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Firbasian Non-thematic Layers and the Communicative Purpose of the Writer 
(examples of specific aesthetic patterns revealed in fictional texts) 

 
 

Zuzana Hurtová 
 

Abstract 
 
The present study draws particularly on the research carried out by Jan Firbas in the sphere of the 
theory of functional sentence perspective. Firbas introduced the existence of the thematic and the 
rhematic layers in a text. The operation of these layers is closely linked with the communicative 
purpose expressed by the writer, the aesthetic function of individual communicative units, and it also 
determines the writer’s communicative strategy. The aim of the present treatise is to use the non-
thematic layer of the analyzed text to reveal an aesthetic pattern which represents the communicative 
purpose of the writer.  
 
Keywords: functional sentence perspective, non-thematic layers, communicative purpose, 
communicative strategy, aesthetic pattern, undulation 
 
1. Introduction 
 
The present treatise, which is based on findings resulting from my dissertation thesis, aims to 
cast more light on the investigation of the theory of functional sentence perspective (FSP) as 
applied to higher units of text and the way especially non-thematic layers operate with respect 
to the communicative purpose of the writer. It draws particularly on the research implemented 
by Professor Jan Firbas (“On the Thematic”) in the sphere of the theory of FSP1.  
     In his research into the thematic and rhematic layers of a text, Firbas (“On the Thematic”) 
proved that the communicative purpose expressed by the writer is closely linked with the 
aesthetic function and thus, consequently, determines the writer’s communicative strategy. 
I owe the term ‘communicative strategy’ to Professor Aleš Svoboda, who has further applied 
Firbas’s scales of dynamic semantic functions to poetic texts (Svoboda, “Firbasovy 
sémantické škály“, “Funk ní v tná perspektiva“).  

Both Firbas and Svoboda have reached the conclusion that “the dynamic character of 
semantic functions enables the language user to implement specific communicative purposes” 
(Svoboda, “Firbasovy sémantické škály“ 218, translation Z.H. ), for every element in 
a sentence is attributed particular relative degrees of communicative dynamism (CD) 
according to which it is rendered thematic, transitional or rhematic and is thus perspectivized 
accordingly. Therefore, “it is precisely the matter of perspectivizing the sentence-utterance, 
i.e. recognizing the point of departure and the core of the message, which determines the 
communicative purpose of the speaker” (Svoboda, “Firbasovy sémantické škály“ 219, 
translation Z.H. ). 

Inspired by Firbas and Svoboda, I have decided to analyze the non-thematic layers of 
higher-level units – longer sections of coherent texts – in order to depict the arrangement of 
the strings of communicative purposes in creating communicative strategies and to possibly 
indicate what the goals of the strategies are and the way they interact with the organization of 
a text.  Performing the analysis, I draw on the non-thematic layers of lower rank, i.e. sentence 
level. In other words, approaching the analysis from the description of smaller units – 
individual distributional fields – I should be able to comment further on the non-thematic 
layers of larger text sections, paragraphs and groups of paragraphs in particular. 

Focusing on the non-thematic layer of longer text sections I aim to examine the 
compositional and content structuring of paragraphs ‘from above’, i.e. using the language of 
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FSP, from the viewpoint of “what is being said about it”. I should like to propose that the way 
in which individual paragraphs overlap is rather systematic in reflecting the writer’s 
communicative purpose.  

The aim of the present study can be summarized under the following points: 
 To analyze Firbasian non-thematic layers on the hypersentence level in relation 

with the communicative purpose of the writer and the organization of a text. 
 To compare the original version of the given text with its translated counterpart, as 

regards its resulting effects from the viewpoint of the text’s organization and thus 
the writer’s communicative strategy. 

 
1.1 The analyzed texts 
 
As research dealing with poetic and religious texts from the viewpoint of FSP has already 
been carried out2, I have decided to analyze narrative texts also containing dialogic structures, 
and have chosen the novel Marry Me by John Updike (1976) and its Czech translation, 
published as Chceš si m  vzít? (1983).  

My choice of a narrative text was influenced by Jan Firbas’ examination of the 
introductory passage of Boris Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago, in which he compared the 
Russian original with its Czech, English, German, French, and Dutch counterparts to show 
that the translated “versions of Pasternak’s text sometimes differ in regards to their rhemes 
proper” (Firbas, “On the Thematic” 65) and thus influence the narrator’s communicative 
purpose which is to be conveyed by the constituents of the rheme proper layer.  

By means of establishing the thematic and non-thematic layers beyond the sentence, Firbas 
proved that changing the dynamic semantic functions of individual sentence elements results 
in a different interpretation and thus a disruption of the communicative purpose of the writer. 
Owing to his study into the thematic and non-thematic layers (including the subsequent sub-
layers) enabling the “pieces of information to  move in the flow of communication” (Firbas, 
“On the Thematic” 71), Firbas contributed to the dynamic interpretation of text semantics.  

I have been particularly interested in finding out whether such discrepancies are likely to 
appear and what their frequency of occurrence may be when taking into account longer 
sections of text.  Based on Firbas’ findings, it holds that if a communicative unit is influenced 
from the viewpoint of its classification within a certain distributional field, the communicative 
purpose of the sentence is also altered significantly. It would be valuable to detect the way in 
which these modifications are reflected in the non-thematic layer of one particular text – the 
original – and consequently, in which ways the non-thematic layer of the translated 
counterpart can be compared with the original. 

Drawing on the FSP analysis of the basic distributional fields, I have chosen to examine 
the enclosed area of one (the first) chapter of the novel, which represents a corpus of 1006 
distributional fields with the following distribution: 502 and 504 in the English and the Czech 
versions respectively.  

 
2. The theory of FSP 

 
Due to the limited scope of this treatise, the reader will be provided only with the most 
general introduction of the main aspects and operations of the theory of functional sentence 
perspective (FSP), which constitutes the theoretical base of the present study. Some of the 
main ideas and attributes of FSP theory have already been discussed or implied above (1., 1.1) 
and certain terms and features will be further clarified throughout the text.  

