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ABSTRACT 
This paper examines the distinctive elements of Jon Fosse’s theatrical style, 

shaped by his profound literary, theatrical, and philosophical background. He uses 
certain forms of silence and gestures as a weapon in his dramas. Taking inspiration from 
the Theater of the Absurd, he sought to liberate and experiment with language. Fosse uses 
silence, gesture, and atmosphere to craft unique dramatic experiences. Silence in Fosse's 
works transcends dialogue, engaging the audience with underlying emotions. Subtle 
gestures convey unspoken thoughts, while minimalist settings and evocative language 
create an immersive atmosphere. This exploration positions Fosse alongside modernist 
figures like Samuel Beckett, highlighting his commitment to exploring human experience 
and redefining contemporary theatre and literature. Through innovative techniques, 
Fosse invites audiences to find profound meaning in the ordinary, solidifying his legacy 
in modern drama.  
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Introducing Jon Fosse: A Voice to the 
Unsayable 

Jon Fosse's (1959-) oeuvre is 
imbued with the mysticism of ordinary life, 
a quality that has resonated deeply with 
readers and audiences worldwide. “The 
use of his unique quality of language in all 
his literary works transcends the 
mundane, revealing profound truths and 
emotions through seemingly simple 
narratives” (Skei 76). In recognizing Fosse 
with the Nobel Prize in Literature for 2023, 
the Swedish Academy has acknowledged a 
literary genius who has long been a 
formidable contender for this honor. 

Fosse’s innovative plays are 
celebrated for their exceptional ability to 
articulate the indescribable aspects of 
human existence. His writing captures the 

subtleties of everyday life (Rees 12), 
transforming them into profound, almost 
spiritual experiences. The Swedish 
Academy’s decision to honor Fosse is a 
demonstration of his exceptional skill in 
giving voice to the unsayable—those 
fleeting, often overlooked moments that 
define our lives but are difficult to express 
(A 12). 

The award highlights Fosse’s 
mastery of language and form, which 
allows him to convey deep emotional and 
philosophical truths with remarkable 
clarity and simplicity. His work often 
explores themes of silence, gesture, 
isolation, connection, and the passage of 
time, offering readers a window into the 
quiet yet powerful currents of Norwegian 
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life that shape human experience (Sunde 
196). 

In celebrating Jon Fosse, a writer is 
celebrated who has pushed the boundaries 
of contemporary literature and theatre. His 
contributions have not only enriched 
Norwegian cultural heritage but have also 
made a significant impact on the global 
literary landscape (Skei 79). The Swedish 
Academy's recognition of Fosse’s 
“innovative plays and prose which give 
voice to the unsayable” (A 12) invites us to 
appreciate the profound beauty and 
complexity of ordinary life as seen through 
the lens of an extraordinary artist. 

Despite his literary debut in the 
early 1980s with the novel Raudt, Svart in 
1983, it took over a decade for Jon Fosse to 
gain recognition as a leading contemporary 
author. His rise to prominence is closely 
tied to his foray into playwriting, which 
began in 1994. This significant shift in his 
career was facilitated by Tom Remlov’s 
creative workshop known as the Bergen 
Project. It was under the influence of 
director Kai Johnsen that Fosse 
transitioned from prose to theatre. 
Johnson, who had a deep appreciation for 
Fosse’s prose, encouraged him to explore 
writing for the stage (Korynta 29). 
Persuading Fosse to venture into theatre 
was no simple feat, given his initial 
reluctance towards Den Nationale Scene 
and Remlov’s “new drama” program, which 
he critiqued as “flat and socially realistic in 
a moderate populistic form” (Grøndahl 51). 

Thereafter, Fosse began 
collaborating with Johnsen and penned 
two plays, Og aldri skal vi skiljast (And 
We’ll Never Be Parted) and Namnet (The 
Name), marking the inception of his 
illustrious career in theatre (Margaret Ress 
87). These plays not only exhibited Fosse’s 
unique voice but also cemented his 
reputation as a playwright capable of 
capturing the profound depths of human 
experience through minimalist yet 
powerful dialogue and narrative structure. 

