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Abstract: This article examines the relationship between metafiction and
the philosophical problem of reality through a hermeneutic approach to Italo
Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of
Leaves. Rather than understanding the instability of these novels as merely a
postmodern challenge to the distinction between fiction and reality, this study
argues that both works reveal reality itself as a phenomenon mediated through
interpretation, narrative, and acts of meaning-making. Drawing on hermeneutic
theories of understanding, particularly the view that human experience is always
shaped by interpretive frameworks, the article explores how these novels
transform reading and representation into processes of world construction.
Calvino’s novel examines the role of the reader in producing coherence among
fragmented narratives, suggesting that fictional worlds emerge through acts of
interpretation rather than existing as fixed structures independent of experience.
Danielewski’s House of Leaves, through its layered texts, unstable
documentation, and impossible architecture, demonstrates how every attempt to
access reality is mediated through systems of representation. By comparing these
two works, the article argues that metafiction does not simply blur the boundary
between fiction and reality but reveals a deeper hermeneutic condition: both
fictional and actual worlds become meaningful through interpretive processes.
In this sense, Calvino and Danielewski transform metafiction into a philosophical
inquiry into how humans construct, understand, and inhabit realities.
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This article approaches metafiction through a hermeneutic
understanding of reality, arguing that Calvino and Danielewski represent
worlds whose existence depends upon processes of interpretation. Drawing
on hermeneutic philosophy and theories of fictional worlds, the study
examines how both novels reveal reality not as a fixed entity but as
something disclosed through narrative, reading, and interpretation. The
pairing of these writers is strongest presented not as two examples of
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postmodern metafiction, but as two stages of the same philosophical
problem: Calvino investigates how reading creates worlds whilst
Danielewski interrogates how representations create realities. In his novel,
the reader is explicitly incorporated into the narrative, while the embedded
stories continually foreground the processes through which texts are read,
interpreted, and given meaning;:

The novel's labyrinths appear in a variety of forms, and yet each has at
its center a lacuna in which signification is problematized. I argue that these
labyrinths and lacunae can be read as representations of, respectively, the
Symbolic and the Real, and, as such, they suggest that the book's
metafictional nature allows it to engage critically with the dynamic between
what can be signified and what cannot.*

Danielewski similarly makes the material and narrative construction of
the text visible through multiple narrators, footnotes, typographical
experimentation, and competing levels of narration, getting the reader to
reconsider the relationship between textual representation and reality:

While the novel contains many real-world citations and quotations, no
source for the dual universe passage has been uncovered, and the lack of a
real-world reference makes their suggestive resonance, as well as their
ultimate elusiveness, all the more compelling.2

This article examines the collapse of the fiction—reality boundary in If
on a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves, two works that
transform reading itself into an unstable ontological experience. Although
separated by two decades and distinct literary contexts, both novels
question the possibility of a fixed reality by making the construction of
narrative worlds visible. That distinction gives the comparison a stronger
rationale. Here, collapse does not refer to the disappearance of the
distinction between fiction and reality, but to the exposure of that
distinction as unstable and narratively constructed: “As Ockham and his
followers realized centuries earlier, if reality, subjective as well as objective,
is singular, it can be neither linguistically mediated nor conceptually
represented”.3 Metafiction therefore destabilizes the fiction—reality
boundary and reveals reality as narratively constructed, mediated, and
dependent upon acts of interpretation. The research questions has emerged
from this context: How do Calvino and Danielew ski use metafictional
strategies to transform the distinction between fiction and reality from a

tN. Lord, “The Labyrinth and the Lacuna: Metafiction, the Symbolic, and the Real in
Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves.” Critique: Studies in Contemporary Fiction, vol.
55, 1O. 4, 2014, P. 465.

2 A. Todd, “Between Object and Discourse: The Dual Universe of Mark Z.
Danielewski’s House of Leaves.” Journal of Narrative Theory, vol. 55, no. 3, 2025, p. 305.

3 M.C. Taylor, Rewiring the Real: In Conversation with William Gaddis, Richard
Powers, Mark Danielewski, and Don DeLillo. Columbia UP, 2013, p. 265.
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representational problem into an ontological one? And in what ways do If
on a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves demonstrate that
realities are produced through acts of reading, mediation, and
interpretation? The literary analysis leads into a philosophical question
about how humans construct and recognize reality.

The relationship between fiction and reality has long occupied a central
position in literary theory, yet postmodern metafiction transforms this
relationship from a question of representation into a question of ontology.
Rather than simply asking how literature reflects or interprets the world,
metafiction frequently asks how worlds—fictional, textual, or experiential —
come into being and what conditions allow them to be recognized as real:
“Literary fiction simply demonstrates the existence of multiple realities.4 In
such narratives, fiction no longer functions merely as a transparent medium
through which reality is represented; it becomes a space where the
assumptions underlying reality, narrative authority, and interpretation are
exposed and examined. As Brian McHale notes, postmodern fiction is
distinguished by its shift toward ontological concerns, foregrounding
questions about “what kind of world” a narrative creates and what
relationship that world maintains with other possible worlds.5

Metafiction occupies a particularly significant position within this
inquiry because it draws attention to the processes through which fiction
constructs meaning. Patricia Waugh defines metafiction as fiction that
systematically reflects upon its own status as an artifact, making readers
aware of the conventions, assumptions, and mechanisms involved in
storytelling. By foregrounding narrative devices, unreliable forms of
authorship, fragmented structures, and the materiality of texts, metafiction
challenges the traditional expectation that fiction should provide a stable
imaginative world separate from the reader’s reality. Instead, it reveals that
both fictional and non-fictional realities are accessed through systems of
language, interpretation, and representation.

Calvino’s novel disrupts conventional storytelling by positioning the
reader as a character within the narrative and by replacing the expectation
of a completed story with a series of interrupted beginnings. The novel
therefore challenges the assumption that fiction exists as a closed object
independent of the act of reading. Reality within Calvino’s fictional universe
emerges through encounters between reader, text, and interpretation, as the
novel repeatedly makes the reader’s experience of reading part of its
narrative structure.

4 P. Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, 3rd ed.,
Routledge, 2003, p. 89.
5 B. McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 2nd ed., Routledge, 2004, p. 10.
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Danielewski’s House of Leaves extends this destabilization through a
complex structure of embedded texts, competing narrators, academic
commentary, and typographical experimentation. The novel’s central
mystery—the impossible spatial expansion of the house known as the
Navidson Record—creates uncertainty not only about events within the
story but also about the reliability of the textual forms through which those
events are presented. The novel’s physical arrangement on the page
becomes part of its meaning, forcing readers to navigate a textual
environment in which form and content cannot be separated. Through this
approach, Danielewski transforms the book itself into an unstable space
where interpretation becomes a process of negotiation rather than
discovery; the novel’s labyrinthine structure repeatedly places the reader
before gaps, contradictions, and competing systems of signification.

