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INTRODUCTION TO UNDERWORLD
BY DON DELILLO: A MODERN
AMERICAN EPIC

Don  DeLillo’s  Underworld  is  widely
regarded as one of the most ambitious
and  significant  American  novels  of  the
late  twentieth  century.  Published  in
1997, the novel sprawls across decades,
weaving together the lives of dozens of
characters against the backdrop of Cold
War  America.  For  anyone  seeking  a

deeper  understanding  of  this  complex
work,  an  Underworld  Don  Delillo
Sparknotes  approach  can  illuminate
the  novel’s  dense  themes,  intricate
structure,  and  lasting  cultural  impact.
Rather than a simple plot summary, this
article  offers  a  comprehensive
exploration  of  the  novel’s  major
elements,  helping  readers  navigate  its
rich narrative landscape.
Set  between  the  early  1950s  and  the
mid-1990s,  Underworld  opens  with  a
famous  prologue  based  on  the  1951
"Shot Heard Round the World" baseball
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game between the New York Giants and
the Brooklyn Dodgers. From this iconic
moment, the novel moves backward and
forward  in  time,  exploring  how  public
events  shape  pr ivate  l ives.  The
Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
perspective reveals a novel that is less
about a single story and more about the
interconnectedness of history, memory,
waste,  and  the  American  psyche.
DeLillo’s  prose  is  dense,  lyrical,  and
often disorienting,  requiring readers  to
piece together meaning from fragments.
This  article  will  serve  as  a  guide,
unpacking  the  key  components  that
make  Underworld  a  masterpiece  of
postmodern literature.

PLOT OVERVIEW: A NON-LINEAR

JOURNEY THROUGH THE
AMERICAN CENTURY

One  of  the  first  challenges  readers  face
with  Underworld  is  its  non-linear
narrative.  A  traditional  Underworld
Don  Delillo  Sparknotes  summary
might  start  with  the  prologue,  "The
Triumph  of  Death,"  but  the  novel’s
structure  demands  a  more  thematic
approach.  The  story  centers  on  Nick
Shay,  a waste management executive,
who lives in the shadow of a childhood
trauma: his accidental killing of a man
named  George.  Nick’s  journey  from  a
rough neighborhood in  the Bronx to  a
sterile  suburban life  in  Arizona mirrors
the  larger  American  journey  from
industrial  vitality  to  post-industrial
alienation.
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The novel’s other major thread follows
Klara Sax, an artist who becomes Nick’s
lover decades after their brief encounter
in the 1950s. Klara’s art project, painting
decommissioned  B-52  bombers  in  the
d e s e r t ,  b e c o m e s  a  s y m b o l  o f
transformation  and  the  possibility  of
redemption. Meanwhile, the novel tracks
the journey of a legendary baseball hit
by  Bobby  Thomson  in  the  1951  playoff
game.  This  baseball  passes  through
various hands over the years, connecting
characters  across  time  and  space.  A
thorough  Underworld  Don  Delillo
Sparknotes  analysis  shows  how  this
object serves as a tangible link between
disparate lives, much like the novel itself
connects  fragmented  moments  of
history.
The narrative also weaves in historical

figures  such  as  J.  Edgar  Hoover,  Frank
Sinatra,  and  Lenny  Bruce,  blending
fiction  with  reality.  DeLillo  uses  these
figures  to  explore  the  paranoia  and
spectacle  of  Cold  War  culture.  Key
events include the Cuban Missile Crisis,
the assassination of President Kennedy,
and the fall  of  the Berlin  Wall.  Rather
than  presenting  history  as  a  series  of
facts,  Underworld  presents  it  as  a
se r ies  o f  images ,  echoes ,  and
psychological  impressions.  This  makes
the  novel  challenging  but  also  deeply
rewarding for those who engage with its
layered storytelling.

