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ABSTRACT 

The study investigates the relationship between the graphological features and terseness used in both 

texts to show how this relationship impacts on the depiction of the themes of disillusionment, 

betrayal, loneliness, poverty, and the conflict between tradition and modernity, the enhancement of 

meaning, and the aesthetic value of the  stories in the texts. In other words these graphological devices 

are studied from a stylistic perspective to describe their use by the author within the limits of the 

structure of the short story sub-genre in advancing the themes of both collections. 
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1.1 INTRODUCTION 

The short story, being a laconic literary sub-genre, has no time to expend in digressions and 

commentaries and is characterized by a straight-to-the-point strategy of literary presentation. As a 

result, information about character, setting and plot is always compressed so that so much is left 

unsaid.This study examines the graphological devices employed by Odun Balogun in The Late Visitor 

and Adjusted Lives: Stories of Structural Adjustments (hereafter Adjusted Lives)which enabled him to 

narrate his stories in a condensed and satisfying manner. 

1.2 Stylistics and the Short Story  

The goal of most stylistic studies is not only to describe the linguistic form but also to demonstrate its 

significant function for the interpretation of the text (Leech and Short 2007: 11). This field (stylistics) 

has helped many scholars understand literary texts more.  

As researchers, Leech and Short advise that one should provide answers to this question: “Why does 

the author choose this form of expression? How is such-and-such an aesthetic function achieved 

through language?” (2007:11). These are the core questions to which we attempt to give answers 

using Balogun‟s short story collections. The short story artist employs some artistic strategies so that 

he can tell his story in a condensed and satisfying manner, and he uses both literary and linguistic 

devices to achieve the aesthetics caused by brevity. According to Viorica Patea, “the aesthetics of 

brevity imposes limitations and directly affects the short story‟s epistemology and style…the 

aesthetics of economy accounts for the genre‟s cryptic and elliptical nature” (2012:12). 

 While a stylistic analysis is not the only means of understanding literary works, it contributes a great 

deal to their appreciation and this fact has influenced the decision in to stylistically study the terse 

style of Odun Balogun‟s The Late Visitor and Adjusted Lives in this work. 
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1.3     The Short Story 
There have been diverse attempts at definition of the short story genre by writers and critics alike, and 

there is still no consensus on a definition. There are however, critical and theoretical studies on 

aspects of the short story genre. Viorica Patea affirms that short stories have been studied in terms of: 

unity (Poe, Brander Mathews), brevity, intensity and tension (Oars, Bader, Friedman, Cortazar), 

lyricism (Lukacs, Moravia), theme (O‟ Connor‟s “human loneliness”), insight, vision and mystery 

(Ejxenbaum, May, Rohrberger), hybridity (May, Pratt), fractals (Leslies, Marmorm Silko) and closure 

(Lohafer, Gerlach).(2012:8) 

There are also a few attempts by some theorists and critics at defining the short story. In the words of 

Edward Quinn, “a short story is a fictional narrative in prose, ordinarily containing less than 20,000 

words; anything longer might be called a novella; the story usually attempts to show what the leading 

character is like by demonstrating how he acts under some form of stress” (2014:5). Emeaba Enuma 

quoted in Ikupa (2006:48) says that the short story ranges "from the short - short story of 500 words to 

the long - short story of between 12,000 to 15,000 words". While, Ikupa opines that “the short story 

must not be too long that it cannot be read at a sitting”. Quinn, Emeaba and Ikupa belong to the school 

of thought that identifies the short story by length and characterization. Some scholars find this 

restriction to an exact number of words faulty and delimiting.  

Valerie Shaw defines the short story as “…a stretch of fictional prose which is shaped and controlled 

so as to leave no margin of error in the way it creates a pleasing, unified impression on the reader‟s 

imagination” (1993:22). Shaw‟s definition shows emphasis on a stylized pattern and structure of the 

genre and the beauty/meaning this generates. 

The short story genre has an identifiable set of characteristics which set it apart from other genres like 

the novel, although there are some common terms used in discussing both the short story form and the 

novel. This is aptly stated by M.H Abrams when he says that “most of the terms for analysing the 

component elements, the types, and the narrative techniques of the novel are applicable to the short 

story as well”(2009:331). The terms include plot, themes,character/characterization, narrative 

techniques, setting, and language. In addition to the characteristics mentioned above, the short story 

genre has some unique inherent features which are found both in its structure and form. Chief among 

the inherent features is brevity. Allan Pasco in Viorica Patea summed it up when he said that: 
Brevity constitutes the most significant trait of this particular genre. In large measure, it determines 

the devices used and the effects achieved. Certainly brevity constitutes the short story‟s greatest 

limitation. For a short story to succeed, the author must overcome the restraints of limited length and 

communicate not a segment, a tattered fragment, but a world. (2012:127) 

 

Some identified effects of brevity are tension, intensity and relevance. In order to make his short story 

effective, the writer is forced to eschew elaborate details by deploying strategies of brevity so that the 

ordinary is invested with significance. This perhaps is the reason why Patea states that “strategies of 

brevity and concentration are responsible for the highly formalized style of the short story” (2012:13). 