While existing discussions of metafiction often emphasize self-
reflexivity, parody, and the exposure of literary conventions, this study
focuses specifically on the ontological consequences of metafictional
strategies. It argues that Calvino and Danielewski do not merely blur the
distinction between fiction and reality; rather, they demonstrate that reality
itself is experienced through narrative structures and interpretive
frameworks. In both novels, the instability of fictional worlds reveals a
broader uncertainty about how any world becomes meaningful, knowable,
and coherent. Calvino makes the act of reading central to the production of
the narrative world, while Danielewski makes the material and
representational structures of the book themselves part of the reader’s
encounter with reality. By examining the ways these texts construct and
dismantle their own realities, this article positions metafiction as not only a
literary technique but also a philosophical investigation into the conditions
of world-making.

The choice of If on a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves is
motivated by the distinctive ways in which both novels transform
metafiction from a narrative technique into an exploration of ontological
uncertainty. Although written in different historical and literary contexts,
the two works share a fundamental concern with the unstable relationship
between fiction, reality, and the processes through which worlds become
meaningful. Rather than simply drawing attention to their own fictional
status, these novels examine how acts of reading, writing, documentation,
and interpretation participate in the construction of reality itself.

Calvino’s novel is selected because it offers one of the most explicit
examples of the reader becoming part of the fictional structure. By
addressing the reader directly and transforming the act of reading into a
narrative event, Calvino challenges the conventional separation between the
fictional world and the external world of experience. The novel’s fragmented
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structure, consisting of multiple interrupted beginnings, further
complicates the idea of fiction as a stable and complete representation. It
therefore provides an ideal case study for examining how metafiction
destabilizes reality through reader participation and the production of
possible worlds.

Danielewski’s novel is chosen as a complementary text because it
extends the problem of ontological instability from the act of reading to the
material and documentary dimensions of narrative. Through its layered
structure, unreliable textual sources, typographical experimentation, and
the impossible architecture of the house itself, the novel questions whether
any representation can provide direct access to reality. Unlike Calvino,
whose primary concern is the reader’s role in creating fictional worlds,
Danielewski focuses on the instability of the systems through which realities
are recorded, interpreted, and preserved.

The comparison of these two novels is therefore productive because
they represent two interconnected dimensions of metafictional uncertainty.
Calvino explores reality as something constructed through interpretation,
while Danielewski explores reality as something mediated through texts and
systems of representation. Their different approaches allow for a broader
understanding of metafiction as not merely self-referential writing but as a
philosophical inquiry into the conditions through which worlds are created
and recognized. These two texts are especially productive for examining the
collapse of the fiction—reality boundary. It should establish that the pairing
is not arbitrary but based on a shared theoretical problem approached
through different formal strategies. The argument is that Calvino shows that
worlds require readers and Danielewski that worlds require systems of
representation. Both reveal reality as a narrative achievement rather than a
given foundation.

By bringing these works together, this study moves beyond analyses
that treat metafiction primarily as a formal or stylistic phenomenon.
Instead, it argues that both novels use metafictional strategies to question
fundamental assumptions about reality, knowledge, and representation.
The selected texts demonstrate that the boundary between fiction and
reality is not simply a fixed distinction between two separate domains but a
conceptual structure that literature can expose, challenge, and reconstruct.

Theoretical Framework: Metafiction, Ontology, and the
Construction of Worlds

Existing scholarship on Calvino has frequently emphasized the novel’s
relationship to reader-response theory, narrative experimentation, and
postmodern play, while studies of Danielewski have focused on material
textuality, horror aesthetics, and the relationship between form and
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meaning. However, a comparative examination of these novels through the
shared framework of ontological uncertainty reveals a broader concern: how
metafiction questions the processes through which realities become
recognizable.

The concept of metafiction provides the primary theoretical foundation
for examining the unstable relationship between fiction and reality in If on
a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves. Unlike traditional
narratives that tend to conceal their own processes of construction,
metafiction foregrounds the artificiality of storytelling and directs attention
toward the mechanisms through which fictional worlds are produced.
Patricia Waugh considers metafiction to be a form of writing that “a self-
reflexivity prompted by the author's awareness of the theory underlying the
construction of fictional works” and investigates the relationship between
fiction and reality. By making readers aware of narrative conventions,
metafiction challenges the assumption that fiction is simply an imitation of
an external reality. Instead, it presents reality and fiction as interconnected
systems shaped by language, interpretation, and representation.

This understanding of metafiction is closely connected to Brian
McHale’s theory of postmodernist fiction, particularly his argument that
postmodern narratives are characterized by a shift from epistemological
concerns toward ontological questions since “the dominant of
postmodernist fiction is ontologica”.” Whilst modernist fiction frequently
explores problems of knowledge and perception, postmodern fiction tends
to ask questions such as: What kind of world is this? Which world is real?
What are the boundaries between different possible worlds? This
ontological emphasis is crucial for analyzing narratives in which uncertainty
does not arise merely from unreliable narrators or incomplete information
but from instability within the fictional world itself. In such texts, the reader
is not simply uncertain about what happened; the reader is uncertain about
the nature of the reality in which events occur.

The concept of fictional worlds further expands this discussion by
challenging the idea that literary texts create passive representations of
reality. According to Lubomir Dolezel, fictional worlds are not imperfect
copies of the actual world but autonomous semantic structures governed by
their own conditions of existence. “In logical semantics the possible-worlds
model does not require ontological commitment”.8 This approach allows
literary analysis to move beyond questions of realism and imitation toward

6 P. Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, 3rd ed.,
Routledge, 2003, p. 2.

7 B. McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 2nd ed., Routledge, 2004, p. 10.

8 L. Dolezel, Possible Worlds of Fiction and History: The Postmodern Stage, Johns
Hopkins UP, 2010, p. 32.
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questions of possibility, coherence, and world construction. A fictional
world may be impossible according to empirical reality while remaining
meaningful within the system created by the text. However, postmodern
metafiction complicates even this autonomy by exposing the processes
through which fictional worlds are constructed and maintained.

Marie-Laure Ryan similarly argues that narratives invite readers to
engage with “possible worlds” by imagining alternative states of reality and
negotiating relationships between actual and fictional domains.9 From this
perspective, reading is not a passive reception of a pre-existing world but an
active process of constructing and interpreting possible realities. This
framework is particularly relevant to Calvino’s novel, where the reader’s
position becomes part of the fictional structure, and to Danielewski’s novel,
where multiple textual layers produce competing versions of reality.

