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This thesis examines the figure of the labyrinth in the
contemporary novel House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski,
and in relation to works by Jorge Luis Borges and Umberto
Eco.

House of Leaves presents not only labyrinths with

which lts characters interact, but a seemingly material,
textual labyrinth its readers are forced to navigate.

This

thesis argues that what are important about these features
are that they serve to both extend the broader theoretical
concerns of the book, and to (paradoxically) invest the
reader more deeply in "the story" and to greater emotional
effect.
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1. Introduction

Mark Z. Danielewski's House of Leaves wears its status
as a postmodern novel on its sleeve.

It is constructed out

of layers of overlapping narrative, which metacritically
point to competing agents of its own construction.

It

disturbs linear progression by means of unconventional
arrangements of text, both at the micro-level of the page
and the macro-level of its overall structure.

It

intentionally presents a multiplicity of intertextual
voices, some corresponding with actual worlds, some
corresponding with fictional worlds, and some apocryphally
straddling gaps between the two.

It adapts filmic, digital

and other technologic devices to the presumed anachronism
of the printed novel.

It is self-consciously open,

polysemic, and de-centered. Yet, in spite of its
theoretical bricolage, House of Leaves is conventionally
gripping, chilling, and exciting.

It moves in many

familiar and generically predefined ways through its
(admittedly complicated) narrative development.
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In short,

House of Leaves is precisely what a conceptually complex,
even academically oriented work should not be; that is,
entertaining, in the prosaic and popu l ar sense of the term.
In this way the book returns destabilized and paradox-aware
theory to a seemingly more integrated e xist e nce as
storytelling without compromising on the demands required
by either discursive field.

In making this formulation,

I

rely on a re-examination of spatiality in the novel in
terms of its narrative content, as shall be shown.
In her essay on remediation in House of Leaves, N.
Katherine Hayles rhetorically asks whet her, given the
almost limitless range of formal technique s on display in
the book, it can even be called a novel:

In a sense, House of Leaves recuperates the
traditions of the print book - particularly the
novel as a literary form - but the price it pays
is a metamorphosis so profound that it becomes a
new kind of form and artifact.

It is an open

question whether this transformation represents
the rebi r th of the novel or the beginning of the
novel's displacement by a hybrid discourse that
as yet has no name.

(781)
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Indeed inextricable in its self-description as a novel is
an appeal to a particular literary tradition, as well as
the novelty such a conception of development implies.

One

way in which an exploration of spatial construction in
House of Leaves must progress is by means of situating the
work both within and in relation to a body of other works.
This is, however, an overly daunting prospect.

The work

openly acknowledges and invites a vast web of textual
reference.

The book, to some extent, resists closing

itself off from any given referent.

In this investigation

I will limit the intertextual chaos by way of the figure of
the labyrinth, which appears literally and metaphorically
throughout the novel as a spatial construction with a
specifically narrative function.
The labyrinth occurs again and again throughout the
history of literature. Gaetano Cipolla identifies it as a
"universal archetype ... signifying chaos, disorder and
bewildering pathways, it also signifies illumination, order
and symmetry" (11). It is the multiple and seemingly
contradictory meanings which render the labyrinth such - a _
compelling and often used literary figure.

Penelope Reed

Doob, in her book The Idea of the Labyrinth from Classical
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Antiquity through the Middle Ages, points to another

important aspect of literary labyrinth usage. She writes:

The process and meaning of the text may even be
the same: readers can learn what the text has to
teach them only by laboriously tracing all the
implications of the narrative's ambiguous and
confusing path.

Much labyrinthine narrative

constitutes a Bildungsroman for protagonist and
reader alike.

Both text and labyrinth are

obscure in all the right ways, thereby providing
effective learning, the joy of discovery, and
active par t icipation in creating textual meaning.
(220)

The labyrinth is not only represented within the work, but
by the reader's engagement with it as well.

Guy Davenport

writes, "The daedalian artist infolds, he makes a
complicatio.

We beholders are involved in an explicatio;

we unfold to read" (51).

In this way, literary use of the

labyrinth foregrounds the tripart i te rhetorical situation
Aristotle discovered so many years ago.

House of Leaves,

as a labyrinthine text, displays an acute awareness of
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itself as a created object, which, as we shall see,
comprises multiple layers of creation, and must be created
anew in its reception.
With these aspects of the figure of the labyrinth in
mind, I will discuss House of Leaves by relating it to the
works of Jorge Luis Borges and Umberto Eco.

Both of these

authors also return repeatedly to the labyrinth in their
work and, importantly, also blur the lines between the
creative and the critical writer.

I will argue they are

pertinent to Danielewski in several thematic, tropic and
conceptual ways, as well as to each other, forming an
interesting web of intertextual dialogue.
Before moving on to discuss its relation t o Borges and
Eco, I will first examine the formal compositi o n of the
novel. I will show how the formal features are echoed
within the "fictional" spaces of the story.

House of

Leaves presents not only labyrinths with which its
characters interact, but a seemingly material, textual
labyrinth its readers are forced to navigate.
important about these features,

What are

I will argue, are that they

serve to both extend the broader theoretical concerns of
the book, and to (paradoxically) invest the reader more
deeply in "the story" and to greater emotional effect.
9

In

this way House of Leaves embodies what Daniel Punday has
recently called a "post-deconstructive narrative.n

Punday

writes:

This fiction accepts deconstructive principles,
embracing the idea that discourse is always
incomplete, that subjectivity is at least
partially illusory, and so on.

But at the same

time, this fiction obviously wants to go beyond
these deconstructive assumptions to produce a new
kind of writing that does more than merely
restate textual paradoxes.

(50)

House of Leaves, I will show, does much mo r e than restate

textual paradoxes; it involves its readers in the very real
task of storytelling.
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2. Danielewski
We must speak also of labyrinths, the most astoni shing work
of human riches, but not , as one might think, f icti t i ous

1

Summarizing a book such as House of Leaves is no easy
task.

It defies both a cursory run-through of characters

and plot or, for reasons of economy, a detailed outline of
its recesses and vistas. Nevertheless, some balance must be
struck, so that we might begin to reveal some of the
concepts and connections I wish to explore.
In an introduction, the character-as well as one of
the multiple narrative levels and implied authors-Johnny
Truant describes his discovery and reconstruction of the
work that will follow . He is brought to the apartment of a
deceased old man, who had lived in the same complex as his
friend, Lude.

There he finds Zampano's writings:

Translation of Dicamus et labyrinthos, vel portentosissimum humani
inpendii opus, sed non, ut existimari potest , fals um. Appears in
footnote 443, attributed to "Pliny , Natural History , 36.19.84." by Ed .
(HOL 651)
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As I discovered, there were reams and reams of
it.

Endless snarls of words, sometimes twisting

into meaning, sometimes into nothing at all,
frequently breaking apart, always branching off
into other pieces I'd come across later-on old
napkins, the tattered edges of an envelope, once
even on the back of a postage stamp.

(xvii)

These he ends up taking home, proceeding to become consumed
with the project of reconstructing Zampano's manuscript.
The work, which Truant puts together concerns a film called
The Navidson Record, which also, we are informed, does not
exist.

