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BUCK 1 

 
“We all create stories to protect ourselves” 
                             —Johnny Truant1 

 
 
 
“I am not what I used to be”2 is perhaps the most eloquent direct link between 
deconstructionist theories and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves. At first 
glance deconstruction might seem synonymous with demolition but as a critical 
art theory it doesn’t seek to destroy; rather it strives to disrupt, dislocate and 
deviate.3 Doing just that, House of Leaves creates a world where the past is 
affected by the further past in a story, about a story about a documentary, about 
a family in a house that’s bigger on the inside. Yes, it is as complicated as it 
sounds. The story deviates, both in content and form, from the standard writing 
formula and requires nontrivial effort on the part of the reader. However, it 
is not as off-putting as it sounds. Utilizing deconstructionist elements in 
typesetting and pacing, typeface and color usage, and the overall experience 
design, Danielewski sucks the reader in, relinquishing control, and in doing so 
shifts ownership of the outcome from the author to the reader, hereafter known 
as the participant. 
 

Traditional literature presents a straightforward story requiring very little 
of the reader. It’s a “kind of private property owned by the author” that leaves the 
reader to seek out the author’s intent.4 On the other hand, ergodic literature like 
House of Leaves shares multi-layered plot lines, complex text and intertwined 
narratives inviting the reader’s participation. The meaning comes “from aesthetic 
treatment as much as from content.”5 Twenty years prior to Danielewski’s debut 
students at Cranbrook Academy designed a special issue of Visible Language 
magazine (Fig 1) where they expanded negative space in text and placed footnotes 
in the body of the page believing the work should be “felt” instead of read.6,7 In the 
same way, secondary narratives appear in footnotes at the bottom of the page but 
sometimes span several pages, only to be interrupted by the original storyline, 
enticing the reader back to the story about the house on Ash Tree Lane. As the 
expedition goes further into the house the page progressively gains more negative 
space (Fig 2), few to single words on a page quicken the turn, creating an urgent 
pace, invoking an emotional response in the participant as though they may also 
be in danger (Fig 3). Other times the layout necessitates a complete rotation of the 
book causing the participant to slow down alongside the character (Fig 4). “Every 
derangement of the page space deftly mimes the current derangement of the 
house-space in the narrative.”8 

 
 

While not as overtly deconstructive as Danielewski’s typesetting, the four 
typefaces appearing throughout serve to quickly discern the presented narrative, 
while speaking to the personality and reliability of the narrators themselves. 
Zampano, the documentarian of the film, appears in Times which combined with 
extensive, largely fictitious footnotes lend him academic integrity, however 
mocking it may be. Truant relays the stories through Courier, which by no 
accident was originally named Messenger, with letters from his mentally-ill 
mother appearing in the flowery typeface, Dante. The final voice of the editors 
comes to life in Bookman, implying their credibility as it is intended to do in this 
academic work.9 
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The use of color disrupts and draws attention to recurrent themes. The word 
house always appears, no matter the language, in the exact same shade of 
Chroma key blue used for cinematography blue screens (Fig 5); thus, allowing the 
participant to layer their own fears and experiences in the storyline.10 “Footnotes” 
listing all the typical structural components lacking inside the house’s mysterious 
cavern appear, with no margin, for twenty-four pages inside a blue bordered box 
in the middle of the main text. On the backside, the same words appear reversed 
as though the participant is in the hall trying to gain their bearings. The note 
ends with “Picture that in your dreams” (Fig 6); the red text struck through 
suggests Zampano’s writing process and are only used when referencing the 
minotaur or something he finds uncomfortable.  
 

The typesetting, type and color choices throughout House of Leaves 
entangle the participant, but it’s the content from the multiple narratives down to 
the supposed editorial front and back matter, that cause the participant to 
grapple with reality. In an interview on “The Cult” Danielewski states that “books 
aren’t CDs they’re instruments” meaning that the story isn’t meant to be read and 
felt in the same way each time.11 Every participant, like a musician, interprets 
things based on their feelings and perceptions. This belief in his approach is what 
separates his work, though deviant and disruptive, from that of designers like 
David Carson who take “deconstruction to such a level that it makes his work 
inaccessible.”12 (Fig 7) Danielewski uses Zampano’s numerous references of real 
works and entities mixed with just as many, if not more, completely fabricated 
citations, as well as, Johnny’s ever-increasing mental instability to erode their 
narration credibility, causing the participant to “constantly question what is real 
and what is not real within the narrative.”13 The overall experience of 
participating with the characters in such a shifting narrative and space makes it 
impossible to experience the house the same way twice or in the same way 
another participant experiences it. 
 

In the end, Danielewski’s story combined disjointed typesetting, pacing, 
color, and typeface to create a disruptive multi-layered experience “to form visuals 
that tell a story, vague enough to leave much up to the interpretation of the 
reader.”14 His experimentation draws the participant in, handing them the full 
weight of darkness, sight, isolation, fear, loneliness, love and madness with no 
clear answer. Where he may be the originator of this literary disruption, his use of 
deconstructive elements gave authority and ultimate ownership of the text over to 
the free will of the participant.15  
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Appendix  
 
Supporting Evidence. 
  

Figure 1. Visible Language. 1978. Publication. Type/setting shows similarity to Danielewski's elements. 
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Figure 2. House of Leaves. 2000. Publication. Negative space around the type mirrors the content of the house. 
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Figure 3. House of Leaves. 2000. Publication. Fast paced typesetting creates urgency for the participant. 
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Figure 4. House of Leaves. 2000. Publication. Atypical layout causes the participant to slow with the characters. 
 



BUCK 8 

  

Figure 5. House of Leaves. 2000. Publication. House and related “imagery” appears in blue screen Chroma key. 
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Figure 6. House of Leaves. 2000. Publication. Red strikethroughs suggest revision and represent discomfort/fear. 
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Figure 7. The End of Print. 2000. Publication. Type/setting shows extreme use of deconstructive elements. 


