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 Abstract 
In thriller literature, the manipulation of narrative elements such as pacing and suspense is crucial 
for maintaining reader engagement. This study explores the strategic use of ellipses in Jeffrey 
Deaver’s The Coffin Dancer, highlighting their dual role as both stylistic choices and cohesive 
devices. Through a qualitative content analysis grounded in Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) theory 
of cohesion, the research examines how ellipses influence narrative pacing, heighten suspense, 
enhance dialogue realism, and ensure structural continuity. By categorizing instances of ellipsis 
usage, the study reveals how Deaver adeptly balances fragmented sentence structures and 
deliberate omissions to mirror characters’ psychological states and the high- stakes environment 
typical of the thriller genre. Comparative insights with contemporaneous works, such as Lee 
Child’s Jack Reacher series, underscore the nuanced application of ellipses in Deaver’s narrative 
technique. The findings demonstrate that ellipses are integral to creating an immersive and 
tension-filled reading experience, reinforcing both the stylistic and cohesive integrity of the novel. 
This research contributes to a deeper understanding of punctuation as a powerful literary tool 
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and suggests avenues for future studies across diverse genres to further elucidate the 
multifaceted functions of ellipses in narrative construction. 
Keywords: Ellipses, Narrative Cohesion, Stylistic Devices, Pacing, Suspense, Thriller Literature, 
Jeffrey Deaver, Dialogue Realism 
 
1. Introduction 
In thriller literature, pacing and suspense are pivotal in maintaining reader engagement. Jeffrey 
Deaver’s The Coffin Dancer exemplifies the strategic use of ellipses to manipulate narrative flow 
and tension. Ellipses, consisting of three consecutive dots ("..."), typically indicate intentional 
omission, a pause, or an unfinished thought. Their application extends beyond mere stylistic 
preference, serving as essential narrative tools that reflect characters' psychological states, 
amplify suspense, and mirror the fragmented, high-stakes environment characteristic of the 
thriller genre. Additionally, within Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) theory of cohesion, ellipses 
function as cohesive devices that link different parts of the text, ensuring structural and thematic 
continuity. 
This article examines how ellipses serve as both a stylistic choice and a cohesive device in The 
Coffin Dancer, focusing on their impact on pacing, suspense creation, dialogue realism, and 
narrative cohesion. The study is guided by specific research objectives and questions aimed at 
elucidating the multifaceted role of ellipses in the novel. 
2. Literature Review 
2.1 Punctuation as a Stylistic Tool 
Punctuation marks are pivotal in shaping narrative style and flow. Todorov (1977) highlights the 
significance of structural gaps in generating suspense within detective fiction, a concept mirrored 
in Hitchcock’s cinematic use of pauses and silences (Truffaut, 1985). Gumperz (1982) 
underscores the role of conversational pauses in enhancing dialogue realism, aligning with 
Deaver’s use of ellipses to mimic natural speech patterns. Comparative studies, such as those on 
Lee Child’s Jack Reacher series (Child, 2005), illustrate how punctuation regulates pacing, a 
technique effectively employed by Deaver. 
2.2 Cohesion in Narrative Structure 
Halliday and Hasan's (1976) theory of cohesion provides a framework for understanding how 
linguistic devices, including ellipses, link different parts of a text to create a unified and coherent 
narrative. Cohesive devices maintain the flow and connectivity of the story, with ellipses 
facilitating implicit connections and engaging readers in bridging narrative gaps. 
2.3 Ellipses in Thriller Literature 
Ellipses are prevalent in thriller literature, contributing to the genre’s tension and pace. In The 
Coffin Dancer, Deaver employs ellipses to control pacing, build suspense, and enhance dialogue 
realism, while also ensuring structural cohesion. This usage aligns with Halliday and Hasan’s 
(1976) perspective of ellipses as cohesive devices that seamlessly link sentences and ideas, 
reinforcing narrative continuity. 
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This literature review establishes the foundation for analyzing ellipses in The Coffin Dancer by 
situating their use within the broader context of stylistic and cohesive narrative techniques in 
thriller literature. 
3. Research Objectives and Questions 
3.1 Research Objectives 

