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Abstract 
 

This paper analyzes Don DeLillo’s novella Point Omega (2010), with a special focus on the 

motif of haiku, Japanese short poetry. An old man named Richard Elster, whose past job is to give 

“meaning” to the Iraq War as a war advisor, conceptualizes the war by abusing the haiku rhetoric. 

As a result, he assists the realization of a “war without cause” that takes a heavy toll of human 

lives. In a sense, Elster is not only a governor of meanings but also a fake poet who arbitrarily 

misinterprets the concept of haiku. The paper reveals how he paradoxically comes to gain poetic 

authenticity by giving up control of meanings. 

 

Introduction 
 

     Among Don DeLillo’s oeuvre, Point Omega (2010) is the shortest novel that is divided into 

three parts, as he calls it “a triptych” (McCrum). Moreover, it is structured like a haiku, a Japanese 

short poem that consists of three lines. Lines one and three of the novel, titled “Anonymity” and 

“Anonymity 2,” respectively, are narrated from the viewpoint of an anonymous man watching a 

work of conceptual art, 24 Hour Psycho (1993), which slows down the reproduction speed of 

Alfred Hitchcock’s film Psycho (1960) “to a running time of twenty-four hours” (PO 6). This 

slow pace changes the original version of Psycho completely. In 24 Hour Psycho, the elements of 

horror and suspense that the original has are “subsumed in time” (PO 6). Accordingly, the 

characters and plot are shoved into the background. 

Instead, the slow pace gives a new aspect to the film. In watching the famous scene where 

Janet Leigh is killed while taking a shower, the anonymous man no longer pays attention to the 

murder. Rather, he comes to care more about trivial things such as the numbers of the curtain rings 

(PO 9). In this way, 24 Hours Psycho enables him to see “a moment lost at normal speed” (PO 

9). Moreover, he is enchanted by the poetic beauty in this slow image, as the “four rings spinning 

slowly over the fallen figure of Janet Leigh” are described as “a stray poem above the hellish 

death” (PO 9). 

While savoring the poetic beauty of the slow image, the anonymous man has to patiently 

think about the meaning of 24 Hours Psycho. Despite his patience, he only feels “[t]he meaning 
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of this escaped him. He kept feeling things whose meaning escaped him” (PO 11). The “merciless 

pacing” (PO 5) of 24 Hour Psycho thus renders the original film “[m]eaningless” (PO 13). 

However, the slow video possibly keeps fascinating the anonymous man because it keeps making 

no sense. In other words, once the meaning of the artwork is established, he would lose interest 

in it; for he could no longer find the beauty of the “stray poem” in the meaningful film played at 

normal speed. 

As discussed above, Line one, through the slow image of 24 Hour Psycho, foregrounds 

“nonsense” and “poetry” as key elements that seem to penetrate throughout the story. Bearing 

them in mind, we will reveal the poetics of nonsense in Point Omega by closely analyzing Richard 

Elster, the main character of Line two. 

 

Elster as Governor of Meanings 
 

     The episode in Line two revolves around Richard Elster, a seventy-three-year-old man who 

has retreated to a cottage in the desert around Southern California and is interviewed by Jim Finley, 

a film director, who is eager to make a documentary film about Elster. In Line one, through the 

representation of 24 Hour Psycho, readers are suddenly thrown into the world of nonsense. On 

the other hand, Elster in Line two seems to be quite the opposite of such a world. 

Elster has a career as a secret war advisor whose mission is to join a meeting with 

government war planners and encourage the Iraq War. His crucial role as “a defense intellectual” 

(PO 28) is to “conceptualize” (PO 19) war: “That’s what I [Elster] was there [in the government] 

for, to give them [the war planners] words and meanings” (PO 29, emphasis added). In a sense, 

Elster is a governor of meanings who tries to make the Iraq War “meaningful.” However, whether 

his efforts to govern meanings are successful is open to question, for the Iraq War is often 

criticized as a “war without cause.” 

     Even though Elster has retreated from the role of the secret war advisor, he dares to give 

greater meanings to the human “gene for self-destruction” (PO 52) that might cause apocalyptic 

war: 

 

We’re a crowd, a swarm. We think in groups, travel in armies. Armies carry the gene for 

self-destruction. One bomb is never enough. The blur of technology, this is where the oracles 

plot their wars. Because now comes the introversion. Father Teilhard knew this, the omega 

point. A leap out of our biology. Ask yourself this question. Do we have to be human forever? 

