Kirschner 1957, p. 348. 
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Despite the ease with which is possible to transfer the focalisation shifts in the film almost as they are in 

the novel, there is a far from negligible problem in adapting this scene. It is, of course, the extreme 

prominence of the characters’ interiority that characterises the written version.515 Hitchcock was perfectly 

aware of this issue, and stated: 

The wrong way to go about this scene would have been to have the heroine convey her 

inner feelings to the audience by her facial expression. I'm against that. In real life, people's 

faces don't reveal what they think or feel. As a film director I must try to convey this 

woman's frame of mind to the audience by purely cinematic means.516 

The director’s solution is to rely on the pattern of symbolic clues, skilfully constructed throughout 

the film: showing Winnie build the model sailboat with her brother, or associating Stevie with birds 

on several occasions, the film narrator517 charges those textual elements with additional emotional 

and narrative significance; in the terminology of rhythm analysis, the perceptual terms (boat, birds) 

underwent a ‘semantic evolution’, becoming autonomous forms which, once repeated, evoke the full 

meaning that has been associated to them throughout the text (see chapter 1.1). In other words, their 

mere presence suggest in the audience Stevie’s presence, Winnie’s sisterly love and protective 

feelings, and, consequently, her sense of loss. Therefore, thanks to the previously established rhythm 

of clues, the film can make the audience experience Winnie’s state of mind without artificially 

depicting her feelings through her expression. Thus, Mr Verloc inadvertently bumping his hand into 

the sailboat while saying: “You'll have to pull yourself together, my girl. What's done can't be 

undone”,518 perfectly conveys Mrs Verloc’s mounting rage to the audience, despite her silence, 

immobility and almost blank expression. This effect is possible thanks to the symbolic reference (Mr 

Verloc’s carelessness to Stevie), but also to the focalisation devices that favoured identification with 

Winnie.  

                                                 
515 Conrad faced the same challenge when adapting his novel for the stage (see section 4.1). 
516 Truffaut 1984, p. 80. 
517 Once again, for simplicity’s sake, I refer to Aczel’s impersonal cluster of narrative functions (cf. chapter 4.1). 
518 Sabotage, min. 59:25. 
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Unlike in the novel, the final confrontation is interrupted by a short scene, where Mrs Verloc 

leaves the room, walking into the cinema. Here, she watches a scene of Who killed cock Robin?. 

Anderegg, with great precision, describes the sequence as follows: 

Hitchcock cuts to Mrs. Verloc, laughing in spite of herself from extreme nervous tension. 

Then the tone of the cartoon changes as a bird with bow and arrow shoots a robin and the 

soundtrack breaks out into a hauntingly sung version of "Who Killed Cock Robin." Mrs. 

Verloc suddenly stops laughing as a fearful and disturbed expression passes over her face. 

With incredible subtlety and ingenuity, Hitchcock establishes both Mrs. Verloc's inability 

to forget, even momentarily, the fate of her brother, and her responsiveness to a murderous 

suggestion: conceptually, it is a short step from an arrow to a carving knife. Without a word 

of dialogue. Hitchcock tells us exactly what Mrs. Verloc is thinking as she returns to serve 

up the fateful dinner.519 

As in the case of the sailing boat, the film uses the closure of a symbolic pattern, with its tensions, to 

support the suspense, an effect that is furtherly increased by the interruption of the regularity of the 

previous scene. Thus, the broken rhythm of focalisation is counterbalanced by the reprise of a 

symbolic rhythm and by an increase in tension due to the unexpected pause in the confrontation. As 

a result, when Mrs Verloc finally re-enters the dining room and the iteration of alternating shots starts 

again, the related rhythm is put in even sharper relief. 

The final scene of the sequence adds a variation to the visual repetition. The camera shifts 

from one character to the other merge with the focus on Mrs Verloc serving the dinner; the camera 

follows her hesitant glances to the knife she is using, to Stevie’s empty place, it returns to the knife 

and Winnie’s indecisiveness. Then, the camera zooms in on the woman’s staring at her husband and, 

with a sudden change in focalisation, we see Mr Verloc realising what is about to happen. One can 

tell focalisation has changed because of the eyeline match cut that follows, showing Mr Verloc’s gaze 

and then cutting on what he is watching – his wife’s hands reaching for the knife. 

                                                 
519 Anderegg 1975, p. 223. 
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Figure 49 – Change of focalisation and eyeline match-cut; Sabotage, min. 63:28-63:37 

Notably, Hitchcock changes the narrative structure once again (in the novel, Mr Verloc is unaware of 

what is happening until the very last instant), but he transfers the background technique of shifting 

the focalisation through eye contact directly from the novel’s identical device.520 Moreover, despite 

the story difference, the adaptation of Mr Verloc’s last seconds is twistedly faithful at rhythmic level. 

In a reversal of the novel’s scene, the man approaches his murderer with movements that are 

“leisurely enough”521 for the suspense to reach its peak before the tragic denouement. The camera 

lingers one final time on the caged birds, in an attempt to preserve the audience’s sympathy toward 

Mrs Verloc; perhaps overdoing it, Hitchcock makes Winnie repeat her brother’s name twice, an 

unnecessarily pathetic move, which in my opinion concedes too much to the melodramatic tone that 

Conrad was so keen to escape and the director had so far managed to avoid. Finally, concluding the 

background rhythm of focalisation with a device that precisely adapts the novel’s distancing 

movement at narratorial level, the scene ends with a low-angle shot that underlines the return to 

external focalisation. 

