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This thesis explores the relationship between three American postmodernist texts: Thomas 

Pynchon’s The Crying of Lot 49, Don DeLillo’s White Noise, and Mark Danielewski’s House of 

Leaves. Using the theories of Ferdinand de Saussure and Brian McHale, I argue that each of 

these novels offers a different manifestation of the struggle to find “the real”, which can be 

understood as objective truth, meaning, or an existence external to physical reality. Furthermore, 

these novels progressively reflect an increasing concern with media and its ability to create, 

define, and manipulate diegetic relationships. I argue that these three works are milestones in a 

trend that demonstrates how ingrained in the American cultural consciousness their type of 

ontological complexity has become. 
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Introduction: When was Postmodernism? 

While academia seems to have reached a point at which theorists can definitively 

say that Postmodernism as a literary movement has happened, debate still exists as to 

how or when such a thing can or will end. In a 2001 article framing the rise and 

suggested fall of the movement as a historical narrative, Robert Murray Davis concludes, 

“Literary Postmodernism, at least as a visible force, at least in the U.S., is over. The 

writers are dead or professors emeriti, or soon will be” (Davis 298). Similarly, as early as 

1987 De Villo Sloan both lambasts Postmodern fiction and declares its fall, writing, “The 

decline of the postmodern novel can be traced through an increasing self reflection 

without the benefit of useful subject material…a discourse of impotence that does 

nothing but comment on itself” (Sloan 37).  

Important here is that these critics recognize a distinct literary movement where 

others have questioned its existence to begin with; Elizabeth Flynn in particular notes that 

“some versions of postmodernism are simply extensions of modernism or antimodernism 

while others seem to be radical departures from them” (Flynn 543), while Jean-François 

Lyotard writes that the postmodern is “that which, in the modern, puts forward the 

unpresentable in presentation itself” (cited in Flynn, 544). While the divisions between 

the two are not always clearly defined, theorist Brian McHale supposes a significant split 

in the world of fiction which will be explained shortly. The critics I have cited are 

centrally concerned with literary Postmodernism’s pervasiveness and longevity; they 

claim that authors once did but now no longer write postmodern novels and that 

postmodernity has analyzed itself into oblivion where it belongs. Where these writers’ 

analyses fall short, I argue, is in their limited definitions of postmodern literature— 
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whether they focus purely on explicitly experimental elements that permeate postmodern 

writing, or on the tendency of such literature to address its own theorization. Indeed, 

these elements are typically indicative of postmodern writing. But simply because radical 

experimentation of a work such as Italo Calvino’s If On a Winter’s Night a Traveler 

(1979) has faded in popularity does not mean Postmodernism is over. These critics’ 

conclusions asserting the end of Postmodernism stem either from the cessation of 

particular forms (specifically, works in which a large postmodern subversion is central to 

and dominates to the text, such as Martin Amis’s Time’s Arrow (1991) or the 

aforementioned Calvino) or a belief that Postmodernism has been demonstrated to be 

useless or merely self-indulgent. The shortcoming of each of these cases is plain: these 

theorists fail to demonstrate that literature as a whole has abandoned postmodern ways of 

thinking and by extension, they fail to define literary Postmodernism adequately in the 

first place. What exactly is meant by a claim that an era with such wide and diverse 

embodiments has ended? In direct contradiction to their arguments, critics who attempt to 

demonstrate that end neglect the wealth of current and popular literature that either 

employs postmodern literary techniques, interrogates issues in a postmodern fashion, or 

both. Those two criteria cover a vast expanse of formal elements, narrative structures, and 

metaphysical issues that have become more engrained in the American literary tradition 

than some might be willing to accept.  

The most useful next step would be to act where they have failed and establish a 

working understanding of postmodernist literature or literary elements, clarifying these 

ways of thinking in both the literary field and society at large. In his now canonical 

Postmodernist Fiction, Brian McHale presents a simple yet astonishingly useful 
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conceptualization of postmodern fiction. He writes that in contrast to modernism’s 

“epistemological dominant,”  

the dominant of postmodernist fiction is ontological. That is, 

postmodernist fiction deploys strategies which engage and foreground 

questions like … “Which world is this?” What is to be done in it? Which 

of my selves is to do it? Other typical postmodernist questions bear either 

on the ontology of the literary text itself or on the ontology of the world 

which it projects. (McHale 10) 

 McHale contrasts this to his proposition concerning modernist fiction, established 

just prior in his text. This preceding analysis states, “The dominant of modernist fiction is 

epistemological. That is, modernist fiction deploys strategies which engage and 

foreground questions such as … “What is there to be known?; Who knows it?; How do 

they know it, and with what degree of certainty?”” (McHale 9). The contrast McHale 

establishes is subtle when manifested in literary works but nevertheless crucial to 

understanding the differences in the types of questions asked by predominantly 

postmodernist texts as opposed to modernist ones. McHale limits his thesis to its 

applicability in fictional writings; however the ability of a text to present multiple internal 

realities in tension but also to point outside of itself is by no means restricted to fictional 

works; such a postmodern approach to reality and knowledge is prevalent across all types 

and genres of literature, and in fact all media. McHale limits his analysis to fiction, as 

that category is his intended scope, but the myriad manifestations of ontology as a 

focusing principle stretch far beyond the realms he suggests. 
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 Throughout the three literary texts this thesis discusses (Thomas Pynchon’s The 

Crying of Lot 49 (1966), Don DeLillo’s White Noise (1985), and Mark Danielewski’s 

House of Leaves (2000), subjects experience anxiety as a result of or in combination with 

the different ways in which reality is mediated. Each instance of this anxiety is informed 

by and contributes to the auxiliary concerns of the book, creating distinct situations which 

all reflect the same core tension. Essentially, each of these works engages the postmodern 

ontological dominant by demonstrating the existence of an impassable gap between the 

characters and the knowledge of their world. 

Characters in these books are unable to find some truth due to some fundamental 

disconnection between their sensory perception and reality itself. In The Crying of Lot 49, 

Oedipa Maas (as well as several other characters) is in a constant state of paranoia and 

even fear. Oedipa attempts throughout the novel to uncover the “truth” of a supposed 

conspiracy involving an alternative postal system, Tristero, and understand what is going 

on in her world, but this becomes a near impossible task wrought with ambiguity. In a 

parody of the traditional detective narrative, Oedipa is unable to compile truth from the 

multiple signifying clues which should lead her to it. As seen in the latter two works as 

well, Oedipa questions her own thought and even sanity as a result of this radical 

subversion of logic. Additionally, Lot 49 appropriately foregrounds a particular type of 

mediation: one that is not as concerned with visual media as White Noise or with 

ontological hierarchy like House of Leaves. 

DeLillo’s White Noise, by contrast, presents a media-saturated world in which no 

thought is free of influence from the now Godlike TV. As a result, it acts as an arbiter of 

the real, bombarding the middle-class Gladney family with images and words designed to 
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influence, even construct, their understandings of their own lives. The family lives 

through a variety of disturbingly twenty-first century situations, such as a poisonous 

chemical spill and pharmacological abuse, while they are increasingly influenced by what 

can only be termed a culture of postmodernity. Like Oedipa, Jack and his wife Babette 

also come to experience overwhelming fear and anxiety, in this case of death. For Jack, 

this fear begins or is heightened by mediated representations of his own body and health 

following his possible exposure to dangerous chemicals. The central concern ultimately 

becomes one of self as media-driven constructs combine with issues of mind-body 

dualism, and leave characters in the novel questioning their access to a real and true self. 

House of Leaves takes the ideas which DeLillo and Pynchon keep contained and 

adds a third dimension to the idea that seemingly incompatible realities inform each 

other. This postmodern superwork combines the media-driven complexity found in White 

Noise with an ontological frame narrative that blurs and rejects its own boundaries. In the 

“lowest” frame, Will Navidson, his long-term partner Karen, and their two children move 

into a new house and decide to record their lives on camera. The mediation problem 

found in House arrives when the house suddenly and inexplicably grows new and 

fantastic interior chambers without changing its exterior appearance or dimensions. The 

instantaneous and random changes mean that the house simply cannot be measured by 

empirical means. As Will and his family explore the house, it defies every attempt to 

quantify its physical properties through the mediation of empirical measurement. In this 

place, A does not equal A, and there is no method that will offer a conclusive answer as 

to how a place with that tension can be allowed even to exist. 
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These three works, spanning nearly 40 years of literature, seem worlds apart 

considering the rapidly changing mediascape of each of their time periods. The world in 

which The Crying of Lot 49 was written mostly lacks what would become, by 1985’s 

White Noise, a major focus for postmodern theory: rampant and ubiquitous television use. 

While televisions were important during the 1960s, the cultural world surrounding their 

use was paltry compared to the commercialized and consumer-driven frenzy that typified 

the late 1980s. Further still, White Noise maintains a similar relationship to Danielewski’s 

House of Leaves, the latter written in an era where not only was the television ubiquitous, 

media intake expanded to unfathomable levels, but an entirely new and unpredictable 

factor was added: the internet. Despite these sharp distinctions in mediascape and 

Postmodernism’s explicit concern with issues related to these changes, the novels each 

approach McHale’s ontological quandaries in fundamentally the same manner. Each 

work posits a world in which characters find themselves disconnected from reality and 

strive to obtain access to it. Their methods vary, but in each instance the final and most 

desired pursuit is a direct experience of truth. 

This historical analysis suggests that what is known as literary Postmodernism, at 

least in the realm of fiction, manifests itself in myriad ways depending on the media 

dominance of its historical moment. The ontological quandaries and questions that 

McHale claims are characteristic of the genre morph and evolve according to the culture 

surrounding them. Thus I argue that the potential to explore and create postmodern works 

is nowhere near exhausted. For critics to suggest that such a genre has died requires 

demonstration that literature foregrounding ontological complexity is no longer written. 
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The works discussed here as exemplary offer only a few potential avenues for that 

complexity to present itself in three different decades. 

