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The Motel in the Heart of Every Man: The Transitional Spaces of Don DeLillo

This work illustrates the spatial nature of Don DeLillo’s writing. Through a reading of his
work a network of societal spaces repeatedly occur and are utilised as locations within which
to raise questions of the relationship between identity and mass society. The spaces that
predominate produce the topography of his work. A network begins to develop, a series of
nodal points joined by a connective tissue of pathways through which the discussion of
society and identity pass. By focusing on both the nodal points themselves and the pathways
that connect them the roles of motion, control and a potential counter-narrative appear. The
individual spaces that DeL.illo chooses as locations in his novels are relevant. Their placing in
society, their means of construction and the materials of which they are constituted all
illustrate the form of society which created them. In turn these spaces are observed to shape
the characters that pass through them, in the process further expanding the network of societal

associations.

The particular spatial forms that DeL.illo focuses on reflect a transitional impulse, a desire for
motion and speed rooted in anti-historicism. The suburb, the motel, and the highway are all
born of the period which followed the Second World War which had a profound sociological,
psychological and technological impact on society. The need to face the future, reject the past
and repress the traumatic experiences of war led an experience of space and society which is
transitional. The spaces are selected for their association with anxiety, trauma, nostalgia and
consumption. The duality of these spaces epitomises the complexities of modern social
identity. Due to the reflexive nature of transitionality cultural shifts impact upon its form,
altering the way in which it appears and functions. The alleyway influences the development
of the highway, the motel influences the development of the suburb, and the railway station
affects the airport. The airport is an example of the manner in which technological advance
change the appearance of these spaces but the themes and issues that are explored in them
reflect consistent interests. Similarly, moments of great social import such as the Kennedy

assassination and the attacks of 9/11 leave traces on these transitional spaces.
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Chapter 1: Introduction

This work illustrates the spatial nature of Don DeLillo’s writing. Through a reading of his
work a network of societal spaces repeatedly occurs which are utilised as locations within
which to raise questions of the relationship between identity and mass society. If one
considers the spaces that predominate one begins to understand the topography of his work
and the relevance of these particular spatial forms. A network begins to develop, a series of
nodal points joined by a connective tissue of pathways through which the discussion of
society and identity pass. By focusing on both the nodal points themselves and the pathways
that connect them the roles of motion, control and a potential counter-narrative appear. The
individual spaces that DeL.illo chooses as locations in his novels are relevant. Their placing in
society, their means of construction and the materials of which they are constituted all
illustrate the form of society which created them. In turn these spaces are observed to shape
the characters that pass through them, in the process further expanding the network of societal

associations.

The particular spatial forms that DeL.illo focuses on reflect a transitional impulse, a desire for
motion and speed rooted in anti-historicism. The suburb, the motel, and the highway are all
born of the period which followed the Second World War which had a profound sociological,
psychological and technological impact on society. It altered the cultural landscape at a
fundamental level®. The trauma caused by prolonged warfare and the void left by the
dropping of the nuclear bomb?, the aerial bombing of Dresden? and the liberation of

! “The damage the war visited upon bodies and buildings, planes and tanks and ships, is obvious. Less
obvious is the damage it did to intellect, discrimination, honesty, individuality, complexity, ambiguity,
and irony, not to mention privacy and wit.” Fussell, P., Wartime: Understanding and Behaviour in the
Second World War, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 1990).

2 As far as is possible John Hersey’s book Hiroshima (Hersey, J. Hiroshima (London, Penguin, 1946))
attempts to depict not only the physical devastation suffered by the Japanese in Hiroshima on August
6™ 1945, he also places it in the context of it effects on the national consciousness of the country. The
impact it had on America is less apparent. Hugh Brogan provides some statistics regarding that day.
“The war had not ended with a whimper. On 6 August 1945 an atomic bomb had been dropped on the
Japanese city of Hiroshima killing 70,000 people, injuring 51,000 and destroying more than 70,000
buildings. Three days later another bomb was dropped on Nagasaki, killing nearly 40,000 people and
injuring 25,000. On 14 August the Japanese government surrendered.” (Brogan, H. The Penguin
History of the United States of America (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 603) In his Rise to Globalism:
American Foreign Policy since 1938 Stephen Ambrose considers its role in the post-war economic and
social development. “Then came the successful test of the first atomic bomb. It inaugurated a new era
in the world’s history and in the tools of American foreign policy...The Americans immediately began



Auschwitz* provided fertile ground within which the germ of a new socio-spatial impetus was
able to take root. The need to face the future, reject the past and repress the traumatic
experiences of war led an experience of space and society which is transitional. The nascent
form of transitionality that develops in this period achieves a greater degree of cultural
importance in American society of the 1950s. In that milieu the technological advances
alongside the spatial and economic expansion of society provided the perfect environment for
transitionality to come to fruition.> Within this period lies the kernel of all that transitionality

became.

The form which this new spatiality took and the sociological issues that it contained all make
these transitional spaces exemplary sites for DeL.illo to explore issues of identity and society.
The spaces are selected for their association with anxiety, trauma, nostalgia and consumption.
They are emblematic of both the positivity of the post-war period and the counter-narrative
which was composed of all of the rejected and aberrant figures and activities which would
disrupt mass society. The duality of these spaces epitomises the complexities of modern
social identity. Due to the reflexive nature of transitionality cultural shifts impact upon its
form, altering the way in which it appears and functions. The airport is an example of the
manner in which technological advance change the appearance of these spaces but the themes

and issues that are explored in them reflect consistent interests. Similarly, moments of great

to use the bomb as an instrument of diplomacy.” (Ambrose, S., The Rise to Globalism (New York,
Penguin, 1971) p. 46.

3 “It is true that the strategic bombing surveys published by the Allies, together with the records of the
Federal German Statistics Office and other official sources, shows that the Royal Air Force alone
dropped 1 million tons of bombs on enemy territory; it is true that of 131 towns and cities attacked,
some only once and some repeatedly, many were almost entirely flattened, that about 600,000 German
civilians fell victim to the air raids and 3.5 million homes were destroyed, while at the end of the war
7.5 million people were left homeless, and there were 31.1 cubic metres of rubble for everyone in
Cologne and 42.8 cubic metres for every inhabitant of Dresden.” Sebald, W.G., On the Natural History
of Destruction (London, Penguin, 2004) p. 3.

4“The Holocaust was indeed a Jewish tragedy. Though Jews were not the only population subjected to
a ‘special treatment’ by the Nazi regime (six million Jews were among more than 20 million people
annihilated at Hitler’s behest), only the Jews had been marked out for total destruction, and allotted no
place in the New order that Hitler intended to install. Even so, the Holocaust was not simply a Jewish
problem, and not an event in Jewish history alone. The Holocaust was born and executed in our
modern rational society, at the high stage of our civilization and at the peak of human cultural
achievement, and for this reason it is a problem of that society, civilization and culture.” Bauman, Z.,
Modernity and the Holocaust (New York, Cornell University Press, 1989) p. x.

% “My analysis of the other-directed character is thus at once an analysis of the American and of
contemporary man. Much of the time | find it hard or impossible to say where one ends and the other
begins. Tentatively, | am inclined to think that the other-directed type does find itself most at home in
America, due to certain unique elements in American society, such as its recruitment from Europe and
its lack of any feudal past. As against this, | am also inclined to put more weight on capitalism,
industrialism and urbanization — these being international tendencies — than on any character-forming
peculiarities of the American scene.” Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New Haven, Yale University
Press, 2001 p. 20) The very elements which Riesman states as being more international factors of
other-direction, capitalism, industrialisation and urbanization were themselves to become central to the
development of America as this work will show.



social import which become touchstones in the framework of contemporary mythology such
as the Kennedy assassination and the attacks of 9/11 leave traces on transitionality.® Indeed by
exploring the ways in which these events and their cultural impact both shape and are shaped
by transitional space the centrality of the concept to the network of cultural references that

constitutes contemporary society becomes apparent.

By exploring these spaces, both the connections and points of difference they hold to one
another, it becomes clear that the spatial element of society is vital to an understanding of its
meaning. It is the spatial element of transitionality which leads to its amorphous, reflexive
and shifting nature and as such it is particularly difficult to draw an all encompassing picture
of it. Focussing on one particular space which reflects the larger concept of spatiality provides
a fragment of the larger network of meaning. As such this work will focus on a particular
spatial form which exemplifies a facet of transitionality within DeLillo’s writing a form of
dialogue develops between these spatial sites, societal development and cultural change, a
dialogue which informs ones understanding of transitionality. The structure highlights the
way in which these spaces become the focus of multitudinous connections. The alleyway
influences the development of the highway, the motel influences the development of the
suburb, and the railway station affects the airport. It is this vertiginous level of
interconnectedness that highlights the necessity of understanding the transitional as being at
the heart of the contemporary society and DeLillo’s writing. His work is profoundly spatial,
focusing on concepts and social developments in which spatiality, and particularly
transitionality, is central to their meaning. The fluctuating nature of contemporary society, the

manner in which it progresses, and its potential final state are essential to DeLillo’s writing.

Chapter 2: Intersection: Saul Bellow’s Dangling Man

Although the end of the Second World War provides a useful beginning for this work, the
elements of transitionality existed in proto forms before that period. In order to fully
understand the importance of the 1950s to the development of the transitional role at the heart

of society it is useful to consider that which it stemmed from. This section of the work will

& The impact of the Kennedy assassination has been discussed explicitly by DeLillo as seen in Chapter
5: The Highway “It had a strong impact, as it obviously did for everyone. As the years have flowed
away from that point, I think we’ve all come to feel that what’s been missing over the past twenty-five
years is a sense of manageable reality. Much of that can be traced to that one moment in Dallas. We
seem much more aware of elements like randomness and ambiguity and chaos since then.” DeLillo, D.,
taken from DeCurtis, A., An Outsider in This Society: and Interview with Don DeLillo in Lentricchia,
F. (ed.) Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) p. 48.



focus on the novel Dangling Man’ by Saul Bellow and will function as précis to the ideas and
works that follow. The novel, written in 1944, follows a man of transitional sensibilities as he
attempts to navigate a society which is itself in transition. Set during the Second World War
the novel focuses on Joseph, a character who becomes emblematic of the society around him.
He is the dangling man of the title, trapped between the tradition oriented and European
focused world of the 1940s and the period of American expansion the 1950s proved to be®,
An analogy for the time, Joseph is driven by societal and technological upheaval to desire
change yet is held back from it by personal and sociological connections to traditional forms.
He is left inactive, alienated and dangling. The dissection of this novel will reveal the
underlying factors, both historic and spatial, that underpin the 1950s, factors which form the
basis of transitionality and continue to appear at various stages throughout this work. By
tracing the progress of the Dangling Man in Bellow’s work to the state of the Falling Man® in
DelLillo’s novel, the impact that the growth of transitionality had on those that dwelt within it
becomes apparent.

Chapter 3: The Motel

Following the exposure of the origins of transitionality in the discussion of Dangling Man,
this chapter focuses on the movement and change which stem from those societal shifts as
they are depicted by DeL.illo through the space of the motel. The social concerns that
followed the end of the Second World War produced a combination of the transitional
impetus and the spatial. This pairing created transitional space and with it a visual lexicon and
network of meaning. Individuals began to look to their contemporaries rather than authority
figures or historical relations to guide their sense of identity and it is within the transient site
of the motel that they are able to explore the balance between individuality and the mass of
society. The motel is emblematic of these shifts in societal direction. Its location in society,

both physically and in terms of the role it came to play, are all intricately connected to the

" Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London, Penguin, 1996).

8“Many Americans feared that the end of World War 1l and the subsequent drop in military spending
might bring back the hard times of the Great Depression. But instead, pent-up consumer demand
fuelled exceptionally strong economic growth in the postwar period. The automobile industry
successfully converted back to producing cars, and new industries such as aviation and electronics
grew by leaps and bounds. A housing boom, stimulated in part by easily affordable mortgages for
returning members of the military, added to the expansion. The nation's gross national product rose
from about $200,000 million in 1940 to $300,000 million in 1950 and to more than $500,000 million in
1960. At the same time, the jump in postwar births, known as the "baby boom," increased the number
of consumers. More and more Americans joined the middle class”. Taken from Conte, C. and Karr, A.,
An Outline of the U.S Economy, Conte, C. and Karr, A., Chapter 3
http://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/oecon/chap3.htm.

® DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London, Picador, 2007).
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shifts in mobility, affluence and self image that were the hallmarks of the transitional impulse.
Through its combination of technology, architecture, visual culture and speed the motel is an
idealised transitional space, existing outside of the predefined concepts of societal spatiality
which had been dominant in previous eras such as the home or the city. Rather it was a site
upon which definitions could be overlaid, a gap or void allowing possibilities and freedoms
which would have been taboo or impossible in previous spatial forms. The implications of
this form of space and the societal impact that it has are explored in depictions of the site in
DeLillo. The motel encapsulated both the burgeoning ideals of the American Dream and laid
the foundations for a new sense of American identity based upon transitionality, creating a
spatial form of understanding that would allow sites such as the suburb and the motorway to
yield vital information about the development of the transitional society.

These positivist interpretations of the motel are called into question throughout DeLillo’s
writing. The uncanny nature of the motel space, both a facsimile of home and a rootless
location, connected it to more negative elements of transitional space. The nostalgic
recollection of the space is shown to mask a more troubling reality both in discussion of its
original societal role and DeLillo’s contemporary depictions of it. The anti-historicism of
transitionality which leads to the rootless unstable spaces it creates is clear in the manner in
which the motel space is utilised as a location for the investigation of repressed and aberrant
behaviour. Both historically and throughout its existence the motel is shown to be a focal
point for figures that are located outside of the accepted societal narrative who are to varying
degrees associated with the counter-narrative. They become spaces that echo with anxiety,
uncanny duplicates and instability®? its location, on the periphery of understood societal space
beyond the confines of codified spatial relationships allows the possibility of the investigation
of those troubling concepts. The optimistic intentions of creating such open, visible and
transient spaces are clear from the materials and architectural techniques used in their
construction.! However the other societal outcome of these spatial practices is the greater
visibility of the more troubling aspects of transitional space and the society which it was
connected to. The network of associations transitionality is composed of and the spaces it is
found within are open to misuse, re-appropriation and the exploitation of the counter-

narrative.

10 The uncanny nature of transitional spaces as seen in postmodern architecture is seen in Vidler, A.,
Architectural Uncanny, The (Cambridge, MIT Press, 1999) whilst it’s connection to the rise and
decline of American transient society is discussed in Kunstler, J. H., Geography of Nowhere, The (New
York, Touchstone, 1993).

11 See the discussion of Frank Lloyd Wright’s work and its connection to transient architectural forms
particularly connected to the motel in chapter 3.



Chapter 4: The Suburbs

The cultural and spatial shifts observed in the motel are manifested on a wider societal level
in the space of the suburb. The movement away from fixed sites of dwelling such as the urban
center to more transient and decentralised spaces is apparent in its expansion. Throughout his
work DeL.illo depicts the suburb as a space within which the transitional society investigates
the balance between personal identity and the shaping forces of mass society. The importance
of motion and speed to the development of transitional space seen in the last chapter are
further emphasised here as are the roles of consumption and societal visibility. In
Underworld® the suburb is depicted in both the period at which the transitional impulse was
at its most positive, the 1950s, and the contemporary period looking back. The nostalgia for
this period discussed in relation to the motel is even more prominent in the discussion of the
suburb as it is firmly connected to the visual lexicon of consumer products and spatial
referents that suggest a period of positivity and societal naivety. However as the investigation
of that space in that period and with contemporary hindsight illustrates, that nostalgia is

focused on the image of the period rather than its reality.™

The relationship between the counter-narrative of hidden sources and societal drives which
the instability of the transitional space allows is also present in the suburb. The depiction of
that space in Underworld both undermines the nostalgic view of it and suggests its duality. It
is less uncanny than the motel but it does contain a troubling dialogue between the hidden and
the seen. The importance of societal visibility as it connects to individual identity and social
role is illustrated in connection to Foucault’s discussion of Bentham’s Panopticon in
Discipline and Punish.* The visibility of the actions of those in suburban space is a major
factor in their sense of societal belonging, a means of controlling their actions and movement
which is shown to be intimately connected to consumption and production.® The theoretical
work of the 1950s and 1960s utilised to produce a sense of the economic and cultural drives
of the period supports the view that even from its inception the suburb was a space within

which issues of identity were associated with consumption and observation. As such the space

12 peLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998).

13 A discussion of nostalgia as it relates to postmodern visual culture is seen in Jameson, F.,
Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) and the
disconnection between the image and the object is discussed in Baudrillard, J., Simulations (New York,
Semiotext, 1983). These concepts appear throughout this work.

14 Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991).

15 Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991).



provides an exemplary location for DeL.illo to investigate socio-spatial issues that are

prevalent throughout the spaces in his work.

Chapter 5: The Highway

The connective tissue between the transitional spaces DeL.illo portrays is the highway which
is itself a transient spatial form. Unlike previous transitional spaces the highway does not
provide reference to nostalgic dwelling places as the motel and suburb do. It is a space of
speed and movement, the society that passes through it not stopping to consider their identity
but rather doing so whilst in motion. The combination of a number of forces connected to the
counter-narrative shape the highway and it’s depiction in DeLillo. The relationship between
technology and this space in the form of the car that allows motion along it also provides its
connection to speed. These elements are rooted in the growth of the car culture that flourished
alongside transitionality and allowed access to the peripheral spaces within which the motel,
suburb and eventually airport would be found. They pass through this space whilst they skirt
the urban centers, a conduit for the meaning of the transient society. However as with the
other transitional spaces in this work, their connection to the counter-narrative and the
opportunity to exist beyond the confines of mass society is at least partially illusory. It is both
a means of escape and a space within which speed and direction is firmly monitored and

controlled.®

The highway is a palimpsest created of numerous layers of connections to the network of
connections. The materials which constitute its physicality and its structure both suggest
associations with its spatial predecessors, the alley and the track, whilst illustrating the need
for their destruction to allow it to exist.!” Death and destruction are firmly rooted in its many
layers of meaning, historically, personally and socially. DeL.illo repeatedly uses the highway
as a space for the contemplation and execution of death. The Texas Highway Killer in
Underworld and the assassination of Kennedy in Libra are the most obvious examples of
visible societal death in his work but there are numerous others. The visibility of this space
and the speed of its motion make it a prime site for counter-narrative figures to carry out

violent acts and to have them be seen, indeed to have them recorded and repeatedly shown.

16 See Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) on the dromology. Used
throughout this work with particular focus in Chapter 5: The Highway.

17 The anti-historicism of transitional society is discussed in numerous works but of particular interest
are Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New York, Yale University Press, 2001) and Jameson, F.,
Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991).
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The highway is the space within which the expanding connectivity of transitionality and its

proximity to the counter-narrative becomes visible to mass society.

Chapter 6: Interstices — Stairs, Escalators and Elevators

As transitionality expanded throughout society and became an internalised and normalised
spatial impetus it appears in smaller spaces. The movement from the motel to the suburb and
ultimately the highway illustrates one manner in which transitionality has progressed, by
forging more societal connections and enlarging the network of associations.!® However, as
DeLillo illustrates, that impulse is also observable on a smaller scale. His depiction of the
stairwell, the escalator and the elevator show that transitionality has been accepted both
socially and on an individual basis. The shaping of societal space to reflect the transitional
drive which occurred after the Second World War has successfully shaped those within that
society into transients.!® The questions of identity and individuality that are observable in the

larger spaces have been brought into these smaller spaces.

Much like the highway, these spaces function as means of societal motion, allowing the
passage between other more fixed social spaces. They are in this respect all of the same class
of transitional space. There are major differences in the manner in which DeL.illo portrays
them which suggest various differing connections to elements of the counter-narrative and
mass society. The spatial form that differs most from the others is the staircase. Within
DelLillo’s work the staircase is utilised as a forgotten form of transitional space which has
more in common with the alleyway than the technologically advanced elevator. The stairwell
is a space occupied by societal outcasts, those who either by choice or because they have been
rejected by society, do not have access to the technological means of societal motion.?’ They
are found in forgotten buildings and decrepit apartments and as such are frequently a space
for the usurpation of the narrative of mass society.? The escalator and the elevator are more

related to the smooth running of that society. They provide a means of motionless motion, an

18 See chapter 5: The Highway.

19 See the discussion of Chuckie Jr, Eric Deming and Lee Harvey Oswald as exemplars of figures
raised in the period at which transitionality flourished in Chapter 4: The Suburb.

20 virilio’s discussion of the control of society through the control of its motion in Virilio, P., Speed
and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) is of interest here. It should also be considered in
relation to the discussion of the staircase in Chapter 6: Interstices and the underpass in Chapter 5: The
Highway.

21 See in particular the depiction of the tenement building in DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London,
Picador, 1992) and the decrepit building at the end of DeLillo, D., Cosmopolis (London, Picador,
2003).

10
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illusion of social mobility which is, in reality, entirely controlled.?? Whilst the escalator is the
purest example of that form of repetitious and thoughtless motion, the elevator is connected to
more complex spatial questions. It is related to questions of space and place, its enclosed
nature making it an uncanny facsimile of a room and as such a complex space for the transient
figure to understand. Social interaction which takes place in the elevator reflects this,
appearing unreal and unsettling.? The question of what is taking place inside the space is in
conflict with the unknown activity outside. In this respect the elevator reflects the dialogue
between the narrative and the counter-narrative, a dialogue which is suggested when DeLillo
illustrates the importance of the elevator in connection to the World Trade Center in
Players®. What the elevator and to varying degrees these other mobile transient spaces
illustrates on the small scale is further investigated in the larger forms of technological and
consumer focused transitional spaces the airport and the World Trade Center.

Chapter 7: Airport

The airport differs from the other transitional spaces of DeLillo’s writing. It is not solely a
location which is associated with the transitional impulse or a location for motion. It is to
some degree both of those things but primarily the airport is a portal for societal motion. The
spatial form with which it has most in common is the railway station. In its role as a gateway
between differing forms of societal space the railway station provides a template for the
investigation of the spatial functions of the airport. Both spaces act as a preparatory space for
an individual becoming spatially unfettered from their life on the ground. They also function
as a shield to prevent the anxiety and uncertainty this process creates from entering more
stable society.?® This anxiety, is born of the technological means of transport which stems

from that space, be that plane or train, and its association with death.

The ability to leave ones life on the ground is, as has been discussed in relation to other
spaces which offer a similar reprieve, at least partially illusory. The airport is depicted in both

End Zone?® and Mao 11?7 as a space of intense scrutiny and spatial observation. Much like the

22 The control of motion and speed. See Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e),
2006).

2 The unsettling nature of transitional spaces is rooted in a discussion of Freud’s concept of the
Uncanny, see Freud, S., The Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003).

24 DeLillo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991).

%5 Wolfgang Schivelbusch discusses the role of the railway station as a societal stimulus shield. This
concept influences the discussion of the airport in Chapter 7. See Schivelbusch, W., The Railway
Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the 19™ Century (California, The University of
California Press, 1986).

2% DeLillo, D., End Zone (London, Picador, 2004).

27 DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992).

11
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suburb the panoptic gaze of authority keeps the transient individual within sight at all points.
The figure is required to locate themselves fully in society within this space, their identity
fully codified, despite the associations with movement and freedom the space suggests.?® The
airport is thus an anxious and unreal space, supported by technological means of motion and

images of the visual realm of consumption.

Just as the motel and suburb reflect the transitional and social functions found in the highway,
so the socio-spatial role of the airport is seen in the space surrounding it and, more
interestingly, the airplane itself. The period of preparation for becoming un-tethered from a
semblance of stable life is anxiously manifested on the plane. It is the closest of the
transitional spaces considered in this work to an isolated space. Spatially it is entirely
disconnected from the narrative of daily life. Despite this it is still connected to the network of
association that supports transitional society. It is still a site of technology, speed and motion
which is associated to the counter-narrative. DeL.illo depicts the plane as a means of escaping
to the counter-narrative, both through flight in Great Jones Street®®and as a product to offer to
buy entry to an alternate life in Libra.*® The relationship between the plane and the counter-
narrative is at its most apparent during the events of 9/11. In that moment the plane is shown
to have been misappropriated by figures of the counter-narrative and used to destroy the
narrative of mass society. In that moment the depiction of the plane, and to some degree all

other transitional spaces, changes in DeLillo’s writing.

Chapter 8: The World Trade Center

The World Trade Center features prominently throughout DeLillo’s writing. It is impossible
to discuss them without making reference to the events of 9/11, as becomes clear in his first
novel after that date, Falling Man.*! Even before that period though the socio-spatial role of
the towers was a major focal point in his novels. They exemplify the spatial manifestation of
mass consumer society and as such become space which the discussion of the narrative and
the counter-narrative revolves around. Their scale and the shadow they cast over society

embody the degree to which the consumption driven form of mass society transitionality is

28 The control of societal motion through observation is more fully discussed in both Virilio, P., Speed
and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) and Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London,
Penguin 1991).

2 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992).

%0 DeLillo, D., Libra (London, Penguin, 1989).

31 DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London, Picador, 2007).

12
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related to have become the globally dominant narrative. This provides DeLillo to illustrate the
dialogue that takes place between such a space, and society, and those that are in contact with
it. This can take the form of those within it, those outside it and those in opposition to it. The
thematic duality of the space this dialogue suggests is physically apparent in the space of the
towers, they are at once dual and individual. In Underworld and Mao 1l the concept of a

dialogue taking place between the towers is suggested.

The balance between internal and external illustrated by the duality of the towers reflects the
complex division between self and other that is seen throughout DeL.illo. The angle from
which characters view the towers comes to represent their relationship with mass society.
Those within the tower are intricately connected to the network of consumption and
technology and struggle to understand their role as an individual amongst that mass.
Conversely those viewing the tower from the outside are those that are connected to the
counter-narrative. These figures assume the role of the societal outsider. The have either
placed themselves outside of the network of associations that meet in the tower to observe and
comment on it*2 or they are rejected by mass society due their aberrant views or actions.
These counter-narrative figures view the tower as the primary physical manifestation of the
societal form that both rejects them and attempts to monitor and control their actions. It is
these counter-narrative figures that seek to destroy such a space as a means of challenging the
accepted social narrative. After the attacks of 9/11 DeLillo’s depictions of transitional space
changed. Much like the end of the Second World War or the assassination of Kennedy the
transitional space becomes the site within which the counter-narrative becomes observable to
mass society. In the void that was left after the attacks on the towers, the spatial network of
associations that had created and supported that space was rendered both visible and
untenable. From this point DeL.illo seeks to utilise transitional spatial forms to question what
new socio-spatial form may develop from this counter-narrative and how it is connected to
the questions of identity and society which have been so related to transitionality from its

beginnings.

32 The character Brita Nilsson in Mao I1 (DeLillo, .D, Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992)) fulfils this role
as a photographer.
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Chapter 2: Interstices: Dangling Man

Saul Bellow’s 1944 novel Dangling Man* centres around an increasingly isolated individual
named Joseph whose military conscription and its continual postponement leads to an
existence of inaction. Through an exploration of the impact such dangling has on Joseph’s
psyche and social interactions the wider ramifications of that state become apparent. The roles
of Europe and America alongside the nature of culture and society dangle along with this one
man, existing between a dilapidated past and an unrealised future. The connotations of the
word ‘dangling’ bear closer inspection; particularly it’s psychological and literary
connections to hanging and the potential of movement through falling inherent in the act of
dangling.3* This transitional state between inaction and motion is central to an understanding
of the novel. Dangling Man explores themes and concepts which manifest themselves in
transitional spaces which appear throughout the work, its dirt tracks and alleyways

foreshadowing the motels and highways which provide the spatial framework of this work.®

The novel’s spatial content is presented within a rigid and intricate time structure, the
epistolary nature of the novel imprinting a date stamp on the work and rooting it in time.*®
The rigidity of the diary construct makes it all the more apparent when said framework begins
to collapse. The novel takes place in 1942 when America has been directly involved in the
Second World War for a year, its vitality and wealth a stark contrast to its worn down
European allies after four years of heavy fighting®. In the wider thematic context which
informs the novel Joseph is witnessing a shift in societal influence with European cultural
hegemony on the verge of implosion and something new and unknown emerging from the

United States “due to certain unique elements in American society, such as recruitment from

33 Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London: Penguin, 1996).

3 For further reading on the connection between Bellow’s dangling and DeLillo’s falling men see
Boxall, P., Since Beckett: Contemporary Writing in the Wake of Modernism (London, Continuum,
2009), particularly Chapter 9 ‘Slow Man, Dangling Man, Falling Man: Beckett in the Ruins of the
Future’ P. 166-199. See also the discussion of the elevator in Chapter 6: Interstices.

3 The relationship between the alleyway and the staircase in explored in Chapter 6: Interstices whilst
it’s connection to the highway is explored in Chapter 5: The Highway.

36 Compare the locating function of the epistolary style to the manner in which the date stamp on the
footage from Kotka in DeLillo’s The Body Artist (DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador,
2002)) locates and stabilises the image of that space.

37 “Britain was still far from secure. The Battle of Britain might have been won, but the Battle of the
Atlantic was intensifying. Vessels were being sunk far faster than British Shipyards could replace
them. Just as bad, money was running out: very soon Britain would be unable to pay for the supplies
she needed. Roosevelt’s response was threefold. He educated the American public in some of his most
dramatic speeches. At stake in this war, he said, were the four essential freedoms, of speech, of
religion, from want and from fear; America must become the arsenal of democracy.” Brogan, H., The
Penguin History of the United States of America (London, Penguin, 1985) p. 577.
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Europe and its lack of any feudal past.”®® Joseph is clearly troubled by the ethical
implications of America’s cultural and financial development following the war, repeatedly
expressing his view that they are “climbing upon the backs of the dead.”® What they are
climbing toward is unclear, yet this nascent desire for progress and motion despite the lack of
a defined goal is clearly of little concern.*’ The stagnation of Europe and the excision of its
cultural forms become emblematic of progress, of forward momentum valorised at the
expense of tradition and history.** Joseph finds himself living within a society desperate to
progress and free itself from the confines of European influence which had reached its nadir

and was “approaching the nether curve of a cycle.”*?

The Hanged Man and the Network of Mythic Allusion

The complex interaction between European influence and American progress becomes clear
when one considers the structure of mythic allusion which exists within the novel and run
concurrent to developing social and spatial structures. America as symbolised by Joseph is
struggling to incorporate its European social, artistic and mythological heritage whilst also
moving forward. Joseph makes direct reference to the European Classical tradition throughout
the novel showing that he is well versed in its role in his own heritage. The Servatius’ party is
a key scene in the development of Joseph’s character and the novel’s myth structure. Joseph
observes the actions of his friends during the party and feels distanced from them to the extent

of disgust.

The party blared on inside, and | began to think what a gathering of this sort meant.
And it came to me all at once that the human purpose of these occasions had always
been to free the charge of feeling in the pent heart; and that, as animals instinctively
sought salt or lime, we, too, flew together at this need as we had at Eleusis, with rites
and dances, and at other high festivals and corroborees to witness pains and tortures,
to give our scorn, hatred, and desire temporary liberty and play. Only we did these
things without grace or mystery, lacking the forms for them and, relying on

%Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New Haven: Yale, 1961) p. 20.