Particularly, it has been stressed that in the very act of communication, certain elements 
contribute more than others to its further development. Every element in a sentence-utterance 
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carries a “degree of communicative dynamism (CD)” and thus pushes the communication 
forward to a certain extent (Firbas, “Functional sentence perspective” 16-17). According to 
Firbas, the relative degrees of CD of particular sentence elements (carriers of CD) are 
determined by the interplay of four FSP factors – linearity, semantics, context, and intonation 
(in spoken language) – in the act of communication. Individual sentence elements thus 
become thematic (indicating the point of departure), transitional (mediating) or rhematic 
(referring to the core of the message) communicative units, constituting the respective layers 
in a distributional field. This classification is always related to the act of communication, and 
in the pluripartition approach to the theory of FSP, it is further segmented into smaller units. 
Svoboda identifies the following communicative units: theme proper, theme proper oriented 
theme, diatheme oriented theme, and diatheme as thematic units; transition proper and 
transition as transitional units; rheme and rheme proper as rhematic units (cf. Svoboda, 
“Diatheme”). 

Firbas further demonstrated (“A functional view”) that it is the ability of various languages 
to successfully indicate the relative degrees of CD which proves their susceptibility to FSP. 
The majority of Indo-European languages display approximately the same susceptibility to 
FSP; however various languages may apply different rules governing the interplay of the 
factors.  
 
3. The analysis 
 
Although the study is based on the theory of FSP and the concept of Firbas’ layers operating 
in a text, there are certain divergences in the terminology within the present treatise. It should 
be, however, emphasized that no changes of major significance have been implemented. The 
original meanings of two terms have been extended: this concerns the word ‘layer’ itself, as 
well as the expression ‘distributional field’.  

As far as the term ‘layer’ is concerned, the present article distinguishes between layers on 
the sentence level and layers on the paragraph level. To be more specific, in the present 
analysis the non-thematic constituents of a sentence correspond to the sentence non-thematic 
layer. Thus, the non-thematic layer of a paragraph consists of the non-thematic constituents 
resulting from the micro-FSP analysis of several sentences, i.e. it consists of the string of non-
thematic layers of individual sentences. Similarly, the strings of non-thematic layers3 of 
paragraphs that are semantically interrelated constitute the non-thematic layer of groups of 
paragraphs; and we could proceed to even higher units of text. The strings of non-thematic 
layers of groups of paragraphs constitute the non-thematic layer of hierarchically higher units, 
i.e. individual sections of texts, etc. 

As to the term ‘distributional field’, the situation is rather similar. According to Firbas (cf. 
“On the concept”), this term refers to a sentence as a field of syntactic, semantic and prosodic 
relations. Operating within a sentence, these relations enable particular sentence constituents 
to be assigned relative degrees of communicative dynamism (CD) in compliance with the 
interplay of FSP factors at the very moment of communication. Therefore, certain constituents 
carry higher degrees of CD than others, which is determined by the communicative intention 
of the writer/speaker. According to the relative degrees of CD assigned to them, the sentence 
constituents are referred to as thematic or non-thematic (i.e. transitional and rhematic). In the 
present treatise, the distributional field of a paragraph refers to the set of the thematic and 
non-thematic layers of separate distributional fields of individual sentences. For the sake of 
lucidity, the distributional field of a sentence will hereinafter be referred to simply as 
‘distributional field’, whereas the expression ‘distributional field of a paragraph’ will remain 
unchanged. 
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3.1 Presentation of paragraphs in tables 
One of the reasons for basing the investigation into higher units of texts on the analysis of the 
non-thematic layers is the fact that the non-thematic layer proper consists of units carrying the 
highest degree of CD (i.e. transitional and rhematic), and so it is this layer which primarily 
influences the development of communication4. I aim to inform the reader about the 
principles of the investigation as exemplified by several paragraphs of the examined text in 
both of its versions – the English original and its Czech translation. The results of the analyses 
will be the subject of a contrastive study as regards the adequacy of the translation from the 
viewpoint of the communicative purpose of the writer. 

The examination of the non-thematic layers within the paragraphs of the analyzed text in 
its English original reveals an interesting pattern. I will illustrate this pattern with a sample of 
three initial paragraphs. In order to account for the given features with sufficient depth and 
clarity, it is necessary to reproduce the wording of these paragraphs in full. 

 
Ex. 1 (Paragraph 1) 

(1)Along this overused coast of Connecticut, the beach was a relatively obscure one, (2) reached 
by a narrow asphalt road (3) kept in only fair repair and full of unexplained forks and windings 
and turnings-off. (4) At most of the ambiguous turns, little weathered wooden arrows (5) 
bearing the long Indian name of the beach (4) indicated the way, (6) but some of these signs had 
fallen into the grass, (8) and the first time – (7) an idyllic, unseasonably mild day in March – (8) 
that the couple agreed to meet here, Jerry got lost (9) and was half an hour late. (Updike, 
“Marry Me” 9) 
 

Ex. 2 (Paragraph 2) 
(10) Today, too, Sally had arrived ahead of him. (11) He had been delayed by the purchase of a 
bottle of wine (12) and an attempt, unsuccessful, to buy a corkscrew. (13) Her graphite-gray 
Saab sat in a far corner of the parking lot, by itself. (14) He slithered his own car, an old 
Mercury convertible, close to it, (15) hoping to see her (16) sitting waiting at the wheel, (17) for 
“Born to Lose”, as sung by Ray Charles, had come onto his car radio. 
  (18) Every dream 
  Has only brought me pain… 
(19) She brimmed in this song for him; (20) he had even framed the words he would use (21) to 
call her into his car (22) to listen with him: (23) “Hey. Hi. (24) Come quick (25) and hear a neat 
record.” (26) He had grown to affect with her an adolescent manner of speech, (27) mixed of 
hip slang and calf-love monosyllables. (28) Songs on the radio were rich with new meaning for 
him, (29) as he drove to one of their trysts. (30) He wanted to share them with her, (31) but they 
were rarely in the same care together, (32) and as week succeeded week that spring the songs 
like mayflies died from the air. (Updike, “Marry Me” 9-10)  
  

