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Introduction

Don DeLillo is a distinguished contemporary American novelist, playwright, and
essayist. He has published 16 novels, more than 20 short stories, 5 major plays, and a
few essays over the last 50 years. He has received the National Book Award, the PEN/
Faulkner, the PEN/Saul Bellow Award, the Common Wealth Award of Distinguished
Service for Achievements in Literature and various other distinctions internationally.
According to a survey made by the New York Times Book Review in 2006, three of
DeLillo’s novels—Underworld, White Noise, and Libra were voted by 125 prominent
writers, critics, and editors to be “the Best American Novel[s] of the Past 25 Years.”
DeLillo now stands “in the first rank with Thomas Pynchon, Toni Morrison, Philip
Roth, and John Updike” (Duvall, Introduction 1).

DeLillo has been widely regarded as an important postmodern writer (LeClair
9; Keesey 198; Cowart 2; Schneck 204). He explores many postmodern themes:
consumerism, paranoia, terrorism, conspiracy, simulacra, saturation of mass media,
psychology of the crowd, and politics in American society. He depicts many historical
events in his works: The assassination of President Kennedy (Libra), the 1951
National League playoffs of baseball, the Soviet Union’s nuclear test (Underworld),
environmental disasters (White Noise), Salman Rushdie’s exile for The Satanic Verses
(Mao 1I), and the 9-11 terrorist attacks (Falling Man, 2007). And he’s also been
writing terrorist novels for the past 30 years. “Terrorists have been making regular
appearances in his books since Players (1977)” (Binelli).

DeLillo writes about contemporary American history and represents a panorama
of American life from the 1950s to the early 21st century. His works show the
complexity of history and the postmodernity of American society. They provide us
an insight into American society and its culture which is saturated with mass media
images so much that the very remarkable distinction between fact and fiction is almost
erased. “What makes DeLillo one of the most important American novelists since
1970 is his fiction’s repeated invitation to think historically” (Duvall, Introduction
2). He challenges the official history and gives the readers a different historical
perspective. He is a cultural critic. He belongs to the kind of “writers who conceive

their vocation as an act of cultural criticism; who invent in order to intervene; whose
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work is a kind of anatomy, an effort to represent their culture in its totality; and who
desire to move readers to the view that the shape and fate of their culture dictates the
shape and fate of the self” (Lentricchia, “The American Writer as Bad Citizen” 1).

For decades Don DeLillo has been engaged in an oppositional writing which
challenges the consumer society in which, according to Jameson, “all aesthetic
production now is nothing more than a form of commodity production” (Duvall, “The
Power of History and the Persistence of Mystery” 2). DeLillo has been regarded as a
social critic and cultural anatomist. He was criticized by “the media political right”
as “a bad citizen” (Lentricchia, “The American Writer as Bad Citizen” 3), and was
once “denounced as a member of the paranoid left” (DeCurtis 73). To the criticism,
DeLillo replied in an interview: “Being called a ‘bad citizen’ is a compliment to a
novelist, at least to my mind. That’s exactly what we ought to do” (qtd. in Remnick
142). DeLillo admits that politics plays a part in some of his books (DeCurtis 73) and
claims “fiction must contest in power” (Moss 165). Indeed, politics has been regarded
as an indispensable theme in postmodern American literature. According to Linda
Hutcheon, the cultural activity of postmodernism is “fundamentally contradictory,
resolutely historical, and inescapably political” (4 Poetics of Postmodernism 4). In
my view, DeLillo is political in that his works launch a serious critique of postmodern

America.

I. DeLillo’s Life and Career

Don DeLillo was born into an Italian immigrant family in New York City on
November 20, 1936. He grew up in the Italian-American neighborhood of the Bronx.
It was a childhood of sports and games. As a teenager, DeLillo did not read much
until he was 18 years old when he started to read William Faulkner, James Joyce,
and Ernest Hemingway. DeLillo was raised as a Catholic. He came from a Catholic
family and attended Catholic schools. In 1954 he graduated from Cardinal Hayes
High School in the Bronx. After he received a bachelor’s degree in Communication
Arts from Fordham University in the Bronx in 1958, DeLillo took a job in advertising
and worked for five years as an advertising copywriter at the ad agency of Ogilvy &
Mather in Manhattan. In his spare time he started to write fiction. In 1964 he quitted
his job in the agency and devoted himself to fiction writing. In 1975 DeLillo was
married to Barbara Bennett, then a banker and later a landscape designer. They do not
have children and now live in Bronxville, a suburb of New York City, the city which
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serves as the setting for many of his novels. In an interview he stated, “I became a
writer by living in New York and seeing and hearing and feeling all the great, amazing
and dangerous things the city endlessly assembles. And I also became a writer by
avoiding serious commitment to anything else” (Bing).

In 1960 DeLillo’s first work of fiction, a short story, “The River Jordan,” was
published in Epoch, the literary magazine of Cornell University, which also brought
to light the first published fiction of Thomas Pynchon, and Stanley Elkin, along
with early stories by Philip Roth and Joyce Carol Oates. The following years saw
more of DeLillo’s short stories appear in Epoch, Kenyon Review, and Carolina
Quarterly. In 1971 DeLillo published his first novel Americana, which manifests
his career ambition, recurring themes, styles and techniques in his works. What
does Americana mean? It refers to artifacts, or a collection of artifacts, related to the
history, geography, folklore and cultural heritage of the United States. It can be used
to describe the studies of American culture. Since his first novel, DeLillo intended to
take the entire American culture as the subject matter of his creative writing. “That
DeLillo was deeply concerned with serious subjects—the failure of language, the
state of the modern world, the Cold War, technology—had been evident as early
as Americana...” (Ruppersburg and Engles 2). David Bell, the protagonist and the
narrator, works for a television network as an executive that produces images. His
father works with television advertising and believes that image is everything. With
a movie camera in hand, David travels across the United States in quest of his own
identity or the national identity. His journey is called “post-Kerouac pilgrimage”
(Champlin 7). David plans to make his own film of discovering America, and in the
meantime exploring part of his consciousness to discover himself.

Americana is a semiautobiographical novel. In an interview with Thomas LeClair
in 1982, DeLillo said that this novel was the one closest to his own experience “in the
sense that I drew material more directly from people and situations I knew firsthand”
(DePietro 4). There are some references and allusions to the movies, novels, skills that
have influenced him. David Bell thinks himself as a “child of Godard and Coca-Cola”
(DeLillo, Americana 269), “a witty rephrasing, one step removed, of Godard’s famous
reference to himself as a ‘child of Marxism and Coca-Cola’ (Keesey 14). When asked
about the influence on his writing, DeLillo said, “I think more than writers, the major
influence on me have been European movies, and jazz, and Abstract Expressionism”
(qtd. in Passaro 79). DeLillo was strongly influenced by Jean-Luc Godard’s movies
which, “with their jump cuts and arresting images, would have a major impact on
Americana” (Keesey 3). He admitted to Thomas LeClair about his affinities with