% Bellow, S., Dangling Man, (1996) P. 64. The concept of building on the backs of the dead is
explored in a different manner through the discussion of the highway as a palimpsest in Chapter 5: The
Highway.

40 The anti-historical nature of the transitional society in connection to this desire to progress is
explored in the following chapters on the 1950s.

41 Compare the relegation of history and tradition to the anti-historicism of transitional society. See
Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991)

42 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, (1996) p. 25.
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drunkenness, assassinated the Gods in one another and shrieked vengefulness and

hurt. I frowned at this dreadful picture.*?

The acts which take place at the party are compared unfavourably with the rites that occurred
at Eleusius* which Joseph asserts took place to ensure fertility and resurrection but also to
fulfil a human desire for release from the strictures of everyday life*. Such rites were a means
to unleash repressed elements of the self in a safe and accepting environment however at the
Servatius’ party Joseph notes that those present “[lack] the forms” to carry out these rites as
they were intended.*® Any connection to tradition and history have been lost, the
performances are simply representations without any grounding in tradition, actions and
movements disconnected from meaning.*” Any significance and relevance they would once
have had to those that carried them out has been lost, they are now merely mimetic
representations of what were once profound socio-spatial acts.*® The re-enactment of these
misunderstood acts are fuelled by alcohol and longing for a sense of release, community or
hope. The section in which Minna Servatius is hypnotised, a ritualistic and mystical act, is
here carried out as a parlour trick for a party that needs to be “livened up.”*® The replication
of past actions for the sake of entertainment renders it meaningless, achieving nothing, and

yet even the suggestion of past social gestures which once held meaning is enough to unsettle.

Bring her out of it, Morris, we’ve all had enough,” I said.

He did not seem to hear me. “Now I’m beginning,” he said. He struck her lightly four
times. Minna’s lips began to form the first “f” but dropped away, and the next instant
she was sitting up, open-eyed, exclaiming, “Harry! Oh Harry!” Then she began to
cry, her face fixed and bewildered.

“I told you you were going too far,” I said. Abt reached his hand out to her in

surprise.

“31bid p. 46.

4 For a full description of the varying accounts of the Eleusian rites see Frazer, J., The Golden Bough
(London: Macmillan, 1932) pp. 393 - 399

45« .the human purpose of these occasions had always been to free the charge of feeling in the pent
heart;” Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London, Penguin, 2007); p. 46 The transitional space is repeatedly
utilised in DeLillo’s work as a space within which characters attempt to free themselves from socially
defined roles.

46 Repressed societal and personal traumas and desires are often manifested in transitional spaces. This
is explored in all of the transitional spaces of this work but in particular see Chapter 3: The Motel.

47 Both Baudrillard’s discussion of the Simulacra (Baudrillard, J., Simulations (New York, Semiotext,
1983)) and Lefebvre’s investigation of the visual element of the production of space (Lefebvre, H., The
Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991)) discuss the societal emphasis on the visual over the
physical.

48The creation of homogenous spaces through repetitive actions is discussed in Lefebvre, H., The
Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991). See particularly p. 75.

45Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London, Penguin, 2007) p. 44.
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“Let her alone!” someone shouted.
“Oh Harry, Harry, Harry!”

“Do something, Morris!” Robbie Stillman shouted. “Slap her, she’s having a fit!>°

Terror and incomprehension overcomes both the hypnotised and the gathered onlookers as
their rootless existence is exposed.> It is never explained what Minna sees in her trance yet
its impact on her and those around her is clear. The desire to silence Minna is the instant
response, to stop her speaking and exposing them to concepts and truths which they know
they are incapable of understanding.>? Despite appearing to seek connection to a historical and
cultural form, the European tradition, in reality their desire for that culture is exposed as a
sham. When a real connection to that form is made available the gathered onlookers close
their eyes to the past, preferring their disconnected existence. Conversely this scene opens
Joseph’s eyes to that which is around him, to the shallow rut that his life has become. It
highlights the wider connotations of a society’s disconnection from tradition and history.>® As
both Joseph and the society he represents move further away from their European heritage
they loose connection with not only its rites, stories and mythology but also to a context
within which to understand the past upon which to form a basis for the future®. The isolated
self is left to drift, glimpsing possible futures and half felt connections to others. The
Servatius party uncovers these issues, exploring an American society on the verge of a new
beginning built on the ashes of European cultural hegemony.*® Joseph states that he and this

group set out to establish a society more connected to past forms with worthy intentions.

What he wanted was a “colony of the spirit”, or a group whose covenants forbade
spite, bloodiness, and cruelty. To hack, to tear, to murder was for those in whom the

sense of the temporariness of life had shrunk.*®

%0 Ibid p. 53.

51 The rootlessness of transitional society, its disconnection from history, was what allowed it to
function yet it is clearly also a negative factor in its existence.

52 The desire to silence aberrant social elements to protect mass society is reflected in Foucault’s
discussion of the panopticon. See Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991)
3Consider the discussion of the anti-historicism of transitional society in Lefebvre. (Lefebvre, H., The
Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991).

54 For a full account of the rise of the United States and its correlation to the rise of globalism as an
economic and political force see Ambrose, S., The Rise to Globalism: American Foreign Policy Since
1938 (New York, New York, Penguin, 1993). “At the conclusion of World War II, America was on a
high. In all the world only the United States had a healthy economy, an intact physical plant capable of
mass production of goods, and excess capital. American troops occupied Japan, the only important
industrial power in the Pacific, While American influence was dominant in France, Britain, and West
Germany, the industrial heart of Europe.” p. XIII.

%5 “American domination of the Alliance reflected, in turn, a new era in world history. The United
States had replaced Great Britain as the dominant world power.” Ibid p. 27.

Bellow, S., Dangling Man,1996 pp. 39 — 40.
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However it becomes apparent that this attempt at a new form of society is incapable of

succeeding with such disregard for the realities of the past.

Only we did these things without grace or mystery, lacking the forms for them and,
relying on drunkenness, assassinated the Gods in one another and shrieked in

vengefulness and hurt.>’

Joseph and his friends attempt to create a collaborative society using mythic and artistic forms
from a European tradition only to find it has no place. Joseph states that the experiment’s
failure was partly due to those within its “sense of the temporariness of life [having]
shrunk.”®® The phrase “temporariness of life”™ is suggestive of the transitional state which is
central to both the narrative and Joseph’s understanding of the world. By viewing the world
as temporary and transitional one is capable of understanding the past and future as influences
upon the present and therefore essential to its existence. The societal landscape which is on
the verge of fruition in this period is transitional, it’s porous nature meaning it is capable of
incorporating elements of the spatial, the mythic, the psychological and the social.®® By
representing those at the party as unable to experience rites of the past in anything but
facsimile forms it becomes clear that they have lost sight of the “temporariness of life”, its
transitional nature, and are therefore incapable of conceptualising or viewing a future. Joseph,
from his position on the outside of this society, the dangling man between states, is set apart.
He understands the temporality of life and comprehends the relationship between past and

present even if he is incapable of fully embracing it.

The rites of Eleusias mentioned in this scene are an element of a larger network of mythology
and allusion within Dangling Man. This mythic framework provides a nuanced context to the
transitionality which is prevalent in the novel. The myth of Demeter and Persephone and its
associated mystical rites discussed in the Servatius’ party scene may also be read as retellings
of other classical myths. Indeed mythology itself is an essentially porous and transitional form
with stories absorbing elements of other tales as they are told throughout history. James

Frazer points to this when he notes that,

57 Ibid p. 46.

%8 Ibid p. 39.

% Consider the temporariness of life to the description of transitional spaces as “Indefinite locations.”
In DeLillo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 24.

80 The porous boundaries of transitional spaces is explored in Chapter 3: The Motel.

81 The dangling man reflects the many societal outsiders of DeLillo’s work that observe society.
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Dionysius was not the only Greek deity whose tragic story and ritual appear to reflect
the decay and revival of vegetation. In another form and with a different application
the old tale reappears in the myth of Demeter and Persephone. Substantially their
myth is identical with the Syrian one of Aphrodite (Astarte) and Adonis, the Phrygian
one of Cybele and Attis, and the Egyptian on of Isis and Osiris. In the Greek fable, as
in the Asiatic and Egyptian counterparts, a goddess mourns the loss of a loved one,
who personifies the vegetation, more especially the corn, which dies in winter to

revive in spring;®?

The concept of fertility and rebirth achieved through ritual suggested by the Eleusian rites is
prevalent throughout mythology. Frazer’s mention of Attis and Cybele is particularly
interesting with regard to its connections to the myth structure surrounding Dangling Man.
Literary references to Attis, particularly those taken from works that explore periods of
societal upheaval,®® highlight the importance and emblematic nature of transition. One text
which shares Dangling Man’s interest in the concepts of societal decay and cultural
resurrection within the context of myth and it’s connection to modern forms is T.S. Eliot’s
The Waste Land.®* Written in 1922 the poem explores the uncertainty created by attempting to
rebuild a society after the death, destruction and societal upheaval which the First World War
had created.®® Fear of the potential impossibility of social resurrection is keenly felt
throughout the poem, a trait it shares with Dangling Man. The figures that traverse the poem
are taken from throughout myth and literature, their forms shifting but there meanings
essential. These emblematic figures function as transitional symbols representing eternal
concerns. Key amongst these is Attis. Although not found in name the attributes which confer
Attis with his mythic resonance are embodied by multiple figures that appear within the
transitional spaces of The Waste Land, Dangling Man, and later in DeLillo’s Falling Man®.
In Eliot he is the hanged man, in Bellow he is the fallen man, in DeL.illo he is the falling
man.®” If one first considers the connotations of the hanged man in Eliot then his symbolic

relevance in both The Waste Land and Dangling Man becomes clear. Eliot writes that:

%2Frazer, J., The Golden Bough (London: Macmillan, 1932) p. 393.

8 Periods at which the counter-narrative of the hidden and darker elements of society are more visible
8 Eliot, T.S., ‘The Waste Land’ ,in Selected Poems (London: Faber, 1954).

8 Although he makes no direct reference to The First World War in The Waste Land itself, he does
mention “the present decay of Eastern Europe.” as an influence on the thematic structure of the poem
in his notes. Eliot, T.S., ‘Notes on the Waste Land” Selected Poems (London: Faber, 1954) p. 72.
%DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London: Picador, 2007)

57 Again, for more on this connection see Boxall, P., Since Beckett: Contemporary Writing in the Wake
of Modernism (London, Continuum, 2009), particularly Chapter 9 ‘Slow Man, Dangling Man, Falling
Man: Beckett in the Ruins of the Future’ pp. 166-199.
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I am not familiar with the exact constitution of the Tarot pack of cards, from which |
have obviously departed to suit my own convenience. The Hanged Man, a member of
the traditional pack, fits my purpose... because he is associated in my mind with the

Hanged God of Frazer®®

In James Frazer’s encyclopaedic work on folklore and mythology The Golden Bough®® the
chapter entitled ‘The Hanged God’" deals with symbolism connected to hanged gods and
their use in rituals to ensure fertility. It is the mythological associations which surround the
figure of the hanged man as they relate to the figure of Attis which are important to Eliot
rather than specific elements of the myth itself. The concept of hanging and resurrection
through death is central to the symbolism of the hanged god in mythology and explains the
figures resurrection as Eliot’s Hanged Man and Bellow’s fallen man. The symbolic sacrifice
of the hanged god in both Eliot and Bellow is used to evoke connections to the concepts of
renewal and rebirth. Whilst in The Waste Land Eliot writes “I do not find The Hanged
Man.”™, suggesting that after the horrors of the First World War the possibility of rebirth is
uncertain, in Dangling Man the figure of the hanged man is central to the thematic structure
of the novel. It is clear throughout the novel that in many respects the figure of Joseph is
himself the hanged man, symbolic of a society that is in transition and dangling between
states.”? He is a figure that must be sacrificed if his society is to be redeemed, reborn afresh at
the start of a new era of American cultural and economic growth. The connection between

dangling and hanging is made very early on when Joseph asserts that;

...the seven months’ delay is only one of the sources of my harassment. Again, |
sometimes think of it as the backdrop against which I can be seen swinging. It is still
more. Before I can properly estimate the damage it has done me I shall have to be cut

down.”

The connection between hanging and dangling is visually clarified here. The figure of the
hanged; be it a hanged god in mythology, a hanged man in the Tarot deck or a hanged effigy
in ritual; is an important symbol of rebirth and renewal. As such Joseph’s role in the novel as
the hanged man is important to understanding the figures relevance and the emblematic role

he plays in social commentary. When one considers the figure in Eliot, Bellow and DeLillo’s

8Eliot, T.S., ‘Notes on the Waste Land’, Selected Poems p. 68.

8 Frazer, J., The Golden Bough, 1932.

0 Frazer, J., The Golden Bough, 1932, Chapter 10.

"L Eliot, T.S., ‘The Waste Land’ Selected Poems,1954 p. 52.

72 Consider this state in connection to the elevator. See Chapter 6: Interstices.
3 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 12.

20



21

performance artist ‘the falling man’"*the differences in this figures depiction and the shifting
meaning of falling, being fallen, hanged and hanging become apparent. The relationship
between the spatial and the kinetic, the inherent sense of transition in these acts and the

boundaries between each state is shown to be so thin as to be permeable.

Dangling and Hanged, Fallen and Falling

Joseph’s role in the novel’s symbolic structure as the hanged man central to the possibility of
societal rebirth is mirrored by the figure of “the fallen man™". The impact this figure has on
Joseph’s outlook and opinions is vital to beginning the process which culminates in his
decision to submit at the end of the novel. The fallen man is central to the developing concept
of transition found in the novel as he highlights the potential for movement inherent in the
state of dangling.”® The spatial context exposed by this kinetic possibility makes the
transitional sites at which the fallen man appears to Joseph, and the fact it is never fully
explained where this figure has fallen from, interesting. The first appearance of the fallen man

comes outside of an El station.””

I walked along East Randolph Street, stopping to look at the rich cakes and the
tropical fruits. When | came to a smoky alley alongside the library where the
southbound cars emerge, | saw a man sprawl out in front of me, and at once | was in
the center of a large crowd and, from a distance that could not have been as great as it
seemed, a mounted policeman standing before a cottage grove car was gazing down.
The fallen man was well dressed and above middle age. His hat lay crushed
under his large bald head, his tongue had come forward between his lips, his lips
seemed swollen. | stooped and tore at his collar. A Button sprang away. By this time
the policeman had pushed his way forward. | drew back, wiping my hands on a piece
of paper. Together, we stared at the fallen man’s face... Other uniformed men were
coming towards us. The first to arrive was elderly himself. He bent and reached into
the fallen man’s pockets and produced an old-fashioned strap-fastened wallet like my
father’. He held up a card and spelled the name. The victim’s broad coat was hitched
up behind, his chest and belly rose hugely as he labored, snoring, for breath. A path

was cleared for the approaching ambulance. Its bell beat rapidly; the onlooker moved

4 DeLillo, D., Falling Man, 2007.

s Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 114,

76 The uncanny nature of the halted motion of a transitional object or figure is explored in the
discussion of the escalator in Chapter 6: Interstices.

7 One may also connect the appearance of the fallen man in this scene with the first appearance of the
performance artist “The Dangling Man” in DeLillo’s novel outside of Grand Central Station. DeLillo,
D., Falling Man, 2007 p. 33.
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away, reluctant to disengage themselves. Would the red face go gray, the dabbled

hands stop their rowing, the jaw drop? Perhaps it was only an epileptic fit.”

If one considers the depiction of time and space in this section the appearance of this figure

becomes more complicated than it first appears. Joseph states that:

At once | was in the center of a large crowd and, from a distance that could not have
been as great as it seemed.”

The linear time structure so firmly established by the novels epistolary form breaks down in
this section, time and space colliding and becoming disjointed. Events occur with impossible
rapidity, distances become distressingly foreshortened and the vertiginous sense of time and
space losing stability becomes all the more troubling when from this collapse emerges a
figure. The figure of the fallen man comes to stand as a symbol, a memory and a premonition.
That the man is not given a name (a name is read out and yet is not recorded by Joseph) is
telling, highlighting the emblematic nature of the figure and hinting at larger themes. That the
card bearing the man’s unspoken name comes from “an old-fashioned strap-fastened wallet
like my father’s” places this figure more firmly in the nexus of historical and psychological
signification. He is the unnamed soldier of the First World War, those men that Joseph seeks
to join, fallen in battle, the cut down figure of a hanged god and a vision of Joseph’s own

future and cultural past.

The spatial elements of this encounter feed into the wider spatial concerns of the novel & If
one compares the site within which this scene takes place, outside of a railway station,® to
other sites of revelation the novel’s network of spaces and their attendant meanings become
apparent. The inner workings of Joseph’s mind are mapped out and traversed in the novel and
the paths which hold the most significance for him are those dark alleys and out of the way
tracks which appear in shadows and nightmares, interstitial sites of nascent transition.®? These
alleys appear throughout the novel and even foreshadow the appearance of the fallen man.

“When I came to a Smoky alley alongside the library where the southbound cars emerge, |

8Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 pp. 114 — 115.

Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 114.

8They also connect to the wider spatial discussion of DeLillo’s work.

81The role of the railway station and its societal spatiality is fully explored in Schivelbusch, W., The
Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the 19" Century (California, The
University of California Press, 1986).

82 The relationship between the alleyway and other interstitial spaces such as the stairwell is discussed
in Chapter 6: Interstices.
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saw a man sprawl out in front of me”8, This alley is connected to all alleys in the novel as
sites which mark a point of awakening or realisation, a heightened awareness of the
connection to a larger network of themes and ideas. The alley appears in Joseph’s dreams as
well as his waking wanderings and through it the novels relationship to transitionality is

explored.®

I recognize in the guide of the first dream an ancient figure, temporarily disguised
only to make my dread greater when he revealed himself.

Our first encounter was in a muddy back lane. By day it was a wagon
thoroughfare, but at this evening hour only a goat wandered over the cold ruts that
had become as hard as the steel rims that made them. Suddenly | heard another set of
footsteps added to mine, heavier and grittier, and my premonitions leaped into one
fear even before | felt a touch on my back and turned. Then that swollen face that
came rapidly towards mine, until | felt its bristles and the cold pressure of its nose;
the lips kissed me on the temple with a laugh and a groan. Blindly | ran, hearing again
the gritting boots. The roused dogs behind the snaggled boards of the fences
abandoned themselves to the wildest rage of the barking. | ran, stumbling through
drifts of ashes, into the street.

Could the fallen man of last week have seen, had he chanced to open his

eyes, his death in the face of that policeman who bent over him?%

Thematically and psychologically the fallen man is linked to the space of the alley. This is a
site in which symbolic images of the past and the future combine in the present, where the
boundaries of time and space collapse in on themselves. It is this space, a precursor to the
transitional spaces of the motel® or the highway,®” within which the novels greater
significance becomes clear. Symbolism and meaning play out in these primordial transition
sites, leaching into the daily world through Joseph, his understanding of the barriers between
states breaking down.® One could read this nightmare scene as Joseph facing the spectre of
both his societal past and possible personal future as a response to his enforced dangling.

Psychoanalysis can play a part alongside myth and spatiality in a reading of this scene and

8Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 114.

8 The relationship between walking as an act of shaping space is discussed later in this work focussing
on the role of the flanéur and the walker as discussed in DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988).

®Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 pp. 121 — 122.

8 See Chapter 3: The Motel.

87 See Chapter 5: The Highway.

8 The spread of the transitional impulse through the figure of Joseph is comparable to the panoptic
gaze through the released delinquent in Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991)
Particularly the discussion of the carceral network pp. 293 — 308.
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what these spaces represent. It has already been stated that the symbol of the dangling man is
connected to the hanged man and in turn they are connected to the stories of Attis, Persephone
and Demeter. The fallen man, the hanged man and the dangling man are all interconnected
and coalesce to form a network of associations and symbolic meanings, a mythic lexicon
rooted in the cultural hegemony of Europe.® They present archetypal images of fears and
desires that are not directly expressible. That these symbols are found in Joseph’s dreams is
not surprising, the thematic tropes which they reveal recurring throughout the psychological
elements of the novel. Joseph shows an awareness of psychoanalysis as a concept early on in
the novel. In his first diary entry he states that;

If you have difficulties, grapple with them silently, goes one of the commandments.
To hell with that! I intend to talk about mine, and if I had as many mouths as Siva has
arms and kept them going all the time, 1 still could not do myself justice.*

This quote asserts Joseph’s affinity with therapy and its language of mythic symbolism, an
affinity which sets him at odds with a culture seeking to forget the past. The symbolic lexicon
of psychoanalysis has traditionally asserted itself in dreams but Joseph’s visions are not
isolated to the realm of mythic symbolism nor singularly connected to the past and its
traditions. His dreams are spatial in nature, taking place in an alley, a pathway, a track,
transitional sites which are precursors to the railway station and highway just as the rooming
house Joseph inhabits predates and predicts the transitional space of the motel.** In these
spaces Joseph is connected not only to the physical embodiment of the fallen man, but to his
mythic antecedents Attis and Odin which are inherently bound to the falling man of DeLillo.%
His connection to those figures allows him to understand his place in society and what the act
of cutting himself down may achieve. In these spaces he is able to see the possibility of
movement as well as the allusions to death that both hanging and falling imply; the potential
for progress buried in its opposite state of stagnation. The possibilities offered by accepting
ones transitionality become clear in the proto-transitional site of the alley.®® This is further
highlighted when Joseph finally does make his decision to act, a decision which also takes

place in an alley;

8 The role of visual symbolism and a lexicon of cultural images as a support to abstract space is
discussed in Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991)

particularly p. 75.

% Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 9.

%1 See also the tenement in DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992).

92 See the Chapter 8: The World Trade Center.

% The internalisation of the transitional impulse is a continuing factor in the investigation of
transitionality.
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I walked over the cinders of a schoolyard and came into an alley approaching our
windows. I looked for Iva’s shadow on the blind. She was not there. I had halted near
a fence against which a tree leaned, freshly budding and seething under the rain. |
made an effort to dry my face. Then it occurred to me that the reason | could not see
her was that she was lying on the bed again. My skin was suddenly as wet with
perspiration as it had been a moment ago with rain. I turned and started back along
the schoolyard fence. A steel ring on a rope whipped loudly against the flagpole.
Then, for a moment, a car caught me in its lights. | stood aside for it and followed its
red blur. It was gone. Something ran among the cans and papers. A rat, | thought and,
sickened, | went even more quickly, skirting a pool at the foot of the street where a
torn umbrella lay stogged in water and ashes. | took a deep breath of warm air.

I believe | had known for some time that the moment | had been waiting for
had come, and that it was impossible to resist any longer. | must give myself up. And
I recognized that the breath of warm air was simultaneously a breath of relief at my

decision to surrender. | was done.

The symbolic relevance of the many alleys that traverse the space of the novel in either
dreams or uncanny reality start to becomes clear in this quote. Joseph breaks into a sweat at
the thought of Iva lying on the bed as it exposes him to the reality of his dangling, an
existence of inaction and living off of others be they his wife, his brother or the dead in
Europe. As this awareness dawns on him he hears the sound of a swinging rope. This rope
suggests the noose from which Joseph has been dangling, now gone slack with the removal of
his weight. In that moment he has made the decision to act, he has chosen to fall. The desire
for movement, for action, overtakes the desire for safety.*® The spectre of his past inaction
scuttles off through cans whilst a possible future of motion, as symbolised by the car, enters
his view.% All the possibilities that are open to Joseph are symbolically present in the proto-
transitional space of the alley. When one considers what the alley prefigures; a spatial
network in which the visual lexicon develops and expands, that this is the birthplace of a new
form of understanding regarding transitional society is clear. The corpses of Europe that
weighed Joseph down have been jettisoned, action embraced and inaction denied. When

Joseph leaves the alley it is empty of any symbolic referents to previous forms of

%Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 pp. 182 — 183.

% This desire for societal motion in the face of the negative associations of ant-historicism produces the
spaces of transitionality.

%See Chapter 5: The Highway for more discussion of the connection between that space, technology
and death.
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mythological structure. The figures of death represented by the policeman and the guard®” in
this space have gone along with the fallen man and all of his historical references. Joseph
turns his back on that which they symbolised. He is searching for new forms, a new symbolic
structure with which to express the possibilities of what the transitional can become. Joseph
symbolises an American society struggling as the waning hegemony of European culture
which had prevailed in previous eras through classical tradition and myth left a gap which
America would proceed to fill with its own cultural forms. In the sections which follow it
becomes clear that within the transitional spaces of the developing cultural and economic
system the symbolic visual forms gradually, then rapidly, developed.

From Transitional Site to Transitional Society

The transitional space of the alley is one of many interconnected sites which form the
topography of Bellow’s novel. The depiction of Chicago as experienced by Joseph is integral
to Dangling Man’s spatial construction as through his exploration of the city Bellow is able to

consider the spatio-social structure of America as a whole via Joseph.

There could be no doubt that these billboards, streets, tracks, houses ugly and blind,
were related to the interior life, and yet, | told myself, there had to be a doubt. There
were human lives organized around these ways and houses, and that they, the houses,
say, were the analogue, that what men created they also were, through some
transcendent means, | could not bring myself to concede. There must be a difference,
a quality that eluded me, somehow, a difference between things and persons and even
between acts and persons. Otherwise the people who lived here were actually a
reflection of the things they lived among. | had always striven to avoid blaming them.
Wias that not in effect behind my daily reading of the paper? In their businesses and
politics, their taverns, movies, assaults, divorces, murders, | tried continually to find

clear signs of their common humanity.®

% The policeman and the guard here reflect the panoptic guard in Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish
(London, Penguin 1991). See Chapter 4: The Suburb for more on panopticism and societal visibility.

% See Ambrose, S., The Rise to Globalism (New York, Penguin, 1971) Particularly the quotes used in
footnotes 12 and 13 of this chapter which highlight the manner in which the events and ending of the
Second World War created a space within which an economic and cultural system developed which, as
this work progresses, proves itself to be intrinsically connected, yet not limited, to the American
experience.

“Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 pp. 24-25.
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This quote highlights those elements of society which Joseph feels most distanced from, the
negative connotations of connection within a society in a state of societal flux.1® Joseph
clearly focuses on the decline of one societal form rather than the prospective ascendancy of
another and interestingly he describes these social changes in architectural and spatial terms.
Implicit in his description of these houses, tracks and ugliness is the fact that they were built
by those they house and therefore reflect the society that creates them.'% These buildings and
the forms of society that exist within are emblematic of a decaying society and Bellow further
highlights the link between the social and the spatial through the limited interactions that
Joseph has with others throughout the novel. The Servatius party provides one example of a
societal form in terminal decline as does Joseph’s meal with his brother Amos.'% The
Servatius party is emblematic of a society that, having been built on the customs and myths of
European cultural history, flounders when those symbolic systems are no longer capable of
fulfilling their former societal roles. Joseph’s meal with his brother and family explores what
societal factors and attitudes are fulfilling the roles once reserved for tradition and culture. If
one looks at the discussion that takes place at the start of that section regarding the war,
money and the outlook of those taking part in the conversation it is clear that Joseph and

Amos locate themselves differently in the structure of the society.

At dinner the talk, in which | scarcely took part at first, was of the hardship of
rationing. Dolly and Amos are coffee drinkers but, as patriots, they tempered their
complaints with resignation. They turned next to shoes and clothing. Dolly’s brother,
Loren, who represents a large eastern shoe firm, had warned them that the
government intended to limit the sale of leather goods.
“We couldn’t get along on four pairs a year,” said Dolly.
But that was unpatriotic, wasn’t it? The contradiction was too plain to be unnoticed.
“You have to take into account what people are accustomed to,” said Amos;
“their standard of living. The government overlooks that. Why, even charities don’t
give the same amounts to any two families. It would cause too much hardship.”
“Yes, that’s what I meant,” said Dolly. “You couldn’t call it hoarding.”

“No,” I replied. She had addressed herself to me.

100 The figure distanced from society is repeatedly depicted in DeLillo as associated with the counter-
narrative. There are numerous characters of this sort, Lee Harvey Oswald in DeLillo, D., Libra
(London, Penguin, 1989) being perhaps one of the most obvious.

101 The shaping of society by those that inhabit it is later discussed in relation to De Certeau’s walker.
See DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988).
102 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 pp. 57-74.

27



28

“Later on there’ll be a run on clothes, too,” asserted Amos. “That’s the way

the consumer market is when people are earning.1%

Unlike the Servatius group, who play at having European sensibilities, looking to the ancient
forms of art and social interaction to attempt to create a “colony of the spirit”'%, Amos
presents a different sensibility, modern, level headed, totally driven and focussed on the
economics of consumption.2® This is connected to the greater theme of the decline of Europe
and the financial and influential ascendancy of America, “climbing on the backs of the
dead.”* Joseph is as uncomfortable with this status quo, the financial aspects of the change
that America is going through, with its connection to the isolationist policies of America’s
recent past'%” and their connection to social change, leave Joseph feeling disconnected and
dispirited by the society which surrounds him.

From Tradition Directed to Other Directed

The changes taking place in American society at this point in terms of its international
standing, both culturally and economically, was explored in theoretical texts at the time.
Those in the Servatius group are harking back to a form of cultural interaction that they have
little understanding of due their loss of connection with tradition. Mirroring this social
deficiency, Amos represents the development of American economic standing, the expansion
of business models and structures which focus on profit with little interest in social
consequences. In his book The Lonely Crowd (1961)'* David Riesman explores the
development of social forms he describes as tradition-directed and inner-directed, before
going on to consider a new form, the other-directed. This definition provides a useful
framework through which to explore the social ramifications represented by the Servatius
group, Amos and ultimately Joseph himself. Riesman describes the tradition-directed society

and the way it manifests itself in its citizen’s behaviour as follows.

A definition of tradition-directed. ... The important relationships of life may be

controlled by careful and rigid etiquette, learned by the young during the years of

103 |bid pp. 62-63.

104 1bid p. 39.

105 The role of consumption to transitional spaces and DeLillo’s writing is focused on in Chapter 4: The
Suburb.

106 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 1996 p. 64.

107 «“The United States in 1938 saw no pressing need to play any great role in the world. Isolationism
reigned in the Congress, reflecting a national mood.” Ambrose, S., The Rise to Globalism (New York,
Penguin, 1971) p. 2.

108 Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd ( New Haven, Yale University Press, 2001).
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intensive socialization that end with initiation into full adult membership. Moreover,
the culture, in addition to its economic tasks, or as part of them, provides ritual,
routine, and religion to occupy and to orient everyone. Little energy is directed

toward finding new solutions to the age-old problems. ..1%

When one considers this quote in relation to the description of the desire for a “colony of the
spirit” as expressed by the Servatius group its relevance becomes clear. The suggestion of
harking back to a previous form of societal meaning alongside a reliance on ritual and culture
fittingly describes the Servatius group with their high minded ideals connected to classical
European cultural forms. The emphasis on ritual and routine in this quote highlights the
shallow connection those at the Servatius party have to any true form of cultural connection;
they simply emulate classical European traditions and rituals in the hope that this will enable
them to emulate its social forms. In comparison to this, the ‘inner-directed’ is a more fitting a
social model to bear in mind in relation to Amos as becomes apparent in the family dinner

Scene.

