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Between 1982 and 1984 Paul Auster sent his manuscript for City of Glass
to seventeen publishers; they all turned it down. Twelve years later, he
sold his manuscripts to the Berg Collection in the New York Public
Library, where they now lie in the company of those of Charles Dickens,
Mark Twain and Vladimir Nabokov. Since 1984, Auster has published
nine novels as well as books of non-fiction, while some of his early plays,
along with a pseudonymous detective novel originally published in 1982,
have been published in the form of appendices to new work. Meanwhile,
his career in film has progressed from a cameo appearance in Philip Haas’s
adaptation of The Music of Chance to writing and co-directing Smoke and
Blue in the Face with Wayne Wang, to a film written and directed by him-
self, Lulu on the Bridge.1 In the 1970s, Auster felt that everything he
touched ‘turned to failure’ (HM 3); by the early 1990s, he could support
himself through writing, and now the story has it that his books are kept
behind the counter in many bookshops because he is a favourite among
shoplifters.2 The critical attention he has received is no less impressive
than his reversal of fortune; in a book published in 1995 Dennis Barone
predicted an ‘exponential growth’ in Auster criticism in the late 1990s,
and in 1996 alone four books on Moon Palace appeared in France.3

1. For a list of Auster’s works, see the Bibliography. 
2. Suzie Mackenzie confirms this rumour in her profile of Paul Auster, ‘The Searcher’,

The Guardian Weekend, 29 May 1999, p. 8.
3. Dennis Barone, ed., Beyond the Red Notebook: Essays on Paul Auster (Philadelphia:

University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), p. 1. The books on Moon Palace are: François
Fallix, ed., Lectures d’une œuvre: Moon palace de Paul Auster (Paris: Editions du Temps,
1996); Catherine Pesso-Miquel, ed., Toiles Trouées et déserts lunaires dans Moon palace
de Paul Auster (Paris: Presses de la Sorbonne Nouvelle, 1996); Yves-Charles Granjeat,
ed., Moon Palace, collectif (Paris: Ellipses, 1996); Marc Chénetier, Paul Auster as the
Wizard of Odds: Moon Palace (Paris: Didier Erudition–CNED, 1996). 
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Despite this success, Sven Birkerts has a point when he describes Auster
as ‘the ghost at the banquet of contemporary American letters’,4 while
Auster himself feels that what he is doing is ‘so contrary to what most nov-
elists are trying to accomplish that I often have trouble thinking of myself
as a novelist at all’ (AH 305). There are, as we shall see, various factors
that may help to explain the peculiar position that Auster occupies in
American letters. His fiction is hard to classify, as it borrows from differ-
ent traditions and participates in, without belonging to, various ‘schools’
of writing. His work combines metafictive elements with a clearly articu-
lated interest in, and engagement with, the contemporary world. Overt
references to the act and the nature of writing and self-conscious subver-
sions of traditional notions of story-telling are never divorced from ques-
tions pertaining to urban living, Western history, capitalism, the tyranny
of money, and the role of the author in society. Especially in the novels
that follow The New York Trilogy, a delicate balance is maintained
between what can be broadly termed ‘realism’ and ‘experimentation’,
between an enquiry into the world and an exploration of the nature of the
self as it appears in language. 

Auster’s autobiographical piece Hand to Mouth provides some insight
into his interest in the relationship between the world and the word.
Recalling his years at Columbia (1965–69), the author remembers them
as being chiefly about two things, books and the war in Vietnam. By
1967, when he went to Paris with Columbia’s Junior Year Abroad Pro-
gram, he had spent two years ‘living in a delirium of books’; ‘whole new
worlds had been poured into my head, life-altering transfusions had
reconstituted my blood. Nearly everything that is still important to me in
the way of literature and philosophy I first encountered during those two
years’ (HM 29). In Paris, he found that he had to take language lessons
instead of the courses he had been dreaming of (‘Roland Barthes at the
Collège de France, for example’), and his disappointment was such that
he decided to quit university altogether. He knew that meant he would
be drafted into the army, but he had made up his mind to refuse and go
to jail: ‘That was a categorical decision – an absolute, unbudgeable
stance’ (HM 31). Much like his fictional character Benjamin Sachs in
Leviathan, Auster’s interest in books is what prompts him to take a polit-
ical stance, so that the public and private spheres are seen to exist in a
new, unexpected relationship. 
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4. Sven Birkerts, American Energies: Essays on Fiction (New York: William Morrow,
1992), p. 338. 



Back at Columbia, where he was talked out of his decision and re-
admitted so that he wouldn’t have to go to Vietnam, Auster recalls a time
of turmoil: ‘The campus became a war zone of demonstrations, sit-ins,
and moratoriums. There were riots, police raids, slugfests, and factional
splits. Rhetorical excesses abounded, ideological lines were drawn, pas-
sions flowed from all sides’ (HM 33). Although Auster helped occupy a
campus building and was sufficiently involved to get arrested and spend
a night in jail, on the whole he felt that he was too much of a ‘loner’ to
join in group action. ‘I could never quite bring myself to climb aboard the
great ship Solidarity. For better or worse,’ he writes, ‘I went on paddling
my little canoe’ (HM 34). Paul Auster has been paddling his little canoe
ever since. His books, products of solitude, not solidarity, deal with ques-
tions pertaining to the notion of the self, the nature of language, the
power of story-telling. The recurring image is that of a man alone in his
room, but illumination is found when that solitude enables the individual
to arrive at a better understanding of connectedness, and of the individ-
ual’s complex, infinite relations with the world at large. Mark Ford makes
a similar point when he observes that Auster is ‘obsessively concerned
with the powers of solitude to convert socially induced anxieties of self-
division into the creative forces of self-awareness’ (added emphasis).5

In the context of contemporary American writing, Auster’s work occu-
pies an unusual position. He is reluctant to discuss other writers, and
even when pressed he will only mention his friendship with Don DeLillo
and Salman Rushdie, while his own critical essays mainly focus on earlier
European writers. Although throughout his fiction he willingly enters
into dialogue with other texts, these are usually the writings of the Amer-
ican Renaissance, or the works of European writers such as Kafka, Beck-
ett or Hamsun. The formative years he spent in France from 1971 to
1974, his translations of French poetry, and his editorial work on the
Random House Book of Twentieth-Century French Poetry go some way
towards explaining the common perception of his body of work as one
that displays a European, or more specifically French, sensibility, but just
as the course of French literature was significantly altered by Baudelaire’s
active interest in Edgar Allan Poe’s work, so Auster’s own supposedly
French qualities may be attributed to his abiding interest in nineteenth-
century American writing. His work may deal with abstract notions, and
the emphasis may appear to be on form and style, but many of his chosen
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5. Mark Ford, ‘Inventions of Solitude: Thoreau and Auster’, Journal of American Stud-
ies, 33.2 (1999), p. 204. 



themes and tropes are borrowed from the American tradition. He writes
about baseball, the Statue of Liberty, the Depression; about the American
West and the anonymity of the great city. However, his references to
American culture are often subordinated to a larger project of a more
philosophical quality. Auster bemoans the loss of a ‘philosophical dimen-
sion’ from recent American writing; he sees it in Melville, Hawthorne,
Poe and Thoreau, but finds that it has all but disappeared from contem-
porary fiction in his country: 

The fact is… that the American novel changed. The novels of Melville and
Hawthorne, the stories of Poe and the writings of Thoreau for example, all
of whom I am passionately interested in, were not about sociology, which
is what the novel has come to concern itself [with] in the United States. It’s
something else. They had a metaphysical dimension, a philosophical
dimension to them which I think has been forgotten and ignored.6

The New York Trilogy is a good example of how Auster reconciles
‘realism’ with ‘experiment’, and ‘sociology’ with writing that has a meta-
physical dimension. The book has been described as a postmodern detec-
tive story; like Umberto Eco, Thomas Pynchon or Borges before him,
Auster borrows some elements from detective fiction and uses his own
writing to explore the nature and expose the limitations of the genre, and
to ask questions of a more philosophical nature concerning perception,
interpretation, and the availability of truth, or meaning. Michael
Holquist has claimed that this practice may be identified as a major trend
in postmodern fiction: ‘what the structural and philosophical presuppo-
sitions of myth… were to modernism… the detective story is to post-
modernism’.7 The New York Trilogy also belongs to the tradition of
metafictional writing by virtue of its self-conscious nature. Auster not
only violates traditional conventions of time, place, causality and unity
of action, he also crosses ontological boundaries by creating a character
named Paul Auster in City of Glass,8 and by an authorial intrusion in The
Locked Room, where the reader is addressed by the author who explains
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6. From an unpublished interview with Professor Christopher Bigsby, University of East
Anglia, quoted with Paul Auster’s kind permission. Subsequent references will be to
‘Interview by Christopher Bigsby’.

7. Michael Holquist, ‘Whodunit and Other Questions: Metaphysical Detective Stories in
Postwar Fiction’, New Literary History, 3.1 (1971), pp. 135–56; repr. in The Poetics
of Murder, ed. Glenn Most and William Stowe (San Diego: Harcourt, 1983), p. 149. 

8. In the graphic novel version of City of Glass, this character is drawn to look like Paul
Auster as well. Paul Karasik and David Mazzucchelli, Paul Auster’s City of Glass: A
Graphic Mystery (New York: Avon Books, 1994). 
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9. Steven Connor, The English Novel in History 1950–1995 (London and New York:
Routledge, 1996), p. 166. 

that the three stories ‘are finally the same story, but each one represents
a different stage in my awareness of what it is about’ (LR 294). 

Daniel Quinn, the main character in City of Glass, is a poet who writes
detective novels for a living; this is how his work is described: ‘Like most
people, Quinn knew almost nothing about crime… Whatever he knew
about these things, he had learned from books, films, and newspapers.
He did not, however, consider this to be a handicap. What interested him
about the stories he wrote was not their relation to the world but their
relation to other stories’ (CG 7). Throughout The New York Trilogy, Paul
Auster himself stresses the relation of his stories to other stories: Quinn
writes his detective novels using the pseudonym William Wilson, while
the character Paul Auster has an elaborate theory concerning the author-
ship of Don Quixote, which he explains to Quinn in a passage that both
reflects and serves to add another twist to the ontological complexities of
City of Glass, while also evoking the work of Borges, whose ‘Pierre
Menard, author of the Quixote’ also deals with Don Quixote and ques-
tions of authorship. Ghosts is, by the author’s admission, a rewrite of
Henry David Thoreau’s Walden: ‘Walden Pond in the heart of the city’
(AH 271), and when the two main characters, Blue and Black, meet, the
latter tells the former the plot of Hawthorne’s story ‘Wakefield’. Being
the story of the inexplicable disappearance of a man, ‘Wakefield’ clearly
foreshadows the plot of The Locked Room, whose absent protagonist is
named Fanshawe in homage to Hawthorne’s character in his first novel
of the same name. The New York Trilogy as a whole has been described
as ‘Kafka gone gumshoe’, and, as I shall argue later, the affinity between
the two writers goes much deeper than the trope of ordinary man caught
in nightmarish situation, which is what the term ‘Kafkaesque’ so often
implies. Auster has also said that the influence Samuel Beckett had on
him was so great that for a long time he could not see his way beyond it
(AH 265). Although there are no overt references to Beckett in The New
York Trilogy, its structural and thematic similarities with Beckett’s Tril-
ogy are taken for granted by Steven Connor, who talks of ‘Paul Auster’s
rewriting of Beckett’s Trilogy of novels in his New York Trilogy’ in the
same breath as he speaks of Robert Coover’s ‘extrapolation of the Pinoc-
chio story in Pinocchio in Venice’.9

All these references to other writers and books are not simply a display
of erudition, and Auster has never underplayed their importance. He



talks about his passion for nineteenth-century American literature, and
considers Beckett and Kafka to have had an unquestionable impact on
him. Yet when asked if he identifies with Quinn’s interest in the relation
of his books to other books he says, ‘Not at all. I do the exact opposite.
My stories come out of the world and not out of books.’10 And whereas
City of Glass may be described as a metaphysical thriller, Auster prefers
to think of it as ‘an homage to Siri [his wife, novelist Siri Hustvedt], as
a love letter in the form of a novel. I tried to imagine what would have
happened to me if I hadn’t met her, and what I came up with was Quinn.
Perhaps my life would have been something like his’ (AH 306). The New
York Trilogy, as its title suggests, is also about the experience of living in
the city. Quinn’s wanderings around New York are described in detail,
and his route could be traced on a map (indeed, many readers have tried
to do this in the hope that his steps, like Stillman’s, would contain a mes-
sage, but they don’t). Ghosts records the solitary existences of city
dwellers, people who feel so lonely among the crowds that they hire a pri-
vate eye to watch them so that someone will bear witness, and thus give
meaning, to their existence. New York is a city in which ‘the brokenness
is everywhere, the disarray is universal’ (CG 78). The Locked Room charts
the love affair between the narrator and his vanished friend’s wife, and it
contains a moving evocation of childhood friendship. 

Auster insists that ‘in the strictest sense of the word’, he considers him-
self a realist (AH 277). Yet to claim that one’s books come out of ‘the
world’ and not out of other books is a very problematic statement, as it
presupposes a clear distinction between lived experience and books,
between the world and the word. The evidence from Auster’s fiction
seems to contradict rather than support his statement. It is true that many
of the characters he creates, and some incidents in his books, come from
‘real life’, and the effect in later novels especially is one of deceptive real-
ism. At the same time, however, Auster’s fictions are, if anything, over-
determined, full of allusions and references to other books and writers.
Even if that were not the case, it would still be problematic to say that his
books come out of the real world. Books are written, and received, with
reference to other books, while ‘lived experience’ itself is not available in
any pure, unmediated form. The New York Trilogy is the most allusive of
Auster’s works; it reads like a catalogue of the writers Auster admires, the
ones who helped to form his own sensibilities. But if later novels become
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10. Santiago del Rey, ‘Paul Auster: Al compas de un ritmo pendular’, Quimera: Revista
de Literatura, 109 (May 1992), p. 25. 



progressively less allusive, the presence of other writers and other books
still haunts them. Anna Blume, named after a character in a poem by Kurt
Schwitters, is also Scheherazade, and she owes her existence to Kafka’s
and Hamsun’s hunger artists as much as to her own creator. Auster
explains that there was very little he had to make up in his depiction of
the country of last things, but can any book that presents a vision of a
dystopia ever be said to come out of the real world uncontaminated by
all the dystopian novels that came before it? 

In The Music of Chance, a character named Pozzi is condemned to live
in a field and build a wall that serves no purpose; the allusion here is not
only to Beckett and Kafka, but also to a play written by Auster himself,
Laurel and Hardy Go to Heaven,11 a metaphysical burlesque in which
two characters build a wall on the stage but fail to discover the meaning
of their appointed task. Moon Palace’s Marco Stanley Fogg is made up of
characters real and imaginary, and his initials, MS, are the clearest clue to
his identity. He likens himself to an orphan in a nineteenth-century
novel, and he narrates a story which charts the discovery of his artistic
identity, thus placing the narrative in the tradition of the Bildungsroman.
The centre of the novel is taken up by his grandfather’s narrative of his
adventures in the Wild West, but he is the first to acknowledge that this
mythical West can only be seen through the lens of its mythologisers. The
unavailability of unadulterated experience is further underscored by the
fact that this story is itself embedded in the narrator’s story. 

Auster has often told the story of how he came to write The New York
Trilogy, of how it all started with a wrong number. In his memoir Hand
to Mouth: A Chronicle of Early Failure, the genesis of other works can be
traced. Auster writes of his early adulthood, his forays into the literary
world, and his attempts to support himself financially in order to devote
himself to writing. Among other jobs connected with writing and the lit-
erary world, Auster once agreed to work for Jerzy Kosinski; his task was
to go through Cockpit in order to make sure that the English was correct,
and to make minor alterations where necessary. Kosinski would not let
him take the manuscript away, so Auster had to work in the writer’s
home. He recounts how Kosinski interrupted him every twenty minutes
and told him stories and anecdotes: ‘What made these interruptions
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11. This play is now reprinted in Paul Auster’s Hand to Mouth: A Chronicle of Early Fail-
ure (London: Faber, 1997). It is interesting to note that the book came out in French
translation a year before it appeared in the original. Le Diable par la queue, trans.
Christine Le Bœuf (Paris: Actes Sud, 1996). 
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doubly odd and intriguing was that nearly every story he told me also
appeared in the book he had written – the very novel spread out before
me when he came into the room to talk’ (HM 95). Auster was puzzled by
his employer’s story-telling: 

The book was supposedly a work of fiction, but when Kosinski told me
these stories, he presented them as facts, real events from his life. Did he
know the difference? I can’t be sure, can’t even begin to guess, but if I had
to give an answer, I would say that he did… Perhaps. And then again, per-
haps not. The only thing I know for certain is that Kosinski was a man of
labyrinthine complexity. (HM 95) 

Reading Auster’s memoir, one is compelled to ask whether this is a warn-
ing to his own readers. This is the same narrative that tells the story of
Auster’s acquaintance with H.L. Humes, a man who inherited fifteen
thousand dollars from his father and decided to use the inheritance to
deal a blow to capitalism: he took all the money out of the bank, con-
verted it into fifty-dollar bills, and distributed it to strangers in the street,
much as Effing does with the stolen money in Moon Palace. Another
acquaintance from Auster’s days at Columbia University was Ted Gold, a
man who later blew himself to ‘a thousand pieces’ when the bomb he was
making exploded in his hands; Benjamin Sachs in Leviathan meets the
same end. Perhaps Auster offers these stories in order to support his ear-
lier claim: ‘What I’m after, I suppose, is to write fiction as strange as the
world I live in’ (AH 278). The practice of constantly blurring the line that
ought to separate fact from fiction is nowhere more pronounced than in
those novels in which Auster deals with history and politics, and tackles
some of his country’s most cherished myths. Therefore, it is not only
other writers and books that need to be considered in relation to his
work, but also wider cultural phenomena and historical events as they
appear in his fiction. 

In City of Glass, the writer-detective Daniel Quinn follows Professor
Stillman as he wanders around the streets of New York. When he sketches
the old man’s itinerary on a sheet, he thinks he sees a different letter of
the alphabet spelled every day, making up the phrase ‘The Tower of
Babel’. If, as I shall argue in the first chapter, ‘Legacies’, we take Stillman
to be a version of Ralph Waldo Emerson, then Quinn’s thoughts and
actions are a fitting analogue for what the author himself is doing in
appropriating the work of his predecessors. Similarly, they offer an image
of the reader. Whether Stillman actually spells ‘The Tower of Babel’ in the
streets is something we cannot know; more importantly, it is irrelevant.
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Quinn needs to impose a pattern and give meaning to the other man’s
behaviour. It is not what Stillman does but how Quinn receives it that is
of interest. Quinn writes on top of Stillman’s writings, superimposes his
own ideas, projects his own desires, but in so doing he does not erase
Stillman’s writing. Instead, he brings it to the foreground, in the only
form in which one can know it: mediated, seen in its relation to other
ideas, other writings. 

In Moon Palace, the narrative spans three generations, covering most
of the twentieth century. The narrator, born like his creator in 1947, is
implicated in the historical and cultural events of his time. As his initials,
MS, suggest, he is a page on which history is written, and his story is the
story of his times. In Leviathan, an author gives up writing and decides
to ‘step into the real world and do something’. His desire for political
engagement leads him to become a terrorist. But whether it is history or
politics, Auster grounds the debate in the fictional. He does this by expos-
ing the mechanisms of fiction-making (be that fiction a novel or history),
by keeping writing always in the foreground. The story of Sachs’s career
as a terrorist comes to the reader through Peter Aaron, who writes a book
about his friend and exposes his own limitations as observer. But, as I
shall be arguing, to admit that there can be no immediacy of perception,
no unadulterated experience, is not to admit defeat or deny the possibil-
ity of recovery from the edge of absence. To evoke other authors, and
implicate them in one’s own writing, does not efface the author. 

An early example of how Auster fuses intense personal experience with
the relative detachment of the self-consciously literary can be found in
The Invention of Solitude. The book is divided into two parts; the first,
‘Portrait of an Invisible Man’ (1979), offers a first-person account of how
the author came to terms with the death of his father, a man who even
before his death ‘had been absent’. The second part, ‘The Book of
Memory’ (1980–81), is also largely autobiographical, but this time the
author tries to imagine himself as other and writes in the third person,
identifying the protagonist only as A. As its title suggests, ‘Portrait of an
Invisible Man’ chronicles an attempt to capture absence, but it is not only
the physical absence of a man who has died. Auster describes his father
as a cold, distant man, of whom nothing could be known, a man who was
absent from his family’s life even while he was still alive: ‘For as long as
he lived, he was somewhere between here and there. But never really
here. And never really there’ (IoS 19). The father’s absence becomes not
only the cause of the narrator’s distress, but also an emblem of the
unavailability of truth, in writing as in life. ‘One could not believe there
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was such a man – who lacked feeling, who wanted so little of others. And
if there was not such a man, that means there was another man, a man
hidden inside the man who was not there, and the trick of it, then, is to
find him. On the condition that he is there to be found. To recognize,
right from the start, that the essence of this project is failure’ (IoS 20).
Already in these personal words, born of grief and frustration, we recog-
nise the questions that Auster will go on asking throughout his work. As
‘Portrait of an Invisible Man’ unfolds, it becomes increasingly clear that
Auster is not only writing about his father, he is also writing about the act
of writing, but his self-consciousness does not lessen the emotional
impact of the text. The above quotation contains, in all its brevity, a prob-
lem that is central in Auster’s fiction. He cannot decide whether there
was, indeed, another man inside the one who was not there. In the same
way, his books often take the form of a quest, but it is never resolved
whether meaning is there to be found; instead, the focus shifts to the
attempt not so much to recover even some of that meaning, as to fill the
gap that its apparent absence leaves. The initial statement that the pro-
ject is doomed to failure is later modified, when Auster realises that, no
matter how inadequate his words are, they are the only means of filling
the void. The imaginative act of representation is redemptive not because
it restores meaning, but because it creates the only signification that can
become available: 

In spite of the excuses I have made for myself, I understand what is hap-
pening. The closer I come to the end of what I am able to say, the more
reluctant I am to say anything. I want to postpone the moment of ending,
and in this way delude myself into thinking that I have only just begun, that
the better part of my story still lies ahead. No matter how useless these
words might seem to be, they have nevertheless stood between me and a
silence that continues to terrify me. When I step into this silence, it will
mean that my father has vanished forever. (IoS 65) 

Words become a deferral, or a displacement, of absence and of silence,
and the presence of Samuel Beckett is already felt in these lines. Later, in
the novel In the Country of Last Things, the words in a woman’s journal
will become the means of holding together a world that is falling apart.
The father is equated with the logos, and a recovery of him in words is a
recovery of signification. 

The quest for the absent father appears in different guises in much of
Auster’s fiction. It is, as ‘Portrait of an Invisible Man’ makes clear, a re-
enactment of the author’s quest for his own father, and also a metaphor



for the author’s relation to language and narrative. But a desire to estab-
lish one’s genealogy is also a desire for legitimacy, a need to be placed
inside a recognised tradition. Throughout Auster’s oeuvre there is this
interaction, this transaction: on the one hand he appropriates ‘the father’
(history, his literary ancestors, writing), and on the other he gives himself
back to this family history by a deliberate act of will. These twin impulses
become more pronounced in the second part of The Invention of Soli-
tude, ‘The Book of Memory’.

In ‘The Book of Memory’ the meditation on fatherhood continues, but
this time the son has himself become a father. As the narrative switches
from the first person to the third, we witness the passage from the per-
sonal to the public, a move underscored by the author’s frequent allu-
sions to, and quotations from, literary texts. Auster explains that he had
felt no need to write this second part until he finished the first one. In the
beginning, he thought that he could go on writing in the first person, but
he soon found that he was not happy with it: 

It gave me a great deal of trouble, especially in terms of organization… This
part was even more personal than the first, but the more deeply I descended
into the material, the more distanced I became from it. In order to write
about myself, I had to treat myself as though I were someone else. It was
only when I started all over again in the third person that I began to see my
way out of the impasse. (AH 267) 

With ‘The Book of Memory’, then, Auster moves away from biographi-
cal meditation towards a novelistic kind of writing, a way of writing
about the self as other; subjectivity is not yet thematised, which is why
the work cannot be read as novel, but in it the reader may witness the
genesis of a novel. As Auster writes about himself as ‘other’, he also feels
the freedom to define this self through other books as well as through his
own ‘biographical’ identity: ‘I think in that second part of The Invention
of Solitude, “The Book of Memory”, the reason I quote so liberally from
other writers is because I wanted it to be a collective work. This is the
hoard of voices which inhabits my skull. These are the voices that I live
with and I wanted them to come out and share the work with me.’12

As I shall be arguing, this kind of ‘sharing’ has been going on ever
since, even when the voices cannot be heard as clearly as they can in this
piece. As pointed out earlier, ‘The Book of Memory’ can be read as an
image of a novel in the process of being born; subsequent novels have
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come out of this piece, which contains the seeds of both the themes and
the techniques that Auster will later use. This is something that the
author himself is well aware of: ‘In retrospect I can see that everything I
have done has come out of that book. The problems and questions and
experiences that are examined there have been the meat of the things I
have done since.’13

Elsewhere, Auster has claimed that all his books are really the same
book, so a study of his own œuvre needs to take into account how the
author gives a different treatment each time to a limited set of questions
or themes. My discussion of ‘The Book of Memory’ will not be exhaus-
tive, but it will concentrate on some major themes that recur in Auster’s
novels. The title itself, ‘The Book of Memory’, is an echo of Edmond
Jabès’s The Book of Questions. Auster remarks of the latter: 

The Book of Questions is… a mosaic of fragments, aphorisms, dialogues,
songs, and commentaries that endlessly move around the central question
of the book: how to speak what cannot be spoken… What happens in The
Book of Questions, then, is the writing of The Book of Questions – or rather,
the attempt to write it, a process that the reader is allowed to witness in all
its gropings and hesitations. Like the narrator in Beckett’s The Unnamable,
who is cursed by ‘the inability to speak [and] the inability to be silent’,
Jabès’s narrative goes nowhere but around and around itself. (AH 107, 111)

The same words could be used to describe Auster’s own ‘Book of
Memory’, but there are more specific thematic connections to be made
between the two works, which I shall discuss in ‘Austerities’. ‘The Book
of Memory’ takes its epigraph from Carlo Collodi’s Pinocchio, which the
narrator, A., is reading to his son. Auster’s interest in the fairy-tale will
also be addressed in ‘Austerities’, but there are aspects of this particular
story which recur under different guises in many of his novels. The com-
ical aspects of Pinocchio will only surface much later, in Mr Vertigo,
where an unruly urchin needs to undergo a series of rituals in order to
acquire discipline and find, albeit in an unorthodox manner, his place in
the world. The images that the writer singles out from Pinocchio in ‘The
Book of Memory’ relate to the father–son relationship in the tale, and
the image of Gepetto in the belly of the shark. In City of Glass, the
father–son relationship of Pinocchio has been reversed: Stillman Jr has
been abused by his father, and when Quinn encounters him he seems
more like a puppet than a real person. In a book that is largely about the
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loss of innocence (be it personal, linguistic, or narrative innocence), this
reversal of Pinocchio’s rescue of his father becomes poignant. In Moon
Palace, Fogg pushes his father into a freshly dug grave, but he saves him
before he dies, and is therefore allowed to reach the maturity denied
Peter Stillman. 

The image of Gepetto in the belly of the shark loses its comforting
fairy-tale associations as it transmutes into the more disturbing images of
Jonah devoured by the fish, Hölderlin living out his grief and mental
anguish in a tower built for him by the carpenter Zimmer (the name
meaning ‘room’ which is also given to a character in Moon Palace), Anne
Frank writing her secret diary in a room in Amsterdam, and the Jews
storing memories in words, as the writer puts it (IoS 165), in the Warsaw
ghetto. The image of the solitary artist is a recurring one in Auster’s fic-
tion and, as I argue further on, rooms and other enclosures play an
important part throughout, although they carry different, and at times
conflicting, associations.

In ‘The Book of Memory’ Auster also meditates on the nature of
chance. Among other tales, he tells the story of A. and his wife finding
two pianos with the same key missing in the space of only a few months:
‘It was at that moment, perhaps, that A. realized the world would go on
eluding him forever’ (IoS 146). He then goes on to consider how what is
random and meaningless in life is invested with meaning the moment it
is used in literature: ‘In a work of fiction, one assumes there is a conscious
mind behind the words on the page. In the presence of happenings in the
so-called real world, one assumes nothing. The made-up story consists
entirely of meanings, whereas the story of fact is devoid of any signifi-
cance beyond itself ’ (IoS 146). It is this paradox, and the twin impulses
of looking for meaning and accepting the meaningless (or at least
unknowability) of the world, that Auster explores in his fiction. His
books are both an investigation into these matters and a reflection of
them. The coincidences that appear in Auster’s fiction are ‘meaningful’
in that they are selected by the author, and are therefore not as random
as the ones occurring in ‘real life’; they also produce signification because
they often form the basis of the plot. 

To summarise my position so far, there are three factors that I take into
account in my study of Auster’s fiction: the writers and literary texts
which appear in the books, the cultural texts of myth and history, and the
relations among Auster’s books themselves. To talk of an author’s inter-
textual practices as I just have implies an acceptance of the writer as orig-
inator and sole creator of his work, but this is a thesis to which I do not



subscribe. The ‘intertext’ exists independently of the author’s will, and it
shapes both the production and the reception of any given cultural arte-
fact. Therefore, before I begin my discussion of Auster’s fiction, I shall
consider the theoretical arguments which have determined my approach. 

In the previous section, I suggested that Auster was ‘influenced’ (although
I carefully avoided using the term) by the writers of the American Renais-
sance, by French Symbolism, and by modernist writers such as Beckett
and Kafka. Given the amount of textual evidence there is to justify the
claim, this may seem an obvious point to make; however, it can also be
highly problematic. To use the term ‘influence’ in the sense that Bloom
employs it in The Anxiety of Influence is to accept the author as sole orig-
inator and agent of his or her own creation. Bloom’s insistence on the
subject presupposes the existence of the poetic genius and relies on
notions of originality and authenticity that have now been discredited. As
a result of his privileging of the subject, Bloom’s model of influence is
also restrictive in that it leaves no room for interpretation by the reader.
It is, therefore, appropriate at this point to turn to theories of inter-
textuality, a term that does not privilege the author to the same extent as
does Bloom’s theory of influence. 

‘Intertextuality’ is a term first used by Julia Kristeva in writings which
introduced Bakhtin to French theorists.14 Whereas Bloom was concerned
with static structures and one-to-one relationships, Kristeva proposed
that the text was a dynamic site, an ‘intersection of textual surfaces’
acquiring meaning only in its relation to other texts; in other words, sig-
nification was not an inherent quality in texts, but was produced in the
interaction between texts. The term ‘text’ was itself enlarged to include
not only literary texts, but also the sign systems that make up history and
society. In Desire in Language, Kristeva writes that intertextuality ‘situ-
ates the text within history and society, which are then seen as texts read
by the writer, and into which he inserts himself by rewriting them’.15

Although Kristeva does not privilege the subject in the same way as
Bloom does, in that she recognises selfhood itself, or identity, to be the
product of socio-linguistic interactions, hers is also an author-centred
theory in that she defines intertextuality as a function of writing rather
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than of reading; as the above quotation suggests, she only makes room
for reading as a function performed by the author, who then goes on to
assimilate and reproduce his readings. 

Two years after Kristeva introduced the concept of intertextuality,
Roland Barthes proclaimed the death of the author. In the essay of that
title he, like Kristeva, recognised the multiplicity of semantic codes
inherent in the text, but he shifted the emphasis away from the author as
controlling agent and identified the reader as the site in which significa-
tion is produced: ‘a text is made of multiple writings, drawn from many
cultures and entering into mutual relations of dialogue, parody, contes-
tation, but there is one place where this multiplicity is focused and that
place is the reader, not, as was hitherto said, the author’.16 But Barthes’s
theory becomes problematic when he goes on to add that ‘the reader is
without history, biography, psychology’, since such a reader can only be
trapped in a sealed circle of endless substitution or, to use Umberto Eco’s
term, unlimited semiosis. Eco, following Barthes, opposes the humanist
model which insists on the centrality of the author. In ‘Overinterpreting
Texts’, he distinguishes between the intention of the reader (intentio lec-
toris), and the intention of the text (intentio operis), and he writes: 

The text’s intention is not displayed by the textual surface… it is possible
to speak of the text’s intention only as the result of a conjecture on the part
of the reader. The initiative of the reader basically consists in making a con-
jecture about the text’s intention. A text is a device conceived in order to
produce its model reader. I repeat that this reader is not the one who makes
the ‘only right’ conjecture… Since the intention of the text is basically to
produce a model reader able to make conjectures about it, the initiative of
the model reader consists in figuring out a model author that is not the
empirical one and that, in the end, coincides with the intention of the text.17

If Eco’s text produces a model reader, then this reader must, like
Barthes’s, be one without history, biography, psychology, since these
particulars would be as irrelevant as the intentions of the empirical
author. However, Eco also recognises that this view could authorise the
production of endless decodings and encodings, some of which would
not be acceptable. Therefore, just as he does not reject the notion of the
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intention of the empirical author, but merely finds it ancillary to the
intention of the text, he proposes that a line be drawn beyond which
interpretation is no longer acceptable, because it is not productive:

In spite of the obvious differences in degrees of certainty and uncertainty,
every picture of the world (be it a scientific law or a novel) is a book in its
own right, open to further interpretation. But certain interpretations can be
recognized as unsuccessful because they are like a mule, that is, they are
unable to produce new interpretations or cannot be confronted with the
traditions of the previous interpretations.18

That Eco strikes a delicate balance between humanism and deconstruc-
tion can be seen from the responses he receives, in the same volume,
from Richard Rorty and Jonathan Culler. For Rorty, Eco’s theory is 
lacking in humanism (although Rorty’s use of the term excludes the
essentialist nature of humanism), whereas to Culler it seems too human-
ist in that it does not defend overinterpretation on principle. I find Eco’s
theory useful precisely because it incorporates the teachings of struc-
turalist and poststructuralist theory while avoiding many of its excesses.
In this, of course, he is not alone. 

In Desire in Language, Kristeva wrote: ‘any text is constructed as a
mosaic of quotations; any text is the absorption and transformation of
another’.19 We cannot know if the choice of the noun ‘absorption’ in
favour of an active verb is deliberate, but we find the full expression of
such a view in Barthes’s The Pleasure of the Text:

Text means Tissue; but whereas hitherto we have always taken this tissue as
a product, a ready-made veil, behind which lies, more or less hidden, mean-
ing (truth), we are now emphasizing, in the tissue, the generative idea that
the text is made, is worked out in a perpetual interweaving; lost in this
tissue – this texture – the subject unmakes himself, like a spider dissolving
in the constructive secretions of its web. Were we fond of neologisms, we
might define the theory of the text as an hyphology (hyphos is the tissue and
the spider’s web).20

This passage summarises both the strengths and the drawbacks of
Barthes’s theory. The realisation that any text is worked out in perpetual
interweaving has far-reaching implications: it not only de-centres the
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author and rejects notions of the availability of meaning and truth, it also
questions our acceptance of all kinds of grand narratives which shape the
society we live in. However, feminist and ‘minority’ theorists have argued
successfully that the effacement of the author has political implications as
well. To choose the web over the spider is to imply ‘the confident posture
of mastery that a post-Cartesian subject enjoys in relation to the texts of
his culture’.21 Since women and minorities do not have equal access to
these texts, ‘to postulate an intending agent as the epicenter of an eclec-
tic, allusive motion is to raise the issues of opportunities and constraints
with which the women or minority writers worked but without returning
to the expressionist assumptions of a narrower influence theory’.22

This is precisely what Nancy Miller proposes in ‘Arachnologies’: an
acknowledgment of the agency of the author which does not, however,
operate at the expense of the text, or the reader. Miller uses the story of
Arachne, as recounted in Ovid’s Metamorphoses, as the archetypal image
of the woman and her place in cultural production. She concludes: 

To remember Arachne only as the spider, or through the dangers of her web
alone, is to retain the archetype and dismember, once again, with Athena,
the subject of its history: to underread. The goal of overreading, of reading
for the signature, is to put one’s finger – figuratively – on the place of pro-
duction that marks the spinner’s attachment to her web. This is also, of
course, to come closer to the spider’s art itself: in the end, the material of
arachnologies may allow us to refuse and refigure the very opposition of
subject and text, spider and web.23

Miller welcomes the death of the author because she takes it to signal the
end of a patriarchal canon based around the notion of the originating
powers of authorship, but she insists that a history of female authorship
still needs to be established. A distinction needs to be made between
Miller’s ideological position and her methodology, and it is the latter I
am concerned with here. The power relations may be different, but the
study of ‘the place of production’ that marks the author’s attachment to
the text may be used as a way of approaching any text. Moreover, there
is no reason why one could not also study the place of production that
marks the reader’s attachment to the web along with the spinner’s. To
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read, in this case, Paul Auster in relation to the authors he writes into his
own texts is not to return to a strict author-centred model, but precisely
to vex the relationship between the author and the text (his own as well
as the texts of the past), and between the world and the word. 

When Paul Auster refers to Thoreau’s Walden, he does not send his
readers back to the book Walden written by Henry David Thoreau, but
to the book Auster has read and then inscribed into his own text (and
which is in turn decoded by the reader), and also to the mythic status the
book has acquired even for those who, like Auster’s character Blue, did
not have the patience to read it. Walden in Ghosts is not the same as
Walden by Thoreau, a book we can find in the library or bookshop. So
we return to the thematisation of the intertext, which can be seen more
clearly in Auster’s later novels, where the emphasis moves away from
individual authors and works to take into account the larger intertext of
politics, history, and myth-making as systems of signification. 

It follows from this that an actively intertextual author like Auster does
not seek to assert his own authority, but rather to undermine that very
concept. This is achieved not only in the thematisation of intertextuality,
but also in the choice of individual texts, or the dialogue between texts.
Writing – somehow surprisingly – of William Blake, Rajan notes: ‘Rec-
ognizing that the cultural scene is overdetermined, composed by com-
peting discourses, someone like Blake constructs his work intertextually
not to transcend his historical situation, but rather to write himself into
it. He clears a space for his own position precisely by inscribing it in a
text whose construction makes writing and reading a mirror of their own
cultural production.’ If the writer signals an awareness of his position
within the site of cultural production, he denounces authority and
notions of originality precisely because he allows himself to be seen
‘insert[ing] himself into an anterior (social) text by rewriting it’.24

If writers like Poe, Hawthorne, Beckett and Kafka are brought
together on the page, who speaks in a Paul Auster novel? Whereas in
Bloom’s formulation the author would be trying to assert his own
authority by struggling to shake off the influence of his predecessors,
Auster’s intertextual strategies, as I have argued, undermine traditional
notions of authorship and authority. Again in Bloomian terms, Auster’s
practice could be seen as an assertion of the author’s omnipotence, but
another shortcoming in Bloom’s theory is his insistence that the subject
matter of the poem is irrelevant. In the case of Auster’s writing, although
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of course not uniquely, a study of the thematic preoccupations of his
novels is crucial in understanding his relationship with literary as well as
cultural texts, while a concurrent examination of the literary genres
Auster works within, or subverts, also illuminates the author’s practices.

This is the organising principle that has shaped the main body of this
book. As my theoretical position makes clear, I am not interested in chas-
ing every allusion, identifying every quotation, and considering their rela-
tion to Auster’s œuvre. Instead, I have tried to explore different aspects of
the intertext, and to consider how they shape, and are shaped by, Auster’s
fiction. The first chapter, ‘Legacies’, offers a close reading of The New York
Trilogy in the light of the nineteenth-century writers who haunt the text.
Since I take the intertext to be a dynamic site rather than a rigid structure,
this practice works both ways. As I will argue, we do not only read Auster
after Hawthorne, for example, but also Hawthorne after Auster. The spe-
cific philosophical stance and the narrative strategies that Auster employs
in his exploration of urban living, the nature of language and representa-
tion, or the perils of interpretation, all place his writing within a tradition
that can be traced to nineteenth-century American writing. 

The second chapter, ‘Austerities’, moves away from the author-based
model of ‘Legacies’ to consider in broader terms Auster’s relation to cer-
tain modes of writing, especially aspects of literary modernism. I use the
term mainly in the interests of taxonomy, since I am not concerned with
defining Auster’s writing through the use of a modernism/postmod-
ernism dichotomy. I am simply arguing that certain themes and tech-
niques which can be found in The New York Trilogy, In the Country of
Last Things and The Music of Chance have previously been the concern
of writers such as Samuel Beckett, Franz Kafka and Knut Hamsun, with
whose work Auster’s has a close affinity. The title of this chapter reflects
the spartan, elliptical quality of these narratives, and indeed my discus-
sion of In the Country of Last Things and The Music of Chance takes into
consideration Auster’s chosen modes of story-telling, and particular the-
matic tropes that reflect that practice. 

With ‘Realities’, the final chapter of this book, the field opens up even
more widely to allow a consideration of how Auster deals with questions
pertaining to history, politics and myth-making. As the title of this chap-
ter implies, in novels like Moon Palace and Leviathan no easy distinction
can be made between the ‘real’ and the ‘fictive’. Both novels deal with
characters who are self-mythologisers, while at the same time they are
seen to be the products of their own historical time. The emphasis is on
the weaving of plots, on writing and representation, and the strategies



that Auster employs serve to blur the line between the extra- and the
intra-textual. In Ghosts, the character Blue feels 

like a man who has been condemned to sit in a room and go on reading a
book for the rest of his life. This is strange enough – to be only half alive at
best, seeing the world only through words, living through the lives of
others… he no longer wants any part of it. But how to get out? How to get
out of the room that is the book that will go on being written for as long as
he stays in the room? (Gh 169–70)

What Blue doesn’t know is what Auster’s fiction so powerfully demon-
strates: the book, or the room, that Blue is trapped in is also the world.
We see the world through words, and we live through the lives of others. 
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‘Legacies’ offers an analysis which takes the form of a juxtaposition
between Auster’s New York Trilogy and texts by his American fore-
fathers. As I have already stated, my aim is not to trace influences or chase
allusions, if only because Auster makes such a task superfluous by draw-
ing attention to them in a very explicit manner. Nor does my method
involve a study of the historical progression of American literature from
the nineteenth century to the present, and this is not only due to the fact
that any such history may be ideologically suspect, and often necessarily
simplistic, but also because it has for a long time been recognised that lit-
erature is also read backwards from the present. In ‘Tradition and the
Individual Talent’ (1917), T.S. Eliot called attention to this effect when he
wrote: ‘What happens when a new work of art is created is something
that happens simultaneously to all works of art which preceded it... The
past [is] altered by the present as much as the present is directed by the
past.’1 Borges gave a more specific example, emphasising the contribution
of individual authors to the way we read earlier texts. In his essay on
Nathaniel Hawthorne, he drew parallels between ‘Wakefield’ and Kafka’s
stories, and he concluded:

The circumstance, the strange circumstance, of perceiving in a story writ-
ten by Hawthorne at the beginning of the nineteenth century the same qual-
ity that distinguishes the stories Kafka wrote at the beginning of the
twentieth must not cause us to forget that Hawthorne’s particular quality
has been created, or determined, by Kafka. ‘Wakefield’ prefigures Franz
Kafka, but Kafka modifies and refines the reading of ‘Wakefield’. The debt

1. T.S. Eliot, ‘Tradition and the Individual Talent’, in Selected Essays (London: Faber,
1961), p. 15.
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is mutual; a great writer creates his precursors. He creates and somehow
justifies them.2

In his book Reverse Tradition: Postmodern Fictions and the Nineteenth
Century Novel, Robert Kiely expands on this proposition, and offers
readings of nineteenth-century texts through contemporary ones. The
importance of his contribution lies in the fact that, like Borges, he con-
siders individual texts, looking at how later ones ‘modify’ the earlier
ones, while at the same time, like Eliot, he sees this as a phenomenon that
exists independently of individual authors’ intentions. In his introduc-
tion, he explains that he chose texts from both periods ‘without any
thought of suggesting indirectly a hidden but “real” historical influence...
An almost infinite variety of other combinations is possible, since, of
course, none of these writers “belongs” with any other.’3 My approach
differs from Kiely’s to the extent that my choices are often guided by 
textual allusions and references, as well as Auster’s own critical writings.
But, like Kiely, I recognise that nineteenth-century fiction can now be
read through the postmodern lens, and this applies both to Auster’s read-
ing of this fiction and to my own interpretation of that reading as it man-
ifests itself in the text.