The manuscript is a pseudo-scholarly treatment, but

we are told that many of the sources Zampano cites are
fictitious. And, to add to the curiosity, despite his
writing about a film,

Zampano was blind.

What follows is Truant's reconstruction of The
Navidson Record. To this Truant adds commentarial
footnotes, which, in Pale Fire fashion, weave his story in
with Zampano's manuscript. To these information is added
from another source referred to as the Editors. Each of the
three is identified by typeface: Courier for Truant, Times
for Zampano and Arial for the Editors. As the book proceeds
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the various narrative levels undermine each other in terms
of authorial authenticity. As is evident from the Truant's
charge in the introduction that Zampano writes about a nonexistent film, the reader is asked to question the veracity
of everything that is presented in the work.
The film,

The Navidson Record, is the documentary work

of Pulitzer prize-winning photojournalist Will Navidson,
which records the move he and his partner, Karen Green, and
their two children, Daisy and Chad, make into an old house
in rural Virginia. Upon returning from a trip t o Seattle
the family finds a hallway between the master and
children's bedrooms, which had not been there before.

In

the course of taking measurements Navidson discovers the
impossible fact that the house is bigger on the inside than
on the outside. Soon the spatial anomalies of the house
grow to include "a dark doorless hallway [ ... ] in the west
wall" of the living room (57) . 2

Through explorations by

Navidson and others this hallway reveals a labyr inth of
shifting proportions, including a spiral stairway, which
can expand to depths greater than the diameter of the
earth.

2

The hallway was originally said to be in the north wall of the room,
as Truant points out in footnote 68 (57).
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It is during the explorations by Navidson, and the Mt.
Everest expedition-like undertakings of the team of
Holloway Roberts, Jed Leeder and Wax Hook, that most of the
action takes place, at least at the Zampano narrative
level.

Team leader Holloway Roberts becomes fixated on the

pursuit of the source of a mysterious growling sound,
eventually abandoning the other two men when they refuse to
accompany him on his hunt. In the shifting spaces of the
labyrinth, they eventually reunite the team with dire
consequences. Holloway mistakes the men for the object of
his pursuit and shoots Wax. He then proceeds to hunt them
to attempt to erase his crime. Jed is miraculously able to
summon Navidson's assistance by tapping out an SOS on the
wall, which somehow carries out of the enormous labyrinth
to the house.

In these sections of the novel, despite the

surreal circumstances, the action follows a generically
predefined track; the hero confronts a difficult task,
battles a rival and escapes in the nick of time, all of
which are very familiar tropes in Hollywood storylines.
Indeed film references appear again and again throughout
the work.
Counterbalancing the Hollywood pyrotechnics, however,
are the unconventional aspects of the book's textual
14

design, which accomplish many different objectives in the
course of the book, but always serve to remind the reader
that she is v e ry much in a textual environment.

As already

noted, Danielewski uses multipl e typefaces and interweaving
narratives through footnoting. He also varies the amount of
type on the page, as well as its location and sometimes its
direction.

In a particularly compelling example of

creative design, Chapter Nine, "The Labyrinth," has
footnotes with lists running a c ross various sections of the
page, including a text box with a list of things not found
in the house's labyrinth.

This box features normal type on

one side of the page and the same type running reversed and
right to left on the other side, as if one were looking at
words written on a window from the back. Thus the design of
the chapter not only mimics a labyrinth visually, but also
experientially, as the reader is forced to choose from
competing routes through the text.
The climax of The Nav.idson Record occurs in an
ouroboric scene with Navidson going as far as he can into
the labyrinth; when he can go no further he proceeds to
read House of Leaves, his own story, in the darkness. This
he accomplishes by burning each page as he has finished
reading it in order to illuminate the next.
15

This scene in

turn is followed with a chapter from Johnny Truant, in
which he also comes into contact with the book, complete
with his own introduction and notes, which is in the
possession of a band he hears play in Flagstaff, Arizona.
In these ways Danielewski completes a supreme rupture
between what is inside and outside the text.

In her

vindication of metafiction Linda Hutcheon writes:

As is usually the case in metafiction, what first
appears as allegory, mise en abyme, parody-that
is, as signs of self-conscious literary
introversion-function as the means by which new
extramural connections are forged between art and
life.

Self-reflective fiction, even in its most

overt diegetic form, does not mean the death of
the novel as a mimetic genre, but perhaps rather
its salvation.

(70)

These mises en abyme then are paradoxically "realistic" in
their representation of the relation between the reader and
the read despite the "unreality" of the situations.
The endings of these narrative levels are not,
however, the end of the novel. Following The Navidson
16

Record are appendixes and, also as with Nabokov's Pale
Fire, an index.

The appendixes include an interesting

assortment of bits of writing, quotes, poems from Zampano
and Johnny and photographs of collages.

Perhaps the most

significant in c lusions though, particularly in terms of
narrative levels, are the letters from Johnny Truant's
mother to her son.

These introduce the reader to not only

a new character, Pelafina Lievre, but another authorial
voice within, and yet beyond, the novel's structure.
Mrs. Lievre it seems is a long term psychiatric
patient at The Three Attic Whalestoe Institute.

The

letters span a seven year period, the last of which is a
notice of Pelafina's suicide from the director of the
institute.

The letters reveal a depth of love, paranoia

and guilt transmitted from mother to son.

We see her

vacillate between confident motherly advice and support,
and frustrating realizations of her confinement and
inability to be directly involved in her troubled son's
life.

This section changes our understanding of Johnny as

well by contextualizing some of the psychic torment he has
displayed throughout the novel.
Yet as with so much of this book, things are not as
clearly defined as this.

The epistolary appearance of
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Pelafina creates further ruptures within the already
unstable boundaries between the various levels of the text.
McCaffery and Gregory point out the letter dated January 3,
1988, which features many layers of text laid overtop of
other text,

appears near the end of the "Whalestoe Institute"
section [ ... ] when Pelafina' s paranoia, isolation,
and all-consuming sense of guilt threaten to cast
her into suicide [ ... ] .

The text-its crazed

obsessiveness and repetitious expressions of
self-laceration and guilt brilliantly visualized
by the typographical design it appears in-burns
its way into the reader's imagination.

But [ ... ]

the page is obviously not a facsimLle of the
mother's original letter but is a version that
has been "reprocessed" into the form we see [ ... ] .
( 133)

This is so because of the multiple font sizes and angles of
the type, which would have been beyond the plausible means
of a woman locked up in a mental asylum in 1988.
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This reprocessing or as Hayles calls it, remediation,
is not the only rupturing taking place within the letters.
There is the potentially even more difficult metalepsis of
levels which occurs in the earlier letter of April 5, 1986.
Following a simple code of corresponding the first letter
of each word to form a message, which she describes in a
later letter, she writes, "My dear Zampano who did you
lose?" (615) . 3

Even within the tenuous "reality" of the

novel Pelafina and Zampano should have no knowledge of each
other.

They presumably exist on starkly separate levels of

the layered narratives. Thus from this sample of rupturesand there are others-we can see the recursive
recapitulations of the impossible house Danielewski
deploys, which ruptures our sense of spatiotemporal order.
We also get to experience something like the endless abyss
of the labyrinth, by being forced, as readers, to speculate
on logical solutions to these problems, while infinitely
deferring such coherence.