A definition of inner-direction.... the source of direction for the individual is “inner”
in the sense that it is implied that it is implanted early in life by the elders and
directed toward generalized but nonetheless inescapably destined goals... This
rigidity is a complex matter. While any society dependant on inner-direction seems to
present people with a wide choice of aims — such as money, possessions, power,
knowledge, fame, goodness — these aims are ideologically interrelated, and the
selection made by any one individual remains relatively unalterable throughout his
life. 110

The drive to achieve an individual goal represents not only Amos’ business sense but also
relates to Joseph’s statements regarding American society’s single-minded progress towards
financial and cultural ascendency over the corpse of Europe.''! Joseph is not alone in his
distaste for this form of inner-directed society, indeed the Servatius group and their
experiments with tradition-directed activities are one attempt at a different societal form,
albeit a fruitless one. Joseph’s dalliances with artists and the communist party'!? expose his

distaste with the inner-directed American society and his desire for a more communal form of

109 |bid p. 11.

110 Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd, 2001 p. 15.

111 The manner in which capitalist consumption took root in the transient space of America.

112 One may compare Joseph’s interaction with the communist part with Oswald’s contact with them as
a means to connect to the counter-narrative in DeLillo, D., Libra (London, Penguin, 1989).
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living™®. However it is clear from Joseph’s outburst at the Servatius party that they are unable
to produce change at this point in the decade, its “nether curve”.!'* These alternative societal
forms offer no feasible alternative to inner-direction’s focus on consumption and wealth. This
inability to create a working alternative, to produce nothing but discussion and further
inaction, is almost as disgusting to Joseph as the drive of the inner-directed. Joseph is left

with no option but to “submit” and join the army, noting as he does so that:

... I would rather die in the war than consume its benefits. When I am called I shall
go and make no protest. And, of course, | hope to survive. But | would rather be a
victim than a beneficiary...as between their imperialism and ours, if a full choice
were possible, | would take ours. Alternatives, and particularly desirable alternatives,

grow only on imaginary trees.**®

Joseph recognises grudgingly that the society based around the classical European concepts of
knowledge, culture and art he sought is no longer a valid societal option. At the point when he
was informed of his conscription he began dangling and the possibility to define his own
course was stripped from him. This moment of societal interference left him without options
or valid possibilities for self-fulfilment. That his decision to submit and embrace his
conscription causes him pain is clear throughout the novel as is his desire for a third option, a
means of escape. Such an alternative path is suggested by the uncanny transitional space of
the alley.''® This space exists beyond both the tradition-directed and inner-directed society,
manifesting in moments of trauma and dreams. Riesman explores this alternative societal
form, defining it as other-direction. Joseph’s dissection of his own drives makes it clear that
he is dangling both on the edge of the societal and cultural power shift between America and
Europe as well as between the past and a future just out of his grasp. This potential future

becomes almost tangible within the proto-transitional space of the alley.

A definition of the other-directed... Tentatively, T am inclined to think that the other-

directed type does find itself more at home in America, due to certain unique

113 Joseph’s interactions with his friends and disillusionment with their attempt to found a “colony of
the spirit” has been previously discussed in this chapter. At other points in the book Joseph is
particularly candid about his mixed feelings about the Communist party from which he is a lapsed
member. His argument with Jimmy Burns between pp. 21 — 38 provide a great deal of insight into his
ambiguous connections to the party and its aims whilst his internal dialogues with “The Spirit of
Alternatives” on pp. 134 — 141 and pp. 164 — 169 tease out the intricacies of his mental and
philosophical anguish by proposing other potential lives.

H4Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd, 2001 p. 25.

115 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 2007 p. 84.

116 The transitional space as a location for confronting the Freudian uncanny double. See Freud, S., The
Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003).
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elements in American society, such as its recruitment from Europe and its lack of any
feudal past...it seems appropriate to treat contemporary metropolitan America as our
illustration of a society — so far, perhaps the only illustration — in which other-
direction is the dominant mode of insuring conformity... What is common to all other
directed people is that their contemporaries are the source of direction for the
individual — either those known to him or those with whom he is indirectly
acquainted, through friends and through the mass media. This source is of course
“internalized” in the sense that dependence on it for guidance in life is implanted
early. The goals toward which the other-directed person strives shift with that
guidance: it is only the process of striving itself and the process of paying close
attention to the signals from others that remain unaltered throughout life. 1t

Other-direction reflects many personality traits exhibited by Joseph which make it difficult
for him to exist within an inner-directed society. The description of the other-directed
individual looking to their contemporaries for approval brings elements of Joseph’s
personality into focus.''® His desire to be heard and seen, to express that which is within him,
would be acceptable in an other-directed society yet marks him out as a danger to the inner-
directed norm. This drive to talk about his troubles as “...if I had as many mouths as Siva has
arms and kept them going all the time”!® expresses a need to be heard and, more importantly,
understood by his contemporaries. His affinity with the processes of psychoanalysis suggests
an understanding of his own subconscious desires yet his need to have these desires
acknowledged by contemporaries whom he disagrees with on a fundamental level places him
in a traumatic situation.'?° Joseph wishes to hold a mirror up to society to expose its
deficiencies to promote rebuilding and restructuring yet society is not ready to accept these
other-directed thoughts; it does not have the structures to encompass them. Joseph’s
contemporaries are still shaped by societal structures of the past, be they inner-directed or
tradition directed. When Joseph states that “what men created they also were,”*? he is
referring to both the confines these structures place on his individual actions and the limits it
places upon societal progression in general.*?? The physical buildings a society creates come

to represent the boundaries and limitations it imposes upon itself. The one space where these

117 Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd, 2001 pp. 19 — 21.

118 See Chapter 4: The Suburb.

119Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 2007 p. 9.

120 The desire to forge a balance between personal identity and societal role is prevalent in DeLillo’s
work and is a major focus of this work.

121 Bellow, S., Dangling Man, 2007 p. 24.

122 The limitation of societal motion as a means of control is a defining concept of both Virilio, P.,
Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) and Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish
(London, Penguin 1991).
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limits are not to be found is the interstitial site of the alley, the interconnected and fluctuating
zone in which the possibilities of time, space, past and future are able to intermingle as the

sites meaning has yet to be defined within a societal structure!,

The concept of the other-directed society Riesman introduces offers the possibility of a new
societal form that stems from the changes explored in Dangling Man. It is clear from Riesman
that America’s social and historical background allows the possibility of its becoming other-
directed, a process that would be supported by the combination of capitalism and the mass
media. However these forms are not sufficiently developed to support American society’s
acceptance of the larger possibilities other-directedness offers. The mass media is present in
the novel only in the form of Joseph’s newspapers and the possibility of the other-directed
society is suggested only by the emblematic figure of Joseph. In the act of cutting himself
free, choosing to make the decision to stop dangling and to fall, Joseph embraces action over
inaction. This choice suggests the cultural shift that took place in this period and allowed the
inner-directed society of the 1940s to progress towards the more other-directed 1950s. In
order to understand the importance of this change it is essential to revisit Riesman’s quote
regarding the other-directed, particularly his clarification that an other-directed society is
possible due to the internalization of the desire for acceptance from others to validate the
selfl?, Neither Joseph nor the society he lives within have achieved the level of self reliance
necessary for this process of internalization to take place. Whilst the inner-directed individual
views himself as master of his own actions and desires the other-directed self interacts with
others to aid progress and increase an awareness of the self. The act of immersing oneself
entirely within the other-directed society and basing one’s sense of self on interaction with
others is inherent in the development of the other-directed society yet it is a process which
elicits a great deal of anxiety.'?® Once again the alley is the site in which this anxiety is
manifested. A site of transition, uncertainty and fear; it represents the possibility of movement
away from the understood and towards the more vertiginous sense of an unknowable future. It
is here that the concept of internalization Riesman states is essential to the development of the
other-directed society becomes important. The transitional nature of these spaces means they

offer no concrete societal grounding on which to anchor ones progress, there is nothing within

123 The manner in which the interstitial nature of these spaces lends itself to transitionality and are
bonded to it is a major thread of this work and can be traced throughout each of the following chapters.
124 «ywhat is common to all other-directed people is that their contemporaries are the source of direction
for the individual — either those known to him or those with whom he is indirectly acquainted, through
friends and the mass media. This source is of course “internalized” in the sense that dependence on it
for guidance in life is implanted early.” Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd, 2001 p. 21. See the suburbs
and visibility.

125 Once again, the difficulty of dividing an individual sense of self from mass society is present in this
concept.
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the alley that Joseph can hold onto in order to lessen his anxiety. All that moored him to a
sense of self has been taken and all of the symbolic connections he made with culture,
literature, tradition, ritual and myth have lost the meanings they once held. With nothing solid
to guide and comfort him Joseph is forced to internalize the concept of transition, an act he
symbolically carries out in the alley, submitting to the possibilities of the future. Joseph steps
through this anxious space into a future disconnected from the past and its meanings where
self is defined by others and space is transitional. Joseph’s submission and symbolic fall
marks the first step of the society he represents away from the figures of myth and history yet
carrying their memory in a symbolic system of images and associations. They fall together,
accepting the state of transition and other-direction, moving from an untenable situation to

one that is uncertain.
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Chapter 3: The Motel

The themes explored in Bellow’s Dangling Man'?® highlight that the period directly following
the Second World War represented an era of growing unease regarding America’s social and
economic role in the world. The desire to escape the tethers of tradition and inner-direction
led to the creation of socially uncodified sites into which society expanded throughout the
1950s.127 It is this impetus to dwell outside of the previously understood social hierarchy, to
create a space within which one could explore individual identity in relation to a society
which was permanently in a state of motion, which informs the spaces investigated
throughout the DeLillo’s work.? Individuals in this period began to turn to contemporaries
rather than a societal figurehead for societal guidance whilst spatial development increasingly
took the form of building and dwelling within interstitial sites.'?® The motel is one of the
prime spatial exemplars of a transitional society and is returned to throughout DeLillo’s
writing. It is central to his investigation of spatiality’s role in understanding identity and
society and as a space which functions as a locus of the counter-narrative. Through a reading
of DeL.illo’s fiction supported by theoretical research on those sites it becomes apparent that
the motel is part of a complex cultural network of association and influence relating to
nostalgia, identity, visibility and paranoia.’*® The development of these spatial forms in the
1950s and the dialogue they expose between society and the individual provides a basis for

understanding DeLillo’s use of spaces throughout his writing.

The motel, with its uncanny connection to the home, becomes emblematic of a transient
society and a nexus for the development of a counter-narrative. In DeLillo’s writing the
nostalgic associations that space and the period within which it flourished conjure of simple,
positive times is repeatedly undermined. Instead it is depicted as a space of duplicity, self-
doubt and socially unacceptable actions. The transitional impulse which instigated the growth
of transient spaces such as the motel and the suburb stemmed from fear and anxiety and this

emotional register still resonates in these spaces, undermining the desire for progress and

126 Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London, Penguin, 2007).

127 See previous chapter, particularly with regard to the discussion of the socio-economic forces which
shaped the transitional impulse.

128 The relationship between individual identity and the mass of society underpins DeLillo’s depiction
of counter-narrative figures and their use of these spaces.

129 Consider this with regard to the location of the suburb and the airport. See Chapter 4: The Suburb
and Chapter 7: The Airport.

130 The suburb reflects many of the spatial concerns discussed in relation to the motel as it is rooted in
the same period of socio-spatial change. However the other spaces investigated in this work which
originate from different periods are also part of this network.
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positivity they were intended to encapsulate.®*! The location of these sites beyond the
confines of societal observation and the structural and spatial techniques employed in their
construction®*? make them prime sites to investigate the darker recesses of society and one’s
own psyche. Interest in these facets of the transient spaces at the heart of the culture that
stemmed from this period is not limited to DeL.illo. The spatial form of the motel as it occurs
in these works is connected to a wider discussion of societal spatiality that reflects the
theories and works produced by Frank Lloyd Wright. His desire to bring motion and space
into architecture has implications for the depiction of the motel as a site within which to
investigate the socially unacceptable elements of identity as seen in those works. This reflects

DeLillo’s interest in the societal implications of this space and other transitional spaces like it.

The Motel as a site of Self-Investigation

There is a motel in the heart of every man. Where the highway begins to dominate the
landscape, beyond the limits of a large and reduplicating city, near a major point of
arrival and departure: this is most likely where it stands. Postcards of itself at the
desk. One hundred hermetic rooms... Repeated endlessly on the way to your room,
you can easily forget who you are here... Despite its great size, the motel seems
temporary. This feeling may rise simply from the knowledge that no one lives here
for more than one or two days at a time. Then, too, it may be explained by the motel’s
location, that windy hint of mystery encircling a lone building fixed in what was once
a swamp... It embodies a repetition so insistent and irresistible that, if not freedom,
liberation is possible, deliverance; possessed by chaos you move into thinner realms,
refinements, mathematical integrity, and become, if you choose, the man on the bed

the next room... =3

The motel in DeLillo’s work is connected to both individual identity and the mythology and
symbolism of American society. The relationship between the visual, spatial and identity is
explored through the “reduplicating” of the space that occurs from having “Postcards of itself

at the desk.” These transitional forms complicate perceptions of spatial and personal

131 See Kunstler on this “Thirty years ago, Lewis Mumford said of post-World II development, “the end
product is an encapsulated life, spent more and more in the motor car or within the cabin of darkness
before a television set.” The whole wicked, sprawling, megalopolitan mess, he gloomily predicted,
would completely demoralize mankind and lead to nuclear holocaust.” Kunstler, J. H., Geography of
Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) p. 10

132 See discussion of Frank Lloyd Wright later in this chapter.

133 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 257.
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individuality through repetition and duplication.®* Henri Lefebvre discusses the production of

repetitious spaces and the form of societal spatial interactions they encourage.

Are these spaces interchangeable because they are homologous? Or are they
homogenous so that they can be exchanged, bought and sold...At all events,
repetition reigns supreme. Can a space of this kind really still be described as a
‘work’? There is an overwhelming case for saying that it is a product strictu sensu: it
is reproducible and it is the result of repetitive actions. Thus space is undoubtedly
produced even when the scale is not that of major highways, airports or public

works.1%

The proliferation of repetitious spaces is here shown to connect the motel to other spaces such
as the highway and the airport suggesting that repetitious space is firmly connected to
transitional spaces. The relationship between the production of the space and the consumable
nature of this repetitive space is reflected in the manner in which the space is used and those
that inhabit it experience it. The similarities of the construction and appearance of motels
spread along many indiscernible stretches of highway*®® is repeated not only between each
site but also within the motel, with each of the “hundred hermetic rooms” being seemingly
identical to every other. This sense of replication, multiplied experience and duplication of the
self has the effect of breaking down a sense of individual identity and destabilising the
relationship between the inhabitant and the space. The image of “man sitting on bed” is at
once an abstract representation of the self and that of other men sitting on other beds.**
Repetitious space as a form of abstract space reduce the differences between individual spaces
and inhabitants which has the effect of homogenising space. “...abstract space tends towards
homogeneity, towards the elimination of existing differences or peculiarities.”*3® Within this
space the self and other and the societal forms they come to represent, the narrative and

counter-narrative, coexist. The barriers which are reinforced socially to differentiate between

134 The concept of repetition as it relates to uncertainty over sources is discussed in relation to the
suburbs in the next chapter.

135 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 75

136 The role of the highway is full explored in Chapter 5: The Highway but the depiction of Kotka in
The Body Artist illustrates a particularly interesting interaction between the individual and stretches of
road. See DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2002) pp. 37 — 39.

137 The repetition of identity in the motel space suggests Freud’s discussion of the double as it relates to
an understanding of the uncanny. See Freud, S., The Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003) pp. 154 — 167.
138This section of The Production of Space goes on to explore the potential inherent in abstract space
for a new form of space which unifies the points of historical connection which abstract space destroys
and distinguishes between elements. “I shall call that new space ‘differential space’... a new space
cannot be born (produced) unless it accentuates differences. It will restore unity to what abstract space
breaks up — to the functions, elements and moments of social practice.” Lefebvre, H., The Production
of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 52. Consider this quote in relation to the discussion of the socio-
spatial shift which occurs after 9/11 as investigated in chapters 7 and 8.
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self and other are semi-permeable in the motel. Its location beyond the authoritarian control of
social space as it exists in more traditional spatial forms such as the city, allows greater
freedom of motion, be that spatial or mental. The location of the motel in a void beyond the
codified space of the city, particularly at a point near “highways” and points of “arrival and
departure” is essential to its role and meaning. The importance of motion and technology to
the development of these spatial forms is rooted in the technological and societal
developments of the 1950s.1*° The transitionality of these spaces renders them both “homely”
and “unhomely” as they are at once a point of dwelling and a point of motion on a journey.
They are neither home nor away yet may be understood as both, either or neither. Freud’s
discussion of the uncanny is firmly rooted in both the sense of the double the motel raises and
this question of the unhomely.

...among its different shades of meaning the word heimlich [homely] exhibits one
which is identical with its opposite, unheimlich [unhomely]... on the one hand, it
means that which is familiar and congenial, and on the other, that which is concealed

and out of sight.40

Freud’s investigation of the homely/unhomely illuminates the manner in which the motel is
experienced and the role it comes to play in DeLillo’s spatial network. The motel hosts a
complex dialogue between the heimlich and the unheimlich. It is both a simulation of a
dwelling space with its furniture and facsimiles of home comforts whilst also suggestive of
motion and societal dislocation. Again, the location of the motel on a deserted road, beyond
the bounds of societal observation is an important factor in understanding the motel space. As
the Americana quote suggests, the location of the motel is only partially responsible for its
uncanny impact on those that dwell within it. The “One hundred hermetic rooms... Repeated
endlessly” illustrate that the spatial construction of the motel itself creates a complex reaction.
The physical space of the motel balances enclosure and openness. Each of the rooms is

isolated**! from the others yet the motel as a whole is constructed to accommodate the motion

139 “By the early 1950s, the government’s strategy of subsidizing the building trades and promoting the

auto industry and its dependencies as a way to drive the economy seemed to be paying off. The
creation of a suburban culture and all its trappings, along with our fortunate position vis-a-vis other
nations, augured an era of boundless prosperity, security, comfort and ease.” Kunstler, J. H.,
Geography of Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) p. 105. The concept of suburban here
reflects the developments discussed in the next chapter and the concept of the spatial forms constructed
after the Second World War as Sub-Urban, outside the scope of urban understanding.

140 Freud, S., The Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003) p. 156.

141 The isolated room relates to DeLillo’s interest in the figure shaping society from within a monastic
cell. This figure appears throughout his writing and is discussed in Discuss the monastic cell as it
connects to DeL.illo later in this chapter.
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of the car'*? and the attendant freeways and highways which it is connected to.*® The origins
of the motel in this form** stem from the post war period and much like the other societal and
spatial forms that appear in that era, it is focused on motion and spatiality. Frank Lloyd
Wright expresses the positive intentions which lay behind the process of allowing space, and
with it motion and visibility, to enter the built form. The societal importance of mobility and
openness so connected to the role of the motel is visible in the architecture of this period and
its attempts to incorporate movement and space into the built form was not limited to
transitional spaces. In his essay The Destruction of the Box* Lloyd Wright proposes the
breaking down of the traditional architectural forms before exploring some of the structural
alterations that this change requires. He not only considers these changes necessary in
architectural terms but also connects them to sociological factors.

A penetration of the inner depths of space in spaciousness becomes architectural... a
new structural integrity; outside coming in; and the space within, to be lived in, going
out. Space outside becomes a natural part of space within the building... Walls are
now apparent more as humanized screens. They do define and differentiate, but never

confine or obliterate space.!4®

Lloyd Wright explores architectural form as it relates to individuality and societal space. The
breaking down of the box and the introduction of movement and space into architectural
forms highlights the movement away from a sense of the self as an isolated societal element
and toward the individual as part of the production, advancement and meaning of society.

This is reflective of the theories suggested by Whyte, Galbraith and Riesman and provides a

142 The importance of the automobile to the spaces of this period is clear. “Lloyd Wright clearly had
been aware of the possibilities of the developing car-oriented city since he had moved to Los Angeles
in 1919; recognizing the impact of the car on tourism, he designed the Oasis, the first Modern desert
resort hotel, in 1923 in Palm Springs.) Hess, A., Googie Redux: Ultramodern Roadside Architecture
(San Francisco, Chronicle Books, 2004) p. 34.

143 See Chapter 5: The Highway.

144 The development of a spatial style of roadside architecture is explored Googie Redux and reflects
the relationship between space, consumption and the visual such spaces contained. The commercial
strip began evolving its own unconventional urban rhythms and cadences. The White Towers back East
had pioneered the strategy of repetition, which influenced the look of the strip: their buildings all
repeated the common castle image that identified the chain in the public mind. McDonald’s would use
the same technique, as would Holiday Inns, which began in Mempbhis, Tennessee, in 1952. The original
inns were single-storey and mostly sign: the architecture consisted almost entirely of a six-foot-wide
yellow fascia sign, with “Holiday Inn” spelled out in the familiar script. The roadside sign on even the
earliest inns featured a great boomerang arrow and a radiating star; like McDonalds arches, the sign
attracted customers off the highway by its unmistakable physical presence.” Hess, A., Googie Redux:
Ultramodern Roadside Architecture (San Francisco, Chronicle Books, 2004) p. 62.

145 Lloyd Wright, F., ‘The Destruction of the Box’ from an address to the Junior Chapter of the
American Institute of Architects, New York City, 1952, in Frank Lloyd Wright: Writings and
Buildings, 1960 p. 284 — 287.

146 |_loyd Wright, F., Frank Lloyd Wright: Writings and Buildings (New York, Meridian Books, 1960)
p. 313.
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basis upon which to consider DeLillo’s discussion of the impact of social space on a sense of
individual identity.*” By locating space at the heart of his architecture Lloyd Wright
introduces movement into static forms, shifting away from isolation and towards interaction.
He aims to produce locations for dwelling that reflect the transitional society and are flexible
enough for its use. This opening up of space was rapidly adopted and developed by those
architects that were working in more commercial forms of architecture particularly the
Googie style'*® which became associated with the motels and drive-thru's that appeared to
meet the needs of America’s increasingly transient population.?*® The same architectural and
socio-economic theories were being explored at both the forefront of modern design and it’s
more commercial counterpart.’>® The openness of the new built forms that appear in the 1950s
and stem from the architectural and societal desire for motion and transitionality allows both a
greater freedom of movement and a greater degree of visibility. However as the discussion of
the heimlich / unheimlich illustrates, the motel is not the idealised open dwelling space Lloyd
Wright sought to create, rather it calls to mind Foucault’s assertion that “visibility is a
trap”.1%! Concepts of visibility and observation connect to their opposite, the hidden, within
the motel space. The question of societal visibility is another aspect of transitionality which
recurs throughout depictions of transitional sites in DeLillo®2 and is particularly relevant to
his discussion of the motel. Lefebvre’s discussion of repetitive space relates to both the

motels appearance and its connection to visibility.

A further important aspect of [repetitious] spaces of this kind is their increasingly
pronounced visual character. They are made with the visible in mind: The visibility of

people and things, of spaces and of whatever is contained within them. The

147 See Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New York, Yale University Press, 2001); Whyte, W. H., The
Organization Man (London, Penguin, 1956) and Galbraith, J. K., The Affluent Society (London,
Penguin, 1958) for a comprehensive view of the economic and social forces that helped shape the
transitional society.

148 The term Googie architecture stems from the growth in 1950s America of diners and coffee shops
that catered to the burgeoning car culture. These Ships, Goodies and Googies Diners exhibited cheap
and yet functional architectural principles that focused on the transient population that was taking to
America’s roads. The name Googie became synonymous with this architectural style. For a full
description of this style and the role it plays in transitionality see Hess, A., Googie Redux: Ultramodern
Roadside Architecture (San Francisco, Chronicle Books, 2004). For further on roadside architecture see
Jakle, J.; Skule, K., Remembering Roadside America: Preserving the Recent Past as Landscape and
Place (Chicago, University of Tennessee Press, 2011).

149 Mobility ad rootlessness was recognized in this period as a facet of society ... the problem of
‘rootlessness’. It is a term that needs re-examination. Are the transients a rootless people? If by roots
we mean the complex of geographical and family ties that has historically knitted Americans to local
society, these young transients are almost entirely rootless. They are very much aware of the fact”
Whyte, W. H., Organization Man, The (Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1956) p. 265.

150 See the previous discussion of the development of roadside commerecial architecture and it’s
connection to consumption.

151 Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 200 The role of the panoptic in
transitional space is more fully explored in Chapter 5: The Highway.

152 See Chapter 4: The Suburb and Chapter 7: The Airport for more on social visibility.
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predominance of visualization... serves to conceal repetitiveness. People look, and

take sight, take seeing, for life itself.1%3

The impact on the individual of dwelling in this space is either anxiety created by its societal
instability or a sense of freedom to explore identity and social roles.*>* The motel is a space
within which “you can easily forget who you are”.**® The isolated rooms and the location of
the motel beyond the boundaries of the space of the city leave the individual without the
societal guidance to define their own identity.*® The motel provides a site which suggests a
degree of freedom in identity and role, yet this is an anxious proposition. The definition of
self as defined by a relationship to ones contemporaries as defined in Riesman’s discussion of
other-direction®’ illustrates both fear and desire regarding the connection between visibility
and observation. The concept of societal visibility and the role it plays in the development of
identity, both individual and as codified by society, is connected to DeLillo’s discussion of
the motel and the other transitional spaces which constitute the topography of his work.
Frequently this element of transitional spatiality refers to the panoptic. Foucault’s discussion
of panopticism in Discipline and Punish*® provides a description of the panopticon but more
importantly illustrates the manner in which the panoptic gaze is internalised into the observed
party. This process is similar in both process and outcome to the internalisation of guidance
from contemporaries which the other-directed individual experiences as a form of

“gyroscope.”

...The major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a state of conscious and
permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power. So to arrange
things that the surveillance is permanent in its effects, even if it is discontinuous in its
action... in short, that the inmates should be caught up in the power situation of

which they are themselves the bearers.**®

The motel is a space of anxiety and uncertainty yet it suggests potential freedom, motion and

progress. As in all of the transitional spaces that DeL.illo discusses the motel contains

153 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 75.

154 The homely/unhomely concept is also useful to a discussion of the seeming division between the
narrative and the counter-narrative.

155 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 257.

156 Riesman’s definition of the other-directed individual reflects the experience of the motel dweller
that fears losing a grip on his identity. “As against guilt-and-shame-controls, though of course these
survive, one prime psychological lever of the other-directed person is a diffuse anxiety. This control
equipment, instead of being like a gyroscope, is like a radar.” Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New
York, Yale University Press, 2001) p. 25.

157 Ibid pp. 19 - 26.

138 Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991).

159 |bid p. 201.
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elements of the panoptic, the unhomely and the nostalgic. Its construction, location and
associations all shape this space and the impact that it has on those that dwell within it.
Throughout his writing DeL.illo explore these concepts as they relate to a sense of identity and

the balance between the individual and the mass of society.

Towards and Isolated Identity

The negative connotations of transitionality come to the fore in DeLillo’s depiction of motels

180 DeLillo draws connections

as they appeared from the 1970s onwards. In Americana
between the visual lexicon of transitionality, the ability to understand personal history and the
role of the motel. The sense of a disconnection from history is understood as an inherent facet
of transitionality as it is considered essential to destroy historical connections in order to
facilitate forward societal progression. Black Knife’s speech in the novel provides a
perspective on this concept, exposing the societal and cultural drives which have contributed

to this societal form.

He was a hundred years old... I asked him if things had changed much since he was a
boy. He said that was the most intelligent question anyone had ever asked him.
Things had changed hardly at all. Only materials had changed, technologies; we were
still the same nation of ascetics, efficiency experts, haters of waste... We plan the
destruction of everything which does not serve the cause of efficiency... We wish to
blast all the fine old things to oblivion and replace them with tasteless identical
structures. Boxes of cancer cells. Neat gray chambers for meditation and the reading
of advertisements. Imagine the fantastic prairie motels we could build if only we
would give in completely to the demons of our true nature; imagine the automobiles

that might take us from motel to motel 1%

This quote expands upon Riesman’s discussion in The Lonely Crowd where he asserts that the
success of the other-directed society in America is due in part to ““...certain unique elements
in American Society, such as the recruitment from Europe and its lack of any feudal past.”52
That the transitional society comes to fruition in America is due to not only the ‘materials’

available after the Second World War®® but also the way in which these materials were used

160 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990).

161 |bid pp. 117 — 118

162 Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New York, Yale University Press, 2001) p. 19.

163 «Many Americans feared that the end of World War 11 and the subsequent drop in military spending
might bring back the hard times of the Great Depression. But instead, pent-up consumer demand
fuelled exceptionally strong economic growth in the postwar period. The automobile industry
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due to peculiarities of the American psyche.'® The American ‘ascetic’ Black Knife describes
who destroys history in order to progress is apparent in the pseudo mythic figures of the
pioneer and the pilgrim whose lives came to represent a counter-narrative to that of the old
world.*®® The desire for transition, for movement and progress both in terms of space and
time, is an aspect of the American psyche and as such it was America that provided fertile

ground for transitionality. %

The use of the term ‘materials’ in Black Knife’s speech is relevant to a discussion of the
motel. The concept of “Neat gray chambers for meditation and the reading of
advertisements.” connects American transitional spatilaity with the space of the motel with its
“One hundred hermetic rooms”.*®” Those spaces as sites of ‘meditation’ reflect the function of
other transitional spaces in DeLillo’s work. In End Zone'®® the room is stripped down to the
extent that it comes to resemble a cell, an isolated and almost monastic space removed from
the influences of society within which to exile oneself from the network of meaning. Within
this space the complexities so enmeshed in ones understanding of self and society are stripped

back to their barest form, planes, faces and angles bereft of adornment.

In his austerity he blended with the shadowless room... Everywhere it was possible to
perceive varieties of silence, small pauses in corners, rectangular planes of stillness,
the insides of desks and closets (where shoes curl in dust), the spaces between things,

the endless silence of surfaces, time swallowed by methodically silent clocks,

successfully converted back to producing cars, and new industries such as aviation and electronics
grew by leaps and bounds. A housing boom, stimulated in part by easily affordable mortgages for
returning members of the military, added to the expansion. The nation's gross national product rose
from about $200,000 million in 1940 to $300,000 million in 1950 and to more than $500,000 million in
1960. At the same time, the jump in postwar births, known as the "baby boom," increased the number
of consumers. More and more Americans joined the middle class”. Taken from Conte, C. and Karr, A.,
An Outline of the U.S Economy, Conte, C. and Karr, A., Chapter 3
http://usa.usembassy.de/etexts/oecon/chap3.htm.

164 <My analysis of the other-directed character is thus at once an analysis of the American and of
contemporary man. Much of the time | find it hard or impossible to say where one ends and the other
begins. Tentatively, | am inclined to think that the other-directed type does find itself most at home in
America, due to certain unique elements in American society, such as its recruitment from Europe and
its lack of any feudal past. As against this, | am also inclined to put more weight on capitalism,
industrialism and urbanization — these being international tendencies — than on any character-forming
peculiarities of the American scene.” Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New Haven, Yale University
Press, 2001) p. 20.