Brevity could also be said to be responsible for the “lyric nature of the short story” (May Charles 

2012: 26). Lyricism as a poetic element is associated with the short form because of the form‟s “high 

degree of suggestiveness, emotional intensity” (May 2012: 26) and inferences which is achieved with 

as few words as possible. Because of the lyrical nature of the form, experiences that are narrated are 

presented in a highly patterned and stylized manner. Narrations in the short fiction focus on epiphany 

rather than causal relationships or sequence of events. The shortness of the form demands that the 

reader reads in between the lines and according to Charles May, “go on a quest for something that is 

hinted at, obscure or hidden behind the texture of words” (2012:13). 

Another element of the short story is mystery. Terseness in the language, pattern and structure of the 

form gives rise to the mystery effect in a short story. The mystery element can also be attributed to the 

genre‟s origin in myth and romance. The term “terseness” is defined by Merriam-Webster dictionary 

online as the quality or state of being marked by or using only few words to convey much meaning. 

Terseness is considered by Odun Balogun as a salient element in the African short story. In studying 

the linguistic characteristics of the short story, he asserts that “terseness” also means 

“compactness”and is “one of the factors responsible for the success of the language of African short 

stories” (1991:28). Going further, he points out that short story writers “achieve this terseness 

through… accurate imaginative diction … condensed syntax… contracted forms, elliptical syntax, 
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incomplete sentences, one word sentence and even paragraphs that are shorter than a line” (1991:28). 

The result according to him is that “with a few deft strokes the best writers succeed in introducing 

their themes and characters, accurately establishing the particular setting, and subtly evoking the 

proper mood” (1991:28). 

These are aesthetics of brevity/economy which culminates in terseness. These aesthetics of brevity or 

economy “accounts for the genre‟s cryptic and elliptical nature” (Patea2012: 12). 

 

2.0 Graphology in The Late Visitor and The Adjusted Lives 
This Section examines the various graphological devices that were employed in the two collections of 

short stories (The Late Visitor and Adjusted Lives) by Balogun, which assists the author in achieving 

terseness in both texts. The goal of most stylistic studies according to Elnaili is not only to describe 

the linguistic form but also to demonstrate its significant function for the interpretation of the text 

(2013:11). The analysis entails bringing to the fore, the application of the devices and their aesthetic 

value in the texts. The essence is to demonstrate how the various graphological features used in these 

texts serve as tools for the realization of terseness in the effective communication of the themes. It 

shows how they aid the understanding of the readers and how Balogun uses these features as 

strategies of terseness. 

  

2.1    Graphological Patterns 

Paul Simpson defines graphology as “the visual medium of language which describes the general 

resources of language‟s written system, including punctuation, spelling, typography, alphabet and 

paragraph structure” (2004:25).  

Adegoju. A as cited in Yeibo and Akerele listed the elements and patterns of graphology to include 

“spelling, capitalization, hyphenation, a text‟s layout, lists, font choices, underlining, italicization, 

paragraphing, colour, asterisks, indentation, cartooning, dotting and punctuation, which can all create 

different kinds of impact, some of which will cause the reader to react differently” .(2004:9) 

Similarly, Ngara E. also in Yeibo and Akerele submits that graphology covers such areas as the layout 

of the text, colour, shape of the printed marks, punctuation, paragraphing and spacing, etc (2004:17). 

Short adds that splitting of a word to separate letters, writing all words together without 

orthographical spaces are also graphological patterns or symbols (54-57 

Thus, graphology is a level of linguistic analysis which focuses on the layout of texts, the size or 

shape of words and any other feature that is graphical or orthographical. It is a fundamental and 

crucial way of paying close attention to the visual images and diagrams in a text which help to 

encode, extend or modify its signification (Yeibo and Akerele2004:10).  

The present study therefore focuses on graphological elements which have been deliberately deployed 

by Balogun to exhibit a terse style in his short story collections (The Late Visitor and Adjusted Lives). 