Paul Auster, who admits that he is ‘passionately interested’ and
‘absolutely immersed’ in nineteenth-century American literature, displays
his familiarity with the works of that period throughout his œuvre. The
New York Trilogy alone contains references to texts that range from the
well known, such as Thoreau’s Walden, to the nearly obscure, such as
Melville’s ‘Jimmy Rose’, while the author character Benjamin Sachs 
in Leviathan writes a novel whose characters include Emerson,
Hawthorne’s daughter Rose, and Walt Whitman. Auster shares many pre-
occupations with his American forefathers, ranging from the investiga-
tion into language and its relation to reality to questions of identity,
solitude and artistic creativity, and the contrasting views of America that
emerge from its cityscapes and the large expanses of nature. It need
hardly be said that Auster comes to very different conclusions, but what
needs to be stressed is that, by bringing these writers into his own work,
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he shifts the emphasis away from an author-based model, away from cer-
tainty, towards an investigation which is rooted in the fictive, the textual.
This is not to deny the existence of an extra-textual world, and therefore
to be caught in a circle of self-referentiality, but rather to recognise medi-
ation as a necessary condition for the act of perception and interpreta-
tion. In this sense, the presence of Ralph Waldo Emerson in City of Glass,
which I examine in detail in the first part of this chapter, is largely ironic.
Emerson was the major advocate of literary and intellectual indepen-
dence for his country. ‘Our days of dependence, our long apprenticeship
to the learning of other lands, draws to a close’, he proclaimed in ‘The
American Scholar’. ‘The millions that around us are rushing into life,
cannot always be fed on the sere remains of foreign harvests.’4 This call
stemmed from Emerson’s desire to see the emergence of writers who
would create a new idiom for a newly independent country, and also from
his belief in the authenticity and originality of the Romantic genius: ‘Insist
on yourself; never imitate’, he urged in ‘Self-Reliance’ (199). Auster’s dis-
agreement with this doctrine is clearly registered in The New York Tril-
ogy, where Emerson metamorphoses into an inspired madman who
inhabits a text which owes its particular nature as much to cultural events
and literary texts, ranging from the writings of Kafka and Beckett to film
noir and baseball, as to Auster’s ‘original’ authorship.

But this ‘backwards’ reading of Transcendentalism does not use as its
departure point only the texts of the twentieth century, but also con-
temporary ones. Writers such as Melville and Hawthorne were already
registering their disagreement with the Transcendentalist doctrine, and
Auster explores this tension, which has provided the organising principle
for ‘Legacies’. The first part, ‘Yea-Saying’, comprises a reading of The
New York Trilogy in relation to Emerson and Thoreau, whom I identify
as the main figures in City of Glass and Ghosts respectively. ‘Nay-Saying’
begins with The Locked Room, which, as the author points out, is related
to Hawthorne’s writing, and I also look at the intertextual ghosts of
Melville and Poe, who haunt the entire Trilogy.

Another factor that needs to be considered in relation to Auster’s treat-
ment of American Romantic texts is the fact that The New York Trilogy
takes the form of a postmodernist rewrite of the detective novel. Daniel
Quinn, the protagonist of City of Glass, writes detective novels using the
pseudonym William Wilson and, as is usual in Auster’s writing, the
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choice of name is not accidental. Apart from serving to announce early
in the book the theme of the double that runs throughout the Trilogy, this
reference may also be read as an indication of Auster’s allegiance to a par-
ticular ‘school’ of detective fiction which begins with Poe and culminates
with the great noir hard-boiled stories of Dashiell Hammett and Ray-
mond Chandler. To the extent that any writer can ever be said to create
a new genre, Edgar Allan Poe is credited with the invention of the detec-
tive story with the publication of ‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ in
1841. However, Stefano Tani successfully argues that Poe’s detective 
stories are not canonical, or conventional, in the sense that they display
fundamental differences from the detective fiction of writers such as
Agatha Christie or Arthur Conan Doyle. For instance, Tani claims that in
‘The Murders in the Rue Morgue’ there is no culprit in the traditional
sense of the word, since the murderer’s creativity is morally neutral. In
order to support his argument concerning the problematic nature of
Poe’s detective stories, Tani also refers to non-detective stories which still
involve an element of mystery, such as ‘Ligeia’, where the reader is pre-
sented with a ‘false’ solution, and ‘William Wilson’, where the solution
destroys the solver.5 The famous debate about Poe’s ‘The Purloined
Letter’, initiated by Lacan’s ‘seminar’, is further proof that the detective
genre was not, in its birth, a representation of a simple world in which
good and evil, reason and unreason, truth and lies were clearly defined.6

The moral and narrative ambiguity of Poe’s stories suggests that, para-
doxically, Poe violated the very principles he created, and although these
anomalies were ironed out in traditional mystery novels, they survive in
the hard-boiled tradition to which Auster’s writing is closer.

In ‘The Typology of Detective Fiction’, Tzvetan Todorov begins with
the proposition that the whodunit contains two stories: the story of the
crime, and the story of the subsequent investigation. He goes on to illus-
trate how, in the hard-boiled novel, the two stories unfold simultane-
ously: ‘the narrative coincides with the action... there is no point reached
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where the narrator comprehends all past events’.7 The private eye there-
fore moves in a world of shifting, elusive signifiers, and there is no guar-
antee that he will discover meaning, even if he arrives at a solution. This
is certainly true of the detective figures in The New York Trilogy, but
there is one further twist: the private eye has been romanticised in our
collective imagination; through the many representations in film and lit-
erature, the iconography of this figure no longer carries associations of a
world of peril and uncertainty. It is evoked in our culture – a term which
I use to include the production and the reception of The New York Tril-
ogy – with a certain nostalgia for the ‘Golden Age’ of the private investi-
gator, and nostalgia implies not only a hankering after the past, but also
the acceptance that a return to this past is no longer possible. The point
is not that Quinn is a hard-boiled detective; it is, rather, that things would
be a lot easier if only he were. This nostalgia is also evident in Auster’s
attitude towards Transcendentalism. As with his use of detective fiction
elements, his inclusion of texts such as Emerson’s Nature or Thoreau’s
Walden does not imply an intention to ridicule them, nor an unques-
tioning acceptance of them. Their recontextualisation draws attention to
their inapplicability in the ‘age of suspicion’, while it also demonstrates
Auster’s deep involvement with the texts of the past.

What the detective story shares with Emerson’s essays and addresses,
or Thoreau’s introspective diaries and meditations, is the quest for truth
and meaning, even though it is conducted in differing contexts and for
different purposes. In a sense, the detective’s investigation is a secular
version of the Transcendentalist search for signification. The signifying
field is no longer nature, which Emerson and Thoreau saw as a large
hieroglyph, but the city, which is man-made, composed of conflicting ele-
ments, a collection of contradictory signs which cloud the investigator’s
vision and expose him to dangers. As I shall argue, Auster explores these
two opposing sites through the juxtaposition of the recurring images of
the Garden of Eden and the Tower of Babel. But it is the detective genre
in general that Auster uses to great effect in his trilogy. As he told Joseph
Mallia, ‘In the same way that Cervantes used chivalric romances as a
starting point for Don Quixote, or the way that Beckett used the standard
vaudeville routine as the framework for Waiting for Godot, I tried to use
certain genre conventions to get to another place, another place alto-
gether’ (AH 269). Unlike Cervantes, though, Auster’s intention is not to
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mock the original genre – in this case that of the detective novel – but,
through a process of defamiliarisation, to startle his readers out of the
certainties and assumptions which are formed by the closely defined rules
of the genre. The precise methods he employs will be discussed in the
pages that follow, but it would be useful at this point to consider Auster’s
fiction in the light of genre in general.

Auster began his literary career as a poet, but he gave up during the late
1970s; he never denounced his own efforts, or poetry in general, but he
felt he needed more scope in his writing:

My poems were a quest for what I would call a uni-vocal expression. They
expressed what I felt at any given moment, as if I’d never felt anything
before and would never feel anything again. They were concerned with
essences, with bedrock beliefs, and their aim was always to achieve a purity
and consistency of language. Prose, on the other hand, gives me a chance to
articulate my conflicts and contradictions. Like everyone else, I am a mul-
tiple being, and I embody a whole range of attitudes and responses to the
world... Writing prose allows me to include all of these responses. I no
longer have to choose among them. (AH 297)

To the interviewer’s suggestion that this sounds like Bakhtin’s notion of
‘the dialogic imagination’, Auster replies, ‘Exactly. Of all the theories of
the novel, Bakhtin’s strikes me as the most brilliant, the one that comes
closest to understanding the complexity and magic of the form’ (AH
297). In The Dialogic Imagination, Bakhtin writes: ‘the novel parodies
other genres (precisely in their roles as genres); it exposes the conven-
tionality of their forms and their language; it squeezes out some genres
and incorporates others into its own peculiar structure, reformulating
and re-accentuating them’.8 Bakhtin is comparing the novel to genres
that predate it, such as the epic, but his comments may also be used in the
study of how a novel incorporates elements from various other novelis-
tic genres. Elements of the detective novel, science fiction, the
picaresque, the Bildungsroman, all find their way into Auster’s fiction,
but they are reformulated and reaccentuated. The New York Trilogy, for
instance, charts not so much a search for truth as a questioning of its exis-
tence in the first place. Daniel Quinn tries to adopt the language of the
hard-boiled private eye, but he is after all a poet, and the detective he
thinks he is impersonating turns out to be a writer himself. In other
words, the detective fiction elements are never allowed to take over the
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story. In the Country of Last Things presents an image of a futuristic
dystopia reminiscent of those of science fiction novels, but Auster is not
writing about an imagined future that resembles the present, but about a
present which has already fulfilled our worst fears about the future; The
Music of Chance begins as a road novel, but ends as a Kafkaesque para-
ble. As my discussion of each of these novels will show, to identify the
presence of elements borrowed from various genres is to isolate only one
aspect of each novel, which in its entirety is multi-faceted and resistant
to categorisation. Auster deliberately draws attention to these elements
the better to expose their conventionality, the way they restrict writing
by dictating a strict adherence to certain rules. In ‘The Law of Genre’,
Derrida writes: ‘As soon as the word genre is sounded, as soon as it is
heard, as soon as one attempts to conceive it, a limit is drawn. And when
a limit is established, norms and interdictions are not far behind.’9 And
where norms and interdictions exist, the temptation to break them
cannot be far behind either. In the case of ‘genre literature’, the success
of a work depends on a strict observation of the established rules, which
create a set of expectations on the reader’s part, and it is precisely by fail-
ing to meet these expectations that Auster draws attention to his own
project, away from formal restrictions and imposed certainties. This
deliberate foregrounding of the nature of each novel, which is a feature
of postmodernist fiction, serves to question the very nature of writing.
Bakhtin’s comments are, again, relevant here: ‘This ability of the novel
to criticize itself is a remarkable feature of this ever-developing genre’.10

And this ability is nowhere more pronounced than in postmodern,
metafictional texts.11

In City of Glass, the writer-turned-detective seeks to erase his identity,
not only to annihilate his former self but actually to divest himself of his
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very selfhood. In Ghosts, the writer, Black, is shot by Blue, the detective-
turned-writer. In The Locked Room, two writers take the roles of detective
and culprit. The latter leaves his life behind, seemingly vanishing into thin
air, and the former attempts to track him down. This triple role of the
author as detective, criminal, and victim illustrates Auster’s complex, and
at times conflicting, views on the notion of authorship. Daniel Quinn
impersonates a writer called Paul Auster, Blue disguises himself as a Melvil-
lian character who looks like Walt Whitman, while Fanshawe, whose name
is borrowed from Hawthorne, goes into hiding and is only willing to com-
municate through a locked door. The author is thus seen rehearsing
various roles through his own characters, attempting to define his own
position in relation to the fictions he creates, and is created by; and even
though this practice does not erase the presence of the author it questions
it, and it keeps it always to the forefront, but always in a doubtful position.

Yea-Saying

The man is only half himself, the other half is his expression.
Ralph Waldo Emerson

Daniel Quinn, a disillusioned poet turned detective fiction writer who
decides to impersonate a private investigator, is assigned a strange case:
that of tailing Professor Peter Stillman, a man recently released from
prison, who might try to harm his son, Peter Stillman, Jr. Quinn learns that
Stillman père was once a distinguished scholar who had studied philosophy
and religion at Harvard; in an over-zealous attempt to test his hypothesis
of a ‘natural’ language, he had kept his son in complete isolation for nine
years, waiting to see what language the boy would learn to speak. Quinn
being a man of letters rather than a man of action, his first step is to read
Stillman’s thesis; the summary we are given is crucial to the narrative on
different levels. In the context of the detective story, it sheds light on the
culprit’s motives, and it helps the investigator to become better acquainted
with the way his opponent’s mind operates. At the same time, it establishes
a link between Auster’s own writing and Transcendentalism, especially
Emerson’s theories of language, while it also places the story in a wider
context, since it involves not only issues concerning language, but also their
relation to American history and the land’s Puritan past.

Stillman’s thesis, and later his theories as he explains them to Quinn, play
a crucial role in the establishment of a connection between Emerson and
Auster. In his double role as madman and prophet, Stillman seems to
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embody Auster’s attitude towards Transcendentalism. Professor Stillman
seems like Emerson visiting the twentieth century; he still holds on to his
theories, because of rather than despite the fact that he confronts a world
in which his Platonic idealism seems to have little relevance, a world in
which ‘the brokenness is everywhere, the disarray universal’ (CG 78). The
issues dealt with in his book reveal that as a young man Stillman had a com-
pletely different vision of his country, and although at the time of writing
it he was apparently detached and objective, his subsequent thoughts and
actions, as well as his confession to the fabrication of Henry Dark, show
clearly how much these theories meant to him. In the first part of The
Garden and the Tower: Early Visions of the New World, Stillman argues
that ‘the first men to visit America believed that they had accidentally found
paradise, a second Garden of Eden’; ‘[f]rom the very beginning, according
to Stillman, the discovery of the New World was the quickening impulse of
utopian thought, the spark that gave hope to the perfectibility of human
life’ (CG 41–42). America, as Gerónimo de Mendieta had prophesied, was
destined to become ‘a veritable City of God’. However, what Stillman finds
after he is released from prison is a City of Glass instead of a City of God;
and glass breaks easily. Here is what he tells Quinn: ‘I have come to New
York because it is the most forlorn of places… You have only to open your
eyes to see it. The broken people, the broken things, the broken thoughts’
(CG 78). His words recall those of the disillusioned Emerson who, in ‘The
American Scholar’, deplores the fact that ‘one man’, ‘this original unit, this
fountain of power’ has been ‘distributed to multitudes’, so that ‘[t]he state
of society is one in which the members have suffered amputation from the
trunk, and strut about so many walking monsters, – a good finger, a neck,
a stomach, an elbow, but never a man’ (84). This proposition is central to
Emerson’s theory, and it is also dealt with in ‘Self-Reliance’ and ‘The Over-
Soul’; in all three essays he argues for the existence of a transcendent self,
which he calls the ‘original unit’, and he regards man’s union with it as the
highest aspiration. Emerson thus subscribes to the Platonic notion of
origin, but, in what has come to be identified as a characteristically Ameri-
can optimism, he believes that this union can be achieved in life; as his
disciple Thoreau puts it in Walden, ‘men esteem truth remote, in the out-
skirts of the system, behind the farthest star, before Adam and after the last
man. In eternity there is indeed something true and sublime. But all these
times and places and occasions are now and here.’12 Auster questions not
only the accessibility but also the very existence of such an origin, but as I



shall have the opportunity to argue in the next chapter, he does not
categorically deny it. Whereas Emerson laments the fragmentation he per-
ceives, and suggests in his writings ways of remedying the problem, Auster
can only accept this fragmentation as given. Artistic creation, the text itself
in its infinite connections with other texts, and other modes of discourse,
is now relied upon to produce signification, rather than to unveil hidden
meaning. In other words, Auster accepts the loss of centre and unity, and
his task then becomes to find ways of addressing this in its own terms,
within its own limitations: ‘The question is the story itself, and whether or
not it means something is not for the story to tell’, warns the narrator in the
opening paragraph of City of Glass (CG 3).

In the second part of his book, Stillman attempts to link the Fall with
the Tower of Babel: ‘[a]ccording to Stillman, the Tower of Babel episode
was an exact recapitulation of what had happened in the Garden – only
expanded, made general in its significance for all mankind’ (CG 43). It
seems peculiar that Stillman devotes more space to the consideration of
the Tower of Babel episode than to the Fall, and indeed his preoccupa-
tion with the fall of language is clear throughout this part of his thesis,
where he concludes that the story of the Garden records the fall of lan-
guage as well as the fall of man. If Stillman deplores the fall of man
mainly because it entailed the fall of language, then one can see why he
regards the Tower of Babel episode as a ‘secularised’ version of the orig-
inal fall. For Auster, this is a useful analogy because it draws attention to
language, while it also gives him the opportunity to place his own story
within a context which encourages an exploration of the contrast
between nature as the Promised Land and the city as a place of corrup-
tion and disillusionment (this becomes more pronounced in the second
part of the Trilogy, Ghosts, where Auster takes Walden Pond to the heart
of the city). John Irwin sees a very interesting connection between lan-
guage before and after the Fall, and the contrast between the natural
world and the city, when he suggests that

As opposed to the cosmic tree of life that stood in the center of the natural
world of the garden, the tower is the center of an urban world, an artificial
world descended from the handiwork of the first city-builder (Genesis 4:17)
and first murderer, Cain… the tower, built in the pride of human art, is an
attempt to displace heaven and earth, just as the spoken word in its power of
arbitrary imposition becomes more important than the thing it links, until in
its ultimate abstraction it ‘kills’ the physical object that it stands for.13

30 The World that is the Book

13. John Irwin, American Hieroglyphics: The Symbol of the Egyptian Hieroglyphics in the
American Renaissance (Baltimore and London: Johns Hopkins University Press,
1980), pp. 34–35.



Legacies 31

The Tower can be regarded as the ultimate ‘empty’ signifier, since the
thing it stands for is precisely lack of communication, the inability of lan-
guage to signify or to convey meaning effectively. However, the Tower
does convey meaning, even if this is the unavailability of meaning; in the
same way, Auster’s characters embark on quests, looking for signs in the
labyrinthine streets of New York, but it is the telling of the quest that 
matters rather than the question of whether there is meaning to be found.
In a book which, as its title announces, is to a large extent about the city,
New York City, the Tower of Babel becomes a potent symbol. The Tower
is also alluded to in Auster’s pseudonymous detective novel Squeeze Play,
while his essay on Louis Wolfson is entitled ‘New York Babel’ (AH
26–34). These references to the Tower of Babel place this novel, and
much of Auster’s writing, within a long tradition of urban writing in
America. Like the Tower, the city is a man-made construct, ambitious in
its conception but not always fulfilling its intended function. Instead, the
city becomes a projection of the mind, a mirror of epistemological uncer-
tainty, and an image of alienation. Such views of the city were already
manifesting themselves in nineteenth-century writing, and I shall discuss
them at greater length below in ‘Nay-Saying’.

Professor Stillman offers what eventually turns out to be his own read-
ing of the Tower of Babel episode in the latter part of his book, where he
introduces Henry Dark. Quinn is surprised to learn that Dark was
Milton’s secretary; after the death of the poet, he went to America, where
he published a pamphlet entitled The New Babel. ‘Written in bold,
Miltonic prose, [it] presented the case for the building of paradise in
America’ (CG 46). This new paradise would ultimately restore man to his
prelapsarian status, but since Dark did not claim to be a messiah, the only
way he thought this could be achieved was by undoing the fall of lan-
guage, because, if ‘man could learn to speak this original language of
innocence, did it not follow that he would thereby recover a state of
innocence within himself?’ (CG 47). This was precisely the idea that
prompted Stillman to keep his son in isolation for nine years, hoping that
the young boy, unsullied by corrupt men and their language, would learn
to speak the language of innocence. Later in the novel, Quinn learns that
Henry Dark never really existed: Stillman made him up in order to lend
his own theories credibility. ‘I needed him, you see,’ he tells Quinn, ‘I had
certain ideas at the time that were too dangerous and controversial. So I
pretended they had come from someone else. It was a way of protecting
myself ’ (CG 80). Needless to say, this is a double-coded remark. Just
as Stillman needed Dark, Auster needs Stillman and his fiction-within-a-
fiction, Henry Dark. The play of multiple selves and assumed identities



in City of Glass allows Auster to introduce certain questions into the
novel while at the same time retaining a critical distance from them.14

This can also be seen in those sections of the book which deal with
Stillman’s thesis: even when it is an account from the Bible, it comes to
the reader not as such, but as something that Stillman had included in
his study.

Auster leaves little room for doubt that Stillman is a madman; an
inspired madman perhaps, but a madman nevertheless. If, as I have sug-
gested, Stillman is a version of Emerson placed in a different context, he
is also quite distinct from Emerson; or rather, he personifies the
inevitable failure that Auster seems to believe is inherent in any endeav-
our to gain access to a higher truth through the world of matter. For
Emerson, the material world may be emblematic, a sign of the essence
which exists behind it, but for Auster the attempt to put back together
signifier and signified is not a redemptive act; it is doomed to failure. This
becomes clear when Quinn finally confronts Stillman and finds out what
the latter’s project is. For days Quinn has been following Stillman, who
seems to spend most of his time collecting broken, discarded objects from
the streets around his hotel. It transpires that his plan is to invent new
words for these objects since, having lost their function, they carry a
name which does not correspond to their true nature: ‘You see, the world
is in fragments, sir,’ Stillman explains.

‘Not only have we lost our sense of purpose, we have lost the language
whereby we can speak of it... You see, I am in the process of inventing a new
language ... For our words no longer correspond to the world. When things
were whole, we felt confident that our words could express them. But little
by little these things have broken apart, shattered, collapsed into chaos.
And yet our words have remained the same. They have not adapted them-
selves to the new reality. Hence, every time we try to speak of what we see,
we speak falsely, distorting the very thing we are trying to represent. It’s
made a mess of everything.’ (CG 76–77)

Stillman thus assumes the role of a new Adam who will give things their
‘real’ names, thereby restoring mankind to its prelapsarian state.
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In their studies of Emersonian thinking both Larzer Ziff and John
Irwin discuss the connection between Emerson’s theory of language and
the account of Adam’s naming of the beasts in the Book of Genesis: ‘And
out of the ground the LORD God formed every beast of the field, and
every fowl of the air, and brought them unto Adam to see what he would
call them: and whatsoever Adam called every living creature, that was the
name thereof ’ (Genesis 2:19-20). Adam’s naming of the beasts is open to
different interpretations, as Irwin observes. It can simply be a manifesta-
tion of human dominance, man being granted a superior status in nature
since he has been created in the image of God. This interpretation best
illustrates the power human civilisation has always granted the act of
naming; however, naming does not necessarily equal knowing, and this
is where the second interpretation comes in. This view claims that Adam
gave the beasts their ‘real’ names, the names which were linked to every
animal’s nature; thus, as Larzer Ziff demonstrates, a leopard was thought
to have been called a leopard because of its leopardness,15 and the name
‘leopard’ pointed towards the true nature of the animal. Emerson’s view
of language comes closer to this second tradition, as can be seen from his
argument in his famous 1836 essay Nature, where he writes:

1. Words are signs of natural facts.
2. Particular natural facts are symbols of particular spiritual facts.
3. Nature is the symbol of the spirit. (48)

According to Emerson’s theory, every word is borrowed from material
appearance. Thus, he explains, right means straight, and wrong twisted.
Nature is a projection, a material image of the human mind, so that
‘every appearance in nature corresponds to some state of the mind’ (49).
Similarly, Stillman writes in his thesis that ‘Adam’s one task in the Garden
had been to invent language, to give each creature and thing its name. In
that state of innocence, his tongue had gone straight to the quick of the
world. His words had not been merely appended to the things he saw,
they had revealed their essences, had literally brought them to life. A
thing and its name were interchangeable’ (CG 43). Later, in his conver-
sation with Quinn, Stillman almost repeats Emerson’s words when he
says that ‘spiritual matters… have their analogue in the material world’
(CG 76). In Emerson’s theory, the whole world is seen as emblematic:
since the mind is imprinted on the natural world, nature can be read as a
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large hieroglyph, a cipher, and the question of any correspondence
between outer shape and inner meaning is one that informs not only City
of Glass but much of Auster’s subsequent writing.

City of Glass contains numerous references to Cervantes’s Don
Quixote; these range from the obvious, such as Daniel Quinn’s initials
and Paul Auster’s theory concerning the authorship of the book, to the
obscure, such as the name of Stillman Jr’s nurse, Mrs Saavedra, whose
husband supposedly recommended the detective Paul Auster to the Still-
mans (Saavedra was Cervantes’s family name). As I shall argue later, there
are parallels between the two books, relating not only to the question of
authorship, but also to the ‘impossibility’ of the second part of the Don’s
adventures, as well as the narrative of Quinn’s investigation. However,
Auster explains that the references to Don Quixote are also used in order
to explore the line that separates madness from creativity (AH 271). Still-
man Sr is a man who treads the thin line separating the two; during his
encounters with Quinn, what emerges is a picture of a man whose
deranged rantings conceal elements of wisdom. As stated earlier, his diag-
nosis of the state of language is correct, but his proposed remedy, the
creation of a new language, is clearly insane. In Nature, Emerson
lamented the corruption of language, noting that ‘The corruption of man
is followed by the corruption of language… new imagery ceases to be
created, and old words are perverted to stand for things which are not;
a paper currency is employed, when there is no bullion in the vault. In
due time the fraud is manifest, and words lose all power to stimulate the
understanding or the affections.’ He then went on to claim that ‘wise
men’ can put an end to such corruption: ‘wise men pierce this rotten dic-
tion and fasten words again to visible things’ (51). These wise men are
none other than poets. In a passage from ‘The Poet’ strongly reminiscent
of the account of Adam’s naming of the beasts in Genesis, Emerson
writes: ‘the poet is the Namer or Language-maker, naming things some-
times after their appearance, sometimes after their essence, and giving to
every one its own name and not another’s… The poets made all the
words’ (271). Therefore, the strength of the poet lies not in original cre-
ation (which is what Stillman proposes to achieve) but in the act of
discovery, or recovery, of what is already present. As Emerson writes:

though the origin of most of our words is forgotten, each word was at first
a stroke of genius, and obtained currency because for the moment it sym-
bolized the world to the first speaker and to the hearer. The etymologist
finds the deadest word to have been once a brilliant picture. Language is
fossil poetry... language is made up of images or tropes, which now, in their
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secondary use, have long ceased to remind us of their poetic origin. But the
poet names the thing because he sees it. (271)

It has been established so far that Stillman is not the poetic genius
that Emerson talks about. However, there are other characters in the
story who are created so as to lay claim to the title, even if they, too, do
not fulfil Emerson’s vision. If Stillman Sr is an exaggerated version of
Emerson the thinker, then his son is a parody of the Emersonian poet.
Peter Stillman, irreparably damaged by his father’s cruel experiment,
can only express himself with great difficulty. However, here is what he
tells Quinn in one of his most eloquent moments: ‘I am mostly now a
poet. Every day I sit in my room and write another poem. I make up all
the words myself, just like when I lived in the dark’; ‘I make up words
like this all the time. That can’t be helped. They just come out of my
mouth by themselves. They cannot be translated’ (CG 18–19). His are
words like ‘wimble click crumblechaw beloo. Clack clack… flackle-
much chewmanna’ – hardly what Emerson would call ‘fossil poetry’. In
Transcendentalist thought, one has to remove oneself from immediate
spatial, temporal and social circumstances in order to achieve contact
with the spirit which is man’s true essence and identity. Peter Stillman
has lived in such conditions but, far from leading to enlightenment,
they have resulted in a total breakdown of language and communica-
tion.

Of the three major characters in City of Glass, Quinn is the only one
who can lay claim to the title of a ‘real’ poet. Early in the story we learn
that he had published several books of poetry, plays and critical essays,
but had ‘quite abruptly’ given it all up. ‘A part of him had died... and he
did not want it coming back to haunt him’ (CG 4). Yet there is evidence
that Quinn the poet had not really died, and by the end of his bizarre
adventure the protagonist will find himself writing ‘about the stars, the
earth, his hopes for mankind. He felt that his words had been severed
from him, that now they were a part of the world at large, as real and
specific as a stone, or a lake, or a flower... Nothing mattered now but
the beauty of all this’ (CG 130, emphasis added). This description of
Quinn’s writing is reminiscent of Emerson’s notion of ‘fossil poetry’,
and it complicates further the question of where Auster stands in rela-
tion to Emersonian theories of language. Arthur Saltzman, one of very
few critics to mention Emerson in relation to Auster, reads Quinn as a
parody of the Emersonian ‘transparent eyeball’, while Alison Russell
also sees Quinn as a parodic figure, although she discusses this in



different terms.16 In her argument, he is a parody of the romantic hero
who, unlike the prototypes he is based on (the heroes of the Romance),
fails to achieve the goal of his quest. However, I wish to argue that
Quinn is a more complex character who, in his inner struggle between
idealism and pragmatism, faith and disillusionment, gives us an insight
into Auster’s own complex vision, without becoming, I hasten to add, a
fictional version of the author himself.

Daniel Quinn is a ‘devoted reader of mystery novels’: ‘What he liked
about these books was their sense of plenitude and economy. In the good
mystery there is nothing wasted, no sentence, no word that is not signif-
icant’ (CG 8). Quinn sees in these books the consolation of form; we are
given to understand that he clings to them because they create a sense of
order and rationality which is the exact opposite of his own life. Having
lost his wife and son in an accident, he knows too well that the ‘real’
world, unlike the ‘good mystery’, is irrational and unintelligible; or that
as the narrator in The Locked Room (another version of the investigator)
also finds out, ‘lives make no sense’. The fact that Quinn gave up writing
poetry after his bereavement suggests that his disillusionment with the
world extends to words as well. These are facts we learn about Quinn
before he even contemplates becoming a private eye; it is therefore quite
clear that he is not the naïf hero of the romantic tradition, or the detec-
tive who has faith in his powers of deduction, who will set out on a quest
knowing that this faith, along with perseverance, will aid in the attain-
ment of his goal. Whatever Quinn ends up thinking and believing is the
result of a conscious effort on his part: if he begins to discern a pattern,
it is only because he is desperate to convince himself that this pattern
exists. Quinn spends many days tirelessly observing and following 
Stillman, but the supposed criminal appears to do nothing other than
wander in the streets collecting broken objects. This is an anti-climax for
Quinn, who thought he would be living out one of his fictional detec-
tives’ adventures. He wonders whether there is any meaning in his oppo-
nent’s activity, and he realises that it would be ‘much better’ to believe
that these apparently aimless wanderings really concealed some purpose,
some hidden message that he was called upon to decipher. In Emerson-
ian thought nature conveys meaning through shape, and it is to this that
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Quinn turns in order to discover the hidden truth. He sketches Stillman’s
itinerary on paper and realises that, each day, his walks seem to spell a
different letter of the alphabet, finally spelling the phrase ‘The Tower of
Babel’. However, even when the letters are set on paper in front of him,
Quinn still tries to resist the very interpretation he was hoping for. He
reasons with himself, saying that perhaps the letters ‘were no letters at all.
He had seen them only because he wanted to see them. And even if the
diagrams did form letters, it was only a fluke. Stillman had nothing to do
with it. It was all an accident, a hoax he had perpetrated on himself ’ (CG
71). Quinn’s scepticism echoes Auster’s, and it is appropriate that, in a
detective story which is no detective story in any traditional sense at all,
the private eye has little, if any, faith in patterns, or in the ability of his
own interpretative skills to reach an objective truth.

In Emerson’s theory, on the other hand, the poet is able to see through
appearances so as to create order and generate meaning. In ‘The Poet’ he
writes: ‘As the eyes of Lyncaeus were said to see through the earth, so the
poet turns the world into glass, and shows us all things in their right
series and procession’ (270), while in a famous passage in Nature he
makes the transition from ‘I’ to ‘eye’ himself: ‘Standing on the bare
ground, – my head bathed by the blithe air and uplifted into infinite
space, – all mean egotism vanishes. I become a transparent eyeball; I am
nothing; I see all; the currents of the Universal Being circulate through
me’ (39). Malcolm Bradbury and Richard Ruland are right to observe
that the Emersonian poet ‘may seem to create meaning but actually sees
through the surfaces that veil it’, since this formulation takes into account
Emerson’s belief that meaning is embedded everywhere in the material
world. ‘This stress on seeing, vision, points to one of the many puns tran-
scendentalism used to reconstitute language itself: the poet is a see-er, a
prophet who helps us see through our eye, the “I” of our self-reliance’.17

James Cox’s essay ‘R.W. Emerson: The Circles of the Eye’ offers an
insightful analysis of the notion of the ‘transparent eyeball’, seeing this
metaphor not as a static image, but as an act of conversion: ‘It is a con-
version of the “I” into the Eye, of the self into the Seer’. Cox goes on to
argue that ‘the metaphor is the symbolic transformation of the subject,
the writer, into an identity equivalent to the state of being, a heightened
gladness to the brink of fear, which has been experienced on the twilit
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bare common... But in another sense it is an action, a declaration of
change from being to seeing.’18 As a detective, Quinn also needs to
become nothing (for instance, he refrains from any personal judgment
when he meets Virginia Stillman) and to see all: quite literally, to watch
Peter Stillman at all times, and, in his role as detective, to ‘see’ the answer,
which is traditionally already present but hidden in the mystery narra-
tive. Throughout City of Glass, Auster relies on the pun ‘private eye/pri-
vate “I”’ to draw attention to the process of generating meaning:

Private eye. The term held a triple meaning for Quinn. Not only was it the
letter ‘i’, standing for ‘investigator’, it was ‘I’ in the upper case, the tiny life-
bud buried in the body of the breathing self. At the same time, it was also
the physical eye of the writer, the eye of the man who looks out from him-
self into the world and demands that the world reveal itself to him. For five
years now, Quinn had been living in the grip of this pun. (CG 8–9)

However, Quinn does not move from ‘I’ to ‘eye’; as he looks ‘out from
himself into the world’, he realises that this outside world does not con-
ceal the hoped-for revelation. The actions that finally lead to his isolation
in the Stillman apartment are, if anything, the reverse of the transforma-
tion from ‘I’ to eye. Quinn’s progress in City of Glass reverses the pro-
cedure which moves from self to eye: Quinn pretends to be the private
eye, but as the story progresses it becomes increasingly clear that the
novel is mainly concerned with his ‘I’; the emphasis shifts from action to
introspection, from detective story to the existential, or metaphysical,
novel. From the early stages of the story, there are already indications
that Quinn is fascinated by the case he has been assigned because he sees
its relevance to his own life. After hearing Peter’s story, Quinn decides to
take on the case not only because he finds it intriguing, but because he
sees it as a chance to assume the role of the father which was cut short
when his own son, also called Peter, died: ‘Quinn wanted to be there to
stop him [Stillman Sr]. He knew he could not bring his own son back to
life, but at least he could prevent another from dying’ (CG 35). The first
notes he makes on the case have very little to do with what one would
imagine a detective writes down when he embarks on a new assignment;
instead of concentrating on the facts, the clues or the evidence, Quinn
tries to identify with his client: ‘Little Peter. Is it necessary for me to
imagine it, or can I accept it on faith? The darkness. To think of myself
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in that room, screaming’ (CG 39). Stillman Sr’s obsessive quest for
Adamic language also appeals to Quinn the poet; his successive meetings
with his opponent are beyond the call of duty, revealing Quinn’s personal
interest in the case. When Stillman disappears, and after it has become
quite clear that the man has no evil designs on his son, Quinn intensifies
his search instead of dropping it. He is no longer the seer, the man whose
job is to follow another person and record his moves, to interpret his
actions and understand his motives, to create a pattern out of seemingly
random facts, to pierce the veil which hides the truth. Instead, he is the
man who has to face his own life, assess his achievements and his failures,
and think about his future.

The turning point in this transformation occurs when Quinn meets Paul
Auster, the supposed detective who turns out to be a writer. Paul Auster
stands for everything that Quinn himself could have been: he is a writer,
he is happily married, and he has a son who is the same age as Quinn’s
would have been had he lived. Auster holds up a mirror in which Quinn
sees himself as he ought to have been. Quinn no longer looks at the world
around him: quite literally, he looks at himself. However, even this
encounter with his alter ego does not enlighten Quinn. Since Auster is not
a detective after all, Quinn speculates that someone might have tried to
play a practical joke on him. Quinn’s and Auster’s blindness is emphasised
when the latter remarks: ‘But the fact is, it’s not a joke. It’s a real case with
real people’ (CG 96). To complicate matters even further, the character
Paul Auster indirectly warns Quinn that he is becoming blind, or at least
that he can only see what he chooses to see. His warning, which goes
unheeded, comes in the form of an elaborate theory concerning the
authorship of Don Quixote. Daniel Quinn observes that he shares the
same initials with the Knight of the Sad Countenance, but he fails to
realise that, like the Don, he is obsessed with a fiction he has created, and
which does not allow him to see clearly any more. Thus, far from becom-
ing someone who is nothing but sees all, Quinn becomes self-obsessed and
is only interested in pursuing his own, very personal quest. When he
leaves Auster’s house, Quinn realises that the tailing job is behind him:
‘For the first time since he had bought the red notebook, what he wrote
that day had nothing to do with the Stillman case’ (CG 108). His obses-
sion, and some unseen force which appears to be manipulating him (and
which may or may not be the author who at times can be glimpsed
through the cracks in the story), finally leads him to move into the empty
Stillman apartment: ‘He went to one of the rooms at the back of the apart-
ment, a small space that measured no more than ten feet by six feet. It had
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one wire-mesh window that gave on to a view of the airshaft, and of all
the rooms it seemed to be the darkest’ (CG 126). With his seemingly vol-
untary incarceration, Quinn is re-enacting Stillman’s experiment; he
becomes father and son, observer and participant at the same time,
attempting to cancel out the subject/object dichotomy.

On a different ontological level, as far as Quinn’s own fictional life is
concerned, he changes from detective to poet, from writing about the
case he was assigned to writing about the earth and the stars and his
hopes for mankind. As the protagonists of the Stillman case disappear
one by one, Quinn feels ‘sorry that he had bothered to write about the
Stillman case at all. For the case was far behind him now, and he no
longer bothered to think about it. It had been a bridge to another place
in his life, and now that he had crossed it, its meaning had been lost’ (CG
130). More significantly, though, Auster complicates the issue by having
the story told from a ‘distorted’ perspective, since at the very end it is
revealed that the narrator was a friend of Auster’s who was given Quinn’s
notebook: ‘I have followed the red notebook as closely as I could, and
any inaccuracies in the story should be blamed on me. There were
moments when the text was difficult to decipher, but I have done my best
with it and have refrained from any interpretations’ (CG 132). This con-
fession raises a number of questions: for instance, when we are told that
Quinn wrote about the stars, the earth, his hopes for mankind, and that
his words had been severed from him and were as real and specific as a
stone, or a lake, or a flower, how can we know whether this is true? Is it
what Quinn actually wrote in his notebook, or is it the narrator’s inter-
pretation? Again, the references to Don Quixote draw attention to the
ontological paradox in the narrative. In the second part of Don Quixote,
Sancho informs his master that their adventures have been printed under
the title of The Ingenious Gentleman Don Quixote de La Mancha, but the
Don ‘could not persuade himself that such a history existed’, as indeed it
could not. Similarly, the narrator of City of Glass ‘knows’ about dreams
that Quinn had and later forgot, a fact which violates the narrative logic
of the text. The unnamed narrator concludes his own disclaimer by
renouncing the author-character Paul Auster: ‘As for Auster, I am con-
vinced that he behaved badly throughout. If our friendship has ended, he
has only himself to blame’ (CG 132). ‘Whodunnit, as the Americans say.
In fact, who did it? Not the crime but the text. The enigma here is not the
identity of the criminal, but that of the author.’19



The same enigma appears in Blackouts, a one-act play that was written
ten years before the publication of Ghosts in 1986. Auster explains that
while he was still writing City of Glass he began to experience a sense of
déjà-écrit which made him re-read his old play and turn it into what even-
tually became Ghosts. The basic premise of the plot is already there in the
play: Blue is a detective who has been hired to watch Black and write a
report; he takes a flat opposite Black’s, disguises himself in order to meet
his subject, and when he breaks into Black’s apartment he shoots him.
The action of the play takes place in an office where Blue has come to
meet his employer, who turns out to be Black, and there is a third char-
acter, Green, who tries to write everything down while employer and
employee speak. Towards the end of the play, Green tears up the pages
he has written and the audience are left, quite literally, in the dark. Like
the novel it eventually became, this play is elliptical; there is no action,
and the characters speak in short, cryptic sentences, as if they are con-
spirators trying to keep their audience in the dark, while there are also
conspiracies going on inside the play. The dance of multiple selves,
assumed identities and disguises is used in an exaggerated manner in
order to highlight ontological concerns; as such, it becomes little more
than a metafictional game of characters in search of an author, a fact
which may explain Auster’s confessed embarrassment with the play.
However, he agreed to have it published because he felt it is ‘always inter-
esting’ to see the source of a literary work.20 What is also interesting is to
see how the emphasis has shifted and how the play was transformed into
a novella. I wish to argue that the two major changes that transformed
the earlier piece are the inclusion of references to Thoreau’s Walden, and
the specific urban setting of Brooklyn.

Auster paradoxically draws attention to the latter by pretending that it
is incidental:

The address is unimportant. But let’s say Brooklyn Heights, for the sake of
argument. Some quiet, rarely travelled street not far from the bridge –
Orange Street perhaps. Walt Whitman handset the first edition of Leaves of
Grass on this street in 1855, and it was here that Henry Ward Beecher railed
against slavery from the pulpit of his red-brick church. So much for local
colour. (Gh 136–37)

But if the presence of Ralph Waldo Emerson had to be inferred in City of
Glass, in Ghosts Auster leaves no room for doubt concerning his intentions:
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halfway through the story, the narrator remarks that, were the pro-
tagonist to read Thoreau’s Walden ‘in the spirit in which it asks to be read,
his entire life would begin to change, and little by little he would come to a
full understanding of his situation’ (Gh 163). By making the analogy
explicit, Auster is not dictating a forced reading; instead, he opens up
hermeneutic possibilities which relate not only to the story in question, but
also to his novelistic practices in general.