185 The role of the pilgrim experience to a sense of American spatiality is discussed in Kunstler, J. H.,
Geography of Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) pp. 17 — 27.

166 See Chapter 2: Interstices: Saul Bellow’s Dangling Man for further on the link between tradition
directed society and America in the post-war period.

167 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 257.

188 DeLillo, D., Endzone (London, Picador, 2004).
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whispering air and the speechlessness of sentient beings, all these broken codes

contained in the surrounding calm,®°

Meditation on identity within the cell allows the characters within these spaces to gain insight
into their lives whilst contemplating the possibility of other lives and narratives.!” This is
seen in discussion of the ability to become another in the motel room. The transitional space
provides a location which is geographically disconnected from the confines of societal
identity whilst maintaining connections and associations to other space and social forms.
Within Americana'”* David Bell works for “the network”. He is a figure so involved in the
production of images and depthless symbols that he has become completely incapable of
connecting with society or a sense of his own personal history beyond a surface level. In this
respect the site that David chooses to make a film and its subject matter are particularly
telling. His attempts at depicting his past take place in a hotel, yet a hotel so far form the
strictures of the urban society that it fulfils the functions of the “prairie motels” Black Knife

imagines dotted across the land. Bell says that he is:

...thinking of making a long messy autobiographical-type film... a long
unmanageable movie full of fragments of everything that’s part of my life, maybe
ultimately taking two or three or more full days to screen and only a minutely small
part of which I’d like to do out here. Pick out some sleepy town and shoot some

film.172

The fact that the film is to be biographical and fragmentary reflects the life that we have seen
Bell leading, fragmented and lacking a larger narrative beyond his role in the “network”. This
unfixed societal meaning exposes the possibility of alternate lives, other possible means of
existence and self-understanding which exist as a counter-narrative to that which has
previously been understood as fixed. The possibility of other realities, of some deeper unseen
level of connectivity which exists beneath the visible, is a recurrent theme in DeLillo’s work.
The motel provides a locus for its investigation but as transitionality has become an accepted

means of understanding spatiality it has become in internalised drive in figures such as

169 DeLillo, D., End Zone (London, Picador, 2004) pp. 186 — 187.

170 Compare this concept of the stripping down of identity to the “Bodywork” carried out by Lauren
Hartke in The Body Artist. There was bodywork to resume, her regimen of cat stretch and methodical
contortion. She worked from the spine outward, moving along the floor on all fours, and she felt her
aorta recoil to every blood surge... She stuck out her tongue and panted in tightly timed sequence,
internally timed... But the world was lost inside her.” DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador,
2002) p. 37.

11 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990).

172 | bid p. 205.
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Bell.1”® His film in Americana is a meditation on the fragmentary nature of a society which

has embraced transitionality.

There were many visions in the land, all fragments of the exploded dream...
Something else was left over for the rest of us, or some of the rest of us, and it was
the dream of the good life, innocent enough, simple enough on the surface,...It
encompassed all those things which all people are said to want, materials and objects
and the shadows they cast, and yet the dream had its complexities, its edges of
illusion and self-deception, an implication of serio-comic death... The dream made
no allowance for the truth beneath the symbols, for the interlinear notes, the presence
of something black (and somehow very funny) at the mirror rim of ones awareness.
This was difficult at times... One thinks of echoes. One thinks of an image made in
the image and likeness of images. It was that complex.t’

Bell is a product of the period at which transitional spaces such as the motel began to flourish
in America, the 1950s, and as such he is fully enmeshed within the visual lexicon and societal
grammar which supported that change. Being so imbued with this symbolic understanding of
consumption and the visual influences both the form his film takes and the spaces in which he
attempts to make it. Bell’s only means of exploring his personal and societal past are
cinematic and he attempts to utilise the visual symbolism of film to solidify his sense of
individuality. This is exactly what Bell does, meditating on the symbols of his past in an
attempt to unpick the strands of his identity and therefore his role in the network of
transitional society. It is fitting that these attempts take place in the hotel/motel as Bell is
attempting to access a counter-narrative. Within the space of the motel the divisions between
self and other are weak, free of the buttressing effect of societal observation. He is able to
play out his fantasies and memories in a space which suggests the possibility of other selves

on the “mirror rim of ones awareness.”

In Mao 11*"® the extent to which the permeable membrane separating the motel from society

can be traversed from either direction is investigated. The space has been depicted as a site for

173 The internalisation of the transitional drive is related to the internalisation of the panoptic gaze
discussed in Discipline and Punish. “...the major effect of the Panopticon: to induce in the inmate a
state of conscious and permanent visibility that assures the automatic functioning of power...this
architectural apparatus should be a machine for creating and sustaining a power relation independent of
the person who exercises it; in short, that the inmates should be caught up in a power situation of which
they are themselves the bearers.” Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 201.
174 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 129.

15DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992).
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the escaping of the narrative of society and the roles it assigns.1’® However in Mao Il it is
suggested that this use of the space as a portal to shift between societal roles may be inverted,
manipulated to act as a site to reintegrate those that have slipped beyond the boundaries of
societal norms. In the novel Karen, whose membership of the Moonies'’” marks her as a
figure that has located herself outside the understood societal narrative. She is abducted by
her family and taken from motel to motel within which she is deprogrammed.*”® This process
forces her to return to her former life and the socially acceptable role she had been assigned.
Just as in Bentham’s panopticon the interplay between shown and hidden in the motel makes
it possible to rehabilitate a societal delinquent and reintegrate them into the accepted societal

narrative.1”®

They stuffed her in a car and took her to a motel room, where her father sat in a fire-
retardant chair, oddly in his stocking feet. There was a lot of emotional talk, tabloid
type reassurances about love and mother and home, and she listened craftily, moved
and bored more or less together, and Daddy cried a little and kissed her and put on his
shoes and then left with Rick, who’d put his hands in her panties when they were ten,

a memory that hung between them like the musky scent of a sniffed finger.°

The imagery in this scene regarding Karen’s father in particular is deeply traditional to the
extent that it is almost nostalgic. Primarily comforting images such as the father in stocking
feet in a chair displaying love and concern for his daughter suggest the comfort, support and
connection to a sense of self connected to others which mass society offers. This cosy picture
of familial concern is undermined by phrases such as “tabloid type assurances” which
highlights the constructed nature of these images as depthless visual representations.'® The
space of the motel both acts as a location for the solidification of the accepted social narrative

and simultaneously undermines that narrative. The permeability of the boundaries between

176 The use of the space by David Bell in Americana to attempt to piece together an identity free of his
life within the network illustrates this.

177 A common nickname for The Unification Church.

178 DeLillo, D., Mao 1l (London, Vintage, 1992) pp. 79 — 84.

178 Foucault fully discusses the role of the delinquent and the way in which he is related to wider
society. “The carceral network does not cast the unassimilable into a confused hell; there is no outside.
It takes back with one hand what it seems to exclude with the other. It saves everything, including what
it punishes... In this panoptic society of which incarceration it is the omnipresent armature, the
delinquent is not outside the law; he is, from the very outset, in the law, at the very heart of the law, or
at least in the midst of those mechanisms that transfer the individual imperceptibly from discipline to
the law, from deviation to offence” Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991)

p. 301

180 pDeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p. 79.

181 The relationship between the image and the production of space is found throughout Lefebvre, H.,
The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991).
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the transitional space and all other elements of the network of mass society make it capable of

fulfilling these multiple roles

The Dangers of Transitional Dwelling

Themes of conspiracy, consumerism and death are prevalent throughout DeLillo’s
investigation of transitional spaces.*®? In the final scene of White Noise'® all these factors
collide within a motel room. Academic Jack Gladney confronts the man that has been
sleeping with his wife and selling her a drug, Dylar, which she takes to combat the fear of
death she shares with Gladney. The drug’s unusual side effects come to the fore in this

encounter, side effects Gladney’s wife Babette describes earlier in the novel.

I could die. I could live but my brain could die. The left side of my brain could die
but the right side could live. This would mean that the left side of my body would live
but the right side would die. There were many grim spectres. | could walk sideways

but not forward. I could not distinguish words from things, 8

The side effects described in the first half of the quote are concerned with a breakdown of the
spatial. The victim / patient’s basic spatial understanding could be caused to collapse
producing a disorientating effect similar to the foreshortening of space and time discussed in
Dangling Man when that figure first appeared.?8 The erosion of a concrete sense of personal
and social spatiality is a side effect of both the drug and the motel. The potential for multiple
identities and spatial understandings the motel allows has been shown to have a similarly
disorienting and anxiety inducing effect on those within it. The transitionality of the motel as
the site in which DeLillo’s characters retreat to escape their lives and explore their fantasies
and memories comes to the fore in White Noise’ s motel scene. Two characters that have both
taken Dylar experience the motel in a disjointed and fragmentary manner. This experience of
the motel reflects the fragmentary awareness of identity generally experienced in the motel

and the cinematic reconstruction of personal history seen in Americana.

It took a while to find the motel, a one-storey building set against the concrete pier of

an elevated roadway. It was called the Roadway Motel.

182 These themes are particularly prevalent in Chapter 5: The Highway.

183 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1985).

184 |bid p. 193.

185 Compare this disorientating time / space effect with the seeming collapse of time within the site of
the alleyway and during the appearance of the fallen man in Bellow, S., Dangling Man (London,
Penguin, 2007).
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Transient pleasures, drastic measures.
... I sensed I was part of a network of structures and channels. I knew the precise
nature of events. | was moving closer to things in their actual state as | approached a

violence, a smashing intensity...1&

Just as the quote from Americana regarding the motel ‘at the heart of every man’ is essential
to understanding DeL.illo’s use of that space, this quote further explores its spatial placement
and larger thematic importance. As with all motels it is placed near to the network of roads
that make up the “Roadway”.*®" It is a place of both concrete and movement which exists on
the outskirts of society, connected to it and yet separate. The term “Transient Pleasures,
drastic measures” suggests a great number of the spatial connotations of the site as it is
depicted by DeLillo. It is the transient nature of that space that propagates its existence.® It
exists on the periphery of society, along highways through which all societal elements pass.
This explains Gladney’s sense on entering the motel of feeling “part of a network of
structures and channels.” The motel is a node within the wider transitional society through
which information passes and as such it plays a part in defining the meaning of the
transitional society just as the city focussed the meaning of the traditional and inner-directed
societies.'® The breakdown of spatial certainty caused by both Dylar and the motel frees the
user from the bounds of societal space. The drug has placed Gladney outside of the confines
of time and space and exposed the reality of the motel to him. He sees that it is a transitional
site made up of fragmentary information regarding society, self and space in which structures
and boundaries break down. Within this room Gladney comes face to face with Mink, the
man that has been sleeping with his wife, who fears death and is addicted to the unreality
Dylar offers. In short Gladney comes face to face with his alternate self.!*® Mink represents
the danger of existing solely in transitional space devoid of connections to more solid forms
such as history and tradition. He is unable to distinguish anymore between time or space,

realty or unreality, image or object. Mink is a warning against allowing the transitional form

186DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 304 — 305.

187 The Roadway is clearly a concept connected to the highway. See Chapter 5.

188 In The Organization Man William H Whyte studies the growth of the organization in America in the
1950s and highlights its embrace of transience and rootlessness. In doing so he shows the growth of the
individual as an entity whilst also highlighting the standardised form of society this can create. “And is
this not the whole drift of our society? We are not interchangeable in the sense of being without
differences but in the externals of existence we are united by a culture of increasing mobility. The more
people move about, the more similar the American environments become and the more similar they
become, the easier it is to move about.” Whyte, W. H., The Organization Man (Harmondsworth,
Penguin, 1960) p. 255.

189 See the earlier discussion of other-direction and for a full description of inner ant tradition direction
see Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New York, Yale University Press, 2001).

19 Compare this encounter with the earlier discussion of losing a sense of individual identity “you can
easily forget who you are here; you can sit on your bed and become man sitting on bed ” DeLillo, D.,
Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 257.
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manifested by the motel to overtake one’s self, letting it shape one’s perception and
interaction with others. By accepting the transitional state as the norm, internalising it, the
relationships between self and other, the image and the object, the narrative and the counter-
narrative become confused. This understanding of transitionality and the warning it brings
may already be too late as Mink is only an extreme example of the process of internalisation
that both Gladney and the society he exists within have already begun. Transitionality is being
rapidly internalised, shaping social forms and structures in such a manner that they become
self-perpetuating®®. The proliferation of these homogenised repetitive spaces is a recurrent
theme in the discussion of transitional spaces. The suburbs, the highway, the airport, all of
these spaces are connected thematically and spatially. They are all forms of this repetitive
space born of the desire for motion and progress and all act as a site for the investigation of
the disconnection between personal and social identity.

191 The self-perpetuating nature of transitional spaces connected to the Lefebvre’s discussion of
repetitious space. Repetitious spaces are the outcome of repetitive gestures (those of workers)
associated with instruments which are duplicatable and designed to duplicate: machines, bulldozers,
concrete-mixers, cranes, pneumatic drills, and so on. Are these spaces interchangeable because they are
homologous? Or are they homogenous so that they can be exchanged, bought and sold, with the only
difference between them being those assessable in money — i.e. quantifiable — terms (as volumes,
distances, etc)? At all events, repetition reigns supreme.” Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space
(Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 75.
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Chapter 4: The Suburbs

One of the most prominent physical manifestations of the transitional spatial impulse in
DelLillo’s writing is the suburb. That space becomes emblematic of a shift away from the
traditional fixed urban site towards a more mobile and decentralised societal spatiality.
DeL.illo uses the suburb throughout his work to illustrate the development of the consumer
driven, rootless society which originated in the 1950s and raised questions of identity and
cultural guidance. His examination of this space in Underworld'*? provides both an insight
into the socio-spatial realities of suburban living in the 1950s and undermines the nostalgic
connotations of that space as clean, new and modern. His depiction of a seemingly exemplary
scene of 1950s suburban life is mirrored by a recollection of the same space in a
contemporary setting which exposes the troubling duality at the heart of suburban life
between the hidden and the seen. Foucault’s discussion of the panopticon provides a useful
analogy for this facet of suburban space, the complexity of societal visibility it illustrates
informing the discussion of the suburb and other transitional social spaces. The space of the
suburb as it was delineated in both the theoretical work of the 1950s and depicted in
Underworld complicates questions of identity and spatial control. These concepts become

further confused by the expanded role of technology and consumerism

The Suburban Transient

Mobility, consumption, new materials and speed are all key elements of the transitional space
of the suburbs, a space which flourished in the post World War Two period. Its impetus
toward progress and motion at the expense of the past made it the most desirable residence for
the forward facing 1950s individual*®3. Whyte explores the sense of the transitional at the
heart of the other-directed individuals which form the adaptive and shifting society of the

suburb.

... the problem of ‘rootlessness’. It is a term that needs re-examination. Are the
transients a rootless people? If by roots we mean the complex of geographical and
family ties that has historically knitted Americans to local society, these young

transients are almost entirely rootless. They are very much aware of the fact.?*

192 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998).

193 See Kunstler, J. H., Geography of Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) p. 105 on the
creation of suburban culture.

19 Whyte, W. H., The Organization Man, 1956 p. 265.
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The use of the term “transients” to describe those that live in the suburbs highlights the
rootlessness of this societal space. The suburb exemplifies a space in which identity and
societal roles are connected not to history and tradition but to peer observation and the visual
realm of advertising and the mass media. Societal meaning and guidance are disseminated
throughout the group structure via a complex network of symbols and associations. To be able
to exist within this society one must embrace one’s own personal transience, as Whyte notes,
“They must, in short, make a home of the home away from home, and to accomplish this feat
they must act in the present.”** The suburb as a locus of this form of transience provides
DeL.illo a space within which to explore questions of societal and personal identity within the
context of the wider network of symbols and meanings that informs the societal narrative

whilst suggesting the potential of a counter-narrative.

Underworld’s depiction of 1950s suburbia illustrates the experience of dwelling!®® within that
space in that period and provides a basis for its further investigation. In the chapter “Better
things for better living through Chemistry”*®" DeLillo suggests multiple facets of suburban
life in the 1950s. The section “October 8, 195771% examines an evening in the life of the
Deming family, Erica, Rick and their son Eric. Eric Deming has previously been introduced
in the novel as an adult and as such he is able to provide a retrospective opinion on his
childhood in the 1950s.

The placid nineteen-fifties. Everybody dressed and spoke the same way. It was all
kitchens and cars and TV sets. Where’s the Pepsodent mom? ...Dad’s in the
Breezeway washing the car. Meanwhile way out here they were putting troops in

trenches for nuclear war games. Fireballs roaring right above them.%®

This quote provides a seemingly nostalgic view of the 1950s. Like all forms of nostalgia it
misremembers, replacing the reality of that period with a simulation created from a
combination of positivist memories and cultural associations. The anti-historical nature of the

suburb and its connection to consumption and its visual element advertising make it a ripe site

195 |bid p. 274.

1% Heidegger tackles the question of “What is it to dwell?” and suggests that “We attain to dwelling, so
it seems, only by means of building. The latter, building, has the former, dwelling, as its goal. Still, not
every building is a dwelling. Bridges and hangars, stadiums and power stations are buildings but not
dwellings; railway stations and highways, dams and market halls are built, but they are not dwelling
places. Even so, these buildings are in the domain of our dwelling.” Heidegger, M., ‘Building Dwelling
Thinking’ (1951), in Poetry Language Thought (New York, Harper Colophon, 1971) p. 145.

197 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 499.

198 |bid p. 513.

199 1bid p. 410.
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for exploring nostalgia. In his Postmodernism, Or the Cultural Logic Of Late Capitalism®®
Fredric Jameson explores the connection between nostalgia and the anti-historic nature of
American society as exemplified by the suburb. He also considers the manner in which those
spaces are codified as nostalgic sites in contemporary society.?* Through a discussion of
nostalgia cinema?®? Jameson provides a means of thinking critically about the nostalgic
interpretation of 1950s spatiality. The relationship between the visual culture of transitional
space®® and the cinematic focus on the visual makes this particularly apt.

Faced with these ultimate objects — our social, historical and existential present, and
the past as “referent” — the incompatibility of a postmodernist “nostalgia” art
language with genuine historicity becomes dramatically apparent. The contradiction
propels this mode, however, into complex and interesting new formal inventiveness;
it being understood that the nostalgia film was never a matter of some old-fashioned
“representation” of historical content, but instead approached the “past” through
stylistic connotation, conveying “pastness” by the glossy qualities of the image, and

“1930s-ness” or “1950s-ness”...%

Eric Deming’s seemingly positive recollection of the suburb and motel must be questioned. It
is both nostalgic and yet undermines its own nostalgia by going on to highlight the period’s
more troubling aspects such as the development of nuclear technology?® and the paranoia it
created. Jameson’s discussion of the nature of nostalgia and an awareness of the relationship
between transitional spaces and the counter-narrative suggest the suggestion of positivity in

Eric’s recollection are a self-perpetuating falsehood. His firsthand experience of 1950s

200 Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991).

201 Consider in relation to the decline of the motel and other roadside architecture. “So much has been
lost; only some have been saved. These structures were the history of suburbia, and we need to
undertand them.” Hess, A., Googie Redux: Ultramodern Roadside Architecture (San Francisco,
Chronicle Books, 2004) p. 14.

202 Nostalgia cinema is explored by DeLillo in Americana as a means of investigating the ability of an
individual to understand their personal history through the creation of a biographical film. Questions of
the authenticity of memory and the impossibility of recreating or fully capturing any element of the
past fully is raised there in a manner which supports Jameson’s discussion of nostalgia here. See the
previous chapter for more on the nostalgic film in that novel.

203 The role of the consumable image to supporting the disconnected nostalgic view as a means to mask
reality is discussed by Lefebvre “Take images, for example: photographs, advertisements, films. Can
images of this kind really be expected to expose errors concerning space? Hardly. Where there is error
or illusion, the image is more likely to secrete it and reinforce it than reveal it.” Lefebvre, H., The
Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 96.

204 Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p.
19.

205 The connections between technology and fear in Underworld are frequently connected to military
hardware and the threat of nuclear war. See the discussion of the planes in Klara Sax art piece (p. 62 —
84); The work of Matty Shay in “The Pocket” (p. 401); Lenny Bruce’s joke (p. 508) and Charles
Wainwright Jr’s connection to the B52 Bomber (pp. 641 — 656) .

o1



52

suburbia is manifested as a recitation of brand names and spaces which reflected the socio-
spatial structure of the period such as the breezeway. These recollections of spatial
connections and consumer products influence his description of the suburb in later life. By
juxtaposing his experience with those of his mother and father DeL.illo produces a
counterpoint to Eric’s memories. This variety of opinions and connections provides a sense of

the complexity of socio-spatial reality of the 1950s.

From the kitchen window she could see the lawn, neat and trimmed, low hedged,
open and approachable. The trees at the edge of the lawn were new, like everything
else in the area. All up and down the curving streets there were young trees and small
new box shrubs and a sense of openness, a sense of seeing everything there is to see
at a single glance with nothing shrouded or walled or protected from the glare.
Nothing shrouded or kept secret except for young Eric, who sat in his room
behind drawn fibreglass curtains jerking off into a condom. He liked using a condom
because it had a sleek metallic shimmer, like his favourite weapons system, the
Honest John, a surface-to-surface missile with a warhead that carried yields of up to

forty kilotons.2%

Eric’s mother’s observations of the suburban life of the 1950s provide a viewpoint that is
wholeheartedly invested in suburban life. Her description of openness and the new, of
complete societal visibility?®” is suggestive of a positivist approach to transitionality. The
focus on everything in the suburb being “new” and “like everything else in the area”, whilst
being comforting to Erica Deming, is also suggestive of the rootless nature of the suburb
which reflects 1950s anti-historical nature.?®® It is depicted in this quote as a site which
focuses upon the present in terms of materials and attitudes®®. This focus on the present and

the “more of same”?1? attitude it encourages is reflective of the manner in which these spaces

206 pDeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 514.

207 The question of societal visibility suggests Foucault’s “Visibility is a trap” as will be explored later
in this chapter. Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 200.

208 Consider this in relation to Lefebvre’s discussion of repetitious space. Lefebvre, H., The Production
of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 75.

209 If one considers Lefebvre’s division between a work and a product the suburb clearly falls into the
later bracket. “Can a space of this kind really still be described as a “work™? There is an overwhelming
case for saying that it is a product strictu sensu: it is reproducible and it is the result of repetitive
actions.” Ibid p. 75.

210 Whyte uses the term “more of same” to denote an approach to society and space that is happy with
things as they are and wants them to continue in that manner. “Perhaps contemporaryism would be a
better word than conservatism to describe this posture. The present, more than the past, is their model;
while they share the characteristic American faith in the future also, they see it as more of same.”
Whyte, W. H., Organization Man, The (Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1956) p. 65.

52



53

revel in their homogeneity.?!! This may be understood in relation to what Henri Lefebvre

describes as “abstract space”.

...the architectural and urbanistic space of modernity tends precisely towards this
homogenous state of affairs, towards a place of confusion and fusion... Everything is
alike. Localization — and lateralization — are no more. Signifier and signified, marks
and markers, are added after the fact — as decorations, so to speak. This reinforces, if
possible, the feeling of desertedness, and adds to the malaise?!?

The malaise described by Lefebvre in relation to living within the homogenous space of the
suburb becomes more apparent as DeLillo’s depiction of that space moves beyond the 1950s
and the nostalgic view of that period is undermined. The suburb as a site of failed potential
and confused identity is repeatedly found in DeLillo’s writing. This socio-spatial
homogeneity is enabled and encouraged by the repetitive nature of both the suburbs’
architectural design and use of materials®®. DeLillo depicts the questioning of the nostalgic
emphasis on this form of space and society as taking place both retrospectively and during
that period. In Erica Deming’s description of her suburban existence her seemingly positive
interpretation of societal openness and visibility is negated by its juxtaposition with activities
which are hidden and invisible taking place in society, indeed in her own home?!*. The
description of the suburb by Erica as a space where one is capable of “seeing everything there
is to see at a single glance with nothing shrouded or walled or protected from the glare”
suggests a connection to the motel space and with it Foucault’s “visibility is a trap?>” Her
assertion that nothing is hidden is instantly undermined by the description of her son. Eric’s
activities are deeply suggestive of the counter-narrative, taking place in the secrecy of his
bedroom behind the “fibreglass curtains” and combine sex, violence, technology and
consumption. The development of the new materials such as fibreglass and latex which so
fascinate Eric facilitated new spatial forms and encouraged new societal models. Concrete,

fibreglass and sheet glass allow the production of spatial forms that facilitate movement and

21 As the rest of this work will show, Lefebvre’s concept of abstract space with its tendency toward
homogeneity correlates with the numerous transitional spaces that DeL.illo considers. The motel, the
suburb, the highway and the airport all tend toward homogeneity.

212 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (1991) p. 200.

213 The materials that are used to construct transitional space refers to both the societal factors and the
more physical. Frank Lloyd Wright discusses how this allowed architectural space to be more open.
“Instead of post and beam construction, the usual box building, you now have a new sense of building
construction by way of the cantilever and continuity.” Lloyd Wright, F., ‘The Destruction of the Box’
from an address to the Junior Chapter of the American Institute of Architects, New York City, 1952 in
Frank Lloyd Wright: Writings and Buildings (New York, Meridian Books, 1960) p. 285.

214 The question of visibility and invisibility is intimately connected to Foucault’s discussion of the
panopticon in Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991).

215 |bid p. 200.
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openness?®. The negative outcome of this openness and movement is the fear of both what is
being shown and what is hidden. The mention of these new materials in such close proximity
to the discussion of military hardware?'’ is interesting as they both illustrate the importance of
scientific advancement to socio-spatial progression. Just as the invention of the motor car led
to the development of the highway system, the motel and other roadside architecture,
advances in military hardware and materials influenced the forms of cultural space and the
culture of anxiety and fear. The depiction of military hardware in Underworld traces a descent
from positivity through paranoia and fear to neglect and malaise, only to be resurrected using
““nostalgia” art language”?. One is able to trace the path of the plane Long Tall Sally?®
throughout Underworld.?® The plane first appears in the novel as part of an art piece being
constructed in the desert.??! It has been stripped of its meaning as a military vehicle, all its
tools of warfare having been removed, and is now part of a large art piece. It is a referent in a
larger language of art created by the postmodern artist Klara Sax.

She said, “Some of the planes had markings painted on the nose. Emblems, unit
insignia, some with figures, an animal mascot snarling and dripping juices from its
mouth and jowls... And some with women. Because it’s all about luck, isn’t it? The
sexy woman painted on the nose is a charm against death. We may want to place this
whole business in some bottom pit of nostalgia but in fact the men who flew these
planes, and we are talking about high alert and distant early warning, we are talking
about the edge of everything — well, I think they lived in a closed world with its

particular omens and symbols. ..%?2

216 As the discussion of Googie architecture and the work of Frank Lloyd Wright suggest the
introduction of new materials allowed new architectural forms to encourage the break down of the
division between internal and external.

217 The role of military hardware in Underworld reflects an interest in that topic found throughout
DelLillo’s writing. In Libra Lee Harvey Oswald’s military training and his rifle in the context of the
Cold War; The mystery of the Airborne Toxic event in White Noise; Terrorism and paramilitary action
in Players; Running Dogs interest in the Military Industrial complex and Hitler; Football and Nuclear
War in Endzone; the planning of Irag War in Point Omega.

218 See Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991)
p. 19 for more on nostalgic art language.

219 The plane “Long Tall Sally first appears in DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and
Schuster, 1998) on p. 66. The discussion of the planes used in Klara Sax’ art piece will be further
discussed in Chapter 7: The Airport.

220 This aircraft’s movement through the space and time of the novel mirrors the trajectory of the
totemic baseball, both illustrating the shifting focus of society and its meaning throughout the novel.
221 The desert is a complex space in DeLillo’s writing, semi-mystic. It is the location for a mysterious
language cult in The Names and is a site to retreat to in Point Omega. “The desert was clairvoyant, this
is what he’d always believed, that the landscape unravels and reveals, it knows the future as well as the
past.” DeLillo, D., Point Omega (London, Picador, 2010) p. 87.

222 pelLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) pp. 77 — 78.
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Klara Sax understands art as a tool which may be used to excavate personal and social
history.??® Her understanding of the plane and its former use is relatively accurate, as the later
depiction of the plane during its intended use shows??4, yet that aspect of the plane only
presents one facet of its role in her larger art language. The plane and the crew that flew
within it are connected to the wider concept of the loss of positivity and the increasing
malaise of this period. One of the crew of the plane is Charles Wainwright Jr.; also know as
Chuckie, who also appears as a child whose father negotiates the sale of the novel’s central
object, the baseball.??® The potential that Chuckie’s father sees in his son in those scenes is
shown to have been unfounded. To Charles Sr. the ball was symbolic of family, history and
heritage and its loss is suggestive of the loss of connection to those identity shaping factors.
The loss of heritage and the connection to a rooted identity it provides leads to the unfocused
and directionless adult that Chuckie becomes:

No, he didn’t blame his parents for everything that had gone wrong. Chuckie was
misery enough on his own recognizance. But he couldn’t think of his father without
regretting the loss of the one thing he’d wanted to maintain between them. That was
the baseball his dad had given him as a trust, a gift, a peace offering, a form of
desperate love and spiritual hand-me-down.

The ball he’d more or less lost.””?%8

The questions of identity, societal connectivity and materials raised by Klara Sax’ art piece
are seen throughout DeLillo’s exploration of the suburb. Erica Deming’s self deception to
facilitate a positive interpretation of the suburb is indicative of the pliant acceptance of the
transitional nature of self and society which became a hallmark of this societal spatiality in
this period. However, she undermines her own societal view by acknowledging the hidden
relationship between fear and technology. Consumption and commercial branding provide a
framework within which she is able to maintain stability and comfort in order to stave off this

underlying knowledge of the instability of a transitional, mobile and open society.??

All the things around her were important. Things and words. Words to believe in and

live by.

223 Compare this use of art to the use of Lauren Hartke’s “bodyworks” in The Body Artist. DeLillo, D.,
The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2002) p. 37.

224 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 606 — 616.

225 | bid pp. 641 — 656.

226 | bid p. 611.

227 The use of consumption and the structure of the consumer society to comfort and ameliorate the fear
over the unseen counter narrative is also apparent in DeLillo’s discussion of the supermarkets role in
the contemporary suburban space in White Noise as discussed later in this chapter.
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Breezeway Car Pools
Crisper Bridge Parties
Sectional Broadloom

When she finished up in the kitchen she decided to vacuum the living room rug but
then realized this would make her bad mood worse. She’d recently bought a new
satellite-shaped vacuum cleaner that she loved to push across the room because it
hummed softly and seemed futuristic and hopeful but she was forced to regard it
ruefully now, after Sputnik, a clunky object filled with self-remorse.??

