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Don  DeLillo  is  widely
regarded as one of the
most  significant
American  novelists  of
the late twentieth and
early  twenty-first
centuries,  a  writer
w h o s e  w o r k
consistently probes the
deepest  anxieties  of
contemporary  l i fe.
A m o n g  h i s  m a n y
acclaimed novels, The
Body Artist stands as
a unique and haunting
outlier.  Published  in
2001,  this  slender  yet
dense  work  arrived

b e t w e e n  t w o  o f
D e L i l l o ' s  m o s t
monumental  novels,
U n d e r w o r l d  a n d
Cosmopol is ,  yet  i t
offers  an  experience
entirely  its  own.  The
Body Artist Don DeLillo
c r e a t e d  i s  n o t  a
sprawling  commentary
on Cold War history or
financial  systems;
i n s t e a d ,  i t  i s  a n
in t ima te ,  a lmos t
c l a u s t r o p h o b i c
meditation  on  grief,
time,  and  the  fragile
boundaries of the self.
This  novel  demands a
different  kind  of
attention,  one  that
rewards readers willing
to  sit  with  discomfort
and  ambiguity.  For
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those  seeking  a  deep
literary experience that
lingers  long  after  the
final  page,  The  Body
Artist Don DeLillo wrote
remains a masterclass
in  compression  and
emotional  resonance.
In  this  article,  we will
explore  the  novel's
central  themes,  its
unique  characters,  its
stylistic  innovations,
and its enduring place
w i t h i n  D e L i l l o ' s
remarkable  body  of
work.

OVERVIEW OF THE
PLOT

The Body Artist  opens
w i t h  a  s c e n e  o f
domestic  intimacy.
L a u r e n  H a r t k e ,  a
performance artist, and
h e r  m u c h  o l d e r
husband, Rey Robles, a
film  director,  are
sharing  breakfast  in
their  rented  house  on
the New England coast.
T h e  m o r n i n g  i s

ordinary, filled with the
sma l l  r i t ua l s  o f  a
couple who know each
other well. Yet beneath
the surface, there is a
sense  of  impending
rupture. Later that day,
Rey drives to New York
and takes his own life.
The novel then follows
Lauren as she retreats
into the solitude of the
e m p t y  h o u s e ,
grappling with her grief
in  a  way that  is  both
deeply  personal  and
strangely  abstract.
In her isolation, Lauren
discovers  a  strange,
spectral  figure living in
an unused room of the
house. This figure, who
comes to be known as
Mr.  Tuttle,  is  a  man
who seems to have no
stable  identity.  He
speaks  in  a  fractured,
echolalic  language,
mimicking  phrases  he
h a s  h e a r d ,  o f t e n
r e p r o d u c i n g
conversations between
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Lauren and Rey that he
could not possibly have
witnessed.  Mr.  Tuttle
a p p e a r s  t o  e x i s t
outside of conventional
time, blurring the lines
between past, present,
and  future.  Lauren,
rather  than  be ing
frightened,  becomes
fascinated. She begins
t o  s t u d y  h i m ,  t o
interact with him, and
ultimately,  she  uses
him as raw material for
a  new  performance
p i e c e .  T h e  n o v e l
c u l m i n a t e s  i n  a
stunning description of
this  performance,
w h e r e  L a u r e n
transforms  her  body
a n d  v o i c e  i n t o
s o m e t h i n g
o t h e r w o r l d l y ,
channeling  the  grief
and dislocation she has
experienced.

