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Introduction 

ln a 2001 Harper's Magazine essay, "I11 the Ruins of the Future," Don DeLillo 

responds to the terrorist attacks of 9111 by arguing that the event "changed the grain of 

the most routine moment" (39). He suggests: 

We may find that the ruin of the towers is implicit in other things. The 

new PalmPilot at fingertip's reach, the stretch limousine parked outside 

the hotel, the midtown skyscraper under construction, catTying the name 

of a major investment bank- all haunted in a way by what has happened, 

less assured in their authority, in the prerogatives they offer. (39) 

The ten·orist attacks of 9/11 have done more than bring tragedy and destruction to a city, 

to a nation. For many, the attacks have altered the perception of the ordinary, what is 

routine, by jarring their audience-U.S. citizens-into new perspectives. This is evident 

in many areas of culture, as DeLillo notes, including the art that culture produces. 

This project examines the role of artists in the contemporary world, particularly 

post-9111, as they are represented in U.S. fiction and film, specifically two works of Don 

DeLillo, Mao II (1991) and Falling Man (2007), along with the feature film Me and You 

and Everyone We Know(2005) by Miranda July. These two artists-one an established 

novelist and the other an up-and-coming multi-media atiist at the beginning of her 

career- and their work suggest that there is a narrative evolution occurring in response to 

the demands of contemporary society; given the influence of terrorism and terroristic 

tactics, image and media proliferation, and alienating technological advances, today' s 

society demands that art and artists find new ways to be affective and effective, to 

influence and subvert, to challenge and reflect. The work of Don DeLillo explores both 

the circumstances that trigger this change as well as the effective possibilities of artistic 
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evolution appropriate for a society that is growing paradoxically closer together yet 

further apart. Beginning with Mao II and continued in Falling Man, DeLillo investigates 

artistic challenges and opportunities and their relationship to U.S. culture in an age of 

contemporary terrorism, making his work ripe for a literary analysis of the role of artists 

and the power of art in the twenty-first century. DeLillo concludes that art, like people, 

must grow and adapt to understand, challenge, and respond to society's current condition. 

Ironically, this adaptation relies less on the traditional novelist, if at all, and more on 

multi-media and performance art. 

Though DeLillo's thoughts on the role ofwriters in a world oftenorism and 

image proliferation have been thoroughly and thoughtfully studied, little has been written 

on the subject post-9111, particularly on Falling Man. Thus, a gap exists in DeLillo 

study. Because of that, this project analyzes the author's contemporary view of writers in 

the twenty-first century and, just as importantly, other forms of art that may or may not 

be usurping the writer's role, including photography and performance art, which are 

prevalent in his most recent work. 

Moreover, the type of artistic adaptation DeLillo presents in his fiction is being 

embraced by postmodern artist Miranda July. Her debut film, Me and You and Everyone 

We Know, serves as a useful example of the contemporary role of the artist in a 

technology- and image-driven world. Like DeLillo, July explores both the conditions 

that keep people at a distance from one another along with the subtle yet powerful ways 

they find to com1ect, often discovered and nurtured through art. This is a task made 

easier by artists' adaptations to the demands of contemporary society through techniques 

that at once embrace, subvert, tease, exalt, call attention to, and make of fun of the very 
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real, frightening, enlightening and influential forces that govern human life in the 

postmodern age. July's form as well as her content informs such an analysis. Along with 

the film, her artistic projects include performance art, photography, music, screenwriting, 

short stories, and multimedia and online projects, which offer fruitful opportunities for 

investigation, and unexplored connections to recognized, contemporary authors like 

DeLillo who have, traditionally, occupied the role of cultural informers and analysts. 

My study of the society these artists are reflecting is aided by the postmodern 

theory of Linda Hutcheon and Jean Baudrillard along with a rich history of DeLillo 

scholarship by critics such as Mark Osteen and Leonard Wilcox. In addition, nuances of 

representation and analysis are brought to light through published interviews with 

DeLillo and July and DeLillo's non-fiction essays. 