                                                 
520 Cf. intra, the rhythm of focalisation, chapter 3.2 
521 Cf. intra, the discussion of this scene in the novel, in chapter 3.2. (The Secret Agent, p. 198). 
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Figure 50 – Visual distancing movement; Sabotage, min. 65:20 

 

To conclude this analysis of background strategies and their rhythmic effects, the treatment 

of irony should be mentioned, since it is one of the major devices adopted in the novel. Conrad’s 

irony has two fundamental components: dramatic irony, caused by the readers knowing more than 

the characters, which fosters suspense and helps the reader’s engagement with the story; and 

narratorial (authorial) irony, a constant flow of witty or pungent comments by the heterodiegetic 

narrator, which undermine immersion by constantly renovating a distancing tone. Sabotage manages 

to preserve this distinction, transferring the dramatic ironies despite the deep changes in the story, 

and creating a proper adaptation for the narratorial comments, which, clearly, could not be transported 

as such in the film medium. 

Dramatic irony is inherently embedded in the The Secret Agent’s story. Most of the characters 

choices and dialogues are based on the misunderstanding of premises or consequences. The film is 

scattered with comments or actions that reinforce and point at such ironies, which only the audience 

can interpret correctly. For instance, Mrs Verloc’s commenting on her husband: “If you only knew 
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him. He's the quietest, most harmless home-loving person”,522 while the audience is aware of his 

double life; or Stevie’s discussing Ted’s opinion on Gangsters, while the camera lingers on Mr 

Verloc: 

STEVIE: [Ted] reads about them. He says gangsters are not nearly so frightening as you'd 

think. Some of them are quite ordinary looking, like you and me and Mr. Verloc. Perhaps 

he's right. After all, if gangsters look like gangsters, the police would soon get after them, 

wouldn't they, I mean?523 

Such ironies are part of the mistaken conception of Mr Verloc’s good nature, a dramatic irony directly 

taken from the novel, and explicitly mentioned later on, when in front of the bird cage concealing the 

bomb, Winnie states “You're terribly good to him”,524 just before Verloc decides to use the boy to 

deliver the bomb.  

Another major line of dramatic ironies, in the novel, is Comrade Ossipon’s believing that the 

victim of the bomb was Mr Verloc, rather than Stevie. Although this part of the story is deeply 

changed in adaptation, part of the irony is preserved in the final scenes. In fact, both Ossipon and Ted 

– the character that partially takes on Ossipon’s actantial roles – help Mrs Verloc due to a 

misunderstanding, being unaware that Winnie killed her husband; however, while the anarchist 

Ossipon abandons her after discovering the truth, Ted, a representative of the law, absolves her and 

convinces her to run away. Apart from being a subtle intertextual irony, which only a reader of the 

novel may understand, Ted’s behaviour alters the audience’s perception of the ‘happy ending’ of the 

film. This is not a proper dramatic irony, but rather Hitchcock’s attempt at a metanarrative ironic use 

of the Hollywood cliché. One cannot but agree with the view that “the built-in irony of such a pat 

outcome remains an important discordant note in our final response to the film”.525 Indeed, the moral 

and actual ambiguity of the film’s conclusion (just like Ted, the audience cannot be sure whether the 

                                                 
522 Sabotage, min. 24:58. 
523 Sabotage, min. 30:54. 
524 Sabotage, min. 38:53. 
525 Anderegg 1975, p. 221. 
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stabbing was deliberate or an accident) taint the romantic positive outcome of the story, as noted by 

Lissa Schneider: 

When a wife takes a knife to her husband and then walks safely away arm in arm with 

another man, that anxiety cannot be contained within the bounds of a traditional happy 

ending. Indeed, perhaps the ultimate act of sabotage in the film is its subversion of the 

institution of marriage. Even in the novel, which provides a more traditional moral closure 

through Mrs. Verloc's suicide, there remains an equally interesting - or alarming, 

depending on one's perspective - backlash of anxiety;526  

Although I believe that the subversion of the institution of the good ending, rather than marriage, is 

more relevant to the context of this analysis, the tension identified by Schneider does indeed contrast 

with the idyllic denouement. The result is an ironically-marked ‘happily ever after’ ending, which 

suggests to the audience a feeling quite opposite to the ‘order restored’ shown on the narrative surface. 

This effect is reinforced by the extension of the dramatic irony concerning Verloc’s death to the finale, 

conveyed by the police officers’ dialogue which closes the film: 

– That's queer. Is that girl psychic? She said that Verloc was... 

– Dead, sir? You don't need second sight in a case like this. 

– But she said it before. Or was it after? I can't remember.527 

 

As far as narratorial irony is concerned, it would have been impractical to reproduce the 

narrator’s voice in film. The presence of images would have undermined its authority and the 

voiceover device would have damaged suspense; moreover, in syncretic narratives, the recipient tends 

to personify the narrator’s voice into a character, which would have furtherly diminished the 

narrator’s authority, invalidating the irony of his comments. Nonetheless, Hitchcock uses several 

alternatives, which serve as distancing devices in place of the heterodiegetic narrator’s ironic tone in 

the novel. 

                                                 
526 Schneider, L., in Moore 1997, p. 71. 
527 Sabotage, min. 75:09. 
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The first is the use of humorous scenes and comic relief to counter the excess of melodramatic tone. 