Chapter 1: The Failed Detective 

In his introduction to New Essays on the Crying of Lot 49 (1992), editor Patrick 

O’Donnell asserts, “The Crying of Lot 49 speculates upon the whole idea of ‘connection,’ 

or the activity of connecting, as the characteristic human endeavor” (O’Donnell 1). He 

goes on to qualify this activity as one that seeks to “make sense and perceive patterns of 

significance in text, life, and history” (O’Donnell 1). The essential concept which his 

analysis points toward, but stops short of proposing, is that of knowing and understanding 

truth itself.  The activity of assigning narrative to a set of facts or episodes (as we do in 

composing a text, a life, or a history) poses as a search for the truth of a text (divining 

what it is “really” saying) or the reality of a given world (what really happened, etc). In 

The Crying of Lot 49, Oedipa Maas begins her story by responding to the demands of a 

cryptic will left by her former lover, Pierce Inverarity, who has made her executor. In her 

efforts to sort out his will, Oedipa is sucked into the quest to uncover what may or may 

not be a centuries-old plot involving a subversive postal system (known only as Tristero) 

which may or may not have existed, and may or may not still work today to undermine 

government-run mail systems. Rephrased, Oedipa seeks to uncover truth and to know 

reality itself: does Tristero exist, and if so to what extent is it used? Do all of the people 

she encounters know of it and its supposed history? Is this a world with a purpose ordered 

to culminate with her as its focal point, or is Oedipa simply projecting that world outward 

from herself in paranoid self-delusion? Is her problem one of epistemology—who knows 

and how she knows— or one of ontology— which kind of world does she inhabit, one of 
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purpose and plots or one of paranoid megalomania? Ultimately, she seeks to know 

whether or not there is a plot, a connected series of meaningful events.  

By the end of the novel, however, Oedipa (and the reader) is left unsatisfied by 

answers to her inquiries and still does not know “the truth” of in which reality she exists. 

Is this a world of conspiracy, coincidence, or is it all just a prank by her ex-lover? 

Furthermore, this lack of understanding arouses anxiety and paranoia in Oedipa: she fears 

those from whom she must gain information because they might be her enemies, and she 

questions her own sanity when she cannot locate a clear and rational conclusion to her 

searches. McHale’s analysis suggests that her inability to know her world stems from a 

fundamental gap between it and her: Oedipa Maas experiences only a mediated 

relationship to the truth and reality of the potential Tristero plot, causing paranoia and 

anxiety at her inability to truly know her world.  

This mediated relationship is best understood in a framework of semiotic thought, 

that is, the linguistic theory proposed by Ferdinand de Saussure to describe reality. For 

Saussure, language is a semiotic system made up of signs, which can in turn be divided 

into the “signifier: the material object, the sounds that words make, the letters on a page, 

etc.” and the “signified: the concept or mental image to which the signifier gives rise” 

(Ward 92). Following Saussure, structuralist and poststructuralist theorists understand 

Saussure’s linguistic structure to be applicable to other kinds of signifying systems from 

the psyche and its unconscious to the worlds of advertising or fashion. For 

poststructuralists, the signified becomes elusive, forever slipping away beneath the chain 

of signifiers that point only to each other. In Oedipa’s world, the various mediums 

through which she gains information about the Tristero system act as signifiers, while the 
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elusive truth of her reality is the longed for but elusive signified those mediums attempt 

to reflect. However, just as linguistic semiotics finds this relationship problematic in that 

signifier and signified do not have a simple, direct connection, the truth of Oedipa’s 

reality is not readily gleaned through the clues she encounters. 

To explore the effect of this disconnect on Oedipa, it is necessary to first devise 

exactly what comprises her mental state throughout the novel. In his essay “Toward the 

Schizo-Text: Paranoia as Semiotic Regime in The Crying of Lot 49,” John Johnston 

proposes that Oedipa experiences a range of perceptions he refers to as “sensitizing” 

(though Pynchon originated the term); moments during which Oedipa seems to glean 

some uncanny understanding of the world around her (Johnston 48). The first of these 

occurs as she enters San Narciso valley and compares the housing layout to that of a 

circuit, recalling that 

The ordered swirl of houses and streets, from this high angle, sprang at her 

now with the same unexpected, astonishing clarity as the circuit card had. 

Though she knew even less about radios than about Southern Californians, 

there were to both outward patterns a hieroglyphic sense of concealed 

meaning, of an intent to communicate …a revelation trembled just past the 

threshold of her understanding …As if, on some other frequency, or out of 

the eye of some whirlwind rotating too slow for her heated skin even to 

feel the centrifugal coolness of, words were being spoken. (Pynchon 25) 

 

Interesting to note here is Oedipa’s intense perception of revelation despite any 

textual evidence that this array of houses conveys any meaning other than a resemblance 
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to a circuit. In essence, Oedipa is engaging in the fundamentally paranoiac act of 

ascribing a very deep and intense meaning to a set of objects that may or may not actually 

express anything other than themselves. This “sensitizing” of Oedipa’s becomes a trend 

throughout the book; on multiple occasions she seems to pause under the weight of some 

revelation, piecing new information into a constructed narrative and ultimately 

connecting events or objects that seem to hold no inherent meaning. In this way, 

O’Donnell’s notion of connecting and meaning-making becomes intimately tied to the 

notion of paranoia, defined by Pynchon himself as the “reflex of seeking other orders 

behind the visible” throughout the novel (cited in Bersani, 100). However, because her 

question as to the “true” connectedness of events remains unanswered at the end of the 

novel, something is clearly preventing Oedipa from completing this act and ultimately 

understanding this “regime of signs,” a term Johnston uses early in his essay to describe a 

world where “the signifying potential is dominant” (Johnston 47). This statement, though 

perhaps abstract, offers an intriguing path into Oedipa’s mind when a world like that of 

Lot 49’s is presented. San Narciso, as Oedipa soon discovers, is a city rife with potential 

plots, conspiracies, and meaning. Cryptic symbols abound while different organizations 

and information sets reference each other reflexively. Given this infinitude of potential, 

her ascription of meaning becomes understandable, perhaps even believable. 

More important than Oedipa’s paranoia, however, are the effects of her failure to 

produce a conclusive narrative for the events and objects she encounters. Indeed, 

Oedipa’s fear throughout the novel is tangible, and almost invariably a result of the 

absolute impossibility of conclusion. No matter how she arranges the information, there 

is no definitive answer to the problem of multiple signifying possibilities. Specifically, as 
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Oedipa paces Inverarity’s office and nears the moment when the anonymous bidder will 

stake a claim to Lot 49, she reflects on the multitude of realities in which she may exist 

and laments, thinking: 

 

Either you have stumbled indeed, without the aid of LSD or other indole 

alkaloids, onto a secret richness and concealed density of dream; onto a 

network by which X number of Americans are truly communicating whilst 

reserving their lies, recitations of routine, arid betrayals of spiritual 

poverty, for the official government delivery system; maybe even onto a 

real alternative to the exitlessness, to the absence of surprise to life, that 

harrows the head of everybody American you know, and you too, sweetie. 

Or you are hallucinating it. Or a plot has been mounted against you, so 

expensive and elaborate, involving items like the forging of stamps and 

ancient books, constant surveillance of your movements, planting of post 

horn images all over San Francisco, bribing of librarians, hiring of 

professional actors and Pierce Inverarity only knows what-all besides, all 

financed out of the estate in a way either too secret or too involved for 

your non-legal mind to know about even though you are co-executor, so 

labyrinthine that it must have meaning beyond just a practical joke. Or you 

are fantasying some such plot, in which case you are a nut, Oedipa, out of 

your skull. Those, now that she was looking at them, she saw to be the 

alternatives. Those symmetrical four. She didn’t like any of them, but 

hoped she was mentally ill; that that’s all it was. That night she sat for 
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hours, too numb to even drink, teaching herself to breathe in a vacuum. 

For this, oh God, was the void. There was nobody who could help her. 

Nobody in the world. They were all on something, mad, possible enemies, 

dead. (Pynchon 171) 

 

This realization arrives as a direct result of the consideration of four distinct possibilities 

of reality, ranging from a subversive and centuries-deep plot to simple paranoid madness. 

For Oedipa, the uncertainty of reality is absolute terror; she refers to her purgatorial 

position as “the void,” preceding it with an interjection indicating the terror such a 

position yields her. She rambles to the point of delirium, positing each and every facet 

necessary to construct each supposed conspiracy and then rejects those lines of thought 

entirely with single sentences. She speaks to herself as would someone in crisis, 

attempting to navigate the myriad possibilities of existence before her. Here Oedipa’s 

abject horror is at its most concrete, founded in the conclusion that no other person exists 

capable of understanding this signifying system as completely as her, that there is nobody 

to trust, and that she is ultimately alone in her task of unraveling this semiotic mystery.  

Having established that Oedipa is certainly undergoing some kind of crisis, the 

question remains as to its exact nature. How or why can these potential worlds be 

different, yet indistinguishable to Oedipa’s perception? Simply worded, Oedipa is 

divorced from the real through a relationship to her environment that precludes full 

understanding of its meaning.  Throughout Lot 49, Oedipa Maas travels across California 

finding objects, people, and documents which she hopes will aid her in uncovering a 

conspiracy or definitively disprove the existence of one. She interviews, follows, sneaks 
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and spies to obtain the information she needs and attempts to piece it all together to form 

some sort of coherent narrative. In this way, Oedipa Maas acts very much in the role of a 

traditional detective—a hallmark of an empirical philosophy that demonstrates the 

importance of rationality, logic, and the idea that one can ultimately know the world 

around them.  

Both Glenn Ward and critic Elizabeth Flynn tie this type of philosophy to a 

Modernist aesthetic. Flynn in particular characterizes it so: 

Modernism is often seen as synonymous with Enlightenment rationality, a 

belief in the objectivity of scientific investigation and of the neutrality of 

the investigator in processes of observation …Language is described as a 

transparent medium that plays a relatively minor role in the process of 

scientific investigation, and communication is seen as a relatively 

unproblematic process of transmitting information. Communicators are 

seen has having relatively stable identities and as producing and 

transmitting relatively stable meanings. (Flynn 541-42) 

This emphasis on transmissible truth and the belief that the world is ultimately knowable 

presents a somewhat controversial version of Modernism in that it essentializes the 

movement and glosses over internal conflicts. To claim that any literary period has 

universal constants is dubious, but in the cases of theorists such as McHale and Flynn 

such characterization is necessary in order to make substantial statements about 

preceding or consequential movements. 