If, in the post-9/11 world, one finds that "the towers are implicit in other things," 

as DeLillo suggests, and that society is "haunted in a way by what has happened," there is 

much to gain by examining the ways in which this state of affairs is being played out, in 

looking closely at the features of art that reflect this state and how, though artistic 

endeavor and participation, society can find a voice and a healing path through aesthetic 

adaptations that directly and implicitly address such issues. If 911 1 "changed the grain of 

the most routine moment," society must recognize and, more importantly, find a way in 

which to articulate this experience. This project argues that 9/11 was a turning point for 

DeLillo, that after such an event- one he has, in many ways, been foreshadowing for 

decades- comes to fruition, his perspective on art and its relationship to terrorism has 

changed. While in his earlier works, DeLillo argues that certain forms of art, such as the 

image and the novel, have the power to rival terrorism in terms of its ability to affect 
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change and influence perspective, after 9/ 11, and specifically in Falling Man, he suggests 

that this is done most effectively through art which can jar its audience- much the same 

way as the attacks on 9/11 did-into a new understanding of what is ordinary through 

marginal stories and crisscrossing narratives of connection which serve, as DeLillo 

argues, as counter-narratives to contemporary terrorism. 

Pre-9/11: Critical Authorship and Artistic Singularity 

Don DeLillo's Mao II begins with the "spectacle" of mass marriage brought to 

one of America's most iconic spectator spots, Yankee Stadium, by a Master who 

unburdens his Moonie followers of "free will and independent thought" (7). It is an eerie 

image and one that quite effectively cements the novel's notion that the "future belongs 

to the crowds" (16). Images and crowds, after all, dominate DeLillo's story of authors, 

authorship, terror,_and terrorism. They permeate the pages and the lives of the characters 

in such a way to suggest that the world has in fact been infiltrated by images, taken over 

by crowds, left depersonalized and consumed to seek guidance and purpose from any 

authority that quells their longing- a cult Master, terrorist cell, or perpetually unfinished 

novel. But Mao II is not merely a depiction of the postmodem condition or solely a 

portrayal of a world devoid of reality. It is also, as Linda Hutcheon describes, "a study of 

representation," one that explores the way "in which narratives and images structure how 

we see ourselves and how we construct our notions of self' (7). Moreover, in Mao II, 

DeLillo seeks to call attention to the various forms of authorship informing our 

construction of experience and to the potentially subversive and critical power of 
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postmodem art-particularly images and narrative- even as he functions and creates 

within the very confines he claims to subvert. 

All of the characters of Mao 11 feel or exhibit disconnection with reality, 

subsumed and consumed by the novel's world of images. DeLillo ' s protagonist, Bill 

Gray, is a reclusive author desperately trying to finish his latest work and unde1mining 

his celebrity by avoiding being captured on film. His live-in assistants, Karen and Scott, 

the former a semi-recovered Moonie and the latter a Gray fanatic, use Bill and his image 

to define their own sense of self. Scott sees the world and himself through Bill's work: 

"Somebody gave me Bill's first novel to read and I said, Whoa what ' s this? That book 

was about me somehow. I had to read slowly to keep from jumping out of my skin. I 

saw myself. It was my book" (51). His novels inspire pictorial thoughts for Scott, 

images of"tract houses at the edge of the desert" (51). Scott plucks Karen off the street 

in a scene "out of Bill Gray," the "tumbledown street with an undecidable threat in the 

air, stormlit skies or just some alienating word that opens up a sentence to baleful 

influence" (77) . Karen, formerly identified by her Moonie existence and only partially 

"deprogrammed," easily takes her place as a character in Gray's fiction. With the arrival 

of Brita to photograph the reluctant writer, things change for everyone. Brita, 

disillusioned by the fact that "no matter what [she] shot, how much horror, reality, 

misery, ruined bodies, bloody faces, it was all so fucking pretty in the end," now only 

photographs writers (24). By becoming her subject, Bill believes he has also become her 

"material," changed by the "exchange" and offered up for consumption ( 43). Because of 

this and in an attempt to reconnect with what is real, he accepts his agent's proposal to fly 

to London and speak in public to help facilitate the release of Jean-Claude Julien, a poet 
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taken hostage by a terrorist group in Beirut. He does so without informing Karen and 

Scott of the plan, leaving Scott with only his shrine of Bill's manuscripts and Karen in 

search of her author in New York City. 

The novel's most glaring representation of the discmmection from reality and its 

subsequent erosion of identity come through Julien, the hostage held by terrorist leader 

Abu Rashid in Beirut. "Eager to succeed" at first, Julien was "full of plans" to impress 

his captors and the authorities after his release (1 08). But "there was no one to remind 

him who he was," though he first identified with the hooded child who tended to him 

before losing his sense of self and connection with reality: 

He had tumbled into the new culture, the system of world terror, and 

they'd given him a second self, an immortality, the spirit of Jean-Claude 

Julien. He was a digital mosaic in the processing grid, lines of ghostly 

type on microfilm. They were putting him together, storing his data in 

starfish satellites, bouncing his image off the moon. He saw himself 

floating to the far shores of space, past his own death and back again. But 

he sensed they'd forgotten his body by now. He was lost in the 

wavebands, one more code for the computer mesh, for the memory of 

crimes too pointless to be solved. (112) 

Julien has become a disembodied image with no referent; he is a sign floating like others 

through time and space with no connection to where he came from, no connection to his 

self or the real, a Baudrillardian concept that permeates Mao II. 

