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Sonya Hagler 
Mark Z. Danielewski’s experimental novel House of Leaves represents an emerging tradition of postmodern print fiction that exists in the liminal zone between print and hypertext cultures. A genre conscious of the uncertain future of print literature in an increasingly electronic culture, this type of postmodern print fiction acknowledges the dynamic innovations hypertext systems make on the traditional notions of print literature. Authors like Danielewski recognize the necessity for print fictions to move beyond the literary status quo, evolving alongside the emergent genres of electronic literatures. Through its attempts to mediate the realms of the book and electronic word, House of Leaves represents the possibility for print and electronic media to exist together symbiotically, each influencing the other’s evolution. 

N. Katherine Hayles asserts that House of Leaves "instantiates the crisis characteristic of postmodernism," acknowledging the inescapable layers of mediation accompanying any artistic representation (779). Instead of working against cultural constructions, Danielewski takes advantage of this multilayered mediation to present multiple narrative threads that emerge only through the layers. The novel’s supposed subject is the film The Navidson Record, produced by a Pulitzer-winning photojournalist Will Navidson after he and his partner Karen move into the House on Ashtree Lane with their children, Chad and Daisy. The intended documentary about family dynamics becomes a representation of true horror as the various high-8 video cameras Navidson has installed in the house record inexplicable architectural inconsistencies. What begins as a simple quarter-inch discrepancy between the House’s internal and external dimensions culminates in the family’s realization that the House itself is an ever-shifting, labyrinthine void of colossal proportions.  

The Navidson Record becomes the subject of an ostensible academic commentary by Zampanò, an old blind man, complete with citations, allusions, appendices, and analyses of other commentaries on the film. The novel begins when Johnny Truant, an unstable man in his early twenties, discovers Zampanò dead in his apartment with a trunk containing the old man’s manuscripts and scribbled notes about this commentary. As Johnny soon discovers, however, the entire commentary is fictitious. The Navidson Record does not exist outside Zampanò’s text. Regardless, Johnny becomes engrossed with Zampanò’s creation and fashions it into proper order, adding footnotes into the text that reveal his own troubled experiences. Danielewski presents this initial dichotomy through distinct typography. Zampanò’s text is set in Times font, while Johnny’s notes are in Courier. When the anonymous editors make their scattered comments, they appear in Bookman. Thus, at the outset, the text manipulates print technologies to represent multiple voices. 

House of Leaves represents an emergent genre of print fiction that acknowledges the innovations of electronic media and incorporates hypertextual ideals into the more traditional literary medium of print books. In order to appreciate the extent to which Danielewski mediates between print and hypertext, it is useful to first examine the differences between the two media. In comparisons of traditional print versus hypermedia possibilities, there are several key issues that repeatedly come into question. Some of the most significant comparisons relate to issues concerning the reader’s relative authority and movement within the text. Print texts adhere to the Enlightenment idealization of the individual self. Within the tradition of print fiction, the single author retains control over the greatest portion of the narrative (Landow 95). The author of the traditional print narrative has made the navigational choices through his construction of the linear text. John Slatin argues that linear construction allows the writer to manipulate the reader to achieve the desired conclusion: "The reader does indeed get from the beginning to the end in the way the writer wants him or her to get there" (qtd. in Douglas 40). Traditional print fiction thus relegates the reader to a relatively passive role in the overall experience of the text. 

In contrast to the passive role expected of print readers, readers of hypertext narratives must necessarily assume an active role in order to navigate through the text (Douglas 42). The expanded role of the hypertext reader suggests a transfer of authorial power. The hypertext reader has the ability to "choose his or her way through the metatext, to annotate text, written by others, and to create links between documents written by others" (Landow 90). Thus, hypertext narrative systems esteem the power of an intrusive, active reader over the traditional autonomy of the single author.  

In traditional print texts, the readers proceed along the established path of the medium, reading from the beginning of the printed text straight through to the ending (Douglas 39). The author maintains all navigational control. Adhering to the established tenets of print composition, the writer develops the narrative in such a way that that it only works in a single linear sequence (Douglas 44). Although it is physically possible for the reader to flip through the pages of the text and read sections according to her own choices, those choices do not change the text’s linear narrative sequence (Douglas 40). 