Ex. 3 (Paragraph 3) 
(33)Her Saab was empty; (34) Sally was not in sight. (35) She must be up in the dunes. (36) The 
beach was unusually shaped: (37) an arc of flat washed sand perhaps half a mile long was 
bounded at both ends by congregations of great streaked yellowish rocks, (38) and up from the 
nearer sets of rocks a high terrain of dunes and beach scruff and wandering paths held like a 
vast natural hotel hundreds of private patches of sand. (39) This realm of hollows and ridges 
was deceptively complex. (40) Each time, they were unable to find the exact place, the perfect 
place, where they had been before. (Updike, “Marry Me” 9-10) 
 

All three paragraphs are represented by the following tables, in which the thematic and the 
non-thematic layers are clearly demonstrated. Before moving on to a detailed description of 
the non-thematic layers of each paragraph and the way the strings of the non-thematic layers 
mutually operate on higher units of a text (i.e. groups of paragraphs and above), I should like 
to acquaint the reader with the complete structure of the tables. 
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3.1.1  Paragraph no. 1 
Adhering to the principles of FSP, as applied to the hyper-sentence unit, the first paragraph is 
analyzed as follows: 

 
Tab. 1  

Paragraph no. 1                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                     
DFS 
No. 
 

Thematic layer: 
Scene (Setting) 

Thematic layer: 
Quality Bearer 

Non-thematic layer  Scale 

1 Along this 
overused coast of 
Connecticut1 

the beach2 (was)3 a relatively obscure one4 DPr/Q 

2  the beach (reached by)1 a narrow asphalt road2 Q 
3  road (kept in)1 only fair repair and full of 

unexplained forks and windings and 
turnings-off2 

Q 

4 At most of the 
ambiguous turns1 
the way4 

 little weathered wooden arrows2 
(indicated)3 

Pr 

5  arrows (bearing)1 (sentence 4) the long Indian 
name of the beach2 (sentence 4) 

Q 

6 (but)1 some of these 
signs2 

(had fallen)3 into the grass4 Q 

7 an idyllic, 
unseasonably 
mild day in 
March2 (sentence 8) 

  DPr 

8 (and) the first 
time1 

that the couple 
agreed to meet 
here3 

Jerry4 got lost5 DPr 
DPr/Q 

9 (and)1 Jerry (was2… late4) half an hour late3 Q 
 

The arrangement of individual sentence elements is interpretative, pursuing the gradual rise 
in CD as revealed on the basis of the interplay of FSP factors and as assigned by the 
interpreter. Sentences are arranged in the order in which they have been subjected to the 
micro (i.e. sentence) FSP analysis. The numbers in the first column on the left reflect their 
sequence from the beginning of the text, thus, in the case of the English version, they refer to 
the basic distributional fields within the source language (DFS). The table is clearly divided 
into the thematic and the non-thematic sphere, capturing the relevant layers of every sentence. 
If I adhere to the description of the table from the left to the right, the next, i.e. second column 
detects the thematic layer of elements representing the scene within the sentence/paragraph 
structure. Apart from the constituents unambiguously classified as the units of scene, the 
second column also contains conjunctions distinguished by being placed in brackets. The 
third column is also thematic, and it constitutes the communicative unit of Quality Bearer, 
which often takes the form of what may be called the direct theme. Direct themes relate to 
Firbas’ concept of in medias res presentation; they are in fact what could be called in medias 
res themes. The in medias res presentation is related to the notion of retrievability versus 
irretrievability from the immediately relevant context. Under certain conditions, an 
irretrievable piece of information may be presented as context-dependent (Firbas, “Functional 
sentence perspective” 40). The recipient knows that the information was not given in the 
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immediately relevant context, it is only presented as such. Direct themes refer mostly to the 
grammatical subjects of sentence structures. In Tab. 1 direct themes are demonstrated in DFS 
nos. 1, 8 and 9.  For the sake of lucidity, they are written in bold letters.  

The subsequent column is represented by the non-thematic (and thus, for the present 
analysis, more substantial) layer. The non-thematic layer, in accordance with the tripartition 
and pluripartition approach to the theory of FSP5, consists of additional layers of transition 
proper, transition, rheme and rheme proper. It was necessary to incorporate the non-thematic 
layer as a whole in order to manifest the relations and associations as they are revealed within, 
between and among individual paragraphs. The transitional layer, the elements of which are 
indicated in brackets, is particularly important from the viewpoint of signifying the 
connection between the thematic constituents and the rhematic layer, which conveys the core 
of the message. For the purpose of the present analysis it was necessary to incorporate the 
non-thematic layer in full, especially due to the positive vs. negative polarity of the transition 
proper. 

The non-thematic layers of paragraphs and higher units of text typically head towards the 
most dynamic element or the turning point of the given passage (paragraph or higher textual 
units). The existence of the climax within a paragraph was already proved by Jan Firbas’ 
investigations into religious texts and texts of fiction (cf. Firbas, “On the Thematic” 59-72). 
Let me briefly remind the reader of the principles which Firbas employed to reach his 
conclusions about differences in various language translations, as exemplified by the third 
paragraph of the opening passage from Boris Pasternak’s novel Doctor Zhivago. Based on a 
detailed FSP analysis, Firbas identified individual sentence elements as thematic, transitional 
and rhematic, and pursuing the rheme proper layer he revealed that an interesting gradation 
takes place. It begins with only a small amount of earth falling on the coffin of Marya 
Nikolaevna, then larger clumps follow, building a mound onto which eventually a ten-year-
old boy, the future Dr. Zhivago, climbs as a culmination of the paragraph (Firbas, “On the 
Thematic” 67). The aesthetic effect of the introduction of the main character, Yurii 
Andreevich Zhivago, is therefore indisputable, and evidently it constitutes the communicative 
purpose of the writer. 