Oedipa attempts to gain an understanding of this potential plot through the clues 

she is given, from cryptic symbols and acronyms to conversations with those who claim 
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to know that Tristero exists. These clues act as signifiers, pointing toward yet never truly 

revealing the ultimate signified of reality. Just as language is a medium by which 

signifier and signified are created, reality too finds itself mediated in various forms to 

Oedipa who in turn can know only the signifiers. However, Pynchon offers a strange 

postmodern twist to the concept of the modernist detective by making that which Oedipa 

seeks intangible and by denying the closure of an objective final explanation. 

Oedipa, like any detective in a work that deals with epistemological concerns, 

seeks to know the truth of a situation: who murdered whom, who stole the treasure, and 

where the kidnapper is hiding. It is central to these instances that there is proof of their 

existence: a murder mystery needs a body, the treasure needs to be missing, and so on. 

For Lot 49, however, that which Oedipa seeks is not an answer to a presented mystery. 

Instead, Oedipa questions whether or not there is a mystery in the first place. Pynchon 

moves the question of knowledge from the tangible to the intangible, to questions of 

knowledge to questions of existence (from the epistemological to the ontological) by 

refusing to resolve whether Oedipa is actually approaching the truth of what would be a 

traditional conspiracy or if, behind all of the symbols and conversations, nothing actually 

exists. 

Pynchon further subverts the traditional Modernist structure by ending Lot 49’s 

narrative short of providing Oedipa any satisfactory answers to her mystery. As the novel 

ends and Oedipa awaits the auctioning of Inverarity’s stamp collection, she scans the 

crowd looking for “her target, her enemy, perhaps her proof” (Pynchon 183). Here, 

several elements are left in the air to cement the idea that the truth is ultimately 

unknowable. Not only does Oedipa have no idea who she is looking for, she also lacks 
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any information that tells her whether to fear this person. Though having speculated with 

Cohen that their “mysterious bidder may be from Tristero …And [he] saw the description 

of the lot in the auction catalogue. And wants to keep evidence that Tristero exists out of 

unauthorized hands,” there is no factual indication that any of this is true or that meeting 

this person will bring her any closer to knowing the existence or nonexistence of the 

supposed plot (Pynchon 176). 

In a sense, then, Lot 49 can best be defined not by those concrete and factual 

elements that it includes, but rather those which it excludes. Far from an optimistic model 

of the ability of a signifier to point to its final signified, mediums throughout Lot 49 often 

convey little if any larger truth. In Oedipa’s world, knowledge of reality is consistently 

denied by proliferation of possibility, specifically by a semiotic system in which any 

given signifier has a multitude of potential referents, but in the end only leads to yet more 

signifiers. 

Having established that Oedipa’s relationship to reality is analogous to that which 

a typical detective has to truth, the question remains as to why, for Oedipa, that truth 

remains elusive: what prevents Oedipa from understanding reality in the way she wishes? 

After all, she encounters several different people and objects which seem like they should 

signify a truth, but she is ultimately left unsatisfied and without answers. Critic 

Christopher McKenna frames Oedipa’s relationship to the Tristero in terms of the men 

she encounters, listing that “men like Metzger …Mike Fallopian …and Jesus Arribal… 

all seem to have access to a piece of the Tristero and tend to act as ‘co-interpreters’ of the 

‘semiotic regime’ Pynchon establishes in the novel,” adding that Oedipa’s confusion 

arises from these disparate elements’ refusal to “fit neatly together” (McKenna 35). More 
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important than McKenna’s analysis of Oedipa’s relationship to men is his phrasing here; 

his invocation of semiotics emphasizes the signifier-signified relationship which the clues 

Oedipa finds have to Tristero itself. Put simply, the “semiotic regime” which she 

encounters is insufficient even in its totality to convey reality, and she is left unable to 

know the truth of her world.  

The clues which Oedipa encounters vary in their medium, yet each of them itself 

acts as a mediator. That is, each clue serves as a type of signifier, attempting to reflect 

truth to Oedipa just as the medium of language attempts to convey ideas through words. 

Furthermore, though these clues take many forms (both “traditional,” discrete signs, such 

as words and images, and more abstract and aggregated systems which in their totality act 

as a single sign), all of them act as the same signifier unit that constructs one-half of the 

semiotic sign. As we’ve seen, however, no single piece of evidence which she encounters 

stands alone in its ability to signify truth, which indicates again that Oedipa’s relationship 

to reality is characteristic of a semiotic system. For example, a suspiciously placed bin 

with the acronym “W.A.S.T.E.” means nothing without a sufficient number of clues 

surrounding it. 

The most effective method to demonstrate the total inadequacy of this semiotic 

regime is an analysis of the major signifiers Oedipa encounters. Of these, the most 

striking and ubiquitous throughout the novel is the muted post-horn which she repeatedly 

encounters. Oedipa first finds it graffitied on a latrine wall along with a message 

mentioning the W.A.S.T.E. communication system at The Scope, a bar near the 

Yoyodyne plant. Describing it initially as simply “a loop, triangle, and trapezoid,” then 
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later seeing it drawn by Stanley Koteks at the plant itself, Oedipa initially has no idea as 

to its significance, “thinking: God, hieroglyphics” (Pynchon 52).  

Even after multiple encounters with the symbol, however, Oedipa still lacks a 

clear idea of its signified, pleading with a member of Inamorati Anonymous, a group for 

those who are abstaining from love, who sports the symbol on a pin to “tell me where you 

got your lapel pin …you have to help me. Because I really think I am going out of my 

head” (Pynchon 111). The man seems to have no knowledge of the Tristero history she 

cites to him and can offer her no explanation other than an apparently unrelated story 

involving stamps. Clearly, despite the persistence of the muted post-horn, it fails to 

connect substantially to any real meaning. Even having seen the symbol in urban 

windows, chalked on streets, and watermarked on forged U.S. postage stamps, its referent 

is so vague and nebulous that Oedipa cannot conclude anything about it, and thus cannot 

conclude anything about the existence or nonexistence of the Tristero conspiracy, and by 

extension the multitude of possibilities concerning Inverarity, hoaxes, and delusion. 

Beyond the horn, Oedipa encounters numerous instances of the word “Tristero” 

itself, both in its natural form as well as several derivatives. Although the word is 

mentioned several times throughout the novel, Oedipa first encounters it used in 

Driblette’s Jacobean revenge play, The Courier’s Tragedy. Beginning what turns into a 

lengthy textual and historical analysis of the word’s origin (it supposedly refers to a 

subversive postal system in seventeenth-century Europe with a detailed political history), 

Oedipa finds it ingrained in children’s limericks, attributed to the ever-present WASTE 

acronym, and written in suspiciously coincidental places throughout her search.  
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In attempting to trace the literary use of the word to understand Driblette’s use of 

it, however, she is ultimately told by Bortz that these instances are ““Misprints. Gah. 

Corrupt.” He dropped the book on the grass and looked at it with loathing” (Pynchon 

151). Here again, Oedipa runs into a dead end in attempting to discern some sort of 

concrete meaning to usages of the word she encounters. While she supposes she has a 

good idea of the actual system that “Tristero” refers to, she is unable to gain insight as to 

what the usages of it she encounters are pointing toward. In essence, what Oedipa has 

found is the text, but what she lacks is its significance. Indeed, she understands the nature 

of this relationship, having discussed with both Driblette and Bortz the disconnect 

between an analysis of words and any breakthrough to truth to which they might be 

imagined to point. Assuming she is a scholar, Driblette remarks that she and her kind are 

“like Puritans about the Bible. So hung up with words, words You know 

where that play exists, not in that file cabinet, not in any paperback you’re 

looking for, but”—a hand emerged from the veil of shower-steam to 

indicate his suspended head—“in here. ...The words, who cares? They’re 

rote noises to hold line bashes with ...” (Pynchon 79) 

 

Here again the idea is clear: In Oedipa’s world, a one-to-one relationship between 

thought and action, text and meaning, representation and reality is simply untenable. As 

Driblette implies and Oedipa’s experiences (especially with the word Tristero) 

demonstrate, mediating elements in the world of Lot 49 are not connected to the apparent 

meaning behind them. 
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A reading of The Crying of Lot 49 which allows this type of semiotic framework 

doesn’t seem unfamiliar given the current common understanding that the novel is 

confronting postmodern issues of meaning and signification, but in order to argue that 

this work is defining a postmodern tradition that can be traced through the twenty-first 

century, a more historical approach will be useful to determine to what extent these 

notions were entertained at the time of its release. Though the term “postmodern” can be 

traced as far back as the 1870s (Ward 7), its usage as a reference to a significant, nuanced 

shift in the arts arises in the mid 1960s from critics such as Leslie Fiedler and Leo 

Steinberg (Ward 9). While these instances are not nearly as laden with theoretical 

implications (including the 1980s “theory wars”) as current usage, they do demonstrate 

what Ward claims is a shift from traditional representation to “the ‘flat’ representation of 

man-made images,” supporting his next claim that popular art of the time was “interested 

in artificiality” (Ward 9). This emphasis on artificiality is crucial in aiming toward what 

eventually became a central concern of postmodern thought: the problem of the “real” 

and art’s capacity to successfully represent it. 

