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ABSTRACT: Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves is a multilayered story that employs the unreliable
narrator in several ways. Not only does the narrator in the story break the fourth wall, but the novel, as an object,
exceeds its function with its labyrinthine format, bridging the gap and crossing over from fiction into the reader’s
own reality. Through its complex, layered narrative, the novel is described as belonging to several genres,
including horror, tragedy, and even romance. It crosses the boundaries of a work of fiction through the relatability
of the authorship through the unfolding of the object of the book. The authorship becomes a co-authorship with
the reader themselves, involving them as active participants in the narrative rather than distant observers.
Additionally, the layout of the novel serves as part of the narrative, taking a more visual and typographical form,
in a step away from traditional forms of (unillustrated) fiction novels. This analysis presents a close reading of
House of Leaves to examine the reliability of the narrator(s) and the ways the novel attempts to cross over from
being a literary work to the reader's reality as an object in the reality of the reader and in the way the reader
becomes an active participant in the novel rather than a passive observer.
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Since its release in 2000, House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski has presented a challenge to
the conventional notions of authorship, narration, and genre through its use of typography, labyrinthine
structure, and destabilizing narrative layers. The novel resists a single explanation by introducing not
one, but several (unreliable) narrators whose conflicting voices not only disorient the reader and raise
fundamental questions about the fictitious truth, authorship, and the act of storytelling itself, but also
function in the transition of the novel from a literary artifact that is meant to be read to an ergodic form
of literature. Through the work’s deep engagement with postmodernist strategies of metafiction,
including intertextuality, irony, and the deconstruction of authorship, House of Leaves resonates with
the emerging cultural framework of metamodernism, oscillating between postmodernist skepticism and
modernist longing for meaning. Through its affective materiality and layered storytelling, House of
Leaves performs a “structure of feeling”, immersing the reader in a lived experience of ambiguity,
fragmentation, and emotional depth. This essay argues that the novel employs the devices of unreliable
narration and metafictional play to construct a metamodern literary artifact that ultimately displaces the
centrality of any one narrator in favor of a collaborative, destabilized authorship—Ileaving the reader to
ask not only what story is being told, but whose story it is.

Several academic works have focused on the use of the layout as a narrative tool in Danielewski’s
House of Leaves, most notably Emrich’s thesis (2024), which not only focuses on the use of the layout
as a tool of immersion and alienation but also on how it develops a structure of feeling through the odd
formatting and layout of the novel. However, little attention has been paid to the reliability of the
narrator and the connection between the different levels of unreliable narration in House of Leaves, in
relation to metamodernism, metafiction, the structure of feeling, and whose story it is. This essay aims
to contribute to the literature with its focus on the unreliable narrator in Danielewski’s House of Leaves.
Danielewski constructs a metamodern metafictional labyrinth that destabilizes authorship and readerly
coherence through the layers of unreliable narration, typographic experimentation, and materially
disorienting format. Through this, the novel embodies a metamodern “structure of feeling” that
oscillates between sincerity and irony, coherence and chaos, and ultimately poses the question of
“whose story is it?” rather than “what is the story about?”. This essay aims to explore the use of narration
in the novel, both through the use of unreliable narrators and through the use of the format as a tool of
immersion.
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House of Leaves by Mark Z. Danielewski (2000a) presents a unique form of storytelling based
on the format of the novel. The experimental formatting, along with the genre and the several layers of
(un-/reliable) narrative, turns the novel into something more than a work of fiction, but into an
experimental piece of fiction that crosses over from the speculative realm into the reader’s reality
(2024). Aside from the fascination with the object of the House of Leaves in its physical form, the novel
presents several levels of narration in its textual (and visual) form. The known layers of the narrative
function start as early as the very first page of the book, disconnecting the name of the author, “Mark
Z. Danielewski,” from the title page. The use of the two names in the same size hints to the reader that
there are equal and different layers of narration between Truant and Zampano, especially in the genre
of scholarship (Belletto, 2009, p. 100). However, even the title page as a physical object fulfills a unique
function in the way it is assembled. The title page, unlike the remainder of the novel, is glued to the
book, and with wear and tear, that page specifically tends to fall off on its own, erasing the author’s
name entirely to merge fiction with reality. The reader is, thus, confronted by two characters who are
introduced as early as the cover page: Zampano and Johnny Truant. The most immediate figure that the
reader follows is Truant, who, as the title page suggests, provides the introduction and the notes on
Zampano’s manuscript. Revealing the unreliability of Truant does not present itself early on through
the novel, and in many cases, the character would appear reliable (with opinions) to a great extent early
on. However, Truant quickly reveals to the reader that the other character and narrator of the story could
be less reliable as early as the introduction. Truant explains what he found out about Zampano early on
in the introduction: “He was blind as a bat.” 2000a, p. xxi). Upon reading that line, the reader begins to
question the authenticity of the narration from Zampano despite the authority given to the narrator by
the use of scholarly fiction.