One of the aims of the present treatise is to implement a similar investigation on longer 
sections of texts in order to find out whether the pattern as described by Firbas can also be 
traced on a more general basis. As the non-thematic layers of the three paragraphs indicate, 
the scheme of the text being directed at the very central, most dynamic element seems to be 
the prevailing principle of all paragraphs; nevertheless, there are two significant features 
accompanying this principle. First of all, the most dynamic element or the turning point 
within the paragraph, as expressed in the very last distributional field6, tends to be negative 
(either expressed by means of partial negation, negative words, or implied negative meaning 
as a reaction to the preceding context), unless direct speech7 is used. It is the non-thematic 
layer of the paragraph in full, i.e. including both the transitional and rhematic constituents, 
which enables this principle to be revealed. The other aspect concerns the effect of gradation 
itself. Not only is it implemented once within a paragraph, but also the effect of the usually 
rise-fall or fall-rise-fall nexus is repeated, and thus the impression of undulation is formed. I 
will use the non-thematic layers of the three initial paragraphs in order to explain and 
exemplify both features, negation and undulation, more explicitly. 

Before the explanation proper, let me comment further on the general interpretation of the 
remaining two paragraphs as shown in the following tables (Tab. 2 and Tab. 3). In addition, 
the last column in the structure of the table has not been described yet. This particular column 
consists of the scales of dynamic semantic functions, which are used to demonstrate whether 
the text is written to be perspectivized towards the subject of the sentence (Pr – Presentation 
Scale) or away from it, towards its quality or specification(s) (Q – Quality Scale). Moreover, 
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the column indicating the scale of dynamic semantic functions is also used to signal direct 
themes by means of the abbreviation DPr which stands for Direct Presentation. 

 
3.1.2  Paragraph no. 2 
The analysis of paragraph no. 2 pursues the same principles as in the case of paragraph no. 1, 
therefore the interpretation of Tab. 2, relevant to the second paragraph, draws on the 
arrangement presented in Tab. 1.  The only dissimilarity concerns the part of the text 
containing the direct speech. As regards direct speech, at this point I should like to limit 
myself to the description and organization of the phenomenon of direct speech within the 
table only. Basically, DFS no. 24 - 26 demonstrated in Tab. 2 follow the same principle of 
classification as the rest of the distributional fields outside the direct speech. The only 
exception is that the distributional fields including direct speech (i.e. DFS 23-25) are divided 
into two parts, the reporting clause and the direct speech proper. In the present study the term 
‘direct speech’ is defined as the characters’ speech or thoughts delimited by graphic means, 
i.e. quotation marks. ‘Reporting clause’, on the other hand, is a term used solely to refer to 
units introducing direct speech proper. As regards the hierarchical arrangement of units within 
a distributional field, the direct speech constitutes a separate unit within the superordinate 
field of a sentence including the reporting clause. The direct speech usually holds the function 
of rheme proper, but it also frequently constitutes its own distributional (sub)field, thus it is 
further subjected to analysis uncovering its thematic and non-thematic layers. Tab. 2 below 
exemplifies the direct speech incorporated into the analysis of the distributional field of 
Paragraph no. 2. 
 
 
Tab. 2 

Paragraph no. 2                                                                                                                                
DFS 
no. 

Them. layer 
Scene (set.) 

Thematic layer 
Quality Bearer 
 

Non-thematic layer  Scale  

10 Today, too1 Sally2 (had arrived)3 ahead of him4 DPr/ Q  
11  He1 (had been delayed by)2 the purchase of 

a bottle of wine3 
Q  

12 (and)1 he an attempt, unsuccessful to buy a 
corkscrew2 

Q  

13  Her graphite-
grey Saab1 

(sat)2 in a far corner of the parking lot, 
by itself3 

DPr/Q  

14 an old 
Mercury 
convertible4 

He1 

 
(slithered)2 his own car3  
                   close to it5 

Q  

15 her3 he
 

(hoping)1 to see2  Q  

16 at the wheel3 she (sitting)1 waiting2 Q  
17 (for)1 

onto his car 
radio4 

 “Born to Lose”,  as sung by Ray 
Charles,2 (had come)3 

Pr  

18 me3 Every dream1 

 
(has only brought)2 pain4 DPr/Q  

19 in this song  
for him3 

She1 

 
brimmed2 Q  

20  he1 (had even framed)2 the words he would 
use3 

Q  

21 her2  (to call)1 into his car3 Q  
22 with him2 she to listen1  Q  
 Reporting clause Direct speech 
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DFS 
no. 

Them. layer 
Scene (set.) 

Th. layer 
QB 

Non-th. 
layer 

Th. layer 
Scene  

Th. layer 
QB 

Non-thematic layer 
(direct speech–
Jerry) 

Scale 

23      Hey. Hi. APr 
24     you 

(Sally)
Come quick Q 

25    (and)1 you 
(Sally)

(hear)2 a neat record3 Q 

DFS 
no. 

Them. layer 
Scene (set.) 

Thematic layer 
Quality Bearer 
 

Non-thematic layer  Scale  

26 with her3 He1 

 
(had grown to affect)2 an adolescent 
manner of speech4 

Q  

27  an adolescent 
manner of 
speech

(mixed of)1 hip slang and calf-love 
monosyllables2 

Q  

28 for him4 Songs on the 
radio1 

(were rich)2 with new meaning3 DPr/ Q  

29 (as)1 he2 (drove)3 to one of their trysts4 Q  
30 them with 

her4
He1 (wanted)2 to share3 Q  

31 (but)1 they2  (were rarely)3 in the same car together4 Q  
32 (and) as 

week 
succeeded 
week that 
spring,1  
from the air4 

the songs like 
mayflies2 

died3 Q  

 
3.1.3  Paragraph no. 3 
The analysis of the Paragraph no. 3 demonstrated in Tab. 3 is to be interpreted by analogy 
with the foregoing cases, i.e. Tab. 1 and Tab. 2. 

 
Tab. 3 

Paragraph no. 3                                                                                                                                       
DFS 
no. 

