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Libra by Don DeLillo is a profound exploration of the complexities
surrounding the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. Published in
1988, the novel delves into the intertwining lives of its characters, the
shadows of conspiracy, and the societal implications of historical events.
DeLillo's narrative not only provides a fictionalized account of Lee Harvey
Oswald's life but also critiques the nature of truth and the role of
mythology in American culture. This article aims to dissect the elements that
make Libra a significant work in contemporary literature, exploring its
themes, structure, and the philosophical inquiries it raises.

Overview of the Plot

Libra is structured around the life of Lee Harvey Oswald, offering insights
into his childhood, his time in the Soviet Union, and the events leading up
to the assassination of JFK. The narrative is non-linear, intertwining
different timelines and perspectives, which contributes to the novel's
exploration of the blurred lines between reality and fiction.

Key Plot Points

1. Oswald's Early Life: The novel begins by detailing Oswald's troubled
upbringing in New Orleans, where he experiences feelings of alienation and



resentment.

2. Defection to the Soviet Union: Oswald's time in Russia is portrayed as a
significant turning point, where he grapples with his ideological beliefs and
personal identity.

3. Return to America: After returning to the United States, Oswald's life
becomes increasingly chaotic, marked by his failed marriage and strained
relationships.

4. The Assassination: The climax of the novel centers on the events
surrounding JFK's assassination, depicting Oswald's involvement and the
subsequent chaos that envelops the nation.

5. The Aftermath: The narrative concludes by examining the ramifications of
the assassination, both for Oswald and for American society.

Thematic Exploration

DeLillo's Libra is rich with themes that delve deep into the psyche of
American culture, particularly in the context of the 1960s. The novel raises
questions about identity, conspiracy, and the nature of truth.

Identity and Alienation

- Oswald's Duality: The novel portrays Oswald as a complex character,
reflecting the duality of his identity. He is both a patriot and a
disillusioned citizen, a man searching for purpose amidst chaos.

- Alienation in Society: DeLillo highlights the theme of alienation prevalent
in modern society, portraying Oswald as a figure who feels disconnected from
the world around him. This sense of alienation resonates with the broader
cultural landscape of the 1960s, characterized by social upheaval and
uncertainty.

Conspiracy and Paranoia

- The Nature of Conspiracy: One of the central themes of Libra is the idea of
conspiracy. DeLillo examines how conspiracy theories can shape public
perception and historical narrative. The novel suggests that the truth is
often obscured by layers of speculation and myth.

- Paranoia as a Cultural Phenomenon: The culture of paranoia is a recurring
motif, reflecting the societal anxieties of the era. The characters in Libra
grapple with their fears and suspicions, mirroring the public's response to
political events.

The Nature of Truth



- Historical vs. Fictional Truth: DeLillo blurs the lines between historical
fact and fictional narrative. This interplay invites readers to question the
nature of truth and how history is constructed.

- Myth-Making in America: The novel explores the concept of myth-making,
particularly in relation to American identity. The assassination of JFK has
become a mythic event, and DeLillo examines how such events shape collective
memory and cultural narratives.

Character Analysis

Libra features a cast of characters that embody the themes and ideas present
in the novel. Each character serves as a lens through which DelLillo explores
the complexities of identity, conspiracy, and truth.

Lee Harvey Oswald

- Complexity of Character: Oswald is portrayed not simply as an assassin but
as a deeply flawed individual shaped by his experiences. His motivations are
multifaceted, and DeLillo paints a portrait of a man caught in the crosshairs
of history.

- Symbol of Alienation: As the protagonist, Oswald symbolizes the alienation
felt by many in society during the 1960s. His struggles reflect the broader
existential crises faced by individuals in a tumultuous era.

Marguerite Oswald

- Mother Figure: Marguerite, Oswald's mother, is depicted as a controlling
presence in his life. Her influence is instrumental in shaping Oswald's
identity and worldview, highlighting the impact of familial relationships on
personal development.

- Symbol of Conflicted Loyalties: Marguerite's character embodies the theme
of loyalty and betrayal, as she navigates her complex feelings towards her
son and the political landscape.

Other Key Characters

- David Ferrie: A pivotal figure in Oswald's life, Ferrie represents the
conspiratorial elements of the narrative. His character adds layers to the
exploration of paranoia and the search for truth.

- Guy Bannister: Another important character, Bannister's involvement in the
narrative underscores the connections between various political factions and
the conspiracy surrounding JFK's assassination.



Literary Style and Structure

DeLillo's writing style in Libra is notable for its lyrical quality and
intricate prose. The narrative structure is non-linear, weaving together
different timelines and perspectives, which enhances the complexity of the
story.

Use of Symbolism

- Libra as a Symbol: The title itself, Libra, symbolizes balance and duality.
This theme is reflected in Oswald's character, representing the struggle
between opposing forces in his life.

- Imagery and Motifs: DeLillo employs rich imagery and recurring motifs, such
as the idea of shadows and mirrors, to convey deeper meanings and themes.

Non-1linear Narrative

- Interwoven Timelines: The non-linear structure allows readers to piece
together Oswald's life and the events leading up to the assassination,
creating a sense of disorientation that mirrors the chaos of the era.

- Multiple Perspectives: By incorporating various viewpoints, DelLillo
enriches the narrative, offering a multifaceted exploration of truth and
conspiracy.

Conclusion

Libra by Don DeLillo stands as a significant work that intricately weaves
together the themes of conspiracy, identity, and the nature of truth against
the backdrop of one of America’s most defining moments. Through the lens of
Lee Harvey Oswald, DeLillo challenges readers to reconsider the narratives
that shape history and the complexities of human motivation. The novel
remains relevant in contemporary discussions about the nature of truth and
the impact of myth on collective memory. As readers engage with the text,
they are invited to question not only the events of the past but also the
narratives that continue to shape our understanding of identity and history.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'Libra' by Don DeLillo?

'Libra' explores themes of identity, conspiracy, and the nature of reality,
particularly in relation to the assassination of John F. Kennedy.



Who are the central characters in 'Libra'?

The novel primarily follows Lee Harvey Oswald and the various individuals and
organizations that influence his life leading up to the assassination.

How does DeLillo incorporate historical events in
'Libra'?

DeLillo intertwines fictionalized accounts of Oswald's life with historical
events, blending fact and fiction to create a narrative that questions the
nature of truth.

What narrative techniques does DelLillo use in
'Libra'?

DeLillo employs a multi-perspective narrative, shifting between characters
and timelines, which creates a complex and layered understanding of events.

How does 'Libra' address the concept of conspiracy?

'Libra' delves into the idea of conspiracy by presenting various theories
surrounding Kennedy's assassination and illustrating Oswald's potential role
within those frameworks.

What role does technology play in 'Libra'?

Technology in 'Libra' serves as both a tool for manipulation and a means of
communication, reflecting the broader societal changes of the 1960s.

What stylistic elements are prominent in DelLillo's
writing in 'Libra'?

DeLillo's writing in 'Libra' is characterized by a dense, lyrical prose style
that often includes philosophical musings and cultural critiques.

How does the book portray Lee Harvey Oswald's
character?

'Libra' presents Oswald as a complex figure, portraying him as both a product
of his environment and an individual struggling with his own identity and
motivations.

What impact did 'Libra' have on contemporary
literature?

'Libra' is considered a significant work in contemporary literature for its
innovative narrative structure and its exploration of the blurred lines
between reality and fiction.
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