Considering the relatively contemporary emergence of this mode of thinking with 

The Crying of Lot 49, it is not surprising that relatively few entertainment critics provided 

an analysis that recognizes the novel’s depth. Such an understanding is greatly aided by a 

familiarity with Postmodernism’s notions of truth and knowledge as well as the benefit of 

other postmodern works to provide intertextual signification of ideas. In 1966, Oscar 

Handlin of Atlantic Monthly writes that Pynchon’s work is “a waste of considerable 

talent,” and goes on to claim that “whatever meaning Pynchon may have intended to 

impart to the story simply fails to come through” (Handlin 128).  
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While Handlin’s reading understandably lacks the type of analysis current 

postmodern critics find, the issue is more that he finds no meaning whatsoever in 

Pynchon’s work. This sentiment, one which often remarks that the book is humorous yet 

fails to find any significant depth, is prevalent throughout early reviews of Lot 49 and 

seems to indicate a general inability to conceptualize now commonly-held ideas about the 

novel’s attitudes toward meaning, literature, and truth. However, as early as 1972, 

academic analyses of Lot 49 discussing definitively postmodern ideas and theories 

became prevalent in academic journals, suggesting a shift concerning ideas of 

representation, reality, and artificiality. Specifically, in a 1972 essay discussing the issue 

of entropy throughout Lot 49, Peter L. Abernethy proposes that communication is a 

central theme of the novel, and the communicative failures throughout the work leave the 

characters “intellectually and spiritually dead at the core” (Abernethy 411). He continues: 

 

Pynchon pictures America as a series of closed systems in which the 

meaning of life, like the receding image of the cow on the pet milk can, is 

echoing itself into nothingness. Like the nymph, Echo, the redundancy 

ultimately results in a failure in the ability to love, for love is the ability of 

one human being to communicate—to make meaningful contact—with 

another human being at a spiritual as well as at a physical level. Without 

such contact, we can bring identity neither to our situation nor to 

ourselves. The irony for America, which Pynchon brings out so well, is 

that our human ability to communicate seems to decrease in proportion to 

the increase in our technical ability to communicate. (Abernethy 411) 
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While not tying these concepts specifically back to a unified set of theories by 

referring to them as “postmodern,” Abernethy’s analysis is suggestive of postmodern 

ways of thinking. Most prominently, he invokes the self-referentiality associated with 

postmodern thought through his use of the mise en abyme imagery seen on a milk can. 

Further, he draws a relationship between the ability to meaningfully communicate with 

the ability to understand the self and the world, suggesting in more articulate terms that 

the inadequacies of the semiotic process of signification are related to and indeed the 

cause of an inability to understand the self and the world. 

Another early criticism of the work by F. S. Schwarzbach more bluntly discusses 

the world of signs Lot 49 presents, positing that  

The Crying of Lot 49 is also a book about the way American society has 

become an information machine, in which communications are 

manufactured and propagated faster than they can be absorbed 

…Paranoids sift the endless number of signs bombarding us, and use them 

to create structures of meaning. They re-interpret empty data into 

complete, coherent systems. Paranoids are therefore not only creative, they 

are the true heroes of our time. We abdicate in the face of overwhelming 

odds—they fight back. (Schwarzbach 444) 

Whether criticisms such as these are feeding from an existing discourse that unites 

paranoia and postmodern ideas of meaning or inventing that discourse is unclear. These 

early analyses, which demonstrate critics’ concerns with the semiotic making of meaning 

within the novel, indicate that even early in the novel’s lifetime it struck at major 
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postmodern notions and was found engaging very specific type of literary investigation, 

one that would be found throughout postmodern works for decades to come. 

 

Chapter 2: Techno-Construction of Self 

As compelling as the ideas suggested by The Crying of Lot 49 may be, they are 

merely one way of viewing the relationship between the self and the real, one of many 

windows through which one can observe the nature of a postmodern philosophy. In fact, 

Lot 49’s particular location historically renders it unable (or only retrospectively able) to 

connect with many other seminal postmodernist works. Lot 49 differs primarily in its 

relatively minimal concern with technological diegesis; the work focuses on the 

possibility of worlds and altered states rather than ways in which they can be created and 

manipulated.  

Lot 49 embodies a particular way in which mediation can cause ontological 

instability, but it lacks focus on technology and the ways in which worlds can be 

manipulated. In order to address that which Lot 49 does not cover, one must look forward 

to another key postmodernist work, Don DeLillo’s White Noise. White Noise embodies a 

number of postmodern concerns, not all of which are necessarily tied to technological 

advancements but many which are more easily understood through them.  

The foremost technological presence throughout White Noise is the television; its 

existence dominates large swaths of the book with whole scenes dedicated to the Gladney 

family’s use of it and its influence permeates interactions and dialogues even while it is 

absent. Its function throughout the novel varies, but as an object, almost its own 

character, it persists with both intensity and subtlety, constantly adding to scenes as a 
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voice from another room, as a jingle in Jack Gladney’s consciousness, or as a name brand 

muttered in a child’s sleep. In many ways, television in White Noise takes on the whole of 

postmodern technological meaning, wrapping the breadth of changes in media ontology 

which occurred between Pynchon’s era and DeLillo’s into one convenient (and literal) 

box.  

Though television held a particular cultural position in the 1960’s, color 

broadcasting had only recently come about and “a country increasingly fascinated with 

television was limited to watching almost exclusively what appeared on the three major 

networks: CBS, NBC, and ABC” (Stephens). The television of Jack Gladney’s era 

represents technology’s ability to create a new world, but even more, to present multiple 

immersive worlds side by side, hour by hour. Though not as ontologically complex as it 

would eventually become, television now gave American cultural consciousness a fuller 

understanding of media’s ability to reflect, construct, and even redefine reality. 

The increasing commercial presence in American life meant that these new 

worlds were now juxtaposed with advertisements, perhaps even filled with them, and 

audiences were flooded with types of information never before imagined: toothpastes, car 

models, improved soft drink recipes, and entire new vocabularies grounded purely in the 

merits and features of products they never knew they wanted. In short, the ubiquitous 

television of White Noise was revolutionizing the ways Americans thought about both 

their own lives and the world around them. The television not only provided a new 

context of commoditization, but that presentation was in turn within a larger revolution of 

media ontology. In the 1991 New Essays on White Noise, theorist Michael Valdez Moses 

articulates how this cultural revolution manifests in the novel: 
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White Noise is DeLillo’s exploration of an America in which technology 

has not merely become a pervasive and mortal threat to each of its 

citizens, but also, and more importantly, a deeply ingrained mode of 

existing and way of thinking that is the characteristic feature of the 

republic …The technological understanding of the world, what Heidegger 

calls the “essence” of technology, is so deeply ingrained in the minds of 

DeLillo’s characters that it comes to seem unremarkable, merely the 

necessary expression of the way things are. (Moses 63, 67) 

 

For the world of White Noise, the lines between fiction, truth, entertainment, and 

information were blurring in a manner impossible before these several different elements 

aligned to allow this pastiche of ideas to exist. 

In Lot 49, Oedipa searches for the truth of her situation in the same manner as a 

detective, attempting to piece together the signs which seem like they ought to refer back 

to some definite meaning. In this way, Oedipa’s relationship to truth can be thought of in 

revelatory terms; she seeks to expose or reveal a state of existence. However, no analogue 

to Oedipa’s type of character exists in White Noise. Jack Gladney, the first-person 

narrator of White Noise, mimics her in prominence but seems complacent in his world; he 

is neither on a quest nor questioning his reality. In fact, he vehemently defends sensory 

perception as a metric of truth, evidenced by his half-mocking argument with his 

teenaged son, Heinrich. Jack asks “‘Is it raining,’ …‘or isn’t it?” Heinrich continually 

deflects the questions, invoking all manner of linguistic and epistemological uncertainties 

to contend that he cannot truthfully answer. Their conversation continues:  “‘I wouldn’t 
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want to have to say.’ ‘What if someone held a gun to your head? … ‘Either it’s raining or 

it isn’t,’ I said. ‘Exactly. That’s my whole point. You’d be guessing. Six of one, half 

dozen of the other.’ ‘But you see it’s raining.’” (DeLillo 23-4). Here, Jack insists on a 

philosophy which privileges simple and direct observation to reach truth. He dismisses 

Heinrich’s attempts to complicate the parameters of the question by repeating it over and 

over again, without elaboration. Unlike Oedipa, Jack does not believe that truth is 

something elusive that must be sought and revealed. 

What, then, is truth in White Noise? In keeping with the relationships established 

in the earlier analysis of Lot 49, it may be useful also simultaneously to ask “What is 

reality in White Noise,” and “What does it mean to exist in White Noise?” Framing the 

original question with these auxiliary inquiries uncovers further connotations and opens 

possibilities for meaning. In White Noise reality, and by extension truth, is in fact 

constructed rather than revealed. None of the characters outwardly display any conviction 

that truth and reality are eluding them, but for the most part each firmly believe that he or 

she understands the world around him or herself. Truth for them is constructed in 

multiple ways, but one of the foremost sources for this “reality” is the television. 

The television in White Noise acts as a mediator between the real and unreal, 

constructing a relationship in which what is seen on TV is not real—extravagant, far 

away, and distinctly separate from the viewer—while the lives of the audience, here the 

Gladney family, are real—truthful, everyday, and immediate. The manner in which White 

Noise treats catastrophe and disaster is indicative of this split; in multiple scenarios the 

media is the arbitrating force that defines reality for the characters. In this way, it is in 
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fact the medium through which they access reality- truth is mediated by force of 

construction. 

This relationship is established early in the novel, right after Denise finds an 

empty Dylar bottle and informs Jack that Babette is taking the medication. The 

characters’ discussion is interrupted by Heinrich as he comes “running down the hall, 

burst into the room. ‘Come on, hurry up, plane crash footage-’” (DeLillo 64). The scene 

continues as the family piles into the living room. Jack narrates that,  

 

That night, a Friday, we gathered in front of the set, as was the custom and 

the rule, with take-out Chinese. There were floods, earthquakes, mud 

slides, erupting volcanoes. We’d never before been so attentive to our 

duty, our Friday assembly. Heinrich was not sullen, I was not bored 

…Steffie, brought close to tears by a sitcom husband arguing with his 

wife, appeared totally absorbed in these documentary clips of calamity and 

death …We were otherwise silent, watching houses slide into the ocean, 

whole villages crackle and ignite in a mass of advancing lava. Every 

disaster made us wish for more, something bigger, grander, more 

sweeping. (DeLillo 64) 

 

Here the family engages in their ritualized television watching, but there are 

several key indications that watching this disaster footage is something distinct from the 

“real” of their everyday lives. Jack notes that on this night, unlike others, the family is 

unusually fascinated by the television’s display; they are mesmerized by these images 
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and remain silent, as if viewing something they have never seen before. Further, this 

silence stands in opposition to several other constructions of truth and reality found 

throughout the novel. For the Gladney family, the everyday is filled with communication. 