The notion of ontological uncertainty also requires attention to the
material dimension of texts. Postmodern metafiction frequently challenges
the idea that meaning exists independently of textual form. In House of
Leaves, typography, page layout, footnotes, and competing documents
become essential elements in creating uncertainty. The novel does not
merely describe an unstable world; it produces instability through the
physical experience of reading. Similarly, Calvino’s fragmented structure
and interruption of narrative expectations transform reading itself into an
encounter with uncertainty. In both cases, form becomes a philosophical
argument: the way a story is constructed influences what kind of reality it
can represent.

Drawing on these approaches, this article understands metafiction not
simply as fiction about fiction but as a mode of inquiry into the conditions
through which worlds become intelligible. The collapse of the fiction—reality
boundary in Calvino and Danielewski does not suggest that fictional and
actual worlds become identical. Rather, it reveals that both are mediated
through narrative structures, interpretive practices, and systems of
representation. Metafiction therefore becomes a means of examining not
only how stories are created but also how concepts of reality themselves are
produced.

Hermeneutics and the Question of Reality: Interpretation as
World-Making

The relationship between hermeneutics and reality begins with a
fundamental philosophical question: whether reality exists as a fully
accessible and independent entity or whether it becomes meaningful only
through processes of interpretation. Classical approaches to knowledge

9 M-L. Ryan, Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Narrative Theory, Indiana
University Press, 1991, p. 14.
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often assume a distinction between the world itself and the human subject
who attempts to understand it. Hermeneutic philosophy challenges this
separation by arguing that human beings do not encounter reality in a
purely immediate or neutral manner. Instead, reality is always experienced
through historically, linguistically, and culturally shaped forms of
understanding.

For hermeneutic thinkers, interpretation is not an additional activity
applied to reality after the fact; it is the very condition through which reality
becomes meaningful. Hans-Georg Gadamer argues that understanding is
inseparable from the interpreter’s historical situation and that meaning
emerges through an ongoing dialogue between the interpreter and the
object of study. “The task of historical understanding also involves acquiring
an appropriate historical horizon, so that whatt we are trying to understand
can be seen in its true dimensions”°. Reality, from this perspective, is not
simply a collection of facts waiting to be discovered but a world that is
disclosed through acts of interpretation. The human relationship with
reality is therefore fundamentally hermeneutic: to exist is already to
interpret.

This view has important implications for literary studies because
narratives provide models of how worlds become intelligible. A literary text
does not merely present a pre-existing reality; it organizes experience
through language, perspective, selection, and structure. Readers do not
encounter fictional worlds as complete objects but construct meaning
through interpretation. In this sense, literary interpretation reflects a
broader philosophical condition: humans understand reality through
systems of signification that shape what can be perceived, known, and
experienced.

The connection between interpretation and human existence becomes
obvious when acknowledging the role of narrative in the formation of
meaning and identity. Narratives do not simply describe human experience
but they configure experience by organizing events into meaningful
patterns. Narrative therefore becomes a mode through which individuals
and communities understand themselves and their worlds. The stories
through which reality is interpreted are not external decorations added to
experience; they participate in the formation of experience itself.

The hermeneutic perspective also transforms the concept of
uncertainty. If reality is accessed through interpretation, uncertainty does
not necessarily indicate the absence of meaning. Rather, uncertainty
emerges from the recognition that meaning is always situated, partial, and
open to revision. Interpretation does not lead toward a final and complete

10 H-G. Gadamer, Truth and Method, 2nd rev. ed., translated by Joel Weinsheimer
and Donald G. Marshall, Continuum, 2004, p. 302.
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understanding of reality but toward an ongoing process of engagement with
it. The impossibility of a final interpretation does not weaken meaning; it
reveals the dynamic nature of understanding. This philosophical approach
provides a productive framework for examining metafictional narratives
such as If on a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves. Both novels
dramatize the hermeneutic condition by presenting worlds that cannot be
understood independently of the interpretive acts through which they are
approached. In Calvino’s novel, the reader’s attempt to create coherence
among fragmented narratives becomes the process through which fictional
worlds emerge. In Danielewski’s novel, competing documents,
interpretations, and textual layers demonstrate that reality is always
encountered through mediation.

From a hermeneutic perspective, the collapse of the fiction—reality
boundary does not mean that fiction replaces reality or that reality becomes
merely fictional. Rather, it reveals a deeper continuity between the two: both
fictional and actual worlds become meaningful through interpretive
processes. Metafiction exposes this condition by making visible the
mechanisms through which narratives construct, organize, and challenge
our understanding of reality. In this sense, the uncertainty represented in
Calvino and Danielewski is not simply a postmodern aesthetic strategy but
a philosophical reflection on the human search for meaning in an
interpreted world.

The Reader as a Constructed Reality: Narrative Instability in
Calvino’s If on a winter’s night a traveler

Calvino turns the readerly position into an element of the fictional
ontology: the reader is no longer outside the fictional world but becomes
one of its conditions of existence. In If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Italo
Calvino radically transforms the relationship between reader and narrative
by making the act of reading itself part of the fictional world. The novel
begins not with the introduction of a fictional character in a conventional
setting but with a direct address to the reader: “You are about to begin
reading Italo Calvino’s new novel, If on a winter’s night a traveler”.** This
opening immediately disrupts the traditional separation between the world
of the reader and the world of fiction. Instead of functioning as an invisible
observer who enters an already constructed narrative, the reader becomes a
figure within the narrative process itself.

This strategy represents more than a self-conscious narrative
technique; it produces an ontological uncertainty concerning the status of
the reader. The “you” addressed by the novel exists simultaneously in two

u I, Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 3.
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positions: as an actual reader holding Calvino’s book and as a fictionalized
reader whose experiences become part of the plot. The boundary between
the external act of reading and the internal world of the novel therefore
becomes unstable. Calvino makes this overlap explicit by instructing the
reader to adopt a position that belongs simultaneously to ordinary reading
and fictional experience: “Relax. Concentrate. Dispel every other thought”.12
The imperative is directed toward the actual person holding the book, yet it
is also part of the fictional construction of the Reader-character. The novel
therefore does not merely speak about a reader; it creates one through its
language. Metafiction draws attention to the relationship between fictional
constructions and the realities they attempt to represent by exposing the
processes through which narratives are produced. Calvino extends this
principle by making the reader’s participation one of those processes,
transforming reading from an activity performed outside the fictional world
into an event represented within it.