This distancing move can be identified in the comic scene that precedes Stevie’s death, when he is 

mockingly groomed by the street vendor. In this scene, humour counterbalances the suspense 

“combining this with a rather ironic stance towards the film’s main victim”.528 Moreover, Hitchcock 

adds an additional layer of metafilmic irony, since the pedlar teases the boy commenting that he is 

“now groomed for stardom”,529 just before the character’s central scene, thus “invit[ing] us to draw 

back from our emotional involvement with Stevie and view him more self-consciously as a fictional 

construction within the narrative”.530 Further uses of the metatextual distancing are discussed below. 

Another example of distancing humour is the Professor’s inability to make the birds sing when the 

unsatisfied customer comes to complain.  

The humour of this particular moment serves a further distancing purpose for, by 

highlighting the Professor's inability to make the recalcitrant canary sing, it tends to 

undermine the authority of his subsequent coded warning to Verloc about when the bomb 

is due to explode ('DON'T FORGET THE BIRDS WILL SING AT l.4s') by implying his 

lack of real control over the sabotage function.531 

Thus, it is a humour that hides an ironic comment on the character; in other words, a distancing 

movement in the aesthetic illusion is performed, the same effect a derisive narratorial comment would 

have in verbal narration. Interestingly, those two notable examples concern the only characters that 

were immune to irony in the novel, another sign of the great changes the adaptation makes on the 

prominent level while being faithful to the background strategies. 

Another distancing effect connected with humour was achieved by juxtaposing intradiegetic laughter 

to the most tragic scenes. The first instance of this device is just after the initial blackout scene, when, 

with a scene cut, we are shown the crowd’s reaction to the blackout just after the sabotage has been 

discovered. This expedient is repeated after the explosion, which is visually juxtaposed with the 

                                                 
528 Smith 2000, p. 9. 
529 Sabotage, min. 48:56. 
530 Smith 2000, p. 9. 
531 Smith 2000, p. 11. 
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Verlocs and Ted laughing. Lastly, laughter from the (intradiegetic) audience of the cinema welcomes 

Mrs Verloc when she leaves the dining room in the ‘cock Robin’ scene that precedes the murder. This 

artificial contrast of tones, achieved through film editing, is similar to narratorial irony in the sense 

that the disquiet it causes is only perceived by the audience. However, in the last case a character – 

Winnie Verloc – finally participates in this ‘private joke’ between director and audience. The effect 

is most disturbing: Mrs Verloc’s hysterical laughter and subsequent hardened resolve has an almost 

metaleptic effect,532 since, in a sort of epiphany, she seems to be finally appreciating the irony she 

should not be able to comprehend. The fact that, in a twisted recursive effect, this happens in front of 

a theatre screen contributes to enhancing the distancing effect caused by the undermining of diegetic 

boundaries.  

In fact, as anticipated above, Hitchcock creates a dense pattern of metafilmic references, 

which forms a further layer of repeated distancing by constantly reminding the audience of the 

fictional nature of the story; this modulation of aesthetic illusion is achieved by calling the recipients’ 

attention to the film medium per se. Thanks to the choice of a cinema as main setting, the film is 

scattered with references to the medium and verbal comments charged with diegetic ambiguity, i.e. 

they can be understood as referring to both the intra- and extradiegetic level. This can be seen, for 

instance, when the intradiegetic film audio effects mix with the narrated world, as in the scene where 

the window giving onto the cinema hall suddenly opens and the characters (as well as the audience) 

hear a scream: 

(WOMAN SCREAMING ON SCREEN) 

TOM: I thought someone was committing a murder. 

MR VERLOC: Someone probably is. On the screen there.533 

                                                 
532 Metalepsis is “any intrusion by the extradiegetic narrator or narratee into the diegetic universe (or by diegetic characters 

into a metadiegetic universe, etc.), or the inverse […], produces an effect of strangeness that is either comical […] or 

fantastic” (Genette 1980, pp. 234–35). 
533 Sabotage, min. 12:30. 
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Similar metatextually ironic comments are omnipresent, such as Mr Verloc claiming that “doesn't 

pay to antagonize the public”, which is what he (and possibly Hitchcock) is about to do by causing 

Stevie’s death; or Mr Verloc’s mysterious employer commenting on the power plant sabotage: “You 

made London laugh. When one sets out to put the fear of death into people, it's not helpful to make 

them laugh. We're not comedians”, a remark that refers to the sabotage but could also apply to 

Sabotage. Another relevant example is reported by Schneider, who writes: 

When Verloc tells Ted that he is “off to a trade show” to rent a film for the theatre, Ted responds, 

“Well, get a good one then, plenty of murders. This love stuff makes me sick”. Ted's stereotypically 

masculine request is countered by Verloc's pragmatic economics: “Hmmm!” Verloc replies, “The 

women like it though.” Ted and Verloc’s peculiar conversation identifies the expectations associated 

with the […] inclusion of the film’s romance plot, which has no direct parallel in the novel.534 

This pattern of metafilmic references constantly reminds to the audience “the representational nature 

of the illusionist artefact”,535 thus contributing to the distancing effect created by the aforementioned 

substitutes of the ironic narratorial commentary. 

 

In conclusion, this section has shown how Hitchcock’s adaptation can be ‘rhythmically 

faithful’ to the original even when changing the prominent level almost completely. The director 

changed the setting, most characters, places and events, retaining only part of the narrative core of 

Conrad’s novel and altering – and sometimes overturning completely – both the story and the 

discursive arrangement. Nonetheless, Sabotage retains much of the profoundness and complexity of 

its source’s background devices: a complex rhythm of clues, with foreshadowing elements and 

symbolic visual cues; the use of focalisation to enhance both tension and rhythm intensity; and a 

multi-layered adaptation of the narratorial irony, with several strategies contributing to the 

modulation of aesthetic illusion, which in turn alters the perceived rhythmic intensity.  

