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The Imagistic Text in Jonathan Safran Foer: Tracing unconventional

texts from Kerouac to the Artistos Book

Introduction

In this article | undertake a focused visual r eadi ng of Jonat han Safr .
Extremely Loud and Incredibly Close in which | explore some of his departures from

what might be termed O6the conventions of the
by an initial examination of selected historical examples of the novel which achieve

important departures from the conventions of their day. In these novels, | find physical

forms and literary structures which have strong visual associations, connotations or
references. My reading of Foer 6s paiallels pnitho tHesed visualn o v e |
associations (both structural and literary) as wellasi n t he artit®distios book
publications (including Concrete Poetry) which had a direct influence on the artist® book

before its general acceptance as such in the 1960s. These parallels, | argue, aid in a

reading and deconstruction of Foer 6 s . Wwaaing this | also bring to your attention a

book which, at least for me, explodes the conventions of the novel and opens up a

space for a richer dialogue between its elements. This is achieved by exploring new

spaces which are created when discreet conventions are unhinged; freed up to be read

in new ways.
A Visual Rethinking of Literary Conventions

Michel Foucault (1970:9) describesat errai n i n which Foer és i macg

may jostei n such a manner as twbd suggest something

The relation of language to painting is an infinite relation. It is not that
words are imperfect or that, when confronted by the visible, they prove
i nsuperably inadequate. Neither can be red
in vain that we say what we see; what we see never resides in what we
say. And it is in vain that we attempt to show, by the use of images,

metaphors, or similes, what we are saying; the space where they achieve
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their splendor is not that deployed by our eyes but that defined by the
sequential elements of syntax. And the proper name, in this context, is
merely an artifice: it gives us a finger to point with, in other words, to pass
surreptitiously from the space where one speaks to the space where one
looks; in other words, to fold one over the other as if they were

equivalents.

| argue, however, that it is exactly withinthes pace whi ch is o6depl oyed
Foer is able to suggest something new: new in terms of the conventions of the
contemporary novel, yet something much older in relation to concrete or visual poetry

andthear t i st 6s book

A direction for this article was suggested by the exhibition
manuscript of On the Road, (Figure 1a) for the first time outside of the USA, at the

Barber Institute of Fine Arts, University of Birmingham, in early 2009.
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Figure 1a: Jack Kerouac
Continuous Typescript Scroll of The Seminal Beat Generation Novel, On The Road (1951)
On display at the Barber Institute, Birmingham, UK. 3 December 2008 i 28 January 2009.
Photograph: David Sillitoe, 03 December 2008
Copyright Guardian News & Media Ltd 2008
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The scroll, which broke with literary, visual and structural* conventions of the novel, was
typed on a number of reels of 12ft. long paper taped together to form a 127ft. long
continuous typescript scroll® (Figure 1b) so that Kerouac did not have to stop, fuelled,
apparently, only by coffee. The scroll manuscript formed the centerpiece of an exhibition

which marked the 50™ anniversary of the release of the book in the United Kingdom.
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Figure 1b: Jack Kerouac
Continuous Typescript Scroll of The Seminal Beat Generation Novel, On The Road (1951)
On display at the Barber Institute, Birmingham, UK. 3 December 2008 i 28 January 2009.
Photograph: David Sillitoe, 03 December 2008
Copyright Guardian News & Media Ltd 2008

The Guar di an6s 2008[spR inf@msausvthat Kerouac typewrote the scroll in

only three weeks, and the exhibition's curator Dick Ellis (2008:[sp]) states:

This is an iconic manuscript. It is a record of the huge effort Kerouac put
into composing it. It was 20 days of typing 6,500 words a day, flat out,® in
spontaneous composition. He wanted to record things with the most
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possible accuracy using the spontaneous technique. His typewriter
became a compositional instrument é Kerouac said he wrote fast
because the road was fast € Of course, in the published novel, there are
paragraph breaks but in the scroll, there are none. Kerouac did not have

the time.