Ghosts is the shortest, and most minimalist, of the three stories in The
New York Trilogy. It is, in a sense, a slimmed-down version of City of
Glass, as the same questions concerning solitude, language, and the
search for one’s identity recur. As in City of Glass, the characters in
Ghosts also create fictions and plots and then find themselves trapped in
them. The text is another version of the anti-detective story, one stripped
of all ornament or convention. In the first two paragraphs, Auster man-
ages to dispense with all the conventions of the genre, giving the reader
the bare essentials as if he were writing the summary of a detective story:

First of all there is Blue. Later there is White, and then there is Black, and
before the beginning there is Brown... The place is New York, the time is the
present... The case seems simple enough. White wants Blue to follow a man
named Black and to keep an eye on him for as long as necessary. (Gh 135)

Alison Russell calls this volume ‘a “ghost” of City of Glass and of the
detective story genre: the “meat” of the text is stripped down to a generic
level, reinforced by Auster’s rejection of nomenclature and his use of
Film Noir signifiers’. She also points out that Auster’s reductionist tech-
nique is deceptive, as it suggests that there will be a solution to the mys-
tery presented in these first few lines.21 However, as we have now learned
to expect from a Paul Auster novel, the case is not as simple as it seems.
Black and White turn out to be the same person, and Blue is hired so that
Black can watch Blue watching him, Black. The time is both ‘the present’
and 3 February 1947, the author’s birth date. The verb ‘seems’, then, in
the phrase ‘The case seems simple enough’, ought to serve as a warning;
after all, Quinn’s assigned case in City of Glass seemed simple enough,
but as Auster himself asks, ‘What if, in the course of trying to figure it out,
you just unveil more mysteries?’ The one thing that will remain stable is
the setting, New York City, a city haunted by the ghosts of American 
culture and its own literary past.
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Blue starts working on his case by moving into an apartment opposite
Black’s. All he has to do is sit by the window, watch the other man
through his binoculars, and take notes of everything Black is doing. The
case does not seem very promising for a man like Blue who has always
enjoyed action: Black seems to spend most of his time sitting at a desk,
reading, writing, and occasionally looking out of his window. As early as
the fifth page of the story, Blue finds out what Black is reading: ‘Walden,
by Henry David Thoreau. Blue has never heard of it before and writes it
down carefully in his notebook’ (Gh 139). Despite having never heard of
Walden, Blue is engaged in an ironic re-enactment of Thoreau’s experi-
ment, as well as being trapped in a book the key to which is Walden.

In 1845, Thoreau retired to the woods on the shores of Walden Pond
and lived for two years in a cabin he built himself. In his own words:

I went to the woods because I wished to live deliberately, to front only the
essential facts of life… I wanted… to drive life into a corner, and reduce it
to its lowest terms, and, if it proved mean, why then to get the whole and
genuine meanness of it, and publish its meanness to the world; or if it were
sublime, to know it by experience, and be able to give a true account of it
in my next excursion. (89)

A scholar and keen naturalist rather than a hermit, Thoreau devoted his
time to communion with nature, studying, and recording his thoughts
and observations in his journal. A carefully reworked version of this jour-
nal was published in 1854, and Walden has since reached an almost
mythical status not only in literature but also in American culture, as well
as being recognised as a work dealing with the stuff of myth: ‘the final
impression made by Walden is that of a myth. In this perspective its basic
theme is self-renewal, and its elements are withdrawal from society, iso-
lation, the discipline of poverty, communion with the sacred (nature),
and the recovery of a unified and revitalized self.’22 Auster’s story repro-
duces some of the themes of Walden, but with very different results. The
figure of the ascetic who withdraws from society to contemplate and
write in an attempt to reach a higher truth is here replaced by another
‘mythical’ figure, one which belongs to the realm of popular culture,
namely the hard-boiled detective who lives in a corrupt urban environ-
ment and confronts mysteries he is called upon to decipher. The cher-
ished myth of the self-reliant man who finds peace, knowledge and
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replenishment in solitude, in nature, and in a spartan lifestyle, is denied
to Auster’s characters. Where Thoreau reduces his material life to the
bare essentials, Auster uses this as a narrative method; replenishment is
replaced by economy, by a narrative poverty that reflects the characters’
inner life, their emotions, and their inability to understand and interpret
what they see.

The story’s protagonist is a private eye: the emphasis is once again on
the act of seeing and the failure to see through appearances. Unlike
Quinn, who is primarily a man of letters, Blue is a ‘real’ detective fash-
ioned according to the dictates of the school of hard-boiled fiction: ‘He
likes to be up and about, moving from one place to another, doing things.
I’m not the Sherlock Holmes type, he would say to Brown, whenever the
boss gave him a particularly sedentary task. Give me something I can sink
my teeth into’ (Gh 139). Blue is also a man not given to introspection,
and he does not share Quinn’s literary sensibilities – instead, he is a
devoted reader of True Detective. It is this man of action, who has always
believed in the power of rational thought and his ability to separate the
essential from the incidental or trivial, and confine himself to ‘known and
verifiable facts’ and solve the mystery, who is assigned the unlikely role
of a modern-day Thoreau. Thoreau was very meticulous in his recording
of his observations, and Walden contains long descriptions of scenes of
nature, as well as details of Thoreau’s economy. However, Thoreau’s is
not a record of a mundane life, and none of the descriptions is there for
its own sake; the implication is always that there is something more
important to be found behind the bare facts. As he writes in Walden, ‘we
inhabitants of New England live this mean life that we do because our
vision does not penetrate the surface of things. We think that that is
which appears to be’ (93, emphasis in original). Blue, on the other hand,
actually takes pride in confining himself to observation and refraining
from interpretation: ‘His method is to stick to outward facts, describing
events as though each word tallied exactly with the thing described, and
to question the matter no further. Words are transparent for him, great
windows that stand between him and the world, and until now they have
never impeded his view, have never even seemed to be there’ (Gh 146).

Thoreau was a firm believer in the availability of truth in everyday life,
arguing that meaning is available in our world if we take the trouble to
look for it. One place where truth could be discovered was the woods
surrounding Thoreau’s cabin: like Emerson, Thoreau saw nature as a
hieroglyph, arguing that meaning is embedded in natural forms. In his
study of the use of the symbol of Egyptian hieroglyphics in the American



Renaissance, John Irwin focuses on Thoreau’s description of a thawing
sandbank in Walden as representative of his theories concerning nature
as well as language, and he concludes:

Having penetrated the emblematic world of natural forms to discover the
inner, unifying form, and then having presented as an analogue of this
process the penetration of the language of convention to discover the orig-
inal language of nature in which words are emblems of things, Thoreau
concludes: ‘Thus it seemed that this one hillside illustrated the principle
of all the operations of nature. The Maker of this earth but patented a
leaf. What Champollion will decipher this hieroglyphic for us, that we may
turn over a new leaf at last?’ The answer to that question is, obviously,
Thoreau himself.23

Auster does not assume the role of another Champollion who will deci-
pher the Rosetta stone that is the world of observable phenomena, nor
does he ascribe this role to any of his characters. By emphasising the par-
allels between his book and Thoreau’s, Auster simultaneously draws
attention to himself as author, and renounces the authority associated
with that role. As for his characters, whose job it is to decipher clues, they
do not fare much better. When Blue sits down to write his first report on
Black, he finds out that ‘his words, instead of drawing out the facts and
making them sit palpably in the world, have induced them to disappear...
he discovers that words do not necessarily work, that it is possible for
them to obscure the thing they are trying to say’ (Gh 147–48). What Blue
discovers is what Stillman had told Quinn: ‘every time we try to speak of
what we see, we speak falsely, distorting the very thing we are trying to
represent’ (CG 77). The only explanation that Blue can arrive at is one
of negative definition: ‘Blue can only surmise what the case is not. To say
what it is, however, is completely beyond him’ (Gh 147). Auster’s char-
acters inhabit a fallen world in which words do not correspond to things
and surfaces cannot be penetrated; a world defined by absence.

It is appropriate that, in order to describe this fallen world, Auster
transports Walden Pond to the heart of the city. Although later novels
prove that he never subscribes to a simplistic nature/city innocence/cor-
ruption dichotomy, the New York that his characters are placed in is
a trap, a claustrophobic maze that offers no hope of redemption. In
the final paragraph of the story, after the drama of the confrontation is
over, the narrator speculates on Blue’s fate. The hero of the hard-boiled

Legacies 45

23. Irwin, American Hieroglyphics, p. 19.



46 The World that is the Book

detective novel must be saved, and the narrator imagines this salvation as
an escape from the city: ‘I myself prefer to think that he went far away,
boarding a train that morning and going out West to start a new life. It is
even possible that America was not the end of it. In my secret dreams, I
like to think of Blue booking passage on some ship and sailing to China’
(Gh 195–96).

In drawing the parallel between his book and Walden, Auster says that
Ghosts deals with the ‘idea of living a solitary life, of living with a kind
of monastic intensity’, a concept he borrows from Walden, but he goes
on to add ‘and all the dangers that entails’ (AH 271), which is where he
parts company with Thoreau. Thoreau cherished his solitude, which was
not only an example of his self-reliance but also the necessary condition
for artistic creativity: ‘I find it wholesome to be alone the greater part of
the time. To be in company, even with the best, is soon wearisome and
dissipating. I love to be alone. I never found the companion that was so
companionable as solitude’ (122). The appeal of such ideas to the author
of The Invention of Solitude is clear; however, Auster’s characters find no
delight in solitary pursuits. Blue is overcome by boredom, since all he has
to do is sit in his room and watch Black write. As such, he is not only the
opposite of Emerson’s or Thoreau’s poet, the Romantic genius who, in
isolation, sees through appearances; he is also an image of the reader
reading a modern text which subverts all the conventions of traditional
narrative. When Blue starts reading Walden, he is soon bored and disap-
pointed. Blue does not even suspect that Thoreau’s words are themselves
‘hieroglyphics’ containing a meaning behind the descriptions of life in
the woods:

He is bored by Thoreau’s words and finds it difficult to concentrate. Whole
chapters go by, and when he comes to the end of them he realizes that he
has not retained a thing. Why would anyone want to go off and live alone
in the woods? What’s all this about planting beans and not drinking coffee
or eating meat? Why all these interminable descriptions of birds? Blue
thought that he was going to get a story, or at least have something like a
story, but this is no more than blather, an endless harangue about nothing
at all. (Gh 162–63)

In the third chapter, he finally comes across a sentence that means some-
thing to him: ‘Books must be read as deliberately and reservedly as they
were written – and suddenly he understands that the trick is to go slowly,
more slowly than he has ever gone with the words before’ (Gh 163). We
are told that, before Walden, all that Blue had ever read was newspapers,



magazines and a few adventure novels. Unlike Auster, or Auster’s read-
ers for that matter, Blue is the innocent reader, reading for the first time,
discovering a world he never knew existed, a world made of words
where the point is not whether something happens, but the words them-
selves. For the first time, Blue reads a book in which things are born in
words, where it is not the narrative but the discourse that is important.
Blue is also Barthes’s reader of realist fiction, the one who reads for the
plot: ‘read fast, in snatches, some modern text, and it becomes opaque,
inaccessible to your pleasure: you want something to happen and noth-
ing does, for what happens to the language does not happen to the dis-
course’ (emphasis in original).24 His inability to understand the book he
is reading is a measure of his inability to understand the world, or his
own situation. At the same time, the author puts him in a disadvantaged
position, since he does not know that he is a character in a book.

In one of the frequent authorial intrusions in the trilogy, Auster has his
narrator say that ‘were he [Blue] to find the patience to read the book in
the spirit in which it asks to be read, his entire life would begin to change,
and little by little he would come to a full understanding of his situation
– that is to say of Black, of White, of the case, of everything that concerns
him’ (Gh 163). Nevertheless, Blue remains in the dark because he does
not ‘know’ that he is a character in a book the key to which is Walden.
He does, however, begin to feel a kind of ontological angst:

He feels like a man who has been condemned to sit in a room and go on
reading a book for the rest of his life… But this book offers him nothing.
There is no story, no plot, no action – nothing but a man sitting alone in a
room and writing a book… But how to get out? How to get out of the room
that is the book that will go on being written for as long as he stays in the
room? (Gh 169)

He also thinks that Black is ‘the so-called writer of this book’, but later
he also considers the possibility of White being the ‘real writer’. Auster
is here returning to the earlier questions he had tried to probe in Black-
outs, but they have now become more complex because they need to be
considered not only as questions asked by the text, but also in relation to
another text which is included in it. What Auster is doing in this story,
which he had not done in the play, is to stage, and thus externalise, a
dilemma that was central to the thinking of both Emerson and Thoreau:
‘Thoreau held and acted upon the Emersonian view that the perceiver
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and the thing perceived, the thought and the world and the object, are
one in the moment of perception and speech’.25 In his writing, however,
he discovered that the moment of perception and the moment of speech
may not always be readily available in an unadulterated form:

With thinking we may be beside ourselves in a sane sense… However
intense my experience, I am conscious of the presence and criticism of a
part of me which, as it were, is not a part of me, but spectator, sharing no
experience, but taking note of it; and that is no more I than it is you. When
the play of life is over, the spectator goes his way. It was a kind of fiction; a
work of the imagination only, so far as he was concerned. (122)

Charles Feidelson reminds us that Emerson said much the same thing: ‘A
poem, a sentence, causes us to see ourselves. I be, and I see my being, at
the same time.’26 In the case of Walden, the ‘real’ writer is both the man
who lived in the woods and the man who wrote about it. Thoreau may
have come closer to an accurate, or at least honest, description of the
poetic activity than Wordsworth’s ‘emotion recollected in tranquillity’, but
he does stress that the perceived split between subject and object occurs in
‘a sane sense’; in other words, there is no denial of the reality of the intense
experience. Auster takes a more literal approach, perceiving the schizo-
phrenic quality inherent in the activity. By assigning the roles of thinking
subject and spectator to different characters, he signals an increased aware-
ness of the fictionality of his creation, while he also questions the notion
of the unified self, or the unity of thought and perception, which both
Emerson and Thoreau embrace. Auster’s assignment of the different roles
to different persons, who are not entirely distinct from each other nor a
unified self (Black is not one but several, thinks Blue), allows for an ironic
detachment which is not manifest in Thoreau’s writing.

The idea of reading the literature of the past backwards from the pre-
sent seems reinforced here. In his introduction to The Random House
Book of Twentieth-Century French Poetry, Auster writes of the poetry of
Léon-Paul Fargue: ‘The poem of witness is at the same time a poem of
remembrance, as if, in the solitary act of seeing, the world were reflected
back to its solitary source and then, once more, reflected outward as
vision’ (AH 212). Similarly, he writes of Francis Ponge: ‘The primary act
of the poet, therefore, becomes the act of seeing, as if no one had ever
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seen the thing before’ (AH 221). The words ‘as if ’ are used in both pas-
sages; what is emphasised is not immediacy but a created illusion of
immediacy. Were it not for the words ‘as if ’, Auster would have been
repeating Romantic theories of poetry, with their emphasis on spontane-
ity and defamiliarisation. In Walden itself, the author tries hard to con-
ceal the artificiality of his writing; Walden was carefully worked on and
eventually published seven years after the author left the hut by Walden
Pond. Walden therefore has all the immediacy of a journal, all the poetic
beauty of ‘seeing things for the first time’, while at the same time it is an
act of remembrance, a mediated experience ‘reflected back to its solitary
source and then outward as vision’. But whereas Romantic writers were
keen to suppress the process which transforms experience into descrip-
tion, Auster makes this his operative mode. This dual nature of the
writer’s project is also seen in Ghosts when Blue remembers a few sen-
tences from Walden: ‘We are not where we are… but in a false position.
Through an infirmity of our natures, we suppose a case, and put our-
selves into it, and hence are in two cases at the same time, and it is doubly
difficult to get out’ (Gh 168). Blue is trapped in two fictions: the book
Paul Auster is writing, and the plot he himself creates in order to under-
stand the case he has been assigned.

Blue and Black, who both sit in their rooms looking at each other and
writing, reflect the situation of the author as creator of fictions. On the
one hand, he is the one who looks, enquires and records, but he is also
the one looking at himself writing. In this sense, Blue and Black are two
aspects of the same entity. Forced into solitude and inactivity, Blue, who
had always liked to be ‘up and about, moving from one place to another,
doing things’, finds time for introspection. One thing he soon finds out
is that, looking at the other man across the street, he sees not only
another person but his own self reflected back at him as well: ‘For in
spying out at Black across the street, it is as though Blue were looking
into a mirror, and instead of merely watching another, he finds that he is
also watching himself ’ (Gh 144). Blue is watching himself in two ways:
since he does not have to follow Black, as he sits in his room he starts
thinking about his own life; but he is also watching himself because Black
is doing exactly the same thing: like Blue, he sits in a room, takes notes,
reads, and looks out of his window. When Blue eventually confronts him,
Black explains that his job is to ‘watch someone… and send in a report
about him every week. Watch this guy and write about him. Not one
damned thing more’ (Gh 180). Again, like Quinn before him, Blue
watches another man but can only ‘see’ himself; what Black does is



exactly what Blue himself has been doing, so all the time he was trying to
understand what Black was doing he was only trying to understand him-
self. Both characters try to penetrate surfaces and gain access to some-
thing situated outside themselves, but their attempts end in failure. Like
the Transcendentalist thinkers whose experiments they re-enact, they
withdraw from society, they distance themselves from their immediate
temporal, spatial and social surroundings, and yet they fail to reach the
hoped-for revelation.

So far I have drawn parallels between Ghosts and Walden, thus offer-
ing one of many possible readings of either book. But as I pointed out in
my introduction, Walden has now become not just a literary text but a
part of American culture, and reading it in such terms opens up many
possibilities, enlarging the reading of Ghosts itself. Unlike Blackouts,
which is devoid of any cultural referents, and despite its brevity, Ghosts
contains many stories-within-stories. The author offers accounts of
Blue’s reading of publications such as True Detective and Stranger Than
Fiction, past cases that he has solved, and summaries of plots from films
he has seen. There is also an account of the history of the construction
of Brooklyn Bridge, while Black gives Blue a short lesson in history when
he recounts how before paying Walt Whitman a visit Thoreau went
to hear Henry Ward Beecher’s sermon in Plymouth Church, a place
which was also visited by Abraham Lincoln and Charles Dickens. Alison
Russell comments:

In many ways, the second volume of the trilogy offers itself as a collection
of the signs that make up American culture, taken from baseball, popular
movies, and the canonical texts and authors of nineteenth-century litera-
ture. These artifacts of our collective identity haunt the pages of Ghosts,
raising the issue of whether or not original discourse is possible. Just as lan-
guage is divorced from the things it signifies, texts themselves become
divorced from their creators.27

The text signals its awareness of such issues when Blue meets Black
dressed up as a tramp he used to know, someone by the name of Jimmy
Rose. Jimmy Rose is the eponymous hero of Melville’s tale, which charts
the rising and falling fortunes of the narrator’s friend, but Blue’s Jimmy
looks like ‘an Old Testament prophet’, and Black also points out to him
that he looks like Walt Whitman. Black tells Blue the story of how Whit-
man donated his brain to the American Anthropometric Society to be
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measured and weighed; when it arrived at the laboratory, it was acciden-
tally dropped by an assistant: ‘It spattered all over the place, and that was
that. The brain of America’s greatest poet got swept up and thrown out
with the garbage’ (Gh 173).28 Blue, as usual, misses the point of this story,
but its ironies are not lost on the reader. This is a story that deals quite
literally with the death of the author, while the particular choice of
author is also not accidental. Whitman, in many ways the embodiment
of the Emersonian poet, makes his own presence felt very strongly in
his poetry, as the title Song of Myself alone indicates. The ideals and
aspirations of the Transcendentalists are reduced to a heap of grey matter
on the floor of a laboratory, and the Romantic genius is shown to be just
another mortal: ‘Brains and guts, the insides of a man. We always talk
about trying to get inside a writer to understand his work better. But
when you get right down to it, there’s not much to find in there’ (Gh
175). Another story that Black tells Blue is the plot of Hawthorne’s
‘Wakefield’, which not only foreshadows the third volume of the trilogy,
The Locked Room, but also highlights once again questions of authorship
and authority, while serving to modify Auster’s own reading of writers
such as Emerson or Thoreau.

Nay-Saying

Towards the end of The Locked Room, the final part of The New York
Trilogy, Paul Auster momentarily sheds his fictional mask to inform the
readers that the ‘entire story comes down to what happened at the end,
and without that end inside me now, I could not have started this book.
The same holds for the two books that came before it, City of Glass and
Ghosts. These three stories are finally the same story, but each one rep-
resents a different stage in my awareness of what it is about. I don’t claim
to have solved any problems’ (LR 294). It is true that The Locked Room
does not solve any of the problems the three books deal with, but its nar-
rator is clearer in articulating these problems, while the author’s position
in relation to them also becomes clearer. The anonymous narrator is not
unlike Quinn or Blue, but he is a more mature version of these two.
During his quest for his childhood friend Fanshawe, he finds out things
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that Quinn and Blue were never allowed to discover. As I have argued,
they both displayed an increasing scepticism and mistrust concerning the
nature of language as well as the nature of the self, the intelligibility of
the world and the role of chance and free will, but it remains this narra-
tor’s task to articulate these misgivings. In the evocation of Emerson,
Thoreau, or even tough-guy crime fiction, Auster allowed fragments of
hope or nostalgia to enter the bleak surroundings of his characters’ lives,
and to modify his own self-consciousness and scepticism; but with 
The Locked Room there is a steady movement towards disillusionment.
This final instalment of The New York Trilogy ends with the symbolic
tearing to pieces of the absent writer’s notebook. If this gesture does not
imply total erasure, it is not because there is a recovery of meaning, but
because uncertainty itself has become the modus operandi. As the narra-
tor of Leviathan puts it, ‘Books are born out of ignorance, and if they go
on living after they are written, it’s only to the degree that they cannot
be understood’ (Lev 36). It is appropriate that, as the three narratives
unfold, providing increasing proof of Auster’s position in relation to
writing in general and the texts of the past in particular, the final story
asks to be read after Nathaniel Hawthorne. Although Ghosts provides
sufficient proof of its author’s interest in Hawthorne, Auster wants to
stress the connection in the final volume: ‘In The Locked Room, by the
way, the name Fanshawe is a direct reference to Hawthorne. Fanshawe
was the title of Hawthorne’s first novel. He wrote it when he was very
young, and not long after it was published, he turned against it in revul-
sion and tried to destroy every copy he could get his hands on. Fortu-
nately, a few of them survived’ (AH 272). Fanshawe, like The Locked
Room, involves the antagonistic relationship that develops between two
close friends, but Auster’s story is not a direct rewrite of Hawthorne’s. It
is the presence of Hawthorne’s contribution to American letters, in his
reaction to Transcendentalism and certain forms of novel-writing that he
developed, which is evident in The Locked Room, as well as in Auster’s
later writing.

A summary of Hawthorne’s ‘Wakefield’ is given in Ghosts. ‘Wakefield’
tells the story of a man who one day leaves his wife and his home pre-
tending that he is going on a journey; instead, he rents a room nearby, and
eventually lives there for twenty years, watching his wife unobserved,
watching the house he still calls home, her mourning, her recovery,
watching what would have been his own life. Then one day he decides
to go back, and the story ends as his wife opens the door and lets him
in. As a story of a man’s inexplicable decision to disappear, ‘Wakefield’



foreshadows the plot of The Locked Room, which chronicles the
unnamed narrator’s quest for his childhood friend Fanshawe. When Fan-
shawe disappears, his wife asks the narrator, an old friend of her hus-
band’s, to help her find him and as the narrator becomes increasingly
involved in his friend’s life under the pretence of writing a biography, he
is not only interested in finding his friend but also in understanding the
motives that led to such a dramatic disappearance. Hawthorne’s ‘Wake-
field’ is presented as a story which the narrator remembers reading in an
old magazine or newspaper. The plot is summarised in the first para-
graph, and over the next few pages the readers are led to believe that they
will find answers to the questions raised by such an unusual incident.29

The narrator does, indeed, start by ‘filling in’ the plot structure, giving
more details about Wakefield and his wife, but when it comes to explain-
ing his hero’s motives, or what he was hoping to accomplish, he remains
silent. This is characteristic of Hawthorne in two significant aspects. It
illustrates his conviction that the ‘actual experience of even the most ordi-
nary life is full of events that never explain themselves, either as regards
their origin or their tendency’,30 while it also explains his chosen literary
practices which stem from such an opinion. By choosing to tell a story
which is so mysterious that it defies explanation, Hawthorne builds his
story on absence; ‘Wakefield’ is the story of Wakefield’s absence from his
own life, or rather, more than the story of Wakefield, it is the story of the
failure to write about Wakefield. As meaning is replaced with absence,
American literature moves away from Romanticism towards modernity.

Unlike Emerson or Thoreau, Hawthorne did not believe that the
writer was the all-seer, the one capable of discovering the truth and
making it known to the rest of the world. His was a vision embracing
those aspects of life which he felt were destined to remain mysterious and
inaccessible. Bradbury and Ruland see Hawthorne as a writer who moves
away from Romantic notions: ‘Emerson’s poet was to be a seer, seeking
a clear sign; but Hawthorne’s artist is a creature of conscious opposi-
tions. Like many modern writers, Hawthorne was an author who would
not claim authority.’31 This manifests itself in a paradoxical manner in
‘Wakefield’. As stated earlier, the narrative begins with the presentation
of the entire case; the reader wonders what is left for the story to convey
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when the plot is given away in the opening paragraph. In this respect,
what follows is a display of the author’s capacity for imaginative cre-
ation. Hawthorne deliberately draws attention to his own role, by urging
readers to ‘Watch him [Wakefield], long enough to see what we have
described’,32 by being seen to create the circumstances that surround
Wakefield’s actions. This, then, is the paradox: Hawthorne casts himself
as the puppet master, the manipulator, sole creator of the story of 
Wakefield’s adventures. But by doing so he is admitting that the ‘truth’
surrounding Wakefield’s actions cannot be known. By emphasising his
role as author, he does not claim authority, rather he stresses the fact that 
fictional constructs have the power to deceive. What he ultimately con-
veys is the knowledge that Wakefield’s motives, his thoughts or feelings,
can never be known.

Auster does not claim authority either. The Locked Room is the story of
the failure to write about Fanshawe, who is absent from the text in a more
literal way than Hawthorne’s Wakefield. The story begins with his disap-
pearance, and his friend’s quest comes to an end when he meets Fan-
shawe, who remains unseen and communicates with him through the
door of a locked room. The theme of the missing writer also enables
Auster to pose questions relating to the role of the author, while, as in the
previous volumes, the quest for another person inevitably turns into a
quest for one’s own identity and its expression in writing. Throughout
the narrative, there are clues pointing to the similarity between the two
friends, who may be seen as ‘not so much separate characters as two ele-
ments of a tandem reality, and neither could exist without the other’ (AH
83). One day the narrator receives a letter from Fanshawe, who until then
was presumed dead; in it, Fanshawe asks his friend to marry his wife and
adopt his child, thus effectively appointing him as his ‘replacement’, or
substitute. The narrator also becomes Fanshawe’s literary executor, edit-
ing his friend’s manuscripts for publication. When Fanshawe achieves
critical acclaim and commercial success, people in the literary world
begin to suspect that Fanshawe does not exist at all, and that the narrator
himself has written the books. The boundaries that separate the two men
threaten to dissolve, as the narrator contemplates writing books under
Fanshawe’s name: ‘I was not planning to do this, of course, but the mere
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thought of it opened up certain bizarre and intriguing notions to me:
what it means when a writer puts his name on a book, why some writers
choose to hide behind a pseudonym, whether or not a writer has a real
life anyway’ (LR 236). Although the narrator manages to resist this temp-
tation, he accepts a commission to write a biography of Fanshawe, a pro-
posal which he thinks will give him the opportunity to discover his
friend’s whereabouts and to understand his behaviour. So the man who
was at first asked to replace one Daniel Quinn, a private eye who had
failed to find Fanshawe, now becomes a literary detective who tries to
piece together the fragments of another man’s life. But this narrator has
serious doubts concerning not so much his own abilities as the very pos-
sibility of understanding another person, of putting together the pieces
that make up a man’s life and his character: ‘I was a detective, after all,’
he says, ‘and my job was to hunt for clues. Faced with a million bits of
information, led down a million paths of false inquiry, I had to find the
one path that would take me where I wanted to go. So far, the essential
thing was that I hadn’t found it’ (LR 282). The narrator is destined not to
find this path; instead, in a twist that subverts the rules of the detective
genre, it is his absent friend who shows him the way, when he writes to
him and arranges for a meeting to take place at 9 Columbus Square on,
significantly, April 1st. Continuing the reversal of roles that took place in
the previous books, the narrator is summoned by his friend: the culprit
finds the detective. So, even if the narrator does manage to have an
encounter with Fanshawe, it is not because he has found the right path.
Despite his meticulous research into his friend’s life, he never comes near
an understanding of him. The narrator concludes: ‘We exist for ourselves,
perhaps... but in the end... we become more and more aware of our own
incoherence. No one can cross the boundary into another – for the simple
reason that no one can gain access to himself ’ (LR 247).

Writing with the wisdom afforded by retrospection, the narrator warns
us from the outset that ‘[i]n the end, each life is no more than the sum of
contingent facts, a chronicle of chance intersections, of flukes, of random
events that divulge nothing but their own lack of purpose’ (LR 217). The
narrator of The Locked Room will, in his search for his friend, abandon
any pretence of being a detective and admit to ‘the utterly bewildering
nature of human experience’: ‘Every life is inexplicable, I kept telling
myself.’ ‘No matter how many facts are told, no matter how many details
are given, the essential thing resists telling’ (LR 427). Of course, the
narrator’s epistemological doubts should not divert attention from the
ontological complexities of the text. If Fanshawe remains unknowable, it



is not only because the text conveys the message that human nature is
unintelligible, but also because Auster chooses not to divulge, or let his
narrator acquire, more substantial information about the enigmatic Fan-
shawe. This deliberate obscuring of the core of the book is a lesson that
Auster, along with whole generations of writers, has learnt from
Hawthorne; one only has to think of ‘The Minister’s Black Veil’, in
which the author deliberately draws a veil over his own story, shielding
the thing he is supposed to reveal. In Hawthorne, there is a moral lesson
to be learnt from this, as there is in ‘Wakefield’, which ends with the
observation: ‘We will not follow our friend across the threshold. He has
left us much food for thought, a portion of which will lend its wisdom to
a moral; and be shaped into a figure’ (158).

Sixteen years later, Hawthorne would give his famous definition of the
Romance in his preface to The House of the Seven Gables (1851):

When a writer calls his work a Romance, it need hardly be observed that he
wishes to claim a certain latitude, both as to its fashion and material, which
he would not have felt himself entitled to assume, had he professed to writ-
ing a Novel. The latter form of composition is presumed to aim at very
minute fidelity, not merely to the possible, but to the probable and ordinary
course of man’s experience. The former – while as a work of art it must
rigidly subject itself to laws, and while it sins unpardonably so far as it may
swerve aside from the truth of the human heart – has fairly a right to pre-
sent that truth under circumstances, to a great extent, of the writer’s own
choosing or creation.33

The novel as defined here by Hawthorne against the Romance was still in
its nascent stages in America, so Hawthorne was probably referring to the
realistic novel of writers such as Dickens or Balzac, whose legacy modern
writers such as Auster still seek to oppose. It could be argued that the
often far-fetched coincidences and extraordinary events that the realists
used to bring their stories to a satisfying conclusion did not always ‘aim
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at a minute fidelity to the ordinary course of man’s experience’, but nev-
ertheless they were used as means of restoring order, creating an intelli-
gible text which would mirror a largely intelligible world, and making the
novel conform to the Aristotelian notions of teleology and coherence.
In Hawthorne, as in Auster, strange situations are used for different
purposes. As Hawthorne admits, he dramatises extraordinary events in
order to present the truth under circumstances of his own making; the
plotting becomes a means of philosophical investigation rather than a
mechanical device, and its open-endedness and deliberate ambiguity dis-
tinguish it from the realistic novel and its concern with questions per-
taining to social life and its impact on the individual. Auster is also
interested in inexplicable events, open-ended structures and the rich pos-
sibilities offered by coincidence; he, too, sees it as a way of engaging in a
philosophical quest, only the conclusions he draws differ from those of
Hawthorne. Auster has been accused of concocting implausible plots
driven by coincidences which would never occur in ‘real life’, which
would suggest that Hawthorne’s perception of the novel as a genre
aiming at ‘minute fidelity’ still shapes the expectations of many critics. In
the romance, on the other hand, Hawthorne saw the freedom to explore
the real by way of the invented; if the circumstances are ‘of the writer’s
own choosing or creation’, this does not entail that they belong to the
realm of the fantastic, or that they renounce any attempt at a representa-
tion of a recognisable world.

Although he had once been close to Fanshawe, the narrator now
realises that he never really knew his friend. This realisation is also an
indication of the author’s conviction that the world is unintelligible, but
that writing is an attempt to explore the nature of the world. The nar-
rator writes about Fanshawe: ‘He was there for you, and yet at the same
time he was inaccessible. You felt there was a secret core in him that could
never be penetrated, a mysterious center of hiddenness. To imitate him
was somehow to participate in that mystery, but it was also to understand
that you could never really know him’(LR 210). In this comment, the nar-
rator is speaking about his personal experience and his relationship with
his friend, but he is also speaking for Auster the author, and the act of
writing. Sven Birkerts observes that Auster explores ‘the real by way of
the invented’,34 and Auster himself acknowledges that the world can be
explored through acts of the imagination. As his narrator says, ‘Everyone
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knows that stories are imaginary. Whatever effect they might have on us,
we know they are not true, even when they tell us truths more important
than the ones we can find elsewhere’ (LR 250). This is not only a cele-
bration of the art of story-telling; it illustrates the author’s belief in the
power of imaginative creation. In The Invention of Solitude, Auster
writes: ‘Each thing leads a double life, at once in the world and in our
minds, and to deny either one of these lives is to kill the thing in both its
lives at once’ (IoS 153). A similar idea is expressed by Hawthorne. In ‘The
Old Manse’, the preface to Mosses from an Old Manse, Hawthorne gave
a loving description of the house and the surrounding landscape where he
lived between 1842 and 1845. Writing about the fishing trips he used to
take with his friend Ellery Channing on the river, Hawthorne gives a
poetic description of the reflection of the sky and the tree branches in the
water, and he asks: ‘Which, after all, was the most real – the picture, or
the original? – the objects palpable to our grosser senses, or the apotheo-
sis in the stream beneath?’35 Leaving aside the Romantic implications of
Hawthorne’s question, and reading it backwards from the present, we
find a preoccupation with the nature of representation and the relation
between reality and imaginative creation. Throughout his writing, Auster
also asks questions about the relationship between ‘the original’ and its
‘picture’, but he goes further than Hawthorne in that he believes the pic-
ture to be the only means of gaining access to the original. As Malcolm
Bradbury writes of Auster, ‘to explore the world as a labyrinthine and
confused text is still to explore it in some fashion; to reconstruct memory,
to master solitude, to find good fortune in the random, to discover the
living reflection of things, is to engage in the true act of detection for
which the writer is responsible, the detection, out of chaos, of story itself,
and ultimately perhaps of reality’.36

Jorge Luis Borges also discerns a move away from Romanticism
towards modernity in ‘Wakefield’:

In that brief and ominous parable, which dates from 1835, we have already
entered the world of Herman Melville, of Kafka – a world of enigmatic
punishments and indecipherable sins. You may say that there is nothing
strange about that, since Kafka’s world is Judaism, and Hawthorne’s, the
wrath and punishments of the Old Testament. That is a just observation,
but it applies only to ethics, and the horrible story of Wakefield and many
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stories by Kafka are united not only by a common ethic but also by a
common rhetoric. For example, the protagonist’s profound triviality, which
contrasts with the magnitude of his perdition and delivers him, even more
helpless, to the Furies. There is a murky background against which the
nightmare is etched. Hawthorne invokes a romantic past in other stories,
but the scene of this tale is middle-class London, whose crowds serve, more-
over, to conceal the hero.37

‘Austerities’ will elaborate further on this perceived affinity between
Auster and Kafka, but first I would like to remain a little longer with nine-
teenth-century writers who in many ways prefigure the kind of literature
I will be discussing in subsequent chapters.

There is a scene in City of Glass in which Quinn goes to Grand Cen-
tral Station to wait for the arrival of Peter Stillman, Sr. There he sees a
poster of a place that could be Nantucket, and he tells himself that he
ought to try to see things through Paul Auster’s eyes:

He turned his attention to the photograph again and was relieved to find
his thoughts wandering to the subject of whales, to the expeditions that had
set out from Nantucket in the last century, to Melville and the opening
pages of Moby Dick. From here his mind drifted off to the accounts he had
read of Melville’s last years – the taciturn old man working in the New York
customs house, with no readers, forgotten by everyone. Then, suddenly,
with great clarity and precision, he saw Bartleby’s window and the blank
brick wall before him. (CG 51–52)

Since Quinn thinks that Paul Auster is a private detective, this reverie
means that he fails to see things through Auster’s eyes, reverting instead
to his own writerly persona. But Paul Auster is also the author of the
book, and a multi-faceted (inter)textual event is happening here. The ref-
erence to Bartleby foreshadows Quinn’s own voluntary incarceration in
the Stillman apartment at the end of the book, while the image of the
solitary writer working in isolation mirrors not only Fanshawe’s fate in
The Locked Room, but also Auster’s own frequent meditations on soli-
tude. As a metafictional comment, this passage invites the reader to con-
struct a hermeneutic hypothesis that takes into account Auster’s frequent
references to Herman Melville. Billy Budd, Redburn, ‘Bartleby’, Moby
Dick, ‘Jimmy Rose’, The Confidence Man, all are mentioned or alluded
to throughout The New York Trilogy, and Melville’s presence permeates
Auster’s entire œuvre. It can be felt in the visions of dehumanising cities
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in The New York Trilogy and In the Country of Last Things, in the young
artist’s claustrophobic room in Moon Palace, in Leviathan and one man’s
obsessive struggle against the world and his own conscience which leads
to a metaphorical, as well as literal, explosion of America’s cherished
myths. In the context of The New York Trilogy, an intertextual approach
which takes into account the references to Melville yields new interpre-
tations of the three stories and provides a new stance from which to
examine Auster’s relationship with the writings of the Transcendentalists.

Back in Grand Central Station, Quinn is awoken from his reverie by a
short, silent man who taps him on the arm. He is a deaf mute who sells
pens: ‘Stapled to the pen was a little white paper flag, one side of which
read: “This good article is the Courtesy of a DEAF MUTE. Pay any price.
Thank you for your help”’ (CG 52). Coming as it does immediately after
the passage on Melville, this little incident clearly echoes the opening of
Melville’s The Confidence Man (1857), where a deaf mute boards the
Fidèle ‘on a first of April’ and produces a slate in which he writes mes-
sages from the Corinthians.38 But, as Tony Tanner points out, there is
more than one confidence man on board the steamboat, while at the
same time it is hard to tell how many of these con men are actually the
same man in different guises. Tanner, reading the novel as a book well
ahead of its time, observes:

It is important to recognize that this uncertainty – are they all one, or all
different people? – cannot be resolved, since this is central to the novel’s
deep intention: namely, to question whether man has a core self, whether
there is any consistency or continuity-through-change of character; or
whether man is indeed serial and partial, a plurality of fragmentary and
momentary roles.39

It is, of course, the latter that Auster demonstrates in his fiction, from
the dance of doubles and substitutions that takes place in The New York
Trilogy to the character in Leviathan who is literally blown to a thousand
pieces.

Melville’s work was also an attempt to demystify the image of the
Emersonian poet, the all-seer, the prophet, and Auster’s references to
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Melville’s work serve to counter-balance the references to Emerson,
Thoreau and Whitman, to demolish the cherished myths of American 
literature and also American culture, since these are the authors whose
work has achieved the status of cultural symbols. In Chapters XXXVI
and XXXVII of The Confidence Man Melville satirises both Emerson and
Thoreau. The former becomes a ‘mystical master’ who speaks ‘oracu-
larly’, while the latter is his disciple, his ‘confidential follower’, the one
who puts the master’s teachings into practice. What if we were to read
Emerson and Thoreau as they appear in The New York Trilogy through
Melville? Andrzej Kopcewicz argues that we could then read the Still-
mans (who, again, may be one person or two) as confidence men who
play a trick on Quinn.40 But Quinn is also ‘Paul Auster’ who, on a differ-
ent ontological level, ‘knows’ that Quinn is being deceived. He knows
that because, like Melville, he recognises the attraction of the teachings
of Thoreau and Emerson but at the same time remains sceptical and
allows for ambiguity instead of dogma. If Quinn reproduces the divine
alphabet with the deaf mute’s pen in his notebook, the reader has no
access to it and is left to draw his or her own conclusions.

Like Melville, Hawthorne often parodied the ideas of the Transcen-
dentalists; at times this would take the form of a direct response to a 
text, while at others it would be an exposition of their own views which
registered his disagreement, as in ‘Wakefield’. David Morse writes:

as the reader watches Hawthorne watching Wakefield watch... Wakefield
seems like a parody of the American writer in the era of Jacksonian democ-
racy, who withdraws from the world in the hope of discovering some
imperishable truth but finds not only that the looked-for revelation never
comes but that the world could not care less about his ambitions anyway.41

A similar fate befalls Fanshawe in The Locked Room, who withdraws
from his life and then secretly watches his wife and child, sees his book
get published, but ends up living alone and dying in the seclusion of a
locked room. The red notebook that he leaves behind, which is supposed
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to explain the whole mystery, is torn page by page by his friend and ends
up in a trash bin at a railway station. Although the narrator cared for Fan-
shawe a lot more than anyone did for Wakefield, he, too, contributes to
his obliteration.

Hawthorne’s ‘Wakefield’ ends with these words: ‘Amid the seeming
confusion of our mysterious world, individuals are so nicely adjusted to
a system, and systems to one another, and to a whole, that, by stepping
aside for a moment, a man exposes himself to a fearful risk of losing his
place forever. Like Wakefield, he may become, as it were, the Outcast of
the Universe’ (158). The concept of ‘stepping aside’ is central to the
thinking and practices of the American Romantics, and it is a recurring
theme in Auster’s fiction as well. For Thoreau, stepping aside means lit-
erally leaving everyday life behind and retiring to the woods; it is an
occasion for meditation and communion with nature. In Emerson’s writ-
ing, stepping aside relates to the prophetic vision, the ability to see the
grand scheme rather than the fragments that ordinary men perceive. In
Auster’s fiction, the concept is invested with much greater ambiguity.
Quinn steps aside from his own life: first he gives up writing, then he
changes his identity, and finally he leaves his apartment to live in a dust-
bin outside the Stillman apartment, and later inside it as well. Blue and
Black lead isolated lives in their apartments, and Fanshawe leaves his
entire life behind: his family, his home, his work as a writer, his identity,
to the point that he cannot even bear being called by his name. In In the
Country of Last Things, Anna Blume’s journalist brother goes to the
nightmarish metropolis and is never heard of again. Marco Stanley Fogg
in Moon Palace watches his savings dwindle to zero, and when he is
evicted he lives as a tramp in Central Park. His grandfather Effing before
him claims to have lived as a recluse in the wilderness. Benjamin Sachs in
Leviathan leaves his writing career, his wife and his friends behind him
to meet the woman whose husband he killed, and he becomes a terrorist
in a bid to atone for his crime. Jim Nashe quits his job and travels around
the country until he meets Pozzi, a meeting that will eventually lead to
his imprisonment in the Flower and Stone mansion grounds, while Walt,
alias Mr Vertigo, has to undergo a series of humiliating initiation rites
which make him feel that he ‘was scarcely a hair’s breadth greater than
nothing, a molecule or two above the vanishing point of what constitutes
a human being’. All these characters go too far, and they fail to regain
their place in the world; their search for the creative solitude which will
lead to revelation often ends in disaster. For Thoreau, as we have seen,
stepping aside meant retiring to the woods and leading a self-reliant life
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of meditation and artistic creativity. For Hawthorne, stepping aside is an
act which can have catastrophic results. Although Hawthorne himself
lived as a recluse for years, a fact which Auster alludes to more than once,
his was not the cherished solitude of Thoreau. As for his characters, if
they step aside for a moment, far from reaching a transcendent state of
peace and knowledge, they are exposed to terrible risks.