Hypertext, however, operates in terms of multiplicities. Each navigational choice takes the reader along a different narrative path. The reader progresses through the narrative, then, solely on the basis of her own navigational choices (Douglas 42). Likewise, while traditional print texts operate according to a single linear progression, interactive hypertext narratives have no definite beginning and ending. Instead, there are multiple points from which the reader may enter and exit the narrative (Douglas 40). Thus, the hypertext reading experience provides the reader an opportunity to work parallel to the writer, crafting her own version of the narrative through the way she navigates the text. 

In his article "The Electronic Word," Richard Lanham argues that digital technology’s influence on print literacy calls for a realignment of textual communication at its most basic levels. Even without the progression into hypertext narratives, emergent technology encourages a more conscious perspective of print text and its conventions, limitations, and expanding possibilities (Lanham 3).  With the onset of the "electronic word," even traditional print text becomes subject to electronic manipulation through desktop publishing (Lanham 7). The most significant influence digital technology has made on print culture allows for the reemergence of the physical page. 

Electronic text manipulation encourages an awareness of the text’s physical presence on the printed page. This consciousness of the medium contradicts the doctrinal belief that reading should be intuitive (Lanham 4). According to this belief, the text should fade into the page as a literate transparency that encourages the illusion of the written word as unadulterated thought. Desktop publishing, the electronic revolution’s contribution to print culture, tears down the traditional bounds of the printed text. It places production decisions into the hands of the author, creating a self-conscious textual surface upon which the author can be creative with text in terms of content as well as aesthetics (Lanham 7).  

Thus, as a result of the digital revolution, the textual surface of the printed page has become "malleable and self-conscious" (Lanham 5). Lanham refers to this increased malleability of the page in terms of relative transparency. Traditional models of print text emphasize this textual transparency, encouraging the reader simply to look through the medium in order to focus on the ideas presented. Those texts that have been influenced by the advent of electronic publishing, however, reject the traditional transparency of the page, forcing the reader to first look at the textual surface before looking through it to the content (Lanham 5). Whereas before, a reader simply looked through the text into its content, readers in our postmodern age must first look at the text, acknowledging the physicality and aesthetics of the text on the page. In House of Leaves, Mark Z. Danielewski constantly forces an awareness of the book’s physical existence. Following Lanham’s transparency paradigm, the reader must first look at the page before he can proceed to look through the text. 

When approaching House of Leaves, the reader must first be conscious of the pages of the book itself. Danielewski manipulates the conventions of print space in order to blur the boundaries between traditional print and hypertexts. This manipulation begins with the title page, where Danielewski lists two characters, Zampanò and Johnny Truant, in the space conventionally occupied by the author’s name. Even before the text begins, Danielewski underscores the multiplicity of mediations within the novel, intentionally confusing created character with creator. The title spread acknowledges anxiety about authorship that has become increasingly common in the hypertext era (Landow 90). As Figure 1 illustrates, by distancing the author’s name from the novel’s title, the focus shifts away from Danielewski’s role as sole author and onto his creation: 

[image: image1.jpg]= OUSE OF LEAVES

T
 Truant





Figure 1.  Authorial distancing in the title page spread of House of Leaves 
Thus, from the moment the reader opens the book, he must maneuver through the often deceptive layers of narrative mediation that call the very notion of authorship into question. The multiple layers of mediation present within the novel gives tangible form to the postmodern realization that "there is no reality independent of mediation" (Hayles 779). 

Danielewski further confuses generally irreproachable print conventions by inserting the voice of another character, the mysterious "Ed.," into the publishing information. His novel subsumes the conventions of print to such an extent that he forces a self-conscious awareness of even the often overlooked catalog details and publication notes. Underneath the copyright and Library of Congress catalog data, the character intrudes on the convention, emphasizing the blurred boundaries of the fiction: "This novel is a work of fiction. Any references to real people, events, establishments, organizations or locales are intended only to give the fiction a sense of reality and authenticity" (iv). Danielewski makes this intrusion obvious only if the reader is already familiar with the typographical structure of the novel. This disclaimer is printed in Bookman font, just like every other narrative intrusion made by this anonymous collective of "Editors" that stand between the other characters of the text and the reader (Wittmershaus). 

This manipulation of print conventions extends into the text’s position on the page itself, foregrounding the materiality of novel (Hayles 790). As the reader delves deeper into the novel’s multiple narrative threads, Danielewski demands an increasing awareness of the book’s physical presence. The layouts of many pages in chapter twenty not only reflect the spatial constraints of Navidson’s journey through the labyrinth, they require the reader to consciously change his reading perspective. The text appears at forty-five degree angles (464-65), sideways and upside down (468-69), and even as a spiral (466). The text’s atypical position on the page stunts the reader’s progress in such a way that the time it takes to read these pages corresponds with the actions represented on them (Hayles 796). It emphasizes the book as a material artifact that must be sequentially repositioned in order to continue the physical act of reading.   

