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Dos DeUlla at his home in New York. 

Don DeLillo, Caught in History's Trap 
The 'Libra' Author, Striving to Balance Meaning and Randomness in the Assassination of JFK 

By Jim Naughton 
W13311110. 14.50/1 Wrner 

BRONXVILLE, N.Y.—The back 
yard is green in the sun. bordered by 
small pries and climbing plants, a 
lush small space invaded by light. 
Don DeLillo carries two low-barked 
lawn chars into a tiny triangle of 
shade and sets them beside a metal 
table. He is an urban dweller by tem-
perament, but the New York City 
real estate market and hi, wife's yen 
for a garden persuaded Min to buy a 
home in this quiet Westchester 
County suburb Mr years ago. The 
morning reverberates with hammer 
blows as work continues on the De-
Lilies' new porch. Thirty-five years 
ago in the Brous he lived in the same 
neighborhood as a 13-year-old tru-
ant named Lee Oswald. They never 
met. 

"1 studied patterns of coinci-
dence." Ferris said to Lee. 'Coinci-
dence is a mime wailing is 6e dis-
covered. How pattern: emerge  

outside the Bounds of cause and ef-
fect 

DeLillo, not yet a novelist, was in 
a bank the morning that Omiald in-
troduced himself to the world. 
overheard a teller say that the presi-
dent had just been shot in Dallas,' he 
says. Hour strangely easy to ham a 
say over men and events Twenty-
rive years later he still counts him-
self among the haunted. 

"1 think that what's been miming 
since the assassination is a sense of 
coherent reality," DeLillo says. 'We 
seem to have entered a world of ran-
domness, confusion. even chaos. 
We're not agreed On the number of 
gunmen, the number of shots, the 
time span between shots, the num-
ber of wounds on the president's 
body, the sine and shape of the 
wounds. 

"And, beyond this, I think we have 
developed a sense of the secret ma-
nipulation of history: documents lost 
or destroyed, official records sealed 
far 50 or 75 years, a number of ex- 

tremely suggestive murders and sui-
cides." 

DeLillo plunges readers into this 
miasma in "Libra," the ninth and 
most ambitious of his ruddy praised 
novels. The book is a meditation on 
Oswakt's inner life, on the nature of 
secrets and conspiracies. on the jolt-
ing power of coincidence and the 
limits of human perception. 

The 53-year-old novelist rectum-
es his lawn. ducks into a darkened 
kitchen and emerges with two glass-
es of ice water. He wears khaki 
pants and a quiet plaid shirt, the 
fashions of a man who wishes not to 
call attention to himself. Large, 
brawn-rimmed glasses soften his 
features, molting him seem gentler 
than the person who peers from his 
book jackets, but no less grave. That 
impression is reinforced by a soft, 
steady voice and an aversion to chat-
ting about his personal life. 

"You might say there is a sense in 
which fiction rescues history from 
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Lee Harvey Oswald in hit back yard in Dallas in April 1963. 
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the governm
ent but of w

hat w
e call T

he C
or-

poration in a generic sense," he says. 'T
his is 

part of the reason w
hy I don't do readings, 

teach, attend w
orkshops, panel discussions 

or go on U
S

IA
 tours. M

y feeling about w
rit-

ers and governm
ents is that w

riters ought to 
be naturally opposed to governm

ent." 

D
e
L
illo

's n
o
ve

ls a
re

 fille
d
 w

ith
 d

e
stru

c-
tive

. co
rru

p
te

d
 syste

m
s. b

u
t th

e
re

 is n
o
 

sense that his outsiders are innocent. 