                                                 
534 Schneider, L., in Moore 1997, p. 64. 
535 Wolf, W., in Wolf, Bernhart and Mahler 2013, p. 15; (cf. chapter 2.2 on the disrupting effect of meta- references on 

aesthetic illusion). 
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4.3.2 Dull faithfulness & Cheap Suspense – Two Rhythmic Failures Twenty-four Years Apart (1992 

and 2016 BBC TV Series) 

This final section will analyse the two most recent BBC adaptations of The Secret Agent for 

the small screen. The first one, directed by David Drury, was broadcast in 1992, while the second 

was aired in the second half of 2016, directed Charles McDougall. Both are three-part miniseries that, 

unlike Hitchcock’s Sabotage, remain faithful to the original setting and, although to a different extent, 

to the characters and the story told in the novel. However, focussing on the two adaptations in their 

management of tensions, rhythms, and interaction with the recipients, I will discuss why, in my 

opinion, both teleplays pursue an unsuccessful rhythmic strategy, resulting in overall poor rhythms, 

despite each having their own individual strengths. 

The 1992 BBC Adaptation 

The 1992 TV series is generally considered a better adaptation,536 perhaps thanks to the 

extreme fidelity to the original story. The three episodes follow the chain of events in perfect 

chronological order; this includes not only the elimination of time-shifts and ellipsis, but also the 

repositioning of flashbacks such as Heat’s recollection of his investigation on the crime scene. 

Moreover, even events that in the novel are only mentioned or told by characters are shown on screen. 

An example is the Assistant Commissioner’s interrogation of Mr Verloc at the Continental Hotel, an 

episode mentioned en passant in chapter X, which becomes a full-fledged scene. I am not questioning 

such choices to compare the adaptation with the original, or to argue against its being faithful to the 

novel. In fact, showing rather than telling is a basic strategy in film storytelling, and the adaptation is 

perhaps even too adherent to Conrad’s story. My point is that the teleplay seems incapable of any 

form of discursive arrangement, not even the slightest deviation from the story order. As Ted Billy 

notices, “with the exception of the teasing temporary omission of the scene in which Stevie 

accidentally detonates the bomb, the BBC production does proceed in a straightforward linear 

                                                 
536 The series has a higher score on reviews aggregator websites like IMDb, and received better critical reviews. 
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fashion”.537 In fact, even the aforementioned ellipsis is only partial, to the point of compromising its 

own effectiveness: the audience is shown Mr Verloc bringing Stevie along to the Greenwich 

observatory and only the very moment of the explosion is omitted. Furthermore, the (questionable) 

uncertainty about the victim lasts less than ten minutes, because, thanks to the chronological order, 

we have already been shown Winnie sewing the address inside her brother’s coat; thus, Heat finding 

the clue reveals the already expected truth, collapsing the already fragile narrative tension associated 

to the ellipsis. And this is the only case where something is not shown. Everything else is patently 

exposed on screen, depriving the audience of any role in interpretation. This urge to show every story 

detail is what I have named ‘dull faithfulness’, in the title of this section. Preoccupied with following 

its source as faithfully as possible, the adaptation seems to underestimate the recipient’s ability to fill 

in the gaps in fictional worlds, with the result that the audience’s engagement with the story is greatly 

diminished, since the texts poses no interpretative challenge. This issue is amplified by the extreme 

ordinariness of editing, which does not contribute significantly to the creation of visual relief. The 

scene when Mrs Verloc eavesdrops her husband and Heat’s conversation – with its remarkably 

symbolic use of chiaroscuro on Winnie and the slightly blurred frames simulating her vision through 

the keyhole – is one of the few interesting exceptions to the general monotony of shots and ordinary 

camera points of view.  

  

Figure 51 – visual devices showing focalisation; The Secret Agent 1992, min. 86:25-86:35 

                                                 
537 Billy, T., in Moore 1997, p. 192. 
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Finally, another significant fidelity to the original, despite being a remarkable device as far as 

adaptation is concerned, contributes to the ‘rhythmic failure’ of the TV film. Specifically, I am 

referring to the outstanding ironic tone achieved through the soundtrack. Indeed, throughout the film, 

the music played is unfalteringly in contrast with the scenes it accompanies. Ted Billy mentions that: 

the music of the teleplay contributes to the pervasive ironies of The Secret Agent. Indeed, 

the incongruous music composed by Barrington Pheloung may well be the supreme irony 

in the dramatization. For instead of employing a melodramatic score to heighten the 

emotional intensity and frantic bewilderment of Verloc and Winnie, the makers of the film 

have chosen to use light, lilting, delicate music that is totally out of key with the violence 

of the events and the torment of the central characters.538 

Generally speaking, this is undoubtedly one of the finest aspects of the adaptation, reproducing the 

effect of the ironic treatment of Conrad’s narrator on the characters, and creating a distancing effect 

that contrasts with the sensational events. Furthermore, the dramatic irony inherent to the story539 is 

amplified by the chronological ‘straightening’ of the discursive arrangement, which makes the 

audience immediately aware of every plot detail which the novel sparingly distributed, thus increasing 

the knowledge divide between recipients and characters. In sum, the ironic tone that characterises the 

novel is outstandingly preserved in adaptation. Nonetheless, in this case, the resulting distancing is 

not counterbalanced by the immersion curiosity and suspense of detective-story devices allowed by 

the combination of ellipsis and time-shift. On the contrary, it adds up to the absence of narrative 

tensions and to the low relief of a story told in chronological order, without any ‘structural novelty’. 