Most studies of the development of Calvino’s work as a whole point to
a discontinuity between the “neorealist” Calvino and the master of the
fantastic and the metafictional who emerges with the allegorical trilogy;
only with “the great leap forward” of the trilogy does Calvino attain the
status of a true world writer.!3

The novel’s treatment of the reader also challenges traditional
assumptions about narrative authority. In realist fiction, the reader
generally occupies a position outside the fictional world, receiving a
completed representation organized by an authorial voice. Calvino,
however, removes this distance by making the reader’s search for meaning
the central event of the narrative. The Reader-character repeatedly attempts
to locate and complete stories, yet each attempt leads to another beginning
rather than to a final resolution. The desire for narrative coherence becomes
the very mechanism through which uncertainty is generated. This pattern is
established when the novel repeatedly interrupts one narrative just as the
reader becomes invested in it. Instead of allowing the reader to settle into a
completed fictional world, Calvino redirects attention toward the experience
of searching for one.

This destabilization corresponds to Brian McHale’s description of
postmodern fiction as a literature concerned with ontological questions: not
merely how reality can be known, but what kind of reality a text creates and
how different realities relate to one another.:4 In Calvino’s novel, the

12 T, Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 3.

3 L. Re, Calvino and the Age of Neorealism: Fables of Estrangement, Stanford
University Press, 1990, p. 3

14 B. McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 2nd ed., Routledge, 2004, p. 10.
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fundamental question is no longer simply What happens next? but What
constitutes the reality of a story? The novel suggests that fictional worlds
are not stable entities waiting to be discovered; they emerge through acts of
reading, interpretation, and participation. Calvino makes this process
particularly clear when the narrative tells the reader, “You have been
waiting for the book to begin”.s The statement turns the reader’s
expectation into part of the fiction itself. Reading is no longer simply a
response to a completed narrative; expectation becomes an event within the
narrative.

By transforming the reader into a character, Calvino collapses the
conventional hierarchy between reality and fiction. The reader is neither
completely outside the fictional world nor fully contained within it. Instead,
the novel creates a space of overlap where reading becomes a form of world-
making. The instability of the narrative does not result from a lack of
meaning but from the recognition that meaning itself depends on the
interaction between text and reader. The reader’s repeated attempts to
recover a complete story are continually frustrated because the novel refuses
to provide a stable object of interpretation. In this sense, If on a Winter’s
Night a Traveler does not merely represent uncertainty; it makes
uncertainty the condition through which fictional reality is experienced. The
novel consequently transforms the reader from a passive recipient of an
already constituted fictional world into an active participant in its
production, making the act of interpretation itself an ontological condition
of the narrative.

The Infinite Beginning: Fragmentation and the Failure of
Narrative Completion

The instability of reality in If on a winter’s night a traveler is further
intensified through Calvino’s radical use of fragmentation. Rather than
presenting a single fictional world governed by a continuous narrative logic,
the novel repeatedly constructs and abandons possible worlds. The reader
encounters the beginnings of ten different novels, each of which establishes
its own setting, characters, and narrative expectations before being abruptly
interrupted. These incomplete narratives challenge the traditional
assumption that fiction progresses toward resolution and that meaning
emerges through the completion of a coherent whole. Calvino emphasizes
the significance of beginnings themselves when he writes, “The novel you
are reading wants to present to you a world”.®¢ The statement draws

15 1. Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p.11.

16 1, Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 9.
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attention to the novel’s attempt to establish a fictional world while
simultaneously making the reader conscious of the process through which
that world is constructed.

The repeated experience of interruption is central to Calvino’s
metafictional project. Each beginning creates the possibility of entering a
fully developed fictional universe, yet each world remains incomplete and
inaccessible. The reader is placed in a continuous state of anticipation,
repeatedly encouraged to seek narrative fulfillment but denied the
satisfaction of closure. This structure transforms incompletion from a
temporary obstacle into the fundamental condition of the novel’s fictional
reality. The worlds created by the text exist not as finished entities but as
possibilities that remain suspended between emergence and disappearance.
The experience is captured in the narrator’s recognition that “the novel
begins, but then it stops”.””? Rather than treating interruption as an
accidental disruption, Calvino makes the broken beginning itself the
recurring structural principle of the novel.

From the perspective of postmodern ontology, this fragmentation
represents more than an experimental narrative technique. As Brian
McHale argues, postmodern fiction frequently shifts attention from
epistemological questions of knowledge and interpretation toward
ontological questions concerning the nature and boundaries of worlds.8
Calvino’s novel embodies this shift by replacing the question What is the
truth behind this story? with a more fundamental question: How does a
story become a world at all? Each abandoned narrative beginning reveals
the constructed nature of fictional reality and exposes the processes through
which readers invest fragments with coherence. The individual stories
therefore do not function simply as incomplete versions of larger narratives;
they demonstrate how quickly a few narrative details can generate the
expectation of an entire world.

The absence of completion also challenges the traditional relationship
between narrative and meaning. Classical narrative structures often suggest
that events acquire significance through their position within a larger
sequence that moves toward an ending. Calvino disrupts this expectation by
denying the final point at which all elements can be unified. Instead,
meaning emerges through the reader’s movement among fragments and
possibilities. The reader does not uncover a single authoritative reality
hidden beneath the surface of the text; rather, the reader participates in the
ongoing production of meaning. The narrator explicitly acknowledges the
reader’s desire for continuation: “You would like to know how the story

17 Ibidem, p. 10.
18 B, McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 2nd ed., Routledge, 2004, p. 10.
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continues”.19 The statement transforms the reader’s expectation into part of
the novel’s structure. Narrative desire becomes important not because it is
eventually satisfied, but because the repeated frustration of that desire
generates the novel’s sense of instability.

This strategy reflects what Patricia Waugh identifies as a defining
characteristic of metafiction: the exposure of the conventions through which
fictional worlds are created.2° By repeatedly presenting beginnings without
conclusions, Calvino reveals the artificial expectation that narratives must
provide complete and stable worlds. The novel demonstrates that coherence
is not an inherent property of fiction but an effect produced through
narrative organization and readerly interpretation. Every interruption
exposes the convention that readers normally accept without question: that
a beginning promises a middle and an ending. Calvino instead makes the
beginning itself recur indefinitely, turning narrative expectation into a
mechanism of fragmentation.

The fragmented structure of If on a winter’s night a traveler therefore
transforms uncertainty into an aesthetic and philosophical principle. The
unfinished stories are not failed attempts at fictional worlds; they are
demonstrations of the plurality of possible worlds that narrative can
generate. Through fragmentation, Calvino suggests that reality—whether
fictional or otherwise—is not necessarily defined by completion and stability
but by the continuous processes of construction, interpretation, and
possibility. The novel’s endless succession of beginnings ultimately replaces
the idea of a single completed fictional reality with a field of competing
possibilities. Its failure to arrive at conventional closure is therefore not a
weakness in the narrative but the very condition through which Calvino
makes the instability of fictional reality visible.

