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It can be said that Mark Z. Danielewki’s House of Leaves is a novel about darkness, 

infinity, love, the unknown or the self, but at its heart, the narratives come together to produce a 

horror story. Exploring this definition, however, reveals a vast inconsistency. Unlike almost 

every work of horror ever written or filmed, House of Leaves never provides an explanation or 

even a vague sense of finality. What’s more, while most unexplained horror is criticized for bad 

writing and lack of believability, House of Leaves’ brand of horror allows it to get away with and 

define itself by ambiguity, creating a massive suspension of disbelief. This is made possible by 

Danielewski’s unique use of metafiction. The reader becomes hyperaware of his or her role as 

the decipherer of a riddle, and cannot get an external perspective because the narration and 

footnotes are so self-referential. Like the house, the novel is an object centered on empty space 

that “resists interpretation” (356), but readers still search for a center, and when no answer is 

forthcoming, they have nowhere to go; their destination is a maze, and they are already lost. 

In his introduction Johnny Truant notes, “it makes no difference that the documentary at 

the heart of this book is fiction,” because “the consequences are the same” (xx). He is referring 

to the near-insanity the story spawns in Zampanò, in himself, and (as he predicts) in “you,” the 

reader. This is not the last time Johnny alludes to the reader’s participation or to the irrelevance 

of the division between fact and fiction. In Chapter XI, near the close of the book, he lists Lude’s 

November sexual conquests and then makes up sad histories for each of the women when he 
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finds out that his old crush, Clara English, was raped. He implies that his guesses reflect the truth 

better than Lude’s glazed-over facts and then suggests that we “scratch in” our own: “if you’ve 

lasted this far, maybe you do know what I’m talking about. Maybe even better than me” (265). 

This inclusion of the reader as one who may see something new in the darkness is a consistent 

theme, and it breaks the fourth wall in its most basic sense. It also cleverly places the reader in 

the maze with no way of gaining perspective. 

House of Leaves is structured the way it is for this very reason. Long before Johnny’s 

suggestion in Chapter XI, the split between Zampanò’s description of The Navidson Record and 

Johnny’s descent into insanity makes the book increasingly mazelike and hard to follow. The 

labyrinth chapter, Chapter IX, marks the climax of this feeling. It begins with a footnote and a 

symbol that means “unable to proceed” (107, 582), and this nearly proves true; in many places it 

is impossible to tell where a passage came from and what it is referencing without having read 

ahead. In particular, footnote 136 gives a translation of a Latin phrase describing a maze: “Doors 

are let into the walls at frequent intervals to suggest deceptively the way ahead and to force the 

visitor to go back upon the very same tracks that he has already followed in his wanderings” 

(114). Following this footnote is a symbol meaning “indicate direction to proceed” that leads the 

reader back to page 109, creating a recursive loop where the reader goes back over their tracks 

and making the book as much a labyrinth as the house and the film (114, 582). This is far from 

the only example of Danielewski taunting his reader in that section. On the next page, Zampanò 

says, “we cannot ponder all paths but must decode only those necessary to get out” (115), 

implying that a reader who looks exhaustively for a secret center is a bad reader. Later on, a 

series of blue boxes begins and adds to this; just as Holloway kicks through walls, “only to 

discover…yet another endless series of empty rooms and passageways,” the reader flips the 
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pages and finds a long list of irrelevant materials the house does not contain, the same on both 

sides of each page. The boxes are a kind of hallway through the book, but they do not enlighten, 

ending only in a black square and empty white space. Despite so many clues in the novel 

“potentially…hinting at a possible exterior,” the reader is trapped in infinite darkness, 

“invariably [finding] just another border to another interior” (119). 

This is just one of many places in the novel where the reader is made aware of what they 

do not and cannot know. As Zampanò describes it, The Navidson Record is full of jump cuts, 

leaving out what Navidson chose not to include, and what is actually there is often useless in 

capturing the darkness and immense depth of “that bottomless place,” the house (87). These 

limitations of film often appear in the layout of text, leaving countless expanses of space. 

Chapter X in particular utilizes this often, placing analysis of the film at the top of each page and 

actual events from the depths of the house at the bottom. This unique use of typography leaves 

vast blanks after unanswered questions and suggests to the reader that their interpretation of the 

novel belongs in the center, just as the individual’s perception of the house makes it what it is: 

“Is it possible to think of that place as ‘unshaped’ by human perceptions? Especially since 

everyone entering there finds a vision almost completely different from anyone else’s?” (173-4). 

The impression of centrality only increases as the novel progresses and its layout starts to more 

closely reflect that of the film. In Chapter XX, for example, Navidson’s final journey into the 

house is described through both the words and their placement on the pages; when he climbs a 

ladder the text becomes a ladder (440), and it flips around when he starts falling and losing his 

sense of orientation in space (468). Just as the labyrinth chapter makes readers skip between 

different sections, this forces them to flip the book around and likely lose their sense of direction, 

accidentally reading backwards, experiencing the story not as an outside observer but as a 
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trapped and disoriented protagonist. 