Melville’s Bartleby is another character who famously stepped aside
and failed to recover. Bartleby is the antithesis of the Thoreauvian
ascetic; his withdrawal and passive resistance lead to death and oblivion.
Like ‘Wakefield’, ‘Bartleby’ is an urban tale; in both stories, the central
character suffers the dehumanising effects of the city, becoming literally
as well as metaphorically lost in the crowd. For Quinn, this is initially a
positive experience:

Quinn was used to wandering. His excursions through the city had taught
him to understand the connectedness of inner and outer. Using aimless
motion as a technique of reversal, on his best days he could bring the out-
side in and thus usurp the sovereignty of inwardness. By flooding himself
with externals, by drowning himself out of himself, he had managed to
exert some small degree of control over his fits of despair. Wandering,
therefore, was a kind of mindlessness. (CG 61)

By the end of his bizarre adventure, though, the situation is reversed.
Like Bartleby, Quinn minimises the impact of the outside world when he
moves into the Stillman apartment. Instead of ‘flooding himself with
externals’, he now divests himself of them and allows inwardness to over-
come him. It is only then, when he has severed his connections with the
outside world, that Quinn starts writing again. If, by doing so, he vindi-
cates Bartleby’s withdrawal, the text denies the very consolation it is
supposed to offer. Paradoxically, Quinn’s surge of creativity is absent
from the text. What should have been the climax of the story is not there.
As Quinn fills the white pages of his notebook, he translates himself into
text; when he runs out of blank pages, he disappears.

The blank page is but one manifestation of the emphasis on whiteness
which can be seen throughout City of Glass and Ghosts. When Quinn
meets his client for the first time, he is confronted with a ghost: ‘Every-
thing about Peter Stillman was white. White shirt, open at the neck;
white pants, white shoes, white socks. Against the pallor of his skin, the
flaxen thinness of his hair, the effect was almost transparent, as though
one could see through to the blue veins behind the skin of his face’ (CG
15). As in Melville and the whiteness of the whale, the colour symbolism
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here is ambivalent. White, as the colour of innocence, marks Stillman as
a victim, the victim of his father’s cruel experiment. But even though he
appears to be transparent, Stillman is in fact impenetrable. Deprived of
the faculty of speech, the very man who should be speaking the language
of Adam, giving each thing its true name and restoring transparency to a
world become opaque, is a cipher himself. In Ghosts, a story which is
haunted by intertextual ghosts, whiteness and transparency also play an
important role. In order to solve the mystery, Blue has to understand that
White and Black are the same person. His elusive, secretive employer
White does not exist after all; he is quite literally absent, because he is the
absence of colour: he is Black.

Whiteness is also the emblem of mystery at the end of Edgar Allan
Poe’s The Narrative of Arthur Gordon Pym of Nantucket (1837), a novel
which is alluded to in City of Glass, and the Poesque quality of Auster’s
mysteries is underscored by numerous references throughout the text.
Most explicitly, Daniel Quinn writes detective novels using the pseudo-
nym William Wilson; the reference is both to Poe’s creation of the detec-
tive novel and to the theme of the double that runs throughout the
trilogy. However, unlike Poe, Auster is not so much interested in creating
the effect of psychological terror that is often found in his predecessor,
nor would a psychoanalytical approach be especially fruitful. Auster is
interested in the double because of the questions it poses about selfhood,
the meaning of ‘identity’, and whether there can be a separation between
the observer and the self observed, while the perils of interpretation also
concern both writers.

When Quinn realises that Stillman has been spelling the phrase ‘The
Tower of Babel’ with his steps, he immediately thinks of Arthur Gordon
Pym:

Quinn’s thoughts momentarily flew off to the concluding pages of A.
Gordon Pym and to the discovery of the strange hieroglyphs on the inner
wall of the chasm – letters inscribed into the earth itself, as though they
were trying to say something that could no longer be understood. But on
second thought this did not seem apt. For Stillman had not left his message
anywhere. True, he had created the letters by the movement of his steps, but
they had not been written down. It was like drawing a picture in the air with
your finger. The image vanishes as you are making it. (CG 70–71)

Of course, Stillman’s letters had been written down: Quinn wrote them
down in his notebook, and they are part of the text that makes up City
of Glass. In this respect, Quinn’s limited perception mirrors Pym’s, as



they are both trapped inside texts of which they are allowed to have only
a partial understanding. It is ironic that, although the hieroglyphs that
Pym encountered were inscribed into the rock, their concrete presence
offered him no insight either: they ‘bore also some little resemblance to
alphabetical characters, and Peters was willing, at all events, to adopt the
idle opinion that they were really such. I convinced him of his error.’42

Towards the end, however, when Pym has finished his first-person narra-
tion, an unnamed narrator appears who informs the reader that the signs
were, in fact, hieroglyphs, spelling the phrases ‘the region of the south’,
‘to be shady’, and ‘to be white’. The narrator ends his ‘Note’ with the
observation that the natives of Tsalal were terrified at the sight of white-
ness, since there was nothing white at Tsalal. It is therefore absence that
causes terror: the absence of whiteness which represents the unknown to
the natives, but also the perfect whiteness of the shrouded human figure
that appears at the end of Pym’s narrative, literally frustrating any
attempt to interpret the incidents related by veiling the story with its
ghost-like presence. Absence also characterises both Pym’s inability to
read the signs he is presented with and the way he vanishes from the 
text. Both texts tease the reader with the promise of signification, and
both authors tease their own characters by not allowing them to pene-
trate surfaces and appearances.

Arthur Gordon Pym is therefore a lot more apt than Quinn seems to
think, but the extent of that novel’s relevance cannot be grasped by him
because it belongs to the realm of the text, of whose presence Quinn is
not aware, not even when he meets ‘the writer’ Paul Auster. A writer
named Poe is also mentioned in Pym’s preface to the narrative of his
adventures. Mr Poe was the man who undertook to publish Pym’s
memoir ‘under the garb of fiction’ in the Southern Literary Messenger.
When Pym discovered that the public were not fooled by this ‘ruse’, he
decided to conclude the narrative himself, dropping any pretence at
fiction-writing. However, in the aforementioned ‘Note’ that concludes
the novel, yet another narrator appears. His identity is not revealed, but
he explains that the final pages of Pym’s story were lost when the latter
died, and Mr Poe declined to write his own conclusion to the story. Since
this narrator cannot reconstruct the ‘two or three remaining chapters’, all
he can do is clarify a few points that have escaped the attention of Mr
Poe. ‘Mr Poe’ failed to solve the mystery of Arthur Gordon Pym, while
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‘Paul Auster’ let Quinn down and ‘behaved badly throughout’. In draw-
ing the parallel between the construction of the two texts, it is important
to stress that the latter contains the former: another turn of the screw,
plunging the reader deeper into the maelstrom of fragmented identities
and shifting fields of signification.

The obvious difference between the ‘hieroglyphics’ that Pym encoun-
ters and the ones that Quinn reconstructs is that the former exist in the
extremities of the South Pole firmly inscribed in stone, whereas the latter
are in a sense invisible, and ‘written’ on the streets of contemporary New
York. But Poe also deals with the attempt to discover meaning in a
person’s wanderings around the streets of a contemporary metropolis in
‘The Man of the Crowd’ (1840) where, as in Auster’s narrative, the city
becomes an image both of the text and of the mental process that fails to
solve the supposed riddle. ‘The Man of the Crowd’ is an anti-detective
story. The narrator is a flâneur rather than an investigator, and the man
of the crowd, like Auster’s Stillman, despite being the ‘type and the
genius of deep crime’, does not commit any crime in the story.43 Poe
warns from the outset that the tale does not allow itself to be read, thus
producing a story which mocks the reader’s desire for closure and inter-
pretation. If one reads the narrator and the man of the crowd as the two
elements of the split self, the ‘eye’ and the ‘I’, then the nightly wander-
ings in the dark streets of London become an externalised image, and a
textual manifestation, of the mental process. In ‘The Book of Memory’
Auster also makes the analogy between walking in the city and thinking.
The passage is worth quoting in full not only because it deals explicitly
with this analogy, but also because, in its density, in the absence of full
stops and the use of commas and parentheses, it becomes itself a textual
miniature of the process it describes:

Sometimes it feels as though we are not going anywhere as we walk through
the city, that we are only looking for a way to pass the time, and that it is
only our fatigue that tells us where and when we should stop. But just as
one step will inevitably lead to the next step, so it is that one thought
inevitably follows from the previous thought, and in the event that a
thought should engender more than a single thought (say two or three
thoughts, equal to each other in all their consequences), it will be necessary
not only to follow the first thought to its conclusion, but also to backtrack
to the original position of that thought in order to follow the second
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thought to its conclusion, and then the third thought, and so on, and in this
way, if we were to try to make an image of this process in our minds, a net-
work of paths begins to be drawn, as in the image of the human blood-
stream (heart, arteries, veins, capillaries), or as in the image of a map (of city
streets, for example, preferably a large city, or even of roads, as in the gas
station maps of roads that stretch, bisect, and meander across a continent),
so that what we are really doing when we walk through the city is thinking,
and thinking in such a way that our thoughts compose a journey, and this
journey is no more or less than the steps we have taken, so that, in the end,
we might safely say that we have been on a journey, and even if we do not
leave our room, it has been a journey, and we might safely say that we have
been somewhere, even if we don’t know where it is. (IoS 122)

The man of the crowd walks the streets of London in a similar manner:
sometimes he walks fast, then he slows down, he pauses and then sud-
denly rushes, and he repeatedly retraces his own steps throughout the
night, until, as day breaks, he reaches once again the street of the D—
Hotel where the narrator had first seen him. The observer’s interest in
this man becomes intense, all-consuming, but then suddenly he grows
‘wearied unto death’ and decides to drop his quest. If he has learnt any-
thing, it is that ‘It will be in vain to follow; for I shall learn no more of
him, nor of his deeds.’ The story then ends with the same words with
which it had begun: ‘er lasst sich nicht lesen’, it does not permit itself to
be read. Like Auster’s mental traveller, the narrator has been some-
where, even if he doesn’t know where. What the supposed investigator
learns at the end of his adventure is that he cannot close the gap between
the narrating self and the narrated self: ‘Although the stranger’s refusal
to reveal himself heightens suspense and teases both the narrator and the
reader into pursuit, the narrative shows that we can never close the gap
between self and other opened up by the sudden appearance of the
double.’44

This dilemma haunts the entire trilogy, where doubles obsessively
pursue one another without ever reaching the hoped-for revelation. The
variations on this theme which give each story its own character are
rehearsals of narrative viewpoint. City of Glass relies on a Chinese-box
structure which foregrounds its own epistemological impossibility.
Ghosts is narrated in the third person by a voice which occasionally
reveals its own superior knowledge of the facts surrounding the case. The
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story of Fanshawe’s disappearance in The Locked Room is told in the first
person by an unnamed narrator who is the missing man’s alter ego.

This dichotomy between subject and object, which is textually mani-
fested in Poe and Auster, is the antithesis of Emerson’s ‘I be, and I see my
being at the same time’. Jonathan Auerbach, who draws attention to
another story by Poe, ‘How to Write a Blackwood Article’, in which the
first-person narrator’s eyeballs pop from her head onto the ground
below, comments:

the storyteller’s ‘I’ simultaneously plays the part of anguished participant
and dispassionate observer, the narrated self who acts in the past and the
narrating self who retrospectively analyzes that past action in the present.
Unlike the famous transparent eyeball into which Emerson transfigured
himself two years earlier in Nature, Psyche’s eyes do not ‘see all’ but rather
a diminished part, their blind ex-mistress, who now literally remains beside
herself.45

To paraphrase Borges, in this brief and ominous tale we have already
entered the world of Rimbaud’s ‘je est un autre’, of Samuel Beckett’s
cripples whose literary remains refuse to go away, persisting as the tellers
threaten to disappear.
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Paul Auster has observed that his novels follow a pendular rhythm in
which a complex, labyrinthine book is followed by one that is simple
in its construction.1 The New York Trilogy, Moon Palace and Leviathan
are all narrated in a complex manner and contain numerous stories
within their intricate plots, whereas In The Country of Last Things and
The Music of Chance are characterised by a movement towards lessness.
They are what Auster would call ‘bare bone narratives’, simple stories
told in a straightforward manner. This chapter, ‘Austerities’, as the title
suggests, considers the place of these ascetic narratives in Auster’s œuvre.
The most pronounced intertextual presences here are the writings of
Beckett, Kafka and Knut Hamsun, while the fairy-tale and the parable are
the genres that provide a starting point for Auster’s fiction. However,
the pendular rhythm that the author identifies can also be detected with-
in The New York Trilogy itself, not only in the second story, Ghosts, but
also in the stripping down of traditional narrative forms (especially the
detective novel) which takes place throughout the book. As I argued in
the previous chapter, Auster negotiates his own position in relation to
nineteenth-century American writing by causing the text to become a
field of confrontation for the two opposing trends in the writings of that
period. At the same time, though, his own position is also regulated by
his reading of modernist literature, and the way it challenged Romantic
assumptions as well as realist writing. Therefore, before I examine In the
Country of Last Things and The Music of Chance, I remain with The New
York Trilogy, this time reading it in relation to Samuel Beckett’s Trilogy. 

If Auster ever came close to experiencing the anxiety of influence, he
must have felt it in relation to Beckett. In his own critical work he praises

1. Del Rey, ‘Paul Auster: Al compas de un ritmo pendular’, p. 27. (‘It appears that the
books I write follow a pendular rhythm: from a very complex one to a very simple one.’)
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Beckett who, ‘Even at his not quite best… remains Beckett, and reading
him is like reading no one else… Beckett is not like other writers…
beyond Dickens and Joyce, there is perhaps no English writer of the past
hundred years who has equalled Beckett’s early prose for vigor and intel-
ligence’ (AH 83–87). In interviews he has admitted that Beckett ‘had a
tremendous hold over me… the influence of Beckett was so strong that I
couldn’t see my way beyond it’ (AH 265). Moreover, it has recently
emerged that early in his career Auster sent Beckett copies of his own
writing, as well as his translations of poetry by André du Bouchet, which
Beckett received favourably.2 It is therefore surprising, though arguably
predictable as well, that there are no direct references to Beckett in The
New York Trilogy, or indeed in any of Auster’s novels. The trilogy, how-
ever, is similar both in its formal construction and in its thematic pre-
occupations to Beckett’s Trilogy (Molloy, 1950; Malone Dies, 1951; The
Unnamable, 1952). The affinity between the two books is discussed in
the first part of this chapter, ‘The Unnamable’, where the title refers not
only to Beckett’s book but also to The New York Trilogy’s resistance to
interpretation or categorisation in its relation to the texts of the past. 

Professor Stillman, whose theories may be identified with those of
Emerson, is transformed from prophet into one of Beckett’s existential
derelicts. Daniel Quinn, the seeker after truth, in a mockery of his detec-
tive investigations ends up living in a dustbin and starving himself the
better to keep watch on a man who has already disappeared. Fanshawe,
the vanishing author in The Locked Room, produces a text in which ‘Each
sentence erased the sentence before it, each paragraph made the next para-
graph impossible’ (LR 314). This movement towards unburdening and
absence is best seen in Ghosts, where the formal arrangement of the story
mirrors the predicament of the characters and the text. Silence and stasis
replace the action required of a detective story, and the plot is reduced to
its raw ingredients. Ghosts is the closest Auster has come to writing a story
in the spirit of the nouveau roman, but, when asked if this was deliberate,
he replies: ‘I have never been interested in the nouveau roman, to be
honest… The material creates the form.’3 Of course, that was what Robbe-
Grillet also claimed in his manifesto Pour un nouveau roman, where he
explained that there are not two ways of writing the same book, that art is
not ‘a more or less highly coloured envelope whose function is to decorate
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the author’s “message”’.4 Auster’s chosen way of undermining traditional
character representation in Ghosts is also in keeping with the spirit of the
nouveau roman, as is his use of the present tense in the narrative. In
Ghosts, ‘the time is the present’, and the entire story is told in the present
tense, as was Robbe-Grillet’s anti-detective novel Les Gommes (1953).
Paradoxically, the present tense implies an absence: the absence of the past,
of referents, of a priori meaning. But Auster’s technique of drawing atten-
tion to the nature of the text in its relation to other texts cancels out the
illusion that the story is a self-contained unit, an act of discovery that 
coincides with the text. In City of Glass, Quinn learned that he could not
follow Stillman and write in his notebook at the same time; no matter how
adept he became at minimising the distance, there would always be a
moment of perception that preceded writing. Even though the story
unfolds in the present, the fact that it borrows its structure from the detec-
tive novel and the numerous references to texts of the past that it contains
bring a sense of the past to what appears to be a non-referential present.
Robbe-Grillet stated that the use of the past tense, the novel that began
with a ‘There was once…’ type of narration, presupposed the existence of
an already known meaning. Auster’s use of the present tense locates mean-
ing in the world of the text, but at the same time this present contains in
its fragile, diminished structure the past. Not the past as closure, but as a
collection of fragments providing exit-points from a text which threatens
to collapse into itself but manages not to do so. As I shall argue in 
‘The Unnamable’, this recovery is typical of Auster’s departure from the
writings of Beckett. 

Auster’s preoccupation with diminishing structures, starving protago-
nists and self-questioning texts is not only an epistemological enquiry, or
an aesthetic stance; it is also a manifestation of the way in which he deals
with his Jewish identity in his fictions. Auster’s interest in modernity is
not confined to the fictions of Beckett and Kafka; his critical writings
demonstrate an equally strong interest in poetry, from the beginning of
the twentieth century through to the present.5 What emerges from these
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essays, in relation to the theme of narrative impoverishment in the para-
bolic stories that I discuss in this chapter, is the way in which Auster has
chosen to deal with his Jewish identity in his writing. Auster, whose
grandparents were Eastern European Jews, grew up ‘as an American boy
who knew less about his ancestors than he did about Hopalong Cassidy’s
hat’ (IoS 28). By his own admission he is not at all a religious person, and
yet he feels that ‘Judaism is everything I am, it’s where I come from’. ‘I
feel very attached to the history of the Jewish people, in all its ramifica-
tions,’ he explains, ‘but I don’t feel any urge to write about Judaism. It’s
a part of me which may or may not surface in a book. It’s not my princi-
pal source, but rather an element among others which, as much as any-
thing, has left its mark on me.’6 His essays on Charles Reznikoff, Paul
Celan, Edmond Jabès and Georges Perec may help to illuminate how
Auster has negotiated his Jewish identity and his secular upbringing in his
own work. In his essay ‘The Decisive Moment’, Auster discusses the
poetry of Charles Reznikoff, whose interest in Judaism is much more
pronounced than Auster’s own, and he concludes: ‘America is
Reznikoff ’s present, Judaism is his past. The act of immersing himself in
Jewish history is finally no different for him than the act of stepping out
into the streets of New York. In both cases, it is an attempt to come to
terms with what he is. The past, however, cannot be directly perceived: it
can only be experienced through books’ (AH 45, emphasis added).
Auster’s writing always emphasises the fact that the past is experienced
through books. Marco Stanley Fogg, the protagonist of Moon Palace,
inherits 1,492 books from his uncle and reads them in random order as
his uncle’s fragmented life-story: ‘reading the same words, living in the
same stories, perhaps thinking the same thoughts. It was almost like fol-
lowing the route of an explorer from long ago, duplicating his steps as he
thrashed out into virgin territory’ (MP 22). And when Anna Blume finds
a group of Jews in hiding in the country of last things, she finds them in
the city’s library, which they have chosen as their sanctuary. When Fogg
runs out of money, first he uses the books as furniture, and then he sells
them in order to buy food; books, writing and survival are also closely
linked in In the Country of Last Things. 

As I argued in the introduction, another writer who has been instru-
mental in shaping Auster’s preoccupation with the act of writing and the
nature of the novel is Edmond Jabès. Auster reads Jabès as a writer whose
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Jewish identity is inseparable from his identity as a writer. Of Jabès’s
Book of Questions, Auster remarks that

the question is the Jewish Holocaust, but it is also the question of literature
itself. By a startling leap of the imagination, Jabès treats them as one and
the same… The Book of Questions came into being because Jabès found
himself as a writer in the act of discovering himself as a Jew… To Jabès,
nothing can be written about the Holocaust unless writing itself is first put
into question. If language is to be pushed to the limit, then the writer must
condemn himself to an exile of doubt, to a desert of uncertainty. What he
must do, in effect, is create a poetics of absence. (AH 107, 114)

In the Country of Last Things and The Music of Chance also put writing
itself into question, but they do so in a more conventional manner than
The Book of Questions. One of the ways in which Auster creates his own
‘poetics of absence’ is through the use of allegorical elements. Allegory can
be said to be a genre of absence, since what it deals with is literally not
there in the text. However, this absence is not assumed to be recoverable
in any unambiguous way. By using allegory as one element among many,
Auster evades interpretative restrictions and replaces certainty with doubt,
and forced readings with polysemy. In doing so, as I shall argue, the writer
not only manages to address his Jewish identity in secular terms, but
he also allows the narrative itself to become an act of redemption. The
ever-diminishing structures that he takes from modernism do not lead to
negation because the writing of the story, the text, provides its own affir-
mation, becomes a kind of replenishment in itself. 

‘A Hunger Artist’, the second part of this chapter, examines how Auster
deals with his Jewishness in literary terms. In his second novel, In the
Country of Last Things, Auster puts into practice what he had written
about Jabès and Reznikoff, and the question of the Holocaust becomes
one with the question of writing. Although this book is not allusive like
The New York Trilogy, the fact that its roots may be found in the literary
as well as in ‘real life’ manifests itself in various ways. The novel opens
with the image of a city which belongs to the realm of dystopia: ‘These
are the last things,’ the narrator writes, ‘A house is there one day, and the
next day it is gone.’ The weather, as in much science-fiction writing, ‘is in
constant flux. A day of sun followed by a day of rain, a day of snow fol-
lowed by a day of fog, warm then cool, wind then stillness, a stretch of
bitter cold’ (CLT 1). What follows, however, is a depiction of a city that
is as much a self-conscious collage of literary cities as it is disturbingly
recognisable in historical terms: the country of last things is Leningrad
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under siege, the Warsaw ghetto, and present-day New York City. The
story is narrated in the laconic, staccato voice of a young woman; it is
sparse, devoid of all ornament, and it imparts a sense of urgency in the
face of impending doom. Anna Blume keeps a journal, and the act of writ-
ing it helps her to cope with the hardships she experiences. But as she is
the narrator of the novel, Anna’s writing also becomes voice, the voice of
a Scheherazade who speaks in order to remain alive. The theme of sur-
vival is prominent in the book and it is closely linked with Auster’s use of
the theme of hunger. Anna Blume’s emaciated prose reflects the hunger
that afflicts both the inhabitants of the country of last things and their
real-life counterparts in Leningrad or the Warsaw ghetto. At the same
time, the narrator’s survival depends as much on the act of narration as it
does on material sustenance: in order to remain alive, Anna ‘translates’
herself into the voice of the text, staving off hunger by substituting the
secondary function of the mouth for the primary one. Through his use of
hunger as trope, Auster writes a book that explores both historical trauma
and the formal possibilities of the novel itself; he combines his interests
in a concurrent investigation of the world and the word. His deliberate
paring-down of narrative, the textual starvation which questions the
boundaries between self and text, constitute both an attempt to represent
the unrepresentable world of historical nightmare and a manifestation of
his continuing interest in modernist modes of writing. 

In the context of the author’s interest in modernist fiction, ‘A Hunger
Artist’ also examines the relation of In the Country of Last Things to
Kafka’s ‘A Hunger Artist’ and Knut Hamsun’s Hunger. Auster’s novel
reveals a fascination with paradox, and its roots are traced to the inher-
ent contradiction between hunger and survival that dominates both
Kafka’s and Hamsun’s texts. This interest in paradox can, among other
things, be read as the author’s struggle to write literature after the Holo-
caust. In his discussion of Reznikoff ’s poetry, Auster writes: 

The Holocaust, which is precisely the unknowable, the unthinkable,
requires a treatment beyond the facts in order for us to be able to under-
stand it – assuming that such a thing is even possible. Similar in approach
to a 1960s play by Peter Weiss, The Investigation, Reznikoff ’s poem rigor-
ously refuses to pass judgement on any of the atrocities it describes. But this
is nevertheless a false objectivity, for the poem is not saying to the reader,
‘decide for yourself ’, it is saying that the decision has already been made
and that the only way we can deal with these things is to remove them from
their inherently emotional setting. The problem is that we cannot remove
them. This setting is necessarily the starting point. (AH 50)



Auster’s writing has always been interested in the problematic process of
addressing ‘reality’ and drawing the line between fact and fiction, and his
comments on Reznikoff ’s poetry show that his abiding interest in para-
dox as well as his self-questioning texts and his intellectual puzzles are
not manifestations of depthless, dehistoricised fiction that concerns itself
with its own process of enunciation. Instead, these themes and tech-
niques very often constitute attempts to speak the unspeakable and rep-
resent the unknowable. Auster’s textual practices openly acknowledge
his debt to other authors, and the writer is seen to experience the past
through books. However, this is not only in recognition of the discursive
nature of history and the importance of reading fictions within a broader
cultural intertext, but also because Auster does not separate his interest
in literature from his quest to address the historical past, a quest which
leads him to explore his own Jewish heritage. 

In addition to its connection with history and modernity, the issue
of narrative starvation which manifests itself in the laconic telling of
the story is also related to Auster’s confessed admiration of fairy-tale
narratives:

In the end, though, I would say that the greatest influence on my work has
been fairy tales, the oral tradition of story-telling. The Brothers Grimm, the
Thousand and One Nights – the kinds of stories you read out loud to chil-
dren. These are bare-bone narratives, narratives largely devoid of details,
yet enormous amounts of information are communicated in a very short
space, with very few words. (AH 304)

In the Country of Last Things in many ways resembles a fairy-tale. The
telling of the story is, in its sparseness, reminiscent of that genre, where
‘only what is essential to the plot is mentioned; nothing is stated for its
own sake, and nothing is amplified… The abstract stylization of the folk
tale gives it luminosity and firm definition.’7 This is a method also used
by Kafka and, in him as in Auster, the clarity imparted by this simple nar-
ration underscores the strange and often terrifying nature of the events
related. The actual story told in In the Country of Last Things also com-
plies, up to a point, with Vladimir Propp’s definition of the wondertale:
‘A wondertale begins with… a desire to have something, and develops
through the hero’s departure from home and encounter with the donor
who provides him with a magic agent which helps the hero to find the
object of the search. The tale also includes a combat with an adversary, a
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return and a pursuit.’8 All of these functions are to be found in the novel,
except for the actual accomplishment of the task. Anna Blume does not
find her brother, but ‘the object of the search’ is attained in a different
way. Unlike fairy-tales, this story is told in the first person, and in this
respect the telling of the story becomes the heroine’s accomplishment. 

Auster sees The Music of Chance as another story with fairy-tale ele-
ments, and this novel shares with In the Country of Last Things a simple
plot and an austere narrative tone. What they also have in common is a
preoccupation with the individual’s struggle against unseen powers,
and strong allegorical overtones. The presence of ‘Wakefield’ in Ghosts
and The Locked Room had already established a connection with alle-
gory, and now Hawthorne is alluded to once more. In the Country of
Last Things takes its epigraph from Hawthorne’s ‘The Celestial Rail-
Road’, an ironic rewrite of Pilgrim’s Progress which evades a strict
allegorical reading. In Auster’s appropriation of Hawthorne we recall
once again Borges, who drew the parallel between the works of
Hawthorne and those of Kafka. The term ‘Kafkaesque’ is one that easily
springs to mind in relation to The Music of Chance but, as I shall be
arguing, to read The Music of Chance as a ‘Kafkaesque’ story is not
merely to point to the fact that the protagonist finds himself at the
mercy of powers he cannot fully comprehend. The link is much deeper,
and it refers to the ideological, philosophical, and aesthetic assumptions
in the work of the two writers. 

The title of the final part of this chapter, ‘Wall Writing’, of course sug-
gests that The Music of Chance is a novel about the building of a wall, but
this wall is also to be read as a multi-faceted metaphor. Auster’s active
intertextual strategies are examined in relation to the image of wall-
building, while the same chapter also considers the act of writing as
equivalent to the arduous task of building a wall. This orderly activity is
also read in contrast with the randomness of chance, which shapes the
protagonist’s life. Throughout The Music of Chance, Auster in fact wor-
ries at the borders that separate the random from the predetermined, the
accidental from the carefully designed. This is mirrored in the two parts
into which the narrative is divided. In the first one, a kind of road narra-
tive, Nashe travels around the country with no destination in mind, and
this random movement gives him the illusion of freedom. As soon as he
steps into the Flower and Stone mansion, though, movement comes to a
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stop. When he becomes a prisoner, he discovers that he needs to recon-
cile freedom and responsibility. As the narrative charts his attempts to do
that, the question that arises concerns ‘the extent to which everything is
plotless or totally plotted: whether one lives in a world of hermetic con-
tainment in complete meaning, or in a world of undifferentiation and
pure randomness’.9

Just before the fateful game of poker, Nashe spends a night in a hotel
where he reads Rousseau’s Confessions: 

Just before he fell asleep, he came to the passage in which the author is
standing in a forest and throwing stones at trees. If I hit that tree with this
stone, Rousseau says to himself, then all will go well with my life from
now on. He throws the stone and misses. That one didn’t count, he says,
and so he picks up another stone and moves several yards closer to the
tree. He misses again. That one didn’t count either, he says, and then
moves still closer to the tree and finds another stone. Again he misses.
That was just the final warm-up toss, he says, it’s the next one that really
counts. But just to make sure, he walks right up to the tree this time, posi-
tioning himself directly in front of the target. He is no more than a foot
away from it by now, close enough to touch it with his hand. Then he lobs
the stone squarely against the trunk. Success, he says to himself, I’ve
done it. From this moment on, life will be better for me than ever before.
(MC 53)

Nashe is amused and at the same time embarrassed in the face of what he
thinks of as ‘naked self-deception’ (MC 54). Presumably this refers to
Rousseau’s decision to regard the earlier attempts as warm-ups, and to
move closer to the tree in order to hit his target. However, it is an even
greater self-deception to invest the throwing of the stone with such sig-
nificance in the first place, but this is a decision that goes unchallenged in
the narrative. Perhaps the implication here is that, if one sets out to inves-
tigate the workings of chance, one must arbitrarily posit a point that
exists outside, is taken to be other than, chaos and meaninglessness. That
this choice must be arbitrary is taken for granted, but this does not have
to be a cause for despair. Within The Music of Chance, Auster uses two
images that relate to chaos and order: playing poker and building a wall.
But which is orderly, and which chaotic? A game of cards is largely a
matter of chance, but players can improve their chances by studying and
practising; the whole point of a game of cards is to defeat the random.
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Arthur Saltzman makes the analogy between playing cards and writing
when he draws attention to Pozzi’s words: 

Once your luck starts to roll, there’s not a damn thing that can stop it. It’s
like the whole world suddenly falls into place. You’re kind of outside your
body, and for the rest of the night you sit there watching yourself perform
miracles. It doesn’t really have anything to do with you anymore. It’s out of
control, and as long as you don’t think about it too much, you can’t make
a mistake. (MC 136–37) 

Saltzman compares this passage with Auster’s comments on the writing
process: ‘It’s a funny thing… but I’m not actually in control of what I’m
doing. I think a lot of writers feel this way.’10 Auster had rehearsed the
author’s dilemma in The Invention of Solitude, where he wrote: 

Like everyone else, he craves a meaning. Like everyone else, his life is
so fragmented that each time he sees a connection between two fragments
he is tempted to look for a meaning in that connection. The connection
exists. But to give it a meaning, to look beyond the bare fact of its existence,
would be to build an imaginary world inside the real world, and he knows
it would not stand. At his bravest moments, he embraces meaninglessness
as the first principle, and then he understands that his obligation is to see
what is in front of him (even though it is also inside him) and to say what
he sees. (IoS 147) 

To embrace meaninglessness, however, need not lead to utter negation.
As Auster’s later novelistic career would prove, the imaginary world
inside the real one does stand. It may be fragile, arbitrarily chosen, but
fiction can also become a redemptive site, an agent of recuperation. This
is what the poetry of Jacques Dupin has taught Auster: ‘The gods have
vanished, and there can be no question of pretending to recover the
divine logos. Faced with an unknowable world, poetry can do no more
than create what already exists. But that is already saying a great deal. For
if things can be recovered from the edge of absence, there is the chance,
in so doing, of giving them back to men’ (AH 182). The novels I shall
discuss in ‘Austerities’ illustrate how Auster effects such a recovery, res-
cuing both his protagonists and his own fictional structures from the edge
of absence. 
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The Unnamable

And on the threshold of being no more I succeed in being another.
Samuel Beckett

When Quinn realised that Peter Stillman had been spelling the phrase
‘The Tower of Babel’ in the streets of New York, his ‘mind dispersed. He
arrived in a neverland of fragments, a place of wordless things and thin-
gless words’ (CG 72). This neverland of fragments is Molloy’s native
town in Samuel Beckett’s Molloy, a town whose name Molloy cannot
remember: ‘I had been living so far from words so long, you understand,
that it was enough for me to see my town, since we’re talking of my town,
to be unable, you understand… Yes, even then, when already all was
fading, waves and particles, there could be no things but nameless things,
no names but thingless names.’11 Exiled in this world of brokenness,
knowing that it is impossible to re-attach words to things or to abstract
ideas, the author needs to create a space where writing can still be justi-
fied or made possible. As Auster writes of Charles Reznikoff, the ‘act of
writing… is a process by which one places oneself between things and the
names of things, a way of standing watch in this interval of silence’ (AH
35). This interval of silence is also where Beckett locates the text. As
Georges Bataille comments, ‘it could even be that literature already has
fundamentally the same meaning as silence, but it recoils before the last
step that would constitute silence’.12

The analogies between Auster’s New York Trilogy and Beckett’s Tril-
ogy are not as immediately apparent as the parallels between Ghosts and
Walden, for example. However, both Arthur Saltzman and Steven
Connor have drawn attention to them, although only the former has
attempted to examine the relation between the two works.13 Although
both writers call their works trilogies, they both subvert the notion of the
traditional trilogy. Where one would expect a gradual dénouement, a
movement towards closure and resolution, both trilogies begin as quest
narratives which are soon sabotaged; each new narrative seems to multi-
ply the questions raised and reveal more angles, more ways of looking at
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the same problems, more complications. Furthermore, the narratives in
both trilogies are only loosely connected; if characters reappear, or situ-
ations are repeated, they seem more like fragments of a dream, vague and
half-remembered. City of Glass is, like Molloy, a quest narrative, a dis-
torted detective story. In both cases, what starts as a quest for another
person turns out to be a search for one’s own identity; the theme of the
double, present in both narratives, underscores the increasing uncer-
tainty of the two detectives concerning their own sense of self, while the
fact that they both write reports about their undertaking raises the more
complex issue of the search for one’s identity in writing. 

Ghosts marks a shift from movement to stasis in the trilogy: whereas Still-
man and Quinn wander the streets of New York, Blue and Black sit in their
rooms and look at each other through their windows. Similarly, whereas
both Molloy and Moran sit in their rooms and write about their wander-
ings in the countryside, Malone sits in a room and writes about sitting in a
room and waiting to die. ‘While waiting I shall tell myself stories’, he writes
(MD 165). As for Blue, he ‘now begins to advance certain theories. More
than just helping to pass the time, he discovers that making up stories can
be a pleasure in itself ’ (Gh 144). At the same time, he begins to experience
a paralysis of the will, not unlike Malone’s physical deterioration: ‘This,
too, is troubling him, for he cannot remember a time in his life when he has
been so reluctant to do a thing he so clearly wants to do. I’m changing, he
says to himself. Little by little, I’m no longer the same’ (Gh 145–46).

The Locked Room is the final part of The New York Trilogy, and yet the
narrative does not come nearer to any kind of solution. The enigmatic
Fanshawe and his mysterious disappearance only create yet another
riddle, another question that the anonymous narrator will puzzle over
but will be unable to understand and explain. As the narrator searches for
his lost friend, he has trouble distinguishing himself from him. When he
feels tempted to usurp Fanshawe’s identity, does he realise that this
would be an act that would transform the story’s narrator into a vanished
writer? The Unnamable claims authorship of Molloy and Malone Dies, as
well as nearly everything else that Beckett has written. A more modest
authorial intervention takes place in The Locked Room when it is admit-
ted that ‘the three stories are finally the same story’ (LR 294). When the
narrator tears up the vanished author’s notebook page by page, bringing
the trilogy to its close, his action recalls the Unnamable’s question: ‘Is not
this rather the place where one finishes vanishing?’ (TU 269). 

It is doubtful that Auster modelled his entire trilogy on Beckett’s.
Despite the analogies I have just outlined, there is not a strict one-to-one



correspondence between each of the parts in the two works, although
Beckett’s presence is strongly felt throughout The New York Trilogy.
Arthur Saltzman writes of City of Glass:

The case itself is a protracted version of the anxious queries of Beckett’s
Unnamable: ‘where now? who now?’… The absurd dance of detective and
detected in City of Glass parallels that of Beckett’s Molloy, in which Moran
is first professionally, then psychologically, and finally physically absorbed by
Molloy. As his mission disintegrates into arbitrariness, Moran learns that
coming too close to Molloy (like Stillman, a sort of walking lacuna) exiles him
from the brisk certainties of selfhood, and this enterprise leaves such ‘deep
lesions’ in his identity that he becomes unrecognizable to himself outside of
his imitations of the actions and eccentricities of the man he is merging into.14

Daniel Quinn undergoes a multiple identity crisis in the course of the nar-
rative. He publishes detective novels under the pseudonym William
Wilson, and his fictional detective is called Max Work. Quinn has a com-
plicated relationship with these personae: ‘Over the years, Work had
become very close to Quinn. Whereas William Wilson remained an
abstract figure for him, Work had increasingly come to life. In the triad of
selves that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a kind of ventriloquist.
Quinn himself was the dummy, and Work was the animated voice that
gave purpose to the enterprise. If Wilson was an illusion, he nevertheless
justified the lives of the other two’ (CG 6). However, there is more than
a triad of selves at play here. William Wilson’s name, by recalling Poe’s
story of the double, implies further fragmentation, both intra- and inter-
textual. No less deliberate a choice, the name Work connotes not only the
active agent in Quinn’s detective stories, but also the notion of the liter-
ary work. Quinn, the supposed author of Work, becomes a dead medium
through which the voice of the work may be heard. But this is a voice that
readers of City of Glass do not hear, since Quinn’s novels are both inside
the text and absent from it. This dizzying mise-en-abîme widens to
include other ontological spheres as the narrative progresses. Not content
with his triad of selves, Quinn also takes on the identity of one Paul
Auster, a supposed detective who is really a writer. When he meets Peter
Stillman, he introduces himself as Daniel Quinn, but also as Henry Dark
and Peter Stillman, Jr. This profusion of confused identities leads him to
write in his notebook: 

And then, most important of all: to remember who I am. To remember who I
am supposed to be. I do not think this is a game. On the other hand, nothing
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is clear. For example, who are you? And if you think you know, why do you
keep lying about it? I have no answer. All I can say is this: listen to me. My
name is Paul Auster. This is not my real name. (CG 40) 

The preoccupation with words and naming permeates Beckett’s trilogy.
It evokes only to shatter the dream of objective unity, and it serves as a
constant reminder of the linguistic and textual prison Beckett’s characters
are trapped in. Quinn’s identity crisis is precipitated by his adoption of a
series of aliases, while in Molloy characters also seek – and often fail – to
define themselves through naming: ‘My name is Moran, Jacques. This is
the name I am known by. I am done for. My son too. All unsuspecting…
His name is Jacques, like mine. This cannot lead to confusion’ (Ml 85).
The two Stillmans in City of Glass also share the same name. Stillman Jr
tells Quinn: 

I am Peter Stillman. I say this of my own free will. Yes. That is not my real
name. No… For thirteen years the father was away. His name is Peter Still-
man too. Strange, is it not? That two people can have the same name? I do
not know if that is his real name. But I do not think he is me. We are both
Peter Stillman. But Peter Stillman is not my real name. So perhaps I am not
Peter Stillman, after all. (CG 15, 18) 

Peter is the man who should be speaking the language of Adam, but as
Romantic notions of organic unity are seen to collapse, he is left only
with the notion that this is how things should be. In Peter’s damaged
world, there is no distinction between name and identity: because he
does not know his ‘real name’, he is unsure of his own identity. He has
the assumptions and aspirations but none of the powers of the poetic
genius that his father, and Emerson before him, had dreamed of. This
evocation of a Romantic past, coupled with the creation of a literary
trope that parodies it, can be found in Beckett as well as in Auster. Sylvie
Debevec Henning discerns in Beckett a desire for subjective oneness,
which is constantly challenged: ‘Romantic aspects do exist in Beckett and
constitute a definite tendency perceptible in both his critical essays and
his literary work. His subjects… often retreat into solitary chambers to
savor solipsistic pleasures and sorrows. Another tendency exists, how-
ever, and counters the first with parody and irony.’15 Quinn, Blue and
Fanshawe all retreat to solitary chambers but fail to reach the hoped-for
revelation. Malone is another character who retires to his room and
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delivers a long, self-questioning monologue. Early in his narrative,
though, he shatters any illusions of transcendence: ‘What matters is to
eat and excrete. Dish and pot, dish and pot, these are the poles’ (MD
170). A similar incident of disillusionment is related in Ghosts, when
Black tells the story of how Thoreau and Bronson Alcott went to visit
Whitman, who welcomed them with a full chamber pot right in the
middle of his room: ‘the two New Englanders found it hard to keep talk-
ing with a bucket of excrement in front of them’ (Gh 175). 

Young Peter Stillman is the character who best embodies Auster’s mis-
trust of Romantic theories of language and the self. His story, as he tells
it to Quinn, may be described using the Unnamable’s words: a story
dominated ‘by affirmations and negations invalidated as uttered, or
sooner or later? Generally speaking. There must be other shifts. Other-
wise it would be quite hopeless. But it is quite hopeless’ (TU 267). Like
Beckett’s narrating voices, Peter’s voice is obsessive, self-questioning
and self-negating:

I am Peter Stillman… Yes. That is not my real name. No. Of course, my
mind is not all it should be. But nothing can be done about that. No…You
sit here and think: who is this person talking to me? What are these words
coming from his mouth? I will tell you. Or else I will not tell you. Yes and
no… This is what is called speaking. I believe that is the term. When words
come out, fly into the air, live for a moment, and die. Strange, is it not?… I
am the last of the Stillmans… There are no others. I am the end of every-
one, the last man. So much the better, I think. (CG 15–19) 

Stillman père wanted his son to be Adam, but instead he turned him into
the last of the Stillmans: ‘The poet, who is the first man to be born, is also
the last. He is Adam, but he is also the end of all generations: the mute
heir of the builders of Babel’ (AH 35). Peter, for nine years literally, and
then only figuratively, lives in the prison house of language. The question
that is being asked here is whether the self can be separated from its rep-
resentation in language, whether thought exists outside words. The self
can only be defined in language, but this imposes the restriction of speak-
ing in a shared code which by definition excludes the possibility of talking
about the self. Ross Chambers identifies this dilemma as Beckett’s main
concern in The Unnamable: 

In order to speak the language of the ‘I’, [the Unnamable] would have to
invent a new language, outside time and space. But while waiting, not
knowing any words other than the useless words of a common language, it
can only bait itself, accomplishing its ‘pensum’, its absurd but inevitable



task, condemned to name itself in a language which has no words for it, and
condemned never to cease its attempts until it wins, and so condemned to
an eternal wordy-gurdy from which it is impossible to escape.16

In The Unnamable, and in City of Glass, this dilemma is rehearsed as
soliloquy, but in Ghosts it is dramatised in the split selves of Blue and
Black who watch each other and take notes. Black tells Blue:

No, Blue, I’ve needed you from the beginning. If it hadn’t been for you,
I couldn’t have done it. 