Ellisisnotaccuratei n hi s r e a thiKergu aacfbd s 6 kerovae dertainly edited

the scroll as he went. Howard Cunnell (2008:1-2) debunks the mythology surrounding

both man and scroll, stating that, in a letter of 22" May 1951 to his friend, traveling
companion and one of t heNedCassidy(Dean Moagrtyinthepr ot ag
published version) informing him of the completion of the scroll manuscript which he

wrote between 2" and 22" April 1951, Ker ouac eXx pdouse sireaddAprt 22at Ao

| 6ve been typing and revising. Thirty days on

But it i's the scrollds form and its single p

presentation and literary stylistic conventions, to which | must turn.

The scroll form of the manuscript is more than a mere pasting of paper to facilitate rapid
continuity in narrating a story. If this were so then many authors would have produced
such objects. James Campbell (2001:106) refe
Cassidy of 22" May 1951 in which Kerouac statedt h at  bnefasfijecadse road is
fastd as something more critically spatial. Campbell (2001:106-7) sees the scroll as a
6spati al ofthe matias stooynadrendition in which the object and form of the
scroll facilitated the telling: AHe empl oyed space as a form as
out along the floor, the single strip of pape
as an appropriate container of the story and as a means of evoking the physical and
emotional aspects of a narrative - of and through time - is something taken up by artist
bookmakers in search of a content-structure relationship which the codex form seems to
limit.* Jed Birmingham (2007:[sp]) describes the relationships between object, space

and art within the scroll when exhibited:
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It is a remarkable object. On one level it stands out in its tangibility, its
physicality, its size and expanse, but at the same time it is so fragile,
delicate and ephemeral. It threatens to crumble and blow away under your
inquiring eyes. As the exhibit makes clear, the scroll as an object
immediately bring [sic] to mind the concept of the road, the path, the
journey that lies at the heart of On the Road. For me, this merging of form
and content in the physical object coupled with the physical act of creating
it (not just the typing but the act of taping together the paper as well)
makes the manuscript a work of art on par with any major work of the 20"

Century. The scroll is in some sense ahead of its time, predicting the

artistso book, conceptual art and perfor ma
beyond.
Critical references to Kerouacds sc,rpmtoril narr a

and visual allusions, to which | later refer, such as; sprawl, sketching, mosaic, horizon.
With an unconventional physical structure facilitating the kind of narrative Kerouac
wanted to tell, literary theorist Joshua Kupetz (2008:86) discusses K e r 0 u lteradys

style, stating that:

Kerouac abandoned the conventional techniqgues he had used when
writing The Town and the City s o t hat he migbhycdée wHerree a.
composing On the Road. ... Ultimately, his concept of form in the scroll
manuscript loosely anticipates the tenets of structuralism, the first new
theoretical school of the 1960s to decenter New Criticism. Kerouac writes
that he was Onotovet@resdedhanfrefEmewdlnt ed t
wander from the laws of the novel as laid down by [Jane] Austens &

[Henry] Fieldings.0

Kupetz (2008:86) states that, for Kerouac, it he nov el i's an articul af
convention s , 0l aws 0, t hatm wiellll nadte hsalopry A hat h
combination of poetic and prosaic elements made his most radical transformations of
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nar ati ve possible asafimanpuael vei heemp’saay epos
toAbust out from the European narrative 1into
0spr 008:8p

Cunnell (2008:34) writes how Kerouac described his technique to Allen Ginsberg as
Asketchingd which would allow him to.tectheange 0
big multitkdi mensi onal conscious and subconscious cl
convey his characters and their stories. Cunnell (2008:25) describes how Kerouac

dramatically collapses the distinction between writer and n ar yia & keddlorgl 06

intimate, discursive and wild manner with improvised notations including dots and
dashes to break sentences so that t. filesy nApi l
6coll apse6 flags an i mportant theme for this
authorial and character voices which, like Concrete and Visual Poetry, expands the

narrative into a spatial dimension, atypical of conventional prose. In so consciously

disrupting our understanding of what it is that we are reading, writes Cunnell (2008:25)