This discovery is attributable to the readers at
www.houseofleaves.com, although in proper HOL spirit I am unable to
ascertain the definitive first appearance of it on the site.
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A Note on this Edition

The title pages of the book read as follows:

Mark Z. Danielewski's
House of Leaves

by
Zampano
With introduction and notes by
Johnny Truant

Thus without venturing beyond the preliminaries, the
potential reader of this book is confronted with three
names implied to have had a hand in its construction. The
reader need only turn one more page to come across yet
another contributor to the work, who informs her that:

This novel is a work of fiction.

Any references

to real people, events, establishments,
organizations or locales are intended only to
give the fiction a sense of reality anu
authenticity.

Other names, characters and

incidents are either the product of the author's
20

imagination or are used fictitiously, as are
those fictionalized events and incidents which
involve real persons and did not occur or are set
in the future.

-Ed.

This seemingly standard feature of copyright pages might
escape the reader's notice, but these Editors (as the
abbreviation 'Ed.' is referred to only three pages later as
plural) will pop up throughout the text, offering their
clarifications, translations and statements of omission.
Therefore, before the reader has begun to read what would
normally be considered the work itself, she already is
faced with several uncertainties as to the implied
attribution of authorship within the novel.
If we rewind this scene of a potential reader
examining this book-without actually having begun to read
"it"-she would have been informed on the inside flap that
House of Leaves has enjoyed an existence prior to the
incarnation in her hands.

It was, she is informed,

"nothing more than a badly bundled heap of paper, parts of
which would

oc~asionally

su r face on the Internet," that

circulated among a "small but devoted following."
on, she is told that, "The story remains unchanged,
21

Further

focusing on a young family that moves into a small home on
Ash Tree Lane where they discover something terribly wrong:
their house is bigger on the inside than it is o n the
outside."

The only names which appear on this flap are

identified as the homeowners, Will Navidson and Karen
Green.

This information is not attributed to any

particular authorial source, nor, as with the Editors'
appearance on the copyright page, would our reader expect
to find such.

This type of anonymous synopsis is indeed a

ubiquitous feature of the commercial novel. It is only in
retrospect, after encount e ring the oddities of the
accumulated paratext, to use Genette's term 4- leaving aside
the text proper for now-that our reader's curiosity might
be piqued.

So too, if she were to close the cover and

notice that a small gap exists between it and the edge of
the contained leaves; at the risk of stating the obvious,
the inside is bigger than the outside.
All of the hints tha t these features point towards
will be developed further,

if and when our reader chooses

to delve into the text proper. These aspect of the
paratext, however , prolife rate the questions of authority
and self-containment beyond the self-contained narrative of
See Gerard Genette's Paratex t s : Thresholds o f Interpretation.
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the "story," and by implication beyond the covers of the
book. As well, we can consider such extra-codex
relationships as Danielewski's sister, the recording artist
Poe, releasing an album entitled "Haunted" with numerous
lyrical connections to the book, and indeed promoted on the
back cover of House of Leaves as follows:

listen to the house ... "HAUNTED"
The new CD from Poe on Atlantic Records
www.p-o-e.com

This is next to a small round Poe logo, to complete the
corporate synergistic tie-in.

There is also the still

active official online discussion,
<http://www.houseofleaves.com>, which four years after the
release of the book continues to be a place of reaction and
debate, from well-trodden questions asked by newcomers to
the book ("Why is house in blue?" 5 ) , to highly nuanced
analyses of cryptic allusions in Zampano's footnotes.
Danielewski has also separately published Pelafina Lievre's
letters to Johnny Truant as The Whalestoe Letters. The
5

This and several other frequently encountered questions of the
uninitiated frustrate the veterans of the board to no end, as the
neophyte is pointed to extensive threads of old discussions on these
topics.
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volume includes all of the letters from House of Leaves and
adds eleven new ones. Perhaps most interestingly it
includes an introduction from a Walden D. Wyrhta, who
refers to himself as an "Information Specialist" at the
Three Attic Whalestoe Institute, where he developed a
friendship with Pelafina.

The book therefore introduces a

new character and new narrative level, necessarily
connected with, but physically separate from House of
Leaves proper.

All of these, at least conceptually, extend

the concerns of the novel beyond the novel per se.

But

these aspects also, paradoxically, point back at the book
itself from "outside." In this sense, the book seeks to
integrate/ingratiate itself into as much as it can, in
recapitulation of the omnivorous house on Ash Tree Lane.
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3 . Borges
[ ... ]

I

l ook at this dear I World which collapses and goes

out I In a pale indefinite ash I That resembles both the
dream and oblivion. 6

The figure of the labyrinth not only occupies
significant space in House of Leaves , but in a conceptual
sense, it is the labyrinth which connects the disparate
elements of the novel-both internally and externally-as
the reader is forced to navigate various routes through the
narratives and intertexts. This is a paradoxical linking,
however, as the labyrinth misleads as well as leads.
Nonetheless, Danielewski's use of the labyrinth has
numerous literary precedents, many of which are referred to
directly in House of Leaves.

Of particular importance, I

contend, are the labyrinths of Jorge Luis Borges and
Urnberto Eco.

The three authors '

uses of the figure involve

its applications to narrative modes, interpretive demands,
and intertextual associations .
6

"The Gifts."

These three shared concerns

A Personal Anthology (194-195).
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yield numerous confluences in their respective works,
despite their divergences at the level of literary form.
The character "Zampano" in House of Leaves can be read
in multiple intertextual way s .

McCaffery and Gregory make

the case for seeing him as a manifestation of the character
of the same name in Fellini's La Strada.

Danielewski

seems, at least partially, to endorse such a view in the
course of his interview with them. 7

This construction

creates the amusing chiasmic convolution of a "fictional"
character from a "real" film discussing a "non-real" yet,
"nonfictional" film.

In this vein, and suggesting his

layered composition, Zampano also draws from that
"fictional," but no less "real" character described in the
story "Borges and I."
Borges's biography and writing connect with Zampano in
pertinent ways.
shared blindness.

There is, obviously, the two writers
Important for my purposes is the fact

that they are both creators and chroniclers of labyrinths.
As Johnny Truant says of Zampano in the introduction, in
apparent allusion to Borges's "The Garden of Forking

7

In responding to being asked how "Zampan6" is pronounced, Danielewski
says, "Fellini sure as hell would have said Zam-pahn-6" (113).
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Paths," "his mind never ceased branching out into new
territories" (xxii) . 8
In the aforementioned Borges story, the concept of the
novel as labyrinth is developed quite literally.

In it,

Ts'ui Pen is described as having spent thirteen years on
the "oddly assorted tasks" of writing a very intricate
novel and constructing an equally intricate maze (Ficciones
93).

In a similar construction as Johnny's introduction to

Zampano's manuscript, Borges writes, "At his death, his
heirs found only a mess of manuscripts" (96).