KEY THEMES IN
THE BODY ARTIST

Grief and
the
Experienc
e of Time
At its heart, The Body
Art is t  Don  DeLi l lo
crafted is a novel about
grief.  But  it  is  not  a
conventional portrait of
mourning.  DeLillo  is
less  interested  in  the
psychological stages of
loss  than  in  the  way
grief  fundamentally
alters one's perception
of  reality.  For  Lauren,
the death of Rey does
n o t  s i m p l y  m e a n
sadness; it means that
time  itself  becomes
unmoored. The present
moment feels thin and
insubstantial, while the
past is suddenly more
vivid and present than
ever.  Mr.  Tuttle,  with
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his  ability  to  repeat
conversations  that
h a v e  a l r e a d y
happened,  becomes  a
physical  embodiment
o f  t h i s  t e m p o r a l
disruption.  He  is  a
living  reminder  that
the  pas t  does  not
s imply  vanish  but
continues  to  echo  in
the  chambers  of  the
present.  The  Body
Artist Don DeLillo wrote
asks  us  to  consider
whether  t ime  i s  a
linear progression or a
more  fluid,  recursive
dimension  that  grief
allows  us  to  access.

The Body
as a Site
of
Transfor

mation
As  the  title  suggests,
the body is  central  to
the  novel's  meaning.
Lauren  Hartke  is  a
b o d y  a r t i s t ,  a
performer  who  uses
her own physical form
a s  h e r  p r i m a r y
medium.  She  pushes
her body to its  limits,
s ta rv ing  he rse l f ,
contorting  her  frame,
and adopting  radically
different  postures  and
voices.  For  her,  the
body  is  not  a  fixed,
stable  entity  but  a
material  to be shaped
and  reshaped.  This
theme  is  amplified  by
the  presence  of  Mr.
Tuttle,  whose  body
s e e m s  e q u a l l y
unstable.  He  occupies
space  in  a  way  that
feels  almost  spectral,
as  i f  he  is  not  ful ly
a n c h o r e d  t o  t h e
p h y s i c a l  w o r l d .
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Through  these  two
characters,  The  Body
Art is t  Don  DeLi l lo
explores the idea that
identity  is  not  located
in the mind alone but is
p e r f o r m e d  a n d
constituted through the
body.  Grief,  in  this
f r a m e w o r k ,  i s  a
physical experience as
much as an emotional
one;  i t  l ives  in  the
muscles,  the  bones,
and  the  breath.

Language
and its
Limits
DeLil lo  has  always
been a writer obsessed
with language, and The
B o d y  A r t i s t  i s  n o
exception. The novel is
filled with dialogue that
i s  f r a g m e n t e d ,
repetitive,  and  often
n o n s e n s i c a l .  M r .

Tuttle's  speech  is  a
k ind  o f  l i ngu i s t i c
wreckage,  composed
of  borrowed  phrases
and broken syntax. He
does  not  or iginate
language  but  rather
repeats  it,  revealing
the way that our words
are never  entirely  our
own.  This  challenges
the  reader  to  think
about what it means to
c o m m u n i c a t e .  I f
language  is  merely  a
system of echoes, then
how do we ever  truly
express  our  inner
l ives?  Lauren's  art
becomes a response to
this  d i lemma.  She
turns away from words
and  toward  the  body,
using physical  gesture
and sound as  a  more
authentic  mode  of
expression.  The  Body
Art is t  Don  DeLi l lo
presents language not
a s  a  t r a n s p a r e n t
window  into  the  soul
bu t  a s  a  s t r ange ,
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flawed,  and  often
inadequate  tool.

CHARACTER
ANALYSIS

Lauren
Hartke
L a u r e n  i s  o n e  o f
D e L i l l o ' s  m o s t
c o m p e l l i n g
protagonists  precisely
because  she  i s  so
interior.  We  see  the
world  almost  entirely
t h r o u g h  h e r
perceptions,  yet  she
remains enigmatic. She
i s  d i s c i p l i n e d ,
observant,  and deeply
intelligent.  Her  grief
does  not  manifest  as
dramatic  weeping  or
outward despair but as
a kind of hyper-focused
attention to the details
of  her  environment.
She becomes obsessed
with the sounds of the
house,  the  texture  of

the air, and the strange
presence of Mr. Tuttle.
Her artistic  practice is
an  extension  of  this
attention.  By  turning
her body into a canvas
for transformation, she
finds  a  way  to  process
her loss that is neither
c a t h a r t i c  n o r
redemptive but simply
true.  In  many  ways,
Lauren  embodies  the
central question of The
Body Artist Don DeLillo
wrote:  How do we go
on  l iv ing  in  a  body
when  the  world  we
k n e w  h a s  b e e n
irrevocably broken?