Postmodem theorist Jean Baudrillard argues in "Simulacra and Simulations" that 

the world has become disconnected from the real in myriad ways; consumer society and 
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the proliferation of images have colonized reality leaving in its wake the "liquidation of 

all referentials" (170). Signs and images no longer reference anything real, creating an 

"age of simulacra and simulation, in which there is no longer any God to recognize his 

own, or any last judgment to separate truth from false, the real from its artificial 

resunection, since everything is already dead and risen in advance" (174). According to 

Baudrillard, postmodem culture is one permeated by signs and signifiers, consumption 

and spectacle. DeLillo, no doubt, agrees, as his characters experience the effects of this 

postmodem culture of images, and consumption and spectacle dominate Mao II. 

Moreover, both writers, as Leonard Wilcox argues, "address the question: how can a 

challenge be mounted against a hyperreal regime in which the multiplication of signs, 

images, and information serves to deflect, contain, or neutralize that challenge?" (90). 

Both Baudrillard and DeLillo find that the answer lies in symbolic exchange and 

"singularities" that evade consumption (like the 9/11 terrorist attacks). 

In his essay "In the Ruins of the Future," published just three months after 9/11, 

DeLillo suggests that these singularities lie outside symbolic meaning. The 9111 attacks 

have "no purchase on the mercies of analogy or simile. We have to take the shock and 

honor as it is" (39). In other words, metaphor is inadequate to give voice to the 

experience of 9111; it was unlike anything that came before. Rather than evading 

representation, the attacks left a hole in it: "There is something empty in the sky. The 

writer tries to give memory, tendemess, and meaning to all that howling space" (39). 

What results are multiplicities, "crisscrossing nanatives" that are needed to "shape our 

response to the event" (35). More importantly, these nanatives provide resistance to the 

crowd, to the proliferation of images, and to the spectacle of tenorism by offering a space 
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more suitable to deciphering this world. Wilcox argues that DeLillo "sees language and 

artistic representation as crucial to making sense of the event, and in (re )configuring and 

restoring heterogeneity to something that is inevitably reduced by 'practiced response "' 

(101). Given what DeLillo suggests in his essay, Wilcox 's analysis of DeLillo's view on 

language and art makes sense. However, not all language and artistic representation is 

indicative of a singularity. What made 9111 so effective was the event's ability to shock 

citizens out of their "practiced response," to make them aware of how their reaction to the 

attacks defied representation. Art must do the same, and DeLillo ' s philosophy of the 

power of art to subvert the effects of the postmodern condition is apparent in Mao II, ten 

years before the 9/11 attacks. 

Fledging novelist Gray is living in a state of disillusion, longing for the days 

before the death of the novel when he believed it was possible "for a novelist to alter the 

inner life of the culture" (41) . Now, he contends, "bomb-makers and gunmen have taken 

that territory. They make raids on human consciousness. What writers used to do before 

we were all incorporated" ( 41 ). His decision to live as a recluse, refusing interviews and 

the spectacle of celebrity, is his way of contesting this condition of things, his way of 

fighting the corrupt " image world" (36). However, his seclusion has only fueled his 

fame. And his assistant Scott seeks to keep it that way by discouraging Gray from 

publication, as that would be the "end of Bill as a myth, a force" (52). When Gray 

leaves for London, he does so in an effort to recapture the lost sense of authorship or 

influence, entering the world of "bomb-makers and gunmen" where he feels this 

authorship now lies. However, his scheduled news conferences in London are disrupted 

by tetTorist threats and attacks, and Gray decides to take matters into his own hands, 
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meeting up with terrorist mediator George Haddad in Athens to arrange the physical 

exchange of himself for the hostage. 

Their meeting presents an extended discussion of the relationship between 

novelists and terrorists. Gray believes that "what terrorists gain, novelists lose"; the 

danger the terrorists represent equals "[the writers'] own failure to be dangerous" (157). 