Needed me for what? 
To remind myself of what I was supposed to be doing. Every time I

looked up, you were there, watching me, following me, always in sight,
boring into me with your eyes. You were the whole world to me, Blue, and
I turned you into my death. You’re the one thing that doesn’t change, the
one thing that turns everything inside out. (Gh 194) 

‘Thus the world reveals itself as theatre where the other does not exist
for me except in representation, where I am not myself except by the
role imposed upon me by the other’s gaze.’17 Black’s words imply that
subject and object cannot coincide in language. The moment the self is
uttered, it loses its selfhood, it becomes other. As Blue finds out ‘to
enter Black, then, was the equivalent of entering himself… Just look at
him, Blue says to himself. He’s the saddest creature in the world. And
then, the moment he says these words, he understands that he’s also
talking about himself ’ (Gh 190–91). Similarly, Moran, who writes a
report of his quest for Molloy, ends up wondering whether the latter
exists at all. Beckett identifies this dichotomy as a central concern in
Proust: ‘Nor is any direct and purely experimental contact possible
between subject and object, because they are automatically separated by
the subject’s consciousness of perception, and the object loses its purity
and becomes a mere intellectual pretext or motive.’18 This, however,
is not only a problem concerning language. Beckett is also referring to
the philosophical problem of (self-)consciousness, which is an episte-
mological matter. Malone, whose voice is also the text, brings the two
problems together when he says: ‘I wonder if I am not talking yet again
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about myself. Shall I be incapable, to the end, of lying on any other
subject?’ (MD 174). 

The New York Trilogy, like Beckett’s Trilogy, charts an epistemological
enquiry that cannot be separated from questions of identity and lan-
guage. City of Glass relies heavily on the conventions of the detective
novel, and Molloy retains a few elements from the genre in the character
of Moran. Both narratives chronicle the investigators’ initial mistrust of,
and eventual loss of faith in, patterns, discerned or imposed. When
Quinn agrees to take the job offered by Virginia Stillman, he sees himself
as a detective, and tries to think and act like his fictional hero, Max Work.
Soon, however, he realises that the conventions he has been employing in
his writing do not apply to his own world. When he goes to the railway
station to wait for Stillman, he sees two men who could be the person he
is supposed to tail. He realises that there is no way of knowing which one
to follow, and his decision is based on impulse rather than reasoning. The
process of disillusionment starts here, as Quinn realises that ‘there was no
way to know: not this, not anything’ (CG 56). In the second part of
Molloy, Moran’s narrative reveals him initially as a methodical, meticu-
lous man who trusts his own reasoning powers. However, during his
quest for Molloy, he will also lose his faith in patterns and their ability to
convey meaning, and he will learn to question the possibility of significa-
tion. On his way back home after his unaccomplished mission, during
which he seems to have reached a new level of self-awareness, Moran
thinks of his bees, whose dance he had always observed and attempted to
explain. After trying out various theories, he came to understand that
none of them could really explain the bees’ dance:

And I said, with rapture, Here is something I can study all my life, and never
understand. And all during this long journey home, when I racked my mind
for a little joy in store, the thought of my bees and their dance was the near-
est thing to comfort. For I was still eager for my little joy, from time to time!
And I admitted with good grace the possibility that this dance was after all
no better than the dances of the people of the West, frivolous and mean-
ingless. (Ml 156)

Moran, like his creator, knows that there is comfort to be found in the
belief that the world does convey meaning, and that the patterns he
observes are not random and meaningless. Equally, however, he experi-
ences joy at the recognition of non-signification, the admission of random-
ness and chaos. Similarly, when Quinn is confronted with the apparently
aimless pattern of Stillman’s daily walks, he is desperate to believe that they



are not meaningless: ‘How much better it was to believe that all his steps
were actually to some purpose’ (CG 61). After their failed quests, both
characters paradoxically reach a new level of self-knowledge. Moran says
that he no longer recognises his face, but feels he has a clearer sense of his
identity than ever before (Ml 156), while Quinn forgets his case, gives up
trying to make sense and solve the mystery, and learns to accept even the
invisible helper who brings him food in his empty room. If their creators
allow these characters a brief respite from their gropings in the dark, they
do so only to the extent that this justifies their own writing. The patterns
that Moran and Quinn are confronted with are the meaning, just as the
texts the two writers produce are the only possible answer to the questions
they raise. Beckett’s words on Joyce seem apt here: ‘Here is the savage
economy of hieroglyphics.’19

Malone experiences a similar moment of joy in his narrative when he
manages to retrieve his notebook, which has fallen to the ground: 

And I rejoiced… at the thought that I now knew what I had to do, I whose
every move had always been a groping… And here again naturally I was
utterly deceived, I mean in imagining I had grasped at last the true nature
of my absurd tribulations, but not so utterly as to feel the need to reproach
myself with it now. For even as I said, How easy and beautiful it all is!, in
the same breath I said, All will grow dark again. (MD 206) 

And it will, indeed, grow dark again because Malone ‘depends for his
existence on the act of narration’.20 But Malone exists both as narrating
self and as narrated self, and in his latter capacity he depends on the
author who writes him, and the text he is written into. This emphasis on
the textuality of the narrative can also be seen in City of Glass. Towards
the end of the book, when he writes in the Stillman apartment, Quinn
begins to wonder what will happen when his red notebook runs out of
paper. ‘The last sentence of the red notebook reads: “What will happen
when there are no more pages in the red notebook?”’ (CG 131). Quinn
only exists as long as the words he writes exist, and when he does run out
of paper he simply disappears from the page himself. Malone translates
himself into text, and as he does so his pencil grows smaller: ‘my little
pencil dwindles, inevitably, and the day is fast approaching when nothing

86 The World that is the Book

19. Beckett uses the phrase to describe Finnegans Wake in Our Exagmination Round His
Factification for Incamination of Work in Progress (1931). Quoted in Ihab Hassan,
The Literature of Silence: Henry Miller and Samuel Beckett (New York: Alfred Knopf,
1967), p. 121. 

20. Hassan, The Literature of Silence, p. 161. 



will remain but a fragment too tiny to hold’ (MD 204). The characters
who write in their notebooks have an identity not only as long as they
write but also as long as they are being written by their creators. When
Malone loses his pencil, he has to stop writing for two days, of which, he
thinks, ‘nothing will ever be known’ (MD 204). But what Malone’s fic-
tional status prevents him from knowing is that these are not so much
days of which nothing will be known as days which never were. 

The complicated relationship between author and character, between
text and voice, leads both trilogies to their inconclusive endings. Although
indeterminacy is what they have in common, their differences are no less
pronounced. The New York Trilogy ends with the disappearance but not
the death of the writer Fanshawe. The narrator reads his friend’s note-
book and finds that, as in the narrative of The Unnamable, ‘each sentence
erased the sentence before it, each paragraph made the next paragraph
impossible’ (LR 314). But this is how Auster effects his recovery: the
actual text of that notebook is absent from the narrative, replaced here by
the narrator’s comment that Fanshawe ‘had answered the question by
asking another question, and therefore everything remained open, unfin-
ished, to be started again’ (LR 314). Auster, who at first could not see his
way beyond Beckett, has now found a way out: Beckett has been written
into his text, but he has been placed in a larger framework. Haunting The
New York Trilogy with its conspicuous absence, Beckett’s Trilogy is made
to produce signification, even if it cannot provide answers. 

Recovery, for Beckett, can only be situated, if at all, outside the text.
The Unnamable hovers between the states of being and non-being
throughout, its voice persisting, trying to revise the fragments of its pre-
vious existence as it is seen to negate them, and uttering its famous last
words: ‘I can’t go on, I’ll go on’ (TU 382). ‘Beckett has not put aside his
obligation to keep trying the art of the impossible’, Ihab Hassan writes.
Asked why he continued to write when he had lost faith in the ability of
language to convey meaning, Beckett replied: ‘Que voulez-vous, Mon-
sieur? C’est les mots; on n’a rien d’autre.’21 Words are all that remain for
Anna Blume, the narrator-protagonist of In the Country of Last Things.
As her body starves, and her narrative is threatened, her task is to trans-
late her being into text in order to survive. As her narrative becomes an
effort to preserve words before they disappear along with the objects
they were once attached to, the text itself sustains her and ensures her
continuing existence. 
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A Hunger Artist

An article in the Magazine Littéraire offers ten key words which could be
used to describe Auster’s œuvre. The headings read: the fall, America, the
father, Brooklyn, the room, the frontier, man without God, coincidence,
inheritance, the wall.22 Paul Auster would not be displeased with the ten
key words; after all, he has remarked that all his books are really the same
book, ‘the story of my obsessions… the saga of the things that haunt me’
(AH 285). Although his novels display a remarkable diversity concerning
the genres he works with, the characters he creates and the stories he
tells, there are certain themes that inform his entire œuvre. Lists are
important as much for what they exclude as for what they include, and
this one has one grave omission: the theme of hunger, which runs
throughout Auster’s writing. In City of Glass, Quinn leaves his apartment
and goes to live in a dustbin, the better to watch the man he is supposed
to protect; as he has to keep watch twenty-four hours a day, he learns to
live on the minimum amount of food, barely keeping himself alive. In In
the Country of Last Things, there is a food shortage in the entire city, and
those people who do not die of starvation are reduced to talking about
food, the description of long, elaborate meals being the closest they can
get to nourishment. Marco Stanley Fogg, the protagonist of Moon
Palace, is an impoverished student who survives on next to nothing and
nearly dies of exhaustion and starvation, until he is rescued by his friends.
Jim Nashe in The Music of Chance does not go hungry, but he does
manage to eat away the entire inheritance left by his father, thus ending
up imprisoned in the Stone and Flower mansion. These images of star-
vation are used for various purposes. They may underscore the protago-
nists’ moral or psychological degradation, or they may be used for social
critique, while they also function as metaphorical or metafictional ele-
ments reflecting the author’s views concerning language and narrative. 

Starvation becomes a major theme in Auster’s 1988 novel In the Coun-
try of Last Things. The book comes to the reader in the form of a long
letter written by the protagonist, Anna Blume, who has gone to an
unnamed metropolis in search of her missing journalist brother. Her
search proves futile, and as she realises that there is no escape from this
nightmarish city, her letter chronicles her struggle for survival and her
attempts to retain her humanity while adjusting to her new circumstances.
The country of last things is a city in a state of terminal decay. All services
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have been disrupted, people live in extreme poverty, and the city appears
to be run by opportunists, black marketeers and ruthless officials. Most
inhabitants live as scavengers and sleep rough, while mass suicide has
become a familiar phenomenon. Anna’s journal/letter becomes not only a
document of this desolation, but also a means of survival, a way of main-
taining her humanity amidst the corruption of every value she grew up
with. Paul Auster is eager to emphasise that this is not a futuristic novel: 

I feel that it’s very much a book about our own moment, our own era, and
many of the incidents are things that have actually happened… Admittedly,
the book takes on these things from a somewhat oblique angle, and the
country Anna goes to might not be immediately recognizable, but I feel that
this is where we live. It could be that we’ve become so accustomed to it that
we no longer see it. (AH 275) 

The working title of the novel was Anna Blume Walks Through the Twen-
tieth Century and many scenes in the book do, indeed, recall some of the
more horrific events in recent Western history. In this context, and con-
sidering Auster’s Jewish identity, the theme of hunger is first of all used
as a realistic theme. It is the hunger of the people in the ghettos, in con-
centration camps, in cities under siege or occupation. Anna’s depiction
of the country of last things is especially reminiscent of life in the Warsaw
ghetto; various critics have drawn this parallel, and the incident of
Anna’s encounter with the Jews who are hiding in the library reinforces
the connection. Like the ghetto, this city has guarded exits, and a wall is
being built around it, the ‘Sea Wall Project’. People cannot leave, but new
ones are always coming in: ‘People die, and babies refuse to be born…
And yet, there are always new people to replace the ones who have van-
ished. They pour in from the country and the outlying towns, dragging
carts piled high with their belongings… all of them hungry, all of them
homeless’ (CLT 7). Toshia Bialer, an eyewitness of the transfer of the
Jews to the ghetto, described the following scene: ‘Try to picture one
third of a large city’s population moving through the streets in an end-
less stream, pushing, wheeling, dragging all their belongings… Pushcarts
were about the only method of conveyance we had.’ 23 The dead of the
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country of last things are stripped naked by scavengers if they die in the
streets, and the corpses are taken to crematoria, also known as Transfor-
mation Centers. Disposing of these corpses is the most important task of
the government in a city so over-populated. Overpopulation was a big
problem in the Warsaw ghetto, where one third of the city’s inhabitants
were crammed into 2.4 per cent of the area of Warsaw. In Auster’s city
‘there is no such thing as a vacancy’ (CLT 8), and people not only live but
also die in the streets. The worst problem, however, in this imaginary city
as in the ghetto, is hunger. Food was rationed in the ghetto, allowing
people a mere 184 calories’ worth of food a day, a situation which led to
smuggling, and ultimately to the death from malnutrition of more than
65,000 Jews in the space of sixteen months. In the country that Anna
goes to ‘People are so thin… they are sometimes blown away’ (CLT 3);
food shortages are frequent, and there are many ‘private sellers’ who
bribe the police in order to sell food outside the ‘municipal markets’. 

The fact that the novel is written in the form of a diary, coupled with
the protagonist’s name, inevitably invites the reader to draw analogies
with Anne Frank’s diary, a book which Auster admits has ‘meant a lot’ to
him.24 The diary form gives the novel an air of authenticity, the appear-
ance of a first-hand account of events that ‘really occurred’, but always
inevitably filtered through the personality of the diarist, his or her inter-
pretation of, and reaction to, events. Life in the Warsaw ghetto, for
example, is well documented, mainly thanks to the efforts of the histo-
rian Emmanuel Ringelblum who created a secret archive while there, but
also through the private diaries of many of the inhabitants; as Ringel-
blum himself observed, ‘everyone wrote’ in the ghetto. Among those
diarists was Chaim Kaplan who, before being transported to his death in
Treblinka, wrote one last entry in his diary: ‘If I die – what will become
of my diary?’ – a question that lends a wholly different perspective to the
textual anxieties of Quinn or Malone. By using the diary form, Auster
creates a text which merges the theme of survival with the formalist ques-
tions his writing addresses; the diary here becomes not only personal
testimony or a record of survival, but also a means of survival. 

Although it has already been mentioned that many of Auster’s protag-
onists starve themselves at some point in the story, Anna Blume is in one
significant way different from them. Unlike Quinn, Blue, the narrator of
The Locked Room, or Nashe, she does not choose to undergo hardship;
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Anna is a victim of circumstances. Where the other books focus on the
male protagonists’ self-destructive propensities, this one concentrates on
the way Anna learns to cope with the grim reality around her. The reit-
eration of motifs familiar from this book’s predecessor, The New York
Trilogy, takes the ‘games of inner brinkmanship’, as Auster describes
them, and places them in a world where they are also externalised as the
forces of history. However, Auster considers this novel to be an opti-
mistic one; as he points out, the anonymous narrator who introduces the
story and appears two or three times in the course of the narrative is used
as a device aimed at showing that Anna’s letter ‘somehow or other’
reached its destination (AH 311). The stress, in other words, is placed on
recovery, symbolised here by the letter reaching its recipient. 

In his depiction of a city in ruin, Auster offers a critique of Western
civilisation. This country of last things is what remains of the affluent
society; the junk, the crumbling buildings, the vanishing words all create
a sterile urban landscape which is the result of hundreds of years of civil-
isation. In this context, starvation is the result of consumerism and its
excesses. But it becomes itself a kind of excess, an excess of want, of
need. The breakdown of the social fibre in this country is followed by
moral collapse; the hungry city-dwellers do not hesitate to steal, kill, rob
the dead. In the frightening scene where Anna is lured into a butcher’s
shop, she learns that even people have become a commodity, reduced to
pieces of meat to be sold in the black market. Auster says that this is
based on a true story which took place during the siege of Leningrad,
while the garbage collection system is based on the real system used in
Cairo (AH 314–15). But as in all his books, Auster approaches the real
by way of the invented, offering a stylised narrative, a text which is as
concerned with its own mode of production as it is with its relation to
the ‘real’. The city where Anna lives is not only a collage of actual cities,
but also a version of the city as it appears in Auster’s other novels. In a
passage reminiscent of City of Glass, Anna writes: ‘That is what the city
does to you. It turns your thoughts inside out’ (CLT 2). However,
whereas Quinn cherishes the opportunity to forget his troubles by being
lost in the streets, and learns much later, to his own cost, that the city is
a confusing site of shifting signifiers, Anna knows from the outset that
she is exposed to danger: ‘In the city, the best approach is to believe only
what your own eyes tell you. But not even that is infallible. For few
things are ever what they seem to be, especially here, with so much
to absorb at every step, with so many things that defy understanding’
(CLT 18–19).
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Like Peter Stillman, Anna becomes a scavenger, but she does not share
his aspirations: 

As an object hunter, you must rescue things before they reach this state of
absolute decay. You can never expect to find something whole – for that is
an accident, a mistake on the part of the person who lost it – but neither
can you spend your time looking for what is totally used up. You hover
somewhere in between, on the lookout for things that still retain a sem-
blance of their original shape – even if their usefulness is gone. (CLT 36)

Anna rescues things by writing her letter/journal. She accepts the ‘bro-
kenness’, and puts things back together not by inventing a new language
for them, but by turning them into the text of testimony. ‘It’s not just that
things vanish,’ she writes, ‘but once they vanish, the memory of them
vanishes as well’ (CLT 87). As the country of last things threatens to
become a place of wordless things and thingless words, the pressure
mounts for Anna to preserve not only the words but her own identity,
which is constructed through words, through voice: 

It is a slow but ineluctable process of erasure. Words tend to last a bit longer
than things, but eventually they fade too, along with the pictures they once
evoked. Entire categories of objects disappear… and for a time you will be
able to recognize those words, even if you cannot recall what they mean.
But then, little by little, the words become only sounds, a random collec-
tion of glottals and fricatives, a storm of whirling phonemes, and finally the
whole thing just collapses into gibberish. (CLT 89) 

But if Auster, through Anna, diagnoses this breakdown, he does not
renounce the possibility of signification. Rather, he questions its avail-
ability in any form other than the collection of fragments that keep his
protagonist alive, and the words that make up her textual identity. When
Anna takes refuge in the National Library she finds out that, although
there are hundreds of thousands of volumes in it, the system of classifi-
cation has been disrupted: ‘When you consider that there were seven
floors of stacks, to say that a book was in the wrong place was as much
as to say that it had ceased to exist. Even though it might have been phys-
ically present in the building, the fact was that no one would ever find it
again’ (CLT 115). It is against such odds that Auster’s narrators and char-
acters have to struggle, but occasionally there is a breakthrough which
saves them from the threat of extinction. 

The country of last things is a land ridden with paradox. Some of its
inhabitants experience happiness while they are waiting to die in the
Euthanasia Clinics. Others join the Assassination Clubs which promise ‘a



quick and violent death in the not-too-distant future’, and while waiting
for their assassination they are ‘filled with a sense of life’ (CLT 15). Scav-
engers need a cart to collect rubbish, but they can only afford one if they
have collected enough garbage. Among the semi-allegorical trials that the
inhabitants have to endure, hunger is the hardest. In the Country of Last
Things takes its epigraph from Hawthorne: ‘Not a great while ago, pass-
ing through the gate of dreams, I visited that region of the earth in which
lies the famous City of Destruction.’ This quote is taken from ‘The Celes-
tial Rail-Road’ (1843), a story which ostensibly takes the form of a latter-
day Pilgrim’s Progress, but, as is often the case in Hawthorne, never quite
assumes the allegorical qualities normally associated with the genre.25

Once again, by inviting comparisons with Hawthorne’s work, Auster asks
that his story be read within a certain context, but by using the ambigu-
ous work of his predecessor he is also renouncing the very authority he
appears to invoke. The allegorical overtones of In the Country of Last
Things do not require an authorial intervention in order to be identified,
but by drawing attention to their nature, which owes as much to Kafka as
it does to Hawthorne, Auster makes visible his effort to insert himself into
a literary continuum and at the same time to shift the centre away from
the author as originator towards a wider intertext and a reminder of the
fact that he is aware of the fictionality of his work. Hunger, as I shall
argue, is both an intertextual event and a metafictional device. 

Auster’s 1992 essay collection is appropriately called The Art of
Hunger. The title derives from his essay on Knut Hamsun’s novel
Hunger, while there is the obvious allusion to Kafka, who is also exam-
ined in this volume. In one of his very first essays, written in 1970, when
he was a young man of 22 who had not started writing prose, Auster
reads Hunger as a novel that marks the beginning of modernity:

It is a work devoid of plot, action, and – but for the narrator – character.
By nineteenth-century standards, it is a work in which nothing happens.
The radical subjectivity of the narrator effectively eliminates the basic con-
cerns of the traditional novel… Historical time is obliterated in favor of
inner duration. With only an arbitrary beginning and an arbitrary ending,
the novel faithfully records the vagaries of the narrator’s mind, following
each thought from its mysterious inception through all its meanderings,
until it dissipates and the next thought begins. (AH 10)

Austerities 93

25. In it, Hawthorne also continues his satire of Emerson and his disciples with the figure
of the German-born ‘Giant Transcendentalist’ who lives in the cave previously occu-
pied by Pope and Pagan in Pilgrim’s Progress. 



94 The World that is the Book

In this short description, Auster identifies some of the major concerns and
techniques of the modernist novel. Starvation is the theme of Hamsun’s
novel, but it is also an image of the stripping-down of traditional realist
convention. However, literary innovation by definition belongs to a
limited period of time. Auster’s own books are often more traditional in
that they respect certain narrative conventions for which a writer such as
Hamsun shows total disrespect, but what survives in Auster’s own fiction
is the way in which his chosen themes are inextricably linked with his nar-
rative strategies. 

Hunger chronicles the struggles of a young man who chooses to starve
and yet wants to remain alive: ‘He goes hungry, not because he has to,
but from some inner compulsion, as if to wage hunger strike against him-
self… His fast is… a contradiction. To persist in it would mean death,
and with death the fast would end. He must therefore stay alive, but only
to the extent that it keeps him on the point of death’ (AH 13). Most of
Auster’s male protagonists wage hunger strike against themselves like
Hamsun’s (anti-)hero. Each in his own different way denies himself what
was once thought necessary or held dear. Their self-destructive propen-
sities, however, do not amount to a desire for annihilation. The paradox
that Auster sees in Hunger is one that can be found in his own work
where in their self-denial, and their attempts to go on when they can’t go
on, his characters test the limits of their own individuality. To hunger vol-
untarily is also to seek to define the boundaries that separate self and
other and this, too, is a paradox: ‘you don’t begin to understand your
connection to others until you are alone, the more deeply you plunge
into a state of solitude, the more deeply you feel that connection… In
other words, we learn our solitude from others. In the same way that we
learn language from others’ (AH 308–309). In one short sentence, Auster
links the paradoxical nature of solitude and identity with language. Sim-
ilarly, when he writes of Hunger that ‘the idea of ending is resisted in the
interests of maintaining the constant possibility of the end’ (AH 13), he
is referring not only to the hero’s predicament, but also to the writer’s.
He reads this process of deferral and displacement in Hunger:

Something new is happening here, some new thought about the nature of
art is being proposed in Hunger. It is first of all an art that is indistinguish-
able from the life of the artist who makes it. That is not to say an art of auto-
biographical excess, but rather, an art that is the direct expression of the
effort to express itself. In other words, an art of hunger: an art of need, of
necessity, of desire… It is an art that begins with the knowledge that there
are no right answers. For that reason, it becomes essential to ask the right
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questions. One finds them by living them. To quote Samuel Beckett: ‘What
I am saying does not mean that there will henceforth be no form in art. It
only means that there will be a new form, and that this form will be of such
a type that it admits the chaos and does not try to say that the chaos is really
something else… To find a form that accommodates the mess, that is the
task of the artist now.’ (AH 18–19)

Of Beckett’s own work, he writes: ‘The key word in all this, I feel, is dis-
possession. Beckett, who begins with little, ends with even less. The
movement in each of his works is toward a kind of unburdening, by
which he leads us to the limits of experience – to a place where aesthetic
and moral judgements become inseparable’ (AH 87). Paradoxically, Beck-
ett chose to ‘accommodate the mess’ in ever-diminishing or collapsing
structures, until he reached a form of extreme poverty and irreducible
minimalism in his later works, stopping just one step before silence.
Although it never assumes Beckettian proportions, the idea of narrative
starvation, of textual asceticism, is one that Auster employs in In the
Country of Last Things. 

Auster concludes his essay on Hamsun by drawing parallels with
Kafka’s ‘A Hunger Artist’, another powerful modernist text which deals
with hunger. Kafka’s tale is written in a simple, almost child-like manner
reminiscent of fairy-tale narratives, and the innocence and clarity of the
narrating voice create throughout a tone that is amusing and terrifying at
the same time. It is, again, a story devoid of plot and action and, like
Hunger, it is, rather, a story about inaction. The hunger artist is a circus
freak displayed in a cage, and the crowds come to observe him and
marvel at what he does not do. Kafka teases his readers with nods
towards a possible allegorical meaning, using strong religious overtones,
but in the end he mocks the very desire for signification: just before he
dies, the hunger artist admits that the only reason he would not eat was
because he could not find the food he liked. With this anti-epiphanic rev-
elation, the writer refuses to give meaning to his stories, unless the only
meaning is the realisation that there is no meaning, like the hunger
artist’s starvation which signifies nothing but itself and its own lack of
purpose. Fasting is often associated with the desire for spiritual purifica-
tion, and in the character of the hunger artist Kafka mocks this desire for
transcendence, or the belief that it can be found in fiction. There is one
aspect of Kafka’s story which is especially relevant to Auster’s project:
there are watchers appointed by the public to oversee the artist’s fast and
to make sure he does not eat in secret (and, in deadpan style, we are told
that these are ‘usually butchers, strangely enough’). However, even they



cannot keep watch all the time, so that the artist is ‘bound to be the sole
completely satisfied spectator of his own fast’.26 This is a paradox
because, at the same time, the possibility of being a hunger artist relies on
the existence of spectators. ‘The moral seems to be that it is not by food
that we survive but by the gaze of others; and it is impossible to live by
hunger unless we can be seen or represented doing so.’27 An analogy with
writing begins to emerge here: it is a solitary activity, but it also depends
on the interaction with the reading public.28 In the context of In the
Country of Last Things, it is significant that, although Anna is essentially
keeping a journal, she writes it in the form of a letter. The writer, at her
most solitary, needs to imagine herself as other; the gesture implies an
acknowledgment of the fact that even writing about oneself is an act of
representation in which, inevitably, the self becomes other. The moment
the self is articulated, it is mediated through the written word, and it
ceases to be pure subject; representation is by its very nature alienating,
and the moment something is conceived in words it becomes subject and
object at the same time. Hence Auster’s frequent quoting of Rimbaud’s
dictum ‘je est un autre’. In Beckett’s Molloy, the character Molloy, who
undergoes a series of hardships that reduce him to a near invalid, keeps
a supply of stones in his pockets which he frequently sucks. This gesture
has attracted much interest and various interpretations from critics,
which I shall not be concerned with here, but one thing it does recall is
Rimbaud’s hunger poems. In ‘Fêtes de la faim’ (1872), and again in
‘Faim’ (1873), another existential vagabond says: ‘Si j’ai du goût, ce n’est
guère/Que pour la terre et les pierres.’29 Maud Ellmann reads this
appetite as a metaphor for writing: 

To write, for Rimbaud, is to hunger, and it is only through a diet of stone-
crop that the poet can accede to the inhuman solitude of art. This visionary
hunger also resembles the miraculous abstinence of the medieval saints, for
whom to fast was not to overcome the flesh so much as to explore the limits
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of corporeality, where humanity surrenders to a bodiliness so extreme that
it coalesces with the bestial or divine.30

As I shall argue, Auster also explores the limits of corporeality through
Anna’s hunger, but within a different context, one that is secular and pri-
marily concerned with the nature of fiction writing: as Anna starves and
her voice thrives, the subject becomes text.

Ellmann reads ‘A Hunger Artist’ in much the same way that Auster
reads Hamsun’s Hunger: ‘As the hunger artist starves his flesh, so Kafka
emaciates the prose, supplanting the fat novel of the nineteenth century
with the skeletal apparatus of a writing machine.’31 One only has to think
of the works of Proust, Joyce, or Mann to realise that this is just one ten-
dency in modernist writing, but it is, clearly, the one to which Auster is
most attracted. This paring-down strategy that reveals both epistemo-
logical uncertainties and an increasing preoccupation with the form of
the novel and its mode of production can be seen in Kafka and in Beck-
ett (and later inherited in the works of the nouveau romanciers), and it is
developed thematically in In the Country of Last Things. The difference,
however, is that Auster does not inherit his precursors’ anti-humanist
tendencies. If physical starvation threatens his characters’ lives, emo-
tional starvation keeps them alive. If it is necessary for survival, it is in
anticipation of a future of replenishment. When Sam and Anna are
reunited, the former explains how he managed to survive away from the
library and away from her: 

‘I gave up trying to be anyone,’ he said. ‘The object of my life was to remove
myself from my surroundings, to live in a place where nothing could hurt
me anymore. One by one, I tried to abandon my attachments, to let go of
all the things I ever cared about. The idea was to achieve indifference, an
indifference so powerful and sublime that it would protect me from further
assault… To want nothing, I kept telling myself, to have nothing, to be
nothing. I could imagine no more perfect solution than that. In the end, I
came close to living the life of a stone.’ (CLT 162–63)

Yet this is a temporary stage in his life; as soon as he is reunited with
Anna, he regains his humanity, he is reborn. Auster describes the poetic
process in similar terms: ‘the poetic operation becomes a process
whereby he [poet Jacques Dupin] unburdens himself of his garments, his
tools, and his possessions, in order to assume, in nakedness, the fullness
of being’ (AH 180). In narrative terms, Auster in his own work associates
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nakedness with fullness: ‘I want my books to be all heart, all center, to
say what they have to say in as few words as possible’ (AH 305). 

In City of Glass narrative economy was the quality that appealed to
Quinn in detective novels:

What he liked about these books was their sense of plenitude and economy.
In the good mystery there is nothing wasted, no sentence, no word that is
not significant… Everything becomes essence; the centre of the book shifts
with each event that propels it forward. The centre, then, is everywhere, and
no circumference can be drawn until the book has come to its end. (CG 8) 

As I argued above, the same is true of fairy-tales, but whereas in those
narratives, as in the detective novel, paucity of discourse is a means of
investing every word with significance and sparseness is used to acceler-
ate the plot, in In the Country of Last Things the emphasis lies precisely
on the discourse, and the teller. 

If Anna’s narrative resembles a fairy-tale, the author reserves for her
the role of Scheherazade. Anna is writing under pressure: ‘These are the
last things, she wrote. One by one they disappear and never come back.
I can tell you of the ones I have seen, of the ones that are no more, but I
doubt there will be time. It is all happening too fast now, and I cannot
keep up’ (CLT 1). Like the narrator of The Arabian Nights, who has to
keep telling stories in order to survive, knowing that the end of her nar-
ration will be the end of her life, Anna has to write before it is too late.
Her physical existence may not be threatened inside her fictional world,
where her narrative becomes a means of survival, but when the journal
ends so does the novel. Anna Blume feels compelled to write before it is
too late; Effing dictates his obituary/autobiography from his deathbed;
Peter Aaron races against time to write his dead friend’s story before the
police identify the body. This compulsion to write, the sense of urgency
which transforms writing into the sole means of survival, is one that
Brian McHale identifies as a trait of modernist writing. In Postmodernist
Fiction he writes: 

The modernist and late-modernist death-bed monologue not only continues
and transforms the Victorian death-scene tradition, it also revives a much
older topos of death and fiction, that of les hommes-récits, story-persons.
The phrase is Tzvetan Todorov’s; he is thinking of characters such as, clas-
sically, Sheherazade, whose existence, inside as well as outside the fictional
world, depends upon their continuing to tell stories. As long as she produces
narrative discourses, Sheherazade lives; at the moment her discourse falters
or stops, she will die. Here, quite graphically, life has been equated with



discourse, death with the end of discourse and silence. Essentially this is also
the situation of the death-bed monologuists Ivan Ilych, Malone, Artemio
Cruz, and the others: as long as the thread of their discourse continues to
spin out, they are alive; at the moment this thread breaks, and they lapse
into silence, they are dead.32

In McHale’s formulation, speech is equated with life for the fictional
characters he examines; in this it becomes the equivalent of eating in real
life, where nutrition, the primary function of the mouth, is necessary for
survival. Maud Ellmann points out that ‘[the] belief that words can take
the place of food goes back as far as the Old Testament… where we are
told that God humbled his people and suffered them to hunger so that
they might know that “man doth not live by bread only, but by every
word that proceedeth out of the mouth of the LORD doth man live”. “If
you follow this truth,” Saint Catherine wrote, “you will have the life of
grace and never die of hunger, for the Word has himself become your
food.”’33 In a sense, the starving Anna is also given a new lease of life
thanks to the word. Isabel, the woman who had rescued her from the
hostile streets, eventually fell ill and lost her power of speech. Anna then
bought her a notebook and some pencils so she could write down what
she had to say, but Isabel died before she could use the notebook much: 

If I had not found these things in my bag the other day, I don’t think I would
have started writing to you. But there was the notebook with all those blank
pages in it, and suddenly I felt an overwhelming urge to pick up one of the
pencils and begin this letter. By now it is the one thing that matters to me:
to have my say at last, to get it all down on these pages before it is too late.
I tremble when I think how closely everything is connected. If Isabel had
not lost her voice, none of these words would exist. Because she had no
more words, these other words have come out of me. I want you to remem-
ber that. (CLT 79) 

Anna is effectively nourished and kept alive by her own words, which in
turn are inherited from, and thus can be said to feed on, someone else’s
words which have been lost to her.

The Art of Hunger contains an essay on the American writer Louis Wolf-
son in which Auster examines the link between food and speech. Wolfson
was a schizophrenic who refused to speak, or even listen to, the English
language. He would sometimes write in French, or invent a language of
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his own, using elements from French, German, and Hebrew. In his book
Le Schizo et les Langues, Wolfson talks about what he calls his ‘language
disease’, and he also records his obsession with food: even during his
bulimic bouts, he takes care not to read the English labels on the food
packages, and he makes sure that the food enters his mouth without first
touching his lips, as this might expose him to contamination. Auster con-
cludes: ‘There is a fundamental connection between speaking and eating,
and by the very excessiveness of Wolfson’s experience, we are able to see
how profound this relationship is. Speech is a strangeness, an anomaly, a
biologically secondary function of the mouth, and myths about language
are often linked to the idea of food’ (AH 32–33). Connections between
language and food can be found in Auster’s writing, too. In In the Coun-
try of Last Things, Anna writes:

Food, of course, is one of the favorite subjects. Often you will overhear a
group of people describing a meal in meticulous detail, beginning with the
soups and appetizers and slowly working their way to dessert, dwelling on
each savor and spice, on all the various aromas and flavors, concentrating
now on the method of preparation, now on the effect of the food itself,
from the first twinge of taste on the tongue to the gradually expanding sense
of peace as the food travels down the throat and arrives in the belly… If the
words can consume you, you will be able to forget your present hunger and
enter what people call the ‘arena of the sustaining nimbus’. There are even
those who say that there is a nutritional value in these food talks – given the
proper concentration and an equal desire to believe in the words among
those taking part. (CLT 9–10)

Here Auster takes McHale’s proposition one step further, and considers
the possibility of food and speech actually coinciding. As words become
substitutes for food, representation replaces reality and becomes
autonomous, self-referential. The blurring of the distinction between
language and reality is also emphasised in the currency the inhabitants of
the country of last things use, the glot. The glot is a minimal unit of lan-
guage; money, like language, is meaningless in itself and only acquires
meaning through transaction; they both work on the principle of defer-
ral, but in the process they become detached from the thing they are sup-
posed to stand for. 

In City of Glass, Quinn also goes hungry, and this is what he finds out: 

Quinn learned that eating did not necessarily solve the problem of food. A
meal was no more than a fragile defence against the inevitability of the next
meal. Food itself could never answer the question of food: it only delayed
the moment when the question would have to be asked in earnest. The
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greatest danger, therefore, was in eating too much… His ambition was to
eat as little as possible, and in this way to stave off his hunger. In the best
of worlds, he might have been able to approach absolute zero, but he did
not want to be overly ambitious in his present circumstances. Rather, he
kept the total fast in his mind as an ideal, a state of perfection he could
aspire to but never achieve. (CG 114)

In the light of Auster’s own comments on the relation between food and
language, this passage can be read as an expression of his views concern-
ing the nature of language and writing. Just as food does not answer the
question of food, language does not answer the question of language,
since it is an autonomous, self-referential system. Like food, language
works on the basis of deferral, and the linguistic equivalent of Quinn’s
desire to approach absolute zero would, of course, be silence. Silence is
the ideal that Beckett strives to achieve; as he famously put it, all lan-
guage is an excess of language. The ‘state of perfection’ (Quinn’s fast, the
writer’s silence) is one that cannot be reached because the attainment of
this goal would defeat its own purpose. Jim Nashe, the protagonist of
The Music of Chance, confronts similar dilemmas. Although he is free of
the historical traumas that direct Anna’s life, he is trapped in capitalist
structures that promise freedom but deliver imprisonment; he is both
trapped and liberated by money, as well as by chance, or fate, and the
novel charts this modern Sisyphus’s attempts to exit the plots and fictions
in which he allows himself to be caught.

Wall Writing

After the austerity of In the Country of Last Things, the pendulum swung
to the exuberance of Moon Palace, and then back to sparseness with The
Music of Chance, in which asceticism characterises both the narrative
mode and the protagonist’s predicament. The title of the novel itself,
however, contains a contradiction, pitting control against chaos, and
order against shapelessness. Music, like language, is a unique, original
arrangement of available sounds; when it is composed, the sounds are
represented by an arbitrary system of signs which stand for, but do not
coincide with, the notes that make up a piece of music. Chance, on the
other hand, is meaningless and unpredictable, and therefore the title
aptly demonstrates Auster’s attempt to ‘accommodate the mess’. In the
narrative this is reflected in the protagonist, who tries to make sense of
his own life while he is engaged in a controlled, structured activity. But
rather than treating the two categories as irreconcilable opposites, Auster
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proposes a synthesis which is not an intellectual compromise. He puts
this succinctly in White Spaces, where he writes that ‘randomness does
not, in itself, preclude a meaning’ (GW 82). 

The Music of Chance is again fairy-tale-like in both its plot and the way
it is told. The author explains: 

When I was about two-thirds of the way through the first draft, it occurred
to me that the story had the same structure as a fairy tale. Up until then, I
had only thought about the book in concrete terms, the reality of the action.
But if you reduce the book to its skeleton, then you wind up with something
that resembles a typical story by the Brothers Grimm, don’t you? A wan-
derer stumbles onto an opportunity to make his fortune; he travels to the
ogre’s castle to test his luck, is tricked into staying there, and can win his
freedom only by performing a series of absurd tasks that the ogre invents
for him. (AH 319–20)

However, this simple narrative frame conceals a number of subtle intri-
cacies. The fairy-tale hero is Jim Nashe, a divorced fireman who unex-
pectedly inherits a large sum of money after the death of his estranged
father. Nashe quits his job and begins a journey across America, driving
his red Saab with no fixed route or destination. As he eats away the inher-
itance, he begins to realise that he is ‘stuck, that if something did not
happen soon, he was going to keep on driving until the money ran out’
(MC 19). At this point, fate intervenes in the form of Jack Pozzi, a badly
beaten-up hitchhiker whom Nashe picks up on the road. From this
moment on, a number of shifts occur in the novel: one is a narrative shift,
as the book switches from what reads like a conventional road narrative
to an intense meditation on chance, free will, freedom and responsibility,
enacted within confined spaces, in sharp contrast with the first part of the
narrative. Nashe’s fortune shrinks at an unpredictable rate as he loses the
rest of his money, as well as his freedom. Action is replaced by stasis, and
several characters whom Nashe meets and interacts with in the first part
of the book disappear. Auster, discussing Beckett’s ‘dispossession’, com-
ments: ‘Beckett, who begins with little, ends with even less. The move-
ment in each of his works is toward a kind of unburdening, by which he
leads us to the limits of experience’ (AH 87). Here Auster can be seen to
attempt something similar, as a material and narrative dénuement forms
the basis of his novel. Nashe prepares for his journey by ridding himself
of his possessions, and even the trivial tasks of moving out of a house are
invested with an importance that illustrates Nashe’s symbolic erasure of
his former identity in the hope of replenishment and rebirth:



For the next five days, he took care of business, calling up his landlord and
telling him to look for a new tenant, donating furniture to the Salvation
Army, cutting off his gas and electric service, disconnecting his phone. There
was a recklessness and violence to these gestures that deeply satisfied him,
but nothing could match the pleasure of simply throwing things away…
There was a certain pain involved in these transactions, but Nashe almost
began to welcome that pain, to feel ennobled by it, as if the farther he took
himself away from the person he had been, the better off he would be in the
future. He felt like a man who had finally found the courage to put a bullet
through his head – but in this case the bullet was not death, it was life, it was
the explosion that triggers the birth of new worlds. (MC 9–10)

But this is where Auster differs from Beckett: he strips Nashe of every-
thing he possesses, everything he is, in order to allow him to be reborn.
This element of hope has little in common with conventional happy end-
ings, but it still manages to afford Auster’s characters a positive aspect:
Quinn, alone and naked in an empty room, writes poems ‘as real and spe-
cific as a stone, or a lake, or a flower’; the narrator in Ghosts imagines
Blue sailing to China; Anna Blume walks towards freedom; and Fogg
finds his vocation as an artist after he has lost everything else in his life.
The words he speaks could apply to the protagonist of The Music of
Chance as well: ‘Perhaps that was all I had set out to prove in the first
place: that once you throw your life to the winds, you will discover
things you had never known before, things that cannot be learned under
any other circumstances’ (MP 58).

The Music of Chance shares with In the Country of Last Things more
than a linear, straightforward plot and a fable-like quality. Both represent
Auster’s attempt to explore ‘the power of fiction and the fictions of
power’.34 In the Country of Last Things charts an individual’s struggle
against a totalitarian state; in a city where resistance is futile, Anna Blume
strives to retain her humanity, to keep her personality intact when every-
thing around her is falling apart. The main means of achieving this is the
writing of her journal, the creation of fiction. This is especially apt since
one of the main problems Anna faces is telling reality from appearances;
the country of last things is in a state of constant change, as what is there
one moment is gone the next, and names for things disappear with the
things themselves. She fights this loss of words with her own words,
replenishing an ever-diminishing fiction. Unlike Anna Blume, Nashe
makes a calculated decision to relinquish responsibility: ‘Without the
slightest tremor of fear, Nashe closed his eyes and jumped’ (MC 1). As a
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result of this recklessness, he finds himself imprisoned in the Flower and
Stone mansion and, paradoxically, it is this confinement that will allow
him to exercise self-discipline and gain his freedom. When he is invited
by Pozzi to escape, he explains: ‘I promised myself I’d see it through to
the end. I’m not asking you to understand it, but I’m just not going to run
away. I’ve done too much of that already, and I don’t want to live like that
anymore’ (MC 166).