Consciousness is exhausted. Back now to inorganic matter. This is what we want. We want 

to be stones in a field. (PO 52-53) 

 

Connecting the human self-destructive desire to Pierre Teilhard de Chardin’s concept of the 



23 
Lose Yourself in Language:The Stray Poetics of Nonsense in Don DeLillo’s Point Omega 

Omega Point, Elster thus affirms that war is meaningful in the context of the ultimate human 

evolution. 

 

Elster as Haiku Amateur 
 

     Elster seems well versed in poetry because in his cottage he mostly reads poems such as 

Zukofsky, Pound, and Rilke (PO 25). He also seems familiar with haiku, Japanese short poetry, 

and applies its concept to war: 

 

“Haiku means nothing beyond what it is. A pond in summer, a leaf in the wind. It’s human 

consciousness located in nature. It’s the answer to everything in a set number of lines, a 

prescribed syllable count. I wanted a haiku war,” he said. “I wanted a war in three lines. This 

was not a matter of force levels or logistics. What I wanted was a set of ideas linked to 

transient things. This is the soul of haiku. Bare everything to plain sight. See what’s there.” 

(PO 29, underlines mine) 

 

As Takashi Yagura points out, this remark of Elster alludes to that of Donald Rumsfeld, the former 

United States Secretary of Defense (74). At a U.S. Department of Defense news briefing on 

February 12, 2002, Rumsfeld gave the infamous response to a question about the lack of evidence 

relating the government of Iraq with the supply of Weapons of Mass Destruction (WMD) to 

terrorist groups: 

 

Reports that say that something hasn’t happened are always interesting to me, because as 

we know, there are known knowns; there are things we know we know. We also know there 

are known unknowns; that is to say we know there are some things we do not know. But 

there are also unknown unknowns—the ones we don’t know we don’t know. And if one 

looks throughout the history of our country and other free countries, it is the latter category 

that tend to be the difficult ones. (Rumsfeld, underline mine) 

 

As the underlined part suggests, Rumsfeld, by giving the poem-like, enigmatic explanation “in 

three lines,” justified starting the Iraq War. Martin Amis names Rumsfeld’s three-line explanation 

even as a “haiku-like taxonomy of the terrorist threat” (Amis 51). Although this “haiku-like 

taxonomy” could never fully answer the question about the evidence of WMD, it was effective 

enough for Rumsfeld to throw up a smokescreen before the press. 

Moreover, as Yagura also argues, “[t]he Iraq War was conducted by the hope for shortened 

words [like haiku]. Catchphrases such as ‘the war on terror,’ ‘axis of evil,’ and ‘crusade’ were 

used to provoke anxiety among people so that they came to support the war” (75). The U.S. 
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political elites thus abused the haiku rhetoric to support the validity of the Iraq War, and the same 

is true of Elster in Point Omega. This fact demonstrates that poetry like haiku can even assist war, 

depending on how to interpret the concept of haiku. 

    However, it is doubtful that Elster’s interpretation of haiku is right, for he harbors a biased 

view of it. As already quoted above, Elster focuses exclusively on the “form” of haiku when he 

says, “It’s the answer to everything in a set number of lines, a prescribed syllable count.” The 

Haiku Society of America, on the other hand, defines haiku as follows: 

 

The definition of haiku has been made more difficult by the fact that many uninformed 

persons have considered it to be a “form” like a sonnet or triolet (17 syllables divided 5, 7, 

and 5). That it is not simply a “form” is amply demonstrated by the fact that the Japanese 

differentiate haiku from senryu—a type of verse (or poem) that has exactly the same “form” 

as haiku but differs in content from it. Actually, there is no rigid “form” for Japanese haiku. 

Seventeen Japanese onji (sound-symbols) is the norm, but some 5% of “classical” haiku 

depart from it, and so do a still greater percentage of “modern” Japanese haiku. To the 

Japanese and to American haiku poets, it is the content and not the form alone that makes a 

haiku. (“Official,” underlines mine) 

 

In that he believes that the form and not the content is crucial to haiku, Elster is a haiku amateur, 

not a professional. Similarly, Elster’s conceptualizing of “war in three lines” is “amateur 

philosophizing” (Žižek) since he believes that “it is the form and not the content that determines 

war” (Kavadlo 75). 