The unseen threat of the counter-narrative with its technology connected to sex and death
looms over her suburban life. It is a presence she attempt to ignore through focussing on the
advancements of consumerism and technology as they benefit her. However the technology
and materials she consumes and utilises to further the transitional existence are implicitly
connected to this unseen threat. Whilst she is aware of this only on the edge of her perception,
her son is actively considering the connections between death, sex and technology in the room
above her. He is a precursor to those figures in DeL.illo that question the nature of consumer

driven society and its impact on personal identity.

Consumption in the Suburb

The relationship between the consumer, consumption and the space of society is a major
factor in DeLillo’s depiction of suburban spaces. The consumer shapes society by utilising the
existing languages, be they nostalgic art language?? or the symbolic language of advertising.
The suburban dweller of the 1950s is the progenitor of this form of consumer / producer. This
is made apparent in Eric Deming’s troubled understanding of his home, the society it
represents and his place within it. He is aware of this background hum of societal connections
even as his mother closes her ears to it. Whilst she focuses on the surface meaning of images

and symbols he is beginning to become aware of their potential hidden meanings.

He went into the Kitchen and opened the fridge, just to see what was going on in
there. The bright colors, the product names and logos, the array of familiar shapes...
But there was something else as well, faintly unnerving. The throb perhaps. Maybe it

was the informational flow contained in that endless motorized throb.2%

228 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 520.
229 See Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991).
230 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) pp. 517 — 518.
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This background throb is the white noise of the suburbs, the stream of information regarding
products, societal connections and cultural direction. Eric has grown up enmeshed in the
consumer driven suburban society and as such his understanding of it differs from that of his
mother or father. He makes no differentiation between positive or negative associations in this
section, he simply accepts the connections between elements of society and utilises them as
he wishes.?! In many respects Eric is an exemplar of a consumer / producer,?®? he consumes
that which the culture provides him with and in doing so he forges further connections and
associations, thus producing the society in which he exists. De Certeau illustrates the manner
in which this form of societal production continues to function as the rootless, non-linear
structure of the suburb provided a means of understanding contemporary spatiality as a
whole.

The “making” in question is a production, a poiesis — but a hidden one, because it is
scattered over areas defined and occupied by systems of “production” (television,
urban development, commerce, etc.), and because the steadily increasing expansion
of these systems no longer leaves “consumers” any place in which they can indicate
what they make or do with the products of these systems. To a rationalized,
expansionist and at the same time centralized, clamorous and spectacular production
corresponds another production called “consumption.” The latter is devious, it is
dispersed, but it insinuates itself everywhere, silently and almost invisibly, because it
does not manifest itself through its own products, but rather through its ways of using

the products imposed by a dominant economic order.?®

Eric’s awareness Of the factors that drive his desire to consume or the manner in which his
consumption shapes his society is limited. Despite this, as a figure that has grown-up within
the space of consumption he is instinctively able to interact with it and utilise it for his own

means. The connections between sex, technology and consumption present in this scene are

231 In The Practice of Everyday Life De Certeau uses the term bricolage in relation to various spatial
practices, a good example being reading. “In order to characterize this activity of reading, one can
resort to several models. It can be considered as a form of the bricolage Lévi-Strauss analyzes as a
feature of “the savage mind”, that is, an arrangement made with “the materials at hand,” a production
“that has no relationship to the project” and which readjusts “the residues of previous construction and
destruction.”” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press,
1988).

232 Galbraith discusses the manner in which consumption and production became part of the same self-
reflexive process in the transitional society. “That wants are, in fact, the fruit of production will now be
denied by few serious scholars ... One man’s consumption becomes his neighbour’s wish. This already
means that the process by which wants are satisfied is also the process by which wants are created. The
more wants that are satisfied the more new ones are born.” Galbraith, J. K., Affluent Society, The
(Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1958) p. 132.

233 DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) pp.
xii — xiii. This concept is also connected to DeCerteau’s discussion of bricolage earlier in this section.
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all utilised by Eric with no hesitation, the unease they elicit in his mother is not an issue for
him; he inherently understands the covert connections that exist beneath surface associations.
The hidden meaning of consumption and it ability to permeate societal space reflects the
manner in which the counter-narrative takes root in this period, that society is a facade hiding
a more complex and troubling truth. Eric’s feelings about this dual level of meaning is
complex, he finds both the falsity of surface meanings and potential secret meanings
appealing, indeed the element of falsehood in this dynamic provides him with great pleasure.
The masking of a hidden truth with a created facade is something he relishes as becomes
apparent in he experiments with the connection between society, facade, materials and sex.

The face in the picture was all painted mouth and smudgy lashes and at a certain
point in the furtherance of his business Eric deflected his attention from the swooping
breasts and focused on the facial Jayne, on her eyebrows and lashes and puckered
lips. The breasts were real, the face was put together out of a thousand thermoplastic
things. And in the evolving scan of his eros, it was the masking waxes, liners, glosses

and creams that became the soft moist mechanism of release.?3*

He does not experience the anxiety his mother feels; the real and the unreal, the hidden and
the seen, are all interchangeable elements that Eric is able to utilise and understand implicitly.
He is aware that unseen systems and networks exert a level of control over his life yet he is
comfortable with this knowledge, accepting it as the norm. He exemplifies Riesman’s other-
directed individual with his radar sense guiding him through a network of associations and
connections that are implicit rather than explicit?®>. However even a transitional adept such as
Eric sometimes experiences a level of discomfort in his inability to control the direction of

these forces or to understand completely where they lie.

The Academic Suburb

Consumerism as a means of masking the potential awareness of a counter-narrative is central

d236

to the suburban experience of the 1950s as depicted in Underworld=®. This connection is

23 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 515.

2% Riesman’s discussion of the “psychological gyroscope” which assisted the other-directed individual
in navigating society has already been discussed. See Riesman, D., Lonely Crowd, The (New York,
Yale University Press, 2001) p. 16.

236 Erica Deming is the character perhaps guiltiest of using consumerism to facilitate a comfortable
existence although she is far from alone.
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further explored in White Noise?*” wherein the role of consumption to societal cohesion is
explored as it relates to the supermarket and wider society. The novel is set in the small town
of Blacksmith which has grown up around a university and is a form of educational suburb.
Blacksmith is described as being unlike a city as it is somewhere that one goes “to avoid
situations. Cities are full of situations.”?® In this respect it is like the suburb, a space outside
of the confines of the understood grammar of the city. DeLillo’s depiction of this campus
town illustrates the socio-spatial similarities it shares with the suburb as opposed to the more
fixed, historically rooted city space. Whyte illustrates that a major factor of the transitional
nature of the suburb as it originated in the 1950s was the shared transient lifestyle of those
that dwelt there.

They are communities made in his image...for many a resident the curving super-
blocks of suburbia are the end of a long road from the city wards to middle-class

respectability. But it is the young organization man who is dominant.?*

The figures that have embraced transitionality as a means of progress are those that shape the
transitional space. They reflect the socio-spatial drives that promote anti-historicism and
progress and in turn they shape the suburbs around them. Similarly there is shown to be a
shared group which is shaped by and, in turn shapes, the academic suburb of Blacksmith. Just
as the mobile lifestyle of the young executives of the 1950s influenced the form of the space
they dwelt in, the transient nature of the student population produces a sense of transience in

the space which they inhabit.

The station wagons arrived at noon, a long shining line that coursed through the west
campus... As cars slowed to a crawl and stopped, students sprang out and raced to the
rear doors to begin removing the objects inside; the stereo sets, radios, personal
computers; small refrigerators and table ranges; the cartons of phonograph records
and cassettes; the hairdryers and styling irons; the tennis rackets, soccer balls, hockey
and lacrosse sticks, bows and arrows; the controlled substances, the birth control pills
and devices; the junk food still in shopping bags —onion-and-garlic chips, nacho thins,
peanut créme patties, Waffelos and Kabooms, fruit chews and toffee popcorn; the

Dum-Dum pops, the Mystic mints.

237 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986).
238 |bid p. 11.
239 Whyte, W. H., The Organization Man (London, Penguin, 1956) p. 246.
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I’ve witnessed this spectacle every September for twenty-one years. It is a brilliant
event, invariably...The parents stand sun-dazed near their automobiles, seeing images

of themselves in every direction...?*

If one compares this description of the educational town to the description of the suburb many
similarities become apparent.?*! The duplication of interests being interpreted as a duplication
of the self which is supported by the shared knowledge and ownership of products reflects the
consumer driven, peer guided nature of the suburb. They judge one another through their
consumption and their willingness / ability to display this consumption.?*> Connections of
heritage, history and tradition are secondary to outwardly appearing to be of this new
consumer class. Both the parents and students in this scene reflect and enforce each others
views and tastes in a manner which solidifies the society which they inhabit. As such it is not
the individuals themselves that are important in this equation. The figures themselves are
interchangeable. It is expected and desired that those in the suburb will move on to just as it is

expected that the departure and arrival of new students will be an annual event.?*

Consumerism is an essential element in cementing the spatial and social network of this
suburban setting. Consumption and visible societal production through consumption is a
continuous process and as such the space of the supermarket is a vital element of
understanding suburban experience. The motion of figures through this space and the impact

it has on them makes them aware of their socio-spatial existence as rootless. It is within the

240 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 3 — 4.

241 The manner in which the interactions of both the students and the parents are described is
reminiscent of Whyte’s description of the manner in which the suburbanites of the 1950s interacted
with one another. “The groups are temporary, in a sense, for the cast of characters is always shifting.
Their patterns of behaviour, however, have an extraordinary permanence, and these patterns have and
influence on the individual quite as powerful as the traditional group, and in many respects more so.”
Whyte, W. H., The Organization Man (London, Penguin, 1956) p. 304.

242 To be seen to be consumer as part of the transient society is connected to production. The visibility
of this consumption is a vital element of that process. “Consumer wants can have bizarre, frivolous, or
even immoral origins... However, the argument has been carried farther... Professor Duesenberry, has
stated explicitly that ‘ours is a society in which one of the principal social goals is a higher standard of
living... [This] has... great significance for the theory of consumption...the desire to get superior
goods takes on a life of its own. It provides a drive to higher expenditure which may even be stronger
than that arising out of the needs which are supposed to be satisfied by that expenditure.’?*2 The
implications of this view are impressive. The notion of independently established need now sinks into
the background... The more that is produced the more that must be owned in order to maintain the
appropriate prestige... the production of goods creates the wants that the goods are presumed to
satisfy.” Galbraith, J. K.., The Affluent Society (London, Penguin, 1958) pp. 132 — 133.

243 Galbraith considers this in relation to consumption and the suburban society. “And is not this the
whole drift of our society? We are not interchangeable in the sense of being people without differences,
but in the externals of existence we are united by a culture increasingly national. And this is part of the
momentum of mobility. The more people move about, the more similar the American environments
become and the more similar they become, the easier it is to move about.” Ibid p. 255. This quote both
illustrates the strength of the transitional society, the reason it is able to expand so successfully and also
suggests the tendency toward homogeneity discussed by Lefbevre in The Production of Space.
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space of the supermarket that an awareness of the language which these transient individuals

are using comes to the fore.

He helped Babette push her loaded cart. I heard him say to her, “Tibetans believe
there is a transitional state between death and rebirth. Death is a waiting period,
basically... “That’s what I think of whenever I come in here. This place recharges us
spiritually, it prepares us, its a gateway or pathway. Look how bright. It’s full of
psychic data.”

My wife smiled at him
“Everything is concealed in symbolism, hidden by veils of mystery and layers of
cultural material. But it is psychic data, absolutely. The large doors slide open, they
close unbidden. Energy waves, incident radiation. All the letters and numbers are
here, all the colors of the spectrum, all the voices and sounds, all the code words and
ceremonial phrases. It is just a question of deciphering, rearranging, peeling off the
layers of unspeakability. Not that we would want to, not that any useful purpose

would be served.?*

The importance of the supermarket to the experience of the characters in White Noise
illustrates the necessity of the observable consumption of products and symbols to the
transitional society. It is within this space that individuals are most aware of the background
hum of the cultural language of symbols and advertising that Eric is first dimly aware of as
the throb of his refrigerator.?*® Whereas in the 1950s the refrigerator was in the home and the

throb was small, by the 1970s in the supermarket the throb has become vast.

I realized the place was awash in noise. The toneless systems, the jangle and skid of
carts, the loudspeaker and coffee-making machines, the cries of children. And over it
all, or under it all, a dull and unlocatable roar, as of some form of swarming life just

outside the range of human apprehension.?#

The scale which this cultural white noise has reached illustrates the extent to which
consumption and the transitional culture which it supports has become enmeshed in society.
As the transitional nature of the suburb has become commonplace and its societal connections

to other transitional spaces have expanded?"’, so the scale of consumption has increased. The

24 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 37 — 38.

25 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 518.

246 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 36.

247 The concept of the world growing larger is discussed in Chapter: 7: The Airport regarding the
technology of air travel.
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description of the suburb in Underworld?*®

illustrates consumption’s role as both a societal
drive and a means of understanding oneself and one’s societal function. The depiction of the
supermarket in White Noise highlights the degree to which the societal importance of

consumption has expanded as the scale of consumption has increased.

It seemed to me that Babette and I, in the mass and variety of our purchases, in the
sheer plenitude those crowded bags suggested, the weight and size and number, the
familiar package designs and vivid lettering, the giant sizes, the family bargain packs
with Day-Glo sale stickers, in the sense of replenishment we felt, the sense of well-
being, the security and contentment these products brought to some snug home in our
souls — it seemed we had achieved a fullness of being that is not known to people who

need less, expect less, who plan their lives around lonely walks in the evening.2#

Consumption’s impact on an individuals understanding of their own identity and relationship
to those around them is shown to be intricately connected to the visibility and scale of that
consumption. It is both a drive and a comfort, entirely enmeshed in daily existence at a scale
far beyond that seen in the 1950s suburb. Just as the expansion of transitional forms of space
is observable in the proliferation of repetitious space the form of consumption which
developed alongside those spaces is ever present. The network of associations which connect
the transitional spaces DeLillo discusses is also firmly ensconced in large scale, visible
consumption. The elements of the American psyche and history which is said to make it the
perfect location for the transient space®° also make it the ideal ground for this particular form
of consumption based society?®. It is this form of consumption which Lefebvre states is

integral to the creation of abstract space,

Capitalism and neocapitalism have produced abstract space, which includes the

‘world of commodities’, its ‘logic’ and its worldwide strategies, as well as the power

248 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) pp. 513 — 521.

249 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 20.

250 «“My analysis of the other-directed character is thus at once an analysis of the American and of
contemporary man. Much of the time | find it hard or impossible to say where one ends and the other
begins. Tentatively, I am inclined to think that the other-directed type does find itself most at home in
America, due to certain unique elements in American society, such as its recruitment from Europe and
its lack of any feudal past. As against this, | am also inclined to put more weight on capitalism,
industrialism and urbanization — these being international tendencies — than on any character-forming
peculiarities of the American scene.” Riesman, D., The Lonely Crowd (New Haven, Yale University
Press, 200) p. 20.

%51 «Qo it is that if production creates the wants it seeks to satisfy, or if the wants emerge pari passu
with the production, then the urgency of the wants can no longer be used to defend the urgency of
production. Production only fills a void that it has itself created.” Galbraith, J. K., Affluent Society, The
(Harmondsworth, Pelican, 1958) p. 132.
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of money and that of the political state. This space is founded on the vast network of
banks, business centres and major productive entities, as also on motorways, airports
and information lattices. Within this space the town — once the forcing-house of
accumulation, fountainhead of wealth and centre of historical space — has

disintegrated.?*2

As the transitional, consumer drive manifested in the suburbs of the 1950s expanded beyond
those confines into the wider network of society it altered the socio-spatial understanding of
sites such as the city and the town. An understanding of Lefebvre’s abstract space,
particularly the factors which led to its creation, the form it takes and the manner in which it
relates to contemporary understanding of societal space illuminates the relationship between
transitional space and consumption as they become more complex.?%® That abstract space is
related to “motorways, airports and information lattices” locates it in the transitional sites
which are of such interest in DeLillo’s writing.?>* As he explores the expansion and
complication of the spatial form of the suburb from the 1950s in Underworld to the 1970s in
White Noise the connection to the information lattice becomes more apparent. The
connectivity of meaning and allusion seen repeatedly in the discussion of the suburb along
with the background white noise of society are all related to this concept of the information
lattice. The suburb, the supermarket and the small town have all become nodes in the network

of spatial understanding which developed in the 1950s.2%°

The Repetition of Images and Spaces

252 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 53.

253 Lefebvre’s Abstract Space is a concept which is too complex to explain here but as a basis he offers.
“Its abstraction has nothing simple about it: it is not transparent and cannot be reduced either to logic or
to strategy. Coinciding neither with the logic of the sign, nor with that of the concept, it operates
negatively... It has nothing of a ‘subject’ about it yet it acts like a subject in that it transports and
maintains specific social relations, dissolves others and stands opposed to yet others... Abstract Space
may even be described as at once, and inseparably, the locus, medium and tool of ‘positivity’”
Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 50.

254 See Chapter 5: The Highway and Chapter 7: The Airport.

255 The use of the term ‘nodes’ in a socio-spatial context merits some elucidation. “Giddens...comes
closer than any other influential social theorist to uncovering what, in my view, is the most
fundamental contextual generalization about the spatiality of social life: that the intelligible lifeworld of
being is always and everywhere comprised of a multi-layered system of socially created nodal regions,
a configuration of differentiated and hierarchically organized locales. The specific forms and functions
of this existential spatial structure vary significantly over time and place, but once being is situated in-
the-world the world it is in becomes social within a spatial matrix of nested locales. The topological
structure is mutable and permutable, but it is always there to envelop and comprise, to situate and
constitute all human action, to concretize the making of both history and geography.” Soja, E.,
Postmodern Geographies (London, Verso, 1989) p. 148. This concept of nodality and the manner in
which it is related to peripheralness is useful to consider in relation to the manner in which transitional
spaces come to function, as focal points of shifting meaning within a disparate network of associations.
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The suggestion of the negative elements of a connection to the information lattice and its
relationship to potential counter-narratives suggested in Underworld is fully realised in White
Noise. Disconnected from history and tradition it becomes a space within which either to
explore those concepts in the abstract or ignore them entirely?%®. The city is rooted in
connections to history and tradition, associations which the suburb is free of. It is, however, a
point within the information lattice and as such is, like other transitional spaces, connected to
multitudinous potential narratives. Just as identity is called into question as the spatial
divisions of society are shown to be permeable in the space of the motel %7 the loss of
distinction between reality and unreality makes the suburb a troubling space. Blacksmith in
White Noise becomes a focal point for a great deal of confusion regarding repetition and
authenticity as it connects to a stable sense of reality. The use of consumption has been
illustrated to have provided a degree of comfort to those in the suburbs, particularly those
who, like Erica Deming, have a positive view of the suburban experience. Within the
supermarket the repetition and scale of the act of consumption suggest negative societal
connotations. Lefebvre describes the manner in which repetition leads to homogeneity?®
which in turn leads to a sense of the inauthentic. Two particular sections in White Noise
illustrate the troubling societal and personal impact of the proliferation of the inauthentic in
this consumer driven form of abstract space. The discussion of the most photographed barn in
America raises the question of whether an authentic interaction is possible in this form of
space or whether the nature of transience, repetition and a focus on the visual and consumable

make it an impossibility.

“Once you’ve seen the signs about the barn, it becomes impossible to see the barn.”
He fell silent once more. People with cameras left the elevated site, replaced at once
by others.

“We’re not here to capture an image, we’re here to maintain one. Every
photograph reinforces the aura. Can you feel it, Jack? An accumulation of nameless
energies.”

“...We see only what the others see. The thousands who were here in the past, those
who will come in the future. We’ve agreed to be part of a collective perception. This
literally colors our vision. A religious experience in a way, like all tourism.”

Another silence ensued.

256 The manner in which repressed social and personal trauma influences development repeatedly in
DelLillo’s work makes it questionable to what degree anything repressed remains hidden.

257 See Chapter 3: The Motel.

28 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (1991) p. 200.
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“They are taking pictures of taking pictures,” he said.?*°

Repetition and the visual image’s relationship to the reality of an object have been explored
throughout DeLillo’s depiction of both the motel and the suburb. Within these spaces it is
possible to explore alternate identities, experimenting with space and identity. The description
of a booth selling “postcards and slides” of the barn is reminiscent of the discussion of the
motel in Americana with “postcards of itself at the desk.”?%® These are sites that illustrate the
connection between repetition and consumption, the consumption of the image being more
important than a connection with the site itself.?! The motel, the suburb and the supermarket
are all sites in which this placating of society and directing of societal roles through visible
consumption have been explored.?®? With this discussion of the barn DeLillo illustrates the
expansion of that societal impetus. The barn is understood as a tourist site and as such it is
intrinsically connected to concepts of both transience and the image of history and
tradition.2®® However it is now connected to those concepts in a purely nostalgic fashion. The
image of this space is desired by the transient tourist more than any authentic claim to have
connected with or understood that space and its associations to history or tradition.?®*
DeLillo’s exploration of the suburb, supermarket and tourist site illustrates the socio-spatial
traits that they share as part of the same “collective perception.” The second element of White
Noise that calls into question the relationship between reality and unreality is the discussion
of the airborne toxic event. The event, a train crash and chemical spill on the outskirts of
Blacksmith, calls into question the authenticity of the repetitive suburban space and the
identities that have been formed within it. The “collective perception” discussed in relation to
the “most photographed barn in America” is related to the way in which the airborne toxic

event is understood and discussed as reality and certainty are undermined.

29 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 12 — 13.

260 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 257

261 The relationship between the visual and the real is discussed in Lefebvre “It is signs and images —
the world of signs and images — that tend to fill the interstices in question...This world of images of
signs, this tombstone of the ‘world’ (Mundus est immundus’) is situated at the edges of what exists,
between the shadow and the light, between the conceived (abstraction) and the perceived (the
readable/visible). Between the real and the unreal. Always in the interstices, in the cracks. Between
directly lived experience and thought.” Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell,
1991) p. 389.

262 See earlier in this chapter and Chapter 3: The Motel.

263 DeL.illo exposes a similar concept in the deprogramming of a member of the Moonies in a motel
room, talking about the “tabloid-type reassurances” used to bring her back into accepted society.
Clichéd, hackneyed and sentimentalised images of safety, comfort and home. DeL.illo, D., Mao Il
(London, Vintage, 1992) p. 79.

24Consider this in relation to Jameson’s discussion of nostalgia cinema. Jameson, F., Postmodernism
or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p. 19.
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Maybe we should be more concerned about the billowing cloud,” she said. “It’s
because of the kids we keep saying nothing’s going to happen. We don’t want to
scare them.”

“Nothing is going to happen.”
“I know nothing’s going to happen, you know nothing’s going to happen. But at some
level we ought to think about it anyway, just in case.”
“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, 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 lived in a neat and pleasant town near a college with a quaint

name. These things don’t happen in places like Blacksmith.?5

The sense of entitled stability and comfort that the consumer driven suburban life has instilled
in Jack Gladney is clear. Having grown up in the transitional society Jack represents an adult
version of Eric Deming, a figure adept at utilising and traversing the network of
associations.?®® His comfort with this form of existence and his grasp of the language of
symbols and associations has been passed onto his family who also possess a level of
comfort. Their identity and understanding of their role in society is intimately connected to
consumption and the collective-perception which they are a part of. However the Airborne
Toxic Event undermines this comfort and exposes the unreality which exists beneath the
facade of their socio-spatial existence, calling into question their understanding of their own
identities and societal roles.?®” They are betrayed by the very things which provide them
stability; mass communication, materials and consumption. These things are connected to the
event and the counter-narrative it suggests and as such are no longer the soothing balm they

once were.

Steffie read a coupon of Baby Lux, crying softly. This brought Denise to life. She

went upstairs to pack some things for all of us. Heinrich raced two steps at a time to

265 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 143.

266 Consider this in relation to DeCerteau’s walker that shapes the narrative of the city through his
motion. “In short, space is a practiced place. Thus the street geometrically defined by urban planning is
transformed into space by walkers.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1988) p. 117.

267 The manner in which a traumatic social event exposes the counter-narrative is discussed in relation
to the assassination of Kennedy in Chapter 5: The Highway and in relation to 9/11 in Chapter 8: The
World Trade Center.
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the attic for his binoculars, highway map and radio. Babette went to the pantry and

began gathering tins and jars with familiar life-enhancing labels.?®

The uncertainty over the validity and stability of their lives that the Airborne Toxic Event
introduces exposes the level to which their existence is based upon these unfounded
assumptions and connections. The network of associations from which they draw support for
their identity and guidance for their role is exposed as much larger and more connected to the
counter-narrative than they previously believed. This connection is implicit in the transitional
site of the suburb, and by extension Blacksmith, and has been since its inception®®®. The
manner in which Gladney and his family deal with this is complex and confused; they attempt
to resort to their old familiar associations only to be confronted by replicas and facsimiles
which offer no comfort. The society which they are exposed to is both heimlich and
unheimlich?®, The instinct to accept this, to continue to utilise the vocabulary of the
transitional space of society is so strong that they do so in forced and seemingly disconnected
ways. Their inability to hold onto any facts with certainty, as facts are always shifting and
exposing their falsity and rootlessness, means that the family’s awareness of the events of the

accident and the nature of the symptoms, literally how they should feel, are always elsewhere.

“I saw all this before,” Steffie said.

“What do you mean?” I said.

“This happened once before. Just like this...”

It was Heinrich who’d told me that exposure to the chemical waste could cause a
person to experience a sense of déja vu. Steffie wasn’t there when he said it, but she
could have heard it on the kitchen radio... I didn’t think Steffie knew what déja vu
meant. .. If Steffie had learned about déja vu on the radio but then missed the
subsequent upgrading to more deadly conditions, it could mean she was in a position
to be tricked by her own apparatus of suggestibility. She and Denise had been lagging
all evening... What did it all mean? Did Steffie truly imagine she’d seen the wreck
before or did she only imagine she’d imagined it? Is it possible to have a false

perception of an illusion? Is there a true déja vu and a false déja vu??"

268 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 119.

269 The concept of a counter-narrative, of truths hidden behind the fagade of society, is present
throughout this work and DeLillo’s writing.

270 For more on the uncanny see Freud, S., The Uncanny (London, Penguin, 2003).

271 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 125 — 126.
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The relationship between déja vu and repetition suggests that one’s experience of space and
time is as unstable as one’s identity.?’2 In many ways the déja vu experienced here is
reminiscent of the experience of the fallen man in Dangling Man and the Falling Man,
seemingly disjointed, taking place outside of time and space and connected to both images of
the past and the future. The repetition of events to create an uncanny replica is found
throughout the novel in ways which distort and undermine any sense of certainty and
exacerbate feelings of anxiety. Authoritarian forces carry out recreations of the event, run
practice activities to plan for future incidents and create reproductions of moments to such a
degree that it becomes increasingly unclear which of the events is real and which is not. This
connection between unreality / reality and the instigation of dubious authority figures is the
foundation of a great deal of the anxiety and paranoia that combines to the understanding of
the counter-narrative which DeLillo considers in his work?"3, The increasing awareness of its
existence undermines not only the understanding of one’s identity and role but also the
relationship between consumption and the nostalgic viewpoint of suburbia, showing all to be
based on unstable foundations and shifting associations. It is this experience of transient
space, shaped by an awareness of the motel and the suburb, which provides a basis for the
understanding of the more socially complex spaces such as the airport and the highway. The
concerns over authenticity, repetition, identify and mass society as exposed by investigation

of the suburb are recurrent throughout the rest of the spaces DeL.illo explores.

272 Consider the concept of an unstable identity and the sense of déja vu as it relates to a visual double
in both Freud and DeL.illo, D., Falling Man (London, Picador, 2007).

273 The actions of Lee Harvey Oswald in Libra illustrate a desire to undermine and destroy
authoritarian society in a manner which is connected to the wider discussion about terrorism in
DeLillo. See DeLillo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991) and DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London,
Picador, 2007) in particular.
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Chapter 5: The Highway

If one were to draw the map of the spaces which DeLillo repeatedly portrays such as the
motel and suburb the connective tissue which joins those interstitial spaces is the highway. It
is a complex task to locate the highway as a space. It is a network of built structures yet it is
always experienced by society in motion. Whereas the transitional spaces discussed in
previous chapters provide an uncanny facsimile of home, it is impossible to experience the
highway at rest as its meaning is inherently connected to motion and speed. It is the space
within which the spectre of the counter-narrative is forever present in the combination of
technology, speed, and death. The highway cleaves societal space, being both connected to all
other points of the network yet intrinsically not a part of any?™*. The highway system
flourished alongside the growth of car culture in America of the 1950s%"® and provided the
ability for the increasingly transient society to investigate the interstitial spaces between
cities. These vast expanses of land be they deserts or plains?’®, in turn allowed the roadside
architecture of motels and service stations to flourish?’’. As such it is the fibrous tissue which
connects and supports this new form of societal growth to exist. The construction and
materials of the highway also provide a means for investigating how it relates to the societal
forms which predate it. The highway in DeLillo becomes a form of palimpsest?’8, both

spatially representing the nature of the transitional society and calling attention to that which

274 «“The cities, of course, went completely to hell. The superhighways not only drained them of their
few remaining taxpaying residents, but in many cases the new beltways became physical barriers,
“Chinese walls” sealing off the disintegrating cities from their dynamic outlands.” Kunstler, J. H.,
Geography of Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) p. 107.

275 See the discussion of Googie Redux and Frank Lloyd Wright in Chapter 3: The Motel for more on
the role of car culture in the development of transitional space.

276 The role of the desert in DeLillo as a mysterious space has already been discussed, but it is also an
empty space. “I can’t get the Empty quarter out of my mind. We flew right over the dunes, man,
nothing but sand, a quarter of a million square miles. A planet of sand. Sand mountains, sand plains
and valleys. Sad weather, a hundred and thirty, a hundred and forty degrees, and I can’t imagine what
it’s like when the wind’s blowing. I tried to convince myself it’s beautiful. The desert, you know. The
vast sweep. But it scared me.” DeLillo, D., The Names (London, Picador, 1989) p. 70.

217 “The new superhighways created tremendous opportunities for land development in the remote
hinterlands of big cities. An unthinkably long commute on old country roads now seemed reasonable
on the freeway. So up went more raised ranches and new split-levels. Each of the thousands of new
highway interchanges begged for commercial exploitation. Up went shopping strips and the new
“convenience” stores. Businesses of all descriptions fled the decaying urban cores and relocated on the
fringe, as close to the on/off ramps as they could get.” Kunstler, J. H., Geography of Nowhere, The
(New York, Touchstone, 1993) p. 107.

278 DeCerteau provides a discussion of the palimpsest in spatial terms relating to Robinson Crusoe
which is of use to our understanding of the concept. ““...The island is not a palimpsest in which it is
possible to reveal, decode and decipher a system covered up by an order that is superimposed on it but
of the same type.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California
Press, 1988) p. 155. This description of what the island in that novel is not illustrates many of the
things that the highway is.
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predates it.2’® The space highlights the necessity of the destruction of previous societal forms
to allow transitional progress to be successful?®. In this respect it an exemplar of the anti-
historical impetus which is apparent in Lefebvre’s abstract space and Riesman’s other-

directed society which are so influential in an understanding of transitionality.