Thematic layer 
Scene (setting) 

Thematic layer 
Quality Bearer 
 

Non-thematic layer  Scale 

33  Her Saab1 (was)2 empty3 Q 
34  Sally1 (was not)2 in sight3 Q 
35  She1 (must be)2 up in the dunes3  Q 
36  The beach1 (was)2 unusually shaped3 Q 
37 at both ends3 an arc of 

washed sand 
perhaps half a 
mile long1 

(was bounded by)2 congregation of great 
streaked yellowish rocks4 

DPr/Q 

38 (and) up from 
the nearer sets 
of rocks1 

a high terrain 
of dunes and 
beach scruff 
and wandering 
paths2 

(held)3 like a vast natural hotel hundreds 
of private patches of sand4 

DPr/Q 

39  This realm of 
hollows and 
ridges1  

(was)2 deceptively complex3 Q 

40 Each time,1 they2  (were unable to find)3 the exact place, 
the perfect place, where they had been 
before4 

Q 
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3.2 Negation and undulation 
In the present section I shall exemplify the author’s conception and intention as to the inner 
organization of paragraphs and their aesthetic effect. I have decided to demonstrate the 
findings of my analysis only on the three initial paragraphs, as the remaining part of the 
examined text follows the same principles; thus, due to the capacity limits, the reader is 
referred to Hurtová “Firbasian Non-thematic” in order to consult the analysis in full. Drawing 
on Firbas’ investigations into the rheme proper layer (cf. Firbas, “On the Thematic” 59-72) 
and using examples of the three paragraphs as analyzed above (Tab. 1, Tab. 2, Tab. 3), I 
intend to prove that it is the non-thematic layers which demonstrate similar features 
influencing the perception of the text and corresponding to the communicative purpose of the 
writer. Particularly I aim at showing that the examined texts tend to follow the principle of 
undulation and that the most dynamic element within the non-thematic layer of each 
paragraph tends to be negative, unless the element situated in the last distributional field of 
the paragraph has the form of direct speech. Paragraphs containing direct speech were not 
targeted in the present study; therefore the analysis given here concentrates solely on the 
phenomena of negation and undulation. Both the terms are further explained and exemplified 
below using specific examples. 

Let us examine the first paragraph. From the description of the beach (DFS no.1), which 
holds the function of the hypertheme (Daneš, “Typy tematických posloupností” 126)  in the 
paragraph, the text unfolds up to the introduction of the little weathered wooden arrows (DFS 
4), which, however, had fallen into the grass (DFS 6) consequently. This illustration 
represents the first time when the rise-fall nexus asserts itself. In the subsequent distributional 
field the main character Jerry (DFS 8) is introduced by means of direct presentation 
incorporated within the sentence perspectivized towards the quality of the subject and its 
specification. This is when another nexus appears, in which Jerry (DFS 8) represents the peak 
towards which the disposition of the text ascends again, to be able to fall once the climax of 
the paragraph, the element towards which the whole paragraph is perspectivized, emerges. 
The element in question is represented by the expressions got lost (DFS 8) and was half an 
hour late (DFS 9).  

A similar scheme is also revealed in the second paragraph. It begins with the introduction 
of Sally (DFS 10) by means of direct, in medias res presentation, while the attention of the 
recipient is drawn away from this grammatical subject back to the non-thematic layer 
suggesting the gradual fall in the expressions had arrived ahead of him (DFS 10), had been 
delayed by the purchase of a bottle of wine (DFS 11) and an attempt, unsuccessful, to buy a 
corkscrew (DFS 12). Promptly, however, the curve resumes its original position and moves 
upwards, specifically when her graphite-grey Saab (DFS 13) is introduced, again by means of 
direct presentation. As becomes apparent from the information mentioned above, the 
undulation revealed within the second paragraph follows a reverse nexus, i.e. fall-rise, 
compared to that in the first paragraph. The initial direction of the nexus within the principle 
of undulation does not affect the resulting impression of the principle within the non-thematic 
layer generally.  Thus, even though the direction is fall-rise at the beginning, eventually – in  
the last distributional field – the nexus takes a falling line. After another series of fall-rise 
curves, the non-thematic layer of the second paragraph is suddenly interrupted by a systematic 
image of pure escalation represented by the non-thematic layer of direct speech, i.e. Hey. Hi., 
come quick, hear a neat record (DFS 23-25). The problem of direct speech is therefore far 
more complex; as has already been mentioned, it exceeds the scope of the present treatise and 
requires a separate treatment8. Once the direct speech is exposed, the remaining part of the 
non-thematic layer of the second paragraph resumes its original fall-rise nexus again. The 
initial disposition of the non-thematic layer after the direct speech is falling due to the remark 
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that he Jerry  had grown to affect an adolescent manner of speech (DFS 26), mixed of hip 
slang and calf-love monosyllables (DFS 27) to be given a rising character again by the 
expressions were rich with new meaning (DFS 28), drove to one of their trysts (DFS 29) and 
culminating at the positive intention wanted to share (DFS 30). Nevertheless, as the 
paragraph proceeds to its end, the falling pattern of its non-thematic layer begins to assert 
itself and the negative climax of the whole paragraph is reached with the word died (DFS 32). 

The third paragraph does not differ in any way from the first two already discussed. 
Beginning with the descending curve due to the feeling of emptiness – was empty (DFS 33), 
was not in sight (DFS 34), the situation changes at the thought of a possible place where Sally 
could be found – must be up in the dunes (DFS 35). Another fall-rise nexus develops on the 
beach, where at first all the unusual formations of sand and rocks appear, culminating in the 
presentation of a high terrain of dunes and beach scruff and wandering paths (DFS 38) as 
compared to the natural hotel (DFS 38), which suggests activity and rush; this is, however, 
outweighed by the subsequent negative ending of the paragraph and thus the element carrying 
the highest degree of CD, i.e. were unable to find the exact place, the perfect place, where 
they had been before (DFS 40). 