Reading as World-Making: Interpretation and the
Production of Reality

The final dimension of Calvino’s destabilization of the fiction—reality
boundary concerns the role of interpretation itself. In If on a winter’s night
a traveler, reading is not presented as a passive encounter with an already
existing world but as an active process through which worlds are
constructed. The novel repeatedly places the reader in situations where
meaning cannot simply be extracted from a completed narrative. Instead,
the reader must negotiate fragments, contradictions, and incomplete
possibilities in order to create coherence. Through this emphasis on

19 I. Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 30.

20 P, Waugh, Metafiction: The Theory and Practice of Self-Conscious Fiction, 3rd ed.,
Routledge, 2003, p. 13.
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interpretation, Calvino transforms reading into a form of world-making.
The novel draws attention to the reader as an individual subject when it
asks, “Who you are, Reader, your age, your status, profession, income: that
would be indiscreet to ask”.2t By addressing the reader's personal identity,
Calvino makes the act of reading dependent upon the presence of a
particular individual rather than an abstract or universal reader.

The novel’s structure challenges the traditional assumption that the
fictional world exists independently of the reader’s engagement with it.
Each interrupted narrative creates the possibility of a new world, but these
worlds remain dependent on the reader’s attempt to imagine, interpret, and
complete them. The absence of closure does not eliminate meaning; rather,
it shifts the production of meaning from the authorial act of completion to
the readerly act of construction. The reader becomes not only the recipient
of fictional reality but also one of the forces through which that reality is
brought into existence. Calvino emphasizes this dependence on
interpretation by drawing attention to the reader's expectations and
responses, making the experience of reading itself part of the narrative. The
text therefore exists in an active relationship with the consciousness of the
person reading it.

This understanding corresponds with theories of possible worlds,
which emphasize the active relationship between texts and the realities they
generate. Marie-Laure Ryan argues that narrative involves the creation and
exploration of alternative worlds that readers access through imaginative
engagement.22 In Calvino’s novel, however, these possible worlds are
deliberately prevented from achieving full stability. They remain provisional
realities whose existence depends upon the reader’s continued investment.
The novel therefore does not present fictional worlds as fixed alternatives to
the actual world but as dynamic structures produced through interaction
between text and interpretation. Calvino repeatedly reminds the reader that
entering a fictional world requires an imaginative commitment, rather than
simply receiving information about a world that exists independently of the
act of reading.

The role of the reader also complicates traditional ideas of authorship
and authority. Although the novel is presented under Calvino’s name,
authorial control is repeatedly displaced through incomplete narratives,
competing voices, and the active presence of the reader-character. The text
suggests that no single authority can fully determine the meaning or reality
of a fictional world. Instead, meaning emerges through a relationship

21 I, Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 32.

22 M-L. Ryan, Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Narrative Theory, Indiana
University Press, 1991, p. 14.
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among author, text, and reader. This reflects the metafictional tendency to
expose literature as a process rather than a finished product. Calvino makes
this relationship particularly visible by repeatedly distinguishing between
the writer who produces the text and the reader who gives that text
experiential significance. Authorship may initiate the fictional world, but
interpretation determines how that world is encountered and understood.

Consequently, If on a winter’s night a traveler challenges the idea that
reality is defined by stability, completeness, or external authority. By
making reading visible as a creative and interpretive act, Calvino suggests
that both fictional and experiential realities are shaped through narrative
frameworks. The novel’s unstable worlds reveal that reality is not merely
something represented by stories; it is something continuously organized
through acts of interpretation. In this sense, Calvino’s metafictional
experiment transforms the reader into a participant in the construction of
reality itself. The reader's interpretive activity becomes inseparable from the
existence of the worlds the novel creates and abandons.

The significance of Calvino’s novel, therefore, lies not only in its formal
innovation but in its philosophical implications. By collapsing the distance
between reader and text, fragmenting narrative continuity, and making
interpretation central to the existence of fictional worlds, If on a winter’s
night a traveler demonstrates that the boundaries between fiction and
reality are not fixed divisions but interpretive structures. The novel prepares
the ground for a broader examination of ontological uncertainty in
contemporary metafiction, particularly in House of Leaves, where the
instability of reality is transferred from the act of reading to the material
structure of the text itself.

Textual Architecture and Ontological Instability in
Danielewski’s House of Leaves

In House of Leaves, the instability of reality is not primarily created by
an unreliable narrator but by an impossible space that challenges the very
principles through which the world is understood. If Calvino’s If on a
winter’s night a traveler destabilizes reality through the act of reading,
Mark Z. Danielewski’s novel extends this uncertainty into the physical and
spatial dimensions of narrative. The novel’s central mystery—the impossible
expansion of the Navidson family’s house—transforms space itself into a
source of ontological instability. The house is not simply presented as
mysterious or difficult to understand; its very existence contradicts the
physical assumptions that normally make a structure recognizable as real.
As the novel observes, “the house is one quarter inch longer inside than
out”.23 This discrepancy establishes the fundamental paradox at the center

23 M.Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, p. 24.
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of the novel: the house possesses an interior that cannot logically be
contained by its exterior. Rather than presenting an unreliable perception
of an otherwise stable world, Danielewski constructs a world whose
fundamental structures resist explanation. The uncertainty surrounding the
house is therefore not merely epistemological; it is ontological, challenging
the possibility of a stable reality altogether.

The house in House of Leaves initially appears to be an ordinary
domestic space, but it gradually reveals contradictions that violate
conventional assumptions about physical reality. The interior dimensions
of the house exceed its exterior measurements, and new spaces emerge that
have no logical relationship to the architecture visible from outside. The
impossible expansion creates a rupture between perception and reality: the
characters can observe the phenomenon, document it, and experience its
consequences, yet they cannot integrate it into any coherent understanding
of how the world functions. The house becomes a space that exists outside
familiar systems of knowledge. Its transformation from ordinary home into
impossible structure is therefore crucial because the characters are not
merely unable to explain what they see; they are confronted with something
that appears to violate the conditions under which explanation is possible.

This transformation of architecture into an ontological problem
reflects Brian McHale’s argument that postmodern fiction frequently shifts
attention toward questions of world structure and reality conditions.24 In
House of Leaves, the central question is not simply whether the Navidson
family can discover the truth about the house but whether a stable truth is
possible within a reality that refuses ordinary spatial laws. The house
represents a world in which the relationship between appearance and
existence has broken down. The distinction between interior and exterior,
normally fundamental to architectural space, becomes unstable. What
appears to be a conventional house can no longer be understood according
to the measurements that define it.