"1 think people long to be part of the sys-
tem

s," he says. "I think people seek a con-
spiratorial order in their lives even if there is 

a sinister elem
ent involved. I think the day-

dream
 of the average person is to be induct-

ed into the secret organization." 
T

h
ais w

h
at h

isto
ry co

n
sists o

f. It's th
e 

sum
 total of the things they aren't telling e

it 

S
e
cre

cy is a
s e

sse
n
tia

l a
s p

riva
cy, it 

seem
s, the stories told in the sanctuary of 

the self. 
it se

e
m

s to
 m

e
 th

a
t se

cre
cy is o

n
e
 o

f 
those things in life w

hich does not change 

fro
m

 ch
ild

h
o
o
d
 to

 o
ld

 a
g
e
," h

e
 sa

ys. 'T
h
e
 

sam
e sense of pleasure and the sam

e sense 
o
f co

n
flict in

fo
rm

 th
e
 ke

e
p
in

g
 o

f se
cre

ts. 

O
nce you begin to share secrets, you tend to 

lose som
e elem

ent of identity." 
W

ritin
g
, o

f c
o
u
rs

e
, is

 a
n
 e

n
te

rp
ris

e
 

shrouded in secrecy. W
hen D

eLillo speaks of 
his beginnings as a w

riter, he evokes a situa-
tion sim

ilar m
 som

e w
ays to that of Lee O

s-
w

ald in "Libra." 
"I w

as learning to w
rite and I w

as doing so 

under classic conditions," he says. "T
hat is, 

stru
g
g
lin

g
 to

 e
a
rn

 a
 livin

g
, e

xistin
g
 in

 o
n
e
 

room
, w

atching the m
anuscript build w

eek 
b
y w

e
e
k, h

a
vin

g
 a

 se
cre

t se
n
se

 o
f b

e
in

g
 

about to enter the w
orld w

ith som
ething that 

I hoped w
as extraordinary." 

W
hat a sense of destiny he had, locked in 

the m
iniature room

, creating a design, a net-
w

ork of connections. It em
s a second erica 

fence. the private w
orld floating out of three 

dim
ensions. 

H
e is aw

are of this sim
ilarity, says it w

as 

useful. 
It's just another coincidence perhaps that 

th
e
 tw

o
 ke

y fig
u
re

s. R
u
b
y a

n
d
 O

sw
a
ld

, 
seem

ed to m
e the people, the real people I 

understood m
ost easily.' he says. 'O

sw
ald 

perhaps because he w
as a classic outsider. A

 
cla

ssic o
u
tsid

e
r w

h
o
 h

a
p
p
e
n
e
d
 to

 fig
h
t 

against exclusion. R
uby m

aybe because I 

knew
 m

en like that. M
en w

ho hung around 
the local poolroom

, bookm
akers and that 

sort of thing w
hen I w

as grow
ing up.' 

T
he photographer has him

 seated in one 
of the low

-backed chairs in the m
iddle of the 

la
w

n
. "N

o
w

 le
t's try fo

r o
n
e
 w

ith
 a

 sm
ile

," 

she says. 
D

eLiflo's lips curve alm
ost im

perceptibly 
at the corners.  

"A
 little

 m
o
re

." 
H

e
 m

a
n
a
g
e
s w

h
a
t m

ig
h
t lib

e
ra

lly b
e
 re

-
ferred to as a grin. 

'I cam
e all the w

ay up in a traffic jam
 from

 
M

anhattan,' the photographer says. 

"T
his is as m

uch as you're getting," lie re-
p
lie

s a
n
d
 ch

u
ckle

s w
ith

o
u
t w

id
e
n
in

g
 th

e
 

sm
ile. 
D
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 a
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d
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is w
ife

 B
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ra

 live
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u
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tly 

here. T
he couple, w

ho have no children, are 
frie

n
d
ly w

ith
 w

rite
rs G

o
rd

o
n
 L

ish
, W

illia
m

 

G
addis and W

illiam
 G

ass. Like G
addis and 

G
ass, D

eLillo enjoys an ardent but som
ew

hat 
lim

ited follow
ing. "Libra," w

ith its com
pelling 

subject and strong review
s, m

ay change that. 
S

o
m

e
 re

vie
w

e
rs a

re
 ca

llin
g
 it h

is b
re

a
k-

through book. 
-
- T

fie
n
iive

list sa
ys h

e
 is n

o
t u

su
a
lly co

n
-

cerned about how
 a book is received, but this 

tim
e it's different. 