Thus, the excessive distancing causes a decrease of attention, which in turn lowers the perceived 

rhythmic intensity, already quite modest due to the slow-paced presentation of events.540 

Perhaps the most representative example of what I have called ‘dull faithfulness’ is the sequence that 

follows the failed Greenwich attack. As mentioned above, the episode is elided only to a certain 

                                                 
538 Billy, T., in Moore 1997, p. 202. 
539 See chapter 3.3. 
540 See intra, chapter 2.1, on how attention influences rhythm intensity in time-based media; the interconnections between 

attention and immersion are detailed in chapter 2.4. 
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extent: we are shown Mr Verloc and Stevie getting off the train and reaching the observatory together 

through the fog. Only at this point does the scene change perspective to a patrolling policeman who 

hears the explosion. After the detonation, the camera cuts to Chief Inspector Heat reporting the 

witnesses accounts to the Assistant Commissioner, and his suspects on Michaelis, who lives nearby. 

The next scene shows the encounter between Ossipon and the Professor, their discussing the attack 

and believing that Verloc is the victim. Finally, after a brief cut to Winnie Verloc being delivered a 

newspaper and ignoring it, we are shown Heat’s investigation to the morgue and his finding the piece 

of cloth with the Verlocs’ address. He reports again to the Assistant Commissioner who, in turn, 

discusses the new developments with Sir Ethelred. A new cut shows Mr Verloc returning home in 

the evening. Comparing the sequence to the novel’s first time-shift (chapters IV to VII, see figure 

15), one can notice the extreme adherence to the original story. Nonetheless, this fidelity completely 

ignores the disrupting effect of temporal linearity on narrative tensions. All the characters’ misguided 

interpretations of the central event are not matched by the recipient’s unawareness, a device which 

increased immersion and suspense working on the ‘uncertainty’ component of suspense as well as on 

‘concern’ (cf. chapter 2.3); on the contrary, in the miniseries, the dramatic irony perceived by the 

audience – who is aware from the very beginning that the characters are misinterpreting the events – 

and the resulting feeling of superiority lower the concern about the narrative; in fact, considering the 

various factors of suspense independently, the ‘uncertainty’, ‘value at stake’ and ‘care’ remain intact, 

but the ‘engagement’ is compromised.541 Thus, during the sequence, the audience has little to no 

interest in the investigation, that is to say the clues displayed have almost no narrative relief, since 

we are perfectly aware that they are misleading. Therefore, the distancing effect of irony, which in 

the novel helps modulate suspense and keeps the reader at ‘appropriate distance’ from the events, has 

                                                 
541 We are still uncertain about the outcomes, the value at stake in the fictional world is high and we (should) care about 

the outcome, since it concerns the main characters. In chapter 2.3, I have defined suspense and its cognitive components 

as: Suspense = Uncertainty × Value at stake × Care × Engagement. 
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no counterbalance here and prevents the audience from immersing at all in the narrated world. Hence 

the feeling of slowness, summarised by the opening sentence of Hoyt Hilsman’s review on Variety: 

Masterpiece Theatre’s three-part adaptation of Joseph Conrad’s 1907 novel is finely drawn, 

yet somber and slow-paced. Acting is excellent and strong on character, but it has little 

dramatic story interest.542 

The reviewer’s remark I have emphasised seems to refer exactly to the excessive distancing effect 

discussed above. The precise adherence of the story to the original, the authenticity of characters and 

re-creation of ironic tone were not enough to create an overall faithful adaptation. Despite the fact 

that the novel itself may be defined as “somber and slow-paced”, the final result in terms of rhythm, 

suspense and recipient’s engagement is completely different. 

The 2016 BBC Adaptation 

The 2016 adaptation met with generally negative critical reception, mostly due to a less 

faithful adaptation of plot and characters, especially in the third episode.543 Mike Hale, on The New 

York Times, also mentions the chronological rearrangement of the story among the flaws: 

The screenwriter, Tony Marchant, keeps the main incidents of Conrad’s plot but lays them 

out chronologically, losing the revelations and shadings of the novel’s flashbacks and 

flash-forwards. This goes along with a general literalness and glumness — little of the 

satire and humor of the novel has seeped into the mini-series.544 

However, as shown in previous analyses in this chapter, neither faithfulness nor its absence are 

indicators of a successful adaptation of rhythmic and tensive structures (cf. Sabotage vs the 1992 

BBC adaptation). In fact, despite being inferior in many aspects, this version deploys better rhythmic 

strategies than its 1992 counterpart; the next paragraphs, however, will discuss why I consider it a 

‘rhythmic failure’ nonetheless.  

                                                 
542 Hilsman 1992; my emphasis. 
543 Wikipedia, “The Secret Agent (2016 TV series)”, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Secret_Agent_(2016_TV_series).  
544 Hale 2016. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Secret_Agent_(2016_TV_series)
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The 2016 TV version of The Secret Agent, is comparatively faithful to the novel. It changes 

some episodes, anticipates or postpones others and adds several subplots, but, overall, is ‘telling the 

same story’. Similarly to all the adaptations examined so far, the latest BBC series follows a 

chronological order of events; in this regards, it is even more conservative, completely eliminating 

not only the time shifts, but also the two ellipses. Thus, not even the slightest mystery is maintained 

about the events at the Greenwich observatory and the audience is shown Stevie’s death when it 

occurs. However, unlike their 1992 predecessors, the 2016 screenwriters did not underestimate the 

tensive importance the altered temporal exposition had in the novel. Therefore, they established 

substitutive devices to recreate the suspense lost in the linearization, which accounts for the 

aforementioned rhythmic superiority of this adaptation compared to the 1992 version. Having 

abandoned covert clues and the possibility for detective-story ‘whodunit’ narrative tension,545 the 

new tensive strategy is based on maximising the audience attention through emotional involvement. 