Haddad agrees, but furthers the argument by contending that terrmism and total authority 

are the only things that can transcend "all the bitter history" (158) . ln "societies reduced 

to blur and glut," he argues, only the person "who kills and dies for faith" is taken 

seriously: 

Everything else is absorbed. The artist is absorbed, the madman in the 

street is absorbed and processed and incorporated. Give him a dollar, put 

him in a TV commercial. Only the terrorist stands outside. The culture 

hasn' t figured out how to assimilate him. lt's confusing when they kill the 

innocent. But this is precisely the language of being noticed, the only 

language the West understands. (157) 

Wilcox argues that "according to Haddad, no one should be surprised when this message 

is propagated as spectacle in the global mediascapes, when terrorism becomes a device to 

galvanize attention in a media saturated world" (94). Moreover, Haddad's view 

"suggests some grim underlying truth about the new world of postmodem terrorism" 

(Wilcox 94). However, DeLillo ' s novel takes up the issue of resistance in Baudrillard's 

hyperreal postmodem society by suggesting that critique is found not outside the culture, 

as Haddad argues, but within it. More specifically, it is found in art that strives to jar its 
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audience from a practiced response, eliciting the same sort of emotional reaction, if for 

different reasons, as tenorism. In Mao II, this art takes the form of photography. 

It may seem contradictory for a novel that painstakingly depicts the erosion of 

reality through the proliferation of images to suggest photography as a viable medium of 

resistance, but, as Mark Osteen contends in "Becoming Incorporated: Spectacular 

Authorship and DeLillo's Mao II," Brita, through the authorship found in her 

photography, "occupies a crucial position in [the novel's] argument about the future" 

(653). It was the authoring power Brita possessed that threatened Bill as she turned him 

into her "material." Osteen argues "if photography is a form of writing and writing is a 

form of photography- as DeLillo's incorporation of photographs into his book also 

implies- then the photographer's authorship must be as important as the writer's" (654). 

More significantly: 

Unlike Bill, whose silence and exile only make him more available for 

appropriation, Brita' s work both rests in and resists the cultural evolution 

that makes writers anachronistic by cunningly acknowledging its 

complicity in that evolution. While she is certainly shaped by the 

historical changes that victimize Bill, she also plays a significant role in 

shaping them: she is in the society of the spectacle, but not entirely ofit. 

Brita represents a privileged authorial position that resembles DeLillo's 

own, one we are encouraged to read as the most viable source of creative 

resistance remaining in the society of the spectacle. (Osteen 654). 

Brita's work, like DeLillo ' s novel, employs the mechanisms and devises ofpostmodern 

culture responsible for a condition of spectacle and hypeneality while simultaneously 
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offering creative resistance to those constructs. It is here, from within the culture, by its 

own devices and through multiplicities and cross-narratives, that postmodern art wields 

its power and offers up an alternative to the likes of Haddad and totalitarian authority and 

terrorist spectacle. It is a concept that DeLillo presents both through the lives of his 

characters and in the constructs of his narrative as a "study of representation" (Hutcheon 

7). 

Hutcheon argues that the subversion found in postmodern art is a "strange kind of 

critique, one bound up, too, with its own complicity with power and domination, one that 

acknowledges that it catmot escape implication in that which it nevertheless still wants to 

analyze and maybe even undermine ( 4). However, by "both using and ironically abusing 

general conventions and specific forn1s of representation, postmodern art works to de

naturalize them," opening up a critical space within the culture (Hutcheon 8). Mao 11 is 

just such an endeavor. DeLillo employs a cinematic narrative throughout the novel, one 

that floats back and forth from the perspective of each of his characters. The opening 

section, "At Yankee Stadium," for example, moves from different viewpoints

concerned parents, the viewfinder of binoculars, the Moonie ceremony participants- to 

present the spectacle of the crowd. As well, DeLillo incorporates photographs as section 

markers throughout- a rally in Tiananmen Square; a Unification church mass wedding; 

the Sheffield soccer incident; a crowd of Iranians in front of a poster of Khomeini; and a 

close up of three boys in a bunker. Because, as Osteen argues, the novel is not only about 

photographs, "but also composed of them, it invites us to consider writing and 

photography as contrasting or complementary modes of representation and authorship" 
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(645). Their entanglement both in the plot of the novel and its construction complicates 

the presentation: 

whereas writing is linear and requires the use of a reader's imagination, 

photos seem to project us immediately into the scenes pictured. And yet, 

while photos seem to give us instant access to the real, they also remind us 

[ ... ] of its remoteness and of the layers of representation that always 

intervene between subjects and the phenomenal world. The physical form 

of Mao II, then, embodies the paradox of photography: its mimetic quality 

is always accompanied by a realization of its artificiality, of the 

photographer's authority, of the subject's performativity, and ofthe 

mediated nature of what we call "reality." (Osteen 645) 

Likewise, Hutcheon believes part of photography's power lies in its ambivalence, as "it is 

in no way innocent of cultural formation (or innocent of forming culture) yet it is in a 

very real sense technically tied to the real, or at least, to the visual and the actual" ( 44). 

