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PREFACE

“No one can say where a book comes from, least of all the person who writes it.” This line was written twenty-five years ago and appeared in Paul Auster’s seventh novel, Leviathan. He insists that it still holds true. But, as always with Auster, there is more than one truth. In this dialogue, we pursue the beginnings, the birth, and the life of Auster’s novels and autobiographical works—books that have entranced and challenged millions of readers across the world in more than forty languages.

Auster is one of the most widely read contemporary writers. He first made his mark on the literary scene in the 1970s as a poet. In order to finance his writing, he worked as an essayist and a translator, but in 1979 he began to concentrate on narrative prose, and with the publication of the innovative memoir The Invention of Solitude and the ingenious novels of The New York Trilogy in the mid-eighties, a space on the international literary scene was irrevocably cleared for this master of stories and purveyor of the intricate workings of their telling. Then, in the 1990s, he explored a lifelong passion for film: he wrote and codirected two movies with Wayne Wang, Smoke and Blue in the Face, wrote and directed Lulu on the Bridge, and followed up with The Inner Life of Martin Frost in 2007.

Today, the body of his narrative prose includes sixteen novels (now seventeen, with the publication of 4 3 2 1) and five autobiographical books. In one way or another, they all bear the imprint of these other artistic activities. Auster’s poems have been described as “brittle as broken glass . . . [they] imbed themselves in the reader’s flesh.”1 This penchant for transparency and brokenness runs as a lyrical subcurrent through almost all his work. It has frequently set a certain tone and inspired an array of recurring themes, which we pursue in these conversations. Movies play an important role in Auster’s plots, especially in The Book of Illusions and Man in the Dark, and different angles on objects and characters seen through the camera lens are folded into the writing. Translations are sometimes part of the texture of his novels, for instance, in Invisible—and the voice of the critic everywhere accompanies Auster’s stories, commenting on the processes and mechanisms of writing.

More than forty scholarly books have been written about Auster’s work. There are a handful of very fine studies among them, but others are saturated with attempts to squeeze this multiform body of writing into predefined categories. However, as our conversations show, every one of Auster’s books is a journey down an unknown road for him—and for the reader. “The music of each book is different from the music of every other book,” he says in our conversation on Sunset Park, and his principal concern, his constant struggle, is always to find the right way to tell a particular story. He is regularly on the brink of failure—or so he feels—and is truly humble in the face of his own doubts. “I’m really stumbling,” he says in our conversation on The Invention of Solitude. “I’m really in the dark. I don’t know.” This is what reviewers and critics often fail to understand about Auster’s work.

I first met Paul Auster when he kindly accepted my invitation to visit our PhD program, TRAMS, at the University of Copenhagen in May 2011. Later the same day, I interviewed Auster at the official ceremony when he received the university’s honorary degree.2 During the break, I talked to him about the need for a strong close reading of his work that is sensitive to the quality of the writing and faithful to the words on the page. A basis for further talks was evidently formed, for when, a few months later, I suggested that we undertake this project together, he agreed. “Maybe it’s time to speak,” he said, and we embarked on what was to become a grand three-year journey through Auster’s twenty-one narrative books, one by one, from a wide range of perspectives.

And so, for the first time, Auster enters into an extended dialogue about his work. Here, he provides background material, most of which is not publicly known, facts about how the stories took form, and discussions of key themes that run through the entire body of his work. We compare and contrast movements across more than thirty years of writing, and in the process, we arrive at new and often surprising insights that, one hopes, will spawn new avenues in future readings of Auster’s books.

Auster had reservations about our project. He was reluctant to engage in intellectual discussions about writings that “come out of the unconscious rather than as the result of reflection” (conversation on Moon Palace). He was also uneasy about repeating information: “I’ve said this before. I can’t remember where,” he would sometimes remark. I was more concerned with questions of how to cover no fewer than nineteen books and two forthcoming manuscripts.3 Especially if one is attempting to do this in collaboration with the writer: Paul Auster, known to be distrustful of reviewers and reserved with critics. A writer, moreover, who in one of our first discussions of the project remarks with some frustration: “A writer can’t analyze his own work!” Would it be possible to bring together the author’s inside point of view with the reader’s outside perspective in a meaningful way?

The collaboration between author and critic is itself an interesting feature. Auster does not preside over his work as an omniscient originator or master of meaning. He is more interested in inquiry than in certainty and has no unequivocal truths to offer: In short, he was genuinely invested in the open exchange of our dialogues—and as his interlocutor I felt greatly privileged.

The book is divided into two parts.