Such objective requires a twofold approach: on the one hand minimising distancing; on the other, 

maximising immersion. The first step is the elimination of the ironic tone. The TV show pursues a 

serious attitude both in the unfolding of story and in the depiction of characters. Nothing comparable 

to the novel’s caustic attitude is preserved, and dramatic irony, although intrinsic in the story, is kept 

to a minimum and rarely foregrounded. For example, one of the major instances of such device – the 

Professor and Ossipon meeting at the restaurant, when they believe that Verloc blew himself up – is 

removed. Coherent with the linearization of time, the adapters are aware that the scene had a tensive 

meaning only if shown in time-shift, and recognise the inanity of positioning it after showing what 

has actually happened (cf. above, the analysis of the same sequence in the 1992 version). Thus, 

although reducing fidelity, the teleplay tries to preserve the rhythm lost in chronological 

rearrangement.  

                                                 
545 It is what Sternberg named ‘curiosity’; cf. intra chapter 2.3. 
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Besides reducing distancing, the series follows a second and foremost strategy, which consists of 

multiplying the immersing devices. This is achieved through the introduction of suspenseful episodes 

and subplots, and the enhancement of the domestic drama. Therefore, more space is given to the 

conflicts within the Verloc family; Mr and Mrs Verloc have a more complicated relationship and the 

character of Winnie’s mother is transformed into the archetypal interfering mother-in-law, sowing 

discord in the family. Simultaneously, several action sequences and suspenseful episodes are added 

to the story. The police hunt and capture the Professor, we are shown Winnie’s panic when Stevie 

gets lost, and the escaping sequence after the murder is turned into an actual chase. These are just a 

few examples of a general trend indicating a veer towards thriller-like suspense. Overall, compared 

to the 1992 adaptation, this version is more focussed on developing narrative tensions. Thanks to the 

absence of distancing effects, the perceived suspense increases; however, the devices adopted create 

a shallow rhythmic experience, reducing all the narrative tension to what I have defined as ‘cheap 

suspense’. With this phrase, I refer to short-term narrative tensions, often based on trite generic 

conventions and melodramatic tropes – sensational scenes specifically designed to entice the 

recipient’s emotional involvement. This strategy is illustrated, for instance, by the scene where the 

Professor is arrested. Wearing his suicidal explosive device, he gets on a crowded omnibus – perhaps 

a homage to Hitchcock’s adaptation – where he is caught by Chief Inspector Heat, who confronts the 

anarchist and tries to arrest him. In the struggle that follows the Professor activates his twenty-second 

detonator. Heat manages to drag the Professor off the bus, the latter laughing madly and waiting for 

the explosion that will force them to be “buried together”.546 However, the detonator fails and the 

Professor is arrested. The entire scene is indeed an excellent architecture of suspense;547 it begins 

with the subtle tension of the dialogue going on while the Professor is holding the detonator, the 

danger underlined by the camera cutting on the unsteady wheels of the carriage on the rough road. 

Then there is a sudden crescendo while the two characters fight, the twenty seconds elapse and the 

                                                 
546 The secret agent 2016, S01E02, min. 9:46.  
547 It is not, however, suspense in the Hitchcockian sense, since that specific device requires the character’s unawareness 

(cf. intra, footnote 505). 
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expected explosion approaches. Despite being a successful construction, the scene is a brief insert of 

suspense with an end in itself, a standalone tensive pattern which does not contribute to a global 

strategy. The TV series, and especially the third episode, is full of similar and often far less refined 

examples. For instance, I should mention two consecutive devices of extremely ‘cheap’ suspense 

during Winnie and Ossipon’s escaping sequence. At first, after Ossipon has bought the train tickets 

and is walking away, the ticket clerk calls him back. Tense music, Ossipon slowly approaching the 

ticket stand, suspenseful pause in the music. And then the most obvious and highly predictable “Your 

change, sir”548. As though this poor tensive device were not enough, in the next scene, Mrs Verloc is 

stopped by a policeman checking the boarding passengers. The train is about to depart and, while the 

questioning drags on, Heat arrives at the station to arrest Winnie. Unsurprisingly, she manages to 

board the train at the last second. Once again, the device is so conventional that I believe very few 

audience members could actually expect a different ending to the scene.  

Both examples come from subplots that were added in the adaptation, but there are also cases 

in which ‘cheap suspense’ devices come at the expenses of more complex and long term tensions. A 

significant example is the ending of episode 2, adapting chapter IX. In the teleplay, the novel’s 

complex intertwinement of tensive patterns caused by multiple encounters is substituted by a single 

line of suspense. Chief inspector Heat arrives at the Verloc’s and tells Winnie the truth about her 

brother’s fate. Only while leaving the house he meets Mr Verloc and confronts him; therefore, the 

tension is diluted in two scenes rather than summed up in one. Moreover, the final scene shows Mr 

Verloc slowly walking home accompanied by a suspenseful music, while a shocked and furious 

Winnie is waiting for him. The episode ends on this cliff-hanger, having built a ‘final confrontation’ 

atmosphere – a device that trivialises the complex psychological experience of the two characters, as 

well as the multi-layered tensive architecture of the original scene, in order to create suspense. 