The prominent placement of footnotes in chapter nine, entitled "The Labyrinth," causes the reader to experience movement through a textual labyrinth as the characters attempt to navigate the labyrinth within the house. As with chapter twenty, the text’s orientation requires the reader to turn the book in order to read the various footnotes. The pages shown below are representative of the diversity of orientation present in this labyrinthine chapter.  
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Figure 2.  Labyrinthine left and right pages from chapter nine. 

Since they occupy atypical space, some of this chapter’s footnotes develop in reverse. Footnote 147, positioned upside down in the right margin of the right page, begins on page 135 and ends on page 121, reversing both the orientation and ordering of footnote 146, which occupies the left margin of the left page. These abnormally-placed footnotes create the textual labyrinth by quickly moving the reader forward in footnote 146 only to force her to return to where she started in the subsequent footnote. 

Footnote 144, presented in the outlined boxes at the upper part of these pages, traces another connection between the form of the page and the form presented within the text. The outline is blue, the color used for "house" throughout the text. Thus visually linked to the house, this lengthy footnote, a catalog of items typically found within a building, presents a contrast with the house as an expansive void. Zampanò attaches this note to a discussion of the encompassing nothingness within the labyrinth: "This desire for exteriority is no doubt further amplified by the utter blankness found within. Nothing there provides a reason to linger. In part because not one object, let alone fixture or other manner of finish work as ever been discovered there" (119). Since there is nothing within the house, the content of the footnote, which lasts for more than twenty pages, is just a selection of the infinite "list of what is absent" (Hayles 792). Furthermore, the blue outline becomes a graphical representation of the characters’ attempts to confine the house’s nothingness (? Is this what she means?) by defining tangible boundaries. 

The blue outline of footnote 144 illustrates Danielewski’s manipulation of color in terms of hypertext linking conventions. Selections from the text appear in three colors within the novel: blue, red, and purple. Briefly mentioned above, Danielewski typically reserves the color blue for any references to the word "house" and its foreign language equivalents. The reader encounters this puzzle even before the text begins, in the color’s use on both the cover and the title page (iii). Following hypertext tradition, the appearance of the word "house" in blue serves as a print hyperlink to the House itself. Even when Johnny Truant’s tangential narration strays from his obsession with Zampanò’s manuscripts, the presence of the blue text prevents the reader’s mind from wandering too far from the ever-present House: "Back then you could have found me…dining at Jones with some busty redhead I’d met at House of Blues" (xviii). The blue text links an unrelated encounter at a club back to the novel’s ostensible center.  

Ironically, while blue text reconnects the reader with the House, Johnny frequently uses the phrase "out of the blue" as he enters into tangents about the events of his own life: "Strange how clarity can come at such a time and place, so unexpectedly, so out of the blue…a memory in this case, shot out of the August sun" (297). Johnny’s tangents are temporary escapes from his obsession with Zampanò’s text. Thus, when he speaks of something "out of the blue," he turns his focus from the vast emptiness of the House that gradually consumes him. This change in focus, however, is only a temporary reprieve that vanishes at the next appearance of the blue text: "I wanted to…fill our house with five blonde daughters, until... oh no, where have I gone now? horror but not horror but another kind of –orro–?" (300).  

The color red figures more prominently in the text than either blue or purple. It demarcates Zampanò’s struck passages, which include a number of references to the labyrinthine resident, the Minotaur (110). Just as blue connects even unrelated text back to the House, the presence of the stricken red text brings the reader’s attention back to the Minotaur, even if the connection is not apparent (Hayles 800). Furthermore, Danielewski’s use of red to signify this particular link underscores its status as an active link. Although Zampanò has attempted to eliminate it from his manuscript, Johnny activates it by refusing to discard it. By presenting these passages as something the "author" Zampanò did not want included, Danielewski acknowledges the loss of authorial control that emerges in traditional hypertext.    