The non-thematic layers of the last distributional fields in all the three paragraphs have 
been proved to incorporate a certain negative element. The negative connotation is, therefore, 
the reason for classifying the respective curves, referring to such elements, as ‘falling’ in the 
system of gradation. 

The arrangement of a text as to the organization of paragraphs, their length, content and 
sequencing is an exclusive right of the writer himself. His choice, however, influences the 
eventual interpretation of the text and thus its overall aesthetic impression too. The way each 
writer approaches the text, the form of description and the existence of certain regularities 
within the non-thematic layers of individual paragraphs demonstrate a sort of communicative 
strategy, which also penetrates through the strings of non-thematic layers at the level of 
higher units of the text and reveals the communicative purpose of the writer. Separate 
paragraphs, therefore, remain the starting point, and are an important entity from the semantic 
viewpoint and also concerning the ensuing development of the text as determined by the 
author. Nevertheless, it will be the subject matter of another study to discuss higher units of 
the text in the semantic-pragmatic environment in greater detail9. At this point, I intend to 
draw the reader’s attention to the rise-fall or fall-rise-fall undulation pattern and its relation to 
the communicative purpose of the writer (the author of the novel). The image of ever-
changing, unstable dunes of sand occurring throughout the whole chapter (the analyzed text) 
thus penetrates also above the level perceivable by mere reading.  
 
3.3 Contrastive study of both versions 
As regards the semantic content, I should like to adduce an example of text organization 
within a paragraph which might lead to ambiguity; however, due to the application of FSP 
analysis on the respective passage, the chances of misinterpretation become highly 
improbable. This remark concerns DFS no. 8 (Tab. 1) in the English original; let us therefore 
discuss the English original first. Particularly, the attention of the reader should be drawn to 
the expression the first time (DFS 8), which, based on the interplay of FSP factors, appears in 
the thematic layer, serving as diatheme, to be more specific. According to Svoboda 
(“Diatheme”), the diatheme is composed of communicative units of a lower degree of CD 
than transition proper, thus it belongs to the thematic sphere; on the other hand, diatheme 
represents a communicative unit typical of carrying the highest degree of CD of all the units 
within the thematic layer.  One of the characteristic features typical of the communicative unit 
of diatheme is the fact that although carrying a lower degree of CD than transition proper, it 
represents and mediates completely or partly new information in a sentence. The expression 
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the first time (DFS 8) in the English version certainly complies fully with the requirements of 
diatheme. It introduces information which is new, and yet it remains within the thematic 
sphere, for it does not exceed the communicative dynamism of the main message of the 
relevant distributional field. Comparing the diathematic constituent the first time (DFS 8) in 
the English version with the Czech translation of the term, i.e. poprvé (Distributional Field 
Target language, hereinafter DFT, no. 8), the classification from the viewpoint of the FSP 
analysis differs. The respective Czech expression, as examined according to the interplay of 
FSP factors asserted in written communication, occupies the position of rheme proper. The 
Czech translation therefore fails to conform to the English original in the relevant section. 
Both versions, the English original and its Czech counterpart, are demonstrated below in 
order to show the difference more clearly. 
 

Ex. 4 (Paragraph 1) 
(1) Along this overused coast of Connecticut, the beach was a relatively obscure one, (2) 
reached by a narrow asphalt road (3) kept in only fair repair and full of unexplained forks and 
windings and turnings-off. (4) At most of the ambiguous turns, little weathered wooden arrows 
(5) bearing the long Indian name of the beach (4) indicated the way, (6) but some of these signs 
had fallen into the grass, (8) and the first time – (7) an idyllic, unseasonably mild day in March 
– (8) that the couple agreed to meet here, Jerry got lost (9) and was half an hour late. (Updike, 
“Marry Me” 9) 
 

Tab. 4 
Paragraph no. 1                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                     
DFS 
No. 
 

Thematic layer: 
Scene (Setting) 

Thematic layer: 
Quality Bearer 

Non-thematic layer  Scale 

1 Along this 
overused coast of 
Connecticut1 

the beach2 (was)3 a relatively obscure one4 DPr/Q 

2  the beach (reached by)1 a narrow asphalt road2 Q 
3  road (kept in)1 only fair repair and full of 

unexplained forks and windings and 
turnings-off2 

Q 

4 At most of the 
ambiguous turns1 
the way4 

 little weathered wooden arrows2 
(indicated)3 

Pr 

5  arrows (bearing)1 (sentence 4) the long Indian 
name of the beach2 (sentence 4) 

Q 

6 (but)1 some of these 
signs2 

(had fallen)3 into the grass4 Q 

7 an idyllic, 
unseasonably 
mild day in 
March2 (sentence 8) 

  DPr 

8 (and) the first 
time1 

that the couple 
agreed to meet 
here3 

Jerry4 got lost5 DPr 
DPr/Q 

9 (and)1 Jerry (was2… late4) half an hour late3 Q 
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Ex. 5  
(1) Byl to málo vyhledávaný, zastr ený kousek te  už nep íliš navšt vované connecticutské 
pláže (2) a dalo se k n mu dojet po úzké asfaltové silni ce, jen taktak udržované, se spoustou 
neozna ených rozcestí, odbo ek a zákrut . (3) Na v tšin  míst, kde se cesty zrádn  v tvily, (4) 
ozna ovaly sm r malé omšelé d ev né šipky s dlouhým indiánským jménem té pláže, (5) ale 
n které byly spadlé v tráv , (6) takže Jerry (8) za toho idylického, nezvykle mírného 
b eznového dne, kdy se tam m li sejít poprvé, (6) zabloudil (7) a p ijel o p l hodiny pozd . 
(Updike, „Chceš si“ 7) 
 

Tab. 5 
Paragraph no. 1                                                                                                                                  
                                                                                                                                                                  
DFT 
no. 
 