The significance of the house also lies in its resistance to interpretation.
Throughout the novel, characters attempt to measure, record, and analyze
the expanding space through scientific observation, documentary
filmmaking, and personal testimony. However, these attempts do not
produce certainty. Instead, each method generates additional layers of
uncertainty. The house remains simultaneously an object of knowledge and
an object that exceeds knowledge, revealing the limitations of systems
designed to organize reality. The characters' attempts to establish its
dimensions are particularly important because measurement ordinarily
functions as an objective method for distinguishing reality from illusion. In
Danielewski's novel, however, measurement produces a contradiction

24 B. McHale, Postmodernist Fiction, 2nd ed., Routledge, 2004, p. 10.
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rather than a solution: the more precisely the house is examined, the more
impossible it becomes.

From the perspective of fictional worlds theory, the house can be
understood as an example of a fictional reality that establishes its own
conditions while simultaneously undermining them. Lubomir Dolezel
argues that fictional worlds possess their own structures of possibility rather
than functioning as simple copies of the actual world.25s Danielewski
complicates this idea by creating a fictional world whose internal logic
appears to collapse. The house does not merely belong to an alternative
reality; it disrupts the very principles by which reality is normally
recognized. Its impossible architecture establishes a new set of spatial
conditions without providing a stable system through which those
conditions can be understood. The result is a fictional world that remains
recognizable enough to be interpreted but sufficiently contradictory to
prevent complete interpretation. The spatial instability of the house also
shapes the reader’s experience. As the characters attempt to navigate the
impossible interior, readers encounter a similar challenge through the
novel’s fragmented structure, footnotes, and multiple narrative layers. The
physical exploration of the house is mirrored by the reader’s movement
through the text itself. Space becomes not only a subject represented by the
novel but also a condition of reading the novel. The house consequently
functions on two levels: within the narrative, it destabilizes the characters'
understanding of physical reality; at the level of the novel's larger structure,
it anticipates the reader's own encounter with a text that refuses
conventional boundaries.

Thus, House of Leaves transforms architecture into a philosophical
inquiry into the nature of reality. The impossible house demonstrates that
reality is not always defined by stability, measurement, or coherence.
Instead, Danielewski presents a world in which the structures that organize
human experience—space, documentation, and interpretation—can no
longer guarantee certainty. Through the instability of the house, the novel
expands the concerns of metafiction from the construction of narratives to
the construction of reality itself. Architecture becomes more than a setting;:
it becomes the mechanism through which Danielewski asks whether reality
can remain stable when the structures that supposedly contain and define it
cease to obey their own rules.

25 L. Dolezel, Possible Worlds of Fiction and History: The Postmodern Stage, Johns
Hopkins UP, 2010, p. 16.
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The Text as Labyrinth: Form, Typography, and Material
Uncertainty

In House of Leaves, ontological uncertainty is not confined to the
fictional events described within the narrative; it is embedded in the
material structure of the novel itself. Danielewski transforms the physical
form of the book into an extension of the unstable world it represents.
Through fragmented narration, unconventional typography, extensive
footnotes, multiple textual layers, and disruptions of linear reading, the
novel challenges the assumption that a text is a stable container of meaning.
Instead, the book becomes a labyrinthine structure that the reader must
navigate, mirroring the impossible architecture of the house at its center.
The material form of the novel therefore becomes inseparable from its
thematic concerns: the reader must physically negotiate a text that refuses
to remain spatially or visually stable.

The novel's layered construction immediately destabilizes
conventional notions of textual authority. The narrative is presented
through multiple levels of mediation: the Navidson Record, a documentary
film supposedly created by Will Navidson; Zampano’s academic-style
analysis of that film; Johnny Truant’s annotations and personal narrative;
and the editors’ framing of the material. Each layer introduces new
uncertainties regarding authenticity, interpretation, and authorship. Rather
than providing a clear path toward an authoritative account of events, the
accumulation of voices produces a network of competing realities. The text
consequently refuses the expectation that a reader should move through a
narrative in a single continuous direction. Instead, the reader must move
between the primary narrative, footnotes, appendices, and interruptions,
creating a reading process that resembles navigation through a maze.

This structure challenges the traditional expectation that texts
communicate through a unified authorial perspective. As Mark Currie
explains, “metafiction assimilates all the perspectives of criticism into the
fictional process itself’.26 In House of Leaves, coherence is repeatedly
interrupted. The reader encounters contradictions, missing information,
unreliable commentary, and textual gaps that prevent the establishment of
a final, stable version of reality. The novel's formal organization reinforces
this uncertainty by making the reader aware of the physical boundaries of
the page. Footnotes can occupy extensive portions of the text, while
passages are interrupted by references that redirect attention away from the
main narrative. Reading consequently becomes a process of movement
between textual spaces rather than a straightforward progression from
beginning to end.

26 M. Currie, Metafiction, Routledge, 2013, p. 29.
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The typographical experimentation of the novel intensifies this
instability. Words move across pages, sections appear inverted or
fragmented, and the arrangement of text often reflects the physical and
psychological experiences of the characters. In particular, the sections
describing the exploration of the house frequently require the reader to
rotate the book, navigate empty spaces, or follow complex page structures.
Danielewski makes this physical disruption explicit when the text itself
instructs the reader to “turn the book upside down”.27 The instruction
transforms the act of reading into a physical response to the architecture
represented in the narrative. The reader must alter the position of the book
in order to continue, making the material object itself part of the fictional
experience. These formal disruptions transform reading from a transparent
act of comprehension into a physical encounter with uncertainty. The reader
does not simply learn about an unstable world; the reader experiences
instability through the act of reading.

This relationship between form and meaning is central to the novel’s
metafictional strategy. The book’s structure functions as a textual equivalent
of the house: both appear to contain an ordered interior, yet both reveal
unexpected depths and contradictions. The reader’s attempt to navigate the
novel parallels the characters’ attempt to navigate the impossible
architecture of the house. This parallel becomes particularly clear when the
typography creates increasingly restricted spaces through which the reader
must proceed. At one point, the text describes the experience of moving
through the house as “squeezing through a space no wider than a few
inches”.28 The physical restriction represented within the narrative is
echoed by the restricted textual space on the page. In this way, Danielewski
collapses the distinction between representation and experience. The text
does not merely describe an unstable reality; it constructs a reading
experience in which stability itself becomes impossible.