Postmodem photography exposes "the major photographic code, the one that pretends to 

look uncoded" ( 45). 

Brita, as a postmodem photographer, attempts to simply "do a record" and 

"eliminate technique and personal style to the degree that this is possible," though 

secretly she knows that "[she is] doing certain things to get certain effects" (26). This is 

evident as Scott and Karen look over Bill 's photos after his disappearance and recognize 

how "Brita had established rhythms and themes, catching a signal, tracking some small 

business in Bill's face and working to enlarge it or explain it, make it true, make it him" 
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(221 ). The pictures "were glimpses of Brita thinking, a little anatomy of mind and eye" 

(221) . And Scott ponders their importance: 

First came the great work of cataloguing the pictures, making lists based 

on camera angle, subject ' s expression, part of room, degree of shadow, 

head shot, head and chest, hands showing or not showing, visible 

background and so on. What we have in front of us represents one thing. 

How we analyze and describe and codify it is something else completely. 

(222) 

Scott also realizes that "in a way, and at a glance, the differences frame to frame were so 

extraordinarily slight that all twelve sheets might easily be one picture repeated, like mass 

visual litter that occupies a blink" (DeLillo 222). It is a sentiment not unlike the one 

Brita feels as she travels to Beirut to photograph terrorist leader Abu Rashid, noting the 

"place is a millennia} image mill," the quintessential description of image disconnected 

from reality: "There are movie posters everywhere but no sign of anything resembling a 

theater" (229). However, Brita's involvement in the composition of Bill ' s photos, her 

secret attempts to "get certain effects," calls attention to the photos ' artificiality and 

ambiguity, imbuing them with the type of value Hutcheon argues is present in 

postmodem photography; it gives Scott "all the more reason to analyze. Because there 

really were differences of course," highlighting that both the "author" of the photos and 

the "reader" inform its meaning (222). And, just as importantly, it calls attention to the 

fact that works which might be seen as mere reproduction may, upon close examination 

and analysis, exhibit critical authorship. This is an important acknowledgement for 

DeLillo, as his future novels will also examine the role of the "reader" in informing 
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artistic meaning. The participatory nature of art post-9/11 will be a vital factor in how 

well works of art are able to subvert and rival a twenty-first-century culture where 

terrorism, image proliferation, and homogenization rule. 

Injured in a car accident before leaving Athens, Bill Gray meets his death en route 

to his sacrificial endeavor of exchanging himself for the hostage Julien. But DeLillo does 

not leave us with this ineffective attempt at rec01mecting with the real. Instead, he 

continues the novel by following Brita to Beirut where she plans to photograph terrorist 

leader Rashid. Brita "does not photograph writers anymore" (229). She "does the 

interesting things, barely watched wars, children running in the dust," as writers "stopped 

making sense" (229). In Beirut, she meets with Rashid and his interpreter for their 

session during which she also takes the time to question his terroristic tactics. Rashid's 

compound is filled with young boys wearing his image on their shirts, a mechanism 

designed to give "them a vision they will accept and obey" (233). It serves to provide an 

"identity outside the narrow function of who they are and where they come from," 

making them identical, since they surrender their "own features and voices" to 

"something powerful and great" (234). The ideology echoes the totalitarian notions 

promoted by Hammad and min·ors the opening section of the novel, "At Yankee 

Stadium," as the Moonie couples surrender their "free will and independent thought" to 

Master (DeLillo 7). Rashid, like Hammad, believes "terror makes the new future 

possible" (DeLillo 235). But Brita relegates the ideology to "eloquent macho bullshit," 

and, with one single exposure remaining in her camera, she mounts a resistance to it by 

removing the hood of one of the boys and snapping his picture (23 7). Following the 
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boy's violent response to having his photo taken, Brita ends the session by shaking 

Rashid's hand and introducing herself, slowly pronouncing her name. 