Kerouac claims that On the Road marks a complete departure from not only his

previous work, The Town and the City (1950) but in fact from previous American

literature. Kupetz (2008:91) elaborates: i n t hat s Kethood may bé seen as

Acont i ngent &ndhthermselves.a strandesl if they approach his mountain of

unbroken text anticipating that it will offer an inherent meaning, if their expectations and
interpretative strategies are based upon linearity and predetermined by novelistic
conventiono. Just as the Ilinearity of Rout e
represents the wonderful prospect of a direct passage to his destination but which he

soonr eal i ses wil |l 0l ead (R408mM1)cstatesythatithe reabler anush 6 , Kuj
allow the Asprawling proseo to turn, reverse
def | ect i wyrmaecepting ithdt the shifting horizon of signification is part of the
experience of meaning, the reader caKupetpr oceed
(2008:91) continues:

Asaseries of def | ect inarmtves aligpate teader6 s pr os e

oriented theories that establish the reader, not the text, as the site of
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meaning. However, contemporary theory cannot prove that meaning

definitely occurs inside the reader, eith
considered an effect of the interaction between text and reader. Instead of
functioning as works with meanings trapped inside hermetically sealed
structures, Kerouac6s narratives i nvol ve
discovering meaning by encountering unfamiliar structures.

To the American public, the scroll-form was an unfamiliar st ruct ur e; Ker o

continuo u s 6 swas a setoad unfamiliar structure, while the published version® -
even as a sanitised, vastly edited, hybrid form of his deflective, sketched, epic poetic

prose - was a third form of unfamiliar structure.

Yet for a European audience, such structures are not unfamiliar and apart from
numerous and well known examples of scrolls in museums, universities and libraries in
the United Kingdom and Europe, even early forms of the novel undermined
conventional narrative structure. Laurence St e r firistéam Shandy (1760), one of the
first novels in English, interrogated the novel form and in doing so, introduced an
element of self-consciousness into both the narrative as well as the form of the book6 s
conceits and conventions (Drucker 1995:162). In Tristram Shandy, the author digresses
from the story in order to speak directly to the reader; introduces blank, black and
marbled pages as illuminations to, and of, the text; introduces dashes, stars, linear

diagrams and gaps to highlight and extend aspects of the text. (Figures 2a, 2b, 2c & 2d)

Figures 2a, b, c & d. Laurence Stern.
Pages 458-459, 25, 165 & 374 of The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy (1760)
Photograph: David Paton, 2009.
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In the early twentieth century, both Guillaume Apollinaire and Stéphane Mallarmé

unhinged the semiotic differences between texts and images and ushered in forms of

visual and Concrete Poetry in which these differences began to collapse. Although

Mallarméd E&n Coup de Dés (1914) (Figure 3) proved to be an unrealisable form of what

he called @he Book as a spiritual instrumentd , what it i doesoaidbekve,
conventional | ayout of the book with isas Oet e
constellaionof text o (Drucker 1995: 36)
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Figure 3: Stéphane Mallarmé.
Un coup de dés jamais n'abolira le hazard (1897 [1914])
Photograph: David Paton, 1997.
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For Mallarmé,

a book had the capacity to wuse its form
system of rtarbughtwhiohnts dtrengtls cbuld be realized. This

could not happen without attention, a self-conscious act by which the text

becomes integral with its placement, movement, symphonic orchestration

through the space of the book (Drucker 1995:36).

Johanna Drucker (1995:233) draws our attentont o Concr et e Poetryds di
the firandom, chaoti c, and allover quality to
the early avant-garde experiments of Raoul Hausmann and Tristan Tzara. In contrast,

Concrete Poetry tends to be reductive in a desire to literally concretise meaning and

. embed its verbal complexity in a material, visual form from which it
cannot be separated. In this way, Concrete poets take the concept of
materiality of language further than earlier experiments, trying to forge
inseparable bonds of meaning and presentation through visual form
(Drucker 1995:233).