Auster considers the issue of freedom to be ‘the true subject of the
book’ (AH 319). However, as in all of Paul Auster’s books, ethical ques-
tions and moral dilemmas are never far removed from a concern with the
nature of writing. As Tim Woods argues, the ‘struggles against the restric-
tions of individual freedom often result in specific epistemological and
ontological anxieties, frequently precipitating crises of confidence in
what separates reality from appearance for the various protagonists’.35

The characters’ struggle against authority operates on two levels: within
the fictional world of the text, characters have to overcome difficulties
imposed on them by other characters, or by the circumstances they find
themselves in. At the same time, their predicament is also related to their
status as fictional characters who are manipulated by the author, the
orchestrator of the fictional world. When Nashe begins his travels, he
feels that he is free from all responsibility, but it is an irony that it was an
unpredictable event (his father’s inheritance) rather than his own actions
that allows him his freedom. When he picks up Pozzi, he has reached a
point at which he actually wants fate to intervene and take control of his
life. Thus he finds himself agreeing to bet all his money on the game of
poker that Pozzi is going to play with Flower and Stone. Nashe not only
relinquishes responsibility by putting his money on a bet, he is also
absorbed in Pozzi’s story, he becomes part of this stranger’s plot. Later,
when they are reduced to living in a trailer in the Flower and Stone man-
sion grounds and building a wall in order to pay off their debt and win
their freedom, they both become trapped in yet another plot. Once they
have finished building the wall, Nashe and Pozzi have cleared their debt,
but they are still penniless. They ask their supervisor, Murks, if they could
work for a few more days in order to earn some money and, to their 
surprise, they find that this decision has already been made for them.
Murks presents them with a contract that has already been drawn up: 

That was what was so strange about it. They hadn’t even come to a deci-
sion until last night, and yet here were the results of that decision already



waiting for them, boiled down into the precise language of contracts. How
was that possible? It was as if Flower and Stone had been able to read their
thoughts, as if they had known what they would do before they knew it
themselves. (MC 151)

In the film of The Music of Chance, Stone is seen adding bricks to the wall
within his City of the World which contains a miniature of the mansion
and its grounds, a powerful image that reinforces the mise-en-abîme ele-
ments in the book as well as the feeling of manipulation by an unseen
authority that runs throughout the novel. ‘This submission of agency, the
recourse to fate and the implied unalterable succession of events, opens
another theme that preoccupies the writing of Auster: self-determina-
tion, inevitability, agency and chance.’36

The Music of Chance may resemble a fairy-tale but, as usual, Auster
borrows from other genres as well, only to subvert them and frustrate the
readers’ expectations. Nashe starts out as the main character in a road
narrative and, as Auster continues to explore, and explode, the cherished
myths attached to the American dream, his protagonist experiences what
he perceives as total liberty and self-sufficiency; his travels become not so
much journeys of self-discovery as assertions of his individuality, his free-
dom from spatial and temporal boundaries:

Speed was of the essence, the joy of sitting in the car and hurtling himself
forward through space. That became a good beyond all others, a hunger to
be fed at any price. Nothing around him lasted for more than a moment,
and as one moment followed another, it was as though he alone continued
to exist. He was a fixed point in a whirl of changes, a body poised in utter
stillness as the world rushed through him and disappeared. The car became
a sanctum of invulnerability, a refuge in which nothing could hurt him
anymore. As long as he was driving, he carried no burdens, was unencum-
bered by even the slightest particle of his former life. That is not to say that
memories did not rise up in him, but they no longer seemed to bring any of
the old anguish. (MC 11–12)37

In America (1986), Jean Baudrillard discusses driving across the Ameri-
can desert: 

Speed creates pure objects. It is itself a pure object, since it cancels out the
ground and territorial reference-points, since it runs ahead of time to annul
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tions of the room as a place of introspection. In Leviathan, for instance, Aaron’s room
is a ‘sanctuary of inwardness’. I offer a fuller discussion of this in the next chapter. 



time itself, since it moves more quickly than its own cause and obliterates
that cause by outstripping it. Speed is the triumph of effect over cause, the
triumph of instaneity over time as depth, the triumph of the surface and
pure objectivity over the profundity of desire. Speed creates a space of ini-
tiation, which may be lethal; its only rule is to leave no trace behind. Tri-
umph of forgetting over memory.38

This is the kind of transcendence that Nashe aspires to, but the illusion of
freedom, his attempt to obliterate causality, space and time is doomed to
failure. As he flees his former life and imagines himself free, he is driving
towards the Flower and Stone mansion where he will be imprisoned. He
is trapped inside a plot that moves towards a predetermined conclusion,
and what he imagines to be his freedom is the result of a series of events
that started with the death of his father. The narrator warns from the
outset that ‘it all came down to a question of sequence, the order of
events’, and with this phrase Auster not only announces a major theme in
the novel, the debate about free will and determination, but he also fore-
grounds his own role as artificer. The novel is a pseudo-first-person nar-
rative, a structure which echoes the thematic preoccupation of the novel.
Auster relies on a double-coded discourse that imparts a sense of doom
and marks Nashe as a captive long before he becomes one physically. A
good example of how this operates is the phrase ‘[driving] became… a
hunger to be fed at any price’: it describes Nashe’s feeling of compulsion,
but the reader is also reminded of Auster’s fascination with paradox,
which begins with his reading of Hamsun’s Hunger. Baudrillard again:
‘And the crucial moment is that brutal instant which reveals that the jour-
ney has no end, that there is no longer any reason for it to come to an
end.’39 In his travels, Nashe is caught in a self-referential, sealed world;
he has to feed his hunger for driving, but since this can only work if he
never reaches a destination, he is condemned to drive on, always moving
towards a destination that necessarily recedes as he approaches it.
Auster’s characters imagine, or try to find, ways of escaping from the fic-
tions they create, as well as the ones they feel they are trapped in. This in
turn re-enacts the author’s own dilemma, and his ways of coping with the
knowledge of being trapped in the prisonhouse of language: 

language and the writer are caught… between the dream of nominalism, a
one-for-one fit between word and its thing-like meaning and the arbitrariness
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39. Baudrillard, America, p. 10. 



and différance announced by structuralism and post-structuralism. The
individual is similarly thrown between a desire for unity and the play of
multiple selves. Often these alternatives are enacted in the individual’s loca-
tion and bearing in physical space, in box-like rooms or in perambulations
across the city or journeys across and out of the country: a seeming analogue
of the life of a writer’s language upon the page and across languages and
literatures.40

The contrast between journeys and confined spaces, which is also an
important feature of Moon Palace, serves many different purposes. On
the simplest level, it stands for Nashe’s changing fortunes, his movement
from freedom to captivity, from self-determination to submission. How-
ever, such binary oppositions are not relied upon to carry the whole
semantic weight of the novel. As Peter Brooker observes, this contrast is
also a metaphor for the act of writing, the interplay between the per-
sonal, the intense concentration on the part of the writer (and, in this
case, the asceticism of the resulting text as well), and the metaphorical
journey of his imagination, as well as across literatures, his appropriation
of the work of other writers. 

In most of Auster’s novels, the difference between journeys and
enclosed spaces is clearly defined, but in The Music of Chance the two
categories are more ambiguous as they merge into one another. As
already mentioned, Nashe’s car becomes a sanctum, and he is paradoxi-
cally stationary and isolated while he is covering long distances. The
nature of his confinement is equally ambivalent. Although he lives in a
trailer, most of the day is spent in the open air where he is engaged in
physical activity; he may have signed a contract with Flower and Stone,
but, to all intents and purposes, he is a prisoner. This ambiguity suggests
that solitude is a state of mind, and the ghost of Thoreau comes back to
haunt The Music of Chance, too: ‘Solitude is not measured by the miles
of space that intervene between a man and his fellows.’41 In a rare
moment of serenity, Nashe observes the natural world around him and
notes the changing of the seasons:

Sparrows, cardinals, chickadees, blue jays. Those were the only birds left
in the woods now. And crows. Those best of all, Nashe felt. Every now
and then, they would come swooping down over the meadow, letting out
their strange, throttled cries, and he would interrupt what he was doing to
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watch them pass overhead. He loved the suddenness of their comings and
goings, the way they would appear and disappear, as if for no reason at all.
(MC 202)42

This passage can be read as an indication of Nashe’s ironic (and, to an
extent, unwilling) re-enactment of Thoreau’s retreat and his observations
of nature, and the underlying melancholy captures both the yearning for
something that is lost, and an acute awareness of the impossibility of
repeating it. But this passage is also significant in another way, as a subtle
form of defamiliarisation is evident in the form of the narrative. Auster
here allows the distance between narrator and protagonist to be min-
imised, until the two become almost indistinguishable and the third-person
voice is rendered inaudible. The grammar of alienation continues to oper-
ate here: the ‘I’ in In the Country of Last Things presupposed the existence
of a ‘you’, while here ‘he’ approximates ‘I’ in ways so subtle as to be nearly
imperceptible.43

Although The Music of Chance, in common with most of Auster’s writ-
ing (with the possible exception of The New York Trilogy), is not overtly
metafictional, the writer remains aware of, and continues to signal, the
fictionality of his writing. Like Ghosts, The Music of Chance was inspired
by a play that Auster had written before he turned to fiction. Laurel and
Hardy Go to Heaven is a one-act play that was written between 1976 and
1977. There is very little action as two characters, operating under
instructions from some unseen authority, build a wall on the stage and
talk to each other as they do so, trying – and failing – to discover the
meaning of their appointed task. By the end, the wall is high enough to
conceal them from the audience, and the play ends with the stage instruc-
tion ‘Silence. Total darkness’ (HM 166). This is a play that is very con-
scious of its own nature, since it is based on the premise of a reversal of
tradition. Where realist theatre seeks to remove the ‘fourth wall’, Auster
puts that wall back, by means of his characters, in the most literal sense.
Not only does he thus reject conventional representation, he creates a
piece in which this rejection becomes the action of the play. Such overt
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gestures may be absent from The Music of Chance, but the wall remains
a central image that reflects both the structure and the thematic pre-
occupations of the novel. 

Before they start the game of poker, Flower and Stone show Nashe and
Pozzi around the house and talk about their new status as millionaires.
Among other things, they mention a trip to Ireland, during which they
bought a fifteenth-century castle destroyed by Oliver Cromwell, disman-
tled it and shipped it to the United States. Rebuilding it was dismissed as
impractical, as there were too many stones missing and, besides, they
would have ‘to mix in new materials with the old. And that would defeat
the purpose’ (MC 85). Flower explains what they plan to do with the
stones instead: 

‘Rather than try to reconstruct the castle, we’re going to turn it into a work
of art. To my mind, there’s nothing more mysterious or beautiful than a
wall. I can already see it: standing out there in the meadow, rising up like
some enormous barrier against time. It will be a memorial to itself, gentle-
men, a symphony of resurrected stones, and every day it will sing a dirge
for the past we carry within us.’ ‘A Wailing Wall,’ Nashe said. (MC 86)

Nashe’s analogy, however, is not very apt. The Wailing Wall is what
remains of an existing monument, whereas this wall is the monument dis-
mantled in order to be reconstructed. It ‘is “postmodern” in that the
ruins of the old castle appear to become something new even if possess-
ing a non-usable function. To borrow Fredric Jameson’s terms, the wall
is postmodern because it is a pastiche of its origins.’44 By rebuilding the
castle as a wall, Flower and Stone effectively erase its meaning and negate
its history, but to say that the wall has no function is to talk about the
world within the novel, the fictional world of Stone, Flower, Nashe and
Pozzi. Within the novel that Paul Auster has written, the wall is far from
being a self-referential construct of no use.

The term ‘pastiche’ comes charged with Jameson’s critique of the
depthlessness and ahistoricity of postmodernism, but this wall is also a
pastiche in a more ‘neutral’ sense: it can be read as the sum of other walls.
It is the wall built on stage in Auster’s early play, the wall which recurs as
an image in Auster’s poetry, and Kafka’s Great Wall of China. The pres-
ence of Kafka is felt throughout the novel: Nashe and Pozzi find them-
selves trapped in a situation they cannot fully comprehend or control, in
the manner of many a Kafka hero; like Kafka’s works, The Music of
Chance is written with a clarity that underscores, rather than subtracts
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from, the terrifying content of the book. Above all, however, it is the
image of wall-building and its unseen connections with authority and fate
that provide a link between the two writers. Paul Bray points out that The
Music of Chance is ‘Kafkaesque, not in the superficial sense of uncanny
bureaucratic entanglements but in the Kierkegaardian sense of a divine
order that eludes human comprehension. There is this major difference:
where Kafka and Kierkegaard hypothesize a deity essentially separate
from humankind, Auster posits a kind of cosmic current.’45 This cosmic
current is chance – or fate – and far from being separate from humankind,
it is built into everyday life.

Kafka’s story The Great Wall of China, which is probably a fragment
of a larger project that was never completed, is narrated in the first
person; the narrator records what he knows of the process of building
the wall, and offers his own thoughts and comments. He begins by
describing ‘the principle of piecemeal construction’ that was applied:

gangs of some twenty workers were formed who had to accomplish a
length, say, of five hundred yards of wall, while a similar gang built another
stretch of the same length to meet the first. But after the junction had been
made the construction of the wall was not carried on from that point, let us
say, where this thousand yards ended; instead the two groups of workers
were transferred to begin building again in quite different neighbourhoods.
Naturally in this way many great gaps were left… In fact it is said that there
are gaps which have never been filled in at all.46

The wall in its entirety would represent the divine law that Kafka’s
characters seek to lead their lives in accordance with. But they are pre-
vented from catching a glimpse of that order by being assigned small
tasks; the little knowledge they are offered comes in a fragmented fash-
ion, thus ensuring that they will never see the whole. In ‘Franz Kafka:
On the Tenth Anniversary of his Death’ Walter Benjamin writes:
‘Kafka… could have defined organization as destiny. He faces it not
only in the extensive hierarchy of officialdom in The Trial and The
Castle, but even more concretely in the difficult and incalculable con-
struction plans whose venerable model he dealt with in The Great Wall
of China.’ Benjamin goes on to discuss the principle of piecemeal con-
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struction, and he concludes: ‘This organization resembles fate.’47 It is to
such an incomprehensible fate that Nashe abandons himself at the
beginning of his adventures, but the task of building the wall, which he
receives as a punishment for his excesses, becomes not an impediment
but his only hope of coming to an understanding. In other words,
Auster replaces Kafka’s pessimism with a more pragmatic approach:
Nashe will never discover meaning in its entirety, and he does not even
seek to do so. The wall he builds is already ‘deconstructed’ and stripped
of its own signification; but by putting together those discontinuous
fragments he will attain some level of awareness, which will in turn
allow him to take control of his life and exit the tight structure of the
fiction in which he is trapped.48

Rosemary Jackson observes that The Great Wall of China ‘constructs
fragments which will never add up to a whole meaning, for its human
subjects do not understand “the empire” which rules them’;49 but it is
equally the case that the fragments will not add up to a whole meaning
because we are dealing with a modernist text which questions its own
ability to convey meaning. If this fragmentation was a novel proposal
when put forward by modernist writers, Auster arrived on the literary
scene late enough to accept it as a given. The wall, which becomes a par-
adigm of fragmentation, a collection of free-floating signifiers, can only
be reassembled randomly. But just because its components are dispersed
and have to be put back together with no recourse to a master-plan, it
does not mean that they cannot be used to build a wall. The new wall that
Nashe and Pozzi erect is, first of all, stripped of its primary function: this
is a wall that neither encloses nor shuts out; although it is an emblem of
confinement, this wall does not confine. Unlike the Statue of Liberty in
Leviathan, which is the locus of conflict and as such contains the key to
Sachs’s later development, this wall allows signification to be dispersed
rather than concentrated. 
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In Laurel and Hardy Go to Heaven, the stones the two workers have to
lift are extremely heavy, but there is a suggestion that their weight
depends on Laurel and Hardy’s state of mind. Nashe and Pozzi are also
faced with an arduous task, as ten thousand stones sit in the meadow, and
they have to put one on top of another. ‘Those stones had been standing
inside me for years’, Auster remarks (AH 319). This is a reference not only
to the earlier play, but also to the act of writing as perceived by Auster. He
explains how writing The Music of Chance was ‘a very wrenching experi-
ence… utterly grueling and exhausting’ (AH 311). In his poetry as well as
in this novel, images of stones and wall-building are made to stand for the
difficult task of composition, of writing as the painstaking arrangement of
words. In the poem ‘Interior’ (1972–75), he writes: ‘A voice that speaks
to me/only of the smallest things./Not even things – but their names./And
where no names are – /of stones’ (GW 31). The connection between
names and stones resurfaces in The Music of Chance: every night, Nashe
writes down the number of stones he has added to the wall. What begins
as a list of numbers soon acquires a new meaning for him, as he senses that
‘it was fulfilling some inner need, some compulsion to keep track of him-
self and not lose sight of where he was. By early December, he began to
think of it as a journal, a logbook in which the numbers stood for his inti-
mate thoughts’ (MC 203). In another poem, ‘Disappearances’ (1975–77),
a similar connection may be found: ‘For the wall is a word. And there is
no word/he does not count/as a stone in the wall’ (GW 64). To liken writ-
ing to the building of a wall is to treat it as a physical activity, as the act of
putting one word after another. But whereas in the poetry the act of
ordering words becomes the subject-matter of the poems, the novel asks
more complex questions about whether the ordering of words proceeds
according to a plan, as well as whether it reflects such a plan that is seen
to pre-exist. In order to deal with these questions, Auster makes a covert
analogy between writing and music. 

After Pozzi’s disappearance, Nashe asks for an electronic keyboard,
and the piece of music he finds himself playing most often is ‘The Mys-
terious Barricades’ by François Couperin:

It took just over two minutes to perform, and at no point in its slow, stately
progress, with all its pauses, suspensions, and repetitions, did it require him
to touch more than one note at a time. The music started and stopped, then
started again, then stopped again, and yet through it all the piece continued
to advance, pushing on toward a resolution that never came. Were those
the mysterious barricades? Nashe remembered reading somewhere that
no one was certain what Couperin had meant by that title. Some scholars
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interpreted it as a comical reference to women’s underclothing… while
others saw it as an allusion to the unresolved harmonies in the piece. Nashe
had no way of knowing. As far as he was concerned, the barricades stood
for the wall he was building in the meadow, but that was quite another thing
from knowing what they meant. (MC 181)

Like this piece of music, the narrative advances towards its inconclusive
ending, putting one word after another, just as Nashe puts one stone on
top of another. If scholars read the title of Couperin’s composition as a
reference to its unresolved harmonies, then it follows that the lack of
resolution is deliberate: unresolved harmonies exist in ‘The Mysterious
Barricades’ because unresolved harmony is what the music conveys. Sim-
ilarly, The Music of Chance asks questions concerning the nature of
chance and its relation to patterning and structures.

This question is further explored in the image of another elaborate
structure, Stone’s miniature model of the City of the World:

‘Willie’s city is more than just a toy,’ Flower said, ‘it’s an artistic vision of
mankind. In one way, it’s an autobiography, but in another way, it’s what
you might call a utopia – a place where the past and future come together,
where good finally triumphs over evil. If you look carefully, you’ll see that
many of the figures actually represent Willie himself… That’s what you
might call the private backdrop, the personal material, the inner compo-
nent. But all these things are put in a larger context. They’re merely an
example, an illustration of a man’s journey through the City of the World.
Look at the Hall of Justice, the Library, the Bank, and the Prison. Willie
calls them the Four Realms of Togetherness, and each one plays a vital role
in maintaining the harmony of the city. If you look at the Prison, you’ll see
that all the prisoners are working happily at various tasks, that they all have
smiles on their faces. That’s because they’re glad they’ve been punished for
their crimes, and now they’re learning how to recover the goodness within
them through hard work. That’s what I find so inspiring about Willie’s city.
It’s an imaginary place, but it’s also realistic. Evil still exists, but the powers
who rule over the city have figured out how to transform that evil back into
good.’ (79–80)

During the game of poker, Nashe goes to take a closer look at this minia-
ture city, and breaks off the figures of Flower and Stone. When Pozzi
finds out, he claims that at that precise moment his luck turned and he
began to lose the game: ‘You tampered with the universe, my friend,’ he
tells Nashe, ‘and once a man does that, he’s got to pay the price’ (MC
138). Nashe, who only tampered with a man-made model of a world
after all, tries to convince Pozzi of the absurdity of his superstition: 



You want to believe in some hidden purpose. You’re trying to persuade
yourself there’s a reason for what happens in the world. I don’t care what
you call it – God or luck or harmony – it all comes down to the same bull-
shit. It’s a way of avoiding the facts, of refusing to look at how things really
work… We’re just a pair of know-nothings, you and I, a couple of dunces
who got in over our heads. (MC 139)

Of the two dunces, Nashe is the one who survives until the end of the
novel. Auster continues to negotiate the Romantic faith in the subject and
its relation to the world, in individual creativity and fulfilment on the one
hand, and a distinctly modernist sense of the loss of a centre. One after
another, his protagonists abandon themselves to the world at large in the
hope of attaining a universal truth, of discovering a governing principle
that will impart sense to their lives and actions; they all fail to do that,
although they do discover a personal truth to live by: the reality of the
fictions they create. 

Something ‘quite disturbing’, ‘utterly uncanny’ happened the day
Auster finished writing The Music of Chance: the Berlin Wall came down.
‘There’s no conclusion to be drawn from this,’ he remarks, ‘but every
time I think of it, I start to shake’ (AH 284). Auster’s interviewer, Sinda
Gregory, reads in this episode Borgesian overtones of fictions seeping into
the world, and even if this coincidence is, by definition, meaningless, it
nevertheless helps to highlight the author’s critique of capitalism and the
power of money, inherent in both the structure and the subject matter of
The Music of Chance. Tim Woods has convincingly read the novel as a cri-
tique of the ideology of American capitalism, noting that ‘the extent to
which money controls and coerces is one of the more insidious issues at
stake in the novel’.50 If we remain with the image of the wall, it becomes
clear that the central position that this trope occupies in the book, and of
course the references to Kafka, invite a reading that would seek to com-
bine the more abstract meditations on chance, fate, order and chaos with
a concurrent investigation of the material forces and the attendant ide-
ologies that shape notions such as agency or free will. The principle of
piecemeal production that Benjamin reads in Kafka’s text, for example,
resembles not only fate, but also the worker’s alienation from production
which makes ideological control possible. Similarly, in Stone’s City of the
World model, realms of social activity are clearly demarcated; each one
exists in isolation, with no indication of a cause-and-effect relationship,
thus excluding the possibility of narrative, of a discourse that would
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reveal any sense of an underlying political or social structure. For
instance, the Prison in the model exists because ‘Evil still exists’. 

Flower’s collection of memorabilia is no less ideologically suspect. It
comprises a random collection of objects such as the telephone that had
once sat on Woodrow Wilson’s desk, a half-smoked cigar belonging to
Winston Churchill, a pair of spectacles worn by Voltaire. 

In the weeks and months that followed, he [Nashe] often found himself
thinking back to what he had seen there, and it stunned him to realize how
many of the objects he could remember… It was all so random, so miscon-
strued, so utterly beside the point. Flower’s museum was a graveyard of
shadows, a demented shrine to the spirit of nothingness. If those objects
continued to call out to him, Nashe decided, it was because they refused to
divulge anything about themselves. It had nothing to do with history, noth-
ing to do with the men who had once owned them. The fascination was
simply for the objects as material things, and the way they had been
wrenched out of any possible context, condemned by Flower to go on exist-
ing for no reason at all: defunct, devoid of purpose, alone in themselves now
for the rest of time. It was the isolation that haunted Nashe, the image of
irreducible separateness that burned down into his memory, and no matter
how hard he struggled, he never managed to break free of it. (MC 83–84)

Nashe himself is subsequently ‘wrenched out of context’, condemned to
an activity that is ‘devoid of purpose’, thus becoming part of his captor’s
meaningless, dehistoricised collection, but at the same time he is also
sucked into Stone’s project, as ‘the ideologies that are theorized and con-
ceptualized in the model are reproduced practically in the meadow’
where his work is seen by the two millionaires, and Pozzi, more as pun-
ishment than as the paying off of a debt.51 The third-person foreshadow-
ing in the above-quoted passage from the novel also repeats – and thus
underscores – the notions of captivity and control, effected in formalist
terms as the narrator (and by implication the author) traps the character
inside the plot, which is another kind of sustained discourse. The rela-
tionship between the construction of fiction and the discourse that shapes
the ‘real’ world, and the place of the individual amid such structures, are
issues which are more explicitly dealt with in the two novels I examine
in the next chapter, Moon Palace and Leviathan. 
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1. Chantal Coulomb-Buffa, ‘Réconciliation dans Moon palace de Paul Auster’, Révue
Française d’Etudes Américaines, 62 (November 1994), p. 404. [Epigraph in English
translation.]

The fall of the Berlin Wall may have given The Music of Chance a reso-
nance that the author himself could not have anticipated, but in much of
his fiction Auster deliberately explores the boundaries between the ‘real’
and the ‘fictive’. As I have discussed in previous chapters, The New York
Trilogy is as much about the literary ghosts that haunt the modern city as
it is about the experience of living in it, while In the Country of Last
Things presents a collage of cities which have witnessed the progress and
the horrors of the twentieth century. These novels may have revealed a
bias, on my part as well as Auster’s, towards the ‘literary’ rather than the
‘factual’, but they have never been totally detached from the real world.
After all, as I have argued, the notion of the intertext is not limited to 
literary works but embraces processes of fiction-making which have not
always been recognised as such. The interaction between the ‘real’ world
of history and politics and the world of fiction is given a more prominent
position in Moon Palace and Leviathan and, in a different way, also in Mr
Vertigo. Although all three are complex narratives encompassing stories
within stories, and covering a large time-span that is signposted through
references to historical events, the effect is not one of all-inclusiveness.
Paradoxically, this panorama of historical and political events is not meant
to represent an attempt at mimesis, but serves rather to emphasise subjec-
tivity. In other words, these are narratives that may appear to be ‘grand’
in scale but which seek not to assert their authority, but rather constantly
to put it in question. As Chantal Coulomb-Buffa states in relation to Moon
Palace, Auster’s writing ‘keeps questioning the infinite power of text to
generate itself and the impossibility to [sic] reach any original truth’.1

3

Realities

Author



Moon Palace is a novel that could be described, in Linda Hutcheon’s
terms, as historiographic metafiction. She uses the term to refer to novels
which display an awareness of the process of fiction-making, whether
that fiction be the novel itself or another kind of narrative:

In most of the critical work on postmodernism, it is narrative – be it in
literature, history, or theory – that has usually been the major focus of atten-
tion. Historiographic metafiction incorporates all three of these domains:
that is, its theoretical self-awareness of history and fiction as human con-
structs (historiographic metafiction) is made the grounds for its rethinking
and reworking of the forms and contents of the past.2

Hutcheon cites Larry McCaffery, who offers Márquez’s One Hundred
Years of Solitude as an example of this kind of writing: ‘It has… become
a kind of model for the contemporary writer, being self-conscious about
its literary heritage and about the limits of mimesis… but yet managing to
reconnect its readers to the world outside the page’.3 This is also the case
in Moon Palace which, like Márquez’s novel (though not in the magic-
realist tradition), puts the emphasis on story-telling but allows for a
broader definition of ‘story’ itself. What postmodern writing does,
Hutcheon goes on to argue, is ‘to contest the very possibility of our ever
being able to know the “ultimate objects” [in Fredric Jameson’s terms] of
the past. It teaches and enacts the recognition of the fact that the social,
historical, and existential “reality” of the past is discursive reality.’4 In
Auster’s fiction, the emphasis is always on subjectivity which stems from
the loss of faith in grand, totalising narratives; his interest in the process
of myth-making, which in America is more closely tied to history than
elsewhere, constitutes an acknowledgment of the ‘made-upness’ of the
past. By rejecting notions of authenticity, or unadulterated reality, the
author is seen to question not only the status of the past he inherits, but
also his own contribution, his own interaction with the world around him. 

Novels such as Moon Palace or Leviathan not only stress the subjective
aspect of the author’s creation; they also remind us that the past itself can
only be known through narrative, even if that narrative is historiograph-
ical rather than fictional. To recognise that historiography is essentially a
literary activity is not to deny the reality, or the importance, of the events
it describes. When, in 1977, E.L. Doctorow stated that there is ‘no fic-
tion or nonfiction as we commonly understand the distinction: There is
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only narrative’,5 he was not denying the importance of historiography
and claiming the superiority of fiction. Although he modestly added that
this was ‘a novelist’s proposition, I can see that very well’, historian
Hayden White had already taken a similar view with his influential book
Metahistory (1973). A few years later, in an essay tellingly entitled ‘The
Historical Text as Literary Artifact’, he argued:

The older distinction between fiction and history, in which fiction is con-
ceived as the representation of the imaginable and history as the represen-
tation of the actual, must give place to the recognition that we can only
know the actual by contrasting it with or likening it to the imaginable… all
narrative is not simply a recording of ‘what happened’ in the transition from
one state of affairs to another, but a progressive redescription of sets of
events in such a way as to dismantle a structure encoded in one verbal mode
in the beginning so as to justify a recoding of it in another mode at the end…
it may be observed that if historians were to recognize the fictive element in
their narratives, this would not mean the degradation of historiography to
a status of ideology or propaganda. In fact, this recognition would serve as
a potent antidote to the tendency of historians to become captive of ideo-
logical preconceptions which they do not recognize as such but honor as the
‘correct’ perception of ‘the way things really are’. By drawing historiogra-
phy nearer to its origins in literary sensibility, we should be able to identify
the ideological, because it is the fictive, element in our own discourse.6

Although Auster’s interest in the discursiveness of the past places him
within the context of historiographic metafiction, broadly defined, it should
be stressed that his version of history, or even of mythology, differs from
that of other American authors who may be more easily identified as expo-
nents of this tendency. For instance, he may share with writers such as
Robert Coover or E.L. Doctorow a ‘postmodernist’ view of history, but his
is a stylised version of history which is always subordinate to the artistic,
aesthetic concerns of his texts. In Coover’s The Public Burning, for exam-
ple, political history forms the basis of the novel. The execution of Julius
and Ethel Rosenberg is rewritten as circus entertainment, as an orgiastic,
carnivalesque fantasy that shows no respect for recorded events. The limits
and conventions of historiography are exposed through Coover’s use of
official documentation, newspaper reports and other sources, while the
relationship between the real and the fictive is problematised as historical
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figures and imaginary characters occupy the same ontological sphere in the
novel. Again, in Doctorow’s Ragtime, historical persons not only interact
with fictional characters but are also involved in events in which they did
not participate in real life, with sometimes comical results. It is the absence
of such parodic intentions that sets Auster’s texts apart. 

Moon Palace asks forcefully to be read within a specific context. It
opens with the words ‘It was the summer that men first walked on the
moon. I was very young back then, but I did not believe there would
ever be a future’ (MP 1). The effect achieved here is twofold: on the one
hand, it is announced from the outset that this is a book set in a specific
historical time; on the other hand, we are introduced to a narrator who
is seen to be choosing to relate his story to the events of this time. The
man who utters these words, who traces the beginning of his artistic
development to the time of the first moon landing, is called Marco Stan-
ley Fogg, or MS for short. His initials draw attention to the fact that he
is a textual construct, a paper character, but, as I explain at length in the
first part of this chapter, ‘Inventing America’, they also draw attention
to the subjectivity of the story: this character is a blank page on which
‘history’, his country’s as well as his own, is written, on which facts con-
verge to create an individual. Similarly, the name Marco Stanley Fogg
serves a variety of purposes, which will also be examined at some length.
As the narrator rather needlessly explains, ‘Marco… was for Marco
Polo…; Stanley was for the American journalist who had tracked down
Dr Livingstone “in the heart of darkest Africa”; and Fogg was for
Phileas, the man who had stormed around the globe in less than three
months’ (MP 6). The narrator, then, is a quester, but his quest does not
involve the discovery of real worlds, or universal, extratextual truths; it
is a personal quest that leads him to discover his own artistic sensibili-
ties, which in turn allow him to write the story that makes up the novel
Moon Palace. And since this artistic aesthetic had to be discovered
before he could begin his narrative, he is allowed to select the factors
which shaped him. 

Auster told Gérard de Cortanze: ‘I feel in permanent conflict with the
United States… I am not the only one… The United States is nothing like
other countries; it’s an invented, “discovered” country.’7 The theme of
discovery, so prominent in the novel, concerns not only the narrator’s
discovery of his father’s identity and his artistic sensibilities, but also a
discovery of his country, especially the construction of its history and its
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geography. The exploration of space, as I shall argue in ‘Inventing Amer-
ica’, plays a major role in Moon Palace. 

Fogg is an orphan; his parentless condition may be read as a parody of
the heroes of nineteenth-century novels, but at the same time it also high-
lights his quest for legitimacy. In order to attain his artistic identity, Fogg
first needs to solve the mystery of his paternity. This task is an image of the
author’s practice in his engagement with the world, literary or otherwise.
Auster incorporates history in his fiction, but at the same time he also writes
himself, and his plots, into history. He is seen to acquire his genealogy. 

Moon Palace is narrated in the first person, and it concerns the events
in the life of the protagonist narrator, but the centre of the novel is given
over to another character and his story. This shift in point of view serves
to question the objectivity of the telling: since this is a story within a
story, the fact that the narrator has chosen not to relate it in his own
words is indicative of his doubts concerning its truthfulness. This fact in
turn is reinforced by the actual story told. Effing’s story cannot be veri-
fied; not only are there no witnesses, but the very place where much of
it is supposed to have happened no longer exists. At the same time, this
is also the story of how a man reinvented himself, and a story set in an
already much-mythologised land, the Wild West. It is no accident that it
is this story, whose fictional truthfulness even the narrator cannot guar-
antee, that contains references to real, historical figures. Effing begins his
narration by recalling his visit to the Columbian Exposition in Chicago
in 1893; it was there that he first met Tesla, who had discovered alter-
nating current. Years later, he met him again, only this time his childhood
hero had become a beggar. Effing claims he was also acquainted with
Ralph Blakelock and Thomas Moran, and considers the latter to have
been his mentor. Andrew Addy comments: ‘intrusions of the real world
into the world of Moon Palace creates [sic] an ambivalence towards
notions of fictionality, of story, and of fact’.8

Just before he begins telling his story, Effing asks Fogg to go to the
Brooklyn Museum and look at Moonlight, a painting by Ralph Albert
Blakelock. Two years before the publication of Moon Palace, Auster had
written about that painting in Art News, and some of his words are attrib-
uted to Fogg in the novel:

It is a small picture that measures only 27 by 32 inches, and at first glance it
seems almost devoid of color: dark brown, dark green, the smallest touch of
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red in one corner… A perfectly round full moon sits in the middle of the
canvas – the precise mathematical center, it seems to me – and this pale white
disk illuminates everything above it and below it… I was only guessing, of
course, but it struck me that Blakelock was painting an American idyll, the
world the Indians inhabited before the white men came to destroy it.9

Echoing his creator, Fogg looks at this non-realistic painting, and
observes that perhaps ‘this picture was meant to stand for everything we
had lost. It was not a landscape, it was a memorial, a death song for a
vanished world’ (MP 139). It is only after he has come to this realisation
that he can begin to listen to Effing’s story which, appropriately
enough, is also meant to be his obituary. Like that obituary, the painting
is not only an elegy for a lost world but also an unrealistic, exaggerated
version of a world which is known mainly through its representations.
Just as the moon in Blakelock’s painting occupies the centre of the
canvas, Effing’s narrative occupies the centre of the novel. In the heart
of the book lies the suggestion that ‘to re-write or to re-present the past
in fiction and in history is, in both cases, to open it up to the present, to
prevent it from being conclusive and teleological’.10 My discussion of
Effing’s obituary, and Auster’s Moon Palace, will attempt to demon-
strate that ‘the interaction of the historiographic and the metafictional
foregrounds the rejection of the claims of both “authentic” representa-
tion and “inauthentic” copy alike, and the very meaning of artistic orig-
inality is as forcefully challenged as is the transparency of historical
referentiality’.11

Questions of authenticity are also raised in Leviathan, a novel which
tells the story of Benjamin Sachs, an author who gives up writing in order
to become a terrorist and urge America to change its ways. The second
part of this chapter, ‘Exploding Fictions’, argues that the bias in favour
of story-telling is once again evident here. This story is narrated in the
first person by another writer who is the protagonist’s best friend: the
writer’s engagement in the real world turns into another writer’s plot,
while the whole situation also recalls Auster’s own earlier The Locked
Room. The Statue of Liberty, which is the central image in the book, is
associated throughout with personal experience, but it is replicas of the
statue that the phantom of liberty attacks – representations of symbolic
value rather than the real thing. 

Realities 121

9. Paul Auster, ‘Moonlight in the Brooklyn Museum’, Art News, 86.7 (1987), p. 105.
10. Hutcheon, A Poetics of Postmodernism, p. 110. 
11. A Poetics of Postmodernism, p. 110. 



122 The World that is the Book

Benjamin Sachs is portrayed by his friend as a self-mythologiser. Born
on 6 August 1945, Sachs refers to himself as America’s first Hiroshima
baby, the ‘original bomb child’:

he used to claim that the doctor had delivered him at the precise moment
Fat Man was released from the bowels of the Enola Gay, but that always
struck me as an exaggeration… it was no more than a bit of innocent
mythologizing on his part. He was a great one for turning facts into
metaphors… By gorging himself on these facts, he was able to read the
world as though it were a work of the imagination, turning documented
events into literary symbols, tropes that pointed to some dark, complex pat-
tern embedded in the real. (Lev 23–24)

The point is that Sachs is, inevitably, shaped by cultural as well as histor-
ical events: ‘If I had to sum up his attitude toward his own beliefs,’ Aaron
writes, ‘I would begin by mentioning the Transcendentalists of the nine-
teenth century. Thoreau was his model’ (Lev 26). Like his fictional cre-
ation, Auster himself reads the world as a work of the imagination, and
he foregrounds this activity by writing about the world in terms of the
imagined and the personal. My discussion of Leviathan explores the
paradox of a fictional writer whose desire to step into the real world and
act is shaped by his reading of books. 

MS Fogg is another self-mythologiser whose identity is closely related
to books, and this fact is repeatedly emphasised in his own narrative.
When he goes to college, he takes with him 1,492 books that belonged
to his uncle. These are kept in boxes, and he uses them as furniture for
his apartment:

My friends found it a bit odd, but they had learned to expect odd things
from me by then. Think of the satisfaction, I would explain to them, of
crawling into bed and knowing that your dreams are about to take place on
top of nineteenth-century American literature… In point of fact, I had no
idea which books were in which boxes, but I was a great one for making up
stories back then, and I liked the sound of those sentences, even if they were
false. (MP 2–3)

However, what begins as a casual link, and a little harmless self-mythol-
ogising, reveals its true import in Fogg’s life when he has to sell the books
in order to survive: ‘The room was a machine that measured my condi-
tion: how much of me remained, how much of me was no longer there.
I was both perpetrator and witness, both actor and audience in a theater
of one. I could follow the progress of my own dismemberment. Piece by
piece, I could watch myself disappear’ (MP 24). Fogg is connected to the



world through books, and as he gradually loses them, his very existence
is threatened. Looking at his life in retrospect, Fogg realises that he saved
himself ‘through the minds of others’ (MP 1). As a metafictional com-
ment, this can be taken to highlight the fact that Fogg is a character in the
book who exists as long as there are readers whose minds ‘save’ him.
However, within his own world as well he is saved by story-telling, first
of all by being hired to record Effing’s story. Andrew Addy observes that
‘it is the act of story-telling that builds the connections between people,
creating shared experience, shared memories, and it is these connections
that fend off the isolation and despair of the kind felt by Marco in Cen-
tral Park and by Effing in the Utah desert’.12

It is too late for Peter Aaron to save his friend with stories, but he, too,
attempts to fend off despair, to fill in the gap left by his best friend’s
death by telling his story. Benjamin Sachs’s main problem seems to be
that he cannot decide whether to be a writer or a political activist. In a
similar way, the book can be said to be poised halfway between the per-
sonal and the political, but the two issues are united through a wider
frame of reference, the emphasis on representation. Sachs blows up
replicas of the Statue of Liberty, thus exploding one of his country’s
foremost symbols, but the myth he cannot blow to pieces is his own, the
solipsistic system of his personal myth-making. It is left up to others to
save him: Aaron does so by writing his account of the events that led up
to the fatal explosion, while the artist Maria Turner performs a similar
function by allowing him to see himself through the eyes of others, by
representing him in her art. Needless to say, neither of these processes
can lead to redemption: if they offer salvation for Sachs, it is to the
extent that they allow him to become part of a larger structure, a bigger
system of reference. The narrator of The Locked Room claimed that ‘No
one can cross the boundary into another – for the simple reason that no
one can gain access to himself ’. Mark Osteen suggests that Leviathan
revises this position ‘by suggesting that only through others can one gain
access to the locked room of self ’.13 This room is also the book, and
the world. As Peter Aaron puts it, ‘Everything is connected to every-
thing else, every story overlaps with every other story’ (Lev 51). It is
this connectedness that Auster continues to explore in Moon Palace and
Leviathan. 
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Inventing America

What is man if the signs that predate him have such power?
Jean Baudrillard, America

While he was still working on Moon Palace, Paul Auster described it to
Joseph Mallia as a ‘kind of David Copperfield novel’ (AH 276), a descrip-
tion that is as misleading as it is useful. The plot does, indeed, have a
Dickensian backbone: it tells the story of Marco Stanley Fogg, of
unknown paternity, orphaned at eleven when his mother is killed in an
accident. Marco spends his adolescence with his slightly eccentric uncle
Victor, and when he, too, dies, he is left to fend for himself. From now
on, he will experience a series of extraordinary adventures, in the course
of which he will fall in love, come into an inheritance, and discover the
secret of his paternity. In this sense, Auster could have described his book
as a Tom Jones kind of novel, and although either of these descriptions
may apply to the plot, they tell us little about the novel that finally became
Moon Palace. With this book, Auster continues the investigation he
started in his earlier novels, and the question of identity is once again
prominent here, although this time it is addressed in different terms. As I
have argued, in The New York Trilogy identity was perceived mainly as a
linguistic construct, whereas in In the Country of Last Things the narrat-
ing voice was the unifying and sustaining force of the individual. In Moon
Palace, Auster considers a wider intertext and addresses the question of
identity taking into account not only linguistic but also socio-historical
factors. Although the novel shares many themes and concerns with
Auster’s earlier books, it is the first in which the author engages in ques-
tions pertaining to American history and mythology, and the first to offer
an extensive exploration of the American landscape and cityscape. Fogg
is modelled on the picaresque hero, and as the plot follows his adventures
and peregrinations, it charts the birth of an artist who is struggling to find
his own voice and his place in the world, to make sense of his own life
and understand the role of art. This course involves the discovery of his
genealogy as well as a confrontation of socio-historical reality. 