Marie-Laure Ryan’s concept of “possible worlds”29 emphasizes the
active role of readers in constructing relationships between actual and
fictional realities. However, House of Leaves complicates this process by
making the act of world construction uncertain. The reader is repeatedly
encouraged to assemble meaning from fragments, but each interpretive
possibility is undermined by another layer of mediation. The novel's
typographical structure makes this interpretive activity physical: readers
must decide where to begin, which footnotes to follow, when to return to the
main narrative, and how to interpret blank spaces and unconventional

27 M. Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, p. 109.

28 M. Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, p. 142.

29 M-L. Ryan, Possible Worlds, Artificial Intelligence, and Narrative Theory,
Indiana University Press, 1991, pp. 30-95.
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arrangements. Meaning is therefore not simply received from the page but
constructed through the reader’s movement across it. The book becomes a
space that must be explored rather than a stable object that can simply be
read.

Through its labyrinthine form, House of Leaves extends the
metafictional concerns explored in Calvino’s novel. While Calvino places the
instability of fiction within the act of reading itself, Danielewski relocates
that instability into the material object of the book. The novel demonstrates
that reality is not only shaped by narratives but also by the structures, forms,
and systems through which narratives are encountered. The text becomes a
space where fiction and reality are no longer separate domains but
interconnected processes of construction and interpretation. Danielewski
ultimately transforms reading into a form of spatial exploration: just as the
characters cannot rely on the architecture of the house to remain stable, the
reader cannot rely on the page to remain a transparent and predictable
medium. The material book itself becomes the labyrinth.

Whose Reality? Authorship, Documentation, and Competing
Truths in House of Leaves

The instability of reality in House of Leaves is further intensified
through the novel’s treatment of authorship, documentation, and
competing systems of knowledge. Rather than presenting a single
authoritative account of events, Danielewski constructs a narrative
environment in which reality is constantly mediated by different forms of
recording and interpretation. The novel raises a central question of
metafiction: if reality is accessible only through texts, documents, and
narratives, how can one distinguish between an authentic account and a
constructed one?

The layered structure of House of Leaves prevents any narrator or
textual source from occupying a position of complete authority. At the
center of the novel is the Navidson Record, a documentary film supposedly
created by Will Navidson to document the impossible changes occurring
within his house. However, readers do not encounter the film directly.
Instead, they encounter Zampano’s analysis of the film, Johnny Truant’s
additions and interpretations, and the editorial framework that surrounds
these materials. The instability of this documentary foundation becomes
particularly clear when Johnny observes that “Zampand’s entire project is
about a film which doesn’t even exist”.3° Each level of mediation distances
the reader further from an original event, creating a chain of representations
in which reality becomes increasingly difficult to separate from
interpretation.

30 M.Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, pp. Xix—xx.
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This structure challenges the assumption that documentation
guarantees truth. Traditionally, documentary forms are associated with
evidence, factuality, and access to reality. Danielewski disrupts this
expectation by presenting documentation as another form of narrative
construction. The Navidson Record appears to offer objective evidence of
the impossible house, yet its meaning depends on interpretation, selection,
and mediation. Zampano’s emphasis on visual evidence is itself complicated
by the limitations of perception, as Johnny observes that “Zampano writes
constantly about seeing. What we see, how we see and what in turn we can’t
see”.3t The novel therefore questions whether recording an event brings
humans closer to reality or simply produces another layer of representation.

This concern reflects broader postmodern critiques of authority and
representation. Postmodern fiction frequently questions the stability of
systems that claim to organize reality, replacing certainty with competing
possibilities and incompatible worlds. In House of Leaves, scientific
analysis, personal testimony, academic criticism, and documentary
evidence all attempt to explain the house, but none can provide a complete
account. Each perspective reveals something while simultaneously exposing
its own limitations. The documentary itself resists being contained within a
single authoritative interpretation, since, as the novel states, “Too many
important things in The Navidson Record jut out past the borders”.32 The
statement suggests that the Record continually exceeds the boundaries
imposed upon it by documentation and interpretation.

The figure of Zampano is particularly significant in this context. His
scholarly approach attempts to transform the Navidson Record into an
object of intellectual study by surrounding it with references, analysis, and
commentary. However, the reliability of his scholarship remains uncertain,
and the absence of the original documentary leaves his entire project
suspended between criticism and invention. His work demonstrates the
paradox of interpretation: the attempt to stabilize meaning may produce
further uncertainty rather than eliminate it. Johnny directly challenges
Zampano’s scholarly authority when he describes his method as “a perfect
example of how Zampano likes to obscure the secondary sources he’s using
in order to appear more versed in primary documents”.33 Zampano’s
academic apparatus therefore does not necessarily guarantee access to
truth; instead, it can function as another layer through which truth is
constructed and obscured.

Johnny Truant’s narrative introduces another dimension of instability
by making personal experience itself unreliable. His engagement with

3t Ibidem, p. xxi.
32 Tbidem, p. 3.
33 Ibidem, p. 107.
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Zampano’s manuscript becomes increasingly obsessive, and his own
identity begins to merge with the material he is editing and interpreting. The
boundary between discovering a text and being transformed by it gradually
disappears. Johnny’s attraction to incomplete and abandoned material is
evident when he describes himself as “a sucker for abandoned stuff,
misplaced stuff, forgotten stuff’.34 His position as editor is therefore not
neutral: he is drawn to fragments and absences and actively participates in
reconstructing the material that eventually becomes the novel available to
the reader. The text further suggests that engagement with the Navidson
Record can transform those who attempt to understand it, noting that “an
even greater number of people dwelling on The Navidson Record have
shown an increase in obsessiveness, insomnia, and incoherence”.35 Like
Calvino’s reader-character, Johnny becomes part of the textual world he
attempts to understand.

Through these competing layers of authorship and documentation,
House of Leaves reveals that reality is never encountered without
mediation. There is no final perspective outside language, interpretation, or
representation from which truth can be fully confirmed. The novel does not
suggest that reality is meaningless; rather, it suggests that reality is
produced through ongoing processes of negotiation among different forms
of knowledge. Calvino begins by telling the reader, “You are about to begin
reading”,3¢ whereas Danielewski begins with “This is not for you”.37 These
contrasting openings establish two different relationships between reader
and text. Calvino directly incorporates the reader into the fictional process,
while Danielewski simultaneously addresses and excludes the reader,
creating uncertainty about the boundaries between the textual world and
the reader’s own reality.

In this sense, Danielewski extends the metafictional concerns found in
Calvino’s work. While If on a winter’s night a traveler reveals that reading
participates in the creation of fictional worlds, House of Leaves
demonstrates that all attempts to document and explain reality are
themselves narrative acts. The novel’s unstable authorship and competing
truths ultimately transform the question of what really happened? into a
deeper philosophical question: how do humans construct a reality that can
be recognized as true?