Mr. Tuttle
Mr. Tuttle is one of the
m o s t  e n i g m a t i c
c h a r a c t e r s  i n
c o n t e m p o r a r y
literature.  He is  never
fully explained. Is he a
ghost? A manifestation
of  Lauren's  grief?  A
s t r a n g e r  w i t h  a



The Body Artist Don Delillo 7

7

neurological condition?
DeLillo  deliberately
refuses  to  answer
these  questions.  What
matters  is  what  Mr.
Tuttle represents. He is
a  figure  of  radical
uncertainty,  a  being
who exists outside the
normal  boundaries  of
selfhood and time. His
echolalic speech forces
L a u r e n  ( a n d  t h e
reader) to confront the
fact that identity is not
a  fixed  essence  but  a
p e r f o r m a n c e ,  a
collection  of  gestures
and  words  borrowed
from others. Mr. Tuttle
is also a mirror; in him,
Lauren  sees  her  own
fragmentation.  The
Body Artist Don DeLillo
uses  this  character  to
push the novel  into  a
s p a c e  t h a t  i s
s i m u l t a n e o u s l y
p s y c h o l o g i c a l ,
philosophical, and even
supernatural.

Rey
Robles
Although  Rey  dies
early in the novel,  his
presence  pervades
every  page .  He  i s
remembered  through
Lauren's  memories,
through the objects he
left  behind,  and  most
hauntingly, through Mr.
Tutt le 's  mimicked
speech.  Rey is  a figure
of  the past,  but  he is
not  static.  Lauren's
grief  keeps  him alive,
constantly  reshaping
him  in  her  mind.  His
suicide  is  never  fully
explained,  and  this
ambiguity  is  crucial.
D e L i l l o  i s  n o t
interested  in  t idy
motivations.  Instead,
Rey's  death serves as
the  catalyst  for  the
n o v e l ' s  d e e p e r
explorations. He is the
absent  center  around



8

8 The Body Artist Don Delillo 2025-01-14

w h i c h  t h e  e n t i r e
narrative orbits. In The
Body Artist Don DeLillo
crafted,  the  dead  do
not  simply  disappear;
they become a kind of
haunting presence that
the living must learn to
inhabit.

STYLISTIC
INNOVATIONS

The  Body  Artist  is  a
novel that demands to
b e  r e a d  s l o w l y .
DeLillo's  prose here is
more pared down and
lyrical than in his other
works.  The  sentences
a r e  o f t e n  s h o r t ,
precise,  and  full  of
unexpected  imagery.
Consider  the  opening
line: "The body artist is
a  woman,  and  she  is
alone in a room." This
s imple  s tatement
contains  the  novel's
e n t i r e  t h e m a t i c
universe  in  miniature.
The writing is intensely
sensory,  filled  with  the

sounds  of  the  house,
the light on the water,
the texture of skin and
bone.  DeLi l lo  a lso
makes  bold  structural
choices.  The  long,
detailed  description  of
Lauren's  performance
piece near the end of
the novel is a tour de
force, a piece of writing
t h a t  a t t e m p t s  t o
capture  the  ineffable
through  language
itself. This is The Body
Artist Don DeLillo at his
most  experimental,
pushing the novel form
to its limits in order to
explore  experiences
t h a t  r e s i s t  e a s y
articulation.