Moreover, whereas through his own interpretation of haiku Elster wants to locate human 

consciousness in nature, Kyoshi Takahama insists that, by objectively describing things in nature, 

a haiku should ooze human subjectivity or consciousness behind them (33). Here, Elster is wrong 

again—though he says that haiku means nothing beyond what it is, it “certainly means something 

beyond what it is” (Kavadlo 74). In other words, Elster arbitrarily makes the meaning of a haiku 

self-contained, and therefore oversimplifies the complex meaning it connotes. In reality, a haiku 

does not always “bare everything to plain sight.” We hence have to struggle to catch the meaning 

it oozes beyond its surface. 

The discussion so far suffices to unearth the amateurishness of Elster’s understanding of 

poetry, including haiku. However, as the story unfolds in an unexpected way, he paradoxically 

and ironically gains a kind of poetic authenticity. We will discuss this closely in the next section. 

 

Elster as Stray Poet 
 

     At the end of Line two, Elster unexpectedly plunges into a crisis; Jessie, Elster’s beloved 
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daughter who was visiting him at his cottage, has vanished in the desert. Despite a thorough search 

by the police, nothing but a knife is found in the desert. This incident devastates Elster enough to 

transform his character in some ways. 

     First, Elster’s perception of time changes. Before Jessie vanishes, Elster has a macro-time 

perception that grasps the extended history of the archaeological past: 

 

“Time falling away. That’s what I feel here,” he [Elster] said. “Time becoming slowly older. 

Enormously old. Not day by day. This is deep time, epochal time. Our lives receding into 

the long past. That’s what’s out there. The Pleistocene desert, the rule of extinction.” (PO 

72) 

 

When talking about the Omega Point, Elster perceives time not as “day by day” but as the 

enormously extended span that normal humans cannot grasp at all. In a sense, Elster handles time 

like a video tape; that is, by “fast-forwarding” the long history of planet Earth, he can 

exceptionally gain the comprehensive grasp of the “deep time”— “[t]ime that precedes us and 

survives us” (PO 44). 

     Elster’s fast-forwarding style of time perception, however, gets stranded by Jessie’s 

vanishment. After she disappears, things around Elster seem to go “slow”: 

 

The day before, with all the phone calls made and everyone alerted, I’d stood outside and 

seen a car on the horizon floating slowly into motion, rippled in dust and haze, as in a long 

shot in a film, a moment of slow expectation. (PO 81, emphasis added) 

 

Furthermore, while waiting for good news about Jessie, Elster feels time passing “minute by 

minute.”: 

 

At night the rooms were clocks. The stillness was nearly complete, bare walls, plank floors, 

time here and out there, on the high trails, every passing minute a function of our waiting. 

(PO 88, underline mine) 

 

In this way, Jessie’s vanishment shrinks Elster’s fast and macro perception of time into a slow 

and micro one. 

Simultaneously with the change of his time perception, Elster’s metaphysics of the Omega 

Point also turns into something extremely physical: 

 

Point omega. A million years away. The omega point has narrowed, here and now, to the 

point of a knife as it enters a body. All the man’s grand themes funneled down to local grief, 
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one body, out there somewhere, or not. (PO 98) 

 

This inversion from the Omega Point to the Point Omega also causes Elster to metamorphose 

from an eloquent intellectual into an inarticulate father who can do nothing but worry about the 

safety of his daughter: “He [Elster] said nearly nothing and showed confusion at the sight of a 

uniformed man [policeman] in the house, large man shrinking the room, badge on his chest, gun 

at his belt” (PO 81). Before Jessie vanishes, the story of Line two revolves around Finley’s 

interviews with Elster, where Elster makes a series of eloquent remarks about the Omega Point. 

After her disappearance, in contrast, “silence” often occupies the dialogues between Elster and 

Finley: “The stillness was nearly complete. . . . For weeks there had been nothing to do but talk. 

Now nothing to say” (PO 88). It is as if Elster has retrogressed to “a child” (PO 99) who has not 

yet acquired language. 