PART ONE

As Auster explains in the prologue, it is important to him that a clear distinction be made between fiction and narratives that invoke his own remembered experiences. In part one the dialogue focuses on the texts that draw upon his life. Our talks about these five very dissimilar books provide much biographical information about the person “Paul Auster,” but they cannot be used as keys to decipher the author “Paul Auster”—nor indeed his writings. As I see it, they add another, perhaps a more descriptive, layer to the body of his texts, subjective and molded by a memory that plays a central role in what Auster calls the “unbroken narrative within ourselves about who we are” (in the conversation on The Invention of Solitude). The author, here, is much like a character—no more “real,” perhaps, no more extraordinary and possibly no more in command of the text than the imaginary narrators of his novels. And so, even if the five books in part one turn on memoir, it does not mean that they have primacy or authority over the fictional narratives. In fact, we could argue that the narration of self is inevitably as apocryphal as that of invented texts.

Placing the autobiographical books together in chronological order, as we have done here, allows us to look at the shifts and development over more than three decades of self-narration. The Invention of Solitude is the first extended narrative in Auster’s transition from poetry to prose, with its description of his father, Samuel Auster, in “Portrait of an Invisible Man,” paired with the strange ensemble of voices of poets and other artists who have had a formative effect on the autobiographical figure of A. in “The Book of Memory.” The Invention of Solitude broke new ground on the literary scene and serves as a kind of gene pool of ideas on language, memory, representation, and the ongoing formation of the self for Auster’s entire body of prose. The autobiographical element in The Red Notebook (1995) concerns not the writer as much as the nature of his writings. It serves as an ars poetica of storytelling without theory and relates a series of true tales about the kind of magic coincidence that informs what Auster calls “the mechanics of reality.” An equally straightforward text, Hand to Mouth (1997), focuses on the trials and tribulations of “the artist as a young man” struggling to keep his head above water and support his family. The two recent autobiographical books, Winter Journal (2012) and Report from the Interior (2013), take a different turn altogether. They set out to explore the history, in the former, of the things that have marked, altered, nourished, or sheltered the author’s physical self, and, in the latter, the landmarks in the development of how he has understood the world around him. They are, Auster says, about “all the things that go into making a person” (in the conversation on Winter Journal). Both of these recent autobiographical books approach their subject through a consistent second-person perspective, which allows the author to look at himself from a point of view in between the closeness of the first person and the distance of the third person. It has the most unusual effect of giving the reader an impression of being taken into the narrator’s confidence, of being almost directly addressed by the author—and then not.

PART TWO

The sixteen novels form a large organic body of fiction informed by Auster’s explorations of the relationship between the world and the word, which often break with literary convention and scout out new paths of representation. Here, as elsewhere, his work is consistently determined by a loyalty to his material and a curiosity that often leads into unexplored territory, thus producing, in each instance, a different kind of story. At the same time, the texts intersect through recurring themes that run across the entire oeuvre. There is fable and myth, realism, comedy, metafiction, The books sometimes draw on elements from an array of modes and genres: memoir, fairy tale, dystopian writing, parallel or alternative history, the detective novel, trauma narrative, geronto literature, bildungsroman, poetry. Parts of novels are written as collages combining film script, newspaper clippings, interpretation or translation of texts by other writers, film analysis, stage directions, footnotes, lyrical monologues. The books often actively interact with one another through allusion, echoes, direct reference, and auto-intertextual characters, thus forming a dense web of entangled themes, places, movements, concerns, and unresolved problems.

Our conversations are structured around a set of eleven principal themes that inform the body of Auster’s writing. The themes were carefully identified partly with the help of Auster’s wife, the novelist and scholar Siri Hustvedt, pursued where relevant, and honed in the dialogue.

Language and the Body
The Word and the World
White Spaces
Ambiguity
Divestment
Enclosure
Abandoned Objects
Narrative Perspective
Male Pairs
America
Jewish Experience

An array of crucial but less prominent themes in the conversations include film, politics, baseball, the city, walking, silence, memory, and the gradual rounding of female characters.

This dialogue, with its abundance of new material, thematically and chronologically ordered, may spawn a series of new questions about Auster’s work and about literature in general and the processes of writing and reading. Let me close this preface by thanking Paul Auster for his generosity and his patience with all my pertinent and impertinent questions. He listened to my assumptions and presumptions, my readings and misreadings of his work, sitting there in Brooklyn at the red table every morning at ten, prepared to enter the dialogue. For this I am truly grateful.

IBS, Copenhagen, November 2016



1 Norman Finkelstein, “In the Realm of the Naked Eye: The Poetry of Paul Auster,” in Beyond the Red Notebook: Essays on Paul Auster, ed. Dennis Barone (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press, 1995), 45.

2 See webcast of the ceremony at http://hum.ku.dk/auster/.

3 The conversations took place from November 2011 to November 2013. Winter Journal and Report from the Interior were discussed in their manuscript form.