1. To analyze the use of ellipses in The Coffin Dancer as a stylistic choice and their impact 
on narrative pacing. 

2. To examine how ellipses contribute to suspense creation within the novel. 
3. To assess the role of ellipses in enhancing dialogue realism and character interactions. 
4. To explore the function of ellipses as cohesive devices according to Halliday and Hasan’s 

theory of cohesion. 
3.2 Research Questions 

1. How do ellipses function as a stylistic choice to affect the pacing of the narrative in The 
Coffin Dancer? 

2. In what ways do ellipses contribute to the creation of suspense in the novel? 
3. How do ellipses enhance the realism of dialogue and character interactions? 
4. What role do ellipses play as cohesive devices in maintaining narrative coherence 

according to Halliday and Hasan’s theory? 
4. Methodology 
This study employs a qualitative content analysis of The Coffin Dancer, focusing on instances 
where ellipses are utilized. Each instance is categorized based on its function as a stylistic choice 
or a cohesive device—specifically in pacing control, suspense creation, and dialogue 
enhancement. The analysis operates at both micro (sentence-level) and macro (narrative- level) 
scales. Examples from key dialogues and descriptions are used to illustrate the findings, which 
are then compared with established theories in stylistic and cohesive narrative techniques. 
4.1 Data Selection 
The primary data for this research consists of textual instances of ellipses as found in The Coffin 
Dancer. These instances were identified through systematic reading of the entire text, with 
special attention to sections where ellipses were prominently featured. The selection process 
was guided by the following defining features of ellipses in thriller narratives: 

• Pacing Indicators: Ellipses appearing in fragmented sentences or incomplete thoughts to 
control the narrative’s tempo, especially during moments of tension or suspense. 

• Suspense Creation: Ellipses used to omit critical information, creating gaps in the 
narrative and encouraging the reader to anticipate or infer. 

• Dialogue Realism: Ellipses mimicking pauses, hesitations, or interruptions in characters’ 
speech to reflect natural conversational patterns. 

• Cohesive Links: Instances where ellipses serve as connectors between fragmented ideas 
or incomplete sentences, ensuring thematic and structural continuity. 

Representative examples were selected from key moments across the novel, encompassing a 
range of narrative functions, from high-stakes action sequences to introspective dialogue. 
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These examples were then categorized into specific narrative functions, such as pacing 
modulation, suspense enhancement, or cohesion building. Comparative reflections with 
similar thriller works, such as Lee Child’s Jack Reacher series, are included to contextualize 
Deaver’s use of ellipses within the broader scope of thriller literature. By systematically analyzing 
these selected examples, the study aims to elucidate the multifaceted role of ellipses in shaping 
the narrative dynamics of The Coffin Dancer. 
5. Analysis of Ellipses in The Coffin Dancer 
Ellipses in The Coffin Dancer serve dual roles as stylistic choices and cohesive devices, significantly 
influencing pacing, suspense, dialogue realism, and narrative cohesion. 
5.1 Stylistic Choice: Pacing Control 
Ellipses modulate the narrative’s pace, especially during moments of tension or detailed 
descriptions. At the micro level, they slow the narrative, allowing readers to absorb crucial details 
or heighten the tension in intense situations. At the macro level, they balance action sequences 
with reflective pauses, sustaining an engaging rhythm throughout the novel. 

1. Example: "Rate of descent thirty two hundred..." 
o At the micro level, this fragment depicts a tense moment during a flight sequence. 

The ellipsis slows the reader's experience, emphasizing the urgency and danger of 
the descent while allowing the gravity of the situation to settle.   

o At the micro level, this illustrates fluctuating conditions, with the ellipses giving 
readers time to visualize the situation and anticipate the next event. 

o At the macro level, the fragmented progression of details builds suspense by 
spacing out critical updates, keeping the audience engaged and attuned to the 
rising stakes. 

2. Example: "Altitude steady... Altitude rising..." 
o The pause mirrors the hesitation or tension felt by the characters. 
o At the macro level, it balances the action-driven intensity by introducing a brief 

reflective pause, ensuring the pacing doesn’t overwhelm the reader. 