"I think it concerns m
e m

ore in regard to 
this book than any other sim

ply because this 
is b

a
se

d
 o

n
 su

ch
 a

 sig
n
ifica

n
t a

n
d
 tra

g
ic 

event," he says. in this case I think I have a 

la
rg

e
r re

sp
o
n
sib

ility. It cle
a
rly w

a
s a

 ch
a
l-

le
n
g
e
 to

 b
e
 e

q
u
a
l to

 th
e
 e

ve
n
t itse

lf. A
n
d
 I 

think this is ultim
ately how

 the book should 

be judged: Is it a novel that does justice to its 
su

b
je

ctr 
W

h
e
n
 th

e
 p

h
o
to

g
ra

p
h
y is o

ve
r a

n
d
 th

e
 

ta
p
e
 re

co
rd

e
r tu

rn
e
d
 o

ff D
e
b
i].) stre

tch
e
s 

out in his chair and seem
s genuinely relaxed 

for the first tim
e in several hours. 

H
e speaks briefly about 'the com

passion 

ra
cke

t" in
 th

e
 p

u
b
lish

in
g
 in

d
u
stry, im

p
lie

s 

th
a
t co

m
p
a
ssio

n
a
te

 ch
a
ra

cte
rs, w

h
e
th

e
r 

w
ell-draw

n or not, have had som
ething of an 

u
n
d
e
se

rve
d
 vo

g
u
e
. "T

h
a
t's a

s m
u
ch

 a
s I 

should say about that," he adds. "I'd have to 
start nam

ing nam
es." 

A
s a

 yo
u
n
g
 m

a
n
, th

e
 n

o
ve

list a
tte

n
d
e
d
 

F
o
rd

h
a
m

 U
n
ive

rsity, a
lo

n
g
, h

e
 sa

ys, w
ith

 
other sons of N

ew
 Y

ork C
ity's ethnic, C

atho-

lic w
orking class. D

eLillo says he m
et som

e 

brilliant Jesuits, but w
as disappointed at (S

te 
q
u
a
lity o

f h
is e

d
u
ca

tio
n
. I ke

p
t tryin

g
 to

 

think of m
yself as S

tephen D
edalus," he says, 

but the setting w
asn't quite right. 

D
eLillo has w

ritten tw
o short stories since 

com
pleting "Libra." but says he doesn't yet 

kn
o
w

 w
h
a
t h

is n
e
xt n

o
ve

l w
ill b

e
 a

b
o
u
t. In

 
the past his w

ork has often had a predictive 

quality to it. H
e created renegade C

IA
 m

en 
in "R

unning D
og" shortly before E

dw
in W

il-
son sold arm

s to Libya. T
he "toxic event" in 

"W
hite N

oise" w
as in galley form

 w
hen the 

U
nion C

arbide disaster engulfed B
hopal. T

he 

Iran-contra scandal broke w
hile he w

as con-
juring the runaw

ay intelligence plot in
 "L

i-

bra." 
H

e does not consider him
self a prophet. 

I never expect to change society or even 

to alert society to the need for change." he 
says. "I try to show

 w
hat's these and I don't 

take that additional step of suggesting that 

w
hat's there needs to be rem

edied, at least 
not consciously. I am

 taking the w
orld as m

y 
subject . .. but there's certainly no sense of 

a w
ay out in m

y w
ork.' 

A
n
d
 w

ith
 th

a
t h

e
 le

a
d
s th

e
 w

a
y to

 th
e
 

front of the house w
here the photographer 

produces a m
ap and D

eLillo offers directions 

to the next plane hom
e. 