                                                 
548 The Secret Agent 2016 S01E03, min. 34:16. 



The Rhythm of the Adaptations   A Theory of Rhythm Analysis 

331 

 

Figure 52 – The Verlocs’ Confrontation as a Cliff-hanger; The Secret Agent 2016, min. 55.52- 56:39 

 

Also the modulating action of background rhythms is much simplified and only directed at 

increasing suspense. Hence, the soundtrack is invariably tense until the tragic ending, where its sad 

tone underlines the dramatic denouement; the camera movements are swift and generally quite varied, 

but lack the significance and conscious role of mise en relief they had in Hitchcock’s Sabotage; 

foreshadowing and symbolic patterns are scarce and, again, serving only suspense. Thus, the 

repetition of clock images and chemicals in the opening credits, where it is mixed with the summary 

of previous episodes, creates a successful but artificial suspense, which is born extradiegetically, 

enticing the audience’s expectations in the peritext by hinting at homemade explosives and time 

running out. Such suspense is narratively meaningful in the first episode, when the bomb is actually 

being prepared, and is indeed reprised by showing the Professor at work in his laboratory (see Figure 

53); however, the device is gradually devoid of narrative pregnance since the bomb has already been 

prepared in the second episode and, in the third, already exploded. 
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Figure 53 – Visual pattern of chemicals; The Secret Agent 2016, S01E01 

 

An interesting exception to the shallow background devices is the rhythm engendered by the 

iteration of circle and spirals imagery, which gradually acquires a symbolic meaning. The pattern is 

anticipated in the opening (see Figure 53, first images) and introduced in the very first scene, which 

begins with an effective match-cut associating the detonator from the opening credits to the fireworks, 

a device that visually reproduces the novel’s similar foreshadowing. Then, Mr Verloc ignites a 

pinwheel firework, which creates a ring of fire, while an excited Stevie repeats “circles”.549 

Afterwards, the camera foregrounds similar images with unusual perspectives and frames that have 

no apparent narrative significance (see Figure 54).  

                                                 
549 The Secret Agent 2016, S01E01, min. 01:05. 
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Figure 54 – Visual and symbolic pattern: circles and spirals, The Secret Agent 2016, S01E01-03 
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The background iteration of circles is then connected with the prominent rhythms by showing Stevie’s 

obsession for that specific geometric image. The images are regularly repeated throughout the 

episodes, until an explicit symbolic connection is made by showing an aerial perspective of the 

perfectly round explosion hole. The touching scene that follows furtherly increases the metaphoric 

significance. The circles and spirals, perceptual terms hinting at the twisted madness of the Greenwich 

affair, are thus charged with additional meaning. The interrelation with the narrative level is now 

overt, to the point that the image of the crater is inserted at the beginning of the third episode, to 

reinforce the tension of the final confrontation between the Verlocs. Finally, in the ending sequence, 

Winnie absent-mindedly draws circles with her finger on her hand, repeating the word “circles” as 

his brother used to do. The last shot summarises of the symbolic meaning with a double 

superimposition – the empty Verloc’s house fading into the bomb crater, fading again into Winnie’s 

drowned body (image 54, bottom row).  

Thus, the symbolic pattern serves a specific strategy: enhancing the intensity of narrative tension 

through the emotional engagement of the audience. This point is finely illustrated by the suicide 

sequence, in which the interweaving of symbolic tensions finally finds its conclusion and the 

melodramatic tone reaches its peak. However, said sequence is also a further example of the unrefined 

tensive techniques of the teleplay. First of all, the suicide scene is framed by Michaelis’ public reading 

of his book, which increases melodrama with its blatant rhetoric. Then the audience is shown 

Winnie’s finger tracing circles on her hand. The device per se is a sufficient iteration of the symbolic 

rhythm: thanks to the ‘semantic evolution’ (see chapter 1.1) that develops throughout the TV series, 

such perceptual term has developed into a form, and a very pregnant one. In other words, the mere 

evocation of a circle now signifies the spiralling events, Stevie and Winnie’s counterproductive effort 

to protect him, the boy’s violent demise, and the craterlike hole the Greenwich affair left in the 

Verloc’s household – all the idiolectic meaning the sign has acquired throughout the text. Therefore, 

if making Mrs Verloc repeat the word “circles” is an unnecessary but effective emphasis, also 

showing her memory of Mr Verloc and Stevie in their ‘might be father and son’ pose is outright 
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symbolic exaggeration. Adding Michaelis’ pompous speech, the melancholic music, and the long 

shot showing Mrs Verloc’s body floating in the water, the final effect is an extreme banalisation of 

the rhythmic device. Apparently not content with the result, as though fearing that the audience might 

miss the outright symbolic connections, the screenplay ends with a further explanation of symbols, 

through the superimposition of images mentioned above (see Figure 54, bottom row). 

The example illustrates the series’ tendency to simplify and overemphasize tensive and rhythmic 

devices, in line with the general strategy aimed at maximising immersion by means of suspense and 

melodrama. It is a remarkable instantiation of a multi-layered rhythmic pattern, which includes the 

narrative and symbolic level; however, as discussed, the result tends to be quite explicit and unrefined, 

especially if compared to the sophisticated strategies of the novel. 