Thematic layer:  
Scene (Setting) 

Thematic layer: 
Quality Bearer 

Non-thematic layer  Scale 

1 to2  (Byl)1 málo vyhledávaný, zastr ený 
kousek te  už nep íliš 
navšt vované connecticutské pláže3 

Pr 

2 (a)1  
k n mu3 

Podm t neur itý 
(PNU)
 

(dalo se2… dojet4) po úzké asfaltové 
silni ce jen taktak udržované, se 
spoustou neozna ených rozcestí, 
odbo ek a zákrut 5 

Q 

3 Na v tšin  mist, 
kde1 

cesty3 (se2… v tvily5) zrádn 4 Q 

4 sm r2  (ozna ovaly)1 malé omšelé d ev né 
šipky s dlouhým indiánským 
jménem té pláže3 

Pr 

5 (ale)1 n které2 (byly spadlé)3 v tráv 4 Q 
6 takže1 

 
Jerry2 zabloudil8 DPr/Q 

7 (a)1 Jerry (p ijel2… pozd 4) o p l hodiny3 Q 
8 za toho 

idylického, 
nezvykle mírného 
b eznového dne, 
kdy3 (sentence 6) 

tam5 (sentence 6) 

Podm t 
nevyjád ený 
samostatným 
slovem-PN

 (se4 (sentence 6)… m li sejít6 (sentence 6)) 
poprvé7 (sentence 6) 

Q 

 
The expression poprvé (DFT 8) clearly causes a disruptive impression in the flow of 

communication by being emphasized and pointed out when placed in the rhematic position. 
The Czech poprvé, unlike its English equivalent, is interpreted as rheme proper – a 
specification within the inserted clause (DFT 8) showing a gradual rise in degrees of CD. In 
accordance with the interplay of the non-prosodic FSP factors, it gives a vital piece of 
information which further clarifies the details of the given meeting (m li se tam sejít poprvé). 
In Czech the linear arrangement of words plays a crucial role in determining particular 
communicative units. In this case, however, it is also the semantics and context which 
contribute to the perception of poprvé as rheme proper. It conveys information irretrievable 
from the immediately relevant context and therefore it proves to be the most dynamic 
constituent carrying the highest degree of CD. Nevertheless, as such it does not correspond to 
the meaning of the equivalent expression in the English original – the first time (DFS 8)  – 
which although giving a new piece of information, is clearly related to Jerry and thus 
complies with the requirements of diatheme. The examined paragraph in the Czech version is 
thus not so clearly perspectivized towards a negative element (as it is in the original text) and 
therefore, in terms of the undulation pattern, the possibility for the curve operating within the 
non-thematic layer of the given paragraph to have the falling tendency of the last 
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distributional field of the respective paragraph in the English original is rather reduced. The 
reader is also openly communicated information contradicting what he/she will learn further 
on in the text.  

 
Ex. 6  

Sally tam i tentokrát už byla. (Updike, „Chceš si“ 7) 
Ex. 7 

Ta íše prohlubní a h eben  byla zrádn  spletitá. Nikdy se jim nepoda ilo najít p esn  totéž 
míste ko, to dokonalé míste ko, kde byli posledn . (Updike, „Chceš si“ 8) 
 

Examples Ex. 6 and Ex. 7 prove that the couple has already visited the described place 
before. Such a discrepancy in the translated version of the analyzed text is caused by placing 
the expression poprvé (DFT 8) in the position of rheme proper. Thereby, the recipient 
perceives the information contained in the communicative unit of rheme proper as a certain 
direction which the text is obliged to follow; however, as exemplified above, this fails to 
occur. 

The English original, on the other hand, strictly rejects any ambiguity by placing the 
relevant expression the first time (DFS 8) in the thematic layer constituting the 
communicative unit of diatheme. Based on the interplay of FSP factors, the first time (DFS 8) 
was defined as diatheme because it carries the highest degree of CD within the thematic layer 
and brings new information into the text (cf. Svoboda, “Diatheme”).  As the story progresses, 
the correctness of the foregoing interpretation, demonstrated in Tab. 4, is endorsed by the 
following quotations (Ex. 8 and Ex. 9). 

 
Ex. 8 

Today, too, Sally had arrived ahead of him. (Updike, “Marry Me” 9) 
Ex. 9 

This realm of hollows and ridges was deceptively complex. Each time, they were unable to find 
the exact place, the perfect place, where they had been before. (Updike, “Marry Me” 10) 
 

The writer of the text (novel) knew in advance that he was going to write about one of 
several appointments of the two lovers, which is indicated already from the very first 
paragraph and supported by the way of his presumably unwitting though elaborate application 
of FSP principles. Due to the author’s skilful use of individual language elements, the reader 
(recipient) is clearly able to distinguish between those constituents which are important for 
the development of communication and those that can be left out. The recipient is also 
sensitive enough to identify the communicative unit emphasized within the text, thus in case 
of the expression the first time (DFS 8) indicating the scene within the distributional field, it is 
expressly disregarded as less important, carrying information of only minor significance, 
which is an assumption further supported as the text unfolds.  
 
4. Conclusion 
 
It was one of the aims of the present treatise to apply the investigation into the non-thematic 
layers as initiated by Jan Firbas (“On the Thematic” 59-72) to (hierarchically) higher units of 
text which are delimited by one chapter. Firbas employed a single paragraph to demonstrate 
the utility of layers from the aesthetic point of view, which inspired me to examine even 
longer sections of text to support Firbas’ findings.  

I have implemented analyses of the English and Czech versions of the same text in order to 
compare possible differences in the English original and the Czech translation. The texts have 
been approached by means of FSP analysis, with the results shown in tables clearly arranged 
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so as to distinguish between the thematic and the non-thematic layers. It is the non-thematic 
layer proper which remains more relevant from the viewpoint of the communicative purpose 
of the writer as it consists of elements carrying the highest degree of CD, and thus elements 
regarded as the most significant for the development of communication. Tracing the strings of 
non-thematic layers of several paragraphs seems to have revealed an interesting rhythm 
created by means of the pattern of undulation implemented by the rise-fall/fall-rise-fall nexus. 
This pattern permeates the whole of the text subjected to analysis, and influences its overall 
impression. There is only one major difference in the Czech translation which not only does 
affect the interpretation of the given passage but which also prevents the undulation pattern 
from being formed.  