 
 
 
 
Pacing 
Control 

 
 
 
Alters the 
speed of 
narrative 
flow. 

- Rate of descent thirty two 
hundred... 

- There were all the lights.. 
"There were all the lights—
the strobes of the 
approach lights beckoning 
them forward, the blue 
dots of the taxiway, the 
orange-red of the 
runway...". 

 
 
Slows down the 
narrative at critical 
moments, allowing 
readers to absorb 
detailed information. 

 
Manages the 
overall pacing of 
the story, balancing 
action with 
moments of tension 
and suspense. 
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These pauses allow the reader to process critical sensory details in high-stakes situations. This 
technique mirrors narrative strategies in Lee Child’s Jack Reacher series, where punctuation 
regulates pacing to heighten suspense (Child, 2005). 
5.2 Stylistic Choice: Creating Suspense 
Ellipses create suspense by omitting critical narrative details, forcing the reader to fill the gaps 
and anticipate what comes next. This aligns with Todorov’s (1977) theory of suspense in 
detective fiction, where the withholding of information keeps the reader engaged. 

1. Example: "You never really know a perp until you’ve walked..." 
o The ellipsis functions as a deliberate omission, leaving the sentence incomplete 

to heighten suspense. Readers are left wondering what comes next, which 
creates a sense of anticipation and curiosity. 

o It forces the reader to reflect on the unspoken conclusion, which likely involves 
stepping into the mind of a criminal—a key theme in detective fiction. 

2. Example: "The chocked door, the open window, and the fluttering curtain... a fucking 
welcome mat." 

o Here, the ellipsis creates tension by transitioning from a detailed observation to 
a chilling realization. The fragmented nature of the sentence mirrors the 
character’s growing awareness of a trap. 

o The suspense comes from the gap between the description and its dark 
implication, leaving readers momentarily unsure before the shocking conclusion 
is revealed. 

 
Creating 
Suspense 

Leaves gaps 
that heighten 
anticipation. 

- You never really 
know a perp until 
you've walked... 

- Delegate... 

Generates 
curiosity by 
omitting details, 
prompting readers 

Enhances the thriller 
aspect by maintaining 
suspense, keeping readers 
engaged and eager to 

  Isolate... 
eliminate. "What 
do I do? Ed? Tell 
me? Brit? 
Somebody..." 

To anticipate what 
follows. 

Uncover plot 
developments. 

By leaving gaps, these ellipses sustain tension and invite the reader’s imagination to complete 
the narrative, heightening the sense of urgency and mystery. This strategy is reminiscent of 
Alfred Hitchcock’s use of silences to intensify suspense in film (Truffaut, 1985). 
5.3 Stylistic Choice: Enhancing Dialogue Realism 
Ellipses enhance dialogue realism by mimicking natural speech patterns, including pauses, 
hesitations, and interruptions. This makes conversations lifelike, reflecting the characters’ 
emotions, uncertainty, or internal conflicts. 
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 Example: "Well... I don’t really have to call." 
 The ellipsis reflects hesitation, showing the speaker’s uncertainty or reluctance. This 

small pause makes the dialogue feel natural and relatable, as it mimics the rhythm of 
real-life conversation. 

 The use of ellipses here also conveys subtext, suggesting that the speaker is concealing 
their true feelings or struggling to express them fully. 

 Example: "Uhm, for...? Her mind raced." 
 This dialogue captures a character's inner turmoil or confusion. The ellipsis illustrates the 

abrupt halt in speech, reflecting their attempt to think or recalibrate their response. 
 It adds emotional depth by depicting hesitation and nervousness, enabling readers to 

connect with the character's psychological state. 

Category Description Examples Micro Level Impact Macro Level Impact 

 
 
 
 
Enhancing 
Dialogue 
Realism 

 
 
 
Makes dialogue 
feel natural and 
realistic. 

- Jodie was 
Soldier... Spit 
it out. 

- Well... I don't 
really have to 
call. “You 
know him 
better than 
anybody, 
Sachs..." 