Purple, the color of visited links, makes only one appearance, in chapter twenty-one: "I’m sorry, I have nothing left. Except this story, what I’m remembering now1, too long from the surface of any dawn…" (518). Johnny, like Zampanò, fails to keep his own stricken text from publication, thus reminding the reader that yet another layer of mediation, the intrusive editors of Bookman font, separates the central subject from the reader. Fittingly, this purple text deals with memory, just as purple presents hypertext links visited in the past. Likewise, purple is the color associated with Johnny’s memory of his mother Pelafina. In her letters, included as part of the novel’s appendices, she asks Johnny to bring her a purple suitcase so that she can escape from her sanitarium: "Any color is fine though I prefer something akin to amethyst, heliotrope, or maybe lilac" (640). As with hypertext, Pelafina intends to use this purple suitcase as an aid in navigating her own world. Thus, in chapter twenty-one’s passage of purple text, Danielewski portrays Johnny’s memory of his mother within the context of a visited hyperlink. 

As Hayles notes, House of Leaves mirrors the house on Ashtree Lane in that both "are imaged as a labyrinth, a figure embossed in black-on-black on the cover" (791). The stricken red text of the Minotaur story and the mirrored textual representations underscore the House’s portrayal as labyrinth. This inextricable connection to labyrinths furthers the notion that the House at the center of House of Leaves is a metaphor for hypertext. Silvio Gaggi argues that the labyrinthine images presented within various works of postmodern fiction have emerged from the "postmodern organization" displayed most notably in hypertext systems (99). Hypertext is an "infinitely networked" labyrinth with no primary axis. The user’s position within the system becomes a provisional center, changing as the person moves throughout the hypertext (Gaggi 101). Gaggi’s observations about the hypertext as labyrinth echo Zampanò’s citation of scholar Penelope Reed Doob: "Our perception of labyrinths is thus intrinsically unstable: change your perspective and the labyrinth seems to change." Commenting on Doob’s observations, Zampanò points out that because the expanse within the House is so vast, "no one ever sees that labyrinth in its entirety" (114). 

The sheer scope of the House reflects the expansion of hypertext as seen with the growth of the World Wide Web. While the boundlessness of the internet is often seen as appealing, it is also a point of anxiety. It has expanded to such an extent that, as with the labyrinthine house, users can no longer step back to view the system as a unified whole. Thus, both metaphorical labyrinths pose the same problem of disorientation: "The complexity of the web and the possibility of having to make decisions without sufficient information regarding where any choice may lead can result in a disorientation that precludes meaningful freedom" (Gaggi 105). 

Danielewski represents this possibility for disorientation with the literal disorientation of the house’s explorers in chapter nine. Three outdoor guides, experts at orienteering, are unable to maintain awareness of their locations within the labyrinth. The disorientation of the labyrinth leads Jed, one of the explorers, to lose faith in his navigational abilities: "So much for my sense of direction. I’ve spent the last hour looking for a way back to the staircase. No luck. The radio is useless" (128). Jed’s disorientation extends from his own sense of helplessness into a commentary on the inability of technology, the radio, to offer any meaningful aid. The house, then, becomes a metaphor for the labyrinthine danger of hypertext. Through the explorers’ disorientation and through the red links to the Minotaur story, Danielewski recalls the mythological labyrinth, an instrument of torture that eventually became its creator’s prison (Hayles 800). The house, then, serves as a cautionary metaphor that underscores anxieties surrounding the emergence of hypertext.  

Danielewski situates elements of hypertext linking within the traditional space of the printed page, challenging the limitations of both media by melding them together into one cohesive, yet immensely complicated, print text. Hayles dubs House of Leaves a print "technotext" that qualifies as hypertext (795). As the literary community continues moving toward the time when it will have to redefine itself in terms of electronic literature’s position in relation to traditional literature, experimental postmodern fictions like House of Leaves will garner increasing critical and popular attention. 

The nascent relationship between print and hypertext literatures presents innovative artists an opportunity to evolve new genres of literature within both media. Stuart Moulthrop, a noted hypertext fiction writer, makes the claim that sophisticated computer games like Myst are the evolutionary equivalent of experimental print fictions represented by House of Leaves (186). Like its print cousin, the game Myst revolves around a character’s, or player’s, quest to understand an unknown environment, relying on visual representations as well as text to further the narrative (188). Most importantly, though, both of these experimental fictions foreground the importance of print books within an increasingly electronic era. Thus, emerging genres within both hypertext and print literatures emphasize the necessity of print literature. As long as writers of print literature are willing to evolve, as House of Leaves suggests, hypertext and print traditions will be able to coexist. 
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Footnotes 1 "what I’m remembering now" appears in purple. 