MAJOR THEMES IN UNDERWORLD
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Waste and
Consumption
Perhaps  the  most  central  theme  in
Underworld is waste. Nick Shay works
in waste management, and the novel is
filled  with  images  of  garbage,  landfills,
and discarded objects. DeLillo suggests
that American culture is defined by what
it  throws away. The Underworld Don
Delillo Sparknotes reading emphasizes
that waste is not just physical but also
psychological  and  historical.  The  Cold
War itself is a form of waste—a massive
expenditure  of  resources  and  energy
that  produces  nothing  tangible.  The
nove l ’s  t i t le  re fers  both  to  the
underworld  of  myth  and  the  hidden

world of garbage that underpins modern
life.  DeLillo  asks  readers  to  consider
what we bury, what we remember, and
what we choose to forget.

Memory and
History
Memory operates as a force that both
connects and isolates characters. Nick’s
past is a burden he cannot escape, while
Klara uses art to transform memory into
something  meaningful.  The  novel
suggests  that  history  is  not  a  linear
progression but a series of moments that
recur  and  echo.  A  close  Underworld
Don  Delillo  Sparknotes  analysis
reveals  how  DeLillo  uses  recurring
images—the  baseball,  the  bomb,  the
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painting—to create a sense of continuity
across  time.  The  novel’s  structure,
moving backward from the 1990s to the
1950s, mirrors the way memory works:
we  often  understand  the  past  only
through  the  lens  of  the  present.

Paranoia and
Connection
Cold War paranoia permeates the novel.
Characters  are  obsessed  with  secrets,
conspiracies,  and  hidden  meanings.  J.
Edgar Hoover, for example, is depicted
as a man who sees the world as a web of
threats.  Yet  DeLillo  also  suggests  that
parano ia  i s  a  d is tor ted  form  of
connection—a desperate attempt to find
meaning  in  a  chaotic  world.  The

Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
perspective  highlights  how technology,
media,  and  advertising  create  both
connection  and  isolation.  The  novel’s
famous opening, with its description of
the  1951 baseball  game broadcast  on
television,  sets  the  stage  for  a  world
where images mediate our experience of
reality.

KEY CHARACTERS AND THEIR
ROLES

Nick Shay – The central
character, a waste management
executive from the Bronx. His
search for redemption and
meaning drives much of the novel.
Nick represents the American
Everyman, caught between the
past and the present.
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Klara Sax – An artist who uses
military surplus as her canvas.
Klara embodies the possibility of
transformation and the power of
art to reframe history. Her
relationship with Nick is one of the
novel’s emotional cores.
Marian Shay – Nick’s wife, who
struggles with their marriage and
her own sense of purpose. Marian
represents the domestic sphere
and the quiet desperation of
suburban life.
Brian Glassic – Nick’s coworker
and foil. Brian’s affair with Marian
and his obsession with a lost child
highlight the novel’s themes of
loss and longing.
Cotter Martin – A young boy who
catches the famous baseball in the

novel’s prologue. Cotter
represents innocence and the
fleeting nature of glory.
J. Edgar Hoover – A historical
figure depicted as a paranoid,
isolated man. Hoover’s presence
underscores the novel’s concern
with power, secrecy, and the cold
logic of the state.

Each  character  in  Underworld
contributes to the novel’s exploration of
Amer i can  iden t i t y .  A  de ta i l ed
Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
analysis shows that no character exists
in isolation; their lives intersect in ways
that  reveal  the  hidden  connections
between public events and private lives.
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STYLE AND STRUCTURE: THE
LANGUAGE OF THE

UNDERWORLD

Don DeLillo’s  style  is  distinctive:  long,
flowing sentences,  precise  observations,
and a sharp eye for the absurdities of
modern life.  In  Underworld,  language
itself  becomes a  subject.  The novel  is
filled  with  lists,  catalogs,  and  technical
jargon  that  evoke  the  texture  of
American culture. The Underworld Don
Delillo  Sparknotes  reading  often
emphasizes DeLillo’s use of anaphora,
repetition,  and  fragmentation  to
c r e a t e  a  s e n s e  o f  r h y t h m  a n d
disorientation.
The novel is divided into six parts, plus a
prologue and an epilogue. The structure
is not chronological but associative. Each

section  explores  a  different  time  period
and set of characters, often circling back
to  the  same events  from new angles.
This  structure  challenges  readers  to
piece together the narrative, much like
the characters piece together their own
h i s t o r i e s .  F o r  t h o s e  u s i n g  a n
Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
guide,  paying  attention  to  these
s t r u c t u r a l  e l e m e n t s  i s  k e y  t o
understanding  the  novel’s  deeper
meanings.