 
 
Mimics natural speech 
patterns, including 
interruptions and 
pauses, making 
dialogues more 
believable. 

 
 
Contributes to the 
authenticity of 
character interactions, 
making relationships 
and exchanges more 
immersive and 
relatable. 

At the micro level, these pauses depict characters’ hesitation or thought processes. At the macro 
level, they enrich character interactions, making the dialogue immersive and relatable. 
This aligns with Gumperz’s (1982) sociolinguistic studies, which emphasize the importance of 
such features in reflecting natural communication. 
5.4 Cohesive Device: Maintaining Narrative Coherence 
Ellipses act as cohesive devices by linking fragmented ideas, ensuring continuity in the narrative. 
Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) theory of cohesion underscores the importance of such devices in 
creating seamless transitions between textual elements. 

 Example: "Friends, relatives..." 
 The ellipsis signals that the list is incomplete, encouraging the reader to mentally fill in 

additional people. This omission creates a seamless connection between the 
narrative and the reader’s imagination, fostering engagement. 

 It acts as a cohesive device by implying continuity and suggesting broader social 
connections without explicitly listing every detail. 
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 Example: "One chance... > Zero your weapon, Soldier." 
 The ellipsis links two fragmented thoughts, creating a moment of reflection between the 

urgency of "one chance" and the action-oriented directive "zero your weapon." 
 This connection allows the reader to infer the implied stakes without needing explicit 

explanation, maintaining narrative coherence while emphasizing the high-pressure 
situation. 

In these instances, ellipses connect thoughts or fragmented ideas, enabling the reader to infer 
meaning and engage with the narrative on a deeper level. For example, "Friends, relatives..." 
signals an incomplete list, allowing the reader to envision additional unnamed characters. 
Similarly, "Ten... thousand..." builds suspense around the omitted detail, drawing the reader 
further into the scene. 

Category Description Examples Micro Level Impact Macro Level Impact 

 
 
 
Elliptical Lists 

 
 
Implies a list 
without full 
enumeration. 

 
- Delegate... 

isolate... 
eliminate. 

- Friends, 
relatives... 

Creates a rhythmic 
listing that suggests 
more items without 
explicitly stating 
them, maintaining 
a concise 
expression. 

Builds a sense of 
continuity or expansion 
without overwhelming 
the reader with 
exhaustive details, 
maintaining narrative 
flow. 

 
 
Sentence 
Fragmentation 

 
Breaks 
sentences into 
fragments for 
stylistic effect. 

- Ten... 
Thousand... 

- Fifty knots, 
sixty knots, 
seventy... 

Introduces a 
fragmented 
rhythm, enhancing 
the dynamism and 
urgency of the 
description. 

Reflects the chaotic or 
fragmented 
experiences of 
characters, aligning 
with themes of 

Category Description Examples Micro Level Impact Macro Level Impact 

  Eighty knots...  Disorder or crisis within 
the narrative. 

 
 
 
Linking Ideas 

 
 
Connects 
related ideas or 
actions. 

- There was the 
memorial 
service to 
plan... 

- Altitude 
steady... 
Altitude 
rising... 

Seamlessly 
connects related 
concepts or actions, 
maintaining 
coherence while 
allowing for brief 
pauses. 

 
Ensures the narrative 
remains 
interconnected, 
reinforcing the flow of 
events and the logical 
progression of the plot. 
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6. Interpretation 
The strategic placement of ellipses in The Coffin Dancer reflects both the psychological states of 
characters and the high-stakes environment of the narrative. Fragmented dialogue mirrors the 
tension and urgency experienced by characters, while the gaps left by ellipses invite readers to 
actively participate in constructing the narrative. This engagement aligns with reader- response 
theory, emphasizing the reader’s role in meaning-making (Iser, 1978). 
6.1 Psychological Classification 
This classification focuses on the psychological state or emotional nuances that ellipses convey, 
now including their micro and macro impacts. 

Category Description Examples Micro Level 
Impact 

Macro Level Impact 

 
 
Hesitation and 
Uncertainty 

 
 
Demonstrates 
doubt or 
indecision. 