What is

discovered, of course, is that "the book and the labyrinth
were one and the same" (96). Instead of a spatial labyrinth
the book represents a temporal one of possible futures
branching out from present choices between alternatives.
The book is revealed as the representation of differing
possible worlds, challenging the notion of a strict
boundary between the so-called "real world" existing prior
to the, at best, palely imitative "fictional worlds" of
literature.
In House of Leaves this type of temporal uncertainty
occurs in many places, particularly in the Johnny Truant

8

So too, the house's loc ation on As h Tr e e Lane suggests a nod to the
Ashgrove Village setting o f "The Garde n of Fo r king Paths."
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narrative level.

Chapter XXI, comprised almost exclusively

of dated entries from Truant, exhibits this form of
temporal maze.

The first entry of the chapter is dated

October 25, 1998 and reads, "Lude's dead" (491).
pages later the entry is marked May 1, 1998.
25, 1998 entry reappears again on page 510.

Eight

The October
This is

followed by a passage on page 512 noted as August 28, 1999,
in turn followed by a final entry on October 31, 1998,
which begins on page 515. Thus the entries complete a
circuit of six days by way of more than a year.

Throughout

the chapter the entries offer differing accounts of how
Johnny spends this time.

The reader's task in sorting out

a sequence for all of this is further complicated by
Truant's admission that he has made up parts of it.

He

writes, "I don't even know where the last month went.

I

had to make something up to fill the disconcerting void.
Had to" (509).

As we come to learn, however, the

reliability of a "real world" outside the narratives in
House of Leaves is beside the point, so it should come as

no surprise to find that the chapter-and Johnny Truant's
commentary on Zampano's manuscript- ends with a story
attributed to a character from the earlier "made up"
section of the journal, about the death of a baby "born
28

with holes in its brain" (518). The baby, following this
logic, is Johnny Truant, the book's prodigal son, narrating
his own nearly simultaneous birth and death, filling in th e
"holes" of the "disconcerting void." The chapter ends with
the sentence, "the child is gone" (521), and indeed i t
marks the last appearance of Truant in the novel apart from
the exhibits and appendixes.

A Substantial Fragment

Borges, Eco, and Danielewski are all linked in their
blurr i ng of the lines between the creative writer and the
crit i c.

One of the methods they employ to breach this gap

is to comment on fictional, apocryphal, and even actually
existing works of others.

Borges writes in the prologue to

part one of Ficciones:

The composition of vast books is a laborious and
impoverishing extravagance.

To go on for five

hundred pages developing an idea whose perfect
oral exposition is possible in a few minutes!
better course of procedure is to pretend that

29

A

these books already exist, and then offer a
resume, a commentary.

(15)

While neither Eco nor Danielewski has any compunction about
going on for over five hundred pages, they do both take up
the cause of commenting on works that exist only as
commentary with great zeal. In Eco's The Name of the Rose
not only is Adso's manuscript recreated out of numerous
translations, but Aristotle's second book of Poetics on
comedy is reconstructed by William of Baskerville without
his having read a word of it.

In House of Leaves, Johnny

Truant reconstructs Zampano's commentary on The Navidson
Record despite acknowledging that "Zampano's entire project

is about a film which doesn't even existH (xix), to say
nothing about the wild variety of Zampano's "sources.H
Embodying the theme of the reconstruction of found
writing, Borges's "Tlbn, Uqbar, Orbis TertiusH begins with
the line, "I owe the discovery of Uqbar to the conjunction
of a mirror and an encyclopedi a H (F.icciones 17). The
subsequent quest for information on the unknown region of
Uqbar turns up only few and seemingly random sources, which
lead to Tlbn.

Borges writes:
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It was two years since I had discovered, in a
volume of a pirated encyclopedia, a brief
description of a false country; now, chance was
showing me something much more valuable,
something to be reckoned with.

Now,

I had in my

hands a substantial fragment of the complete
history of an unknown planet.

(21)

The serendipitous finding of connected books functions as a
metaphor for interpretation and the gaining of knowledge.
This metaphor allows Borges- like Eco and Danielewski after
him-to accomplish two seemingly paradoxical moves.

He is

able to emphasize the productive and creative aspect of
these activities, while simultaneously acknowledging the
unoriginality and necessity of relation inherent in this
process, as well. They are creative in the sense that these
types of discoveries are individually achieved; the subject
is responsible for initiating the search and for making the
connections, while at the same time, the objects of
connection are always produced inter-subjectively, or
intertextually, and are therefore unoriginal.
This formulation also realizes another important
intertextual observation, that knowledge production is
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always provisional and subject to reinterpretation. It is
necessarily a process without end. Borges makes this point
in his descriptions of the literature on Tlon. Not only do
they believe that "all books are the work of one single
writer," but

the books themselves are odd.

Works of fiction

are based on a single plot, which run through
every imaginable permutation.

Works of natural

philosophy invariably include thesis and
antithesis, the strict pro and con of a theory.
A book which does not include its opposite, or
"counter-book," is considered incomplete.

(28-29)

As in "The Garden of Forking Paths , " the book on Tlon is a
labyrinth because it always suggests different
permutations, different possibilities.

Every Man Should Be Capabl e of All

I deas

In Borges, the possibilities offered by writing are
not the exclusive domain of the text itself; the context of
production and reception must be factored as well.
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He

explores these considerations in the story, "Pierre Menard,
Author of Don Quixote.u

In it, Menard devotes himself to

the task of rewriting, word for word, Cervantes's work.
The narrator who discusses Menard's work evaluates it as
"more subtle than that of Cervantesu (Ficciones 51). "The
text of Cervantes and that of Menard are verbally
identical, but the second is almost infinitely richer.
(More ambiguous, his detractors will say; but ambiguity is
a richness)u (52).

The imitation, ironi c ally, supersedes

the quality o f the original, by the fact of the sociohistorical context of its creati o n and re c eption.

So too,

Borges aligns the author and the reader as equally creative
entities--and as we have seen, necessarily unoriginal, as
well.
Verbally identical passages from Menard and Cervantes
make appearances in House of Leaves in the chapter on
echoes, as ostensibly "realu sources in Zampan6's
footnotes. This in turn provokes the frustration of Johnny
Truant as he attempts to discern a difference between the
two ("How the fuck do you write about 'exquisite variation'
when both passages are exactly the same?u [42]). The quotes
themselves are not credited to Borges, leading to the same
questions of authorship that are at the heart of Borges's
33

story. Are these sentences then the work of Cervantes,
Menard, Borges, Zampano, Truant, Danielewski, or perhaps
the reader?

The attempt to answer this question as it is

developed in writers such Borges and Danielewski, like the
labyrinth,

keeps branching out in new directions.

Their

works necessarily create more questions than they answer.
But what would seem to be important is the requirement to
participate in the creative j o urney; to enter the
labyrinth.

We.ying a Rope Out of Sand

The theme of the artist as demiurge is explored in
Borges's story "The Circular Ruins."

An unnamed man

travels to the ruins of a temple; there he sets about the
task of dreaming another man in absolute detail.

Borges

writes:

Within a year he had come to the skeleton and the
eyelids.

The innumerable hair was perhaps the

most difficult task .

He dreamed an entire man-a

young man, but who did not sit up or talk, who
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was unable to open his eyes.
the man dreamt him asleep.