34 Ibidem, p. 21.

35 M. Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, p. 407.

36 1. Calvino, If on a Winter’s Night a Traveler, Translated by William Weaver,
Mariner Books, 1982, p. 3.

37 M. Z. Danielewski, House of Leaves, Pantheon Books, 2000, p. ix.
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Calvino Danielewski

Source of instability | Reading Representation/documentation

Main disrupted Reader/text Text/world

boundary

Form Fragmented Layered material text
narratives

Reality becomes Interpretation .

unstatli’le through i Mediation

Central question How is a world created | How is a world known through
through reading? records?

Comparative Discussion: Metafiction Beyond Representation

How do Calvino and Danielewski show that metafiction does not
merely represent unstable realities but reveals the narrative conditions
through which realities are constructed? Although Italo Calvino’s If on a
winter’s night a traveler and Mark Z. Danielewski’s House of Leaves
emerge from different literary contexts, both novels challenge the
assumption that fiction functions primarily as a representation of an already
existing reality. Through distinct metafictional strategies, they reveal that
realities—whether fictional or experiential—are constructed through
processes of reading, interpretation, mediation, and narrative organization.
The collapse of the fiction—reality boundary in these works does not result
from the simple merging of fictional and actual worlds; rather, it emerges
from the recognition that both depend upon structures of representation.

Calvino’s novel locates instability primarily in the relationship between
reader and text. By transforming the reader into a character and making the
act of reading part of the narrative, If on a winter’s night a traveler
challenges the assumption that fictional worlds exist independently from
those who encounter them. The novel demonstrates that the experience of
reality is inseparable from interpretation. The reader does not merely enter
a fictional world but participates in producing it through acts of attention,
expectation, and meaning-making. Fiction becomes unstable because the
boundary between the observer and the observed can no longer be
maintained.

Danielewski’s House of Leaves, by contrast, shifts this instability from
the readerly experience to the material and institutional structures through
which reality is recorded and understood. The impossible architecture of the
house, the fragmented textual layers, and the competing voices of
authorship reveal that no system of documentation can provide direct
access to an unquestionable reality. Whereas Calvino questions the position
of the reader outside the text, Danielewski questions the existence of any
stable textual or documentary authority within it.
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Despite these differences, both novels share a fundamental concern:
the conditions through which a world becomes intelligible. Their
metafictional strategies expose the processes normally hidden behind
narrative representation. Calvino reveals that fictional worlds depend on
acts of reading, while Danielewski reveals that realities depend on acts of
recording and interpretation. In both cases, meaning does not originate
from a fixed external source but emerges through relationships among texts,
readers, and systems of representation.

This shared concern places both novels within the broader postmodern
questioning of ontology. Postmodern fiction frequently shifts attention from
questions of knowledge toward questions of existence and world structure.
The central issue in these novels is therefore not simply whether a particular
representation is accurate, but what makes any reality recognizable as real.
By destabilizing narrative authority and exposing the constructed nature of
worlds, both works transform metafiction into a philosophical investigation
of reality itself.

The comparison between Calvino and Danielewski also demonstrates
two complementary forms of ontological uncertainty. In Calvino,
uncertainty emerges from excess possibility: too many potential stories,
worlds, and interpretations prevent the establishment of a single final
reality. In Danielewski, uncertainty emerges from excessive mediation: too
many layers of texts, documents, and perspectives prevent access to an
original reality. One novel multiplies possible worlds; the other multiplies
the representations through which a world is known.

Ultimately, both If on a winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves
suggest that reality is not simply a stable foundation upon which narratives
are built. Rather, reality itself is experienced through narrative structures
that organize perception and meaning. Metafiction, in these works, becomes
more than a literary technique that draws attention to fictionality; it
becomes a mode of philosophical inquiry into how worlds are created,
interpreted, and sustained. By collapsing the presumed separation between
fiction and reality, Calvino and Danielewski reveal that the boundaries
between the two are not natural divisions but constructions that can be
questioned, rearranged, and reimagined.

Conclusion

The broader implication is that metafiction does not destroy the
distinction between fiction and reality; it reveals the narrative processes
that make both meaningful within the larger philosophical implication:
what does the collapse of the fiction—reality boundary reveal about human
attempts to understand reality through narrative? The analysis of If on a
winter’s night a traveler and House of Leaves demonstrates that the
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uncertainty produced by metafiction is not merely a formal experiment with
narrative boundaries but a philosophical reflection on the human
relationship with reality. Through different strategies, both novels reveal
that reality is never encountered as an entirely immediate or transparent
given; rather, it becomes meaningful through processes of interpretation,
mediation, and narrative organization.

Calvino’s novel presents interpretation as an act of world-making. By
transforming the reader into a participant within the fictional structure and
by replacing narrative completion with multiple possibilities, If on a
winter’s night a traveler demonstrates that meaning emerges through the
interaction between text and reader. The reader’s search for coherence
mirrors a broader hermeneutic condition: human beings do not simply
encounter worlds but actively interpret them into meaningful forms. The
novel therefore challenges the idea that reality exists independently of the
frameworks through which it is understood.

House of Leaves extends this philosophical inquiry by examining the
instability of the systems through which reality is documented and
communicated. The impossible architecture of the house, the fragmented
textual structure, and the competing layers of authorship reveal that every
attempt to represent reality is already an interpretive act. Rather than
providing access to an objective truth, documentation produces further
questions about mediation, authority, and meaning. The novel
demonstrates that reality is never available outside the structures through
which it is interpreted.

Viewed together, these works suggest that the fiction—reality
distinction is not a simple opposition between two separate domains.
Instead, both fiction and reality are constituted through interpretive
processes that organize experience and make worlds intelligible. Calvino
emphasizes the role of the reader in constructing meaning, while
Danielewski emphasizes the role of texts and systems of representation in
shaping perception. Their approaches differ, but both reveal interpretation
as the fundamental condition through which worlds become meaningful.

The significance of metafiction, therefore, lies not only in its ability to
expose fiction as a constructed form but also in its capacity to illuminate the
constructed nature of human understanding itself. By making narrative
processes visible, Calvino and Danielewski transform literary form into
philosophical inquiry. Their novels suggest that uncertainty is not simply a
failure to reach reality; it is a recognition that reality is always encountered
through interpretation. The unstable worlds they create ultimately reveal a
deeper truth about human experience: we do not inhabit a world that is
simply given to us, but a world that becomes meaningful through the stories,
structures, and interpretations through which we understand it.
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