The final section of Mao 11 is introduced by a photograph of three boys in a 

bunker displaying a peace (or victory) sign with their hands. Unlike the other photos 

framing sections, this one is clear, and the faces of the boys are distinct. One of the boys 

is aiming something at the camera, though it is unclear whether it is another camera or a 

gun. DeLillo draws attention throughout the novel to their shared power as weapons: 

both are loaded to point and shoot. The boys in the photo are clearly presenting a 

challenge to the photographer and the "camera as weapon," and, as Osteen notes, in the 

concluding section of the novel, Brita must determine whose weapon it is (665). If Mao 

II tells us anything, it's that the image can be anyone's weapon: commercialized society, 

spectacle-driven terrorists, or the postmodern artist's, among others, no doubt. In the 

final scenes of the novel, Brita owns it. Before turning to writers, she was plagued by the 

notion that her photography had been "vitiated by a (modernist) impulse to order the 

ugliness of the world"; but, as Wilcox notes, her decision to photograph the boy 

"suggests not modernist aestheticism and formalism, but 'turmoil ,' the disruptive 

presence that arises out of the heterogeneity of the event" (103). From within the 

constructs of a culture that has produced a proliferation of images, commodification, and 

erasure of identity, she has produced a singularity, an effective weapon against the very 

condition that produces her work as well as an equally viable alternative to the symbolic 

violence of terrorism and totalitarian ideology of those like Hammad and Rashid. 

Moreover, her "gesture of defiance" is "more viable than Gray' s precisely because she 

recognizes her involvement in the society of spectacle and, rather than hiding from it, 
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uses it to her own-and perhaps society's-advantage" (Osteen 667). As Hutcheon 

concludes, "Postmodern texts," like Brita's photography (and DeLillo's novel), 

"paradoxically point to the opaque nature of their representational strategies and at the 

same time to their complicity with the notion of the transparency of representation" (18). 

DeLillo ends Mao II as he began it: with a wedding. But this fittingly ironic 

scene is nothing like the one at Yankee Stadium. Brita watches from her balcony in 

Beirut as a wedding party makes its way down the street, accompanied by a tank with its 

"mounted cannon bobbing" (239). This group is "surpassingly alive, they all look 

transcendent, free of limits," and the scene passes by un-photographed (240). DeLillo's 

final juxtaposition of guns and cameras occurs in the last paragraph as Brita sees the flash 

of a camera "past the rooftops" and watches as "the dead city" is "photographed one 

more time" (241). It is a moment that solidifies the author's assertion that Brita's 

camera wields as much power as the terrorists' guns, and DeLillo' s postmodern "study of 

representation" ends with a glimmer of hope both for society and for the potential of art 

to offer an alternative to terroristic methods of critique. Mao II, however, was written ten 

years before 9/11, before DeLillo's narrative warnings came to fruition in the fall of the 

Twin Towers. What was an effective singularity pre-9111 would no longer suffice in the 

actuality of such an event. ln response, DeLillo needed to reconsider his notions of the 

power of art in rivaling such terroristic aims, and in Falling Man, his novel about 911 1, it 

becomes clear that art ' s ability to do so is tied not simply to the engagement of the reader, 

of the audience, but to their active role in informing the meaning of art. 
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Post-9/11: The Audience as "Photosensitive Surface" 

ln reviewing Falling Man for The Guardian, Toby Litt writes that "In Mao 11, 

DeLillo had already written his great 9/11 novel, long before the specific date and the 

event happened to come around" (guardian.com). It is a sentiment he shares with 

Andrew O'Hagan, who also, writing for The New York Review of Books, acknowledges 

DeLillo's prescience: "It is his interest in the conjunction of visual technology and 

terrorism that really sets DeLillo's mentality apart-a setting apart which also put him on 

the road to having 9/11 as his subject long before the events of that day happened" 

(nybooks.com). As Litt acknowledges, DeLillo had even eerily isolated the target in Mao 

11: "Out the south windows the Trade towers stood cut against the night, intensely 

massed and near. This is the word 'loomed' in all its prolonged and impending force" 

(87). DeLillo's seemingly acute prophetic sense for impending doom, political terror, 

and toxic events feels decidedly uncanny in a post-9/11 world. Mao 11 delves into the 

depths of the forces that "loom" behind these events: image proliferation, the spectacle of 

death, the power of terror. These things leave one wondering, as 0' Hagan so accurately 

concludes, "What is a prophet once his fiery word becomes deed?" (nybooks.com). How 

does a writer who has been anticipating a 9111-style catastrophe for decades function in 

its aftermath? What is left to be said? If you ask O'Hagan and Litt, the answer, with a 

few qualifications, is nothing particularly useful. O'Hagan argues that what is good 

about Falling Man cannot "make up for DeLillo's failure ... to imagine September 11" 