Night after night,

(Ficciones 60)

Eventually he is visited by the fire god to whom the temple
is dedicated. The god instructs th e man so that he might
animate his creation, but adds the caveat that only he and
the dreamer will know the artificial nature of the golem.
The man then learns that his creation is able to withstand
fire without being burned.

The story ends with fire

consuming the temple and the dreamer dis covering that he
too is untouched by the flames.

The tal e concludes with

the dreamer's realization, "With relief, with humiliation,
with terror, he understood that he also was an illusion,
that someone was dreaming him" (63).
In making a connection between the story and its
implications for understanding the roles of writers and
readers, Jorge Hernandez Martin writes,

The wizard master of fiction, whose command of
interpretation has allowed him to conceive of a
mediating entity between himself and the text, is
thus revealed to be dependent on his creation, to
have been anticipated by another interpreter as
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one more interpretation in a chain of creations,
built from the past and undying in subsequent
interpretations.

( 71)

Thus the authority of any one point on the rhetorical
triangle of reader, writer, and text is undermined in favor
of a Gadamerian dynamic hermeneutic circle, which
paradoxically unites all three, while at the same time
necessitating their separate respective functions.

The

chain of interpretation is never able to settle on a stable
locus of origination.
In her analysis of House of Leaves, N. Katherine
Hayles adds a notion of shifting media to a similarly
Borgesian inseparability of creator and creation; this
process she describes as "remediation," following Richard
Grusin's and Jay Bolter's use of the term. She defines the
concept as "the re-presentation of material that has
already been represented in another medium" (781). We can
note that the remediations which constitute House of Leaves
invariably upset an unexamined primacy of creator over
created. In this sense Navidson creates Zampano; Zampano
creates Johnny; and Johnny creates Pelafina.

The

arrangement between creator/created is never complete,
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never stable, but is a regressus in infinitum.

Yet what

prevents a complete reduction into the absurd is the
narrative function, the arrangement of actors and actions,
even if this arrangement is always hopelessly provisional.
The narrative form posits a spatiotemporal arrangement and
subjective point of origin, which suspends the process long
enough to maintain their coherence.

Superfluous Symmetries

Many of the familiar Borgesian themes discussed thus
far occur in "Death and the Compass."

In the story the

detective, Lonnrot, a t tempts to solve the mystery of a
series of murders.

The first,

that of the rabbi

Yarmolinsky, produces the clue of a piece of paper in the
rabbi's typewriter, on which has been written, "The first

letter of the Name has been spoken" (Ficciones 131).
Lonnrot proceeds to study Yarmolinsky's books, looking for
insight into the murder through the Cabala.

In this way

Lonnrot imputes an order on the crime, a correspondence
with the Tetragrammaton , the four letters which spell the
name of God.

Indeed, two more murders, each a month apart

and occurring in locations which form an equilateral
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triangle, confirm that more letters of the Name have been
spoken.

From this information, Lonnrot is able to predict

the time and location of the final murder, which will
complete the Tetragrammaton.

He therefore travels to the

site where he has determined the murder will occur. There
he finds his nemesis Red Scharlach, who has orchestrated
the events in order to draw Lonnrot to this place and his
ultimate demise.
Instead of the details of the mystery being
indifferent objects with which the detective is able to
causally reconstruct the facts,

the act of searching for

connections imposes a subjective order on reality, and thus
has a vital hand in its construction. Early in the story
Lonnrot rejects the speculation of Commissioner Treviranus
that the first murder was committed during an attempted
robbery of sapphires:

'It's possible, but not interesting,' Lonnrot
answered.

'You will reply that reality hasn't the

slightest need to be of interest.

And I'll

answer you that reality may avoid the obligation
to be interesting, but hypotheses may not.
the hypothesis you have postulated, chance
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In

intervenes largely.

Here lies a dead rabbi; I

should prefer a purely rabbinical explanation;
not the imaginary mischances of an imaginary
robber.'

( 130)

Here the distinction between reality and our apprehension
of it, as represented by hypothesis, yields the narrative,
even aesthetic, considerations entangling the two.

In one

of Borges's more well known statements he says that he
tends "to evaluate religious or philosophical ideas on the
basis of their aesthetic worth"

(Other Investigations 189).

To some extent this is disingenuous: for Borges, as well as
Eco and Danielewski, the distinction between the
philosophical and the aesthetic is ultimately a false one.
So too, for these three, this fact does not delegitimate
either of these concerns-quite the contrary-it is the
aesthetic appeal of narrative ordering which frames the
questioning of an imposed order.

This dual and seemingly

contradictory impulse finds coherent representation in the
figure of the labyrinth. As William of Baskerville says of
the labyrinth in The Name of the Rose, it is "the maximum
of confusion achieved with the maximum of order"-and so it
is to the labyrinths of Eco we now turn (256).
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4. Eco

Chaosmos

The historical tension between a medieval sense of
order and a postmodern sense of chaos was not a new concern
for Umberto Eco when he wr ote The Name of the Rose.

He had

traced just such a conflict in his first major critical
statement,

The Open Work, in sections on the development of

Joyce's writing. This he had originally published in 1962.
The sections on Joyce were later revised and published in a
separate volume as The Aesthetics of Chaosmos: The Middle
Ages of James Joyce.

Joyce's neologism from Finnegan's

Wake combines the words "chaos" and "cosmos," and recalls
the crossed purposes of "chiasmus."

Eco argues that in

Joyce there is "the radical opposition between the medieval
man, nostalgic for an ordered world of clear signs and the
modern man, seeking a new habitat but unable to find the
lost rules and thus burning continually in the nostalgia of
a lost infancy" (3).

Michael Caesar points out the
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confluence of this critical assessment with Eco's own
creative work:

The sequence of cultural crises mapped around the
collapse of medieval 'order', the constant
dialectic of order and adventure, is mirrored
intriguingly in Eco's own novels, where the theme
of the disintegration and reconfiguration of
Western thought between the high Middle Ages and
the emergence of the 'new' science is a
structuring principle.

Here indeed is one of the

strengths of the essentially cultural-historical
basis of Eco's interpretation of Joyce: it
provides a narrative, in which each cultural
moment comes before or after, providing a link
with its neighbors in time.

(21-22)

In both The Name of the Rose, as we have already begun to
glimpse, and Foucault's Pendulum, the other novel I will
discuss, order and chaos are very much at the heart of the
matter.

In addition, Eco, the critic, is compelled to

branch out beyond only this role to explore "chaosmos"
through the narrative structure of the novel.
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In a sense,

these forays into the creative allow him to put into
practice what he had long been preaching.

To put a

Borgesian spin on this, Eco simply acts out the dictum:
"The fact is that each writer creates his precursors"

(Other 108).

On the Use of Mirrors i n the Game of Chess

As was brought up in the discussion of the three
authors' use of the theme of found and reconstructed
writing,

The Name of the Rose is an example of such a work.