With Concrete Poetry as one literary influence, perhaps of equal importance as a

foundation for Kerouac are VirginlaWoolfd6 s | i t er ar . Ind'e theeLiglulpuse n t

(1927), in which formulae and conventionsar e deni ed in order to HAwr
difer ent appr oac hBobdrtHumphrey (1268:82413) statgs that Woolf

wanted to formulate the possibilities and processes of inner realization of
truth 7 a truth she reckoned to be irrepressible; hence only on a level of
the mind that is not expressed could she find this process of realization
functioning € she believed the important thing for the artist to express is
his private vision of reality, of what life, subjectively, is. She thought that
the search for reality is not a matter of dramatic external action é thus the
search é is a psychic activity. € And it is, above all, the reason that she
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chose the stream-of-consciousness medium for her most mature

presentation of this theme.

Kate Flint (1984:xi) puts this idea across in succinctly structural terms and quotes from

Wo o4 jéudnal:

Instead of putting her efforts into organizing a carefully constructed plot, she
preferred to manipulate words and sentences, to juxtapose different ways of
seeing a scene, in order to show the way i

or di n a regeivad,aanddndeed itselforgani zes, O6a myriad i mpre

For Woolf, shifting perspectives, like Ker ou@axisf t i n,care had only msednas 6

a means of switching between characters but to show how the mind can operate on

several levels simultaneously: what a character thinks and what a character is doing. A

window, presenting a vista (the outside), at one moment for Mrs. Ramsay, becomes a

limiting frame (the inside) in a later paragraph. Si mul t anei t vy, of Oi Nnne
perception, wast y pi c al in Woolfds work from 1920 o0n\
thinking of a new type of fiction: one based
convention6o (Flint 1984:x). So O6character6,
Adepetnden varied angles of perceptiono (Flint
contemporaneous work in the visual arts,® what Walton Litz (1961:57) describes as

Wool f 0s Atendency t owaButdwhat éis nmagjstics and unfxedr uct ur
guality of, and within, characters also achieves is a sense of separation, and thus
independence from t h e aut hor 6 s expessad as @ inwlévalent set of
independent lives, experiences and voices, something akin to what Mikhail Bakhtin

refers to as heteroglossia, a contestation between voices within a language. This

contestation is part of a broader polyglossia whi ¢ h nfrees consciousn
tyranny of its own language and its own my t hs o f | anguadawye@s:7).Bakht i
What results, in To the Lighthouse, is an illusiveness of character, and thus also of the

certainty of meaning of any 6 t h 1 Rlirg $tates (1984:xxvi) t h a t Afeven a mul ti
perspectives cannot lead to a final definition and pinning down of Mrs. Ramsay 0 s

10
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character 0 sasat ftyiphir of pyes were not enough to get round that one
womanoé. Of critical i mportance to | ater write
that this remark fAdl eads one towards consideri
may be similarly elusive ... Woolf does not pretend to know, to give an answer ... she
never adopts a fixed, all-knowing ... v i e wp @linn198#:xxvi). Thus the question is
asked, if Wo o | pgreestation tells us more about her characters, since they are shown
from both the outside and the inside, than we can ever hope to know about ourselves or
others, then any understanding of the communication of others is utterly dependent on
A.. point of view, and on the shifting perspectives provided by people meeting and

interrelating within societyo (Flint 1984: xxvV

Li ke 06 c hWoroal df ibegshd h ou s e, Ain 1ts many manifest
perpetually reminds usenég haahi mgpdGhinlge i Be adrse mp
(Flint 1984:x1). At times (and as we shall later see, in another structure too) its physical

properties crumble, reminding us that the individual experience of living is a precarious

affair and that English society as a whole is not as apparently safe and secure as it was

before the First World War (Flint 1984:xli)) - a theme to which | turn later. Wo ol f 6 s
development, along with James Joyce, of writing as a stream of consciousness, helped

establish this (simultaneity and the fluidity of meaning) as a pre-postmodern form, later

to be taken up by, amongst other post-modernists, Jacques Derrida in the parallel

narratives of his book Glas (1974).%°

In defending what Carl Solomon, editor at A. A. Wyn publishers, t e r mas éhcolderent
mess§ Kerouac wrote that J o y cdly8ses (1922) was considered difficult reading and
i s now hail ed as a cl assic whi ch everybo
Notwithstanding Ker ouac 6s tof @ndetstandoiUtysses,Vhisr y b o dy
earlier stated de s ipoidstdwardskmwlelddend e Jday c&dpc @ dna g
style in Ulysses. Itis clearthatt he cri ti cal references to Ker
spatial, pictorial and visual (sprawl, sketching, mosaic, horizon) owe themselves to what
Litz (1961:56) terms Joyceb6s abandonment of Aconsecut i Ve