     Obviously, Jessie’s vanishment casts Elster into a world of nonsense—or, the desert of 

nonsense—since “[m]issing people never make sense” (PO 84). In fact, Elster himself comes to 

desire such a nonsensical world: 

 

He wanted pure mystery. Maybe it was easier for him, something beyond the damp reach of 

human motive. I was trying to think his thoughts. Mystery had its truth, all the deeper for 

being shapeless, an elusive meaning that might spare him whatever explicit details would 

otherwise come to mind. (PO 83, underlines mine) 

 

Accordingly, the meaning of Elster’s words also eludes Finley’s understanding. When Elster sees 

thunder hang over the hill, “[a] hundred childhoods, he sa[ys] obscurely. Meaning what” (PO 87, 

emphasis added). Though Finley struggles to conjecture what Elster’s words “a hundred 

childhoods” mean, he cannot catch its meaning completely. However, Finley at least hears a kind 

of “poetic echo” in the words: “the thunder maybe, a soft evocative rumble sounding down the 

years” (PO 87). It is expected that, while straining to listen to the echoing sound of “a hundred 

childhoods,” Finley would keep thinking about its elusive meaning. In a sense, “a hundred 

childhoods” is “a stray poem” that manifests itself at the vanishing point of Jessie, Elster’s 

“treasure” and “blessing” (PO 58), who can make his life meaningful. Here is a paradox of Elster’s 

poetics: when governing meanings, he is just a fake poet who arbitrarily misinterprets the essence 

of haiku; when losing control of meanings, on the other hand, his words gain a kind of poetic 

authenticity. 

 

The Stray Poetics of Nonsense 
 

Although Elster finally gives up governing meanings and yields himself to the desert of 
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nonsense, yet “nonsense” itself does not necessarily signify the absence of meanings; for, 

according to Gilles Deleuze, “nonsense does not have any particular sense, but is opposed to the 

absence of sense rather than to the sense that it produces in excess” (71). 

After giving up finding Jessie, her absence leaves Finley in a “void”: “The silence was 

complete. I’d never felt a stillness such as this, never such enveloping nothing. But such nothing 

that was, that spun around me, or she did, Jessie, warm to the touch” (PO 94, emphasis in original). 

Whereas the “nothing” overwhelms Finley, he also feels such “nothing” certainly “exists” with 

the warmth of Jessie. In fact, Deleuze regards the void as a site where sense arises: 

 

Across the abolished significations and the lost denotations, the void is the site of sense or 

of the event which harmonizes with its own nonsense . . . . The void is itself the paradoxical 

element, the surface nonsense, or the always displaced aleatory point whence the event 

bursts forth as sense. (Deleuze 137, underlines mine) 

 

In this way, as if the desert keeps changing its shape, the void, which itself has no sense, 

paradoxically keeps creating margins for new meanings to appear. Probably, as long as Jessie’s 

vanishment keeps its mystery, Finley could also keep inventing various possible meanings about 

her absence. In this sense, stories of missing people who “never make sense” (PO 84) are 

paradoxically full of meanings. 

Furthermore, you could happen to even encounter “a higher kind of sense” when you lose 

control of meanings. In the interview with Adam Begley, DeLillo talks about the privilege of poets 

as follows: 

 

You want to lose yourself in language, become a carrier or messenger. The best moments 

involve a loss of control. It’s a kind of rapture, and it can happen with words and phrases 

fairly often—completely surprising combinations that make a higher kind of sense, that 

come to you out of nowhere. But rarely for extended periods, for paragraphs and pages—I 

[DeLillo] think poets must have more access to this state than novelists do. (Begley 90, 

underlines mine) 

 

DeLillo is thus willing to abandon control of meanings and instead place a bet on the contingency 

of the “completely surprising combinations” of words “that make a higher kind of sense.” This 

kind of stray poetics could deliver his characters such as Elster from the solidity of self-contained 

meaning and enable them to play in the world of undecidablity which ceaselessly causes 

unexpected meanings to appear. 

     In order to put this stray poetics to work, DeLillo has to make the novel short, as he states 

in an interview with Alexandra Alter: 
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I [DeLillo] wanted to keep it [Point Omega] relatively abbreviated. I wanted to suggest 

things rather than explore them fully. I knew this had to be a short novel and I didn’t want 

to cause a kind of disproportion between the ideas and the dialogue as opposed to the 

landscape itself. It told me it had to be short. This is how it seems always to work, in my 

case. A novel develops its own structure and I feel myself just following along. (Alter) 

 

Like haiku, the world’s shortest form of poetry, Point Omega does not “bare everything to plain 

sight.” Rather, DeLillo himself expects his shortest novel to “mean something beyond what it is.” 

 

Notes 
 

     This paper is based on Chapter 4 of “Playing in Other Time Schemes: Don DeLillo’s Poetics 

of Non-sense.” Dissertation, Osaka University, 2020. 
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