Danielewski, thus, employs a complex layering of narrators and presents many questions on the
reliability of each of them; through Johnny Truant’s instability, Zampano’s occluded research on the
Navidson’s record, or even on Zampano’s ability to research accounts being blind to begin with. The
novel, therefore, presents many obstacles and questions to the reader in terms of the narrator's
unreliability. Those layers of narration—from real authorship, to fictitious authorship, to character
commentary and narration—the novel interrogates truth—and whose truth it is—to perception, and it
explores the limits of narrative reality in metafiction. While the focus of this essay is the primary body
of text in House of Leaves, it is important to note that the book contains six exhibits, three appendices,
and a list of credits. Appendix III presents a collection of letters written by the fictitious mother of
Johnny Truant, which is also available as a separate book, The Whalestoe Letters by Danielewski
(2000b). Additionally, the novel references the song “The Five and a Half Minute Hallway”
(Danielewski, 2000a, p. 513), which is a reference to the music album Haunted, inspired by the novel
itself and published in the same year (Poe, 2000). Finally, on the same page, the novel refers to the first
edition of the House of Leaves, which is a fictitious edition.

Metafiction refers to literary works that consciously focus on their own artificiality, often seen
when they draw attention to the process of narration, authorship, and the reader’s own engagement
(Waugh, 1984). While metafiction can be traced back to postmodernism through its use of
deconstructing narrative authority and through questioning the possibility of objective truth through
strategies such as the use of unreliable narration and fragmented structures (Hutcheon, 1988), in this
essay, the focus will be on metafiction, particularly in metamodernism as a “structure of feeling”.
Metamodernism has emerged at the end of the century in response to the rising global crises of social,
ecological, and (geo-)political nature, and more particularly with the developments of digital
technologies. Rob van den Akker and Timotheus Vermeulen (van den Akker & Vermeulen, 2010) treat
metamodernism as a structure of feeling that has become the dominant cultural logic of Western society.
They suggest that it is possibly only through art that the structure of feeling becomes recognizable and
can thus be communicated; therefore, it is through the new term of “metamodernism” that the
contemporary concept can be understood as an oscillation between modernist sincerity and
postmodernist irony (Emrich, 2024). Instead of rejecting meaning altogether, metamodernists often
employ postmodern forms to search for emotional and philosophical depths.
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In this light, House of Leaves (Danielewski, 2000a) functions as a metamodern metafictional
text. This is through the use of layered narration and authorship—in removing the true author and using
fictitious layered authorship in Zampano, Truant, and “the editors”, and through the use of the
scholarship genre in the use of the different academic style guides, footnotes, and the contrast between
the fictitious author in Zampano and the commentary provided by Truant. As Emrich notes in her thesis,
the novel’s material form and narrative complexity invite a uniquely affective response from the reader,
one which blurs the boundaries between fiction and reality. Through the use of the interweaving
typographic elements, the novel transcends its original value as a readable work of fiction into an artifact
that transitions beyond that value. House of Leaves combines metafiction form with the metamodern
affect in its challenge and exploration of the limitations of the novel form (Emrich, 2024, p. 59).

Coined by Raymond Williams, “the structure of feeling” describes the lived, affective
experience of a historical moment (Williams, 1977). Based on William’s concept, van den Akker and
Vermeulen adapted the idea to describe metamodernism as the dominant structure of feeling in the early
21* century, which is characterized by the oscillation between sincerity and irony, hope and despair,
knowing and unknowing. This contrast of opposites is strongly reflected in House of Leaves through its
many layers. One particular example of the opposites as shown in the novel is in Chapter VI (pages 74-
79), where the beginning of the chapter starts with two quotes presented by Zampano, then a short, well-
written, and comprehensible paragraph. The contrast appears in Truant’s commentary, particularly on
page 77, which switches from structured sentences to a run-on, two-page-long sentence that follows an
incomprehensible stream of consciousness. This contrast between the knowing vs. the unknowing, and
the hope vs. the despair, is multilayered, and this chapter is an ideal example of that duality of meaning
and the irony of it all. Beginning with the first section in which Zampano writes “When Hillary, the
grey-coated Siberian husky, appears at the end of the Navidson Record...” the first stage of irony begins
with Zampano’s mention of how a dog “appears” when he, Zampano, is blind, and should not be able
to see what happens in the record. Following that, the well-structured and well-organized writing of
Zampano in itself contrasts Truant’s writing, which is chaotic and unknowing despite the latter only
providing commentary on Zampano’s work. Danielewski’s House of Leaves is a reflection of the
metamodern conditions through the fractured, non-linear narrative voices and the disorienting form of
the novel in the hands of the reader. Truant’s footnotes and commentary, for instance, swing between
irony and humor and existential dread, reflecting the metamodern impulse to both confront and retreat
from meaning. The obsessive manuscript by Zampano also captures an attempt to impose order on
chaos, despite his blindness undermining the reliability of his observations. This affective instability,
manifested in both narrative content and in the typography and formatting of the novel, constitutes the
structure of feeling: a deep engagement with uncertainty and the desire for coherence in a fragmented
world. As such, House of Leaves does not merely tell a story; it generates an emotional experience that
resonates with the affective texture of the metamodern era. While the questions regarding Zampand’s
authenticity and reliability start early on, the shifts in the formatting start from chapter IX onwards, and
before that, the chapters followed a clearer structure. That shift in the structure and formatting signifies
the chaos of the narration overall. Additionally, it is where the novel, in its printed format, disassociates
itself from the original functionality of a book and becomes an object that requires the reader to turn it
around (or turn around it) in order to read the contents.