Every car ride, kitchen conversation, and family dinner is filled with chatter and idle 

discussions of random trivia. To them, real life is permeated by the white noise of 

information; it is always present and rarely quiets down. This unnerving shift to absolute 

silence is then indicative of the unreal, of a witnessing of things that are distinctly not 

their own (and therefore real) lives. 

Such a scene, though, is only one part of the novel’s countless instances that work 

to build this television-mediated binary. The Gladneys themselves uphold this division by 

insisting in argument that it exists; Jack maintains that the images he sees on TV are not 

and cannot be part of his reality. He is most emphatic about this binary when discussing 

how concerned he and Babette need be during the airborne toxic event. A key plot turn 

occurs when there is a disaster in which a thick, heavy cloud of toxic gas (with an 

uncertain chemical makeup) is released by a train accident. In the ensuing emergency, 

exposed people gain symptoms only as the radio and television announce them and Jack 

is forced to stand in close proximity to it as he fills the family car with gas during their 

evacuation. 

 Babette suggests near the beginning of the event that perhaps they need an 

emergency plan; although they both “know nothing’s going to happen, … we ought to 

think about it anyway, just in case-” (DeLillo 114). Jack hastily replies in a way that 

highlights his world view—how he understands reality:  
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“These things happen to poor people who live in exposed areas. Society is 

set up in such a way that it’s the poor and the uneducated who suffer the 

main impact of natural and man-made disasters. People in low-lying areas 

get the floods, people in shanties get the hurricanes and tornados. I’m a 

college professor. Did you ever see a college professor rowing a boat 

down his own street in one of those TV floods? We live in a neat and 

pleasant town near a college with a quaint name. These things don’t 

happen in places like Blacksmith.” (DeLillo 114) 

 

It is important to note here the emphasis of Jack’s argument; he is unconcerned 

about the disaster not solely based on optimism or ignorance, but because of a deep-

seated belief in the way reality works. He is convinced of the binary which the television 

has constructed: that the things he sees on TV (such as floods, hurricanes, and other 

catastrophes) cannot happen to him because he exists in a different world than they do. 

He continues his argument based on the pleasantness of his hometown, insisting that 

undesirable events don’t happen in small quiet locales. Here, Jack invokes the image or 

idea of the quaint suburb, suggesting that the Gladney family lives in an idealized and 

invulnerable world. To construct his idea of the world, he relies in turn on a construction: 

that of the peaceful and undisturbed town, free of upset and calamity. 

The final instance which demonstrates the extent to which the Gladney family 

possesses a binary construction of their world arrives at the very end of “Waves and 

Radiation”, when Murray visits the house to spend time with Jack and the kids while 
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Babette teaches her posture class. As Jack gives Murray his coffee, the group at once 

notices that Babette herself is on the television screen. Jack narrates: 

 

The face on the screen was Babette’s. Out of our mouths came a silence as 

wary and deep as an animal growl. Confusion, fear, astonishment spilled 

from our faces. What did it mean? What was she doing there, in black and 

white, framed in formal borders? Was she dead, missing, disembodied? 

Was this her spirit, her secret self, some two-dimensional facsimile 

released by the power of technology, set free to glide through wavebands, 

through energy levels, pausing to say good-bye to us from the fluorescent 

screen? A strangeness gripped me, a sense of psychic disorientation. …her 

appearance on the screen made me think of her as some distant figure 

from the past, some ex-wife and absentee mother, a walker in the mists of 

the dead. If she was not dead, was I? … I felt a certain disquiet. I tried to 

tell myself it was only television—whatever that was, however it 

worked—and not some journey out of life or death, not some mysterious 

separation (DeLillo 104-5) 

The family’s reaction to the sight of Babette on the television screen works much 

in the same way as their experience with the disaster footage from earlier in the novel, 

but is furthered both by Jack’s more in-depth narration of his thoughts as well as by the 

subject now being a piece of their own world. They engage in the same silent stare, an 

eerie and hypnotic gaze that jars harshly with the trivial banter Jack had just engaged in 

moments ago with both Heinrich and Denise. Now, however, Jack is unsettled by the 
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ontological shift that his wife has undergone. Unable to fathom a connection between the 

two realities the TV has constructed, he imagines that she is dead or perhaps a spirit, or 

even that he is dead, but certainly that she is no longer a part of his reality. 

Television, however, is not the only manner by which characters experience 

mediation in White Noise. Though multiple sections of the novel are dedicated to it, 

television works primarily to construct only one of several ways in which the characters 

of White Noise define their reality, one which sets the real of everyday opposite the 

unreal of the worlds the television projects. In a way, this binary is self-contingent; the 

Gladneys’ lives are real because they are on this side of the television mediation, while 

what they watch on TV is unreal because it is not not on television.  

Another construction of the real occurring in White Noise is the construction of 

the self. Similar to the “real” which is constructed by the television, the characters set 

their sense of self in opposition to what they consider to be representations of that self. 

These representations take several forms, such as medical signifiers and even physical 

biology itself. Jack, for example, finds himself represented both as numbers on a 

computer screen immediately following exposure to a chemical spill event and as reams 

of data on his doctor’s printout after a series of tests.  

Further, the notion of physical being and its consequences are prevalent 

throughout the novel as the characters struggle with their fear of death, the aging of the 

family’s youngest child, and the notion of desire and fear. Each of these is a signifier that 

expresses something about being, but is not being itself.  To use a familiar paradigm, 

these characters are stuck in a secondary relationship to the real and “truth,” having to 

pass through various avenues of mediation to glimpse it. Despite having access to this 
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supposed self only through this mediated construction, they maintain a strong belief that 

they fundamentally understand themselves, that they possess a core self. However, as the 

novel reveals, this understanding is conflicted, subject to doubt as the characters find 

themselves in situations that either question their conception of a real self or demonstrate 

their inability to access it. 

The topic of the self arises most prominently early in the novel, during a 

conversation between Jack and Heinrich about Heinrich’s correspondence chess game 

with a prison inmate. Jack asks Heinrich whether he wants to go visit his biological 

mother the next summer, and Heinrich launches into a speculation on the nature of his 

mind as it relates to his sense of desire, asking Jack in turn 

Who knows what I want to do? Who knows what anyone wants to do? 

How can you be sure about something like that? Isn’t it all a question of 

brain chemistry, signals going back and forth, electrical energy in the 

cortex? How do you know whether something is really what you want to 

do or just some kind of nerve impulse in the brain? Some minor little 

activity takes place somewhere in this unimportant place in one of the 

brain hemispheres and suddenly I want to go to Montana or I don’t want to 

go to Montana. How do I know I really want to go and isn’t just some 

neurons firing or something? … I can’t control what happens in my brain, 

so how can I be sure what I want to do ten seconds from now, much less 

Montana next summer? It’s all this activity in the brain and you don’t 

know what’s you as a person and what’s some neuron that just happens to 

fire or just happens to misfire. (DeLillo 46) 
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Whereas Heinrich was earlier engaging in rhetorical games in order to undermine 

Jack’s worldview, he here posits his own belief in the existence of a deep and stable 

identity. He dismisses the biological representation, his neurons firing, in favor of some 

immaterial (and more real or truthful) source to which his physical self stands in 

opposition. Heinrich’s longing to find the desires of a core, true self, separate from 

biological processes, is consistent with a Cartesian conception of identity, “I think, 

therefore I am”.  Theorist Glenn Ward describes this as a Modernist assumption that there 

is “a real, innate self under the public roles you play, but the struggle is in finding it and 

being true to it” (Ward 119). However, in White Noise, the instability of this presumed 

core-self becomes much clearer through its multiple presentations, each one 

demonstrating the futility of attempting to bypass representation to access the self more 

directly. 

Perhaps the most prominent depiction of the self as representation rather than pre-

existing essence arrives during Jack’s encounter with the SIMUVAC agent during the 

airborne toxic event. The agent measures Jack’s levels of exposure to the cloud and 

generates a wealth of symbols that he claims represent Jack’s data, telling Jack that 

“…You’re generating big numbers. …It’s your whole data profile. I tapped into your 

history. I’m getting bracketed numbers with pulsing stars” (DeLillo 140). The agent 

discusses the implications of these signifiers with Jack, explaining to him that in the next 

thirty years, Jack may or may not experience health complications that may or may not be 

related to this chemical exposure. In a postmodern semiotic twist, Jack has been shown a 

set of alarming signifiers with no final signified; the data expressed as a result of his 
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exposure does not tell him its definite impact on his body or lifespan. Its meaning is 

variable and unstable.  

The agent goes on to explain the specifics of his wording that Jack has “a 

situation,” telling him that  

I didn’t say it. The computer did. The whole system says it. It’s what we 

call a massive data-base tally. Gladney, J.A.K. I punch in the name, the 

substance, the exposure time and then I tap into your computer history. 

Your genetics, your personals, your medicals, your psychologicals, your 

police-and-hospitals. It comes back pulsing stars. This doesn’t mean 

anything is going to happen to you as such, at least not today or tomorrow. 

It just means you are the sum total of your data. No man escapes that. 

(DeLillo 141) 

 

The agent’s phrasing here implies a distinct understanding of the self as 

composite; rather than being core and immutable, identity is built from an amalgam of 

data and information. Jack in this scene is not “himself” as he understands it, but instead 

a combination of his genetic, psychological, and medical profiles visible on a computer 

screen that is external to his own body. Jack’s incredulity throughout this dialogue is 

quite telling; he wants simple, definite answers as to what these medical signifiers mean 

for the singular entity “Jack”, despite the agent’s insistence that the self is a variable 

construction, to which these signifiers have merely added. 

Though these are not the only instances in the novel that call the real self into 

question, they are the most precise in their delineation of the binary in which these 
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characters believe. In their totality, the scenes contribute to a simple and general thesis 

concerning the relationship of these characters to their “real” selves: If this supposed self 

does in fact exist (a hypothetical for which the events of the novel offer no support other 

than a nostalgic longing for that self) there is absolutely no way to know it directly. 