Fosse’s evolution from a novelist to 
a celebrated playwright highlights the 
significant impact of mentorship and 
collaboration in the history of world 
literatures (Margaret Ress 89). It 
highlights how initial resistance can be 
transformed into groundbreaking work 
through perseverance and creative 
synergy. Today, Fosse’s contributions to 
both literature and theatre continue to 
inspire and influence a wide audience, 
solidifying his status as a distinguished 
figure in the literary world. In his dramatic 
works, Fosse employs language as a potent 
tool to express silence, gesture, and 
atmosphere. Sarah Cameron Sunde 
observes here, 

His use of sparse, precise dialogue 
and intentional pauses creates a 
powerful resonance, allowing the 
unspoken to echo more profoundly 
than words alone could achieve. 
This technique draws audiences 
into the subtle, often overlooked 
complexities of human interaction, 
making Fosse's work as a powerful 
weapon of everyday 
communication. Through his 
innovative approach, Fosse has 
redefined the landscape of modern 
theatre, using language not just to 
tell a story but to evoke a sensory 
and emotional experience that 
lingers long after the final curtain. 
(Sunde 58) 

Beyond drama, Fosse’ opus includes 
poetry, prose, essays, and children's books, 
exposing his versatility and creativity. To 
date, Fosse has penned approximately 
twelve works of fiction, seven collections of 
poetry, two books of essays, ten children’s 
books, and an astounding twenty-six plays. 
This extensive output has earned him the 
somewhat reductive label of “the new 
Ibsen”, a comparison drawn not only due to 
the volume of his dramatic works, which 
surpass those of Henrik Ibsen, but also due 
to his profound impact on modern theatre 
(Skei 73). Ellen Rees aptly mentions here,  
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Fosse's literary prowess extends 
beyond his original works; he is also a 
passionate translator, bringing the works 
of Swedish playwright Lars Norén and 
Austrian writer Thomas Bernhard, one of 
his favorite authors, to Norwegian 
audiences. His translations further 
highlight his deep engagement with and 
contribution to the Scandinavian literary 
scene. (Rees 211) 

In his book Gnostiske essay, Fosse 
candidly reflects on his unexpected 
journey into playwriting, a path he admits 
was driven by financial necessity rather 
than initial desire. “I was, and I am, first and 
foremost, a writer,” he asserted in 1999 
(Fosse 253). Despite this, the subsequent 
years saw a pronounced shift in his focus 
towards drama production, indicating a 
natural alignment of his talents with the 
demands and opportunities of the theatre. 
Fosse’s evolution as a playwright, 
seemingly against his own initial 
intentions, accentuates the dynamic nature 
of his creative journey. Carl Erik Grøndahl 
highlights here, 

His work continues to inspire and 
captivate audiences, both in Norway and 
internationally, cementing his legacy as a 
multifaceted and influential figure in 
contemporary literature and theatre. 
Through his prolific output and innovative 
contributions, Jon Fosse has undeniably 
carved out a significant place for himself in 
the annals of literary history. (Grøndahl 
95) 

 
The Role of Silence, Gesture, and 
Atmosphere in Fosse's Dramatic Works 

Jon Fosse’s unique literary, 
theatrical, and philosophical background 
significantly informs his dramatic works, 
characterized by a profound use of silence, 
gesture, and atmosphere. Fosse has a deep 
understanding of sociology, philosophy, 
and literature which laid the foundation for 
his deep intellectual engagement with 
existential and philosophical themes 
(Sunde 76). In his youth, he also supported 

himself as a rock guitarist, a creative 
endeavor that likely influenced his 
rhythmic and auditory sensitivity in 
writing. 

He entered the literary field when 
the social realist tradition of the 1970s was 
giving way to a new wave of authors with 
anti-realist inclinations. This generation, 
often referred to as the “new modernists” 
(Grøndahl 51) sought to liberate language 
and challenge its conventional uses. 
“Influenced by the teachings of Martin 
Heidegger”, says Grøndahl “these authors, 
including Fosse, rejected the notion of 
language as merely a descriptive tool. 
Instead, they explored language as a 
medium with intrinsic value and potential 
for deeper meaning” (Grøndahl 56). 

The new modernists embraced 
experimental writing techniques, 
incorporating inter-textual references, 
innovative text structures, and methods 
that deconstructed and subverted 
traditional language forms. Fosse’s work 
embodies these principles, positioning him 
as a leading figure within this literary 
movement.  