In conclusion, I would like to comment briefly on the linearization of the time structure, the 

most evident strategy shared by the two BBC adaptations, as well as by the others examined in the 

above sections. As this chapter has shown, such device brings along numerous issues, which require 

extra effort in adaptation not to dissipate tension and rhythmic effects. Why, then, an adaptation 

should go to such an extent, changing a well-oiled mechanism with the risk of compromising the 

complex and fragile rhythmic devices? One might say that my analyses have gone too far, and that 

adapters and recipients without extensive knowledge of narratology and semiotics do not see the 

rhythm-generating structures that are lost in adaptation. However, this does not really seem the case. 

In fact, as shown in several examples, the results of rhythm analysis usually match the intuitive critical 

reception. I believe the reason is a misguided feeling of inferiority towards the source, literature, 

feeling which extends to the false belief that TV audience could not possibly understand such 

complexity. My claim is supported by a comment by the producer of the 1992 BBC adaptation, 

reported by Ted Billy: 

The novel does pose numerous problems with regard to cinematic adaptation. One of these 

relates to Conrad’s scrambled chronological sequence, a modernist literary device that 
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presents a serious obstacle for those attempting to translate the written narrative into filmic 

terms. As producer Colin Tucker notes: 

Conrad's time scale proved a major difficulty. It shifts constantly, forcing the reader to 

understand that events are occurring in non-linear sequences. We debated this at some 

length, and decided that we had to simplify, to straighten it out. A reader can pause, think, 

return to an earlier passage, understand. A viewer cannot. We felt that sticking to Conrad’s 

timescheme would have alienated our audience.550 

I am quoting both the producer’s statement and Billy’s comment to show that the bias is deep-rooted 

in both scholars and TV-show insiders. Billy’s remark seems to suggest that there is some inherent 

limitation in the medium that prevents the use of altered chronology; on the same line, Tucker goes 

so far as to suggest that recipients of time-based media cannot understand non-linear discourse 

presentation because they cannot pause or reread. First of all, these views ignore the fact that also The 

Secret Agent’s readers are puzzled by the structure, and this is an intentional strategy. Additionally, 

they underestimate the pleasure of active interpretation of a text. The approach described by Tucker 

seems to be shared by the 2016 version. Indeed, both TV adaptations reveal an almost compulsive 

need to show each single story passage. It is as though they fear that if everything is not perfectly 

clear from the beginning they might lose their audience’s attention. This incomprehensibly disregards 

all rules of suspense, management of attention and curiosity. A mistake that was perhaps excusable 

in 1992, when the genre of TV series was still immature and TV audiences might actually have been 

less used to complexity. However, in 2016, such underestimation of the medium capabilities and – 

worst – of the audience’s competence, is completely irrational. The negative ratings and the drop of 

viewers confirm such claim.551 The fact is that modern viewers appreciate complexity, and the fear 

that time-based storytelling does not allow structural complication is entirely unmotivated. The 

examples of the success of narrative complexity are countless in film, even without mentioning the 

deliberate intricacy of movies like Cristopher Nolan’s Memento. For instance, Quentin Tarantino 

                                                 
550 Billy, T., in Moore 1997, p. 192. 
551 Wikipedia, “The Secret Agent (2016 TV series)”, https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Secret_Agent_(2016_TV_series).  

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/The_Secret_Agent_(2016_TV_series)
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experimented with anachrony from his very debut and, significantly enough, Reservoir Dogs was 

released in 1992, the same year of Tucker’s adaptation (and of the comment quoted above).  

 

Figure 55 – Story vs discourse in Memento, Creative Common licence552 

Recently, complex and extremely popular productions for the small screen demonstrated that TV 

audience is not frightened by complex time sequencing and that time-based media have all the means 

to deal with altered chronology. In fact the presence of a visual level of relief devices makes it 

extremely straightforward, if some creativity is applied. Incidentally, I can mention the already quoted 

narrative complexity of How I Met Your Mother (chapter 1.3); or consider the example of Thirteen 

Reasons Why, a 2017 Netflix production already discussed in chapter 2.3: each episode follows 

parallel timelines, constantly time-shifting from past to present events. Despite this fact, two simple 

visual devices are enough to guide the audience and make temporality perfectly clear: in the first 

episode the main character hurts his forehead; thus, in the present, he wears a bandage or Band-Aid, 

which serves as a ‘timeline marker’, i.e. a visual detail that immediately signals to the audience, to 

which timeline a scene belongs. Moreover, a different filter makes the past appear in slightly more 

brilliant colours – a more subtle but equally effective strategy. 

                                                 
552 Wikimedia, “Fabula versus Sujet in Memento”. 
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Returning to the The Secret Agent, time-shift and ellipsis are expositional techniques that are 

flawlessly adaptable into the film medium. What is passed off as a technical issue is actually a choice 

made under the delusion that TV audience should be taken by the hand and guided through the story, 

or else they might get lost. This naïve, protective attitude is, in sum, the reason why I believe the two 

more recent BBC adaptations of The Secret Agent resulted in ‘rhythmic failures’. Both teleplays 

denied their viewers the satisfaction of disentangling a complex discourse. In name of faithfulness or 

easy suspense, they renounced to the mystery of the unsaid, to the subtle tension of making sense of 

the clues just before the characters do; both texts deprived their recipients of the pleasure of 

reconstructing the story from the fragmented and often obscure discursive rearrangement. In other 

words, they created the empty surface of a story, devoid of any rhythmic depth.
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