Therefore, the binary understanding of self in White Noise is either falsely constructed (as 

with the television’s creation of real and unreal) or, the characters are stuck in a mediated 

relationship to truth, but in this case a truth of internal self rather than external reality as 

seen in Lot 49. This is evidenced by the fact that throughout the entire novel, the 

characters can only conceive of a truthful and immediate self through the lens of 

representation. These characters only have access to the windows or signifiers, such as 

bracketed numbers, and not the thing that those signifiers claim to represent 

This relationship, wherein the representations both conflate with and obscure the 

reality from which they supposedly arise, is not an unfamiliar one in the world of White 

Noise. The novel is exceedingly concerned with simulation and the problematic nature of 

relationships that claim to be mimetic. Early in the novel, Murray plainly states the 

tendency of representation to obfuscate its originating object, preventing access to the 

real by jamming itself into a mediatory position. As Jack and Murray observe the dozens 

of tourists photographing and purchasing postcards of “The Most Photographed Barn in 

America,” Murray calmly posits that “No one sees the barn,” and begins to describe the 

experience slowly, explaining that, 

Once you’ve seen the signs about the barn, it becomes impossible to see 

the barn. …We’re not here to capture an image, we’re here to maintain 

one. Every photograph reinforces the aura. …What was the barn like 
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before it was photographed? What did it look like, how was it different 

from other barns, how was it similar to other barns? We can’t answer 

those questions because we’ve read the signs, seen the people snapping the 

pictures. We can’t get outside of the aura. (DeLillo 13) 

  

Here Murray articulates the particular way in which White Noise’s world engages 

in the same mediation found throughout all three of the novels addressed in this work. 

Indeed the “real” barn is inaccessible to the patrons, but unlike the world of Lot 

49 in which the signifiers were simply insufficient to convey the imagined reality behind 

them, in this instance the aura of the barn works actively to supplant the experience of the 

original. This aura is, if not wholly created, greatly supported by the use of technology to 

mass-produce images of the barn.  

This notion of aura and mass-production hearkens directly to the ideas originated 

by Walter Benjamin in his 1936 essay “The Work of Art in the Age of Mechanical 

Reproduction.” Benjamin finds a significant loss in the new ability of art to be removed 

from its original situation and ritual significance, and instead disseminated through 

recordings or photographs; he feels that an “aura” is lost by art losing connection to 

tradition (Norton 1169). This should rightfully be compared to a more thoroughly 

postmodern celebration of multiplicity and simulation, the eschewing of traditional 

reverence in favor of inserting masterpiece art-objects into happy meals and onto 

billboards. The barn of White Noise offers an interesting paradox to this theory, being at 

once an object still in its original site that attracts visitors to stand in awe, creating an 

aura, but also relying on reproduction to maintain and advertise it. One can imagine 
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stacks of hundreds of postcards from all angles and years, matched only by the never-

ending flicker of flash photography. This ability to effortlessly and instantaneously 

reaffirm and propagate the idea of the barn is essential in creating an impassable barrier 

between the subject and the “real” barn. 

 

Chapter 3: Stacking Ontologies 

Given the extent to which both The Crying of Lot 49 and White Noise have 

explored the mediation of reality, one might wonder what territory remains for 

postmodern fiction to explore. It would seem there are only a limited number of ways to 

demonstrate the inaccessibility of truth and meaning; shouldn’t this genre be out of steam 

and ideas by the twenty-first century? 

In one respect, the innovative life that House of Leaves breathes into literary 

Postmodernism is its ability to add another dimension to the dynamics already established 

as typical of the genre. In the two works previously discussed, ontological uncertainty 

was limited to characters’ abilities to know their own singular world: Oedipa acted like a 

detective or like a paranoid conspiracy theorist, projecting a world where all signifiers 

point to a single deep structure of meaning, while the Gladneys lived in a world where 

TV, photographs, and computer printouts mediated their ability to know that world 

directly. All of their attention was focused on their individual reality and how it could be 

known, which might be imagined as a horizontal plane in space, one “level” in the 

archetypal frame narrative. However, the postmodern style that House of Leaves 

embodies adds a vertical component, suggesting other ontologies, additional horizontal 

planes of existence or worlding above and below any given world of a text. This is a 
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familiar technique; even Shakespeare utilized the ‘play-within-a-play’ as a device, 

thereby suggesting multiple levels of “reality.” However, the postmodern twist in House 

of Leaves comes from the extent to which these worlds are projected and the way in 

which it stems from earlier ontological quandaries. Brain McHale suggests that this 

structure can be visualized as “a set of Chinese boxes or Russian babushka dolls,” 

explaining: 

For example, take a film, which projects a fictional world; within that 

world, place actors and a film crew, who make a film which in turn 

projects its own fictional world; then within that world place another film 

crew, who make another film, and so on. … Hofstadter’s dialogue projects 

a primary world, or diegesis, to which Achilles and the Tortoise belong. 

Within that world they read a story which projects a hypodiegetic world, 

one level “down” from their own. The characters of that world, in turn, 

enter the hypo-hypodiegetic world of the Escher print; and so on, an 

additional “hypo” being prefixed for each level as we descend “deeper” 

into what Hofstadter calls the “stack” of narrative levels. (McHale 113) 

 

Similarly to ontology’s relationship to epistemology, this investigation of new 

worlds is the logical extension implied by the uncertainty of a single world. Although 

other postmodernist works have engaged in this type of experimentation, the degree to 

which House of Leaves thrusts into and intermingles with readers’ reality is unparalleled, 

mixing fictitious and factual information side-by-side.  
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 The novel accomplishes this end through a multitude of techniques, each 

with a certain air of authenticity and truth that complicate the ontological boundaries 

presented. House of Leaves is presented to the reader as multiply mediated, recounting 

the story of a film made by Will Navidson of his family’s experiences in renovating and 

living in a house located in the Virginia countryside. The house and the film about the 

house seem to participate in a long tradition of haunted houses because the house changes 

in impossible ways, adding rooms and developing corridors that lead into spaces that 

cannot exist.  

This story, however, is presented as a record made by a mysterious and missing 

man known as Zampanó (whose comments occur throughout as footnotes in times roman 

font), and that document is further mediated by the man who sent it to the publisher, 

Johnny Truant. Truant’s trickster voice is also included in footnotes, this time in courier 

font. The film itself is missing, although Zampanó’s text documents not only the various 

versions and shorts from the film, but a plethora of academic and artistic commentaries 

on them—some by critics who will be known to many readers such as Camille Paglia, 

Stephen King, Anne Rice, Harold Bloom, and Andrew Ross. As the text progresses, its 

graphic elements become more pronounced, with words crossed out, the word house (in 

multiple languages) printed always in blue, entire pages with a single word or with 

multiple columns of text in different fonts running in different directions, and even film 

stills.  

Intertwined into the novel itself, an ever-present voice pervades in the background 

of both Johnny Truant’s text as well as Zampanó's. Under the guise of “The Editors”, this 

voice corrects, translates, and edits the multitude of inaccuracies, typographical errors, 
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foreign text, and unclear references that collect throughout the text. The Editors first 

appear in a foreword, preceding the opening chapter but within the confines of the table 

of contents and title and copyright pages. Their note reads:  

The first edition of House of Leaves was privately distributed and did not 

contain Chapter 21, Appendix II, Appendix III, or the index. Every effort 

has been made to provide appropriate translations and accurately credit all 

sources. If we have failed in this endeavor, we apologize in advance and 

will gladly correct in subsequent printings all errors or omissions brought 

to our attention. (Leaves vii) 

 

In this way, what is a piece of the text seems to in fact be outside of itself; The 

Editors suggest that they inhabit the same ontological plane as the reader and thus one in 

which House of Leaves is a printed, bound book. At the same time, however, The Editors 

possess a claim to inhabit the same ontological plane as Johnny Truant, establishing early 

in the novel that “We also wish to note here that we have never actually met Mr. Truant. 

All matters regarding the publication were addressed in letters or in rare instances over 

the phone. –The Editors” (Leaves 4). What this creates then is an instability in the 

reader’s effort to draw a line that clearly divides “characters in the world of the reader” 

from “characters in the world of the novel.” In this way, the text actually includes the 

reader’s ontological level into the novel’s layers of fictional worlds. The reader is forced 

to question the relationship of characters in the text to herself, and therefore her 

relationship to the projected worlds of the text. The reader is in effect made a part of the 

fiction by becoming just another level of the frame. Additionally, a late chapter in the 
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novel finds one of the main characters conducting interviews with a host of intellectual 

figures, including Jacques Derrida, Stephen King, Harold Bloom, Hunter S. Thompson, 

and Stanley Kubrick. Each responds to the inquiries in a reasonable and appropriate 

manner, offering interpretations and advice relevant to his or her field. This inclusion of 

real-life personalities in a work of fiction is not an unfamiliar postmodern technique, and 

traditionally might not cause much concern for the ontologically-minded reader; it is easy 

to assume these are fictionalized encounters. The twist arrives, surprisingly, well before 

these transcriptions in the novel’s introduction by Johnny Truant. He describes his 

attempts to determine the authenticity of the text in which these interviews take place, 

The Navidson Record, but finds that “most of what’s said by famous people has been 

made up. I tried contacting all of them. Those that took the time to respond told me they 

had never heard of Will Navidson let alone Zampanó” (Leaves xx). By addressing their 

inclusion up front and dismissing the quotes as falsified, Johnny actually emphasizes the 

possibility of his own existence, suggesting that he must inhabit the same world as the 

reader because he can unveil fictionalizations. Johnny engages in the same analytical 

behavior expected of readers of postmodern texts and directly addresses the reader 

concerning his findings. In this way, the reader’s world is further intermingled with the 

fictionalized world of the novel. 

