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A nod. A touch. A folding of hands. Barbara Korte argues that, in narrative literature, references to body language are never just throwaway lines. Instead, these instances of nonverbal communication create a body semiotics, an “important signifying system in the literary text”
that “contributes to the text’s potential significance and
effect” (p. 4). Based on a reader’s everyday competence
to interpret nonverbal communication as well as an acquired literary one, the interpretation of a text’s body
language gives the reader a useful tool to read, or misread, the individual characters and the interactions between characters. In Body Language in Literature, Barbara Korte systematically brings nonverbal communication to the fore, adding a new type of language to the
study of the body in literary criticism.

to set up a critical framework for an analysis of body language that could be applied to any narrative text. After
the introductory section, Part II sets up the critical framework, and Part III gives an historical overview of body
language in the novel of the British Isles from the sixteenth century to the present. Korte also provides three
useful bibliographies: one for the primary sources she
has used; one for secondary sources on body language in
literature, theatre, film, and art; and one for secondary
sources on nonverbal-communication research.
Much of Part II consists of defining the terms of nonverbal communication and giving examples from literary
texts. Korte divides nonverbal communication into two
classifications: modal and functional. The modes or types
of body language consist of Kinesics (body movements,
particularly facial expression and eye behavior); Haptics
(touch); and Proxemics (spatial orientation). The function of the body language consists of emotional displays
and externalizers, regulators and illustrators, and emblems. For example, a “stooping carriage” is a body posture (kinesic) that can, depending on the literary context,
function as an emotional display of mourning (p. 63).
Thus, Korte argues, each instance of body language can
be coded for what it is and what it does. Korte plots the
body language of a text onto a “Modal-Functional Classification System,” a chart with the modal classifications
down the side and the functional classifications across
the top. She counts the instances of body language, codes
them, and fills in the boxes. From this painstaking approach, Korte can give a general profile of what types of
body language are used for what purposes. The drawback
to this method, of course, is the rigidity of the chart. Because Korte assumes that nonverbal communication “always plays a particular role within the situation in which
it occurs and can thus be assigned to a particular functional class” (p. 36), her readings–at times, forced–often
leave little or no room for ambiguity.

This language comes from the fields of expression
psychology, social psychology, and sociology. Korte,
Professor of English literature at the University of Tubingen in Germany, expands the more traditional literary
focus on “gesture” or “posture” in order to incorporate
the terminology of nonverbal communication, a field of
psychological research coming out of the early sixties.
Unlike the field of physiognomy that studies permanent
features, the field of nonverbal communication studies
the body in motion. (Korte uses “body language,” “nonverbal communication,” and “nonverbal behavior” interchangeably.) Originally published in Germany in 1993
as Korpersprache in der Literatur: Theorie und Geschichte
am Beispiel englischer Erzahlprosa, Korte’s work focuses
mainly on English and North American literature, literature heavily influenced by European culture. The texts
range from John Bunyan’s 1678 Pilgrim’s Progress to W.
Somerset Maugham’s 1944 The Razor’s Edge, from Geoffrey Chaucer’s fourteenth century The Canterbury Tales
to Margaret Atwood’s 1985 The Handmaid’s Tale. Careful
to emphasize that her work is based on a highly selective
sample, Korte rightly makes no claims to completeness
or statistical reliability but instead emphasizes her desire
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