 
- I get... I 
Don’t know... 

- Well... I don't 
really have to 
call. 

Highlights the 
speaker's 
uncertainty, 
making their 
dialogue more 
relatable and 
human. 

Enhances character 
development by 
showcasing their 
vulnerabilities, 
contributing to a more 
nuanced portrayal of 
personalities. 

 
 
 
 
Emotional 
Intensity 

 
 
 
 
Conveys strong 
emotions like 
anger or fear. 

- Jesus, Lord... 
Somehow 
Lincoln the 
Fucking 
Worm... 

- Come on, 
monkey 
skills... What 
the hell do I 
do? 

 
 
Emphasizes 
heightened 
emotions, adding 
weight and 
urgency to the 
dialogue. 

 
 
Amplifies the novel's 
emotional stakes, 
intensifying the 
reader's investment in 
the characters' plights 
and the story's 
conflicts. 

Category Description Examples Micro Level 
Impact 

Macro Level Impact 

 
 
Contemplation 
and Reflection 

 
 
Indicates deep 
thought or 
introspection. 

- The face in 
the window... 

- It wasn't his 
crime scenes I 
walked 
through... 

Signals a moment 
of reflection, 
allowing for a 
pause that 
emphasizes 
internal dialogue 
or realization. 

Deepens the narrative 
by providing insight into 
characters' motivations 
and thought processes, 
enriching the thematic 
complexity. 

Moreover, as cohesive devices per Halliday and Hasan’s (1976) theory, ellipses link disparate 
parts of the text, ensuring narrative continuity and coherence. This dual functionality reinforces 
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the thriller’s atmosphere and the complexity of its characters, making the narrative more 
immersive and engaging. 
7. Discussion 
The analysis demonstrates that ellipses in The Coffin Dancer are pivotal as both stylistic choices 
and cohesive devices. Their role in controlling pacing, creating suspense, and enhancing dialogue 
realism underscores their importance in narrative construction. Additionally, their function as 
cohesive devices, as per Halliday and Hasan’s theory, highlights how ellipses maintain narrative 
unity and coherence. 
Comparative insights with other thriller authors, such as Lee Child and Michael Connelly, reveal 
that while the use of ellipses is common, Deaver’s application is particularly nuanced, effectively 
balancing stylistic and cohesive roles to meet genre demands for tension and realism. The 
alignment with cinematic techniques, as discussed by Truffaut (1985), further emphasizes the 
effectiveness of ellipses in creating a gripping narrative. Furthermore, integrating Halliday and 
Hasan’s (1976) theory of cohesion provides a comprehensive understanding of how ellipses 
contribute to the structural integrity of the novel, ensuring that the narrative remains cohesive 
despite its fragmented moments. 
The findings contribute to a deeper understanding of how structural elements like punctuation 
can shape literary experiences. By functioning as both stylistic and cohesive tools, ellipses 
enhance the reader’s engagement and the overall effectiveness of the storytelling. This 
multifaceted role of ellipses underscores their significance in narrative construction, particularly 
within the thriller genre. 
Deaver’s approach aligns with suspense-building techniques used in other art forms, such as 
Hitchcock’s use of silences in film. The ellipses act as silent, yet powerful, markers of suspense, 
forcing readers to pause, anticipate, and engage more deeply with the narrative. 
Future studies could explore the use of ellipses in other genres, such as romance or historical 
fiction, to further investigate their stylistic and cohesive potential. Additionally, quantitative 
analyses could complement the qualitative approach to measure the frequency and distribution 
of ellipses across different narrative contexts, providing a more comprehensive understanding 
of their usage patterns. 
8. Conclusion 
Ellipses in The Coffin Dancer are essential narrative tools, functioning as both stylistic choices and 
cohesive devices. Their strategic use influences pacing, builds suspense, enhances dialogue 
realism, and maintains narrative coherence. By aligning with established conventions in thriller 
literature and Halliday and Hasan’s theory of cohesion, ellipses effectively engage readers and 
drive the narrative forward. Future research could explore the use of ellipses in other genres to 
further investigate their stylistic and cohesive potential. 
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