Moon Palace is saturated with references to historical events, which are
often used to establish the chronology of the narrative. The story begins
with the phrase ‘It was the summer that men first walked on the moon’,
and the action unfolds during a specified period designated by important
events in America’s history; unlike Ghosts, for example, where ‘the time
is the present’, but it is also 3 February 1947. Fogg’s story begins with the
Apollo moon landing, an event which signals the beginning of a new era,



but which fails to live up to its promise. Looking back, Fogg recalls a time
of unrest and discontent rather than hope: ‘Those were difficult days for
everyone, of course. I remember them as a tumult of politics and crowds,
of outrage, bullhorns, and violence. By the spring of 1968, every day
seemed to retch forth a new cataclysm. If it wasn’t Prague, it was Berlin;
if it wasn’t Paris, it was New York. There were half a million soldiers in
Vietnam. The president announced that he wouldn’t run again’ (MP 25).
There are also references to the New York City blackout, the Chicago
Eight, the Black Panther trial and the Kent State massacre, and through-
out his narrative Fogg keeps track of the progress of two baseball teams,
the Cubs and the Mets.14 Finally, throughout the novel there are numer-
ous references to Columbus, and the idea of crossing frontiers. Auster
explains: ‘First there’s Columbus, then there was the discovery of the
West, then finally there is outer space: the moon as the last frontier’ (AH
317). The moon, however, may not be the last frontier. After the conquest
of space, there is still inner geography to explore. Salman Rushdie writes: 

The historian F.J. Turner’s ‘frontier thesis’ – the idea that a country born
with the urge to push a frontier westwards has needed, constantly, to find
new frontiers, ever since it reached the Pacific – has long been a useful lens
through which to view American history. The space race is only one subject
which the thesis illuminates. In the last two decades many Americans have
turned inwards in search of that new frontier.15

Jean-François Chassay, who draws attention to this passage by Rushdie,
writes of Moon Palace: 

Opening the novel with this phrase [‘It was the summer that men first
walked on the moon’] indicates the importance given to the American
Dream (and thus to American history), since it returns to the myth of the
frontier. After having crossed this ultimate frontier of space, what is left to
do?… It’s this other ‘ultimate frontier’, that of his consciousness, that Fogg
must confront.16

Fogg’s story does, indeed, record a journey of discovery; the young pro-
tagonist embarks on a quest for his own identity, as well as for that of his
country, and the two quests are often hard to tell apart. 
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Although Moon Palace is a quest narrative, there is not a fundamental
truth waiting to be discovered by the narrator/protagonist. The sense of
indeterminacy, which is a manifestation of epistemological as well as
ontological uncertainty, is underscored by the fact that the plot relies
heavily on coincidence. Chance and coincidence play a big role in all of
Auster’s fiction, and he has been accused of concocting implausible plots
driven by the forces of contingency. However, Auster considers this to be
realistic. As he explains: 

When I talk about coincidence, I’m not referring to a desire to manipulate.
There’s a good deal of that in bad eighteenth- and nineteenth-century fic-
tion: mechanical plot devices, the urge to tie everything up, the happy
ending in which everyone turns out to be related to everyone else. No,
what I’m talking about is the presence of the unpredictable, the utterly
bewildering nature of human experience. From one moment to the next,
anything can happen. Our life-long certainties about the world can be
demolished in a single second. In philosophical terms, I’m talking about
the powers of contingency. Our lives don’t belong to us, you see – they
belong to the world, and in spite of our efforts to make sense of it, the
world is a place beyond our understanding. We brush up against these mys-
teries all the time. The result can be truly terrifying – but it can also be
comical. (AH 279)

The author acknowledges the similarity between Moon Palace and the
plots of nineteenth-century novels, calling his own book a kind of David
Copperfield novel, but at the same time the narrator himself pokes fun at
it when he remarks that he sobbed himself to sleep at night ‘like some
pathetic orphan hero in a nineteenth-century novel’ (MP 5). In a wider
context, what Auster questions is the conventions of nineteenth-century
realism, especially its reliance on linearity and causality. A related issue
here is his questioning of the validity of these concepts when they are
applied to another form of narrative, i.e. history. Early in the novel,
Marco finds out that ‘Causality was no longer the hidden demiurge that
ruled the universe: down was up, the last was the first, the end was the
beginning. Heraclitus had been resurrected from his dungheap, and what
he had to show us was the simplest of truths: reality was a yo-yo, change
was the only constant’ (MP 62). 

Although there are many references to historical events, history is not
treated as a plot which complies with Aristotelian notions of unity of
time and place, or a narrative with a recognisable beginning, middle and
end. Steven Weisenburger remarks: 



causal history tumbles aside; it is too fragile, too limited to fully do con-
temporary work. It cannot function as a reality principle for postmodern
theaters of action. The more open the perceptible universe is to fluctuation
and coincident innovation, the less useful are metaphors about genealogy
and progressive growth… any conception of events as ‘plot’… must be
ceaselessly reinvented on the basis of contingent potentials.17

In interviews, Auster has said much the same thing, albeit on a personal
level: ‘no life unfolds in a straight line. We are always prey to everyday
uncertainties… And our lives are made up of random events.’18 Jean-
François Chassay attempts to synthesise the personal and the larger
forces of history when he compares Moon Palace to The Education of
Henry Adams. He reads The Education as a Bildungsroman, since it is an
autobiography written in the third person, and hence made to read like
fiction. He also points out that through Adams’s ancestry, as the grand-
son and great-grandson of American presidents, his life is inexorably
linked with the history of his country.19 Adams breaks his links with his
family by rejecting their values and Fogg has no links with his family
through accident, and it is due to this orphaned state that the two heroes
set out to discover the American country and its landscape. In both cases,
the personal and the universal merge, while the world, and history, are
seen as multiple, contradictory, chaotic. The obvious difference, of
course, is that Moon Palace is a work of fiction. It does deal with history,
with journeying across the country and attempting to decipher it, but it
also addresses questions of representation and signification. Although
Chassay’s comparison would probably collapse upon closer scrutiny, it is
useful to the extent that it emphasises the link between the protagonist
and his country, his identity and his heritage. 

Fogg’s quest for an identity is to a large extent a quest for authority,
which manifests itself as a search for the missing father. At the beginning
of his story, he knows nothing of his father. His uncle Victor, who brings
him up, is far from being a paternal source of authority: ‘He [Victor]
knew that fatherhood was beyond him, and therefore he treated me less
as a child than as a friend, a diminutive and much-adored crony’ (MP 6).
The next father-figure in Fogg’s life is Thomas Effing, an unlikely mentor
for the young adventurer who never suspects that the old man is actually
his grandfather. After Effing’s death, Fogg meets the old man’s son,
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Solomon Barber, who had always believed his own father dead. By that
time, Fogg himself is hoping to become a father, but his girlfriend Kitty
has an abortion, which leads to their separation. The dance of dead
fathers and lost sons comes to a dramatic climax when Barber reveals
himself as Fogg’s father. The recognition scene takes place in a cemetery
where Fogg is visiting his mother’s grave; when the truth is revealed, a
fight ensues and Barber falls into a freshly dug grave. He survives long
enough for the two to be reconciled, and with his death Fogg’s quest
draws to an end. Having filled in the blanks of his family history, he now
takes full control of his own life, and embarks on his final journey of dis-
covery across the desert. It is here that he will finally reach adulthood and
make peace with himself. 

The theme of the father–son relationship dominates Auster’s œuvre. It
begins, as we have seen, with the first part of The Invention of Solitude,
‘Portrait of an Invisible Man’, where Auster recounts the painful process
of coming to terms with his estranged father’s death, and meditates on
his own role as a father. In City of Glass, Quinn has lost his son in an
accident, and Stillman has abused his with his cruel experiment. Fan-
shawe’s father in The Locked Room is ‘a silent man of abstracted benev-
olence’ (LR 218) whom Fanshawe watches die slowly and painfully,
whereas in The Music of Chance Nashe becomes a surrogate father for
the younger Pozzi but is unable to save his life. In Moon Palace, Marco
discovers not only who his true father was, but also his past in a wider
sense, through the stories that Effing tells him and through the journey
he undertakes to test the veracity of his grandfather’s story. ‘So the
importance of filiation, evident since The Invention of Solitude, no
longer concerns only the genetic father but also the “Fathers of the
Nation”.’20 Chantal Coulomb-Buffa also draws attention to Fogg’s
orphaned state, and concludes that, since his life lacks the structure pro-
vided by family ties, Fogg is determined by larger cultural forces: ‘His
belonging to the world is governed by representations, by the cultural
fictions which are imposed on him; his reality is constructed by fiction in
fiction’.21 As an orphan, Fogg craves a sense of belonging, and, before he
finds his own identity, he tries to see if he can belong to the world at
large. He puts himself through a series of tests, having decided to ‘drift
along with the flow of the universe’. As he explains, ‘Our lives are deter-
mined by manifold contingencies… Two years ago, I decided to give up
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the struggle… because I thought that by abandoning myself to the chaos
of the world, the world might ultimately reveal some secret harmony to
me, some form of pattern that would help me to penetrate myself ’ (MP
80). But even as he abandons himself to the world, he goes on creating
his own myth, and his rejection of familiar comforts turns him into
another hunger artist. He pretends that his increasing poverty is a
lifestyle choice: when he has his phone disconnected because he can no
longer afford it, he pretends that he is resisting ‘the death of human con-
tact’ (MP 26), and when he refuses every job opportunity that is offered
to him, and decides to do nothing to help himself, he still tries to account
for his actions in terms of aesthetics: ‘This was nihilism raised to the
level of an aesthetic proposition. I would turn my life into a work of art,
sacrificing myself to such exquisite paradoxes that every breath I took
would teach me how to savor my own doom’ (MP 21). Writing about this
period of his life in retrospect, he concedes that the elaborate myth he
constructed around himself was a manifestation of his desire for a sense
of belonging. When Uncle Victor leaves, Marco inherits his tweed suit,
which he wears all year round even though suits ‘were hardly in fashion
for undergraduates’: 

At moments of stress and unhappiness, it was a particular comfort to feel
myself swaddled in the warmth of my uncle’s clothes, and there were times
when I imagined the suit was actually holding me together, that if I did not
wear it my body would fly apart. It functioned as a protective membrane, a
second skin that shielded me from the blows of life… What my friends
didn’t know, of course, was that I wore it for sentimental reasons. Under
my nonconformist posturing, I was also satisfying the desire to have my
uncle near me. (MP 15–16)

Later, when he gets the job with Effing, he is given his predecessor’s
tweed overcoat: ‘I found it eerie to walk around in it, knowing that it 
had belonged to a man who was now dead… Whenever I put it on, I
couldn’t help feeling that I was stepping into a dead man’s body, that I
had been turned into Pavel Shum’s ghost’ (MP 120). As Fogg drifts along
with the flow and wears other people’s clothes, he is trying to have an
identity inscribed on the blank page that is his self. Yet, as a fictional 
creation, his identity is already determined by the author, and especially
by Auster’s choice of name for his character. The name Marco Stanley
Fogg reveals a very specific aspect of his nature, his thirst for voyages of
discovery, but on a different level it also points to his fragmented, dis-
continuous and, above all, made-up identity:
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Uncle Victor… never tired of expounding on the glories hidden in my
name. Marco Stanley Fogg. According to him, it proved that travel was in
my blood, that life would carry me to places where no man had ever been
before. Marco, naturally enough, was for Marco Polo, the first European to
visit China; Stanley was for the American journalist who had tracked down
Dr Livingstone ‘in the heart of darkest Africa’; and Fogg was for Phileas,
the man who had stormed around the globe in less than three months…
When I was fifteen, I started signing all my papers M.S. Fogg, pretentiously
echoing the gods of modern literature, but at the same time delighting in
the fact that the initials stood for manuscript. Uncle Victor heartily
approved of this about-face. ‘Every man is the author of his own life,’ he
said. ‘The book you are writing is not yet finished. Therefore, it’s a manu-
script. What could be more appropriate than that?’ (MP 6–7) 

Fogg’s identity is constructed around the names of people real or imagi-
nary who have entered our culture as the protagonists of cherished
myths. As such, Fogg is twice removed from ‘reality’, and heavily marked
from the beginning of the narrative. When his uncle tells him that he is
the author of his own life, his words have a layer of different meanings.
Within the fictional world, he is the author of his own life because he is
growing up and becoming responsible for his own actions. As Fogg him-
self knows, he is also an author because he is ‘writing’ his own story, the
story that makes up Moon Palace. At the same time, he is quite literally a
manuscript, since he is Auster’s fictional creation, a paper character who
does not exist outside the pages of the novel. Finally, he is also an MS in
the sense that he is a page on which history is written, where historical
personages and events meet and converge. As an embodiment of these
things, he exemplifies the move from the universal to the personal, from
the all-encompassing unifying narrative to the partial and subjective. 

The question of the distinction between subjective and objective expe-
rience lies at the heart of this book. Most of the historical facts men-
tioned in the narrative are in some way connected with the experience of
the protagonist. History is experienced subjectively, made to mirror
inner states and anxieties. It is non-linear, made up of arbitrary connec-
tions which only acquire meaning for the person who makes them. For
Fogg, the neon sign of the Chinese restaurant Moon Palace, which he sees
from his window, serves as a unifying symbol, bringing the universal into
the personal:

the words Moon Palace began to haunt me with all the mystery and fasci-
nation of an oracle. Everything was mixed up in it at once: Uncle Victor and
China, rocket ships and music, Marco Polo and the American West… One
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thought kept giving way to another, spiraling into ever larger masses of con-
nectedness. The idea of voyaging into the unknown, for example, and the
parallels between Columbus and the astronauts. The discovery of America
as a failure to reach China;… the West; the war against the Indians; the war
in Vietnam, once called Indochina… It went on like that, and the more I
opened myself to these secret correspondences, the closer I felt to under-
standing some fundamental truth about the world. I was going mad, per-
haps, but I nevertheless felt a tremendous power surging through me, a
gnostic joy that penetrated deep into the heart of things. (MP 32–33)

Auster, through Fogg, is rejoicing at the random nature of things, but also
at the way they can be seen to be connected. History is seen as an arbi-
trary web of facts which can only acquire meaning in relation to one
another: ‘the world is not just the sum of the things that are in it. It is the
infinitely complex network of connections among them. As in the mean-
ings of words, things take on meaning only in relationship to each other’
(IoS 161). The fundamental truth that Fogg seeks is not a universal truth,
the truth of historical fact. The only accessible truth, which is the truth
of art, is to be arrived at by finding one’s own place in the world and its
events: ‘The true purpose of art was not to create beautiful objects, he
discovered. It was a method of understanding, a way of penetrating the
world and finding one’s place in it’ (MP 170). In this sense, the image of
the artist is linked with that of the explorer. Both the artist (the writer)
and the explorer have to deal not with an ultimate, extra-linguistic real-
ity, but with a mediated reality, as it appears in language and representa-
tion. Moon Palace is a quest for self-knowledge, but it is also a quest to
decipher the American landscape and to understand the land’s history. 

Fogg begins this quest, and his artistic apprenticeship, when he accepts
Effing’s job offer. He is hired to be the ‘eyes’ of a blind man, to whom he
reads every day. When the weather improves, he has to take his aged
employer for a walk and describe to him everything he sees in such a way
as to help Effing ‘see’ things for himself: 

My job was not to exhaust him with lengthy catalogues, but to help him see
things for himself. In the end, the words didn’t matter. Their task was to
enable him to apprehend the objects as quickly as possible, and in order to
do that, I had to make them disappear the moment they were pronounced.
It took me weeks of hard work to simplify my sentences, to learn how to
separate the extraneous from the essential. (MP 123) 

Here, Marco trains himself not only to do his job well, but also to
become a writer himself. In order to do that, he must first realise the full



extent of the power – and limitations – of language: ‘I began to consider
it as a spiritual exercise, a process of training myself how to look at the
world as if I were discovering it for the first time. What do you see? And
if you see, how do you put it into words? The world enters us through
our eyes, but we cannot make sense of it until it descends into our
mouths’ (MP 122).22 During one of their last outings, Fogg and Effing
meet a man who is carrying a broken umbrella. To the amusement of the
two, he pretends that it is raining, tiptoes around invisible puddles and
wards off raindrops while chattering in a rapid-fire monologue of ridicu-
lous associations and puns. ‘This was imagination in its purest form: the
act of bringing nonexistent things to life, of persuading others to accept
a world that was not really there’ (MP 209). Peter Kirkegaard compares
Auster’s notions on language with Roman Jakobson’s definition of ‘poet-
icity’: ‘Poeticity is present when the word is felt as a word and not a mere
presentation of the object being named or an outburst of emotion, when
words and their composition, their meaning, their external and internal
form, acquire a weight and value of their own instead of referring to real-
ity.’23 With the recounting of his young hero’s apprenticeship, Auster is
returning to questions raised in City of Glass, as Fogg’s task is reminis-
cent of Stillman’s mission. Like Stillman, Fogg wanders the streets of
New York and tries to create a language that will correspond to the ‘true
nature’ of things. That both these quests take place in the streets of the
city points to Auster’s continuing investigation of the ability of space to
convey meaning. 

This space is always textual as well as geographical. Fogg may be walk-
ing the streets, or travelling across the country, but he is also moving
from one page to the next, as are the readers. The narrator himself sees
the connection between travelling and reading, although for him this is
an imaginative experience rather than a realisation of his own ontologi-
cal status. When Uncle Victor leaves to travel with his band, Fogg inher-
its his collection of books which amounts to 1,492 tomes arranged in
boxes, and the symbolism of the number does not escape him; as his
uncle remarks, ‘a propitious number, I think’ (MP 13). Fogg does not
only read the books; first he uses them as furniture, and later he has to
sell them for nourishment, thus literally living off and through books.
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The last ones to go are sold on the day of the first moon landing. The
relation between reading, narrating and travelling is made explicit when
Fogg muses: 

Each time I opened a box, I was able to enter another segment of my uncle’s
life, a fixed period of days or weeks or months, and it consoled me to feel
that I was occupying the same mental space that Victor had once occupied
– reading the same words, living in the same stories, perhaps thinking the
same thoughts. It was almost like following the route of an explorer from
long ago, duplicating his steps as he thrashed out into virgin territory,
moving westward with the sun, pursuing the light until it was finally extin-
guished. Because the boxes were not numbered or labeled, I had no way of
knowing in advance which period I was about to enter. The journey was
therefore made up of discrete, discontinuous jaunts. Boston to Lenox, for
example. Minneapolis to Sioux Falls. Kenosha to Salt Lake City. It didn’t
matter to me that I was forced to jump around the map. By the end, all the
blanks would be filled in, all the distances would be covered. (MP 22)

Fogg’s adventures are an attempt to fill in the blanks of his own life-story,
and he has a long distance to cover. His adventures begin when he grad-
uates from college and rents an apartment on his own, having turned
down his ex-roommate’s offer to share:

It was a studio apartment on the fifth floor of a large elevator building: one
medium-size room with a kitchenette in the southeast corner, a closet, a bath-
room, and a pair of windows that looked out on an alley. Pigeons flapped
their wings and cooed on the ledge, and six dented garbage cans stood on the
ground below. The air was dim inside, tinged gray throughout, and even on
the brightest days it did not exude more than a paltry radiance. (MP 16)

This room becomes a place of meditation and asceticism, and nearly a
tomb when he runs out of money. Like the lawyer’s chambers where
Bartleby is reduced to complete apathy, the room is a tomb-like enclo-
sure, but also a projection of the tenant’s inner life. What Fogg does not
know about his small apartment is that it also has intertextual qualities.
The room is a recurring topos in Auster’s fiction; the image of confine-
ment in a room appears in all of his novels, but it does not always carry
the same connotations. Indeed, it often carries its own contradictions.
Quinn begins to write again in an empty room in the Stillman apart-
ment, but he is also running away from himself. For Peter Stillman, the
dark room where he was kept for nine years is a place of torture and
dehumanisation. Blue and Black live in rooms of glass, mirroring each
other, but the possibility of introspection afforded by solitude, or the



gaze outside the window, leads to no knowledge or understanding of
their situation. The Locked Room conceals a man who is running away,
who wants to change his identity and erase the past. Anna Blume finds
safety in Isabel and Ferdinand’s room, but the same room is the scene of
Ferdinand’s attempt to rape her, which leads her to murder him. Nashe
and Pozzi are prisoners in the trailer, but their imprisonment gives at least
one of them the chance to assess his own life and take full control of his
future. The room has positive connotations in Leviathan, where it is ‘a
sanctuary of inwardness’; in The Invention of Solitude, the room is the
place where the writer collects his thoughts and finds happiness in 
creativity. Auster repeatedly quotes Pascal: ‘all the unhappiness of man
stems from one thing only: that he is incapable of staying quietly in his
room’ (IoS 83). The friend who saves Fogg’s life in Central Park is called
Zimmer, which is German for ‘room’. In The Invention of Solitude Auster
writes about Hölderlin, who spent half his life living alone in a tower
built for him by a carpenter named Zimmer. The fascination with
Hawthorne’s voluntary confinement, Thoreau’s solitude in the woods,
the room where Anne Frank wrote her diary while hiding from the Nazis,
are all recurring themes in Auster’s writings, and the reader who is famil-
iar with Auster’s œuvre will recognise the importance of the description
of Fogg’s room. William Dow sees an interesting connection between
Auster’s concept of ‘imaginal space’ and Hawthorne’s description of the
writer’s territory ‘in some foothold between actuality and dream’. He
quotes from the Custom House sketch at the beginning of The Scarlet
Letter, where Hawthorne writes: 

Moonlight, in a familiar room, falling so white upon the carpet, and show-
ing all its figures so distinctly… is a medium the most suitable for a
romance-writer to get acquainted with his illusive guests… the floor of our
familiar room has become a neutral territory, somewhere between the real
world and fairy-land, where the Actual and the Imaginary may meet, and
each imbue itself with the nature of the other.24

In Moon Palace, spatial disharmony generates plot: Fogg’s eviction
from his flat sets in motion an extraordinary series of events which have
a strong impact on him. The bookish young man becomes homeless, and
he is forced to wander aimlessly all day and sleep rough at night. His
romanticised vision of a spartan existence is short-lived, but the lessons he
learns signal the end of his adolescence and his initiation into adulthood.
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In the process, Fogg also becomes an urban explorer mapping out a city
which is already over-familiar through its myriad representations. During
the day, the city which has now become his home is a friendly place: he
finds some money in the street which buys him food, and he seeks shelter
in a cinema where many other homeless people go to sleep during the day.
However, when night falls, the city is transformed into a perilous place:
‘Once I began to survey the prospects around me, I saw how dismal they
really were. I was not going to stretch out on the sidewalk like some bum,
I said to myself, lying there for the whole night wrapped in newspapers. I
would be exposed to every madman in the city if I did that; it would be
like inviting someone to slit my throat’ (MP 54). Eventually, ‘too
exhausted to think of anything else’, he ends up in Central Park where he
spends the night under a bush. It is here that Marco discovers another
aspect of the city, one of whose existence he had been unaware, a place
which does not conform to ideas about either city or nature: ‘This was
New York, but it had nothing to do with the New York I had always
known. It was devoid of associations’ (MP 56). The New York he knows
is familiar in two ways. As man-made, structured space, it can be known
through maps, street numbers, landmark buildings and other way-finding
devices; as a ‘mythical’ city that everyone can claim to know without ever
having visited it, New York is known through its ‘associations’, its repre-
sentations. In the image of Central Park, Auster explores this paradox: the
existence of a man-made image of nature in the middle of a megalopolis.
The park, which partakes of both nature and city, is neither. It is a place
where the ordinary laws of the city are suspended, where Marco can idle
the time away without anyone becoming suspicious of him, a place where
people become friendlier and share their food with him, a ‘sanctuary, a
refuge of inwardness against the demands of the city’. As it is a place
devoid of associations, it is ideal for the young explorer who is given a
chance to map out ‘virgin territory’. A place which does not carry a host
of connotations and associations is the perfect setting for a character who
is already over-determined by his fictional status, his name, and, within
his own world, by the way other people see him. With his transformation
in this urban wilderness, Fogg unwittingly echoes his own grandfather (at
that time still unknown to him), who reinvented himself by leaving New
York and losing himself in the wilderness of the untamed West. 

In the park, Fogg finds momentary relief from the burden of significa-
tion: ‘If the streets forced me to see myself as others saw me, the park
gave me a chance to return to my inner life, to hold on to myself purely
in terms of what was happening inside me. It is possible to live without a
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roof over your head, I discovered, but you cannot live without establish-
ing an equilibrium between the inner and outer. The park did that for me’
(MP 58). However, his illusion of having learned to ‘separate the extra-
neous from the essential’ is short-lived. When autumn comes, his mood
changes with the weather: ‘Outside, the weather was gloomy: a raw
sullen kind of day, all mist and hopelessness. I could feel myself gradually
running out of ideas’ (MP 68). From that moment on, his mental and
physical condition begin to deteriorate, and he reaches the verge of
death, only to be miraculously saved by his friends. 

Having retreated into a cave to protect himself from the rain, he falls
into a feverish sleep, and dreams of his city’s past: ‘I suddenly began to
dream of Indians. It was 350 years ago, and I saw myself following a
group of half-naked men through the forests of Manhattan. It was a
strangely vibrant dream, relentless and exact, filled with bodies darting
among the light-dappled leaves and branches’ (MP 70). Space and time
(or history) are perceived in terms of an unusual connection here. The
city protects its inhabitants from the weather, from the perils one can be
exposed to in nature, so when Marco finds himself at the mercy of nat-
ural elements, he forgets that he lives in a modern city and thinks of
nature in terms of the past. Space contains history, and as Fogg is reduced
to lessness, his predicament is made to rhyme with the peeling away of
layers that conceal the earlier history buried in space. Fogg, however, is
not the only one to dream of Indians and the country’s past in relation
to his affliction. When he finally meets his father, Solomon Barber, he
finds out that the latter had written a novel called Kepler’s Blood when
he was seventeen. It was ‘part Western and part science-fiction’, and it
told the story of an artist who travels to Utah and Arizona and ‘turns
native’ when he stumbles across a group of Indians. Years later, his son
sets out to find him, but when he does he kills him because he is rejected.
One of the murdered man’s Indian children sets out to find Kepler Jr and
avenge his father’s death; he kidnaps Kepler Jr’s son, and when Kepler
pursues him to take the child back, he kills his own son because he does
not recognise him. The whole story is ‘a complex dance of guilt and
desire’ (MP 263), and Barber’s fascination with ‘the lost colonists of
Roanoke, the accounts of white men living among Indians, the mythol-
ogy of the American West’ are subjects that Barber deals with in his
academic work as a historian (MP 263). This story-within-the-story mir-
rors the events of the main plot, but it is also a response to another story-
within-the-story which takes up the centre of the book, the ‘real’
life-story of Thomas Effing, Barber’s father. 
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When Fogg starts working for Effing, one of his tasks is to read to
the blind man. The books, chosen by Effing himself, are mostly travel
narratives:

We began with the journeys of Saint Brendan and Sir John de Mandeville,
then moved on to Columbus, Cabeza de Vaca, and Thomas Harriot. We
read excerpts from Doughty’s Travels in Arabia Deserta, plodded through
the whole of John Wesley Powell’s book about the mapping expedition
down the Colorado River, and ended up by reading a number of eigh-
teenth- and nineteenth-century stories, firsthand accounts written by white
settlers who had been abducted by Indians. (MP 110)

Halfway through the reading of Powell’s second expedition down the
Colorado River, Effing suddenly loses interest, and decides to read The
New York Times obituaries instead. It soon transpires that all the reading
was in preparation for Effing’s real intention to compose his own obitu-
ary. ‘I’ve never heard of someone writing his own obituary. Other people
are supposed to do it for you – after you’re dead,’ remarks Fogg, but
Effing explains: ‘When they have the facts, yes. But what happens when
there’s nothing in the file?’ (MP 128).

The story that follows, and the questions it raises, are a mirror of the
main plot and a recapitulation of Auster’s themes. Effing relates how, as
a young man, he was an artist, a painter of promise who inherited a lot
of money from his father which enabled him to devote himself entirely
to painting. At the age of thirty-three, he left his wife behind and set out
on an expedition to explore and paint the West with a young aspiring
topographer. After various misadventures his friend died, and Effing
ended up living in a cave which had once been the retreat of a hermit
whom he found murdered. The climax of the story comes when, after
months of peaceful living, painting and contemplation, he confronts the
hermit’s killers, kills them in his turn and takes a huge sum of money they
had on them. Soon after, he leaves his cave and returns to ordinary life,
assuming a new name and a new identity, since he had been given up for
dead. Some of the story is given in Effing’s own words, and some para-
phrased by Fogg. Questions of authority, authorship and authenticity are
once again prominent here. The mixed point of view allows Auster to
blur the lines between ‘fact’ and fiction, first- and third-person narration,
truth and lies. Auster considers such questions to be a major concern in
his writing: 

is it possible or not to speak of another person…? A large part of my work
revolves around this. It is always about telling someone else’s story. But if



we know nothing of them, how can we tell their story? That’s why, in my
books, there are often holes, blanks, endings which are not final. In Moon
Palace, Effing wants to compose his obituary. Among the information he
gives, how much is invented and how much is real?25

This question remains unresolved and it is no accident that, after his
adventures in the wilderness, Effing has to pass through the town of Bluff
before he returns to ‘civilisation’. A more important issue replaces the
question of whether Effing’s narrative is true or false: his story is neces-
sary, as Effing needs to weave this elaborate narrative in order to assume
his new identity. He can only become ‘Thomas Effing’ if he creates a fic-
tion around this new name. When Effing dies, no one agrees to publish
his obituary, so that his life-story remains no more than a tale which is
real only to the extent that it has been narrated. The teller, be it Effing or
Fogg, is the only source of ‘authority’ or ‘authenticity’, so that it becomes
irrelevant whether their stories are ‘true’ or ‘false’; they are the story-
tellers, and the only version of events that exists is the one they are
telling. But if the emphasis lies on stories as fictional constructs, what is
the place of all the historical references they contain? They are not
‘details included to enhance an effect of reality; they are too esoteric to
function at that level of effect. They are, rather, kernels of reality buried
in [the] text… The parody is not of realism, but of irrealism. To the post-
modern statement that fiction is not truth, it opposes a new paradox: fic-
tion cannot lie.’26

Effing himself is aware of the power of fictional representation. His
narrative takes up the theme of the explorer, and one of its functions in
the book is to provide the author with an opportunity to contemplate the
myth of the West, combining the theme of the artist as explorer with the
question of reality and representation. Effing’s Wild West is not so much
a real place as one that exists in the mind, and which is available only
through representation, or the qualities imposed on it. Early in his story,
he tells Fogg that the West is 

where they shoot all those cowboy-and-Indian movies, the goddamned
Marlboro man gallops through there on television every night. But pictures
don’t tell you anything about it, Fogg. It’s all too massive to be painted or
drawn; even photographs can’t get the feel of it. Everything is so distorted,
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it’s like trying to reproduce the distances in outer space: the more you see,
the less your pencil can do. To see it is to make it vanish. (MP 157)

Effing himself already had a preconceived idea of the West before he set
out to explore it. The images came mostly from the work of his friend
and mentor, the painter Thomas Moran, whose first name he adopted
when he reinvented himself. Moran, according to Effing, was the one
who showed Americans what the West looked like: 

The first painting of the Grand Canyon was by Moran…; the first painting
of Yellowstone, the first painting of the Great Salt Desert, the first painting
of the canyon country in southern Utah – they were all done by Moran.
Manifest Destiny! They mapped it out, they made pictures of it, they
digested it into the great American profit machine. Those were the last bits
of the continent, the blank spaces no one had explored. Now here it was,
all laid out on a pretty piece of canvas for everyone to see. (MP 149) 

The blank spaces are filled with paintings, representations of space. The
Wild West was tamed by being put on a canvas, both literally and
metaphorically, and, if Moran was the one who showed Americans what
the West looked like, today he is remembered as a painter who ‘turned
the majestic and awe-inspiring valleys and canyons of the Yellowstone
and Colorado Rivers into great candy-coated, wispy confections’.27

Edwin Fussell explores the fascination with the West in nineteenth-
century American writing, and he claims that it was writing, or repre-
sentation invested with the artist’s preconceived notions, that gave the
West its qualities, creating a mythology around a place that had no value
in and of itself: 

The simple truth is that the American West was neither more nor less inter-
esting than any other place, except in mythology or in the swollen egos of
Westerners, until by interpretation the great American writers – all of
whom happened to be Eastern – made it seem so. This they did by con-
ceiving its physical aspects (forests, rivers, lakes, clearings, settlements,
prairies, plains, deserts) and its social aspects (isolation, simplicity, impro-
visation, criticism, chaos, restlessness, paradox, irony) as expressive
emblems for the invention and development of a new national civilization,
and not as things in themselves.28
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Life teaches both Uncle Victor and Effing, who set out on their journeys
with second-hand experience, that the myth of the West is just that: a
myth. When Uncle Victor leaves Marco to travel west with his band, he
envisions a mythical America where he may fulfil his dreams. The places
that he has not yet visited hold the promise of an exciting future: 

Colorado, Arizona, Nevada, California. We’ll be setting a westerly course,
plunging into the wilderness. It should be interesting, I think, no matter
what comes of it. A bunch of city slickers in the land of cowboys and Indi-
ans. But I relish the thought of those open spaces, of playing my music
under the desert sky. Who knows if some new truth will not be revealed to
me out there? (MP 12)

Alas, no truth is revealed to him. Before long, the band fall on hard times,
they split up, and Uncle Victor decides to return to New York. As Marco
waits for his uncle’s return, he too shares in the disillusionment; the West
is no longer a place of open spaces where some transcendental truth may
be revealed to the traveller: ‘suddenly the American continent was trans-
formed into a vast danger zone, a perilous nightmare of traps and mazes’
(MP 18). Throughout the novel, space is connected with the past as well
as the future; depending on the individual’s predicament, it either
bestows liberty or conceals terror. But to give space its rightful place in
the book, we need to return to the image of the moon.

As stated earlier, the moon in Blakelock’s painting occupies the math-
ematical centre of the canvas, while the description of it occupies the
centre of the novel. The narrative begins with an orphan who decides to
throw his life to the winds, and in the process ends up discovering his
genealogy. His grandfather tells him what his friend the topographer had
taught him: ‘you can’t fix your exact position on the earth without refer-
ring to some point in the sky… If you think about it long enough, it will
turn your brain inside-out. A here exists only in relation to a there…
There’s this only because there’s that… Think of it, boy. We find our-
selves only by looking to what we’re not’ (MP 153–54). His words recall
those of Thoreau who, in Walden, wrote: ‘Every man has to learn the
points of compass again as often as he awakes, whether from sleep or any
abstraction. Not till we are lost, in other words, not till we have lost the
world, do we begin to find ourselves, and realize where we are and the
infinite extent of our relations.’29 It is this task that the narrator/explorer
accomplishes, and only after his adventures have come to an end can he
begin to write his story. On his way to the place where Effing’s adven-
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tures are supposed to have taken place, he loses first his newly found
father, and then his inheritance. He continues to walk towards the
Pacific, thinking that when he reaches the end of the continent ‘some
important question’ will be resolved for him. When he finally reaches the
ocean, his real and metaphorical journeys come to an end:

This is where I start, I said to myself, this is where my life begins. I stood on
the beach for a long time, waiting for the last bits of sunlight to vanish.
Behind me, the town went about its business, making familiar late-century
American noises. As I looked down the curve of the coast, I saw the lights
of the houses being turned on, one by one. Then the moon came up from
behind the hills. It was a full moon, as round and yellow as a burning stone.
I kept my eyes on it as it rose into the night sky, not turning away until it
had found its place in the darkness. (MP 306–307) 

This is when Fogg finds his own place in the darkness, his vocation as an
artist, so that he can now begin to write his narrative, the story of Moon
Palace. The novel that followed it, The Music of Chance, continued with
the theme of a quest for harmony, telling the story of a man who, first in
travels across America and then in confinement, seeks his place among
elaborate structures, fictional as well as physical. Leviathan makes the
process even more explicit, starting with the image of a man who is
blown to pieces, and charting a writer’s attempt to put the fragments of
this man back together.

Exploding Fictions

Leviathan is, ostensibly, Auster’s most realistic novel to date. The narra-
tive adheres to the basic principles of realist writing, and the world the
characters inhabit is not predominantly the world of the text, or the
realm of metaphor, but a representation of contemporary America. Nar-
rated by Peter Aaron, Leviathan tells the story of Aaron’s friend Benjamin
Sachs. The narrative begins six days after Sachs is found dead, and it
moves backwards to trace the beginning of the friendship between the
two men and the extraordinary events that led up to his violent death.
Sachs was a pacifist who chose to go to jail rather than fight in Vietnam.
Through a series of unusual events and coincidences, Sachs killed a man;
although he was never arrested, he tried to atone for his crime, and when
he found out that the dead man was a terrorist he decided to carry on his
work. In a symbolic gesture, he began to blow up replicas of the Statue
of Liberty until one of his attacks went wrong and he was killed by one
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of his own bombs. The story unfolds against a realistic background, and
the chronology is established with reference to historical events: in the
second chapter, for instance, Aaron recalls a meeting with Sachs which
took place in a restaurant: ‘The New York Times was spread out on the
Formica table in front of him, and he seemed engrossed in what he was
reading… This was early 1980, the days of the hostage crisis in Iran, the
Khmer Rouge atrocities in Cambodia, the war in Afghanistan’ (Lev 90).
At the same time, however, this is a novel in which the categories ‘fiction’
and ‘reality’ collapse into one another as the world and the book become
indistinguishable. 

If, as Paul Auster has remarked, all his novels are really the same book,
Leviathan is another version of The Locked Room. Both narratives
involve a quest for a missing writer in the course of which the narrator,
a writer himself, confronts the problem of gaining access to another
person’s self, and trying to turn the events of another man’s life into a
coherent narrative. Aaron, like the narrator of The Locked Room,
becomes an investigator, and both novels attest to Auster’s continuing
interest in reconciling the role of the detective with that of the artificer.
The narrator who sets out to find his missing friend has to confront his
own limitations as a seeker of truth, as a writer, but what he achieves is
not an insight into his friend’s ‘true self ’. Instead, he is confronted with
the realisation of the unavailability of truth or objectivity. The only truth
each narrator arrives at is the truth of the story he has created in the
process of his investigation. Benjamin Sachs, the missing protagonist of
Leviathan, could be described in the words that the narrator of The
Locked Room uses to describe Fanshawe: ‘he was there for you, and yet
at the same time he was inaccessible. You felt that there was a secret core
in him that could never be penetrated, a mysterious center of hiddenness.
To imitate him was somehow to participate in that mystery, but it was
also to understand that you could never really know him’ (LR 210). Like
Fanshawe, Sachs ‘absents himself ’ for a long time, and the narrator
writes about him in an attempt to understand him. In the process, Aaron
becomes another detective figure trying to piece together the fragments
of another man’s life, only to be confronted by absence and gaps where
he had hoped to find answers. Sachs, like Fanshawe, becomes a symbol
of the unknowability of human nature, of the impossibility of gaining
access to another person. In City of Glass Quinn decided, like a latter-
day Don Quixote, to live the adventures of his own books, only to find
himself imprisoned in another kind of fictional room; in Leviathan, Sachs
gives up writing in order to become a terrorist and urge America to
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change its ways. He steps into the real world only to find that he cannot
escape his own self-mythologising.

Despite these parallels, there are obvious differences between the two
texts. The Locked Room is more self-conscious and, towards the end, the
writer shows complete disregard for realistic conventions. The book not
only ends with the protagonist ‘answering the question by asking another
question’, but it also sends the readers back to the first story in The New
York Trilogy, thus placing all three stories primarily (though not exclu-
sively) inside the realm of the text. If The New York Trilogy can be read as
the image of a labyrinth, Leviathan becomes a garden of forking paths. The
recurring imagery of explosions and fragmentation indicates dispersal
which does not, as I shall be arguing, result in annihilation, be that the anni-
hilation of self, of signification, or the possibility of being saved by fiction
or representation. Leviathan is populated by more realistic characters than
any of Auster’s previous books, and it appears to be more conventional
than anything he has written before it. Yet the reader acquainted with
Auster’s œuvre will recognise some familiar devices. Peter Aaron, the nar-
rator, shares his initials, and some biographical details, with Paul Auster: he
has written a novel called Luna (Auster’s Moon Palace), his wife is called
Iris to Auster’s Siri, his first wife Delia (Auster’s Lydia), and the two pro-
tagonists meet in Nashe’s Tavern, whose proprietor we last saw involved in
a car crash at the end of The Music of Chance. Brian McHale uses the
phrase retour de personnages to refer to the authorial practice of having
characters reappear in a series of novels.30 In the case of writers such as
Balzac or Trollope, the device is used to heighten the effect of realism and
to reinforce the illusion that characters exist outside the text, living and
growing older between novels. In postmodernist texts, on the other hand,
the device is deliberately exaggerated to create confusion and impart a
sense of indeterminacy; it is a defamiliarising technique aimed at drawing
attention to the fictionality of the text and undermining traditional notions
of delineation of character, while it is also an expression of uncertainty and
indeterminacy. When a writer names a character, it does not follow that he
has any insight into this person’s ‘real life’, and the person does not have a
real life anyway because he or she is a creation of the author. Auster brings
together characters from ‘real life’ as well as from other novels, but what
this achieves is not so much to underpin the narrative as to stress that the
world of the novel is an alternative reality, a more self-conscious fiction.
This blurring of the line that ought to separate the ‘real’ from the invented



also relates to the way Auster chooses to address the question of politics,
how he writes about contemporary society and the writer’s role in it. 

As in previous novels, chance dominates the plot. Aaron and Sachs are
brought together when a snowstorm prevents anyone from going to their
reading. Later, Sachs ends up killing Reed Dimaggio because he receives
a lift from a young man, while Aaron inadvertently helps the FBI to iden-
tify the body of Benjamin Sachs by mentioning that someone had been
impersonating him and signing his books. A lost address book leads Maria
Turner to her old friend Lillian Stern, who turns out to be the murdered
man’s ex-wife. Once again, coincidence is not used as a mechanical device
to drive the plot; it gives the author the opportunity to ask questions
about free will, and to explore the extent to which one can be said to have
control over one’s own life. This is especially apt in a novel that deals with
a writer’s decision to give up writing and ‘step into the real world’: can
he ever escape the plots he weaves himself, and does he not escape into
another plot made by the author and the narrator of the book? 

The political aspect of the novel is stressed through a series of refer-
ences to political events, but the emphasis lies more heavily on writing,
as the book self-consciously refers to texts which either deal explicitly
with politics or have acquired a strong political resonance. Auster
explains that the title Leviathan is a reference to Hobbes, ‘the State as a
monster which devours people’, but also a reference to ‘the monster of
consciousness’, Sachs, who devours himself in the process of fulfilling his
mission.31 The novel’s epigraph is taken from Emerson: ‘every actual
state is corrupt’, he writes in ‘Politics’, and, in consequence, ‘good men
must not obey the laws too well’.32 A similar view is expressed in ‘Resis-
tance to Civil Government’, which is instrumental in shaping Sachs’s
attitudes and beliefs, where Thoreau proposes a model of passive resis-
tance against unjust governments. Echoing Emerson, he writes: ‘under a
government which imprisons any unjustly, the true place for a just man
is also in prison’.33

Leviathan is dedicated to Don DeLillo, whose 1991 novel Mao II
charts similar territory, dealing as it does with a reclusive writer who
reluctantly agrees to re-enter the public arena in order to save a poet
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taken hostage by terrorists in Beirut. The writer, Bill Gray, initially
decides to come out of hiding and have his picture taken by Brita Nils-
son, a photographer whose project involves taking pictures of famous
writers. They have long sessions together, during which they talk about
their art while she takes pictures, much as Sachs in Leviathan talks to the
artist Maria Turner. Bill Gray tells Brita Nilsson: 

There’s a curious knot that binds novelists and terrorists. In the West we
become famous effigies as our books lose the power to shape and influence.
Do you ask your writers how they feel about this? Years ago I used to think
it was possible for a novelist to alter the inner life of the culture. Now bomb-
makers and gunmen have taken that territory. They make raids on human
consciousness. What writers used to do before we were all incorporated.34

The proximity of this view to Sachs’s own beliefs about the role of the
writer in society may emphasise the affinity between the two characters,
but Leviathan is more fruitfully read as a response to, or in dialogue with,
Mao II rather than as a recapitulation of similar thematic concerns or dis-
cursive strategies. DeLillo anchors his debate in the contemporary world,
placing his characters against a background dominated by the intrusive-
ness of the media, and the tyranny of a visual culture in the service of
consumerism. As Bill Gray notes, ‘In our world we sleep and eat the
image and pray to it and wear it too.’ Moments of historical crisis or cat-
astrophe are experienced as televised events in the novel, while the title
reference to Andy Warhol’s multiple portraits foregrounds the book’s
preoccupation with proliferating, self-generating images. 