Of course, film is not the only limited medium in House of Leaves. There are countless 

examples of lost and unfinished text in Zampanò’s analysis, whether through his fault or 

Johnny’s. The section about suicide in particular is riddled with blank spaces where Johnny 

could not decipher the words (328), and he accidentally spilled ink all over the chapter 

discussing radiocarbon dating of the house, losing almost 40 pages (376). Ridiculously enough, 

even the vast amount of citation contributes to this problem of incompletion; a majority of the 

footnotes refer to The Navidson Record and are therefore fictitious. Even the footnotes that are 

apparently taken from external sources are often false; the etymologies of words such as 

“labyrinth” are completely made up (114). This means that House of Leaves can only be 

understood in its own context, from the inside, where it is dominated by a lack of verifiable 

information. The reader gets a very fragmented experience of the story, but still feels the need to 

decipher it; Danielewski cleverly implies that the book is a collection of evidence for the reader 

to judge. The space is essential because it holds the imaginary “answer” for the reader, just as the 

house seems to hold one for Navidson. 

Considering the significance of space in House of Leaves, it’s fitting that metafiction is 

often called “breaking the fourth wall,” as in the imaginary front of a stage box (“Fourth Wall”). 

The house on Ash Tree Lane is, from the outside, a literal “box,” and so is expected to be a 

closed entity, as most works of fiction are. But just as the imaginary wall is broken in a theater to 

include the audience, the house’s walls change and disappear, and House of Leaves unfolds to 

reveal layer after layer of darkness, waiting to be lit up by interpretation and lost information. 

That having been said, it is nearly impossible to understand how this self-referentiality in House 

of Leaves functions “uniquely” with horror as a genre without first addressing the norm. A 
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classic example of metafiction in horror appears in the TV show, Supernatural. 

There is much about the show that can be compared to House of Leaves. It follows two 

very different brothers—much like Navidson and Tom, one craving danger and the other 

peace—who nonetheless “could not have succeeded without [each] other” (251), always 

overcoming the forces placing them at odds in their confrontations with evil. Despite this and 

other parallels, the kind of horror is inherently different from that of House of Leaves, and it is all 

due to Danielewski’s use of metafiction. In the episode, “The Monster at the End of This Book,” 

Sam and Dean discover a series of books that describe the events of their lives. The books are 

identical to corresponding episodes of the show, and though the characters don’t know it, they 

loosely resemble the Supernatural books as they exist in reality. What’s more, they are still 

being written in the episode, transcribing what the Winchesters do before they do it. This strange 

nonlinear device can obviously be compared to the appearance of the book House of Leaves 

within itself, both with Navidson in the film and with Johnny outside it (465, 513). However, it is 

fundamentally different in Supernatural in that it is explained. The books exist because a 

prophet, Chuck, foresaw everything, and they appear in the episode as a plot device, hinting at 

“where the story’s headed” (Siege). Even the fan fiction that comes along with the books, much 

like the fictional commentary on The Navidson Record, functions as a comedic device to poke 

fun at the fandom, hardly an essential part of the whole. More importantly, at the end of the 

episode, Sam and Dean confront Lilith, the “monster at the end” that Chuck predicted. 

This difference has massive implications. A fundamental quality of the horror genre has 

always been the existence of the evil thing lurking in the corner, the skeleton in the closet. 

Supernatural showcases this phenomenon very well: nearly every episode is planned around a 

monster that the Winchesters define and eventually kill. No matter how confusing and strange a 
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case is at the start, they always figure it out; there is a story behind the darkness, and so even 

when evil causes death after death, it can be viewed in our terms. House of Leaves carries with it 

none of this certainty. By the time it is revealed that Navidson brought House of Leaves with him 

on his last trip to the house, the reader has been pulled into the book so far that there is no longer 

any way to understand it from an outside perspective. This is a perfect example of Danielewski 

playing with his reader. By all logic, House of Leaves cannot exist with Navidson in that 

moment, but since it is there within House of Leaves and the book is only understandable in its 

own context, there is no way to deny it. It is an unsolvable paradox, exactly like the house, and at 

this level of inscrutable self-reference, the reader probably agrees with Johnny: The division 

between fact and fiction is irrelevant, because the reader feels responsible for deciphering the 

puzzle all the same. 

Ironically, this extreme form of metafiction not only allows but necessitates that the book 

remain an enigma. Zampanò and Johnny return relentlessly to idea of seeing darkness, but what 

they are really addressing is what the mind puts there: “you’ll watch it for hours, for days, maybe 

even for years…as if just by looking you could actually keep it all at bay” (xxiii). Just as 

Holloway imagines an enemy at the center of the house that never comes for him, the reader 

imagines a center to the novel that can never prove true. Every mention of the Minotaur is 

crossed out, and the crossed-out text even takes the shape of a key at one point, taunting the 

reader with a solution that does not exist (110). As Zampanò mentions before he describes 

Holloway’s suicide, “Myth always slaughters Reason… Myth is Tom’s Mr. Monster. Myth is 

Holloway’s beast. Myth is the Minotaur… And in Navidson’s house that faceless black is many 

myths incarnate” (335, 337). By this logic, there cannot be a “monster at the end of the book” 

like there is in Supernatural; instead of going from the general to the particular, House of Leaves 
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starts with a particular story of a house and opens up to a vast darkness that each must confront 

alone—“all solutions are necessarily personal” (115). Without the total immersion of the reader 

in the labyrinth, this type of broad, ambiguous horror would not work. As it is, however, House 

of Leaves functions as a terrifying riddle, endlessly shifting around empty space, waiting for the 

world to fill in its blanks. 
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