In conclusion, I emphasize the connection between the undulation pattern and the 
communicative purpose of the writer (the author of the novel). It is the pattern of undulation 
of elements within the non-thematic layers as revealed in paragraphs which creates an 
aesthetic effect in the whole text. Although only one chapter of the novel in question has been 
analyzed and all the findings above are limited to this chapter, the non-thematic layers of the 
remaining chapters are believed to expose a similar aesthetic pattern, though based on 
different conditions of narration and thus drawing on a different strategy of the author. The 
present treatise, therefore, proves Firbas’ findings concerning the significance of the existence 
of layers in a text to hold true even from the viewpoint of higher textual units. 

 
List of Abbreviations:  
APr = presentation scale of appearance; restricted mostly to salutations (i.e. vocatives) and 

greetings within direct speech 
CD = communicative dynamism  
DFT = distributional field target language 
DFS = distributional field source language 
DPr = direct presentation 
FSP = functional sentence perspective 
Pr = presentation scale 
Q = quality scale 
Z.H. = Zuzana Hurtová 
 
Notes 
                                                 
1 This article is confined to the analysis drawing on the chosen methodology, i.e. the theory of FSP as 
presented by Jan Firbas and further elaborated by Aleš Svoboda. For the discussion of other theoretical 
frameworks related to the content of the present treatise, e.g. Daneš‘ thematic progressions, the reader 
is referred to Hurtová, Z. Firbasian non-thematic layers in paragraphs and beyond (a study in 
functional sentence perspective, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic paragraphs and communicative 
strategy in fiction). Unpublished dissertation thesis defended at the Department of English and 
American Studies, Faculty of Arts, University of Ostrava in January 2009. 
2 M. Adam (“Some Special Aspects”, “Poetic Religious Texts”, “Functional Macrofield Perspective”); 
A. Svoboda (“Firbasovy sémantické škály”, “Funk ní v tná perspektiva”) 
3The notion ‘strings of layers’ in a way resembles Adam’s conception of ‘tracks’ operating throughout 
a text (cf. Adam, “Who is Who”) 
4Apart from the rhematic elements, the non-thematic layer also consists of transitional elements 
carrying lower degrees of CD, but which nevertheless serve as important units in the development of 
the communication (Firbas, “Functional sentence perspective” 71-72). As revealing the 
communicative purpose is one of the main aims of the text analysis, the non-thematic layer in its 
completeness, i.e. including the transitional components, becomes particularly important once the 
matter of person, number, tense, mood, voice, or positive vs. negative polarity is considered. The 
transitional layer consists particularly of the grammatical category of tense and mood realised by the 
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communicative unit of transition proper, and transition non-proper constituted by the notional content 
of the verb.  
5In his distinction of the theme-rheme nexus within a sentence, Mathesius concluded that both the 
units, if consisting of several expressions, tend to be mutually interwoven (Mathesius, “O takzvaném 
aktuálním” 177). However, Mathesius himself limited his investigations to dividing a sentence into 
two parts: the point of departure and the core of the message, thus adhering to the two-partition 
approach in FSP. It was the task of further research to develop and expand Mathesius’ ideas in order to 
approach the subject matter from a different standpoint. However, Mathesius further remarked that the 
core of the message, i.e. rheme in his bipartite conception, is not homogeneous and can contain certain 
elements which constitute a sort of transition to the core of the message proper, having particularly 
verbs in mind (Svoboda, personal communication). Consequently, though several decades later, Jan 
Firbas introduced another item into the originally bipartition approach which he decided to term 
“transition” (Tr), referring to the phenomena comprising a form of segue between the theme (Th) and 
rheme (Rh) in a sentence. As the transitional elements are considered vital for the sentence to operate 
adequately within the scope of FSP, Firbas identified these elements as being of hierarchically the 
same status as the units of the original two-partition approach, i.e. thematic and rhematic (Firbas, “On 
bipartition, tripartition and pluripartition” 67-79). In the theory of FSP there are, however, more units 
recognized as the carriers of relative degrees of CD, which thus also maintain a certain function in the 
development of communication. Such a detailed division of a sentence into more than three parts is 
referred to as the pluripartition approach (cf. Svoboda, “Diatheme”, Firbas, “Functional Sentence 
Perspective” 6). 
6This remark corresponds to Rachel Giora’s assertion that “paragraph final position functions as a 
parameter of dominance, presenting to the text either prominent material or future discourse-topics 
which gain in dominance due to their occurrence in final position” (“Functional Paragraph 
Perspective” 177). It should, however, be emphasized that Giora arrived at such findings particularly 
by means of employing native speakers’ judgements as to the prominence of the relevant information. 
In the present study, methods of FSP analysis are applied and similar findings have been reached. 
Nevertheless, in the case of the texts analyzed here, only the first part of Giora’s assertion appears to 
be valid, i.e. that it is the paragraph final position where the dominant or prominent information is 
introduced. The reason why the discourse (paragraph) topics do not generally correspond to the final 
position of the preceding paragraph is due to the existence of pragmatic cohesion delimiting individual 
sources of narration. 
7 I was kindly advised by Professor Tárnyiková that the term ‘direct speech’ as used in the present 
study should be more accurately defined as ‘stylized direct speech’, for it draws on a text of fiction. 
Thus, for the sake of simplification, all the subsequent references to ‘direct speech’ are to be 
understood as references to ‘stylized direct speech’ although it is not explicitly formulated in the text. 
8See Hurtová, Z. Firbasian non-thematic layers in paragraphs and beyond (a study in functional 
sentence perspective, syntactic, semantic, and pragmatic paragraphs and communicative strategy in 
fiction). Unpublished dissertation thesis defended at the Department of English and American Studies, 
Faculty of Arts, University of Ostrava in January 2009. 
9The conception of semantic-pragmatic environment as revealed within higher levels of text is 
discussed in the unpublished dissertation Hurtová, “Firbasian Non-thematic Layers”. 
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