The narrative levels are multiplied beyond that of Adso's
manuscript by the addition of an introduction from an
unnamed character. 9

In this introduction the text to follow

is described as an "Italian version of a seventeenthcentury Latin edition of a work written in Latin by a
German monk toward the end of the fourteenth century" (xvi.. )

XV .~l

•

10

Martin speculates on the implications of this

preliminary feature:

9

The gender of this narrator and that of his o r her "beloved" are even
left purposefully ambiguou s , both in the English translation and
Italian original. My thanks to Professor Tamburri for confirming this
fact.
10
Because of my own linguistic deficiencies, we must add English
translation of the Italian version to this li s t of layers, but of
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In the preface, the author masks his real
intentions, perhaps unaware of what these intents
will be revealed to be by his novel's many smart
readers.

Masked as well by the preface is who

the adequate reader of the novel will be- is it a
medievalist who has command of Latin? Is it a
novel for critics interested in semiotics and
intertextuality? Is it the detective story
reader? (150)

The work is therefore an open one, in Eco's terms, allowing
and inviting a broad range of approaches.

We see this as

well in House of Leaves, where the similarly high-concept
theoretical and experimental aspects are combined with
stock thriller and horror tropes.

In one sense these books

fall in with what Frederic Jameson calls postmodernism's
"erosion of the older distinction between high culture and
so-called mass or popular culture" (1961). They also
facilitate a more familiar visceral response on the part of
the reader, which contrasts with the unfamiliarity and

course this i s on the actual rather than i mpli e d l e vel. See above
footnote.
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uncertainty of their conceptual concerns.

This fact makes

these works different from other more "traditional"
theoretical and experimental texts, where the experience of
the reader is more relentlessly unfamiliar.

The

vacillation between the familiar and the unaccountable, in
a sense, adds another ghostly layer existing on the
periphery.
The specter that is Borges haunts The Name of the
Rose, almost literally.

As with Zampan6 in House of

Leaves, Borges is recast as a character in The Name of the
Rose, Jorge of Burgos, the blind protector and destroyer of

the library, and nemesis to sleuth-monk William of
Baskerville.

In many ways the novel parallels Borges's

stories, particularly "Death and the Compass," which we
have looked at, and "The Library of Babel," which we have
not.
"The Library of Babel" imagines an infinite library,
containing all books: a universe.
defies cataloging.

This library, then,

The scope of the contained knowledge-as

infinite-precludes definitive answers: another possibility
always exists in yet another book. Borges's reconciliation
of the infinite and the identifiable is offered at the end
of the story:
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I dare insinuate the following solution to this
ancient problem: The Library is limitless and
periodic.

If an eternal voyager were to traverse

it in any direction, he would find, after many
centuries, that the same volumes are repeated in
the same disorder (which, repeated, would
constitute an order: Order itself).
rejoices in this e l egant hope.

My solitude

(Ficciones 87-88)

Again we are brought int o confrontation with this essential
problem of order and chaos; again the solution requires the
services of the nar r ative form.

If one assigns narrative

framing a fundamental role in human consciousness, then our
forays beyond the limits of the conceivable are able to be,
at least, gestured towards by the simultaneous necessity
and stricture of a spatiotemporal-subject.

Even if it is

not taken as fundamental, narrative's appeal in these
matters is ample. The paradox is maintained because of the
provisional, therefore not wholly satisfactory, resolution.
The tension this limited resolution maintains could be said
to mimic the anxiety of the individual in facing the
concept of the infinite.
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Eco uses Borges's infinite library as the scene of
just such a crisis, yet brings it down to a human scale.
In fact he provides a detailed diagram of the library's
design.

He is able to accomplish this by recasting the

Borgesian library as an actual labyrinth.

The design

replicates the universe in its being mapped onto the known
world of the Middle Ages.

Each room is identified by a

letter, which in turn make up the names of the regions on a
medieval map of the world.

The disparity between this

incomplete map and our later knowledge of geography helps
to drive home the provisional nature of the conceptual
totality.

Unlike the labyrinth in House of Leaves, this

labyrinth relies on a necessary correspondence between
inside and outside.

As William tells Adso when he is able

to solve the interior of the labyrinth from its exterior,
"Thus God knows the world, because he conceived it in His
mind, as if from the outside, before it was created, and we
do not know its rule, because we live inside it, having
found it already madeH (258).

Yet even this limited

knowledge proves incomplete when the pattern is
inconsistent, as is the case with the hidden room, the
finis Africae, the Dark Continent-here be monsters, indeed.

46

When the finis Africae is finally penetrated by
William and Adso, and the mystery of the murders is
ostensibly solved, the resolution is somewhat less than
complete.

In parallel with Red Scharlach anticipating

Ldnnrot's connection of the murders with the Cabala in
"Death and the Compass," Jorge of Burgos orchestrates the
circumstances of the deaths in the monastery to encourage
William's linking of them to the opening of the seals in
the Book of Revelation.

The human hand of Jorge and

William's search for a pattern conjoin to undermine the
Grand Design in favor of only local, limited truths.
William reproaches himself, "I behaved stubbornly, pursuing
a semblance of order, when I should have known we ll that
there is no order in the universe" (599).

The ultimate

conflagration of the library, however, does approximate the
fulfillment of the prophecy of apocalypse.
The irony that Eco creates in this scene is not simply
a stylistic choice, but serves a philosophic purpose as
well. This we can trace through the mise en abyme of the
reconstructed manuscript at the center of this
reconstructed manuscript: Aristotle's lost work on comedy.
It is important that this lost work, at least in the
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context of the novel, provides a vindication for the value
of the comedic.

As William reconstructs it:

Here Aristotle sees the tendency to laughter as a
force for good, which can also have instructive
value: through witty riddles and unexpected
metaphors, though it tells us things differently
from the way they are, as though it were lying,
it actually obliges us to examine them more
closely, and it makes us say: Ah, this is just
how things are, and I didn't know it.

(574)

In the present context, then, the absurdity of the
endlessly bifurcating labyrinth serves a heuristic
function: to point to limitation of order through this
extreme of ordering.
In the case of House of Leaves, the parody of
scholarly writing demonstrated in Zampano's manuscript can
be thought of similarly. The proliferation of competing
sources on The Navidson Record reaches a preposterous
critical mass.

Take, for instance, the following passage

from Zampano, which comes after Navidson returns to the
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house even though it has claimed three lives, including
that of his own brother:

A great deal of speculation has gone into
determining the exact reason why Navidson chose
to reenter the house.

It is a question The

Navidson Record never deals with specifically and
which after several years of intense debate has
produced no simple answer. Currently there are
three schools of thought:
I. the Kellog-Antwerk Claim
II. The Bister-Frieden-Josephson Criteria
III. The Haven-Slocum Theory
Though it would be impossible here to address all
their respective nuances, at the very least some
consideration needs to be given to their views.
(385)
It might be tempting to conclude from examples such as this
that Danielewski is only derisively ridiculing a scholarly
propensity towards obsessive interpretation, yet such a
view fails to account for the fact that House of Leaves
self-consciously consists entirely of re-interpretations in
a multiplicity of forms. In short, Danielewski is making a
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case for the essentiality of precisely this activity. At
the same time, he is acknowledging the rather limited
potential for such a re-interpretation to arrive at
definitive solutions.

If we think back to the example of

Pierre Menard's Don Quixote, it is no coincidence that
Borges, and Danielewski, choose Cervantes's novel.