PROLOGUE

Clearing the Air
 
IBS: In your last novel, Sunset Park, one of your characters, Morris Heller, notes in his diary: “Writers should never talk to journalists. The interview is a debased literary form that serves no purpose except to simplify that which should never be simplified” (271). If you agree with Heller’s remarks—and there’s no reason to think that you don’t—why would you agree to enter into a conversation that will, at least to some extent, take the form of an interview?

PA: Heller was referring to the short, superficial interviews writers get roped into doing to accommodate their publishers—with newspapers and magazines, with radio, television, and the Internet: the so-called popular media. These talks are inevitably connected to commerce, to the promotion of books. Thankfully, you aren’t a journalist. You’re a serious reader, a professor of literature, and when you proposed doing this project together, which you described as a “biography of my work,” I was intrigued. Hesitant, too, of course, but intrigued.

IBS: Why hesitant?

PA: An inborn reticence, I suppose. Along with the fact that I don’t feel qualified to talk about my own work. I’m utterly incapable of discussing it with any critical intelligence. People ask Why, and I can never answer them. How can also be very problematical.

IBS: And yet here you are, starting to talk to me.

PA: Yes, because you agreed to confine the conversations to What, When, and Where. I hope it will be possible to address those kinds of questions. And, in trying to answer them, maybe some good things will happen, maybe I’ll discover some interesting things along the way.

IBS: You also said that you saw this project as an opportunity to “clear the air.”

PA: For a couple of reasons. First, because I’ve stumbled across some remarkable misunderstandings of my books, errors so egregious that I feel they should be corrected. I’m not talking about matters of taste or interpretation, but simple facts. A fair amount of scholarly work has been published about my writing, about forty books or so along with a wagonload of articles. Some of these books are sent to me. I don’t read them. I take a quick peek inside, then shut the book and put it on a shelf. Two or three years ago, however, I was taking my little peek at a book that had just arrived and fell upon the altogether baffling assertion that all my autobiographical works—The Invention of Solitude, The Red Notebook, and Hand to Mouth4—were in fact works of fiction, made-up books, pseudo novels. I was astonished to read this—and saddened as well. So much spiritual labor went into exploring those remembered experiences, I worked so hard to be honest in what I wrote, and to see all that turned into some kind of clever, postmodern game perplexed me. How could anyone be so wrong? So I want to go on record, once and for all, and declare that my novels are fiction and my autobiographical writings are nonfiction. Just for starters.

IBS: And the other reason?

PA: To disentangle the twisted notions about my supposed influence on Siri’s work.5 Various misconceptions have been circulating for a long time—both in print and on the Internet—that I introduced her to Freud and psychoanalysis, that I taught her everything she knows about Lacan, that I initiated her into the theories of Bakhtin, and so on. All of it is untrue. When Siri’s first novel came out, there was even one journalist who told her—to her face—that she couldn’t possibly have written the book and therefore it must have been written by me. It would be hard to come up with a nastier insult than that one. Did this man have such a prejudice against women that he simply couldn’t believe that a beautiful woman could also be an intelligent person and a gifted novelist? These are the facts: I’m eight years older than Siri, and when we started living together in 1981, she was only twenty-six, a poet and a graduate student hard at work on her PhD in English, and because she didn’t finish her degree until 1986, and because her first novel wasn’t published until 1992, I was already a known quantity when she arrived on the scene. It was too much for some people—two novelists in one household!—and so the rumor started that I was running some kind of literary factory in Brooklyn. Utter nonsense. Siri has one of the best minds I’ve ever encountered. She is the intellectual in the family, not me, and everything I know about Lacan and Bakhtin, for example, I learned directly from her. In fact, I’ve read only one short essay by Lacan, the “Purloined Letter” piece in the Yale French Studies issue on poststructuralism—all the way back in 1966. As for Freud and psychoanalysis, the whole thing makes me laugh. Siri has been reading Freud attentively since she was fifteen, and in May of this year6 she was invited to give the thirty-ninth annual Sigmund Freud Lecture at the Freud Foundation in Vienna. There has been only one person before her without a medical degree to be chosen, for goodness sake. Her book from 2009, The Shaking Woman, has made such a stir in the worlds of medicine, neuroscience, and psychiatry that the committee at the Freud Foundation was unanimous in wanting her for this year’s talk.

IBS: Yes, I’ve heard her address a theater full of academics from different fields. She is extremely well read and very impressive. Clearing the air, is there anything else you’d like to add?

PA: No, I don’t think so. I could go on, of course, but I’ve probably said enough.

IBS: Ready to start talking about your work?