In his dramatic works, Fosse utilizes 
silence, gesture, and atmosphere to create 
a unique theatrical experience. Silence, 
often more powerful than dialogue, allows 
the audience to engage with the underlying 
emotions and tensions between 
characters. The Gestures in the dramas of 
Fosse are subtle yet significant, and they 
convey unspoken thoughts and feelings, 
adding depth to the interactions of 
characters. Anita Gates emphasizes here,  

The atmosphere in Fosse’s plays, 
meticulously crafted through 
minimalist settings and evocative 
language, envelops the audience in 
a sensory experience that 
transcends the literal narrative. 
(Gates 6) 

Fosse’s experimental approach to language 
and his emphasis on the non-verbal 
aspects of drama highlight his commitment 
to exploring human experience. His works 
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stand as a testament to the enduring legacy 
of modernism, pushing the boundaries of 
conventional storytelling and inviting 
audiences to perceive the profound within 
the seemingly ordinary. Through his 
innovative use of silence, gesture, and 
atmosphere, Jon Fosse continues to 
redefine the landscape of contemporary 
theatre and literature. “From a theatrical 
perspective, Jon Fosse is often compared to 
Samuel Beckett as both of the authors 
exhibit a rhythmic quality in their prose 
(Brater 104).” 

The greatest resemblance between 
Beckett and Fosse can be observed in their 
prose works. Both authors employ silence 
as a technique to advance the narrative. 
For instance, in his works, silence recurs 
frequently in order to create a web of 
characterization and thereby confronting 
the reader with this detail multiple times 
throughout the narrative. Lizbeth 
Goodman and Jane de Gay aptly say, 
Fosse employs silence as a technique in his 
works, but his approach to language is 
even more minimalist. His vocabulary is 
sparse, and his syntax is simple, creating a 
stark, stripped-down style that emphasizes 
the underlying emotions and themes. This 
bareness in Fosse’s language mirrors the 
existential austerity found in Beckett’s 
works, where every word is carefully 
chosen to create maximum silence. 
(Lizbeth Goodman, and Jane de Gay 490) 

In his dramatic works, Fosse utilizes 
gestures also to create a powerful 
theatrical experience. Gestures, often more 
eloquent than dialogue, serve as a space for 
the audience to engage with the characters' 
unspoken emotions and tensions. Though 
subtle expressions, gestures convey deep 
layers of meaning, adding a non-verbal 
dimension to the characters' interactions. 
Fosse was influenced (for his innovations 
in drama) by the philosophical teachings of 
Martin Heidegger and the literary currents 
of the new modernists (Brater 36). These 
authors, including Fosse, sought to liberate 
language from its traditional constraints, 

exploring its intrinsic value and potential 
for deeper meaning. 

Fosse’s work, with its emphasis on 
atmosphere, challenges conventional 
storytelling and invites audiences to 
engage with the complexities of human 
experience with atmosphere. His 
exploitative use of atmosphere serves to 
reinforce themes and motifs, creating a 
rhythm that propels the narrative forward 
(Fuchs 436). 

Through his innovative use of 
silence, gesture, and atmosphere, Jon Fosse 
continues to redefine the landscape of 
contemporary theatre and literature. His 
works stand as a testament to the enduring 
legacy of modernism, pushing the 
boundaries of traditional narrative forms 
and highlighting the profound within the 
seemingly ordinary. It is apt to quote Fosse 
here [...] and this was precisely the day 
when, after seventeen weeks, following the 
amputation of his leg, he was released from 
Wilhelmine Hospital and had come back to 
his flat in Krottenbachstrasse after that ... 
thanks to the doctors, he had lost his left 
leg... (Fosse 7) 

Jon Fosse’s dramatic style is defined 
by a distinctive use of language that is 
simple and nearly primitive in structure. 
His texts visually resemble poetry, 
organized into short lines and often devoid 
of punctuation. This layout has sparked 
debate among scholars regarding whether 
these ‘short lines’ constitute verses 
(Goodman and Gay 498). 

Øystein Rottem suggests that 
Fosse’s passages appear typographically 
like poems, while Anne Heith refers to 
them as having a “lyrical flow” (Heith 38). 
Lisbeth P. Wærp goes further, asserting 
that Fosse’s plays are essentially written in 
free verse (vers libre), with the exception 
of stage directions, which she categorizes 
as prose. Wærp argues that the 
organization and overlap of lines enhance 
the poetic quality, focusing attention on the 
words themselves and creating a lyrical 
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form that heightens the dramatic impact 
(Wærp 97). He goes on to say,  

Jon Fosse's dramatic style is 
characterized by a unique approach 
to language and stage directions. 
His language is simple and 
primitive, visually resembling 
poetry through the use of short 
lines and the absence of 
punctuation. (Wærp 88) 

Fosse’s stage directions are precise and 
integrated directly into the text in italics, 
without brackets. They may start with 
lowercase letters and often lack full stops, 
varying in published translations based on 
typographic conventions. These directions 
meticulously describe every subtle gesture 
and movement—such as small smiles, 
nods, and vacillations—but rarely specify 
emotional nuances. When emotions are 
indicated, the terms used are open to 
interpretation (e.g., “laughs”, “chuckles”, 
“sighs”, “shakes her head”). 