There

is something of the quixotic absurd in all of these
authors' works, yet a great sympathy for, even insistence
on, the hopeless quest.

In Eco's novel following The Name

of the Rose the problems surrounding this issue are dealt

with even more explicitly, as we shall see.

Tout se Tient

Foucault's Pendulum dislodges the hermetic finis
Africae from the fortress-labyrinth of the Aedificium and

hides its ambivalent treasures in an even more diabolical
labyrinth; one, following Borges, following Pascal, whose
center is everywhere and circumference nowhere. 11

The three

protagonists of the novel devise a plan for generating
connections between bits of hermetic knowledge.
11

"Pascal ' s Sphere. " Other Inquisitions (6-9).
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They work

for a publisher, which supports its legitimate publications
with a profiteering branch specializing in pseudoscholarship on the mystical and occult.

Their plan

ridicules the tendency of the authors they work with in the
latter context to make too-easy connections between things,
if those connections fit whatever it is they hope to find.
Yet the intended comedy of their plan has tragic
consequences, as the line between their fictit i ous
connections and real-world correspondence blurs.

As

Casaubon realizes too late, "if you invent a plan and
others carry it out, it's as if the Plan exists.

At that

point it does exist" (513).
Unlike The Name of the Rose, where the generic
detective form of the novel is counterpoised with the
complexity of its critical speculation, in Foucault's
Pendulum this dual function is thematically developed by

the opposing groups of characters.

The three editors who

hatch the plan, Belbo, Diotallevi, and Casaubon, are
representative of a critical, skeptical stance toward
interpretative finality. Opposed to them are the hermetic
authors, who invite chains of associative linkages, yet
ultimately see these as having anchorage outside of
semiotic proliferation.

Within this construction, however,
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Eco upsets the distinctions, as the critics take on the
creative role of enacting the plan, and the authors
respond, as readers, to this creative impetus in ways
unintended by the editor-creators.
Michael Caesar questions Eco on his positing of two
distinct types of readers, at least in his critical work:

Finally, one might object to the implication that
Eco's reader appears to be either 'naive' or
'critical', or first one and then the other,
while most readers are probably both in some
degree at any one time, and that is, not only
'naive' as well as 'critical', but also
'critical' as well as 'naive'.

(156)

In the fictive example of Foucault's Pendulum, though, the
characters do simultaneously exhibit both stances. Belbo
and company are critically incredulous of the SFAs, or Self
Financed Authors, whom they exploit, while at the same time
hopelessly naive in their own confidence to make more fixed
distinctions.

The Diabolicals-as they "come to call the

SFAs with occult interests" (225)-on the other hand,
display naive willingness to hold fast to the most
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improbable causality, yet are engaged in enthusiastic
probing beyond the surface of appearance. Ultimately the
exploitation is reversed, as the three main characters are
brought to an end by their failure to contain the Plan they
set in motion, and are finally out-maneuvered by the
Diabolicals.
These two extreme positions are opposed by Eco to
arrive, as we have seen with the labyrinth, at a position
between them. The three main characters approach
interpretation as divorce d from real world concern, while
the Diabolicals reify se c ret correspondences. As Helen
Bennett says of him,

Throughout his career, Umberto Eco has been
navigating the middle ground with respect to the
semiotic process-the ground between openness and
univocality of meaning, between closure and
unlimited semiotic drift, between the idea of a
fixed text and the idea that there is nothing
about the text that is fixed.

(81)

Eco's response to both sides of this divide is itself dual.
On one hand, he posits comedy as hedge against the over53

estimation of our beliefs, as we saw in the last section.
On the other, even this laughter is shown to be of the
nervous variety, as a certain terror seeps in to fill the
void it creates.

What begins as a joke for the

protagonists of Foucault's Pendulum, leads to a horrific
labyrinth, from which they are unable to escape.
We can observe this ambivalence between the ludic
and horrific in the different conceptions of the labyrinth.
In his Postscript to The Name of the Rose, Eco identifies
three types of labyrinths: the classical, the mannerist,
and the net or rhizome.

Eco focuses on the spatial

arrangements of the three types.

The classical "does not

allow anyone to get lost," instead it relies on the fact
that it houses a monster.
it

Eco writes, "Terror is born, if

is born, from the fact that you do not know where you

will arrive or what the Minotaur will do."

The mannerist

maze, by contrast, if unraveled reveals "a kind of tree, a
structure with roots ....This labyrinth is a model of the
trial-and-error process."

The botanical terms are

important as this is most often seen in the garden maze, an
adult playground.

Lastly, "the rhizome is so constructed

that every path can be connected with every other one.
has no center, no periphery, no exit, because it is
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It

potentially infinite" (57).

Implicit in Eco's categories

is a dialectic that opposes the respective horrific and
playful aspects of the first two types, finding synthesis
in the rhizome. In the rhizome one can both be lost, yet
still travel in any direction one chooses.
We see Eco conjoining these dual ideas in Foucault's
Pendulum. Casaubon laments his situation as he hides in the
museum towards the beginning of the novel: "I had to leave,
get away; this was madness. I was falling into the same
trap, the same game that had driven Jacopo Belbo out of his
mind, I, the doubter ... "

( 10, italics added) .

This labyrinth

does not trap its victims by cul-de-sac or blind passage,
but by the infinite free play it permits.

The search then

becomes one for "the Only Fixed Point in the universe,
eternally unmoving" (4).

In the Postscript, Eco makes the

case for what he feels to be a more successful response,
which he locates in the postmodern, to this situation: "it
is possible not to understand the game and yet to take it
seriously.
irony" (68).

Which is, after all, the quality (the risk) of
Yet, even Eco's use of the term postmodern is

ironic, for he includes Rabelais, Sterne, Joyce, and Borges
among its members.
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Danielewski also brings together irony and the ludic
with the horrific.

House of Leaves is, of course, a

haunted house story. 12

Yet like the failure to contain its

own inside, the horror of the house seeps beyond the
narrative level it inhabi t s. Th e sub s tan c e of this horrific
metalepsis, however, remains an open question. In her
dissertation on narrative in video games, Julia Witwer
devotes her final chapter to House of Leaves, arguing that
it delivers on more of the promises made by these more
technologically advanced media.

She describes the

terrifying effect House of Leaves has on the reader this
way:

The abyss the reader discovers is not the
intellectual abyss of endless signification but
an absence infinitely more disruptive and
purposeful, a "creature darkness" that lives, of
necessity, on the fringes of signification, and
that informs and weights that signification in
powerful ways.

The circling narratives fail, one

after the other, to contain this darkness.

Far

12
A large chain of book stores e ve n s tock s Hous e o f Leaves within its
Horror section.
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from being deferred by writing's endless detour,
it is delivered, an unlooked-for gift, by the
discourse itself, by its increasingly intimate
approach.

(187-188)

While I would add the revision that it is not only the
intellectual abyss of endless signification that the reader
finds in House of Leaves, I do share her conclusions.

To

overlook the intellectual aspects of this construction
seems to me to rob the book of much of its power.