The idea or rationale, as we have highlighted above, is to demonstrate the fact that there is a 

connection between visual images and thematic concerns in texts and that, the appropriation and 

interpretation of meaning in discourse are not entirely dependent on the use of formal lexical items 

alone. In Odun Balogun‟s short stories, it has been observed that selected strategies of brevity are 

stylized so that the desired effects the writer plans to have on the readers are achieved. 

 We shall concentrate on those graphological features that have an aesthetic and linguistic 

contribution to the work under study, especially those graphological elements that Balogun uses to 

achieve terseness in the organisation of his writing. These elements include: 

a. Elliptical marks 

b. Question mark 

c. Exclamatory mark 

2.1.1  Elliptical Marks (…) 

Elliptical marks appear as one of the major graphological devices in The Late Visitor and Adjusted 

Lives. In these texts, elliptical marks are used to achieve economy of space and words and to create 

the desired tone and mood. Ellipsis is the omission of some grammatical parts or units of construction 

in sentences that are used to achieve conciseness and avoid repetition and wordiness (Okunowo 2004: 

79). Many instances of the use of ellipsis abound in both collections. 
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Text 1 
“But then it wouldn‟t be my mother tapping me on my big toe because my mother was long…” (13) 

“That was impossible and even, if it were possible, it would again be impossible because my mother 

was long… (14) 

“A day passed, two days, three days… a week … A month and my headache did not return”. (15) 

“Why didn‟t he just shut up his mouth about it? Why did he have to behave so damn delicate? Why …” 

(OdunBalogun2009:23) 

In the above instances, the author uses the ellipsis marks to indicate omission and discontinuity. In 

page 13, it is used to indicate the omission of some grammatical units of construction in the sentence. 

Here the information omitted cannot be easily filled in by the reader because it occurs almost at the 

beginning of the story. This thus arouses suspense in the reader. In page 14, the reader already knows 

what is missing, it is therefore not necessary for the word “dead” to be repeated. The omission of the 

word “dead” is therefore left for the reader to fill in. The writer does this to avoid monotony and at the 

same time achieve variety and economy. Again, the use of this graphological element helps Balogun 

to achieve emphasis. That is, it affords him the opportunity to emphasize the belief of some cultural 

systems that the dead have the ability to physically appear to the living.  

Other instances of the use of elliptical marks are found on pages 19, 22, 50, 102, 103, 105, 106, 114 

and 117. In all of these instances, it is observed that Balogun manipulates the technique of 

compression and intensity which evokes the necessary mood and tension needed to convey the themes 

of disillusionment, loneliness, betrayal and tradition versus modernity. With this device therefore, 

Balogun exhibits his deftness of writing stories in a terse style.  

Elliptical marks are one recurrent and striking graphological feature which Balogun uses to omit 

trivial and irrelevant explanations so that so much is left to suggestiveness and inference by the 

reader. Through this activity of allowing the reader fill in the narrative gaps with imagination, the 

reader is made to participate in the creating experience. In all of these cases, Balogun would have 

succeeded in making his stories too long to qualify for the short genre if he had filled up the ellipses 

with more elaborations. Unlike the novel, the short story writer cannot indulge in details or extended 

elaborations. He needs to present events that are relevant to his plot. And since Balogun from the 

onset wanted to write a short story, he therefore needed to focus “only on those details that are 

„bound‟ to the pre-established plan” (Charles E. May 2013: xvi).Balogun uses ellipsis to replace long 

description, narrations, pleas, thoughts, orations, and so on, so that the reader‟s focus will be directed 

to the main message being conveyed. In Balogun‟s short stories, ideas, details, events and situations 

are not only elided but are also compressed with his skillful use of ellipsis as a strategy of brevity and 

the effect of brevity according to Viorica Patea is “ relevance, intensity and tension” .Tension is one 

element in the short story which advances the themes. Again, the author uses ellipsis as narrative 

strategy to condense time and space, thus making the narration shorter and establishing the 

appropriate mood. The end effect of the application of this technique is a tight dramatic patterning of 

events which according to Barry Pain in Charles May creates “a very curious, haunting, and 

suggestive quality”(25) in the stories. Having stirred up this feeling of pithy for both mother and son 

for example, the readers are better positioned to grasp fully the message being conveyed to them. 

Thus, Balogun with a minimum of means, is able to evoke in the reader various emotional responses 

but with a greater intensity, what a novelist would do through detailed and elaborate description. 