The question ‘Whose story is it?” has been addressed in different contextual works by many
literary scholars and critics. The question can be addressed in many ways, including the authorship of
the work. In The Death of the Author, Barthes (1977, p. 2-3, 5) argues that the meaning does not
necessarily come from the author’s intent, but often appears from the reader’s interpretation. However,
if the reader is led through a novel by an unreliable narrator, then who is to claim the meaning of the
story? The concept of the unreliable narrator is addressed by Booth (1961), where he describes the
unreliable narrator in several ways, including if the text signals irony and/or contradiction, if the narrator
misinterprets certain events, if the narrator’s values contradict those of the implied author or the reader,
or if the narrator is intentionally deceptive. In many ways, the narration in House of Leaves follows all
of the possible scenarios that would lead to the understanding of the novel as one with multiple
unreliable narrators. The question “whose story is it?” therefore lies in the heart of House of Leaves as
the novel shifts narrative control across the different layers of authorship presented through Navidson’s
direction, Zampan0’s interpretation and critique of the Navidson Record, Johnny Truant’s commentary,
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and own personal story that, depending on the readership, becomes the primary story in the novel. In
narratological terms, the focalizer of the primary story, which follows the Navidson family, is entirely
absent, and their experience is mediated first through Zampano’s manuscript, which is in turn filtered
through Truant’s footnotes that are compiled by anonymous “Editors”. The factual author of the novel
steps away from the novel as a whole with the first page, distancing his name from the novel as an
object in the loose first page that functions in a similar way. Ultimately, the reader is thus forced to
question “whose” the story is, rather than what it is about. With the distancing of Danielewski’s name
from the novel, and the question of whether the Navidson record had ever existed, to the lack of
reliability from the fictitious dead author in Zampano, to Truant’s relapses and eventual distancing from
the story, the reader is left with the anonymous ‘editors’ whose identity, while presenting a minor
mystery in the novel, is perhaps the point which allows the reader to take ‘ownership’ over the novel.
In that sense, the novel performs the metamodern oscillation between sincere search and postmodern
fragmentation. Emrich explored the narrative function of the layout in House of Leaves and analyzed
the effect of the layout, in particular, on readability and readership in connection with metamodernism.
Through the findings of her thesis, Emrich highlights the role of the layout and how the layout exceeds
the purpose of creating a labyrinthine space at the center of the story. She poses the argument that the
labyrinthine layout in House of Leaves transforms the novel from a literary object into a material object
(Emrich, 2024, pp. 15-17). Through the reader’s interaction with the physical artifact that is the novel,
it presents a sense of disorientation from the beginning, but that only intensifies from chapter V and
reaches a peak at chapter IX where the novel requires the reader to turn the book sideways or upside
down in attempts to follow the direction of the text, which not only switches direction, but is mirrored
in some occasions as the following figure shows. Emrich sheds light on the way the layout not only
shapes the reading experience, but oscillates between immersion and reflection, which reinforces the
metamodern ‘structure of feeling’. This replicates the experience of navigating a literal and
metaphorical maze in what mirrors Navidson’s experience in navigating the endlessly shifting,
uncannily blank hallway. She implies that the experience of reading the novel is central and crucial to
the power of the novel itself. Additionally, she points out that the reader’s awareness of the medium and
the artifact of the novel in their hands is part of the construction of meaning from the textual (and visual)
chaos.

Figure 1, pages 119-145, breaks up the text through a box that is added to each page (Emrich,
p-31).