House of Leaves also offers an embodiment of many other techniques that Brian 

McHale sees as characteristic of the ontologically unstable novel. In Chapter 7 of 

Postmodernist Fiction, “Worlds Under Erasure”, McHale discusses the possibility that, 

much in the same way that postmodern authors can often “un-narrate” a narrated event, 

“projected existents—locales, objects, characters, and so on—can have their existence 
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revoked” (McHale 103). Helpful to associate this with House of Leaves is McHale’s 

section titled, “Something exists.” The struck words connote a simultaneous being and 

not-being, evocative of the instability of the house’s chambers.  McHale discusses the 

ability of postmodern texts not only to do and undo in the case of characters performing 

actions but to be and un-be when describing the construction of the world itself. House of 

Leaves is a particularly appropriate embodiment of this concept; the house is in a constant 

state of re-creating itself, offering empty space or perhaps a wall where an instant ago 

was a room or hallway. No sooner can one state that something exists in this novel than it 

does not, or at the very least has altered size and shape so radically that it is a different 

thing altogether. The novel’s textual medium facilitates this instability; the possibility of 

simultaneous or instantaneous transformation and reconfiguration is aided by the text’s 

utilization of elements reminiscent of concrete poetry or play with font and layout. 

In fact, House of Leaves utilizes its textual medium in a radically postmodern 

manner that highlights both the material nature of printed text and also the impossible 

referential nature of fiction itself. Through a synthesis of the idea of ontological 

hierarchies and the novel’s playfulness of medium, the novel is able to actually extend 

influence upward, out of itself and into the world of the reader. This is an inversion of the 

typical dynamic in which worlds have ontological superiority downward into sub-worlds 

but cannot extend that influence upward out of their own. This becomes most evident in 

the novel’s experimentation with elements reminiscent of concrete poetry, spanning 

reams of pages in which the textual layout is representative of the action or state it 

describes. Consider for example the disorienting and labyrinthine layout of Chapter IX, 

during which an exploration team is becoming increasingly lost and confused (Figure 1). 
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Here the text becomes arranged in multiple competing spaces, capable of being read 

sideways and upside-down as well as traditionally. More importantly, the alignment is 

such that no clear order exists; one can continue the narrative from the previous page or 

begin any number of new footnotes and side-paths. In part, the effect is evocative of the 

multiple options and paths available to the explorers in the house. Ontologically, 

however, the layout forces the reader physically to reorient either herself or the novel in 

order to read the text. In a strange turn, the text thus exerts power over actors in an 

ontological world above itself, further entrenching the reader as part of an ontological 

hierarchy and foregrounding the physical media itself as part of the story. 

(Figure 1): 

 

 Further exploring the relationship between literature and visual media 

established in White Noise, House of Leaves yet again amps up the presence. House is a 
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media-laden work, a text obsessed with media’s supposed ability to reflect and construct 

reality. Each ontological layer of the text adopts a visual medium as its central concern, 

creating a multi-frame narrative. Outermost is Johnny Truant, a mid-twenties tattoo artist 

whose narrative voice is assumed to be occurring in same world that the reader inhabits. 

Truant comments on and edits a manuscript he recovers that is written by a blind man, 

Zampanó. This manuscript comprises the next lowest ontological “layer”; it is a written 

text within Truant and Zampanó’s world. The manuscript in turn describes and analyzes a 

documentary, The Navidson Record, alleged to have gained worldwide critical and 

academic notoriety. Zampanó includes psychoanalytic, structuralist, post-structuralist, 

and formal criticism of the people, events, and cinematics of the film. The documentary 

itself is a feature-length production detailing the lives of Will Navidson, his long-term 

partner Karen, their two children, and their new house which suddenly and inexplicably 

changes its interior dimensions. Further, Navidson himself is a Pulitzer-prize winning 

photojournalist, capable of telling emotional and captivating stories in a single frame. 

The question remains, then, of how these descriptions play out in the text itself. 

Whereas Lot 49 concerned itself with mediation of truth through clues that functioned as 

signifiers stripped of their signifieds, and White Noise adopted a mediation of self 

through technology, House of Leaves might best be said to posit a mediation of 

empiricism. The central plot of the novel involves a house which has no stable floor plan, 

size, or discernable shape, and the characters continually attempt to define or delimit it. 

This search for descriptive knowledge combines with the book’s obsession with 

recording media to define the central focus: House is overwhelmingly concerned with 
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humanity’s attempts to understand the world through objective modes of recording and 

measurement.  

The first instance of this occurs in the Navidson’s documentary when, after a new 

room simply appears in an upstairs closet, Will Navidson attempts with a variety of high-

caliber measuring equipment to record the dimensions of his house. Using everything 

from a “25’ Stanley Power Lock’ to “a Cowley level mirror transit,… a Stanley Beacon 

level and a laser distance meter, a Leica,” Will, his brother Tom, and their friend Billy 

Reston all attempt to mitigate what seems to be a 5/16” discrepancy between the house as 

measured from its exterior and as from its interior (Leaves 31-8). Though they take into 

account the walls, the slope of the floor, and every other conceivable factor, they cannot 

seem to find an explanation for this logical impossibility. Though Navidson’s wife and 

Billy initially react with derision to Will’s obsession with what seems such a miniscule 

and easily ignored phenomenon, the principle is valid; Will is unashamed in his search 

for an answer to a question that defies the way he understands truth. Measurement is 

supposed to be an objective and repeatable method of describing reality; to undermine 

that is not just unsettling, but impossible. How can one know their world if its physical 

expression is mutable or inconsistent? 

The anxiety of failed measurement continues as the house grows new and more 

unstable additions, none of which contain windows or any source of light, creating vast 

rooms of incalculable size and darkness for Navidson and a hired team of expert 

mountain climbers to explore. Impossibly, none of these additions changes the 

appearance or dimensions of the house as viewed from the outside. A brief excerpt from 

Zampanó’s text reflecting on all of their missions reminds the reader of the insufficiency 
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of photographic image, explaining that “Until Exploration #5 there was never a true 

visual meditation on the house itself, its terrifying proportions and the palpable darkness 

inhabiting it. …In [Navidson’s] opinion, very few of the images—even those he was 

personally responsible for—retained any of those fantastic dimensions intrinsic to that 

place” (Leaves 418).  Even the lead explorer, Holloway Roberts, framed by the 

documentary as well as the accompanying analysis as threatened by Navidson’s fame and 

legacy even while Navidson feels usurped by Holloway’s exploration, discusses the 

immensity in terms of Navidson’s realm. Zampanó provides an analysis, citing that 

 

Holloway …[adds] only that the experience is beyond the power of any 

Hi-8 or 35mm camera: “It’s impossible to photograph what we saw.”97 

Even after seeing Navidson’s accomplished shots, it is hard to disagree 

with Holloway. The darkness recreated in a lab or television set does not 

begin to tell the true story. Whether chemical clots determining black or 

video grey approximating absence, the images still remain two 

dimensional (Leaves 86-7) 

 

The text goes on to describe their attempts to illuminate chambers and spiral 

stairways with mile-length dimensions in hopes of capturing telling photographs. The 

ultimate failure of film is clear. The house represents the ultimate defiance of the tools 

that have become definitive of the ability to capture and depict truth. Its immensity of 

size, darkness, and emptiness render these technologies obsolete and insufficient; the 

sheer overwhelming blackness cannot be captured on camera. 
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As the novel continues, it becomes evident that this insufficiency flies in the face 

of some deep-seated desire to know and understand the world. The very fact that 

Navidson and these men risk their lives and sanity multiple times in hopes of finding 

some answer to the labyrinth buried within seems telling enough, but especially in the 

face of its rebuffs of objectivity this becomes apparent. Holloway in particular becomes 

obsessed with hunting not solely measurements, but hints of consciousness within the 

house. There is a deep growl that permeates almost malevolently when the labyrinth 

changes its shape, and claw marks tear down and disintegrate neon markers the team 

places on the walls. Whereas the group had set out with professional calm and measure in 

their exploration, Holloway soon leads the group frantically in search of the growl’s 

source, forgoing their previous meticulousness in keeping them oriented and their food 

rationed. When his companions, Jed and Wax, protest on the grounds that they aren’t 

getting any closer and are running out of supplies, he snaps into a rage and his 

monomania becomes evident as he first “resorts to goading, calling them anything from 

‘fucking pussies’ and ‘cowards’ to ‘jack-holes’,” and soon begins screaming “’I will not 

abort this mission’…jabbing an angry finger at [Wax]. …The implication in ‘abort’ is the 

failure to attain a goal—the prey not killed, the peak not climbed. As if there could have 

been a final objective in that place” (Leaves 124). The militaristic tone of his language 

reveals his now aggressive attitude toward their trek. The objective Holloway has taken 

on for the exploration, finding the source of the mysterious growl, is representative of his 

desire to find any logic or reason to the never-ending emptiness the house keeps creating. 

Holloway thought he understood his world; that it was one in which physics held true and 

interiors were bound by exteriors. The house’s existence directly undermines that 
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understanding, and his obsession with the only potential answer to it is therefore an 

obsession with the fundamentals of existence.  

As illustrative as the dynamic between image and reality is of the house’s ability 

to defy understanding, it becomes almost insignificant given the implications of the house 

itself. As Navidson’s documentary progresses, various parties offer their scientific 

analyses of the house, collecting as much empirical data as can be had in such a place and 

compiling it in an attempt at explanation. A list of “incontrovertible facts” about the 

house yields this tabled list, which uses the relevant chapters of House of Leaves as 

citations: 

9.0 Size and depth vary enormously I, IV-VII, IX-XIII 

 9.1 The entire place can instantly and without I, IV-VII, IX-XIII 

 apparent difficulty change its geometry 

9.2 Some have suggested the dull roar or ‘growl’ VII 

 is caused by these metamorphoses (See 5.1) 

9.3 No end has been found there V-XIII 

(Leaves 371) 

 

This ordered, scientific presentation of information works to emphasize the 

variable formatting of text in the novel, able to be configured both for disorientation as 

well as efficient conveyance. This efficiency of organization is at once undercut, 

however, as the information it contains tells of a place that defies that order. The 

scientific discourse continues as more and more the house becomes framed in terms of 

empirical data alluding to its immensity of dimensions. Just before the appearance of the 
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first aberrant hallway leading to the true depths of the house, House of Leaves (or, more 

specifically, Zampanó’s analysis) contains an entire chapter dedicated to the physics of 

sound and its ability to convey information about, indeed describe, reality. The chapter 

launches into a highly technical meditation on the capabilities of sound, explaining in one 

instance that  

Bats, for example, create frequency modulated [FM] images by producing 

constant-frequency signals [0.5 to 100+ ms] and FM signals [0.5 to 10 ms] 

in their larynx. The respondent echoes are then translated into nerve 

discharges in their auditory cortex, enabling the bat not only to determine 

an insect’s velocity and direction (through synaptic interpretation of 

Doppler shifts) but pinpoint its location to within a fraction of a 

millimeter. (Leaves 47) 

 

This is all complemented with a final analysis of the formula describing “the 

resonance frequencies [f] in a room with a length of L, width of W, and height of H, 

where the velocity of sound equals c (see Figure 2). 