2.1.2    Question Mark 

Apart from being used as an end marker, the question mark is used to achieve various aesthetic 

effects. As a short story writer, Balogun uses the question mark to condense information so that so 

much is said within a few lines as the reader tries to interpret the underlying information. In some of 

the stories in the collection, the characters are seen asking questions but expecting no answers, 

response or reply from anyone in particular. The type of questions given prominence in both texts is 

the rhetorical question. A rhetorical question is defined by Abrams as “a sentence in the grammatical 

form of a question which is not asked in order to request information or to invite a reply, but to 

achieve a greater expressive force than a direct assertion” (2009:315). 

Text 2 

How else would you know what killed the dead? Who to blame, or not to blame? Whether to rejoice or 

be sad? Which precautions to take? Which burial observances to follow to the letter, which to discard? 

How to know whether you are burying a human dead or spirit dead? How else do you read the will of 
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the dead? How to know how soon the dead intends to return? How in general penetrates the world 

beyond for directions to our actions here on earth on such a momentous occasion as the departure of a 

relation from this reality to that other? (Odun Balogun 2009: 17 – 18) 

The author, through the narrator‟s voice, uses the above rhetorical questions to reinforce and 

emphasize the importance of respecting culture and tradition. The rhetorical questions in the indented 

quotation presented above are used to emphasize the point that there is wisdom in consulting with the 

traditional priest before proceeding to bury a dead person.  

Secondly, the narrator is trying to convince the reader that rather than to spend a fortune for the 

obsequies of the dead, there is need to exercise restraints in expensive preparations which may even 

offend the spirit of the dead person. Thirdly, the device is used to present the narrator‟s interior 

monologue as he tries to justify the necessity of consulting with the Ifa priest before laying his father 

to rest.  As an interior monologue, it advances the plot of the story.  

Ultimately, the terse style of the author is demonstrated in the sense that these few rhetorical questions 

that are posed in the narrator‟s voice serve as the epitome of the story. It presents the idea the author is 

trying to transfer to his readers enclosed in a pithy structure. These include the importance of 

conducting an investigation of one‟s dead before burying them, the need to discourage the practice of 

partying and over-celebration at burial ceremonies, establishing the truth about reincarnation of the 

spirit of a dead person and the importance of knowing the ritual to perform in order to ensure the 

smooth transition of a dead person into the world beyond. The extract above induces in the reader the 

feeling of love and respect for a dead member of a family, and Balogun is able to succinctly but 

powerfully do this by compressing the character‟s thoughts in a rhetorical question which is used in 

the text to show certain levels of oratory and inquiry.  

These rhetorical questions, though presented in a very short and concise way, are not to anticipate a 

response or reply from any other character or the reader of the story. Rather, the author uses them as 

strategies to create the melancholic mood needed for the readers to follow and appreciate the salient 

lessons of the story.  Among these is the fact that our decisions today will go a long way in shaping 

who we likely turn out to be tomorrow. In the same vein, we are taught that whatever mistakes we 

make are likely to hurt and hunt us down emotionally and psychologically in the future. Hence, with 

the use of   rhetorical questions in this story, the author successfully sets the tone of the story which 

consequently evokes in the reader the proper mood needed to make explicit the theme of lost love and 

its concomitant depression and loneliness. 

Text 3 
How could she have failed to realize that the other letter was not meant for her? How could she have 

allowed herself to be persuaded even for a moment that her son would ever behave selfishly? (Odun 

Balogun 1995:30) 

The rhetorical questions above are taken from the story titled “Mother and Son”. The theme portrayed 

by the story is „restoration of trust‟. The indented quotation above presents questions the mother asked 

to reprove herself for being foolishly carried away by the content of the first letter received. In this 

expression, the mother berates herself for doubting the love and concern her son has for her and his 

siblings. The author uses these rhetorical questions to show the restoration of the confidence the 

mother once had in her son. This stylistic device helps to communicate a hopeful mood in the readers 

as these questions capture the mother‟s restoration from her doubt in the shortest possible form. The 

terse style of the writer in passing across a volume of message is displayed here. The indented 

rhetorical questions are all that is needed by the author to show how the mother convinces herself of 

her son‟s steadfast love towards her, her other children and other members of the family. The same 

questions are what she needed to convince concerned neighbours, friends and other members of the 

village that the son is mindful of her and the family, and that he is going to return to her in no distant 

time.  

Therefore, the author uses these rhetorical questions as stylistic instruments or devices to make the 

reader understand the mood of the mother while reflecting on their past relationship and what could 

have warranted their unavoidable separation for that time.  