(nybooks.com). The failure lies, he contends, in DeLillo's inability-and to be fair, the 

inability of most novelists writing about the attacks-to recognize that "Metaphor failed 

to do anything but make one feel that those keen to deploy it had not been watching 
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enough television" (nybooks.com). Surely there is truth in O'Hagan's argument; 

everyone saw the towers fall, in all their spectacular detail, in real time, in horrid, gory 

images that are neither quelled nor done justice by metaphoric language. "Actuality 

showed its own naked art that day"; however, this analysis is not complete 

(nybooks.com). How does a novelist, even one with decades of much-admired prophetic 

metaphors behind him, represent such actuality in his art? "DeLillo the novelist," 

0 'Hagan argues, "prepared us for September 11, but he did not prepare himself for how 

such an episode might, in the way of denouements, instantly fly beyond the reach of his 

own powers" (nybooks.com). O'Hagan gets sharper in his criticism. Falling Man, in its 

failures, becomes "a form of intellectual escapism," consumed by its obsession with the 

image of its inspiration, a photograph of a man plunging to his death from the North 

tower (O'Hagan). Its concern with the legendary image is what leads O'Hagan to 

chastise Falling Man for its corresponding lack of concern for the man behind the image, 

a real and fleshy person, Jonathan Briley of Mount Vernon, who O'Hagan contends is 

still "awaiting a writer sufficiently uncoerced by the politics of art to tell his story" 

(nybooks.com ). 

The question returns then to the central concern of Mao IL one that centers on the 

tension between representation and reality: How does a novelist, and more largely, an 

artist, compete with an event revealed in as much spectacle, emotion, terror, and tragedy 

as 9111? If the "naked art" of "actuality" comes in the form of terrorist planes crashing 

into buildings, how does art produce a counter-narrative that can give metaphor any sort 

of power against such spectacle and emotional trauma? How does one find the language 

to tell stories such as Jonathan Briley's? And does DeLillo truly fail in Falling Man? 
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The truth may be that words alone, metaphors on their own, cannot suffice. But perhaps 

that's the point DeLillo is aiming for in his 9/11 novel. Perhaps we should give the 

prophetic author more credit, recognizing self-imposed criticism where it lies, in that he, 

too, knows that a tower falling "sounded exactly like it was, a tall tower collapsing" 

(DeLillo 36). DeLillo, has, after all, argued that "the event itself has no purchase on the 

mercies of analogy or simile," and "we must take the shock and horror as it is" (39). His 

task, as a writer, is to continue to give a voice to the "crisscrossing narratives" that inform 

the various counter-narratives people attempt to create, giving "memory, tenderness and 

meaning to all that howling space" left after such destruction. Like Mao II, Falling Man 

self-critically highlights the novelist's inability to accomplish this goal completely. And 

also as he does in Mao II, DeLillo recognizes in Falling Man the need for an aesthetic 

which can rival that of modem-day terrorists, one that can give metaphor the power it 

needs to be an effective recourse to terroristic violence. The language does exist to 

articulate such emotion, to make sense of a post-9111 society of isolation and alienation, 

of terror and alerts, technology and science, fear and discmmection. It exists, as Falling 

Man shows, in aesthetics that seek to rival terrorism's tactics by jarring audiences into 

new perspectives, ones that call attention to "actuality" as art in ordinariness, marginal 

stories, and counter-narratives. This is the type of art that can begin to compete with that 

of terrorists in informing cultural consciousness. 

To classify modem terrorism as a form of art is, surely, verging on the offensive. 

But in tetms of persuasion, in terms of cultural memory and influence, it no doubt rivals 

the greatest works of art ever produced. ln "The Spirit of TetTorism," Jean Baudri liard 

contends that 9/11 served to radicalize "the relation of the image to reality," along with 
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"the other weapons of the system which they turned round against it, the terrorists 

exploited the 'real time' of images, their instantaneous worldwide transmission" 

(Baudrillard 27, 29). Not only did the terrorists use U.S. planes, flight schools, and other 

elements of society, but they counted on the fact that everyone would be watching: the 

world was their stage. But what is seen on television is easily relegated to the category of 

unreal, of fantasy, and as such, "reality and fiction are inextricable, and the fascination 

with the attack is primarily a fascination with the image" (Baudrillard 29). Baudrillard 

argues that terrorist violence is not "real" : 