The highway in DeL.illo is strongly associated with death, particularly public death, whether
that be random acts of violence or assassination. The Kennedy assassination figures heavily in
the depiction of the overpass in his work. The events of the assassination and the materials
associated with it; the highways, the car, the gun, the camera, all elicit the counter-narrative
with its connection to death and conspiracy. These concepts also reverberate through
DeLillo’s description of the Texas Highway Killer in Underworld.?®! The highway is also
utilised in that novel as a space for the contemplation of destruction and death on both a
global and societal level related to both the killer and nuclear warfare.?®? This element of the
highway is also seen in White Noise, in which the main character teaches courses in both
assassination and the “cinema of the car crash.”?® Following the “airborne toxic event”?% the
highway provides a location for the contemplation of society, death and identity for the family
of Jack Gladney. The highway functions as a space within which many connections to
societal forms and spaces are observable. It is a palimpsest, with multiple levels of meaning

and interpretation being both visible and unseen.

Connecting the Highway to Other Transitional Spaces

The highway is both a space of connection between transitional sites and a transitional space
in its own right. It is a physical manifestation of the network of connections and associations
that has been seen throughout DeLillo’s work. Whilst the motel and the suburb function as

conduits through which the meaning of that network may be understood, their fixed spatiality

279 The underpass comes to represent the forgotten space which predates the highway later in this
chapter.

280 The connection between American space and history is no longer tenable. The concept of the anti-
historicism of transitonal space is further explored in Jameson’s discussion of any connection to
American History. “The authentitcity of the gesture, however, may be measured by the evident
existential fact of life that there no longer does seem to be any organic relationship between the
American history we learn in schoolbooks and the lived experience of the current multinational, high
rise, stagflated city of the newspapers and of our own everyday life.” Jameson, F., Postmodernism or,
The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p. 22.

281 The primary discussion of the Texas Highway Killer is DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon
and Schuster, 1998) pp. 155 — 160.

282 The connection between military technology, particular nuclear materials, and the counter-narrative
was discussed in the previous chapter and is further explored in Chapter 7: The Airport.

283 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 40.

284 |bid p. 107 and throughout the novel.
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conflicts with their transient nature suggesting duality.?® The highway is the most extreme
form of this duality, it is made of concrete and steel, and yet it is impossible to locate as a
singular space. As a solidification of speed and motion it is largely uninhabitable. Those that
do attempt to live in this level of perpetual motion are firmly ensconced in a counter-
narrative.?®® Whilst the motel and suburb are nodal points within a network of associations,
the highway represents the lines of motion that connect them.?®” Within DeLillo’s novels this
space is representative of both the advancement of technology and the passage of information
through the system?®®, The movement of people throughout the spatial network informs an
understanding of the manner in which society functions.?®® The highway provides a location
for the contemplation of societal power; be that hidden or seen, destructive or creative.

Throughout DeLillo’s writing the highway allows temporary existence beyond the understood
boundaries of society. As is seen in Bellow’s Dangling Man the antecedents of the highway
are the mud track and the alleyway, interstitial sites of uncertainty which existed within the
framework of the understood societal space, the city. They are spaces that are walked by
outsiders, their walking creating a narrative based in the forbidden or the hidden. De Certeau
discusses the manner in which the walker utilises such forbidden and forgotten spaces as a

part of the process of shaping the city to correlate to his own narrative.

...a spatial order organizes an ensemble of possibilities (e.g., by a place in which one
can move) and interdictions (e.g., by a wall that prevents one from going further),
then the walker actualizes some of these possibilities. In that way, he makes them

exist as well as emerge. But he also moves them about and he invents others, since

285 See previous chapters.

286 The socially other figures of the Moonies in Mao 11 live on the road, a nomadic existence. “That we
are willing to live on the road, sleep on the floor, crowd into vans and drive all night...how silently
they despise us.” DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p. 9.

287 See Soja, E., Postmodern Geographies (London, Verso, 1989) for a full discussion of nodality.
288 The passage of information through these networks and nodal sites is also seen in Virilio and in Soja
“Cities are specialized nodal agglomerations built around the instrumental ‘presence availability” of
social power. They are control centres, citadels designed to protect and dominate through what
Foucault called ‘the little tactics of the habitat’, through a subtle geography of enclosure, confinement,
surveillance, partitioning, social discipline and spatial differentiation” Soja, E., Postmodern
Geographies (London, Verso, 1989) p. 153.

289 The use of the nodal sites of information as locations of societal control is explored in Virilio’s
discussion of the city as dromology. “...this great automobile body has been emasculated, its road
holding is defective and its powerful motor is bridled. Just as for the laws on speed limits, we are
talking about acts of government, in other words of the political control of the highway, aiming
precisely at limiting the “extraordinary power of assault” the motorization of the masses creates.”
Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) p. 51.
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the crossing, drifting away, or improvisation of walking privilege, transform or

abandon spatial elements.?*

The combination of its connection to these historical spaces of subversive motion and the
impetus toward transience which stems from its origins in the post war drive for motion link
the highway firmly to the counter-narrative. As such it is repeatedly utilised throughout
DeLillo’s writing as a means of escaping the confines of society. The conjoined spatial origin
of the motel and the highway explains the frequency with which they are utilised in tandem as
space within which to evade the gaze of authoritarian society. The depiction of the
deprogramming of Karen Novotny in Mao 11 which takes place in a motel®! is rooted in her
past as a member of the Unification Church (The Moonies as they are called in the novel).
This existence takes place on the road, forever in motion so as to be able to continue their
existence outside the accepted societal narrative of home and family.

“...how they hate our willingness to work and struggle. They want to snatch us back
to the land of lawns. That we are willing to live on the road, sleep on the floor, crowd

into vans and drive all night, fund raising, serving Master.%

Living on the road in perpetual motion beyond the panoptic gaze of society is shown
throughout DeL.illo to be considered socially aberrant behaviour. Characters that are depicted
as dwelling in railway stations?®® and motels?** are figures connected to the counter-narrative
to such a degree that they are lost to the societal narrative. The highway is not a space for life,
rather it is frequently depicted as a space for death, be that actual or imagined. As such the
concept of living in a space of motion connected to death makes this form of existence all the
more socially untenable. Lives carried out beyond the limitations and boundaries of the fixed
urban environment are repeatedly connected to anti social activity. This runs the gamut from
the planning of assassinations®® to the misuse of socially understood spaces and the fixtures

within them. There are rules that must be followed in these spaces, but they are not codified

290 pecerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p.
98.

291 DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p. 79.

292 DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p. 9.

2% “Lloyd was an actor who’d recently served time on a charge of reckless endangerment. Since his
release he’d been living in Grand Central Station, sleeping on benches or in the doorways of clam bars.
He told me he tried to think of Grand Central Station as his apartment. One room but a nice size. High
ceiling. Nice big window. Marble floor.” DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p.
76.

2% «The reporter tracked him down. He is living in the same motel where all the controversy took
place.” DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 300.

29 See later in this chapter and the discussion of the connection between the highway and
assassination.
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rules defined by society, rather they are observed and communicated as symbols, images and

rumaours.

These are the things they don’t teach,” Lasher said. “Bowls with no seats. Pissing in
sinks. The culture of public toilets. All those great diners, movie houses, gas stations.
The whole ethos of the road. I’ve pissed in sinks all through the American west. I’ve
slipped across the border to piss in sinks in Manitoba and Alberta. This is what it’s all
about. The great western skies. The road, the plains, the desert. The filthy stinking
toilets. I pissed in a sink in Utah when it was twenty-two below. That’s the coldest

I’ve ever pissed in a sink in.?%

It is a means of existence taking place in sites not intended for dwelling?®’, where one must
begin to understand the language of the spaces, the intricacies of their potential use beyond
their intended function. DeLillo’s depiction of these spaces provides a means of
understanding the manner in which one may exist within them whilst also calling into
guestion how existence in these spaces relates to accepted societal behaviour. The discussion
of the motel and the suburb in the previous chapters illustrates the difficulties of dwelling
within rootless spaces®®®. The inability to correlate a defined sense of identity once motion has
become an integral element of daily life is experienced in its most extreme form on the
highway. The anxiety which being disconnected from a stable sense of self or a controlling

societal factor produces as seen in the motel is heightened on the highway.

I had some frightening dreams that night and in the morning one image in particular
stayed with me, a blue bus moving down a highway in the desert, and the picture was
so clear in my mind that I might still have been asleep and dreaming, that flash of

bright blue metal across the lionskin desert.?*°

The dream is frightening as it depicts motion with no referents to any stabilising factor. The
space of the desert is devoid of spatial guidance®® whilst the combination of automobile on a

highway passing through that void is suggestive of death, instability and isolation. The

2% DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 67 — 68.

297 «“In what follows we shall try to think about dwelling and building. This thinking about building
does not presume to discover architectural ideas, let alone to give rules for building. This venture in
thought does not view building as an art or as a technique of construction; rather it traces building back
into that domain to which everything that is belongs. We ask: 1.What is it to dwell? 2. How does
building belong to dwelling?” Heidegger, M., ‘Building Dwelling Thinking’ (1951), in Poetry
Language Thought (New York, Harper Colophon, 1971) p. 145.

298 gee earlier discussion of motels and railway stations used as dwelling sites.

2%peLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 235.

300 See the earlier discussion of the role of the desert in DeLillo.
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collapse of the division between the internal and the external which is alluded to with “I
might still have been asleep and dreaming” reflects fear of the ability to shift between
identities in transitional space as exposed in the motel.*** This anxiety over identity and
spatial distinctions between self and other is explored as a wider societal concern throughout
DeLillo’s writing. In The Body Artist**? the main character, Lauren Hartke, in attempting to
reconstruct her identity following a traumatic experience®® finds the barriers between her
internal and external life blurring. She is uncertain of her own identity, unable to differentiate
the division between herself and others. As part of the process of attempting to process this
she spends time contemplating an empty highway.

She spent hours at the computer screen looking at a live-streaming video feed from
the edge of a two-lane road in a city in Finland... It was interesting to her because it
was happening now....

...It was simply the fact of Kotka. It was the sense of organization, a place
contained in an unyielding frame, as it is and as you watch, with a reading of local
time in the digital display in a corner of the screen. Kotka was another world but she
could see it in its realness, in its hours, minutes and seconds.

...It emptied her mind and made her feel the deep silence of other places, the
mystery of seeing over the world to a place stripped of everything but a road that

approaches and recedes, both realities occurring at once...3

The uncertainty Lauren feels regarding her identity is reflected in the way that she perceives
the space of Kotka and her distanced relationship from it.3% The appeal of Kotka is that it is
fully defined; it is located in time and space in an unquestionable manner by the display on
the screen. By comparison she is unable to define the divisions between her own identity, that
of her deceased husband and the figure that comes to dwell in her house. However the
stability Lauren feels the highway provides her is not reflective of the truth of the space as it
exists in Kotka. Rather Lauren is taking the image of the highway for its reality.®® The visual

301 See Chapter 3: The Motel and its discussion of the permeability of the boundaries in that space.
302 DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2002).

303 The use of the transitional space as a “Stimulus Shield” is discussed in Schivelbusch, W., The
Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the 19" Century (California, The
University of California Press, 1986) pp. 159 — 170.

304 DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2002) pp. 37 — 39.

305 Whilst this work is based in the physical spatial realm of the built environment, the nature of virtual
space and the impact of the internet on the sense of identity provide other valuable areas for further
study. See Bell, D., Cybercultures: Critical Concepts in Media and Cultural Studies (Abingdon,
Routledge, 2006).

306 «It is for such objects that we may reserve Plato’s conception of the “simulacrum,” the identical
copy for which no original has ever existed.” Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of
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representation of the space is controlled, manageable and safe. The use of video footage as a
means of exploring troubling elements of the counter-narrative is also utilised in DeLillo’s
description of the footage of the highway killer in Underworld®’ and how it is processed by

those that observe it

You keep on looking not because you know something is going to happen — of course
you do know something is going to happen and you do look for that reason but you
might also keen looking if you came across this footage for the first time without
knowing the outcome. There is a crude power operating here. You keep on looking
because things combine to hold you fast — a sense of the random, the amateurish, the
accidental, the impending. You don’t think of the tape as boring or interesting. It is
crude, it is blunt, it is relentless. It is the jostled part of your mind, the film that runs
through your hotel brain under all the thoughts you know you’re thinking.

The world is lurking in the camera, already framed, waiting for the boy or

girl who will come along and take up the device...3%®

The footage is in both cases described as having a power, the sense of an impending event
combined with a framing of the moment.3® This represents a capturing and stabilising of what
is in reality an unstable and fluctuating existence. The acknowledgement of this lack of
stability is suggested by the discussion of the potential that the frame of the video holds. With
both the footage of the Texas Highway Killer and the feed from Kotka it is the sense of an
empty road that produces both anticipation and a sense of potential events that have yet to

occur.310

Means of Escape or Means of Control?

As a connective space the highway must be considered in relation to the social spaces that it
joins. The suburb, the motel and the airport are all transitional spaces that are joined to the
highway as parts of the network of associations that permeate DeLillo’s work. However as the

discussion of its spatial heritage suggests it is also related to those spaces that it connects to

Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p. 18. For further on the simulacrum see Simuilations (New
York, Semiotext, 1983).

307 See also the discussion of the footage of the Kennedy assassination later in this chapter.

308 peLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 156.

30% The description of the desire to stop watching such footage is also described in relation to the
attacks of 9/11 “Every time she saw a videotape of the planes she moved her finger toward the power
button on the remote.” DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London, Picador, 2007) p. 134. See Chapter 7: The
Airport.

310 The sense of potential motion is also seen in the discussion of Dangling Man. See Chapter 2.
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only peripherally, cities. Speed and Politics®!* explores how the highway as a spatial example
of the motion of society and with it power interacts with the city in his discussion of
dromology. He exposes that within a culture of motion and speed those that control the rate
and flow of this speed control the motion and development of society. Just as in Foucault

“Visibility is a trap”'?, in Virilio “Stasis is death”.3!®

Despite convincing examinations of city maps, the city has not been recognized as
first and foremost a human dwelling place penetrated by channels of rapid
communication (river, road, coastline, railway). It seems we’ve forgotten that the
street is only a road passing through an agglomeration, whereas every day laws on the
“speed limit” within the city walls remind us of the continuity of displacement, of
movement, that only the speed laws modulate. The city is but a stopover, a point on
the synoptic path of a trajectory... As I have said in the past, there is only habitable

circulation.’*

The depiction of the city as a dromology, a space of speed and motion, suggests the
transitional impetus previously associated with transient spaces must be considered in relation
to spaces previously considered stable®!®. The term “habitable circulation” used to describe
the way in which one must live in this dromology, could as easily be read as a description of
the 1950s suburb with its transient population.®® Just as De Certeau exposed the degree to
which the city had become shaped by the motion and movement of its inhabitants,®'” Virilio
highlights the integral role transition has in the urban experience. The discussion of the
dromology as a site for societal control and the monitoring of movement raises the issue of
who it is that are free to pass through this city and to what degree that freedom is illusory. The

monitoring and control of this space by military influence reflects the observation and control

311 Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006).

%12 Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 200.

313 Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) p. 38.

314 1bid p. 31.

315 The stability of the city is questionable. Like transitional space, the actions of those passing through
it are able to shape its use and meaning. “The long poem of walking manipulates spatial organizations,
no matter how panoptic they may be: it is neither foreign to them (it can take place only within them)
nor in conformity with them (it does not receive its identity from them). It creates shadows and
ambiguities within them. It inserts its multitudinous references and citations into them (social models,
cultural mores, personal factors). Within them it is itself the effect of successive encounters and
occasions that constantly alter it and make it the other’s blazon: in other words, it is like a peddler,
carrying something surprising, transverse or attractive compared with the usual choice.” DeCerteau,
M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p. 101.

316“The man who leaves home is not the exception in American society but the key to it...” Whyte, W.
H., The Organization Man (London, Penguin, 1956) p. 248.

317 See DeCerteau’s “Long poem of walking” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley,
University of California Press, 1988) p. 101 as mentioned earlier in this chapter.
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exerted by the panoptic gaze of the invisible prison guard in the panopticon®®. The
monitoring of speed and motion limits the movement of those travelling through this space
and as such controls the degree of power and influence which they are able to exert. Virilio
considers the development of car culture and the American highway in order to question the

possibility of breaking this societal control through increased movement and speed.

On the shores across the way, the perpetual transformation of the barbarous esthetic
of the mass-produced American car, the provocative excess of its body, of its
ornaments, manifest the permanence of the social revolution (progress towards the
“American way of life”’). But at the same time, this great automobile body has been
emasculated, its road holding is defective and its powerful motor is bridled. Just as
for the laws on speed limits, we are talking about acts of government, in other words
of the political control of the highway, aiming precisely at limiting the “extraordinary

power of assault” the motorization of the masses creates.®!°

The car is emblematic of the society which appeared, in America particularly, after the
Second World War that embraced speed, motion and technology as a form of “social
revolution” to allow them to reach the “American Way of Life”. However the imposition of
societal controls and the internalisation of the laws of cultural stability neutered the possibility
of revolution. If “stasis is death” motion should present a means of escape and freedom, yet
that potential is negated. This leads to the frustration, anxiety and feelings of a lack of
personal control which is prevalent in DeLillo’s characters.?° With this insight into the
function of the dromology the degree of freedom from the controlled social narrative the
highway allows must be reconsidered. The motion of the highway only allows movement in
set directions, there can be no deviation from these directions. Any sense of freedom of
movement is illusory. When any deviation from the approved speed and direction of motion is

attempted it results in a crash, in destruction and ultimately death.

Highway as a site of death and assassination

The potential for a crash on the highway relates to DeLillo’s depiction of that space as a

location for contemplating destruction and experiencing death. The relationship between

318 See Chapter 4: The Suburb for further discussion of the panoptic as discussed in Foucault, M.,
Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991).

319 Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) p. 51.

320 See the depiction of Wilder crossing the highway on a tricycle in White Noise for an illustration of
the degree to which motion is controlled on the highway. DeL.illo, D., White Noise (London, Picador,
1986) pp. 323 — 325.
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speed, motion, death and the visual is prevalent in DeLillo’s work. The discussion of a
“...course in the cinema of car crashes”®?! in White Noise suggests that it is not only the car
crash itself that is important but that the capturing of the car crash on film3??, the duality of the
moment as a source of destruction and creation. The connection between the cinema of death
and the road is suggestive of both the Texas Highway Killer and the assassination of
Kennedy. The assassination of John F Kennedy is a touchstone of DeLillo’s writing, being of
major importance in Libra, and a clear influence on White Noise and Underworld. In an
interview with Anthony DeCurtis DeLillo discusses the impact of the assassination on both

his writing and American society.

DeLillo: Maybe it invented me... As I was working on Libra, it occurred to me that a
lot of tendencies in my first eight novels seemed to be collecting around the dark

center of the assassination.3?3

The connections between technology, speed and death are more apparent in DeLillo’s
depiction of the highway than in any of the other sites he investigates. The highway is used in
Underworld in two different periods and in both it is a site for the contemplation of death,
particularly public observable death. In the case of the 1950s depiction of the highway it is the
site to consider the possibility of nuclear war, a concept which has been referred to repeatedly

in the stage shows of Lenny Bruce in the book.

”We're all gonna die!”

He loved this line so much it was a little unnerving, especially in DeeAnn’s voice,
which could shatter a urinal at fifty feet. An hour later, after all the bits, the
scatological asides, the improvised voices, it was this isolated line that stayed in
people’s minds when they went to their cars and drove home to Westwood or
Brentwood or wherever, or roamed the freeways for half the night because they knew

they wouldn’t be able to sleep and what better place to imagine the flash and burst,

32 1bid p. 40.

322 «“Capitalism, and the modern age, is a period in which, with the extinction of the sacred and the
“gpiritual,” the deep underlying materiality of all things has finally risen dripping and convulsive into
the light of day; and it is clear that culture itself is one of those things whose fundamental materiality is
now for us not merely evident but quite inescapable... We postcontemporary people have a word for
that discovery — a word that as tended to displace the older language of genres and forms — and this is,
of course, the word medium, and in particular its plural, media,” Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The
Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p. 67. Media technology, video, is integral in
the process of confusing the reality and the simulacrum.

323DeCurtis, A., ‘An Outsider in This Society: An Interview with Don DeLillo’ in Lentricchia, F., (ed.)
Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) p. 47.
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where else would they go to rehearse the end of history, or actually see it —this was
the meaning of the freeways and always had been and they’d always known it at

some unsound level 3

The freeway (a form of highway) provides a space for the contemplation of death to the
extent of rehearsal. Whilst in the 1950s the destruction of society on a mass scale exemplifies
the fear of the destructive potential of the counter-narrative as embodied by cold war nuclear
conflict.®?® In the 1990s the personification of highway death is a lone figure. The Texas
Highway Killer is featured throughout the novel, both as an example of a televised facet of
societal death and the unknowable, death delivering element of society.®® The concept of
capturing the moment of death, of being able to repeatedly review it, reflects the impulse of
the figure on the highway recollecting the Lenny Bruce joke creating a facsimile of potential
death through rehearsal.®?” The highway becomes a site for not only contemplating death but
carrying it out and capturing it on film.

It shows a man alone in a medium Dodge. It seems to go on forever.

There’s something about the nature of the tape, the grain of the image, the sputtering
black-and-white tones, the starkness — you think this is more real, truer-to-life than
anything around you. The things around you have a rehearsed and layered and
cosmetic look. The tape is superreal, or maybe underreal is the way you want to put
it. It is what lies at the scraped bottom of all the layers you have added. And this is
another reason why you keep on looking. The tape has a searing realness. ..

And there is something about videotape, isn’t there, and this particular type
of serial crime? This is a crime designed for random taping and immediate playing.
You sit there and wonder if this kind of crime became more possible when the means
of taping an event and playing it immediately, without a neutral interval, a balancing
space and time, became widely available. Taping-and-playing intensifies and

compresses the event. It dangles a need to do it again. You sit there thinking that the

324 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 508.

325 See also Chapter 7: The Airport for more on the fear of the technological elements of the counter-
narrative connected to nuclear war.

326 The Texas Highway Killer as an uncanny societal other. See Freud, S., The Uncanny (London,
Penguin, 2003).

327 The facsimile of death as a means of processing it as a trauma. See the gradual removal of the self in
order to facilitate the acceptance of trauma in The Body Artist. “Her body felt different to her in ways
she did not understand. Tight, framed, she didn’t know exactly. Slightly foreign and unfamiliar.
Different, thinner, didn’t matter.” DeLillo, D., The Body Artist (London, Picador, 2002) p. 33.
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serial murder has found its medium, or vice versa — an act of shadow technology, of

compressed time and repeated images, stark and glary and unremarkable.3?

The relationship between this form of highway death and capturing it on film reflects the
manner in which “Repetitious spaces are the outcome of repetitive gestures.”*? The motion
on the highway in proscribed directions and at monitored speeds is indicative of the form of
“repetitive gesture” which produces the meaning of that space. The conjunction of this
repetitious space and motion with the elements of the counter-narrative which the highway
contains leads to highway murder of this sort. It is a perfect space for this due to its
connection to speed, technology and death. It is also stated that this form of murder comes
into existence as both a product of this space and the introduction of technology that allows
for it to be captured and replayed. The relationship between the video and highway death
connects the nature of repetitious space with its production of facsimiles of itself and the
ability of video technology to exacerbate this desire to replicate an action or event.® The
focus on the visual representation of a moment or object at the expense of experiencing its
reality allows aberrant social acts to be carried out without the attendant sense of guilt or
societal judgement. These acts are disconnected from reality, they are “immediate” and
“random” and yet they are more “real” than the reality of daily existence.®®! Just as the
framing and date-stamping of the footage of the Kotka road gives it the appearance of
stability the video footage of these murders “intensifies and compresses the event” The
interaction of the highway, the contemplation of death and the ability to film the act is
indicative of “shadow technology, of compressed time and repeated images”. The manner in
which the footage of the Kennedy assassination was not only captured but that that
technology was utilised to allow it to be repeatedly shown on television influenced the

meaning of the event itself.

DelLillo: It’s strange that the power of television was utilized to its fullest, perhaps for
the first time, as it pertained to a violent event. Not only violent, but of course, an
extraordinarily significant event. This has become part of our consciousness. We’ve

developed almost a sense of performance as it applies to televised events. And | think

328 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) pp. 155 -160.

329 |efebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 75.

330 See Lefebvre’s discussion of repetitious space (Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford,
Blackwell, 1991) p. 75) and Jameson’s discussion of the role video technology (Jameson, F.,
Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) pp. 67 — 96.

331 «“At the limit of this process of reproductibility, the real is not only what an be reproduced, but that
which is always, already reproduced. The Hyperreal.” Baudrillard, J., Simulations (New York,
Semiotext, 1983) p. 146. Consider the concept of the hyperreal in relation to Marc Auge’s discussion of
supermodernity and non-places. Auge, M., Non-Places (London, Verso, 1995).
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some of the people who are essential to such events... [are] simply carrying their
performing selves out of the wings and into the theatre. Such young men have a sense
of the way in which their acts will be perceived by the rest of us, even as they commit
the acts. So there is a deeply self-referential element in our lives that wasn’t there

before.33?

Performance and repetition as aspects of highway murder and the repetitive viewing of it are
connected to concepts of societal visibility and observation. The highway killer’s awareness
of societal observation regarding these acts is related to the internalised panoptic eye.®* These
figures know they will be watched and that through the duplication of their acts they will also
be duplicated as an image and a gesture which will locate them within the socio-spatial
lexicon. DeL.illo depicts Oswald in Libra in just this manner. He is a figure that desires to be
outside of the accepted narrative of society, he identifies with and the counter-narrative which
the USSR represents.®* The manner in which he turns his knowledge of military secrets into a
performance to make himself visible to those he wishes to connect with is a precursor to his

involvement in the assassination of Kennedy.

DeClurtis: It’s almost as if Oswald embodied a postmodern notion of character in
which the self isn’t fixed and you assume or discard traits as the mood strikes you.
DeL.illo: Someone who knew Oswald referred to him as an actor in real life, and | do

think there is a sense in which he was watching himself perform.3%

The unfixed identity of Oswald and the manner in which he chooses personality traits and
knowledge from his own past and potential realities make him an exemplary depiction of a
troubled individual of the transient society. The highways correlation with death, technology
and societal observation combined with the video cameras ability to destabilise a sense of
reality provides a perfect space for the creation of such figures. The visibility of Oswald
through his acts, the space in which he carried them out and the materials used to achieve and

capture the assassination marks this as the point at which the positivist interpretation of

332 DeCurtis, A., An Outsider in This Society: and Interview with Don DeLillo in Lentricchia, F., (ed.)
Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) p. 49.

333 The spread of the panoptic gaze through the delinquent figure is comparable to the act of the killer
spreading the counter-narrative through society through his actions. “And, although the universal
juridicism of modern society seems to fix limits on the exercise of power, its universally widespread
panopticism enables it to operate, on the underside of the law, a machinery that is both immense and
minute, which supports, reinforces, multiplies the asymmetry of power and undermines the limits that
are traced around the law” Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 223.

334 The nature of the Cold War as a focus for anxiety and the location of a counter-narrative is prevalent
throughout Libra.

335 DeCurtis, A.,, An Outsider in This Society: and Interview with Don DeLillo in Lentricchia, F (ed.)
Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) p. 51.

81



82

transitionality become untenable and the counter-narrative became an observable element of

society.

“As the years have flowed away from that point, I think we’ve all come to feel that
what’s been missing over these past twenty-five years is a sense of manageable
reality. Much of that feeling can be traced to that one moment in Dallas. We seem
much more aware of elements like randomness and ambiguity and chaos since

then, *336

The increased sense of societal and spatial instability that stems from the repeatedly
observable act of highway assassination reflects the way in which large scale traumatic events
shift the accepted social narrative. The end of the Second World War led to the movement
away from tradition and inner-direction toward other-direction.¥” This alteration in
interpretation of social motion and direction is observable in the transitional societal form and
spaces that are created from it.3*® Similarly the events of 9/11 led to societal and spatial
alterations which DeLillo describes as a “counternarrative” The assassination of Kennedy
exposes the uncertainty and anxiety which has been observed as being a facet of transitional
space in the motel, the suburb and particularly the highway. The repetition of the footage of
the assassination makes this counter-narrative visible to mass society and in doing so causes
the society itself to seem unstable, anxious and dangerous. Questions over reality and
unreality become commonplace, paranoia and conspiracy become elements of the accepted
societal narrative®®, It is now socially understood that there are levels of reality connected to

unknown sources, none of which may be visible or any more stable than any other.

A character in the novel describes the assassination as “an aberration in the heartland
of the real.” We still haven’t reached any consensus on the specifics of the crime: The
number of gunmen, the number of shots, the location of the shots, the number of
wounds in the President’s body — the list goes on and on. Beyond this confusion of
data, people have developed a sense that history has been secretly manipulated.

Documents lost and destroyed. Official records sealed for fifty or seventy-five years.

336 DeCurtis, A.,, An Outsider in This Society: and Interview with Don DeLillo in Lentricchia, F., (ed.)
Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) pp. 48 — 49.

337 See Chapter 2 on Bellow’s Dangling Man.

338 See Kunstler, J. H., Geography of Nowhere, The (New York, Touchstone, 1993) discussion of the
manner in which transitional spaces stemmed form the post-war period. Also see Whyte, W. H., The
Organization Man (London, Penguin, 1956) on the manner in which those that had internalised the
transitional impulse shaped their societal spaces.

339 See Hofstadter, R., Paranoid Style in American Politics, The (New York, Harper’s Magazine,
November 1964) on the origins of paranoia and the role it played in the development of the American
Political System.
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A number of suggestive murders and suicides involving people who were connected
to the events of November 22", So from the initial impact of the visceral shock, |
think we’ve developed a much more deeply unsettled feeling about our grip on

reality.34

Highway as Palimpsest

The assassination of Kennedy exposed the instability of society and the counter-narrative
which existed behind it. This awareness of the unfixed meaning of society reflects the
spatiality of the highway as it is not fixed to any one location. It is a network of associations
and connections, an emblem of the manner in which the transient society must be observed.
The flow of information that passes through it carries elements of its meaning. Whilst the
highway has been understood as it relates to other spaces within this network such as the
motel, the suburb and to some degree the city, the space itself contains guidance for
understanding its functions and materials. As with the motel, the materials which constitute
the highway and the manner in which they are constructed suggest elements of the spaces
larger societal meaning. The concept of the highway as a palimpsest functions on humerous
levels, both physically and culturally. As a space through which societal information in the
form of people, materials and images pass, the highway is layered, each element that moves
through it leaving a trace of meaning. There are connections embedded within the concrete
and tarmac of the highway which retains both personal associations for those that traverse it

and wider social connotations.