I would

argue that what makes Danielewski's work successful is the
way he handles both the visceral and conceptual to combined
effect. It is in a sense what separates him from a whole
host of writers working in the horror genre, who are able
to tap their readers fear, but do not make them rigorously
examine the content of that fear.

The reader position is

as much a construction of the remediated narratives as any
of the characters.

This, though, is not only an abstract

concept, but an actual experience of reading this work.
Witwer ultimately finds House CJf Leaves to be "a model for
a deeper kind of interactivity" than the purported
interactivity of new media, in this case video games (236).
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This linkage with interactivity and video games reveals the
ludic to be intimately connected with our fear.
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5. Conclusion

Brian McHale identifies the crucial difference between
modernist and postmodernist fiction as a change from
epistemological concerns to ontological ones. He writes:

The dead-end of epistemology in solipsism can be
transcended , but only by shifting from a
modernist poetics of epistemology to a
postmodernist poetics of ontology , from Oedipa's
[heroine of Thomas Pynchon ' s The Crying of Lot
49]

anguished cry ,

' Shall I project a world?,' to

the unconstrained projections of worlds in the
plural.

(25)

This multiplicity of projected worlds will occur in
Pynchon ' s next novel , Gravity ' s Rainbow.

Thus, the

separation between modernist and postmodernist poetics is a
gradual change in emphasis , rather than a stark dividing
line.

In the context of the writers in this study , we see
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this blurred terrain in the nostalgia for an ordered sense
of the world, even while the stability of such a world is
rendered impossible.

While in postmodernism the "older

bourgeois individual subject no longer exists" (Jameson
1964), in this sense, the epistemological subject remains
as a Derridean trace in the remediated worlds they create.
After mapping out many of the ways this shift towards
issues of ontology can be identified in contemporary
fiction, McHale comes to this conclusion:

So perhaps this reputedly nonserious and
irresponsible form of writing turns out to be
"about" something after all, and something
supremely serious, at that.

Postmodernist

writing models or simulates death; it produces
simulacra of death through confrontations between
worlds, through transgressions of ontological
levels or boundaries, or through vacillation
between different kinds and degrees of
"reality."[ ... ] Postmodernist writing enables us to
experiment with imagining our own deaths, to
rehearse our own deaths.
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(232 italics in McHale)

As in the video game, the reader gets to play at his own
death in House of Leaves.

Yet unlike the video game, at

least some of the trauma, confusion, and perhaps, humor are
preserved in this experience.

As Johnny Truant describes

in his recollection of the attempted infanticide Pelafina
commits on him:

The burden of life seemed too much for her to
bear and therefore, in her mind, an impossible
and even horrible burden to impose on a child,
especially her own.

Based on these wild

ratiocinations, she gathered me up in her arms
and tried to choke me. It was probably a very
brief attempt.

Maybe even comic.

(380)

It seems our travels through the rhizomatous labyrinth
have taken us from the narrative implications of the figure
to its intertextual, rhetorical, hermeneutic, and now,
psychological aspects as well.

In his readings on the

labyrinth as archetype, Gaetano Cipolla describes Theseus's
fight with the Minotaur as follows:
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In this light, Theseus, the Patriarchal hero of
Athens, and the Minotaur, the symbol of
Matriar c hy, are engaged in a life or death
struggle that pits against one another two
opposing and irreconcilable views of man's life
on earth. The battle that wa s waged in the
rneandering and dark corridors of the labyrinth
pitted Patriarchy against Matriarchy, the urge
towards the spiritual against the pull of the
earthbound, man's desire for ego consciousness
against the dark world of the unconscious. The
psychological implications of the struggle are
underscored by the mythi cal brotherhood of the
t wo combatants.

(21)

The respective positions of Theseus and the Minotaur are
reversed in carnivalesque fashion by Danielewski.

In

struck (repressed) text 1 3 from Zampano, recovered by Truant,
a play entitled The Minotaur by Taggert Chiclitz 14 is

13

Along with every instance of "house" appearing in blue, save the last
one (708), struck passages and references to the Minotaur appear in
red. Zampan6 strikes the line , "I am convinced ~4in os ' maze really
serves as a trope for repression" (110).
14
An apparent intcrtcxtual reference to Pynchon's self-intertextual
character Bloody Chiclitz, who appears in The Crying of Lot 49,
Gravity's Rainbow and V.
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described, in which the Minotaur is actually Minos's
deformed son, whom Minos hides away in the labyrinth:

As the play progresses, the King slowly sees past
his son's deformities, eventually discovering an
elegiac spirit, an artistic sentiment and most
important a visionary understanding of the world.
Boon a deep paternal love grows in the King's
heart and he begins to conceive of a way to
reintroduce the Hinotaur back into society. '31
Badly, the stories the King has spread throughout
the world concerning this terrifying beast prove
the seeds of tragedy.
named Theseus arrives

Soon enough, a bruiser
(Chiclitz describes him as

a drunken, virtually retarded,

frat boy)---wfie

without a second thought hacks the Hinotaur into
little pieces.

( 111)

This scene is then further remediated through Truant's
description of a dream,

in which he is the Minotaur and

Theseus in the form of a "frat boy, swaying back and forth
before me like an idiot, raises his ax even higher above
his head" (404).

As Truant recounts the graphic details of
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his death in this dream, a new possibility emerges: "Except
before he achieves any of this,

I realize that now, for

some reason, for the first time,

I have a c hoice: I don't

have to die, I can kill him insteadu (405).

To a

significant extent, notwithstanding the convoluted and
complicated presentation, House of Leaves reveals itself to
be a narrative on the very primal; a story of life and
death.
In the above passages many of the various implications
of the labyrinth are present.

Truant emerges as the

offspring of Zampano, yet his creator as well.

These

scenes are played out as sites of interweaving comedy and
horror.

They bifurcate time and allow revised response.

They foreground their textuality through the use of
strikethroughs and colored type.

They are constructed out

of intertextual association stretching far back to the
realm of myth and archetype.

In them, we are witness to

the vacillation between repression and revelation.

They

obscure the line separating the critic commenting on the
work, from the artist creating it.

They depend on

narrative construction to frame the flux they present.
Ultimately, they occur in the space of the labyrinth,
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finding in this figure both a material and conceptual
representation.
So too, as we have seen, the readers of these works
must be as Theseus and travel through their textual
labyrinths.

Yet as difficult and multi-directional as are

the demands these works make on their readers, the
labyrinth also serves as a heuristic narrative model.

The

figure, thus, rhetorically tangles and guides those that
would enter it.

The resolution of this paradoxical

situation is that both functions, necessarily, deepen the
involvement of the reader.

In fact,

the depth of this

involvement depends on some amount of balance between these
opposing forces.

David Foster Wallace, another

labyrinthine contemporary writer, puts the artist's dual
concern this way:

The project that's worth trying is to do stuff
that has some of the richness and challenge and
emotional and intellectual difficulty of avantgarde literary stuff, stuff that makes the reader
confront things rather than ignore them, but to
do that in such a way that it's also pleasurable
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to read. The reader feels like someone is talking
to him rather than striking a number of poses.

Borges, Eco and Danielewski are each writers adept at
navigating a path of artistic rigor and readerly pleasure.
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