Opictorial 6 oé téepepatpiadlnt me Ol o(#9GEL:57A contindes byy o0 . Li

11



Copyright © David Paton

describing the entire work of Ulysses standing before one as a vast image, in which the
reader recreates in his mind an approximation of the total design. A & h esatgéturen
of Ul ysseqi®61:a8s c aliltsz it Ancoul d be deduced fr
composition ... the total design of Ulysses was before Joyce during most of his work on
the novel, andhecoul d turn to first one, then anothe
upon a basic patterndo and where each word is

multiple unit capable of sounding a number of themes simultaneously (Lutz 1961:59).

South African ar t i st 6cellectoroamk maker Jack Ginsberg has devoted some
attention toUDmytceds mwst k Gthensstgchapteriofc @ysséso r m,
contains Mo | | y  Bdirextointedios monologue,*® often called Penelope owing to its

parallels with Homer 6Gdyssey.'® One of the reasons why the work is considered

6di f f i Reneloped s i 8 0 t(apari feomyits explicit eroticism) for having no

punctuation as an aspect of the stream of consciousness used to communicate Molly

Bl o o théughts as she lies in bed daydreaming. Ginsberg (1998:5) considers it
AJoyceds great achievement t hat he managed t
workings of a semi- orsub-consci ous state of mi ndo and t he
work, Finne g an 0 s (1@89K €insberg continues, ione mi ght i ndeed sa
devel opment of the nd&vel aermsdend | wirt wayo ytoe oKer
the continuous text block of the scroll to visually symbolise the experiencesonthe 6 f a s t
road?o, Joyceds use of s Panaopamallows Moclolnys c Bloa s meé
thoughts to flow in a way which punctuation would inhibit. Jefferson Hunter (2002:100)

describes this: ARShe circles widely, moving with com
t i nmadreedom which here, as in the rest of Ulysses, seemstoridthewor k fAof si gns
its author. ... The effect of this great accomplishment is to make the reader feel he is in

direct contact with the life represented in the book ... that is to present life as it actually

is, without prejudice or direct evaluationsd® (Humphrey 1968:15). This observation

seems to aptly describe KerouortheRoad.i m i n t he

Il n Gi nalb ¢ ¢, Hesexpmresthe last part of the monologue, a singular block

of unpunctuated text, as a space for typogr aj

12
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from 1, through 5.5 where the full extract fits onto one page and which, Ginsberg notes

(1998:9) S A a particul arl y ibgetuitsilacku bf t y p o
punct udFigur@4a&.4b) Gi nsbergbs final page, to a pit
only the | ast word o6yes.(Bgurd4ce final full stop

Figures 4a, b & c: Jack Ginsberg
Pages 21, 32 & 41 of Penelope Punctuated. A project in progress (1998)
Photograph: David Paton, 2009
Reproduced courtesy of Jack Ginsberg.

Hereafter Ginsberg punctuates Penelope in a humorous attempt to challenge the proof-
readerd s ; @urde a first-time reader and see to what extent such an exercise might
make the text more easily comprehensible. Finally, Ginsberg also realises a long held
ambition fto constructan ar t i s t ,dasgelptygpogkaphic in nature, which explores text
as i mageo (19 9 8migh)offendthemgrarontar-chesk fuinttions of Microsoft
Word whose ipr es cfromaliterary eiewpoamtnstatesl Ginsherg (1998:3),

seemiar bifrandr pften just wrong! 0.

In summing up this part of the article, | have noted that, in the examples which broke
with their literary and novelist conventions, either distinctly spatial and imagistic
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