In a sense, it is worse: it is symbolic. Violence in itself may be perfectly 

banal and inoffensive. Only symbolic violence is generative of 

singularity. And in this singular event, in this Manhattan disaster movie, 

the twentieth century' s two elements of mass fascination are combined: 

the white magic of the cinema and the black magic of terrorism; the white 

light of the image and the black light of terrorism. (29-30) 

The attack on 9111 is a singularity, according to Baudrillard, something that cannot be 

absorbed into the culture, reproduced, mass-produced, or commodified; it is tied to a 

moment. Singularities such as terrorism are important because, as Baudrillard argues, 

they are the only forces that hold the power to thwart a system of globalized 

homogenization. But violence isn't the only weapon of singularity; others "such as those 

of language, art, the body or culture" also possess such power (Baudrillard 96). By 

highlighting the inextricably connected nature of reality and fiction, of culture's 

fascination with the image, and its comparison to a disaster movie, Baudrillard also 

reveals another of the singularity's underlying values, tied to but beyond its function as 
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symbolic: aesthetic value. Terrorism, like art, the body, and language, serves an 

aesthetic purpose, functioning as a "performance" with a worldwide audience. 

It is this aesthetic value that Milo Sweedler seeks to explore in his essay "On 

Terror Considered as One of the Fine Arts," when he situates 9111 in context with a 

variety of aesthetic theories and art movements. He notes that the words used to describe 

the attacks- tragic, dramatic, catastrophe-all have their origin in the theater, in 

performance, and that modern terrorist tactics fall in line with certain art movements, 

particularly those stemming from Antonin Artaud (132). According to Sweedler, Artaud 

"pursues a form of theatre in which all distance, critical or other, is eliminated between 

the audience and the stage"; what he desires is a "destruction of the distance separating 

the spectator from the spectacle," one that produces "brutal jolts and violent shocks that 

would wake the public from its everyday slumber" (132). Sweedler provides an 

impressive anay of examples of just such contemporary artistic endeavors, most of which 

take the form of performance art, including work from Yves Klein, Chris Burden, and 

Marina Abramovie, whose Rhythm 0 piece invited audience members to employ 

available tools of torture as they desired to the artist who lay still on a table (133). 

Sweedler does recognize the obvious differences between such endeavors and the attack 

on New York, namely that the audiences of the latter authors are voluntary participants. 

However, they share similar results: to jolt the audience, the spectator, as Peter Brook, 

founder of the Theatre of Cruelty, describes, "into new sight, so that he wakes to the life 

around him" (qtd in Sweedler 134). As Sweedler notes, this is no different than the sort 

of thing a news anchor realized in the evening of 9/11: that New Yorkers would wake to 

a new skyline, something Frank Lentricchia and Jody McAuliffe contend is " ' in effect 
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predicting that New Yorkers would have an experience of the sort prized by the most 

advanced imaginative writers and art theorists of the last two centuries'; the terrorists had 

punched 'a hole in the familiar"' (134). At the same time, though, as Baudrillard notes, 

this experience is tempered by the tension between reality and fiction, a fascination with 

the image. The image "absorbs" the event; it "gives it unprecedented impact, but impact 

as image-event" (Baudrillard 27). Like the Manhattan disaster movie the theorist likens it 

to, 9/11 fosters a tension between what is real and what is fiction. As Sweedler astutely 

identifies, while the attack serves to bridge the distance between spectator and spectacle, 

mt and audience, it also is "perceived precisely as a spectacle," one that is "an unrivaled 

spectacular event, producing emotions of terror and pity while leaving an emotional 

escape valve for the spectator, who assimilates the horror only too easily to catastrophe 

film" (138). It is here, likely, that O'Hagan finds his source of criticism for DeLillo's 

Falling Man, offended by the author's concern with the image and not with what the 

critic believes is "real" in the event. However, even if Falling Man, the novel, cannot 

accomplish completely the aims of an artistic endeavor like terrorism- eliminating the 

distance between spectator and spectacle and thus jarring its audience into new 

perspectives and understandings-that does not preclude the work from prescribing just 

such an endeavor through its themes. 

It would seem strange to believe a 9111 novel such as Falling Man could be 

preoccupied with things that are ordinary, obsessed with the unexceptional. But it is 

concerned with just that. The novel begins with its as-yet-unnamed protagonist emerging 

from the rubble of the just-attacked towers. For lawyer Keith Neudecker, nothing is the 

same: "it was not a street anymore but a world, a time and space of falling ash and near 


