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Sam and Hailey are the kids you see hanging out on street corners and at drum circles. In 

the modern vernacular you might call them gutter punks, Rainbow kids, Free-gans, or just 

garden-variety panhandlers. But in Mark Z. Danielewski’s new novel, Only Revolutions, 

these 16-year-old runaways are re-imagined as timeless romantics in the vein of Tristan 

and Isolde—and it just might be the most ambitious book you read all year. 

 

Only Revolutions, published on Sept. 5, is Danielewski’s first novel since his 2000 cult 

classic House of Leaves, which defied the format of the Great American Novel by 

featuring text that ran forward, backward, vertically, and in spiraling vortexes. Only 

Revolutions is equally challenging. It contains both Sam and Hailey’s narratives, but they 

begin on opposite ends of the book, one running along the top of the page, the other along 

the bottom as a mirror image. Which one? It depends on which way you flip it. The book 

has two front covers so no matter which way you pick it up you’re at the beginning. 

Danielewski offers a helpful suggestion on how to digest Only Revolutions: Read each 

narrative one chapter at a time, in succession. 

 

Sound like a lot of work? It is, and it’s not made any easier by the choice of language. 

Sam and Hailey tell their story in what is essentially free verse poetry with a couplet 

rhyme scheme. But if you can dig beneath the surface of the verbiage, what lies at the 

core of Only Revolutions is a road-trip romance about two transient teens and restaurant 

politics at a St. Louis diner—a story Danielewski says was inspired by an experience he 

had as a young child. 

 

“I came across two kids hanging out on a street corner day in and day out, begging for 

change,” he says. “They were mad for each other. There would be these intense flashes of 

passion for each other. There was a level of sexuality, emotionality, this wonderful sense 

that they didn’t have anything, but they had each other. Then one day they disappeared.” 



 

Or did they? While the whereabouts of those two specific kids may be unknown, the 

author says he’s run into them many times, in other incarnations, throughout his travels. 

 

“I saw them in the Bowery of New York. I saw them in Paris when I was there. I saw 

them on Telegraph Hill,” he says. “I realized these kids exist in the now. I also realized 

that they existed a hundred years ago.” 

 

Ultimately, Sam and Hailey are archetypes of youthful, passionate romance, the kind 

reserved for wide-eyed kids not yet jaded by the human experience. There is no doubting 

the universality and timelessness of Sam and Hailey, which Danielewski reinforces with 

a timeline of historic events that runs in the book’s margins. The problem is that we never 

really get to know Sam and Hailey because of the liberties Danielewski takes with 

language. The author forgoes a straightforward narrative in favor of flowery, polyphonic 

prose and alliteration overkill. Sam’s narrative begins: “Haloes! Haleskarth! Contraband! 

I can walk away from anything. Everyone loves the Dream but I kill it. Bald Eagles soar 

over me: —Reveille Rebel!” 

 

The language is creative, but distracts the reader from truly discerning the characters and 

the action. And considering the visceral nature of Only Revolutions—such as the dangers 

of the transient lifestyle—the novel is missing a key ingredient—real-world grit. 

Otherwise Danielewski has thought of everything. Every word, every symbol, every inch 

of empty space has meaning—an achievement not only of words but of graphic design. 

Even the page numbers orbit one another like a flipbook cartoon, completing one full 

revolution by book’s end. And keeping with the theme of revolution (the kind you study 

in physics class, not American history), the book is exactly 360 pages in length—in other 

words it lasts one full revolution with each page representing a one-degree turn. 

 

The lesson here is that revolution can sometimes mean turning in place and ending up 

where you began. 

 



“We understand turning to be an opportunity to change,” says Danielewski. “It’s a careful 

look of when are we just spinning in circles and when are we spinning from something. 

One of the great ironies of revolution is that it is not always such a liberation.” 

 

It’s a moral the author weaves into the very structure of the narrative. 

 

“The free verse is where it gets a little tricky,” says Danielewski. “Sure, it’s free in one 

element, and I’m happy with that description. It’s all about liberation and freedom. Love 

gives you liberation and freedom from other things, yet ties you to someone else. At the 

same time the important mode is the couplet, because they’re a couple. It’s kind of its 

own freedom that sets the restrictions.” On page 130, Hailey says to Sam, “Isn’t this 

liberty, on our own.” They are free from everything, that is, but each other. 

 

The problem is that Only Revolutions never liberates itself from the weight of its own 

cleverness. The book’s meticulous planning (it took Danielewski nearly six years to 

complete) is testament to the author’s originality and dedication to his craft. It’s also the 

novel’s downfall. House of Leaves was a tour de force of design that pushed the physical 

boundaries of the printed page, but ultimately what made the book great was its story, not 

its novelty. That’s why this cult classic continues to sell more than 22,000 copies a year 

and is taught at the university level. Only Revolutions on the other hand seems to be 

geared exclusively toward graduate level English students, a work to be deconstructed in 

the classroom but not something that will reverberate in your soul the way House of 

Leaves did. Only Revolutions’ tragic flaw is that the reader never truly gets to know the 

characters. That’s the trouble with archetypes, we understand them in the skeletal sense, 

but we will never know them as Danielewski knew them—two love-struck transients on 

the street corner. And ultimately, that’s what Only Revolutions should be about: fierce, 

untamed love. 

 

“It’s important not to forget that that’s what moved me in the first place, two kids who 

were madly in love with each other,” says Danielewski. 

 



It’s a story that never ends… literally, for as Sam’s narrative finishes it bleeds into 

Hailey’s and vice versa. It’s an endless recursion, a literary hall of mirrors. Or perhaps a 

better description would be an M.C. Escher stairway, but with words. In the beginning of 

each story the speaker is self-involved, disengaging from the world, yet as the novel 

progresses the two lovers’ narratives become more entwined (drawing nearest each other 

on page 180). How Danielewski develops this throughout the book and weaves the two 

together near the end is easily the novel’s greatest triumph. It’s a device endearing in 

effect and brilliant in execution. 

 

“I wanted to have their relationship presented that they were far apart at the beginning,” 

says Danielewski. “Then through the process of this endless summer relationship, they 

meet, they touch. Then, they move further away from each other again. 

 

“Of course, near the end things change a little,” he adds. “Toward the very end Sam sees 

the grass that will bring about Hailey’s birth, and Hailey sees the animals that will bring 

about Sam’s birth.” 

 

Each ending, it turns out, is just the beginning of the story. And the story’s there, if you 

don’t let language get in the way. 


