
jonathan safran foer tree of codes

jonathan safran foer tree of codes stands as a remarkable literary and artistic achievement that blends
innovative storytelling with a unique physical form. This work, crafted by acclaimed author Jonathan
Safran Foer, is not a conventional novel but rather an intricate exploration of narrative through the
physical manipulation of text. By carving out portions of another book’s pages, Foer creates a new story that
exists literally within the spaces of the original. This article examines the origins, artistic significance, and
thematic depth of Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes, along with the reception and impact it has had in
contemporary literature and art. Readers will also gain insight into the creative process behind this
groundbreaking project and its place within Foer’s broader body of work. The following sections provide a
comprehensive overview of this extraordinary literary experiment.

Origins and Concept of Tree of Codes

Artistic and Physical Design

Thematic Elements and Narrative Structure

Reception and Critical Analysis

Jonathan Safran Foer’s Creative Process

Impact on Literature and Art

Origins and Concept of Tree of Codes
Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes emerged from a daring project that involved transforming an existing
literary work into a new creation. The book uses Bruno Schulz’s 1934 novella, The Street of Crocodiles, as
its source text. Instead of rewriting or adapting the story, Foer physically cut out words and phrases from
Schulz’s text, leaving a fragmented but poetic narrative. This method of “erasure” or “cut-up” technique is a
form of found poetry and experimental literature. The concept challenges traditional ideas about authorship,
narrative continuity, and the physicality of the book itself. The innovative approach gives rise to a layered
reading experience that invites readers to engage with both the original and the newly formed text.



Artistic and Physical Design
The physical design of Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes is as integral to its identity as the words it
contains. The book’s pages are die-cut, creating intricate shapes and voids that contribute to the reading
experience. This sculptural aspect transforms the book into a tactile object of art rather than just a vessel for
text. The die-cut pages allow glimpses of the subsequent pages underneath, producing a sense of depth and
dimensionality. The design was realized in collaboration with the bookbinder and designer Die Keure,
ensuring precision and artistic quality. This meticulous crafting process highlights the intersection of
literature and visual art, making Tree of Codes a unique hybrid form.

Die-Cutting Technique and Materials
The die-cutting process used in Tree of Codes involves cutting out specific words and spaces from thick
paper stock, requiring advanced printing and binding technology. The choice of materials supports the
structural integrity of the pages despite the extensive perforations. This technique challenges the durability
and traditional format of books, pushing the boundaries of what a book can be in both form and function.

Visual and Tactile Experience
The layered pages produce a visual interplay of light and shadow, enhancing the narrative’s ethereal
quality. Readers interact with the book on multiple sensory levels, engaging visually and physically as
they turn each page. This design fosters a contemplative, immersive reading experience that emphasizes
the physical presence of the text.

Thematic Elements and Narrative Structure
Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes presents a fragmented narrative that explores themes of memory, loss,
and the ephemeral nature of existence. The story follows a character named Josef, whose journey is
marked by surreal and poetic moments. The erasure and fragmentation of the text mirror the themes of
disappearance and absence that permeate the narrative. The layered structure invites readers to piece
together meaning from gaps and silences, reflecting the complexity of human experience and storytelling.

Fragmentation and Storytelling
The narrative’s fragmented form is both a stylistic choice and a thematic device. It challenges conventional
story arcs and demands active participation from the reader to reconstruct the storyline. This method aligns
with postmodern literary techniques that question linearity and fixed meaning.



Memory and Absence
Central to Tree of Codes are motifs of memory and absence, expressed through the physical voids in the
text. These absences symbolize loss and the transient nature of life, echoing the historical context of Bruno
Schulz’s original work, which was written before his tragic death during the Holocaust.

Reception and Critical Analysis
Since its publication, Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes has garnered significant attention from critics,
artists, and readers alike. The book is praised for its inventive approach to narrative and its fusion of literary
and artistic disciplines. Critics have highlighted its bold experimentation with form and its ability to evoke
emotional resonance despite, or because of, its fragmented style. However, some reviewers have debated
the balance between artistic innovation and readability, noting that the physical complexity can pose
challenges for some readers.

Critical Praise
Many critics commend Tree of Codes for expanding the boundaries of literature and for its poetic beauty.
The work is often cited as a landmark in book arts and experimental writing, appreciated for its conceptual
depth and aesthetic execution.

Challenges and Criticisms
While innovative, the book’s unconventional format has been seen by some as limiting accessibility. The
physical fragility and the difficulty in following the fragmented narrative may deter traditional readers.
Nevertheless, these challenges are often considered integral to the book’s meaning and artistic statement.

Jonathan Safran Foer’s Creative Process
The creation of Tree of Codes required an extensive and meticulous process, combining literary
craftsmanship with technical expertise. Jonathan Safran Foer spent considerable time selecting and carving
out words to shape a coherent narrative from the source text. This process involved reconciling the
constraints of the original material with his artistic vision. Collaboration with designers and printers was
essential to realize the physical form of the book. Foer’s process exemplifies the intersection of writing,
editing, and design in contemporary bookmaking.