All around me the day was ending. | crossed the highway and walked along the side
of the road. There was a car in the distance, coming toward me... I looked down at
the road as | walked. The wind picked up again. | thought of men embedded in the
ground, all killed, billions, flesh cauterized into the earth, bits of bone and hair and
nails, man-planet, a fresh intelligence revolving through the system...The sun. The
desert. The sky. The silence. The flat stones. The insects. The wind and the clouds.
The moon. The stars. The west and east. The song, the color, the smell of the earth.

Blast area. Fire area. Body-burn area.?*

The highway has already been discussed as a site within which to rehearse the mass death and

destruction of nuclear war. In End Zone Gary Harkness is obsessed with this form of

340 DeCurtis, A., An Outsider in This Society: and Interview with Don DeLillo in Lentricchia, F., (ed.)
Introducing Don DeLillo (Durham, Duke University Press, 1991) pp. 47 — 48.
341 DeLillo, D., End Zone (London, Picador, 2004) pp. 85 — 86.
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devastation, discussing it at great length in a motel, another safe space to consider the
counter-narrative of nuclear devastation.*? The experience of walking the highway allows
Gary to absorb the materials of the space and to combine its associations with his own
interests. Thematically the image of “men embedded in the ground, all killed, billions,”
suggest the manner in which the transient, consumer driven society is anti-historical. It is a
society which buries its past and moves rapidly across it, not looking back. The bodies which
it is built upon have become the materials for this spatial form but they are not acknowledged
by those that pass through these spaces at speed. It is only in walking that a vision of these
figures comes to Gary as he carries out self propelled locomotion free of the technology of the
car which supports motion through this space.®*® The manner in which the road is depicted as
absorbing people, of changing them from locatable, identifiable individuals to an
indistinguishable mass is reflected in the term “a fresh intelligence revolving through the
system”. Whilst the highway is connected to the counter-narrative and transitionality, Virilio
illustrates that as a space which monitors and controls both speed and direction of motion it is
also a space which is utilised to enforce the roles of mass society.>** The concept of an
individual being brought into this space and “revolving through the system” is suggestive of
the use of repetitious motion as a means of achieving not just a homogenised space, but a
homogenised citizen. The highway offers the facsimile of spatial freedom yet in reality it is a
closed system, connecting all elements of the spatial network to every other. The walker is
shown to have more freedom than the driver on the highway as he is able to observe and
understand the reality of the space, being in control of his own direction, speed and
observation.®® In White Noise DeLillo depicts a figure that has not been fully immersed in his
societal role. A child on a tricycle, Wilder, illustrates the degree to which the highway is an

ordered, controlled space by refusing its laws of motion and speed:

Wilder, meanwhile, ignoring their cries or not hearing them in the serial whoosh of
dashing hatchbacks and vans, began to pedal across the highway, mystically
charged... The drivers could not quite comprehend. In their knotted posture, belted
in, they knew this picture did not belong to the hurtling consciousness of the

342 See Chapter 3; The Motel.

343 See the discussion of the elevator in Chapter 6: Interstices.

344 «“It seems we’ve forgotten that the street is only a road passing through an agglomeration, whereas
every day laws on the “speed limit” within the city walls remind us of the continuity of displacement,
of movement, that only the speed laws” Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e),
2006) P. 31.

345 The relationship between Foucault’s panoptic observation of individuals and Virilio’s monitoring of
their motion and speed combine in this investigation of socio-spatial control.
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highway, the broad-ribboned modernist stream. In speed there was sense. In signs, in

patterns, in split-second lives. What did it mean, this little rotary blur?34

The highway is shown to be far more ordered and controlled than its transitional nature
suggests. The uncertainty which was exposed as a previously hidden element of society led to
the transitional impulse and awareness of the counter-narrative being internalised by those in
mass society. They embraced the space of the highway as a means of motion and speed with a
suggestion of danger. As the motel and suburb have become sites treated with nostalgia so the
highway has become an accepted element of the daily spatial network. The repetitious nature
of these spaces has resulted in the homogeneity Lefebvre notes that they tend towards.3*
However the counter-narrative is still an aspect of this space and as such it is now locatable in
the spaces above and below the highway.

Underpass - Overpass

The highway’s meaning is not limited to the space between its crash barriers. Just as the areas
that surround the highway such as the motel, the suburb and the airport, are influenced by its
speed and transitionality,3* the spaces above and below the highway are connected to the
complex network of associations that create the highway palimpsest. DeL.illo repeatedly
refers to the underpasses and overpasses as locations in which the darker elements of the
highway are still visible even as the space itself becomes emblematic of speed and
progress.®*° The underpass becomes a space within which the dispossessed exist beneath the
partially socially accepted space of forward motion the highway becomes. The overpass also
maintains some of the spatial elements which the highway once represented. It becomes a
location from which the flow of stable information on the highway can be undermined or
destroyed. The overpass frequently functions as the vantage point from which highway
assassination takes place in DeLillo’s writing.®° As the highway is increasingly understood as
a space which is more monitored and controlled than it appears the ability to carry out

aberrant acts within that space becomes particularly difficult. The Texas Highway Killer in

346 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 322 — 323.

347 See earlier in this work for the full quote. Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford,
Blackwell, 1991) p. 75.

348 See previous chapters 3, 4 and 7 on these other transitional spaces.

349 The manner in which the internalisation of the transitional impulse leads to it being observable in
smaller more transitional spaces is discussed in Chapter 6: Interstices.

350 The relationship between the overpass and assassination is clearly rooted in DeLillo’s interest in the
Kennedy assassination in which the fatal shot occurs within view of the “Elevated highway” DeLillo,
D., Libra (London, Penguin, 1989); p. 403.
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Underworld, in an act of performance and controlled societal visibility, calls into a television

show to discuss his killings. In doing so he notes how difficult the act he carries out is.***

Which the correct term for this is not sniper by the way. This is not an individual with
a rifle working more or less long-range. You’re mobile here, you’re moving, you
want to get as close to the situation as humanly possible without bringing the two
vehicles into contact, whereby a paint mark might result,2

The ability to undermine the spatial stability of the highway from within whilst it is in motion
is claimed to be almost impossible. When both elements are mobile the difficulty of the act is
increased. The Texas Highway Killer suggests that this is the reason most snipers would not
carry it out, instead choosing stable positions. More commonly the act of highway
assassination in DeLillo is connected to the highway overpass. They are carried out by “Men
firing from highway overpasses, attic rooms. Unconnected to the earth™**3 These figures are
removed from the space of the highway and the network of associations it offers, they are
figures that have placed themselves in the counter-narrative. They haunt the space of the
highway but are unconnected from it when they carry out the act. The concept of their being
“unconnected” also relates to the manner in which they are not in contact with the buried
history which exists beneath the palimpsest of the highway. They float above it, removed
from its meaning and guidance.®** The overpass is also used in White Noise in a manner

which relates it to the dislocation of the transitional society from history.

Slowly we approached an overpass, seeing people on foot up there. They carried
boxes and suitcases, objects in blankets, a long line of people leaning into the
billowing snow. People cradling pets and small children, an old man wearing a
blanket over his pajamas, two women shouldering a rolled-up rug...They just kept
moving across the bridge through patches of snow-raging light. Out in the open,
keeping their children near, carrying what they could, they seemed to be part of some
ancient destiny, connected in doom and ruin to a whole history of people trekking
across wasted landscapes. There was an epic quality about them that made me

wonder for the first time at the scope of our predicament.®®

351 Compare this desire to expose specialist knowledge of counter-narrative techniques and materials
with Oswald’s interaction with Russian officers regarding the U2 in Libra. Ibid pp. 88 — 90.

%2 pDeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 217.

33 DeLillo, D., The Names (London, Picador, 1989) p. 171.

354 Compare the figure “unconnected” from society in relation to the figure utilising the motel as a
space outside of the societal narrative. See Chapter 3: The Motel.

35 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 121 — 122.
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The figures that are seen walking across the overpass act as a visual reminder to the travellers
on the highway of those that exist outside of the system. They are the lost, the dispossessed
and the forgotten. These figures, much like the sniper on the overpass, are outsiders. It is
unclear from this quote where these people have come from or where they are going to. Their
existence, and the visibility of it, highlights the difference between their life and that of those
on the highway. It is unusual for such figures to be viewed form the highway. As in End Zone
the only reason that the Gray family is able to observe this element of highway spatiality is
because their motion has been slowed.*® Whereas Gary Harkness views the historical
connections hidden beneath the highway because he is walking, the Grays are able to see it
because they have slowed to a crawl, held up in their escape from the airborne toxic event.®’
The majority of the time these elements of the highway’s spatiality are hidden. It is this
hidden societal space with its connection to the negative associations of societal
transitionality which are depicted by DeL.illo as the underpass.

Whilst the overpass provides an elevated view of the highway and a space which may be
utilised to pass across it safely the underpass is the invisible space beneath. The underpass
cannot be manipulated by societal outsiders to function as a space to threaten the motion of
the highway. Rather the underpass is a location within which the societal outcasts create a
space for dwelling. Unlike the overpass the societal interactions which take place in the

underpass are fully embedded in the counter-narrative.

Teenage boys in clusters, armed drug dealers — these were the men of the immediate
streets. She didn’t know where the others had gone, the fathers, living with second or
third families, hidden in rooming houses or sleeping under highways in refrigerator

boxes, buried in the potter’s field on Hart Island.®*®

3% Reduction of speed to allow observation, Compare this with the actions of DeCerteau’s walker as a
figure whose unmechanized and slow motion can undermine society and allow him to observe and
shape it. “Rather than remaining within the field of a discourse that upholds its privilege by inverting
its content (speaking of catastrophe and no longer of progress), one can try another path: one can
analyze the microbe-like, singular and plural practices which an urbanisitc system was supposed to
administer or suppress, but which have outlived its decay; one can follow the swarming activity of
these procedures that, far from being regulated or eliminated by panoptic administration, have
reinforced themselves in a proliferating illegitimacy, developed and insinuated themselves into the
networks of surveillance, and combined in accord with unreadable but stable tactics to the point of
constituting everyday regulations and surreptitious creativities that are merely concealed by the frantic
mechanism and discourses of the observational organization.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of
Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p. 96.

357 The airborne toxic event is a chemical spill which is described as having numerous sources and
effects throughout White Noise. The shifting nature of the event and the instability of its definition
connect to larger issues of reality and simulation in the novel.

38 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 240.
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The figures that dwell in the space beneath the highway are aggressive and dispossessed.
They are not simply homeless; they exist outside of societal space and forge a life of violence
and imminent death in the lost spaces.®*° Whilst the suburb, the motel and the highway may
still be considered transitional spaces, they are still connected to the wider network of societal
space. The underpass has more in connection with the alleyway which is the highway’s
forbear.>% It is the most unusual of spaces in the consumption driven society, a wasteland
When the highway is placed in direct comparison with the underpass it becomes apparent
exactly how connected to the spatial network of mass society transitional sites, which
developed out of the impetus for motion in the post war period, have become. As these spaces
have become more stable elements in the societal network, the anxieties they held and role
they played in the investigation of personal identity has shifted. The concept of a transitional
space has altered from that of a solid space outside of accepted societal space to an
internalised drive. The spaces within which this questioning of the balance between the
individual and mass society become increasingly smaller. As the role of the highway shifts to
the underpass and overpass, so the role of the motel and suburb shifts to the elevator and

stairwell.

359 The manner in which the transitional network mirrors Foucault’s Carceral network makes the
possibility of “lost spaces” uncertain. “The carceral network does not cast the unassimilable into a
confused hell; there is no outside. It takes back with one hand what it seems to exclude with the other.”
Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 301.

360 See Chapter 2 on Saul Bellow for more on the alleyway as a spatial forbear for the highway and
Chapter 6: Interstices for a discussion of it’s relationship to the staircase.
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Chapter 6: Interstices: Spaces Between Spaces

The network of transient spaces that make up the landscape of DeLillo’s writing is reflective
of the expansion and normalisation of societal transience and encompasses the motel, the
suburb and the highway.%! As these spaces have become more readily accepted as sites of
societal interaction DeLillo’s depiction of social spatiality occurs in smaller and more
personal spaces. The clearest microcosms of the transitional experience are shrunken,
transient forms such as the elevator, the escalator and the stairwell. These spaces are the tissue
which connects the wider network of transitional sites.®®? They are interstitial spaces which
exist in the gaps between spaces which are themselves transient. The class of spaces which
the elevator, the escalator and the stairwell belong to are frequently utilised throughout
DeLillo’s writing as a means of investigating socio-spatial interactions and illuminate the

relationship between the individual, space and the society.6®

The elevator, the escalator and the stairwell are the most prominent examples of this inter-
transitional form of space within DeLillo’s work. Although they share many spatial traits they
illustrate numerous different forms of societal interaction within the spatial network of
DelLillo’s writing. Each allows for alternative ways in which the individual relates spatially to
mass society.®* Whilst the staircase and the escalator seemingly fulfil a similar spatial role,
the movement between floors, throughout DeLillo’s work they are utilised by different
elements of society. The technological aspect of the escalator leads to it being utilised as part
of the figure immersed in mass society whilst the staircase is a more traditional space which
has been co-opted by figures of the counter-narrative. Similarly the Elevator comes to
represent a very specific element of the social relationship between technology and the
isolated individual. The concept of individual action as opposed to the mass shaping society

seen in these spaces is a microcosm of a larger conversation taking place in DeLillo’s writing.

361 See previous chapters.

362 In this respect these interstitial sites reflect the connective function of the highway.

363 Steve Pile explores the manner in which the individual and the crowd function spatially. He
considers Freud’s discussion of groups. “...Freud wants to know, why do people bind themselves into
collectivities so completely and so deeply. In this, he agrees with Le Bon, that individuals obliterate
their conscious selves and give way to a ‘racial unconscious’, such that individual differences are
submerged by group similarities.” Pile, S., The Body and the City (London, Routledge, 1996) pp. 100 —
101.

364 DeCerteau’s discussion of the manner in which the individual shapes space makes it clear that his
opinion of the crowd / individual relationship is less obvious. “They are myriad, but do not compose a
series. They cannot be counted because each unit has a qualitative character: a style of tactile
apprehension and kinaesthetic appropriation. Their swarming mass in an innumerable collection of
singularities. Their intertwined paths give their shape to spaces” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of
Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p. 97.
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These spaces suggest issues of class with the differing degrees of access to both technology
and social spaces dependant on social standing.® By investigating these more liminal
transitional spaces DeL.illo is able to explore wider social and spatial questions which occur in
the larger spaces of his work in a more focused manner. The staircase and stairwell allow for
a discussion of the individual, both in motion and in isolation from the mass of society.
Whilst the stairwell’s use and location shows it to be a point of transition connected to more
traditional means of spatial motion®® the escalator allows for an investigation of the uncanny
relationship between motion and inaction as it relates to the technological. The inactive
motion experienced on the escalator also introduces a discussion of the internalisation of the
transitional impetus and how it relates to the individual experience of space.®®” The elevator
continues the themes suggested by the escalator but takes them to a more complex extreme,
the enclosure of the elevator connecting them more firmly to a sense of place than the
stairwell.®® The uncanny sensation of inactive motion is further illustrated by this space to the

extent that it produces a feeling of motionless movement.3°

Stairwells

In many respects the staircase is the most simplistic of the liminal transitional spaces within
DeLillo’s work. It is divorced from the technological in the sense that it relies only on the
motion of an individual utilising the space to pass through it using their momentum.3"
Despite this apparent simplicity the staircase plays a complex role in the spatial network of
DeLillo’s writing. Partially due to being divorced from mechanised technology it calls into

guestion the balance between the individual in isolation and the figure as part of mass society.

365 The question of who retains political power as it relates to motion and spatiality is central to both
Virilio and Lefebvre’s discussions of social space.

366The stairwell as a space of walking connects it to the alleyway (see Chapter 2 on Bellow) and also to
DeCerteau’s concept of the walker as a figure to undermine societal restrictions.

367 “The question bears on more than the procedures of production: in a different form, it concerns as
well the status of the individual in technical systems, since the involvement of the subject diminishes in
proportion to the technocratic expansion of these systems. Increasingly constrained, yet less and less
concerned with the vast frameworks, the individual detaches himself from them without being able to
escape them and can henceforth only try to outwit them,” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday
Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) pp. xxiii — xxiv.

368 The distinction between space and place is explored later in this chapter. Lefebvre considers the
relationship between space and place in a way which is suggestive of the discussion of the counter-
narrative “The illusion of transparency goes hand in hand with a view of space as innocent, as free of
traps or secret places. Anything hidden or dissimulated — and hence dangerous — is antagonistic to
transparency, under whose reign everything can be taken in by a single glance from the mental eye
which illuminates whatever it contemplates.” Lefebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford,
Blackwell, 1991) p. 28.

369 See the discussion of the elevator and the escalator later in this chapter but also Chapter 7: The
Airport on uncanny mechanized motion.

370 Those that utilise the stair are a form of DeCerteau’s walker.
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The staircase is to the escalator what the alleyway is to the highway.*" It is its progenitor;
sharing many facets of its spatial function and origins yet throughout DeLillo’s depictions of
the staircase it becomes apparent that it fulfils a different spatial role. The locomotion
required to utilise the staircase means that the action of passing through it has more in
common with the act of walking than the mechanised motion of the escalator which is
ridden.®"2 The figure traversing the staircase shapes his environment through motion in a
physical sense. The degree to which individuals control their motion has been discussed in
relation to the highway and Virilio’s discussion in Speed and Politics.3” The staircase
provides an opportunity to investigate that relationship on a more personal scale through a
comparison of those that use the stairwell and those that use the more mechanised space of
the elevator and escalator.

In Great Jones Street the staircase is the primary means of movement between spaces,
particularly between the street and the rented room. In that novel a successful musician,
Bucky Wunderlick, opts out of the life he has created, choosing instead to live in an
unfinished apartment in a tenement building.®”* It is as a site of rental apartments®” and as
such it retains many of the aspects of the home whilst still maintaining associations with the
unfixed and shifting nature of the motel space. Within that building of temporarily owned
spaces the stairwell is an unclaimed space,®”® belonging neither to the street nor the room. As
such it is a site of contested use, unstable and unfixed to any individuals preferred use. It is
owned and maintained by no one tenant, it is a communal area for fleeting interactions
between the residents of the tenement. Unlike the mechanised elevator and escalator which

require maintenance to continue to function, the staircase is allowed to fall into disrepair.

371 See Chapter 2 on Bellow for more on the relationship between the alleyway and the stairwell.

372 Nicholson Baker in his discussion of the escalator in The Mezzanine connects forms of rideable
space. “I admit that part of my pleasure in riding the escalator came from the links with childhood
memory that the experience sustained. Other people remember liking boats, cars, trains, or planes when
they were children —and I liked them too — but | was more interested in systems of local transport:
airport luggage-handling systems ... supermarket checkout conveyer belts...milk bottling-bottling
machines...marble chutes; Olympic luge and bobsled tracks; the hanger-management systems at the
dry cleaners... The escalator shared qualities with all of these systems with one difference: it was the
only one I could get on and ride.” Baker, N., The Mezzanine (Cambridge, Granta, 1989) pp. 35 — 36.
373 See Chapter 5: The Highway.

374 The tenement building bridges the gap between the motel and the home, a space which is home and
yet impermanent.

875 Consider in relation to Eliot’s “thousand furnished rooms” Eliot, T.S., ‘Preludes’ in Selected Poems
(London, Faber and Faber, 1954) p. 22.

376 Compare the concept of the unclaimed space with the discussion of the underpass in the previous
chapter.
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We entered a tenement and started to climb stairs. There were no lights in the

hallway. | smelled babies and lush garbage. The tile steps were worn at the edges.3”’

At the heart of the novel, and thematically throughout DeLillo’s depiction of the staircase, is
the relationship between the mass and the individual, between privacy and the social. The
staircase is a public space and yet one within which is designed to move people through it
rather than foster connection.®”® Many aspects of Great Jones Street revolve around
Wunderlick’s growing awareness of those in the other apartments, his relationships with them
developing through brief meetings and conversations in stairwells. Social interactions in this
space are jarringly personal and uncomfortable, exposing brutal truths about individuals
throughout the novel.*”° This troubling space of societal interaction illustrates the
complexities of attempting to remove oneself from mass society and live in isolation.*® The
depiction of the relationship between mass society and the individual stems from a discussion
of the “Happy Valley Farms Commune”** and their beliefs.

Happy Valley thinks privacy is the essential freedom this nation, country or republic
offered in the beginning. They think you exemplify some old idea of men alone with
the land. You stepped out of your legend to pursue personal freedom. There is no
freedom, according to them, without privacy. The return of the private man,
according to them, is the only way to destroy the notion of mass man. Mass man
ruined our freedoms for us. Turning inward will get them back. Revolutionary
solitude. Turn inward one and all. Isolate yourself mentally, spiritually and
physically, on and on, world without end. Sustain your privacy with aggressive self-

defense.38

The questions of privacy and mass man continue to be played out in the uncanny site of the
stairwell, the public nature of the space intimately connected to the unknowable isolation of

those behind the tenement doors®2. The use of isolation and an attempt at individuality is

377 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 248.

378 Consider this description of the staircase in relation to the highway, a social space for societal
motion. Yet whilst the highway is still utilised as a mechanism of observation and control, the staircase
has been discarded.

379 See the discussion between Bucky and a neighbour who exposes private information about herself
and her family. DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) pp. 133 — 136.

380 This work has suggested that the connections between all elements of the transitional network
render the potential to be entirely isolated impossible.

31 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 16.

382 |bid p. 60.

383 The attempt to connect to a sense of self in isolation is another recurring theme in this work. The
motel, the suburban house, the room as a monastic cell and even the prisoner’s cell in the panopticon
all provide an isolated space for self exploration.
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considered a revolutionary act. The removal of the self from the network of societal
associations undermines the stability of those associations and suggests Wunderlick as a
figure of the counter-narrative. The balance between self imposed isolation is discussed
spatially, as a disconnection from the transitional society and returning to a traditional

interaction with “the land’’%%*

Control and Power in the Stairwell

The stairwell becomes a space for investigating the division of those that prosper from mass
life and those that do not.38 Although it is not purely a class divide, the difference between
those that exist within the tenements and those that are uncomfortable there is connected to
their social status, the degree to which they have become accustomed to the transitional form
of life that mass society offers.33

I watched him make his way down the narrow staircase, prodigious in his width,
haunches rocking in that firm eternal way of beasts of burden. | imagined him a few
minutes hence, standing on the Bowery trying to hail a cab to take him to his car, a
custom-made machine gleaming at the top of a circular ramp in some midtown
garage. Globke was accustomed to being propelled, balistically, to and from distant
points of commerce, and so there was something agreeably serene, even biblical, in

his rudimentary journey down those stairs.®’

The discussion of societal control exerted through the control of motion and speed on the
highway related to Virilio in the previous chapter is also applicable to the stairwell. The
freedom to move throughout the stairwell and who controls that motion becomes a major
point of contention in Great Jones Street. The control of means of movement is a factor in
understanding the societal role of spaces, particularly transitional spaces which are so
connected to social motion.*® Transitional spaces have been shown throughout this work to
allow the usurpation of their understood meaning. This had been seen as allowing the societal

counter-narrative to flourish there or its utilisation to provide a location for acing out

384 Consider this desire to return to an idealised form of spatial existence with the actions of the
Servatius Party in Bellow’s Dangling Man. See Chapter 2. The complex associations with traditional
forms and transitionality’s anti-historical nature makes such attempts at isolation difficult.

385 The question of class could be discussed in relation to those that are able to use the spaces of mass
society and those that are relegated to the forgotten spaces.

386Globke in his acceptance of the means of societal motion is a descendant of Whyte’s transients and a
part of the travelling class depicted in The Names. See Chapter 7: The Airport.

37 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 11.

388 See Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) and Foucault, M., Discipline
and Punish (London, Penguin 1991).
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repressed elements of the psyche. The stairwell carries out a similar function, provides a

space within which control of societal space can be questioned and usurped.

I’d rather be used than use others. It’s easy to be used. There’s no passion or morality.
You’re free to be nothing. I read their mail. I look in all the confidential files. When I
deliver personal notes from floor to floor, | read them in the stairwell. T feel I'm free
to do these things.8®

The staircase becomes a site which represents the societal control of movement and within
which social conventions must be maintained however it becomes clear from both the
descriptions of the stairwell in Great Jones Street the rest of DeLillo’s depictions of that
space it is in fact a contested space. It is frequently utilised by those that exist on the fringes
or boundaries of mass society to usurp or question societal control.>*® Repeatedly in Great
Jones Street the stairs become the space within which acts of societal disruption and incursion
take place. The skinhead element of the Happy Valley Farms Commune, the dog boys,
attempt to assert control through intimidation and violence, actions which manifest

themselves in the stairwells of the tenement buildings

They made a lot of noise coming up the stairs and a lot of noise going back down the
stairs. | think that was the biggest part of their operation. The idea of talking over a

building. The idea of breaking and entering. The idea of domination.%

Violence, the visible assertion of control and the domination of those within the tenement
takes place on the stairs. The nature of the stairwell means that these acts are not visible to
those in the room,**2 however they are acted out in such a way as to be heard. This fear of the

violent means of societal control used to incorporate individuals into a mass3® represents the

389 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 45. Compare the concept of preferring to
be used rather than using others to Joseph’s disgust at “climbing upon the backs of the dead” Bellow,
S., Dangling Man, (1996) p. 64.

3%0<The violence of power is answered by the violence of subversion.” Lefebvre, H., The Production of
Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 23 The use of violence in transitional spaces to undermine societal
control of space and motion is suggestive of DeLillo’s later investigation of terrorism and the actions of
the counter-narrative figure. See Chapter 7: The Airport.

391 DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 163.

392 Consider this relationship between the hidden and the visible with regard to the spatial requirements
of the panopticon for societal control. “He is seen, but he does not see; he is the object of information,
never a subject in communication. The arrangement of his room, opposite the central tower, imposes
on him an axial visibility; but the divisions of the ring, those separated cells, imply a lateral
invisibility.” Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin 1991) p. 200.

393 When one considers the stated beliefs of the Happy Valley Farm Commune, that “There is no
freedom, according to them, without privacy.” (DeLillo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador,
1992) p. 60) this action seems absurd.
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form of spatiality Wunderlick is attempting to escape form and as such these acts begin to

appear in his dreams.

Terminal fantasy. I’'m living all alone in this building. Outside the dog-boys are
pursuing their life-style of constant prowling. They roam the empty streets, picking a
building at random and then crashing right in to execute their punches and kicks,
breaking down doors, charging up the stairs, loping though the hallways.***

The stairwell, like all other transitional spaces, becomes a contentious site of societal control.
It is connected to questions of class and individual identity whilst also acting as form of
connective societal space that predates the technological elements which further complicate
DeLillo’s investigation of the elevator and the escalator.**® The conflict between mass man
and private man is one that runs through his depiction of the stairwell and introduces the
concept of the man in isolation.® This figure attempts to bypass the socially controlled
spaces of motion in favour of the spaces of the counter-narrative such as the staircase. Such
semi-forgotten forms are suggestive of earlier spaces®’ yet are nevertheless connected to the

transitional network of associated spaces such as the motel and the highway.

Stairwell as Site of the Other

The stairwell is repeatedly depicted in DeLillo’s work as a decrepit space utilised by those on
the fringes of society. The figures found there are those without agency in the spatiality of
mass society, be they societal outcast, the destitute or those that choose to place themselves in
line with a counter-narrative.3®® The stairwell offers access and movement through the spatial
elements of society that have been allowed to languish, as the example of the tenement in
Great Jones Street illustrates. In Americana as the main character, David Bell, is gradually
becoming more distanced from his role within “The Network™*®® he describes his attempts to
avoid detection as a means of self preservation. He tries to become socially invisible,
escaping the view of others within the network of mass society. One means of achieving this
is to locate himself in the forgotten transient space of the stairwell. “I did my best to keep

low. I moved quietly close to walls and up and down the stairwells.”*® Just as in Great Jones

394)bid p. 221.

3% See later in this chapter.

3% See discussion of the isolated cell in relation to the motel in the previous chapter.

397 See the relationship between the alleyway and the highway.

3% The figures that are found in the stairwell mirror those found in the underpass. The forgotten and
rejected elements of society.

3% DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 7.

400 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 13.
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Street the stairwell is shown to be a space within which one can avoid detection, in that novel
from a large record label and here from the network. The correlation between the role of the
record label and a television network suggests the role which the mass media plays in creating
and supporting the visual symbolism of mass society and the role of mass man.*?* Even within
the closely controlled space of the network the stairwell functions as a hidden space. It allows
societal invisibility and as such functions counter to the controlled means of the larger
network of spaces within which it is embedded. In many respects the elevator performs a
similar function, allowing passage through the large space of mass society in a seemingly
isolated form. However the two are differentiated from one another as the elevator is still
firmly connected to the technological means of motion and observation that link it to the
network of associations. DeLillo’s work which draws the most apparent comparison between
these two forms of space is Ratner’s Star.**? Within that work the facility in which Billy
Twillig attempts to decipher messages form space utilising mathematics is, on its surface,
highly technologically advanced. Its elevators are described throughout the work as
“Soundless, free of vibration, extremely rapid.”**® However as the novel progresses and
Twillig further investigates the facility, particularly those elements of it that are unseen, the
role of the staircase and its connection to human motion becomes increasingly important.
Initially the staircase is simply depicted as a space for play, a site for the games of hide and

seek that Twillig and the other child prodigies play to keep themselves entertained.

One day Billy and two friends were being chased by the janitor through a series of
passageways and alleys that ran under and between several adjacent buildings. With

the route to his own building sealed off he climbed the first set of stairs he found.*%

The staircase is used as a space for societal hiding.*®® In attempting to avoid the authority
figure of the janitor, a figure who monitors passage through this societal space, the alleyway

and the staircase become a space for covert motion. As Twillig’s investigation of the facility

401 Jameson discusses the role which media plays in the shaping of mass society. “The contents of the
media itself have now become commodities, which are then flung out on some wider version of the
market with which they become affiliated until the two things are indistinguishable. Here, then, the
media, as which the market was itself fantasized, now returns into the market and by becoming a part
of it seals and certifies the formerly metaphorical or analogical identification as a “literal” reality.”
Jameson, F., Postmodernism or, The Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism (London, Verso, 1991) p. 277
402 DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991).

403 |bid p. 123. Also see the discussion of the elevator later in this chapter.

404 Ibid p. 72.

405 Considering its association with the alleyway the use of the staircase as a space to hide from societal
view is fitting.
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progresses he becomes aware of increasingly aged staircases that suggest a more historic basis

for this space “%than its technologically advanced appearance would suggest.

They went through the bronze door, past the instant silicone apparatus and down
several flights of stairs that seemed even older and more damaged than the stairs he’d

descended earlier.*%

The age of these stairs lends them a sense of authority, grounded and stable reality *°®®which is
lacking from the more technological spaces.“®® They exist in counterpoint to uncanny motion
of the elevator in which the reality of the motion is uncertain.**° The difference between the
technologically advanced semblance of motion offered by the elevator and the physical means
of transition enacted on the stairs reflects the manner in which stairs function throughout
DeLillo’s writing. They are spaces for the social outcast whose access to more
technologically advanced means of motion is restricted. The disparity between those that
utilise the staircase and those the elevator is more clearly defined in Cosmopolis.** As Eric
Packer gradually steps outside of his life of privilege and wealth, a life that comes complete
with two private elevators he more frequently comes into contact with staircases and those
that utilise them.