The Statue of Liberty replicas in Leviathan can be said to have a simi-
lar function, but whereas DeLillo is preoccupied with postmodern con-
sumerist culture, Auster negotiates his writer’s position in the world by
invoking, as I have already indicated, the spirit and the rhetoric of nine-
teenth-century American writing. In doing so, he places Sachs’s dilemmas
and actions in a context that has few similarities with DeLillo’s. Bill Gray
wants to stay out of the limelight partly because he condemns the all-
pervasiveness of the image as consumerist event, whereas Benjamin
Sachs’s withdrawal from the world is continuous with the Thoreauvian
tradition of individuality and resistance. His subsequent bombing mis-
sion, and its accompanying rhetoric, are negotiated through references
not only to Thoreau, but also to Hawthorne and Melville. As a result, it
can be argued that Aaron (and ultimately his creator) asks that Sachs’s
career be read with reference to those American writers whose work
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engaged with questions relating to prophecy, apocalypse and ultimately
the sense of betrayed promise. At the same time, Auster’s narrative tech-
nique involves Aaron telling another author’s story, trying to do him jus-
tice, but ultimately betraying him, metaphorically because he cannot
write about someone else without writing about himself, and literally
because he unwittingly helps the FBI to identify Sachs’s body. In this
respect, the book’s very process of enunciation is inextricably bound up
with its historical and political project. 

Even though Auster’s intertextual practice places the novel in a politi-
cal context, Aaron’s narrative also tells a different story. The first replica
of the Statue of Liberty does not explode until thirty pages before the end
of the novel, and Sachs’s transformation from writer to terrorist is only
explained in the last twenty pages of the book, from the moment he finds
out that Dimaggio was some sort of political activist and decides to carry
on his work, until one of his bombings goes wrong and he ends up dead.
The bulk of the narrative is taken up by the story of how Sachs killed a
man and set out to atone for his crime, and the lives he touched – and
was in turn transformed by – in the course of his personal odyssey. 

In his much-quoted, but always relevant, 1961 essay ‘Writing American
Fiction’, Philip Roth argued that ‘the American writer in the middle of the
twentieth century has his hands full in trying to understand, describe, and
then make credible much of American reality… The actuality is continu-
ally outdoing our talents, and the culture tosses up figures almost daily
that are the envy of any novelist.’35 This was written before the Vietnam
war, before the first man walked on the moon, and long before the arrest
of the Unabomber. For his part, Auster has claimed that he wants to write
books ‘as strange as the world we live in’, and that he sees this as a polit-
ical act. He recently told an interviewer: ‘We cannot escape politics! I
belong… to the first group [of American citizens] – those who think that
we live together in society and that we are all interdependent. In this
sense, yes, every work of art, whether consciously or not, is a political
act.’36 As a declaration of political commitment, this statement sounds
vague and detached, and it points to Auster’s continuing interest in the
personal rather than the political. Philip Roth concluded his essay with the
remark that the ‘communal predicament’ is distressing, more so to the
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writer than to other people. ‘And it may be that when this situation pro-
duces not only feelings of disgust, rage, melancholy, but impotence too,
the writer is apt to lose heart and turn finally to other matters, to the con-
struction of wholly imaginary worlds, and to a celebration of the self,
which may, in a variety of ways, become his subject, as well as the impe-
tus that establishes the parameters of his technique.’37 Paul Auster’s fiction
occupies the middle ground between writing that is primarily interested
in the ‘communal predicament’, and writing that concerns itself with the
construction of ‘wholly imaginary worlds’. If he explores the political, he
does so by way of the personal. Moreover, his world is not one of nega-
tion; the world of Leviathan may be fragmented, but there is no evidence
of a total breakdown, be that the breakdown of the individual, of society,
of meaning, or of narrative. As in his previous novels, Auster seeks a pat-
tern – one that may not necessarily exist in the world around him, but one
which may emerge from his narrative and, in Hawthorne’s phrase, ‘be
shaped into a figure’. In this respect, Leviathan can be said to chronicle a
quest for meaning; not a universal, all-encompassing pattern, but some-
thing on a smaller and more personal scale. The novel charts Peter Aaron’s
search for his friend, and Benjamin Sachs’s quest for redemption and for
his role as a writer in contemporary America. Auster deals with the polit-
ical by aestheticising it, and if Leviathan contains many references to real
historical and political events, it is equally made up of other texts, and the
question of writing and representation is as important as that of politics. 

There are two books within Leviathan: one is The New Colossus,
Sachs’s first novel, and the other is Leviathan, written by Peter Aaron
using the title of the book Sachs never completed. The New Colossus
functions as a mirror image of Leviathan (Auster’s Leviathan), while it
could also be read as a comment on Auster’s own earlier fiction. ‘As every
reader knows, The New Colossus is a historical novel, a meticulously
researched book set in America between 1876 and 1890 and based on
documented, verifiable facts. Most of the characters are people who actu-
ally lived at the time, and even when the characters are imaginary, they
are not inventions so much as borrowings, figures stolen from the pages
of other novels’ (Lev 37). The cast of characters in the novel includes
Emerson, Whitman, Hawthorne’s daughter Rose, and fictional charac-
ters such as Raskolnikov, Huck Finn, and Ishmael. It is curious, then, that
in a novel of such overt literariness the ‘dominant emotion was anger, a
full-blown, lacerating anger that surged up on nearly every page: anger
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against America, anger against political hypocrisy, anger as a weapon to
destroy national myths’ (Lev 40). Like the Auster of Leviathan, Sachs
addresses questions pertaining to historical fact in terms of other books,
fictional characters and writers; from Sachs’s formative reading of
Thoreau to the writing of his own historical novel, his attitude stems
from reading. Time, however, renders Sachs’s novel almost obsolete: 

The era of Ronald Reagan had began. Sachs went on doing what he had
always done, but in the new American order of the 1980s, his position
became increasingly marginalized… Almost imperceptibly, Sachs came to
be seen as a throwback, as someone out of step with the spirit of the time.
The world had changed around him, and in the present climate of selfish-
ness and intolerance, of moronic, chest-pounding Americanism, his opin-
ions sounded curiously harsh and moralistic. It was bad enough that the
Right was everywhere in the ascendant, but even more disturbing to him
was the collapse of any effective opposition to it. The Democratic Party had
caved in; the Left had all but disappeared; the press was mute. All the argu-
ments had suddenly been appropriated by the other side, and to raise one’s
voice against it was considered bad manners. (Lev 104) 

If Sachs and his work can be read as an image of Auster and his novel,
two things are happening in this passage. It can be read as an ‘apology’
on the author’s part, a way of signalling an awareness of the political
climate, and thus seeking to pre-empt criticisms of the novel for its per-
ceived lack of involvement. At the same time, as Sachs and his work are
framed by Aaron’s narrative, the marginalised author and his writings are
saved, recovered: the fiction they become part of becomes a justification,
and also a vindication, of Sachs’s perceived failings. 

The image that dominates Leviathan is that of the Statue of Liberty, a
conceit which works on various levels. Sachs’s first visit to the statue at
the age of six is recounted early on in the narrative. Aaron points out that
Sachs was prone to self-mythologising, and this incident is a good exam-
ple of how Sachs linked personal experience with the world around him.
Two things happened during that visit, and Sachs ascribes to them what
may seem a disproportionate significance. First, he recalls how his
mother made him wear a pair of ‘terrible short pants with the white knee
socks’, whereas he wanted to wear jeans and sneakers, especially since he
was going to meet two boys his own age. This trivial episode is now
remembered as a formative experience in Sachs’s career: ‘Even then, the
irony of the situation didn’t escape me. There we were, about to pay
homage to the concept of freedom, and I myself was in chains. I lived in
an absolute dictatorship, and for as long as I could remember my rights
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had been trampled underfoot’ (Lev 33). After that visit, Sachs became
‘master of his own wardrobe’: ‘I felt as if I’d struck a blow for democracy,
as if I’d risen up in the name of oppressed peoples all over the world’ (Lev
33). During the ascent inside the Statue, his mother and her friend suf-
fered from vertigo, and as a result they had to go down the stairs sitting
down. ‘“It was my first lesson on political theory,” Sachs said, turning his
eyes away from his mother to look at Fanny and me. “I learned that free-
dom can be dangerous. If you don’t watch out, it can kill you”’ (Lev 35).
Aaron recognises the fact that the statue must have held some secret
attraction for Sachs, and he also points out that Sachs’s novel contained
numerous references to the Statue of Liberty: ‘If not for Sachs’s novel…
I might have forgotten all about it. But since that book is filled with ref-
erences to the Statue of Liberty, it’s hard to ignore the possibility of a
connection’ (Lev 35). The same, of course, is true of Aaron’s own narra-
tive and Auster’s novel, in which the statue becomes the scene of conflict
and is, in a sense, the key to Sachs’s development: the statue is associated
with the formative childhood experience, the crisis he suffers, and the
answer he finds to his predicament. It is therefore significant that, as soon
as the statue makes its first appearance in the narrative, Sachs is seen to
weave plots around it, using it as a landmark for his own development. 

Sachs’s second encounter with the Statue of Liberty is equally impor-
tant, as it marks the beginning of a phase that transforms him forever. On
4 July 1986 Sachs attended a party to celebrate the one hundredth
anniversary of the Statue of Liberty. The circumstances led Aaron and
Sachs’s wife, Fanny, to recall Sachs’s childhood incident, but no sooner
had that descent been recalled than Sachs fell from the fire escape. Both
the cause and the effects of this accident remain a mystery to Aaron, and
they become an emblem of his own ignorance: ‘This is the thing I’m still
struggling to come to terms with, the mystery I’m still trying to solve. His
body mended, but he was never the same after that. In those few seconds
before he hit the ground, it was as if Sachs lost everything. His entire life
flew apart in midair, and from that moment until his death four years
later, he never put it back together again’ (Lev 107). The circumstances
of his death confirm this, as he is blown to bits, his body burst into dozens
of small pieces, and it is left up to Aaron to put the pieces back together,
even when he knows that Sachs can never be whole again. 

The theme of the Fall is a recurrent one in Auster’s fiction. The Fall of
Man is the shaping force of Stillman’s argument in City of Glass, and it
concerns not only humankind’s fall from grace but also the fall of lan-
guage. Theological and linguistic connotations give way to personal
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tragedy when Stillman ends his life by jumping off a bridge. In In the
Country of Last Things, Anna Blume jumps out of a window to escape
her persecutor; the fall becomes a means of struggle for survival in a
brutal world where the protagonist can only rely on her own resources
to preserve her humanity. Nashe’s story in The Music of Chance is intro-
duced with these words: ‘Without the slightest tremor of fear, Nashe
closed his eyes and jumped’ (MC 1). What he jumped into was an adven-
ture that would change his life for ever. In Moon Palace, Solomon Barber
falls into a freshly dug grave, and Fogg loses his father the moment he has
found him. The fall therefore represents loss, but at the same time it is
seen as a necessary stage in each character’s development, an unburden-
ing that can lead to recovery.

With his accident, Sachs falls out of his social milieu; by refusing to talk
to his friends as he is lying on a hospital bed, he becomes a stubborn
recluse who wants to sever his ties with the outside world. Like a latter-
day Transcendentalist, he withdraws from the outside world in order to
contemplate in isolation:

Something extraordinary had taken place, and before it lost its force within
him, he needed to devote his unstinting attention to it. Hence his silence. It
was not a refusal so much as a method, a way of holding on to the horror
of that night long enough to make sense of it. To be silent was to enclose
himself in contemplation, to relive the moments of his fall again and again,
as if he could suspend himself in midair for the rest of time – forever just
two inches off the ground, forever waiting for the apocalypse of the last
moment. (Lev 119–20) 

Yet it is not only the Transcendentalist practice of withdrawal from soci-
ety that is ironically echoed here. Auster is also returning to the story of
Jonah in the belly of the fish, which had excited his imagination in The
Invention of Solitude. In ‘The Book of Memory’, he imagines Jonah
inside the great leviathan, and he writes:

In the depth of that solitude, which is equally the depth of silence, as if in
the refusal to speak there were an equal refusal to turn one’s face to the
other… – which is to say: who seeks solitude seeks silence; who does not
speak is alone; is alone, even unto death – Jonah encounters the darkness
of death… And when the fish vomits Jonah onto dry land, Jonah is given
back to life, as if the death he had found in the belly of the fish were
a preparation for new life, a life that has passed through death, and
therefore a life that can at last speak. For death has frightened him into
opening his mouth… In the darkness of the solitude that is death, the
tongue is finally loosened, and at the moment it begins to speak, there is
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an answer. And even if there is no answer, the man has begun to speak.
(IoS 125–26)

Like Jonah, Sachs experiences death in his self-imposed linguistic prison.
When Sachs recovers from this spell of intense introspection, he decides
to trade words for action: ‘The idea of writing disgusts me. It doesn’t
mean a goddamned thing to me anymore… I don’t want to spend the rest
of my life rolling pieces of blank paper into a typewriter. I want to stand
up from my desk and do something… I’ve got to step into the real world
now and do something’ (Lev 122). ‘And even if there is no answer, the
man has begun to speak’: despite his decision, Sachs has no specific plans
for accomplishing his mission. He gives up writing for a while, and he
turns down a number of commissions from editors, but later he starts
working on a new novel, which he calls Leviathan. He is only a third into
it when fate intervenes and forces him to ‘step into the real world’.

Taking a break from the composition of his new novel, Sachs goes for
a walk and gets lost in the woods. He is offered a lift by a young man,
and they meet another car that blocks their way. In a twisted re-enact-
ment of the murder of Laius, Sachs kills the aggressor, after the latter has
killed the young man. This sets in motion a whole series of events that
will determine Sachs’s passage from guilt to redemption, and lead to the
discovery of what he sees as his vocation. Going through the dead man’s
possessions, he finds out that his name was Reed Dimaggio, and that he
carried in the car large quantities of explosives and a big sum of money.
The first person that he confides in, Maria Turner, turns out to be
acquainted with the victim, and Sachs sets out to atone for his crime by
giving the money to the man’s ex-wife, an old friend of Maria’s. A large
part of the narrative is then devoted to the relationship that develops
between the two, but this is not the happy conclusion to the story. During
his stay with Lillian, Sachs does not learn much about his victim until he
decides to look into his room. There, he finds Dimaggio’s dissertation, a
reappraisal of the life and works of anarchist activist Alexander Berkman.
One thing Sachs learns from it is that terrorism ‘had its place in the strug-
gle, so to speak. If used correctly, it could be an effective tool for drama-
tizing the issues at stake, for enlightening the public about the nature of
institutional power’ (Lev 224). This, in turn, leads him to a comparison
between himself and his victim, and he comes to the conclusion that ‘I’d
sat around grumbling and complaining for the past fifteen years, but for
all my self-righteous opinions and embattled stances, I’d never put myself
on the line. I was a hypocrite and Dimaggio wasn’t, and when I thought



about myself in comparison to him, I began to feel ashamed’ (Lev 225).
Although he does not realise it, Sachs cannot escape from the world of
books, and it is ironic that, despite the fact that he felt ‘a lot of anger
towards America’, it is a dissertation that forces him to reappraise his
own position as a writer. Even at this late stage in his awareness of his
role in society, his first impulse is to write something about Dimaggio,
‘something similar to what he had written about Berkman’. However, for
reasons he cannot comprehend, he cannot perform the task and his
inability to do so is the only indication that this is not his true vocation,
not the way to step into the real world and do something. Once again,
the answer to his problem comes from a book. Taking refuge in a book-
shop to avoid an old acquaintance in the street, he buys a copy of his own
book; he spends a lot of time just gazing at the cover, and it is then that
he experiences an epiphany: 

The Statue of Liberty, remember? That strange, distorted drawing of the
Statue of Liberty. That was where it started, and once I realised where I was
going, the rest followed, the whole cockeyed plan fell into place… I would
be using it [Dimaggio’s money] to express my own convictions, to take a
stand for what I believed in, to make the kind of difference I had never been
able to make before. All of a sudden, my life seemed to make sense to me.
Not just the past few months, but my whole life, all the way back to the
beginning. It was a miraculous confluence, a startling conjunction of
motives and ambitions. I had found the unifying principle, and this one idea
would bring all the broken pieces of myself together. For the first time in
my life, I would be whole. (Lev 227–28)38

This is how Sachs justifies his decision to blow up replicas of the Statue of
Liberty. In his newly found zeal, he is ‘less like a political revolutionary than
some anguished, soft-spoken prophet’ (Lev 217), accompanying his explo-
sions with messages that read ‘Wake up, America’, or ‘Democracy is not
given. It must be fought for every day.’ However, the unifying principle that
Sachs thinks he has discovered is just a fiction he has created, a synthesis of
his various encounters with the Statue of Liberty, whose value, in turn, is
symbolic rather than intrinsic. Like Rousseau, who thought that hitting a
tree with a stone could determine the course of his life, Sachs seizes on this
arbitrary connection in an attempt to find an answer to his dilemmas. How-
ever, as in previous novels, arbitrary connections do not amount to a post-
modernist loss of faith. Instead, they lead to a sense of personal recovery. 
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Leviathan opens with the image of a man who has been blown to
pieces, and the subsequent narrative chronicles the attempt of the dead
man’s best friend to put the pieces back together by telling the story of
how this man came to blow himself up by the side of a road in northern
Wisconsin. This in effect reverses Hobbes’s procedure in his Leviathan
(1651), where he begins with the image of an artificial body in its entirety
and then goes on to analyse its parts. In his introduction, he writes: ‘For
by Art is created that great LEVIATHAN called a COMMON-WEALTH,
or STATE, (in latine CIVITAS) which is but an Artificiall Man.’39 Auster
borrows Hobbes’s main conceit, the image of the artificial man, a con-
struct which has parts corresponding to nature but which is ‘of greater
stature and strength’, but he uses it not so much for its political implica-
tions as for the way in which it can be seen as a metaphor for the act of
writing, and what that writing reflects of people’s lives. Writing thus
becomes an attempt to find a pattern, to put together the fragments. The
novel is an artificial body whose parts correspond metaphorically to real
life, just as Hobbes’s body has ‘soveraignty’ for a soul, magistrates for
joints, reward and punishment for nerves. This move from Hobbes’s
analysis to Aaron’s (and Auster’s) attempted, but not quite accomplished,
synthesis is indicative of a more general trend in contemporary writing
which rejects the grand, totalising narratives of the past in favour of
internalisation and subjectivity. Paul Auster as the author of the novel
puts together the fragments of his limited knowledge while, within the
text, Peter Aaron does so too, by putting together the parts of his friend’s
shattered life; the fiction he creates he calls Leviathan in homage to his
friend’s unfinished novel of the same name. Sachs’s work in progress is
curiously absent from the text. Whereas The New Colossus is described
in detail, Aaron says little of Leviathan. Tantalisingly, he does remark that
this was the book he had always imagined Sachs could write, but he goes
on to add that ‘as it stands now, the book is no more than the promise of
a book, a potential book buried in a box of messy manuscript pages and
a smattering of notes’ (Lev 142). Aaron’s own novel, though coherently
narrated and complete, is equally fragmented to the extent that the
writer confesses the limitations of his own perception and acknowledges
the impossibility of turning another man’s life into a story that could cor-
respond to that man’s ‘real’ life. 

Leviathan tells the story of Benjamin Sachs and his transformation
from writer to terrorist, but it is also the story of Peter Aaron. At the
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beginning of his narrative, Aaron promises to confine himself to verifi-
able facts, but his promise is as questionable as that of the narrator in City
of Glass who claims to have refrained from any interpretation. Peter
Aaron is aware of his limitations as observer and writer: ‘I can only speak
of the things I know, the things I have seen with my own eyes and heard
with my own ears… I have nothing to rely on but my own memories… I
don’t want to present this book as something it’s not. There is nothing
definitive about it. It’s not a biography or an exhaustive psychological
portrait’ (Lev 22). However, he often presents his own theories concern-
ing his friend, and he also records ‘facts’ he has not been able to verify.
Above all, what emerges from his narrative is the realisation that writing
about someone else’s life is a process of fiction-making. Lives do not
unfold in a linear sequence and effects cannot always be traced to a single
cause. Inevitably, then, the novel is the portrait of two artists, Sachs and
Aaron, whom Auster himself thinks of as two sides of the same coin.40 At
the same time, both characters are given biographical details which
belong to the real, extratextual Paul Auster. In this complicated relation-
ship, the boundaries between self and other are constantly blurred, and
it is no accident that impersonation and representation play a big part in
the novel. 

The recurring Austerian theme of imagining the self as other is
reflected here in the character of Maria Turner, who is herself based on a
real artist, Sophie Calle, whom Auster thanks for ‘permission to mingle
fact with fiction’.41 Maria Turner is an artist whose work defies tradi-
tional categorisation. ‘Her subject was the eye,’ writes Aaron, ‘the drama
of watching and being watched, and her pieces exhibited the same qual-
ities one found in Maria herself: meticulous attention to detail, a reliance
on arbitrary structures, patience bordering on the unendurable’ (Lev 63).
Among other projects, Maria hires a detective to watch her and write
reports of her movements. When she studies these reports, she feels ‘as if
she had become a stranger, as if she had been turned into an imaginary
being’ (Lev 63). Later, she takes a job as a stripper and invites a friend to
take pictures of her to ‘satisfy her own curiosity about what she looked
like’ (Lev 65). Conversely, she herself takes pictures of strangers and
composes imaginary biographies. Although Peter Aaron has a limited
understanding of what happened the night Sachs fell from the fire escape,
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he knows that Maria Turner was somehow involved in it. Sachs’s version
of the story is that he was tempted by her, and chose to fall rather than
give in to that temptation. But if she was the cause of his accident, she
was also the agent of his partial recovery. Although at the time it was
assumed that the two were no longer in touch, Aaron later found out that
they met regularly, spending every Thursday together as part of a loosely
defined project of Maria’s. During those meetings they would sometimes
talk, and Maria would tape their conversations, while at other times she
would take pictures of him, occasionally dressing him up in costume, or
she would follow him in the streets. Aaron thinks that these projects
saved Sachs from himself:

When Sachs came to visit her in October, he had withdrawn so far into his
pain that he was no longer able to see himself. I mean that in a phenome-
nological sense, in the same way that one talks about self-awareness or the
way one forms an image of oneself. Sachs had lost the power to step out
from his thoughts and take stock of where he was, to measure the precise
dimensions of the space around him. What Maria achieved over the course
of those months was to lure him out of his own skin… They say that a
camera can rob a person of his soul. In this case, I believe it was just the
opposite. With this camera, I believe that Sachs’s soul was gradually given
back to him. (Lev 129–30)

Maria enables Sachs to exit his solipsistic world by allowing him to see
himself in representation, to re-establish a sense of identity in relation to
others. With his narrative, Aaron saves his friend in a similar way.

It is chance that brings the two men together. An author who is due to
give a reading alongside Sachs cancels at the last minute, and Aaron is
invited to take his place. However, a snowstorm forces the cancellation
of the event, and when Aaron arrives at Nashe’s Tavern, the only people
there are the bartender and Sachs. The two writers spend the evening
drinking in the bar, talking about their lives and their work. By the end,
Aaron has had so much to drink that he begins to see double: ‘Whenever
I looked at Sachs, there were two of him. Blinking my eyes didn’t help,
and shaking my head only made me dizzy. Sachs had turned into a man
with two heads and two mouths’ (Lev 22). With the recounting of this
episode, the effect is twofold: Aaron introduces the theme of the double,
while he is also giving a warning. Not only during this initial meeting but
throughout their friendship, and when he finally sits down to write the
story of his friend, Aaron will be unable to focus clearly. All he can hope
to achieve with his story is to give his partial, fragmented perception of
a man whose personality is multiple, and whose actions and ideas are



contradictory. There are numerous disclaimers in Aaron’s narrative, espe-
cially when he writes of events related to the time prior to his own meet-
ing with Sachs. No sooner does he give some information about Sachs’s
family than he adds that ‘I doubt that I’m trying to make a specific point
about this. These kinds of partial observations are subject to any number
of errors and misreadings’ (Lev 29–30). When, following his accident,
Sachs withdraws from his friends, Aaron writes: ‘Knowing what I know
now, I can see how little I really understood. I was drawing conclusions
from what amounted to partial evidence, basing my responses on a clus-
ter of random, observable facts that told only a small piece of the story’
(Lev 126). The same holds true for Aaron’s narrative ‘now’; the evidence
remains partial, and the process of representing his friend forces Aaron to
look at himself as well. The final irony of the novel is that Aaron, who is
racing against time to give his side of the story before the FBI can iden-
tify his friend’s body, actually helps them to solve the case by mentioning
that someone has been impersonating him: that person turns out to have
been Sachs himself. 

In conclusion, despite the ostensible realism of the text, Leviathan asks
the same questions that Auster’s previous novels had raised. The lines
that ought to separate the text from the world are constantly blurred:
Sachs’s appreciation of books leads him to the decision to give up writ-
ing and involve himself actively in the world. His story survives because
another author writes it down from his own limited perspective, thus
putting Sachs back into a book. That book, Aaron’s narrative, helps the
FBI to identify Sachs, thus putting the writer back into the extratextual
world. And just before Sachs dies, another writer who had been impris-
oned steps into the real world: Vaclav Havel becomes president of
Czechoslovakia (Lev 237). The activities of writing and reading, far from
producing a clear distinction between the ‘real’ and the textual, empha-
sise their interconnectedness. As Valéry Hugotte observes, ‘if Auster’s
novels are at heart literary because of their erudition and their implicit
allusions to certain literary traditions, they do not cease equally to affirm
their relation to life’.42 If Blue were to get out of the room that is the
book, he would find himself in another book, the world which is known
through its representations. 
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‘Mr Vertigo is different from my other books,’ says Paul Auster. Asked
how it fits into the cycle of complex novels followed by simpler ones, he
says that that circle has closed: ‘Mr Vertigo constitutes a leap towards
another place. After Leviathan, which was a very difficult book to write,
very tough, an altogether strenuous effort, I wanted to engage in a much
lighter project. Deep down, this desire to talk of levitation seems to me
like a resistance to heaviness, to a certain weightiness of the previous
novel.’1 This desire to escape the ‘weightiness’ of previous novels may
one day be read as the beginning of a second phase in Auster’s novelistic
career, a suggestion which his latest novel, Timbuktu, seems to confirm.
Although both books contain certain motifs that can be traced back to
Auster’s earlier work, they are more notable for their difference from
their predecessors. They therefore fall outside the scope of this book,
since a detailed study of them would necessitate an entirely different set
of theoretical parameters and critical perspectives.

Narrated in the first person, Mr Vertigo tells the story of Walter Claire-
borne Rawley, a nine-year-old orphaned urchin who is picked up by the
mysterious Master Yehudi in the streets of St Louis in 1924. Master
Yehudi promises to teach Walt to fly, and, after a gruelling three-year
apprenticeship, Walt lifts himself off the ground. Reinvented as Walt the
Wonder Boy, he tours the country with his master and becomes famous
but, as puberty sets in, he loses the ability to levitate. Having lost his
mentor, he drifts aimlessly through life until, at the age of seventy-seven,
he begins to write his memoirs, which he instructs his nephew to publish
after his death. Although the novel is written in such a way that the
opportunity arises, Auster deliberately avoids the questions he had asked
in all his previous novels. Questions of authorship and authority are

1. De Cortanze, La Solitude du labyrinthe, p. 75.
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mostly absent from the text. Although towards the end of the narrative
Walt says that he was ‘rescued by the idea of writing this book’ (MV 275),
which he entrusts to Daniel Quinn, the question of Walt’s (inter)textual
identity is not a central concern of the novel. Similarly, questions of iden-
tity, the nature of the self as defined in language and representation, the
elaboration of patterns and systems of signification are all absent from
this text, as are references to other writers and books.

Mr Vertigo has a fairy-tale opening: ‘I was twelve years old the first time
I walked on water’ (MV 3). What follows, however, is a largely realistic
narrative; as Auster explains, ‘I think that Mr Vertigo is a realist book. The
only element which is improbable, but which we must obviously accept,
is the question of levitation. Once we accept that, everything else is true:
the characters’ psychology, the historical references, everything. This
story, which unfolds against a realist background, emerges literally from
the ground and from truth.’2 This realistic effect is achieved partly
through the use of earlier themes and techniques which receive a differ-
ent treatment. The retrospective first-person narrative is reminiscent of
Moon Palace, as is the hero’s implication in the historical events of his
time, but the two novels also display marked differences. Marco Stanley
Fogg’s story concentrates on his early adulthood, and it is narrated in a
cultured, literary voice. Walt’s narrative focuses mainly on his childhood,
and the narrating voice is a mixture of the illiterate small boy’s and the
old man’s recollection of his childhood. In terms of the time-span it
covers, Mr Vertigo may again be compared to Moon Palace. However,
whereas the previous novel told three related stories in which ‘each gen-
eration repeats the mistakes of the previous generation’ (AH 318), in Mr
Vertigo the bulk of the narrative focuses on events that took place in the
1920s, and it concerns the life of one character.

The father–son relationship once again concerns a surrogate, rather than
a biological, father. Walt’s mischievous appearance at the beginning of the
novel has echoes of Pinocchio, and the theme continues with the rigorous
training with which the master effects the little boy’s transformation.
Unlike Pinocchio, though, Walt cannot save his adoptive father. When the
villainous Uncle Slim attacks Walt and Master Yehudi, the latter is seriously
wounded; he asks Walt to shoot him, Walt refuses to do so, and Master
Yehudi shoots himself. From that moment on, both Walt’s life and the nar-
rative take a turn for the worse. Walt turns ‘back into the beggar [he] was
born to be’ (MV 215), and travels for three years plotting his revenge. Walt
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is not the first of Auster’s characters to turn into a beggar, nor the first to
undertake a long journey, but what sets his adventures apart is the fact that
these events are not invested with the significance they carried in previous
novels. Walt, once the Wonder Boy, travels on foot, hitchhikes, sleeps in
doorways, sweeps floors and steals, but his condition is neither beyond his
control, as was Anna Blume’s, nor an aesthetic gesture or a desire to find
meaning in randomness, as in the adventures of Jim Nashe or MS Fogg.
Once he has attained his goal and killed his uncle, Walt continues to drift
aimlessly through life until he decides to write his memoirs.

As previous novels did, Mr Vertigo promises, and simultaneously eludes,
an allegorical reading. The protagonist’s literal rise and fall, and his pas-
sage from innocence to experience, are related to the changes that his
country also undergoes. When Walt tours America at the height of his
fame, the entire country is transformed into a stage, the backdrop of his
incredible feats. However, geographical space does not convey meaning in
the same way that it did in previous novels, and this is due to the fact that
this is mainly a comic novel. The theme of levitation may be read as an
inversion of the earlier fall motif, and it is this inversion that produces a
comic effect. Auster thinks of Moon Palace as an essentially comic coming-
of-age story which has some sad moments,3 but the protagonist’s artistic
dilemmas and aspirations, and the broader issues the novel deals with, do
not quite allow the comical elements of the tale to take centre-stage. As
for Walt, he may seem like an entirely new creation, but the author thinks
that he has created similar characters before him; he thinks of Walt as
someone like Pozzi in The Music of Chance, or Boris Stepanovich in In the
Country of Last Things: ‘Walt doesn’t come out of nowhere. My books are
after all full of Walts who act in the shadow of the main character.’4

In order to understand just how this novel differs from Auster’s previ-
ous work, we need to look at the ending of the narrative, and read that
as a metaphor for the author’s transformation. Walt begins to suspect
that his gruelling training was not, after all, responsible for his later suc-
cess: ‘Master Yehudi had been trained in the old school... But what if his
way wasn’t the only way? What if there was a simpler, more direct
method... What then?’ (MV 278). It is this question that Mr Vertigo
attempts to answer. Whereas previous novels were self-consciously
placed within a specific context, deliberately asking to be read in the
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network of their acknowledged connections, the desired effect here is
one of transparency. Walt’s narrative ends with these words:

Deep down, I don’t believe it takes any special talent for a person to lift
himself off the ground and hover in the air. We all have it in us – every man,
woman, and child – and with enough hard work and concentration, every
human being is capable of duplicating the feats I accomplished as Walt the
Wonder Boy. You must learn to stop being yourself. That’s where it begins,
and everything else follows from that. You must let yourself evaporate. Let
your muscles go limp, breathe until you feel your soul pouring out of you,
and then shut your eyes. That’s how it’s done. The emptiness inside your
body grows lighter than the air around you. Little by little, you begin to
weigh less than nothing. You shut your eyes; you spread your arms; you let
yourself evaporate. And then, little by little, you lift yourself off the ground.

Like so. (MV 278)

With this novel perhaps Walt’s creator, too, is learning to stop being him-
self. Two years after the publication of Mr Vertigo, Auster told an inter-
viewer: ‘I think all my father figures are dead. Everyone has died now.
Edmond Jabès is dead. He was more like a grandfather than a father... I
think I looked up to Beckett in a way, even though he was not someone
I was close to personally. We met a couple of times, corresponded a little
bit, but he was certainly a paternal figure for me.’5 Seen in this light, Mr
Vertigo may be read as Auster’s attempt to lay the ghosts of his progeni-
tors to rest, and move to an entirely different place.

The novel that followed Mr Vertigo, Timbuktu, may further support
this view. It is a book that is largely free of the literary and textual ghosts
that had haunted previous novels, and despite its unrealistic elements, it
seems to be aspiring to transparency. Timbuktu is narrated from the point
of view of a dog, Mr Bones, and it tells of the dog’s relationship with his
master, Willy G. Christmas, his adventures following Willy’s death, and
the dog’s subsequent adoption by a happy, all-American suburban family.
Once again, familiar motifs underlie the narrative. The relationship
between Willy and Mr Bones is recognisable in terms of Auster’s earlier
preoccupations: part father–son, part Don Quixote and Sancho Panza.
Willy seems to have been loosely based, at least in part, on H.L. Humes,
whose acquaintance Auster recalls in Hand to Mouth, and elements of
whose personality have found their way, as I have shown, into Moon
Palace, and more covertly into Leviathan. Willy is a vagabond, a familiar
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figure in Auster’s fiction, and the novel’s opening (‘Mr Bones knew that
Willy wasn’t long for this world’) once again announces endings instead
of beginnings.

Like its predecessor, Timbuktu is a comic novel with allegorical over-
tones. The lightness of this simple story is often interrupted by more
sombre passages, but the overall tone remains light and unapologetically
sentimental (Auster has explained how using a dog as the centre of con-
sciousness allowed him to ‘express very pure, intense emotions that we
all feel’).6 The comic and the allegorical do not, of course, have to be
incompatible, but Auster’s method of delivery creates hermeneutic prob-
lems. For instance, the early parts of the narrative offer a brief sketch of
Willy’s life; phrases such as ‘His father had always been a riddle to him,
a man prone to weeklong silences and sudden outbursts of rage’ (Tm 15),
by evoking Auster’s autobiographical writing as well as being reminiscent
of previous novels, promise the availability of a reading that subsequently
the novel does not sustain. Similarly, the issue of Willy’s ethnic identity
is raised early in the book, but the prominence given to it does not appear
to be supported by the rest of the narrative. Willy was born William
Gurevitch, the son of Polish Jews who fled their country, were pursued
across Europe, and finally arrived in America in 1946 while the rest of
the family perished in the Holocaust. Willy grew up ‘American, a Brook-
lyn boy who played stickball in the streets, read Mad Magazine under the
covers at night, and listened to Buddy Holly and the Big Bopper’ (Tm
14). He changed his name from Gurevitch to Christmas after the ‘real’
Santa Claus appeared on television and addressed him directly, asking
him to spread the message of ‘goodness, generosity, and self-sacrifice’
(Tm 21). The novel confounds the expectations raised by this conver-
sion, and indeed the details of Willy’s background do not, on the whole,
relate to the rest of the story, which centres on Mr Bones’s life without
his master. When they do, they risk appearing offensive and unaccept-
able. For instance, following Willy’s death Mr Bones becomes a stray dog
and suffers tiredness, hunger, and cruelty at the hands of men. Willy then
appears in a dream and tells his dog how his own mother had also suf-
fered hardship and persecution at the hands of the Nazis: ‘They hunted
her down like a dog, and she had to run for her life. People get treated
like dogs, too, my friend’ (Tm 123).

Willy dies in front of Poe’s house in Baltimore, having first explained to
Mr Bones that Poe was ‘the great forebear and daddy of all us Yankee
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scribes’ (Tm 46), while earlier in his career he had thought of himself as
‘the second coming of François Villon’ (Tm 16). The references to mad
visionaries, tormented or marginalised writers, would in previous Auster
novels have established the kind of intertextual link that would encourage
a recognition of affinity; here, they seem to suggest very little apart from
Willy’s illusions and delusions. ‘We’ve wound up in Poe-land,’ Willy
announces, ‘and if you say it quick enough, that’s the same country my
own dead ma was born in’ (Tm 46). This is the kind of association that may
not stand up to closer scrutiny, but it points to one of the book’s saving
graces, which is its engagement with notional and nominal space. The
Timbuktu of the novel’s title is not the real, geographical place in Africa;
it is the Timbuktu of the phrase ‘from here to Timbuktu’, an imaginary
place with a real name. When Willy knows that he is going to die, he tells
Mr Bones that he will go to Timbuktu. The philosophical dog imagines
Timbuktu by turns as a place of fear and hope, despair and happiness: ‘in
Timbuktu dogs would be able to speak man’s language and converse with
him as an equal’; but then, ‘What if Timbuktu turned out to be one of
those places with fancy carpets and expensive antiques? What if no pets
were allowed?’ (Tm 50). Mr Bones eventually decides to take his chances
and join his master by playing ‘dodge the car’ on a busy six-lane super-
highway. In doing so, he resolves several dilemmas that have informed
Auster’s œuvre: his sacrifice stems from a desire to be reunited with Willy,
and it thus restores the father–son relationship as well as realising the
dream of connectedness that haunts earlier novels. His literal leap of faith
seeks to reconcile the discrepancies between ideas and words, between real
and imagined spaces, between randomness and order. However, the novel
ends before Mr Bones gets to Timbuktu; in fact, it ends before he is even
killed on the highway, so that once again everything remains unfinished.
The book as text therefore posits the impossibility of attainment that its
discourse dreams of. If Auster, like his character Fanshawe, has answered
the question by asking another question, subsequent novels may confirm
whether it is the terms or merely the mode of the enquiry that has changed.

A Parable for all Seasons

On 25 December 1990, ‘Auggie Wren’s Christmas Story’ was published
in The New York Times.7 This was eventually turned into Smoke, and the
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success of the film may have overshadowed the literary merit of this short
tale. In the context of my approach to Auster’s fiction, ‘Auggie Wren’s
Christmas Story’ may be read as a parable for the author’s novelistic prac-
tices. The story is narrated in the first person by a character who is a
writer, identified only by his first name, Paul. Paul has been commissioned
to write a Christmas story for The New York Times, but finds it hard to
do so. When he confides in his tobacconist friend, Auggie Wren, the latter
promises to tell him the best Christmas story he has ever heard, and which
he may use for the newspaper. What comes to the reader is not only
Auggie’s tale, but also an account of how it came to be told. Paul’s narra-
tive begins by charting the beginning of the friendship between the two
men. It all began when Auggie realised that his customer was a famous
writer, and asked him to look at his collection of photographs. It tran-
spired that Auggie took a picture of the same street corner, at the same
time in the morning, every day over twelve years. At first, the four thou-
sand photographs look identical to Paul, who turns the pages of Auggie’s
albums with growing impatience and bewilderment. ‘You’re going too
fast,’ Auggie tells him. ‘You’ll never get it if you don’t slow down.’

He was right, of course. If you don’t take the time to look, you’ll never
manage to see anything. I picked up another album and forced myself to go
more deliberately... Eventually, I was able to detect subtle differences in the
traffic flow, to anticipate the rhythm of the different days... And then, little
by little, I began to recognize the faces of the people in the background...
Once I got to know them... I could imagine stories for them, as if I could
penetrate the invisible dramas locked inside their bodies... Auggie was pho-
tographing time, I realized,... and he was doing it by planting himself in one
tiny corner of the world and willing it to be his own, by standing guard in
the space he had chosen for himself. (152)

Auster has also planted himself in one tiny corner of the world. The
implication here is that life is random and amorphous and, if it is turned
into a work of art, it is not because the artist penetrates the invisible
dramas played around him, but because he reads – and writes – the world
as if he were doing so. By standing guard in his small space, observing the
everyday world and the world of literature, the author creates an alter-
native world, one which is small, seen from a partial point of view, but
no less significant for that. Writing, Auster’s work suggests, does not
reflect a perceived pattern which is embedded in the real; it creates this
pattern in the process of its own enunciation.

The second half of ‘Auggie Wren’s Christmas Story’ is narrated in the
first person by Auggie himself, who tells Paul how he acquired his first



camera and started taking those photographs. One day, Auggie chased a
shoplifter out of his shop and during the pursuit the shoplifter dropped
his wallet. Auggie, who felt pity for him, decided to return it in the spirit
of Christmas goodwill, and an address inside the wallet led him to the
young man’s grandmother, an old, blind woman who mistook him for her
grandson. After having a festive Christmas dinner with her, Auggie found
a box of cameras stacked in the bathroom. Arguing to himself that they
were stolen anyway, and the blind woman clearly had no use for them, he
helped himself to one and left the house. Paul tells him that what he did
was a kind gesture, to which Auggie replies: ‘I lied to her, and then I stole
from her. I don’t see how you can call that a good deed.’ Paul replies that
he gave her joy, and did not steal the camera from its rightful owner
anyway. ‘Anything for the sake of art, right Paul?’ is Auggie’s reply. Read-
ing this episode in the light of Auster’s actively intertextual practice, the
question I asked in the introduction needs to be asked again: who does
literature belong to? With his reply to Auggie, Paul is suggesting that it has
no rightful owner, and can only exist as long as it is put to new use by dif-
ferent people, producers and receivers alike. The same implication is
woven into the very structure of the story: the title suggests that the
Christmas story is Auggie’s, but Auggie gives it to Paul in exchange for
nothing more than a lunch. The story that Paul narrates tells his own story
as well as Auggie’s, and both tellers speak in their own voice. This ques-
tion of authorship is related to questions of authenticity, truth and lies,
the real and the fictive. Like his character Paul, Auster was commissioned
to write a story for the Christmas edition of The New York Times. As it
was going to appear in the Op-Ed section in the guise of an article, Auster
wanted to produce a story that would deliberately blur the lines between
fact and fiction: ‘It was an interesting proposal, I thought – putting a piece
of make-believe in a newspaper, the paper of record, no less.’ ‘Everything
gets turned upside down in “Auggie Wren”’, continues Auster; ‘What’s
stealing? What’s giving? What’s lying? What’s telling the truth?’8 Perhaps
his character Paul has the answer to these questions. When he has heard
Auggie’s story, he pauses for a moment, studying his friend’s face:

I couldn’t be sure, but the look in his eyes at that moment was so mysteri-
ous, so fraught with the glow of some inner delight, that it suddenly
occurred to me that he had made the whole thing up. I was about to ask
him if he he’d been putting me on, but then I realized he would never
tell. I had been tricked into believing him, and that was the only thing that
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8. Annette Insdorf, ‘The Making of Smoke’, in Smoke and Blue in the Face, p. 3.



mattered. As long as there’s one person to believe it, there’s no story that
can’t be true. (156)

Auster, who like his character Fanshawe answers each question by asking
another question, gives at least one answer, which is a vindication – and
a celebration – of his art, the art of creating fictions and telling stories.

And this, after all, may be the only answer available. The study of a
living author, more so than any other, is provisional, open-ended. There-
fore, everything remains ‘open, unfinished, to be started again’. ‘Portrait
of an Invisible Man’ ends with the words ‘To end with this’.

Michel Contat: It’s kind of mysterious to me. ‘To end with this.’ It can be
matter of fact: ‘let’s end with this’...

Paul Auster: No, ‘to end with this’, meaning on this image, on this
thought. This is the place where the story comes to an end.
‘To end with this.’ Not this [shows something large], but
this [shows something tiny]. Very small.9

To end with this.

Epilogue 165

9. Contat and Auster, ‘The Manuscript in the Book’, p. 187.
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