Physical movements in Fosse’s 
plays are minimal and often involve small 
actions like moving within a room or 
looking out a window, with almost no use 
of props. The sparse stage descriptions 
mean that details about the setting only 
become apparent through the characters’ 
interactions with it. This approach expands 
the text in an unusual way, highlighting the 
minimalist yet profound nature of Fosse’s 
style. This minimalistic use of stage 
directions and spatial descriptions 
contributes to the unique breadth of 
Fosse's plays, positioning him distinctively 
within the context of world theatre (Wærp 
89). 

A distinctive feature of Fosse’s style 
is the musical quality of his text 
organization, particularly the use of 
repetition. This repetition of lines or entire 
sections creates a resonance effect similar 
to that in a song. Silence is one of the most 
crucial elements that create a kind of music 
in the dramas of Fosse. With frequent stage 
directions like “interrupts herself”, “short 
pause”, “sighs”, and “draws it out”, 

indicating that silence is an integral part of 
the text. In Fosse’s work, these moments of 
silence often carry more meaning than the 
spoken words (Heith 39). 

Jon Fosse’s dramatic style is often 
discussed in the context of silence and 
gestures, drawing comparisons from the 
1960s such as the Swedish poet Gunnar 
Ekelöf and the Finnish-Swedish poet 
Gunnar Björling. Literary theorists argue 
that Fosse's texts can stand alone as 
literature, independent of theatrical 
performance. Anne Heith posits that 
Fosse’s texts may be more communicative 
to readers than to spectators, as the full 
potential of the text is revealed through 
gestures and atmosphere, without being 
influenced by a director's or actors’ 
interpretations (Heith 35). 

Fosse is particularly interested in 
the problems of communication within the 
family. His characters frequently engage in 
conversations, yet their dialogue often 
consists of empty clichés, highlighting the 
superficiality and difficulty of genuine 
communication. As has been said, 

Fosse’s plays predominantly 
explore themes within a family setting, 
focusing on the intricate dynamics and 
communication issues between family 
members. This focus is often reflected in 
the titles of his works and the limited 
number of characters, who are usually 
referred to by first names, personal 
pronouns, or familial roles. For instance, 
the play Namnet features characters 
named Girl, Boy, Sister, Mother, Father, and 
Bjarne, while Nokon kjem til å komme 
includes characters referred to as She, He, 
and Man. (Goodman and Gay 499) 
 
Conclusion 

Fosse's minimalist use of language, 
emphasis on silence, and unique text 
organization contribute to a distinctive and 
powerful dramatic style, positioning him as 
a significant figure in contemporary 
theatre. His exploration of family dynamics 
and communication issues, combined with 
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his poetic and musical approach to 
language, creates a profound and engaging 
theatrical experience. 

The plays of Jon Fosse often revolve 
around everyday issues and interpersonal 
struggles. Leif Larsen, in the afterword to 
Fosse’s play Namnet, wittily describes how 
Fosse’s characters interact to form a 
“harmonic discord”, akin to the 
mismatched strings of an untuned guitar 
(Larsen X). Despite their close proximity, 
as family members living together, Fosse's 
characters frequently experience and 
express the profundity of silence and 
loneliness.  

The form(s) of silence and gestures 
along with the atmosphere in Fosse’s 
dramatic texts, characterized by 
minimalist language and repetitive 
patterns, allows access to these underlying 
messages. Just as abstract-looking images 
may initially seem limited. Fosse’s plays 
concentrate on a singular, cyclical theme: 
existential anxiety (Sunde 107). Many of 
his plays explore the human condition in a 
world devoid of divine meaning, echoing 
themes found in the Theatre of the Absurd 
where life does not give much meaning. 
The latter is extracted and understood with 
the help of repetitive silences, gestures, 
and atmosphere.  
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