(Figure 2): 

 

 

This discourse ultimately serves to suggest an aesthetic of empiricism, as if by 

detailing the properties and nuances of a way of understanding the world, that 

understanding by necessity must be possible. It also serves as an orienting principle, 
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providing the reader with the requisite information to make sense of later information that 

provides further understanding of how immense the spaces in the labyrinth are. In some 

ways this meticulous scientific vocabulary is an extension of the novel’s tendency to list 

in detail the specifications of equipment and engage in precise, pragmatically informative 

language. These techniques produce an effect that lends a reality to the novel, similar to 

the specificity and detail typical of realist fiction, and invokes the Modernist ideal that the 

world is ultimately knowable. 

Despite this accumulation of information and theory concerning the properties of 

the house, it is all undercut by a postmodern turn which further proves the impossibility 

of the house in yet another way. After the events involving the explorers and Holloway’s 

madness, Navidson attempts to use what information he and the party have collected to 

analyze the house from an exterior perspective. He takes a collection of physical samples 

that have been chipped from the walls at various locations to “petrologist Mel O’Geery, 

up at the Princeton geology department,” (Leaves 371) and asks to have the samples, 

labeled relative to the depth of the house at which they were collected, analyzed. After a 

lengthy analysis (most of which, in an invocation of Tristram Shandy, occurs on pages 

lost or ruined by Johnny Truant) involving radiometric dating of the carbon-14, 

potassium-argon, and rubidium-strontium varieties, the doctor finally, quite unexcitedly, 

informs Navidson that the only interesting qualities of these samples is their chronology. 

They are relatively normal “igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic samples,” but what 

O’Geery finds worth noting is that the samples  

...all fall into a very consistent scheme. Sample A is pretty young, a few 

thousand years old, while K is a few hundred thousand. Q over here is in 
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the millions and these—’ referring to MMMM through XXXX ‘—well, in 

the billions. Those last bits there are clearly meteoric. …XXXX, your last 

sample, is by far the oldest and most interesting. A composite of younger 

material, 4.2 billion years old, combined with deuterium rich particles 

suggesting that possibly, now I want to stress possibly here, but this 

deuterium could indicate matter older than even our solar system. 

Interstellar perhaps” (Leaves 371-8) 

 

These results show that Navidson’s house is, in more ways than one, 

otherworldly. Its impossible composition leads those who provide later commentary on 

the documentary to speculate whether it exists in some alternate dimension or is a 

construct by extraterrestrial beings.  

In any case, the truth of the house’s existence is ultimately not of importance. The 

key here is that the house has, in multiple different ways for multiple different people, 

upset the way they understand the world and claim to know it. Important still is the way 

in which it defies and results from attempts to understand it; the house does not 

maliciously invade but simply defies the traditional empirical model of how reality is 

mediated. It has, returning to McHale’s theses that the foundation of postmodern fiction 

rests on questions of ontology, caused the book’s characters, narrators, and even readers 

to question exactly in what world this phenomenon can take place 

The house renders mediation through empirical understanding insufficient, but 

this is not the full extent of its implications. Perhaps the most fundamental crisis arises 

from the house’s existence in itself. At the most basic and inherent level, Navidson’s 
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house actually rejects physical expression as a medium of existence. In other words, it 

refuses to be bound by the same physical laws that actually allow existence to take place. 

This principle is first violated, even if only slightly, when Navidson first realizes that 

5/16” discrepancy between his interior and exterior measurements. As Navidson and his 

brother Tom attempt to solve the conundrum, Zampanó comments: 

One incontrovertible fact stands in their way: the exterior measurement 

must equal the internal measurement. Physics depends on a universe 

infinitely centered on an equal sign. As science writer and sometime 

theologian David Conte wrote: “God for all intents and purposes is an 

equal sign, and at least up until now, something humanity has always been 

able to believe in is that the universe adds up. (Leaves 32) 

 

It is interesting that only a few sentences are given to this idea of equation when 

such large portions of the novel are dedicated to its violation. It is quite telling, however, 

that House of Leaves’s paratext hints at a much more intimate connection between the 

events presented in the novel and this concept; the front and back inside covers both hold 

a vertical equal sign encircled by a thick bright line, suggesting that this question of 

equality surrounds or is embodied by this novel. Though popping up early in such a 

minute way, indeed the entirety of the novel is an exercise in defiance of this reality 

principle. Consider for example the moment when Will Navidson, after rescuing Jed and 

Wax from the house, finds himself trapped at the bottom of an expanding spiral staircase. 

After waiting for over an hour for any change in the stairway’s size, he hears a coin 

clatter to the floor, dropped from above by his brother Tom. It has been falling for over 
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50 minutes, which, after some quick calculation, Navidson realizes “describes a space far 

greater than the earth’s radius (or even diameter)” (Leaves 378). Important to remember 

here is that the house as viewed from the street has not changed a bit during all of this 

expansion and contraction, the myriad labyrinthine changes occurring within. From the 

exterior this has remained a simple house on Ash Tree Lane, never reflecting the tumult 

of changes occurring within. Put technically, the mathematic identity principle simply 

does not hold true for this house. Despite the manifestation of a physical reality 

depending upon it, “A” does not equal “A” in this world. In this way, the very fabric of 

existence, the medium of physical space by which reality can be expressed, is made 

insufficient and incapable of expressing the reality of the house. 

 

Conclusion: The Postmodern Narrative 

Together, these three novels present strikingly unique manifestations of the same 

complex thread that underwrites postmodern fiction. Across several decades and arising 

from disparate cultural contexts, each work offers a new conceptualization of the 

problems inherent in any fictional world. This thesis has offered readings of three novels 

that highlight in what ways their characters have been unable to access some truth about 

their own worlds. In each instance, it is because the characters have only mediated access 

to the real that they are left in fear and confusion about its existence. In this way, this 

thesis has attempted to describe in what ways these works embody McHale’s paradigm—

each novel is a different iteration of how his ontological tension can become dominant. 

Far from a stifling or self-absorbed genre, postmodern fiction can find itself addressing 

self, reality, fiction, technology, literature, and theory all at once.  In their own ways, they 
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can be read as fiction about fiction, from the inherent self-awareness of parody found in 

The Crying of Lot 49 to the explicitly metafictional framework of House of Leaves.  

Implicit in this overall analysis lies the understanding that these are not the only ways for 

this tension to manifest, and hopefully I have demonstrated that ontological playfulness is 

a multivariable dynamic, capable of laying underneath even those works that do not 

explicitly mention their own ontology.  

It is from that demonstration that claims concerning the end of literary 

postmodernism or the postmodern novel reach a complication; ontological tension, 

especially when concerned with the blurring or mixing of disparate worlds, has in fact 

become a staple of how many writers now write and many readers now read. De Villo 

Sloan’s and Robert Murray Davis’s claims came in 1987 and 2001 respectively. Yet, 

immediately following each, one can find a wealth of literature which directly contradicts 

their claims. DeLillo’s 1985 White Noise is followed quickly by both Libra (1988) and 

Mao II (1991), which are primarily historiographic and metafictional. Also published 

during this era are the graphic novels Sandman (1989-1996) and Maus (1986-1991). The 

first is an explicit amalgamation of worlds, presenting a pantheistic universe in which 

every god of every mythos exists inasmuch as they have followers and William 

Shakespeare makes deals with immortal beings for his inspiration. The latter 

reconceptualizes the Holocaust and World War II using anthropomorphic animals while 

maintaining an awareness of itself as second-hand memoir.  

Similarly, the turn of the century saw novels such as David Foster Wallace’s 

Infinite Jest (1996), Roberto Bolaño’s 2666 (2004), Bret Easton Ellis’s Lunar Park 

(2005), Thomas Pynchon’s Mason & Dixon (1997), Don DeLillo’s Underworld (1997), 
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and even Seth Grahame-Smith’s Pride and Prejudice and Zombies (2009), the last of 

which found itself on the New York Times bestseller list. Each of these novels has found 

at least average amounts of critical acclaim if not outright celebration, and each offers a 

certain twist to the postmodern literary canon. Central to their existences one can find 

metafictional elements, faux biographical information, and historiographic 

fictionalizations— in short, an infinite amount of ontological playfulness mandating that 

they be read as postmodern works in a postmodern world. 

Of course, one would not be so arrogant as to believe that the existence of a few 

exemplary works defines a literary era. But these novels, having found considerable 

success, are just that—examples. Their existence speaks to the prevalence of postmodern 

ways of thinking now found in almost all cultural productions, much less fiction alone. 

Carrying on the torch ignited by seminal authors such as Kurt Vonnegut and Thomas 

Pynchon, fiction is now more than ever unafraid to acknowledge and transgress its own 

ontological boundaries as spin-offs, crossovers, parodies, pastiches, and explicit 

intertextual reference transform from novelty and experimentation to outright standard. 

Further, just as the works discussed in this thesis were shaped by their existing 

mediascapes, postmodern fiction continues to maintain that relationship as e-books, 

mixed media texts, and even interactive narratives offer new definitions of literature 

itself.  More than simply a set of conventions or radical forms, the era of postmodern 

fiction is one that continually challenges the limits of storytelling, redefining the ways 

that readers conceptualize the worlds of text. 
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