CRITICAL
RECEPTION AND
INTERPRETATION

When The Body Artist
was  first  published,  it
rece ived  a  m ixed
response. Some critics
were  frustrated  by  its
obscurity  and  lack  of
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conventional  plot.
Others ,  however ,
recognized  i t  as  a
p r o f o u n d  a n d
innovative  work.  Over
time,  the  novel  has
ga ined  a  devoted
following  and  is  now
considered an essential
p a r t  o f  D e L i l l o ' s
oeuvre.  Scholars  have
interpreted  the  novel
through  a  variety  of
lenses. Some see it as
a meditation on trauma
a n d  t h e  l i m i t s  o f
representation.  Others
r e a d  i t  a s  a
c o m m e n t a r y  o n
performance  art  and
the nature of the self.
Still,  others  focus  on
t h e  n o v e l ' s
engagement with time
and  memory.  What
u n i t e s  t h e s e
interpretations  is  a
recognition  that  The
Body Artist Don DeLillo
wrote  i s  a  work  o f
radical  empathy,  one
that asks us to sit with

uncertainty  and to  find
meaning in the spaces
between words.

CONNECTIONS TO
DELILLO'S
BROADER WORK

While  The  Body  Artist
is  unique  in  DeLillo's
bibliography,  it  is  also
deeply  connected  to
his  larger  concerns.
DeLi l lo  has  always
been fascinated by the
w a y  m e d i a ,
t e c h n o l o g y ,  a n d
consumer  cu l ture
s h a p e  o u r
consciousness.  In  this
novel,  however,  those
concerns  are  pushed
into  the  background.
The  focus  is  on  the
individual psyche in its
most raw and exposed
state.  Yet  the  familiar
DeLillo themes are still
p r e s e n t :  t h e
s t r a n g e n e s s  o f
everyday  l i fe ,  the
fragility of identity, and
the search for meaning
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in  a  world  that  often
fee l s  random  and
chaotic.  Readers  who
come  to  The  Body
Artist Don DeLillo from
his more famous works
like  White  Noise  or
Libra will recognize the
s a m e  p r o b i n g
intelligence,  but  they
will  encounter  it  in  a
more  int imate  and
compressed form. This
nove l  proves  that
DeLillo can do as much
in  two hundred pages
as most writers can in
six hundred.

WHY THE BODY
ARTIST MATTERS
TODAY

In  an  era  of  constant
distraction  and  digital
noise,  The Body Artist
feels  more  relevant
than ever. It is a novel
about  the  value  of
silence,  solitude,  and
d e e p  a t t e n t i o n .
Lauren's  process  of
grieving  is  not  about

moving  on  or  finding
closure;  it  is  about
learning to inhabit her
own body and her own
present  moment,  no
matter how painful that
might  be.  The  novel
also  speaks  to  our
c o n t e m p o r a r y
a n x i e t i e s  a b o u t
identity.  In  a  world
w h e r e  w e  a r e
constantly  performing
ourse lves  on l ine ,
Lauren's radical  bodily
transformations  offer  a
powerful  contrast.  She
reminds  us  that  the
self is not a brand or a
profile  but  something
far  more  mysterious
and mutable. The Body
Artist Don DeLillo offers
no easy answers, but it
provides  something
p e r h a p s  m o r e
valuable:  a  space  for
reflection, a quiet room
where we can sit with
the  hardest  questions
life has to offer.
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CONCLUSION

The  Body  Artist  is  a
novel  that  defies  easy
categorization.  It  is  a
ghost  story  without
g h o s t s ,  a  g r i e f
narrat ive  wi thout
melodrama,  and  a
work  of  experimental
fiction  that  remains
deeply  human.  Don
D e L i l l o  c r e a t e d
something rare: a book
t h a t  i s  b o t h
i n t e l l e c t u a l l y
c h a l l e n g i n g  a n d
e m o t i o n a l l y
d e v a s t a t i n g .  F o r
readers  wi l l ing  to
s u r r e n d e r  t o  i t s
rhythms,  The  Body

Artist Don DeLillo wrote
offers  an  unforgettable
experience.  It  teaches
us that the body is not
just  a  vessel  for  the
self  but a medium for
transformation,  that
time is not a line but a
landscape,  and  that
even  in  the  deepest
solitude, we are never
entirely alone. Whether
you are a longtime fan
o f  D e L i l l o  o r  a
newcomer to his work,
this  novel  rewards
r e r e a d i n g  a n d
reflection.  It  is  a  quiet
masterpiece,  one  that
continues  to  resonate
with  readers  around
the  world.