Furthermore, Emrich connects the materiality of the immersion to the novel’s interrogation of
authorship as it forces the reader to physically assemble the narrative through their movement across
the pages of the book, as she demonstrates in her illustration shown in Figure 3. She argues that through
the negotiation between the functionality of the novel as a literary work and as a physical artifact, the
effect causes the readers to become co-authors of the text. This active engagement further exemplifies
the metamodernist tendencies to invite affective sincerity through irony (Emrich, 2024). This reading
closely aligns with the layered structure of narration discussed earlier in what negotiates the
positionality of the reader as a reader, instead, forcing them to become active participants in the
story(ies) from Zampano’s academic writing, Truant’s footnotes, and the anonymous editors’ frame.
The reader must physically reconstruct the novel’s spatial form in order to comprehend and follow it.
The structure of the novel mirrors the thematic labyrinth at the heart of the Navidson Record. As Emrich
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points out, the house not only presents confusion to the characters, but to the readers alike, who are led
through the exploration of a film by a blind man in Zampano’s narration. The reliability of the layout
is, therefore, affected by the unreliable narration, in what turns certain pages nearly blank, as is the case
with page 79 of the novel, which only contains footnotes from Truant’s commentary and pages 220 and
221 containing a word each, placed approximately somewhere in the middle of the page. Through
Emrich’s exploration of the labyrinthine layout of the novel, it is shown that House of Leaves does not
rely on the plot alone to deliver meaning, but instead, it uses the layout to construct the meaning in both
the functionality of the layout as a representation of the narrators’ unreliability and their descent into
madness, particularly in the case of Truant’s commentary. The result, as Emrich concludes in her thesis,
is that the novel not only resonates with the reader, but it invites them to become co-authors in the
immersion of the novel’s physical form.

The layout of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves thus goes beyond the
illustrative. It influences the reading pace and experience, creates different reading
paths, and creates the possibility of different interpretations of the story that depend on
the reader’s engagement with the novel and its layout, elements of which communicate
aspects of the story that are not narrated by the text itself. The layout of the novel
thereby becomes an essential narrative tool. (Emrich, 2024, p. 60).

The reader’s engagement becomes an essential tool, enforced by the narrative device of the
labyrinthine layout that Danielewski employs in House of Leaves. That engagement transforms the
reader from the act of reading to a more proactive role in their understanding of the novel and their
connection with it. And while the reader does not perform the act of writing in the novel, their reading
and their experience become an essential part that alters the meaning, and thus, they co-author the novel
alongside the fictitious authors. Another aspect, in particular, that heavily influences the idea of
unreliability in the text is Danielewski’s use of multiple narrators who present different levels of
reliability and unreliability in the main body of the novel. The novel acknowledges the unreliability of
its narrator, beginning with Truant’s introduction, where he points out Zampano’s blindness.
Additionally, while Truant presents the closest level narrator to the reader and influences the opinion of
the reader in multiple ways, particularly in pointing out that he himself does not know whether the
fictitious film, The Navidson Record, exists or not, he also presents an unreliable narrator himself.
Figure 6 presents the readership, emitted authorship, and levels of unreliable narration in the main body
of Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves (2000a).

e

A Reader

Johnny Truant

Figure 2 Readership, Authorship, and Levels of (unreliable) Narration in House of Leaves (by
the author)

In conclusion, Danielewski’s House of Leaves is a novel with interweaving and intertwined
narratives that cannot be reduced to a single central voice, but instead presents a textual labyrinth that
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is fragmented, disoriented, and aims to disorient the reader of the novel, through both layout and
physical structure, and through the guidance of the primary narrators of the work. Through the
multilayered structure of the novel, and the typographic experimentation and self-reflexive
destabilization of the truth, the novel enacts a modamodernist sensibility. Through its engagement with
the techniques of metafiction, the novel breaks the boundaries between fiction and reality and between
readership and authorship. As this essay has demonstrated, the unreliability of the narrators in House of
Leaves serves the act of storytelling to blur the line between fiction and reality. Through Danielewski’s
interplay between Zampano’s scholarly prose, Truant’s unravelling commentary, and the unnamed
editors’ final framing, the novel erodes narrative authority and invites the reader into a participatory,
interpretive act. The result is a radical decentralization of authorship which reflects the concept of
“Death of the Author,” where the meaning is not dictated by the author, but is determined between the
text and the reader themself. Ultimately, the novel allows the reader to structure and form the meaning,
allowing them the authority to author the story along with the fictitious authors of the novel. As the
dedication page of the novel claims, “This is not for you.” (Danielewski, 2000, p. ix), the novel itself
becomes a collaboration by the reader in many ways.
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