Selection and Erasure
The erasure technique demanded precision in choosing which words to retain and which to remove,
balancing narrative flow with artistic intent. This selective process transformed Schulz’s text into a new,
independent story while honoring the original’s spirit.

Collaboration with Designers and Printers
Executing the die-cut design required partnership with skilled artisans and printers who could handle the
technical complexities. This collaboration was crucial to maintain the integrity and durability of the book’s
delicate pages.

Impact on Literature and Art
Jonathan Safran Foer’s Tree of Codes has influenced both literary and artistic fields by demonstrating the
potential for books as multidimensional art objects. It has inspired writers, artists, and designers to explore
new ways of storytelling that integrate text and physical form. The work challenges traditional publishing
norms and encourages experimentation with narrative structures and book design. Its impact extends
beyond literature, contributing to discussions about the materiality of books in the digital age.

Encouraging innovative narrative techniques

Bridging literature and visual art

Inspiring experimental book design

Highlighting the materiality of physical books

Influencing contemporary artistic collaborations

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'Tree of Codes' by Jonathan Safran Foer about?
'Tree of Codes' is a novel by Jonathan Safran Foer created by cutting out words from Bruno Schulz's book
'The Street of Crocodiles' to form a new narrative, exploring themes of memory, loss, and the nature of
storytelling.



How did Jonathan Safran Foer create 'Tree of Codes'?
Jonathan Safran Foer created 'Tree of Codes' by physically cutting out words and phrases from Bruno
Schulz's 'The Street of Crocodiles', leaving a fragmented, layered text that forms a new story and visual art
piece.

Is 'Tree of Codes' considered a traditional novel?
'Tree of Codes' is not a traditional novel; it is an experimental work of literature that combines text and
visual art, making it a unique reading experience that challenges conventional narrative forms.

What themes are explored in 'Tree of Codes'?
'Tree of Codes' explores themes such as memory, loss, grief, and the fluidity of language, reflecting on how
stories are constructed and deconstructed.

Has 'Tree of Codes' been adapted into other media?
Yes, 'Tree of Codes' has been adapted into a dance performance choreographed by Wayne McGregor,
incorporating the book's themes and visual style into contemporary dance.

Additional Resources
1. House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski
A labyrinthine novel that blends horror, mystery, and experimental typography, "House of Leaves"
explores a family’s discovery of a strange, ever-expanding space within their home. Much like "Tree of
Codes," it plays with unconventional narrative structures and visual text layout to create a deeply
immersive and unsettling reading experience.

2. Only Revolutions by Mark Z. Danielewski
This book is a poetic and adventurous tale told from two perspectives simultaneously, requiring the reader
to flip the book back and forth. Its innovative format and playful use of language resonate with the
experimental spirit found in "Tree of Codes," challenging traditional storytelling methods.

3. Dictionary of the Khazars by Milorad Pavić
Presented as a lexicon, this novel invites readers to piece together the story of the Khazar people through a
non-linear, puzzle-like structure. Like "Tree of Codes," it blends literature with a game-like format,
encouraging active reader participation to uncover meaning.

4. S by J.J. Abrams and Doug Dorst
"S" is a novel within a novel, filled with margin notes, inserts, and layered narratives. Its complex, multi-
dimensional storytelling and physical book design echo the inventive manipulation of text and form found



in Jonathan Safran Foer’s work.

5. Griffin & Sabine by Nick Bantock
This epistolary novel features beautifully illustrated letters and postcards exchanged between the two
protagonists. The tactile, artistic approach to storytelling parallels the visual and material experimentation
seen in "Tree of Codes."

6. Night Film by Marisha Pessl
Combining traditional narrative with multimedia elements like web pages and photographs, "Night Film"
immerses readers in a dark, mysterious story. Its innovative storytelling techniques align with the
boundary-pushing style of Foer’s novel.

7. The Raw Shark Texts by Steven Hall
This novel merges noir thriller elements with conceptual exploration of memory and identity, using
typographic play and visual word puzzles. Its experimental narrative structure and visual creativity make
it a fitting companion to "Tree of Codes."

8. Wittgenstein’s Mistress by David Markson
A fragmented, introspective narrative that challenges conventional storytelling, this novel presents the
thoughts of a woman who believes she is the last person on Earth. Its sparse, poetic language and
unconventional form relate to the artistic sensibilities of Foer’s work.

9. Cloud Atlas by David Mitchell
An intricately woven novel composed of six interlinked stories spanning different time periods and genres,
"Cloud Atlas" explores themes of connection and recurrence. Its layered narrative and structural innovation
complement the experimental nature of "Tree of Codes."
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