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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.  
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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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