SYMBOLISM AND MOTIFS

The Baseball
The baseball  hit  by Bobby Thomson in
1951  is  the  novel’s  central  symbol.  It
passes  f rom  person  to  person ,
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accumulating  meaning  over  time.  For
some, it is a relic of a golden age; for
others, it  is a commodity or a burden.
The  Underwor ld  Don  Del i l lo
Sparknotes  analysis  identifies  the
baseball  as  a  symbol  of  chance,  fate,
and the randomness of history. It is an
object that connects the public and the
private,  the  monumental  and  the
mundane.

The Bomb
The threat of nuclear annihilation looms
over the entire novel.  DeLillo uses the
bomb to represent the ultimate form of
waste:  the  potential  destruction  of
everything.  The  Underworld  Don
Delillo  Sparknotes  perspective  notes
that the bomb is both a physical reality

and a  psychological  presence,  shaping
how characters  think  about  the  future
and the past. The Cold War is not just a
political conflict but a state of mind.

Art and
Transformation
Klara  Sax’s  project  of  painting  B-52
bombers  is  a  powerful  symbol  of
transformation.  She  takes  objects  of
destruction and turns them into works of
art.  This  motif  reflects  DeLillo’s  own
project  in  Underworld:  taking  the
detritus of American culture and turning
i t  in to  l i te rature .  A  thought fu l
Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
reading shows that art in the novel is not
escape  but  engagement—a  way  of
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confronting  and  reframing  reality.

CRITICAL RECEPTION AND
LITERARY SIGNIFICANCE

Upon  publication,  Underworld  was
hailed as a masterpiece by many critics,
though  some  found  its  length  and
complexity daunting. It was a finalist for
the National  Book Award and won the
William Dean Howells Medal. The novel
has  since  been  studied  extensively  in
academic  contexts,  often  compared to
works  by  Thomas  Pynchon,  William
G a d d i s ,  a n d  J a m e s  J o y c e .  A n
Underworld Don Delillo Sparknotes
approach  is  especially  useful  for
students encountering the novel for the
first time, as it provides a framework for
understanding its ambitious scope.
The  novel’s  exploration  of  waste,

memory,  and  media  has  only  become
more relevant in the decades since its
publication.  In  an  era  of  information
overload,  climate  crisis,  and  political
division,  Underworld  offers  a  profound
meditation on what it means to live in a
world  defined  by  excess  and  forgetting.
It remains a touchstone for discussions
of  postmodern  l iterature  and  the
American  novel.

HOW TO USE UNDERWORLD DON
DELILLO SPARKNOTES
EFFECTIVELY

For  readers  who  find  Underworld
challenging,  a Sparknotes  style guide
can be an invaluable tool. Here are some
tips  for  making  the  most  of  such  a
resource:
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Read the chapter summaries1.
first – Understanding the basic
plot progression will help you
follow the narrative flow.
Focus on the themes – The2.
novel’s power lies in its ideas, not
its plot. Pay special attention to
waste, memory, and paranoia.
Track the symbols – Keep notes3.
on recurring images like the
baseball, the bomb, and the
artwork. They are keys to the
novel’s meaning.
Use character guides – With so4.
many characters, a reference list is
essential for keeping track of who
is who.
Read with patience –5.
Underworld is not a novel to be

rushed. Allow yourself time to
absorb the language and the
connections.

A well-crafted Underworld Don Delillo
Sparknotes  guide  can  enhance  your
reading experience by providing context
and  analysis  without  replacing  the
original text. It should be a companion,
not a substitute.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING
POWER OF UNDERWORLD

Don  DeLillo’s  Underworld  is  a  novel
that demands much from its readers but
offers even more in return. Its sprawling
narrative,  dense  prose,  and  profound
themes make it a landmark of American
literature. For