One very important function of the rhetorical question, as used by Balogun is that it gets the reader 

thinking. The device engages a reader and thereby gets him involved in the creative process of the 

story. So much the writer has left unsaid is therefore imagined and conclusions are formed in the 

minds of the readers. The short story writer is not privileged like the novelist who has a lot space in 
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his plot to digress, indulge in lengthy description of environment and emotions, and give individual 

characterization. The shortness of the form demands that the stories narrated are tightly patterned in 

order to realize according to Edgar Allan Poe‟s  “unity of effect”(I am Your Brother, 42). By which 

Poe meant that a short story writer must determine from the start the kind of emotional impact his 

story should have on his readers, and that in order to achieve this effect, he must employ some artistic 

techniques. Poe believes that this unity cannot be achieved with works much longer than the short 

story because of the discontinuity experienced with longer works in their  being  too long to be read in 

one sitting. The use of rhetorical questions therefore contributes significantly to the terseness in the 

style deployed by the author in The Late Visitor and Adjusted Lives. 

 2.1.3    Exclamation Mark 

The exclamation marks are used for various purposes in the short stories under investigation. They are 

used to convey strong emotions of anger, disgust, contempt, mockery, disappointment, surprise, 

excitement and hatred. The several instances of the use of exclamation marks and how it enhance 

terseness in relation to the theme of the text are discussed below: 

Text 4 
“But it was my mother. Who else would it have been!”(13) 

“The idea! A woman long since dead paying a night visit!” (15) 

“May be I was becoming a somnambulist. A somnambulist! That was unlikely”. (Odun Balogun 

2009:15) 

The author uses the above exclamatory sentences to show the character‟s doubts about the experience 

she had just encountered with her mother who is long dead. The character‟s thoughts presented in 

exclamation marks shows in a dramatic manner how she tries to persuade the reader to accept 

possibility that a woman who was dead a long time ago can be seen by someone who is alive. At first, 

she considers it superstitious to believe in such happenings which are beyond the ordinary. To this 

end, she further entertained the thought of being a somnambulist, that is, a sleep-walker. The 

exclamatory marks here are used as a stylistic technique by the author to make concise what otherwise 

would have been a detailed description. Also, the theme of the story which is belief versus 

superstition is aptly amplified by the use of this stylistic device. 

Text 5 
“His grandfather! The offspring of the illustrious Oba! One whose ability to rule in times of poverty 

and riches, sedition and peace, pestilence and health had become a legend!” (Odun Balogun 1995:41) 

The excerpt above is used by the author through the narrator‟s voice to reflect what was going on in 

the mind of Obatunde, the lead character of the story. As a result of his (Obatunde‟s) predicament, he 

relishes the memory of the past which serves as succor to his soul especially during his trying times in 

the hands of his masters. The exclamatory sentence as used by the author is a deliberate way of using 

a stylistic device to arrest the attention of his readers in order to draw them into or making them 

understand the mood of the character. It is a device that shows that the character finds pleasure in 

having reminiscences when things went on smoothly with him and the kingdom of his progenitors.. 

Text 6 
“In spite of this, they wanted him to go to school! To put his stamp on those changes and proclaim 

them God-sent and just! Him, Obatunde, the great grandchild of Oba, the wise ruler!” (OdunBalogun 

1995:42) 

It is clear from the above exclamatory sentence that the character was not going to do the wish of his 

antagonists. This also lends credence to the theme tradition versus modernity. It is used by the author 

to show the stubbornness of the character in resisting changes brought by colonial powers. This 

confidence was gathered as a result of his ability to connect to his past. The lesson Balogun wants to 

teach his readers through the use of this device is that the ability of one to connect with the past can 

bring about the needed confidence in time of despair. The author also showcases his terse style of 

writing as he was able to present this idea with the use of few words that are embedded in the 

exclamatory sentence presented above.  

 

2.2 CONCLUSION     

Odun Balogun takes for his subject matter everyday situations and events. But by tight patterning of 

events through graphological devices, he stirs up the emotions of the reader so that the reader is 

redirected to the loveliness or the perplexity/ mysteriousness of the world before him. This is an 
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enormous task that would require a detailed representation of environment and elaborate 

characterisation. But what you find is an intensive compression of events and narration through the 

effective use of selected strategies of brevity which help to make manifest that which was latent. This 

feeling of perplexity/mystery and/or awe are made patent through the effective exploitation of 

graphological features as strategies of brevity such as elliptical marks, question marks, and 

exclamation marks. As a result, with the tone and mood created by means of the graphological 

features, themes such as disenchantment, slavery, economic deprivation, and human loneliness are 

more effectively elucidated. 
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