...my wife took her child and left, carried down the stairs by her illegal immigrant
brothers...They carried her down the stairs in her wheelchair with her baby. | was
disoriented in my head. Maybe you have seen the spikes on a lying polygraph. This is

my wave of thought sometimes, thinking how do I respond to this?*'?

The staircase is utilised and occupied by illegal immigrants, a space of self propelled motion
which is almost incomprehensible to a figure that is enmeshed in the technological motion of
mass society. The section of the novel "The Confessions of Benno Levin™** provides insight

into a character that has removed him self from the network of spaces which make up society

408 The manner in which the stairs and elevators in the building becoming increasingly decrepit as
Twillig investigates further down the building is suggestive of the discussion of the highway in relation
to the palimpsest. Layers of spatial information and historical developments are placed on top of one
another, each suggestive of its own associations but each also part of the larger whole.

407 DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 211.

408 The disparity between the visual semblance of motion and its reality is suggestive of the confusion
between image and object discussed by Baudrillard and Lefebvre in relation to the simulacrum.

409 See the discussion of the elevator later in this chapter.

410 The concept of stationary motion is discussed later in this chapter in relation to the elevator and also
in Chapter 7: The Airport.

411 DeLillo, D., Cosmopolis (London, Picador, 2003).

412 |bid pp. 152 — 153.

413 |bid p. 149.
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and has retreated into spaces associated with the counter narrative such as the stairwell. The
character starts his confession by stating that “T am living offline now. I am all bared
down.”* The concept of being “offline” and “bared down” is suggestive of being
disconnected to the network of associations which constitute the spatiality of mass society. By
retreating from this network these figures reject the role of the mass man and instead become
fringe figures, isolated and connected to their own physicality. These are DeLillo’s “Men on
small islands™* David Bell, Bucky Wunderlick, Bill Gray and Lee Harvey Oswald.
DeLillo’s writing is littered with characters who attempt to strip themselves of connections to
the network of associations and in doing so find themselves in transitional spaces such as the
motel, communicating on stairs and struggling to re-establish the distinction between
themselves and mass society.

In its connection to walking the discussion of those that use the staircases connects to the
concept of the flanéur, the figure that passes through society, both isolated from it and
influencing it through motion*, The relationship between space and motion as it pertains to
the control and action of both mass society and the individual is also discussed in DeCerteau’s
The Practice of Everyday Life. His writing is of particular interest as it pertains to the
relationship between the mass and the role of the flanéur, the act of walking in its shaping of
society reflecting of the use of stairs. DeCerteau shifts his focus away from the external
factors which shape societal space such as commerce and discipline and instead considers the
spatial activities of those within society. In focusing on their actions it becomes apparent that
acts of individual spatiality have become enmeshed in the societal fabric. The manner in
which the subject is able to shape space through “microbe-like, singular and plural
practices™!’ reflects the extent to which transitionality has become an internalised facet of
identity. The forms these acts take and the specific manner in which this drive is represented

are central to De Certeau’s exploration of everyday spatiality*'8, The primary spatial practice

414 Ibid p. 149.

415 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 129

416 «“The flanéur is the man of the public who knows himself to be of the public ... the flanéur is the
secret spectator of the spectacle of the spaces and places of the city. Consequently, flanéurie can, after
Baudelaire, be understood as the activity of the sovereign spectator going about the city in order to find
things which will occupy his gaze and thus complete his otherwise incomplete identity; satisfy his
otherwise dissatisfied existence; replace the sense of bereavement with a sense of life.” Tester, K.,
(ed.), ‘Introduction’ in The Flanéur (London, Routledge, 1994) pp. 6 — 7 in Pile, S., The Body and the
City (London, Routledge, 1996) pp. 229 — 230.

417 DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p.
96.
418 «__our research has concentrated above all on the uses of space, on the ways of frequenting or
dwelling in a place, on the complex processes of the art of cooking, and on the many ways of
establishing a kind of reliability within the situations imposed on an individual, that is, of making it
possible to live in them by reintroducing into them the plural mobility o goals and desires — an art of
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which he highlights is the act of walking, the role of the walker within the space of the city
and the impact that this figure has on the way in which the urban space is understood. The
interest in the role of the walker and the act of walking is related to a figure that has been
central to the understanding of urban space, the flanéur.*° In his The Body and the City Steve
Pile highlights the connection between De Certeau’s walker and the flanéur and in doing so
suggests the manner in which that figure interacts with space. He quotes a piece from Keith
Tester’s The Flanéur which encapsulates the history and nature of the flanéur.

The flanéur is the individual sovereign of the order of things who, as a poet or as the
artist, is able to transform faces and things so that for him they have only that
meaning which he attributes to them. He therefore treats the objects of the city with a
somewhat detached attitude (an attitude which is only a short step away from
isolation and alienation...) The flanéur is the secret spectator of the spectacle of the
spaces and places of the city. Consequently, flanéurie can, after Baudelaire, be
understood as the activity of the sovereign spectator going about the city in order to
find things which will occupy his gaze and thus complete his otherwise incomplete
identity; satisfy his otherwise dissatisfied existence; replace the sense of bereavement

with a sense of life.2°

This exploration provides a useful summation of the functions and actions of the flanéur. The
role of the flanéur in transitional space has become complicated by the interconnectivity of
societal space and the confusing division between the individual and mass society. The more
traditional forms of spatial interaction which were applicable to the flanéur have become
untenable. The modern walker is challenged with more complex forms of spatiality with
technological advancement and the multitudinous connections that shape the individual and
social understanding of a space. De Certeau makes this clear in his initial description of the

walker.

Their story begins on ground level, with footsteps. They are myriad, but do not
compose a series. They cannot be counted because each unit has a qualitative
character: a style of tactile apprehension and kinaesthetic appropriation. Their
swarming mass in an innumerable collection of singularities. Their intertwined paths

give their shape to spaces. They weave places together. In that respect, pedestrians

manipulating and enjoying.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of
California Press, 1988) p. xxii.

419 Introduction’ in The Flanéur (London, Routledge, 1994) pp. 6 — 7 in Pile, S., The Body and the City
(London, Routledge, 1996).

420 |bid p. 230.
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movements form one of those “real systems whose existence in fact makes up the
city.” They are not localized; it is rather they that spatialize. They are no more
inserted within a container than those Chinese characters speakers sketch out on their

hands with their fingertips.**

The question as to how, within this spatial society, an individual is able to understand
themselves in isolation from the crowd is prominent throughout DeLillo’s writing. De Certeau
also explores this issue by tracing the manner in which the walker shapes space through his
movements and acts. The points at which the paths of individuals intersect expose the
interconnected nature of transitional spatiality. The spatial understanding of the urban
environment is particular to the walker, they bring with them the associations that shape the
space into a network of meaning, and in doing so challenge and deny the organised and
panoptic arrangement of understanding.*?? De Certeau is particularly interested in this manner
of spatial production. He focuses on the means of undermining spatial meaning through
bricolage, the construction of a new form from disparate and disassociated elements.*>® One
may understand the production of space within transitional sites as such a form of bricolage, a
network of seemingly dissociated elements brought together through the disruptive act of the
walker in such a way that the “proper” of a space is disrupted*?*. The staircase provides a
space, much like the alley, which bypasses the mass spatiality of society and as such may be
utilised to shape a counter-narrative. The concept of bricolage and the means of spatial
production it is connected to are also apparent in the manner in which individuals consider
themselves in isolation. The isolated figure, like the space it creates, produces a sense of self
from the surrounding material; the innumerable connections available both create limitless
potential for cultural experience and also destroy a sense of internal unity. Transitional spaces
which have been discarded by mass society such as the stairwell provide a form of isolation
within which the internalised network of associations may be utilised to construct an identity

rather than accepting the roles which is supported by socially codified space.

421 DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p.
97.

422 Consider Wilder’s tricycle path across the highway in White Noise as an act of spatial defiance.
DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 323 — 325.

423 Bricolage as described by DeCerteau “...organizes a network of relations, poetic ways of “making
do” (bricolage), and a re-use of marketing structures.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life
(Berkeley, University of California Press, 1988) p. xv.

424 «Both rhetoric and everyday practices can be defined as internal manipulations of a system — that of
language or that of an established order. “Turns” (or “tropes”) inscribe in ordinary language the ruses,
displacements, ellipses etc., that scientific reason has eliminated from operational discourses in order to
constitute “proper” meanings.” DeCerteau, M., The Practice of Everyday Life (Berkeley, University of
California Press, 1988) p. 24.
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Mass Man vs. the Monastic Cell

The division between the figure immersed in the network of societal space and the figure in
self-imposed isolation is observable in the way they utilise differing transitional spaces. The
figure in isolation; due to them retreating from social connections and the attendant
technology of mass space, tends to be connected to stairwells and other spaces which require
physical individual motion.*? The depiction of Lee Harvey Oswald in Libra illustrates a
figure on the fringes of society that is acted through; who isolates himself from society and
associates himself with the counter-narrative. In his isolation he plans a means of
undermining and reshaping society to fit his desires. DeL.illo describes the site from which he
plans these actions, a space partially isolated yet connected to a staircase.

The little room could be entered from the living room and from the staircase outside
their flat. Both doors could be locked from inside. It was like an airtight
compartment, part of the building but separate from it. He called the room his study.
He squeezed a lamp table and chair in there and set to work on his notes for the death
of the general... What a sense of destiny he had, locked in the miniature room,
creating a design, a network of connections. It was a second existence, the private

world floating out to three dimensions,*2®

This room is a cell, a space which exists between the home and the street, fully associated
with neither. This degree of isolation allows Oswald to plan the actions he wished to carry out
to shape the world to match his own counter-narrative. In this respect his room resembles
both the tenement room in Great Jones Street and the room in the “Prairie motels™*? in
Americana. The lone figure in self imposed isolation raises the issues of societal invisibility
and enforced isolation Foucault broached in his enquiry into the panoptic society. The
physical imposition of isolation, whether enforced by society or chosen is associated with
attempts to investigate societal identity. The lack of connection to mass society on anything
other than a surface level is due in part to the awareness of a counter-narrative over which one
has no control, creating an apathetic and resigned attitude as seen in the quote, “let others
stitch together the systems.”*?® The system of spaces DeLillo introduces is manifested as

various networks, be they the highway*?° or the television network.*® These networks are all

425 Hence the connection to DeCerteau’s walker.

4% pDeLillo, D., Libra (London, Penguin, 1989) pp. 276 — 277.
427 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990) p. 118.
428 |hid p. 129.

429 DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992).
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elements of the larger system of societal meaning which exists beyond the control or
understanding of those that are manipulated by it. The apathy which accompanies this
awareness exists in counterpoint to the anxiety it creates and both underscore the reaction of
the figures in these works towards their societal impotence. If one considers characters shaped
by the period at which transitionality become prominent from DeLillo’s work these varying
reactions to it become apparent. Whilst Oswald in Libra has been shown to wish to shape
society to reflect the counter-narrative and is forced to act Chuck Jr in Underworld has lived a
drifting life of apathy.**! He too though shapes the world with his connection to nuclear
warfare, a connection he shares with another product of that period, Eric Deming in the same
novel. Just as the panoptic gaze is internalised by those that have been exposed to it for an
extended period of time, the cultural impetus toward transitionality has been internalised by
those that have dwelt within those sites over decades*®. Transitionality is no longer a concept
which must be enforced or insinuated into daily life; those that have internalised it now shape
society to reflect their own transitional desires As in Foucault, once the inmates of the
panoptic system are released from the prison, having internalised the disciplining force of the
panoptic gaze, they disseminate that influence throughout society.** Transitionality is no
longer solely an architectural concern; it has become a physical and psychological aspect of
individual experience. The use of staircases and other liminal spaces in DeL.illo's writing
illustrates that the investigation of identity occurs outside larger transitional spaces such as the
suburbs and highway system. These spaces between spaces come to function as a zone of
temporary removal from the network of meaning, providing the illusion of escape** and in
doing so creating a space within which the psyche, the societal and the symbolic may
coalesce. Lefebvre’s discussion of signs, images and their correlation to truth illuminates this

role.

This world of images of signs, this tombstone of the ‘world” (Mundus est immundus’)
is situated at the edges of what exists, between the shadow and the light, between the
conceived (abstraction) and the perceived (the readable/visible). Between the real and
the unreal. Always in the interstices, in the cracks. Between directly lived experience
and thought.**®

430 DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990).

431 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) pp. 606 — 616.

432 See the depiction of David Bell in DeLillo, D., Americana (London, Penguin, 1990).

433 See the discussion of the carceral network in Foucault, M., Discipline and Punish (London, Penguin
1991) pp. 293 — 308.

434 The willingness to accept the simulacrum for reality in order to facilitate a comfortable transitional
life.

435 |_efebvre, H., The Production of Space (Oxford, Blackwell, 1991) p. 389.
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The staircase is a prime example of this type of interstices. It is a gap which allows questions
of authenticity and meaning to be raised and provides a societal pause within which they are
considered. This occurs in the “cracks” in these uncanny sites which exist outside society and
yet are integral to it. Through these sites of decompression and societal consideration the
concept of the other space, the counter-narrative comes to the fore. The internalisation of this
impulse as a personal drive creates a situation whereby the individual is uncertain of himself
or society.**® However, the desire to understand one’s place within society leads to the
awareness of the disparity between one’s perception of the world and its unknowable
reality.*" It is from this disparity that the vertiginous sense of unreality develops, the sense of
uncertainty regarding one’s identity and the potential for other lives represented by the

counter-narrative creating paranoia, anxiety and perversion.

Escalators

The escalator as a spatial form shares many attributes with stairwell and the elevator, in many
respects is the spatial intersection of both. The condensation of the transitional experience to
smaller and more interstitial sites has occurred to the extent moments on the escalator now
facilitate the same socio-spatial function that was once carried out by the suburb.*® The
escalator journey becomes a microcosm of the individual’s life, a space for the investigation
of its minutia. These transient journeys allow insight the self, offering a moment of reprieve
from the mass experience of the transitional free from anxiety, judgement or influence.**°® The
escalator as a moving walkway produces the state of walking yet requires no effort or
thought, the perpetual forward motion is facilitated by technology. In this respect it differs
from the staircase, being a means of transition utilised by those who are comfortable enough
in mass society to allow it to fully control their motion unlike those that challenge it through
use of spaces such as the staircase. Whilst the stairs require physical propulsion, an
interaction between the individual and the space, the escalator is a mobile spatial form which
is ridden. In DeLillo’s writing the entrusting of ones motion to the technology of mass society

is only called into question when the mechanism breaks down, at which point it is shown to

438|n a discussion of the manner in which drives of desire function in abstract space Lefebvre provides
a description which encapsulates the personal and emotional impact of transitional space. They are
“...a coded and decidable system allotted the task of mediating between the ‘real’ and the imaginary,
between desire and anxiety, between needs and frustrations. Confined by the abstraction of a space
broken down into specialized locations, the body itself is pulverized.” Ibid p. 310.

437 See Baudrillard, J., Simulations (New York, Semiotext, 1983) on hyperreality and the simulacrum.
438 See Chapter 4: The Suburb.

439 Consider the manner in which DeLillo depicts the comfort to be found in a crowd. Both Mao II and
Underworld start with crowds from within which individuals emerge. It “...unburdens them of free will
and independent thought” DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p.17.
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be an uncanny space.*¥ In this situation the understanding of self, the space and movement

become confused and troubling.

The down escalator as it turns out was not running at all, out of order, stalled. The
Kliegls are standing there on the tops step, too drunk to know they’re not moving.
The up escalator is working fine and about a hundred people go gliding past the
Kliegls before Mary Kliegl realizes they’ve been stationary all this while and begins
punching Vernon Kliegl on the arm and chest, demanding to know what the hell is
going on. A smile creases my face. | choose this moment to get them off the

escalator.*4

The combination between technology and the individual’s experience of this space introduces
concepts that run throughout DeLillo’s investigation of these forms of interstitial spaces. The
escalator is a means of transition for the mass man as it facilitates motion whilst limiting the
troubling awareness of the gap between the individual and space. The escalator is a means of
easing transition, allowing it to become further accepted as the normal means of existence in
mass society, moving without having to understand or question that movement. The control of
societal motion on a personal level has been normalised by this technology.**? The escalator is
created in such a manner as to remove the guestioning of the controlled motion in mass
society.* The escalator is only experienced as an uncanny space in DeLillo’s writing at the
point where the technology breaks down and the individual is made aware of the degree to

which their motion has been controlled by an outside force.

She said she got confused when she stepped onto an escalator that wasn’t functioning.
This happened at the airport in San Diego, where her father was waiting to meet her.
She stepped onto an up escalator that wasn’t moving and she couldn’t adjust to this,
she had to self-consciously climb the steps and it was difficult because she kept
expecting the steps to move and she’d sort of half walk but not seem to be going

anywhere because the steps weren’t moving.**

440 The collapse of the technological means of motion are exposed as facsimiles of movement when the
break down at which point they are rendered uncanny. This is also seen in the discussion of the elevator
with its “stationary motion” DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 16.

441 DeL.illo, D., Great Jones Street (London, Picador, 1992) p. 176.

442 gee Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) for more on the control of
societal motion and speed.

443The description of the elevator in DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991) as moving
with “infinte slowness” (p. 125) and creating the sense that they are not moving at all takes this sense
of motionless motion as a means of societal control to another level.

444 DeLillo, D., Point Omega (London, Picador, 2010) p. 41. This quote illustrates the difference of
experience of climbing stairs and riding an escalator.
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With the collapse of the illusory stability and seamless motion the escalator provides the
reality of the scale of controlled societal motion is observable. That this quote locates the
escalator in an airport suggests that it is not simply individual control that is exposed in this
moment, but the mass control of societal motion.** Just as the highway is shown to be a
connective site between other nodes in the transitional network, the escalator connects
elements of the mechanised mean of motion. The airport as a space of transit and societal
control mirrors the escalator. Both produce an illusion of movement and freedom whilst
limiting both. The two sites are often used in conjunction in DeLillo as they support and
extend their spatial function.

She read everything they wrote about the attacks.

She thought of her father. She saw him coming down an escalator, in an
airport maybe.

Keith stopped shaving for a time, whatever that means. Everything seemed to
mean something. Their lives were in transition and she looked for signs. Even when
she was barely aware of an incident it came to mind later, with meaning attached, in

sleepless episodes that lasted minutes or hours, she wasn’t sure.*®

The depiction of a life in transition is indicative of the experience of both the escalator and the
airport. The degree to which this motion is out of the control of the individual is masked by
both the materials of the space and by the lexicon of visual symbols that are connected to the
nostalgic and comforting form of consumption depicted in Underworld. The division between
this space of motion and consumption and that of the shopping mall is shown to be illusory as

the escalator performs identical functions in each locale.

Voices rose ten stories from the gardens and promenades, a roar that echoed and
swirled through the vast gallery through the vast gallery, mixing with noises from the
tiers, with shuffling feet and chiming bells, the hum of escalators, the sound of people

eating, the human buzz of some vivid and happy transaction.*

The escalator is a facet of the overall experience of the shopping mall. As the airport is a

space for the complete societal focus on motion, so the mall is a space for the focus on

445 See Chapter 7: The Airport for further on the use of the airport space as a location to catalogue and
codify transient figures.

446 DeLillo, D., Point Omega (London, Picador, 2010) p. 67.

47 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) p. 84.
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consumption. The escalator allows for this complete focus by removing the effort of
propelling oneself through it. The “hum” of the escalators is reminiscent of the “throb” of the
refrigerator in the home in Underworld**® and the supermarket in White Noise.**® The degree
to which the elements which were so integral to the successful repetition of transitional spaces
from their inception, visible consumption and technological movement, have become
commonplace is startling. The small family refrigerator has progressed through the
supermarket to the “vast gallery” of the shopping mall whilst the space which houses societal
motion has developed from the “breezeway” to the enormous space of the airport.**
Similarly one may draw a direct line from the alleyway, through the stairwell to the escalator.
As each progression takes place the societal role of the previous space is seen to change, yet
each is spatially related to the other. The ultimate version of this connective transitional space

rooted in consumption and motion is the elevator.

Elevator

The elevator contains many of the socio-spatial components that have been discussed in
relation to the stairwell and the escalator. It is a site in which elements of personal identity are
guestioned in relation to mass society and is also a space of motion. However it becomes clear
throughout DeLillo’s writing that there is a great deal more complexity involved in
understanding the elevator. The enclosed nature of that space means that it functions in a
different manner to the stairwell or escalator as it is suggestive of societal motion and a room
in and of itself. It is an uncanny space in which identity, motion and space become confused
and confusing. The complexity of the elevator is made apparent in the difficulty of deciding if
it is a space or a place. The manner in which the elevator functions, as a box suspended in
motion connects it other another thematic concern seen in DeLillo’s writing, the correlation
between hanging, dangling and falling.*®* This form of spatiality is connected to both socio-
spatial anxiety and discussion of motion as controlled by society or the individual. The image
of “the falling man”*? this relationship suggests connects the elevator to the World Trade
Center, a space which it is associated with in DeLillo’s writing. He traces the manner in

which the elevator functions in that space and the manner in which societal treatment of the

448 DeLillo, D., Underworld (New York, Simon and Schuster, 1998) p. 518.

449 DeLillo, D., White Noise (London, Picador, 1986) pp. 36 — 40.

450 See Chapter 7: The Airport.

451 See Chapter 2 on Bellow’s Dangling Man and Boxall, P., Since Beckett: Contemporary Writing in
the Wake of Modernism (London, Continuum, 2009), particularly Chapter 9 ‘Slow Man, Dangling
Man, Falling Man: Beckett in the Ruins of the Future’ pp. 166-199.

452 DeLillo, D., Falling Man (London, Picador, 2007) p. 33.
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elevator alters after 9/11.43The elevator is depicted as having differing socio-spatial roles
dependant on the period in which it is being observed and the individual that is discussing it.
It progresses both socially and technologically, shifting from an open space which required
the interaction of an operator*“ to an enclosed silent box in which any sense of motion is
negated. As these developments in the materials of the space occur the manner in which the

individual relates to the space becomes more complex.

Space or Place

Throughout DeLillo’s writing characters attempt to define the elevator as a form of space and
in doing so raise the issue of the distinction between a space and a place. The most concerted
investigation of this question takes place in Players*® where it is discussed in connection to
the World Trade Center. In this discussion the elevator is understood as it relates to those
forms of space around it. In particular the elevator is considered in relation to the lobby of the
building and to the World Trade Center in its entirety.**® In her description of the World
Trade Center one of the novels major characters Pammy describes a network of spaces that
illuminates the spatial network which the elevator is a part of. The elevator itself, due to

elements of its spatial construction, is defined by Pammy as a place rather than a space.

“Pammy thought of the elevators in the World Trade Center as “places.” She asked
herself, not without morbid scorn: “When does this place get to the forty-fourth
floor?” Or: “Isn’t it just a matter of time before this place gets stuck with me inside
it?” Elevators were supposed to be enclosures. These were too big, really, to fit that
description. These also had different doors for entering and leaving, certainly a

distinguishing feature of places more than of elevators.**

The spatial elements of the elevator which contribute to Pammy’s distinction between space
and place are complex. In a comparison between the size and the enclosure provided by both

the elevator and the lobby of the World Trade Center she opens a dialogue between those two

453 See Chapter 8: The World Trade Center.

454 «Softly cranked a lever and eventually a small elevator ascended and stopped, roughly at their level.
It was really the frame of an elevator, much of its wiring exposed, no panelling at all, a few yards of
hexagonal mesh closing in all but one side.” DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991)

pp. 282 — 283.

4% DeLillo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991).

45 See Chapter 8: The World Trade Center.

47 DeLillo, D. Players (London, Vintage, 1991) pp 23 — 24.
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concepts.**® From the manner in which the elevators in the towers are described it seems that
these elevators in particular are what she is describing as places specifically rather than
elevators as a whole. She suggests that the elevator in its purest form is a smaller enclosure,
an isolated moving space*® but that the size and multiple points of access and exit from these
particular elevators differentiate them from those forms. The multiple points of access and
exit suggests that rather than being an enclosed space in a perpetual state of dangling capable
only of vertical movement, these elevators also allow horizontal societal motion through
them. It is possible to pass through these elevators rather then entering and exiting them
through an individual door.*%° In this respect these elevators are a place along a path of
motion, they are a location in the same manner as a room along a corridor, albeit one in which
the concepts of spatiality and motion are inherent. In comparison to this the more traditional
elevators which are smaller in size and enclosed function as an interstitial mobile space, a
temporary location between other nodes of the network of transitional spaces.*s! They are a
point of isolated motion.*52 This complex interaction of spatial forms is further complicated in

the discussion of the relationship between the elevator and the lobby of the buildings.

If the elevators were places, the lobbies were “spaces.” She felt abstract terms were
called for in the face of such tyrannic grandeur. Four times a day she was dwarfed,
progressively midgeted, walking across that purplish-blue rug. Spaces. Indefinite

locations. Positions regarded as occupied by something.*6®

The lobby of the building is in direct connection to the elevators yet the manner in which
space is experienced differs. Whereas the elevators are places due to the degree of their
enclosure, the lobby is a vast space suggestive of limitless connections.*%* Whilst the elevator
allows the individual to investigate their own identity in partial isolation the lobby illustrates
that an individual identity may be impossible due to the connectivity of mass society. The use

of the term “indefinite locations” suggests that their meaning is shifting; their relationship to

4% The towers themselves are discussed as being in conversation with one another in Mao I, a concept
which is explored in Chapter 8: The World Trade Center.

459 Compare this description of the elevator with it’s depiction in its silent, technologically advanced
form in Ratner’s Star. DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991) pp. 123 — 126.

460 This elevator as connective site with the potential for passage in multiple directions suggests the
potential to usurp the societal control of motion.

461 See Soja, E., Postmodern Geographies (London, Verso, 1989) on nodal society.

462 See Chapter 5: The Highway and Chapter 7: The Airport. Also see the discussion in Schivelbusch,
W., The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of Time and Space in the 19" Century (California, The
University of California Press, 1986) pp. 77 — 80 on isolation in the train carriage.

463 DeL.illo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 24.

464 The vast social space as a site of limitless connectivity. See Chapter 7: The Airport and the
discussion of the terminal building in Schivelbusch, W., The Railway Journey: The Industrialization of
Time and Space in the 19" Century (California, The University of California Press, 1986) pp. 45 — 51.
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other spaces and the role they play in the wider associative network of spaces is unfixed. The
indefinite is connected to DeLillo’s other concept, “the untellable™® and the counter-
narrative. The elevator is also described in connection to this concept, particularly as it refers
to the sense of things occurring in other spaces, that society is riddled with “out-of-
placeness”. As such these transient spaces must be understood as reflecting the wider society

of “indefinite locations”

When there is enough out-of-placeness in the world, nothing is out of place. He rode
to the eighth-floor lobby of a midtown hotel, an atrium palace in the Broadway ruck,
with English ivy hanging off the tiered walkways, with trelliswork and groves of
trees, elevators falling softly through the bared interior, a dream that once belonged to

freeway cities.*68

The elevators are both connected to the lobbies and towers as well as being part of the wider
network of transitional spaces. They are a part of the same topography that is born of the
motion and desire of the “freeway cities”, suburbs and motels. The description of the
decoration and suggestion of history of the hotel building, all facsimiles of previous spatial
forms, is suggestive of the grandeur described in relation to the lobby of the World Trade
Center. The connection between the elevator as a space and the other elements of the network
of transient spaces is indicative of the manner in which the spatial society they are part of
functions, that space and identity is in flux. It represents conversations and comparisons
between previously understood spatial forms and the more unmoored spaces of daily
experience.*®” Such a conversation between spatial forms and their correlation with unstable
societal interactions and personal identity in the mass society is related to the discussion of
the World Trade Center as a whole.*®

“If the elevators in the World Trade Center were places, as she believed them to be, and if the
lobbies were spaces, as she further believed, what then was the World Trade Center itself?
Was it a condition, an occurrence, a physical event, an existing circumstance, a presence, a

state, a set of invariables?”4%°

Location of ldentity

465 See DelL.illo, D., End Zone (London, Picador, 2004) p. 182.
466 DeLillo, D., Mao Il (London, Vintage, 1992) p. 22.

467 Consider the stairwell and the underpass.

468 See Chapter 8: The World Trade Center.

469 DeLillo, D., Players (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 48.
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As with the other transitional spaces in DeLillo’s writing the elevator becomes a point of
focus for the investigation of the relationship between personal identity and mass society. As
with the escalator and the motor car, the question of identity as it pertains to the elevator is
also connected to technology, motion, death and consumption.*® The discussion of
understanding the elevator as a place rather than a space is related to the motion of the
elevator, both in its vertical connection to falling and dangling and the motion through it as a
point on a journey.** The confusion over the social role of the space is also reflected in the
confusion over the motion of the elevator. In Ratner’s Star the elevator is depicted as an
advanced technological space, a fact which only increases the uncertainty and unease of the
space.

There was no sense of movement on the elevator. Absolutely no vibration. Not the
slightest linear ripple across the bottoms of his feet. He might have been at rest or
going sideways or diagonally. Not fond of this idea of stationary motion. He wanted
to know he was moving and in which direction. He felt he’d been given a restraining
medication and then placed in a block of coagulated foam, deprived of the natural

language of the continuous.*"

The confusion over the means and direction of motion, indeed the confusion over whether
motion is occurring at all, is experienced by the individual as an unsettling and uncanny. The
individual in this case desires to know that he is moving and in which direction so that he
feels he has some degree of personal connection to his motion. When the individual is unable
to specify which direction the motion is progressing in, or indeed if he is moving, it is
indicative of his having given up his personal control over his own motion to the
technological mechanism of society. 4’ The uncanny nature of this form of motion, the sense
that space is changing around the elevator rather than that the elevator is passing through
stable space, illustrates the manner in which transitional society is experienced in its most
unsettling form. Space seems unfixed and unknowable. Motion itself is rendered stationary
yet still spatial change occurs. The passengers being disconnected from the “natural language

of the continuous” illustrates that the comforting forward progress of motion that can be

470 See Chapter 5: The Highway.

471 The elevator as a point on a journey. Compare this idea to Virilio’s discussion of the role of the city
as “a human dwelling place penetrated by channels of rapid communication” Virilio, P., Speed and
Politics (Los Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) p. 31.

472 DeLillo, D., Ratner’s Star (London, Vintage, 1991) p. 16.

473 The role of technology in the control of societal motion. See Virilio, P., Speed and Politics (Los
Angeles, Semiotext(e), 2006) and Soja, E., Postmodern Geographies (London, Verso, 1989).
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measured and understood has been destroyed by the technological processes of the elevator.*’
The increase of technology has created a situation whereby the individual is not only
uninvolved in the production of motion in these spaces but they are unable to experience
motion through sensation or observation.* It produces the effect of being disconnected from
a sense of space which in turn leads to the questioning of the solidity of both society and

identity.

He stopped wondering abo