PA: Yes, yes, fire away.




4 This conversation took place in autumn 2011 when Winter Journal was still in manuscript form. Report from the Interior was not started until 2012.

5 Siri Hustvedt, Auster’s wife.

6 2011.



PART ONE

Autobiographical Writings






THE INVENTION OF SOLITUDE (1982)

“Everything Comes from Within and Moves Out”

The book he is writing has no meaning. (147)

IBS: The Invention of Solitude is a groundbreaking book that pushes straight through the boundaries of literary convention. You turn autobiographical material into two engaging narratives that explore ideas about memory, solitude, and ways of being in the world, which have been cornerstones in your work ever since. What prompted the writing of the first part, “Portrait of an Invisible Man”? Was it the death of your father?

PA: Yes, without question it was the death of my father, which, as you know, was unexpected and came as a shock to me. He was sixty-six or sixty-seven—I’ve never known exactly what year he was born—in any case, not an old man. He had been in good health all his life. He didn’t drink, he didn’t smoke. He played tennis every day. I always assumed he would live to be ninety and had given little or no thought to his potential death. Yet, there it was. It happened. And it caused a tremendous upheaval in my life. The frustration of having so much unfinished business with my father propelled me into wanting to write about him. Suddenly he was gone, suddenly I could no longer talk to him. All the questions I’d wanted to ask no longer could be asked. But you see, it’s important to note that if he had died the year before, I might not have written “Portrait of an Invisible Man.” At that time, I was still writing poetry, exclusively poetry, and had more or less given up the idea of writing prose. But then the poetry dried up, and I couldn’t write anything. It was a miserable time for me. Then, as I’ve described in Winter Journal,7 I went to that dance rehearsal, and something happened. A revelation, a liberation, a fundamental something. I immediately plunged into writing White Spaces,8 which I happened to finish the night my father died. I went to bed at two a.m., I remember, a Saturday night/Sunday morning, thinking how this piece, White Spaces, was the first step toward a new way of thinking about how to write. Then the phone rang early the next morning, just a few hours later. It was my uncle on the line telling me my father had died that night. That was the shock. Coinciding with the fact that I had returned to prose, that I felt it was possible for me to write in prose, finally, after so many years of struggling to write fiction, and then finally abandoning it.

IBS: What made it suddenly possible?

PA: The text I finished that night.

IBS: So, White Spaces marks a crucial transition in your career as a writer?

PA: It freed me from the constraints that had been blocking me for the past year or two. I had, in a sense, retaught myself how to write. I’d unlearned all the lessons of my education—which had been more of a burden than a help, I’m afraid.

IBS: Which education do you mean?

PA: I’m talking about my literary education. My studies at Columbia University and the intense scrutiny of texts you engage in as a student of literature. I’d come to such a point of self-consciousness that I somehow believed that every novel had to be completely worked out in advance, that every syllable had to give off some kind of philosophical or literary echo, that a novel was a great machine of thought and emotion that could be analyzed down to the phonemes in every sentence. It was too much. I hadn’t realized that the unconscious plays such a large part in the making of stories. I hadn’t yet grasped the importance of spontaneity and sudden inspirations. It took me a very long time to learn that a lack of understanding about what you are doing can be just as useful as knowing what you are doing. White Spaces, however good or bad the piece might be, was an important step for me. I was ready to let my writing take new forms, and, in a sense, my father’s death was the excuse to go ahead. “Portrait of an Invisible Man” was written feverishly. He died in mid-January 1979, and, I would say, by early February I had started writing the book. It’s not a long text, and it took me only two months to finish it. Later, stupidly, I decided to expand it and write it in a more traditional way, but then I scrapped that longer version and went back to the original. It was clearly prompted by a combination of emotional distress, the need to say something about my father, and a very literal feeling that, if I didn’t, he would vanish. At that moment, I was artistically ready to take it on. This is crucial.

IBS: What, then, motivated the second part, “The Book of Memory”?

PA: After I finished the first part, my life went through a number of other upheavals. My first marriage was essentially over by the end of 1978. Only six weeks later, my father died. Lydia9 was very kind to me about it. We pulled together to get through that difficult period but stuck to the plan to separate, and by the spring I had moved into my grim little room on Varick Street in Manhattan. So much had happened to me in the intervening months that I wanted to write a chronicle of those disruptions. This then developed into “The Book of Memory.”

IBS: “Portrait of an Invisible Man” and “The Book of Memory” are very different in terms of tone, style, structure, and perspective, but I think the contrasts only inform and enrich each of the texts. You told me earlier that originally you hadn’t intended for them to be published together. What happened?



PA: I gave the first part to a poet friend of mine who had a minuscule publishing house. The plan was to put it out as a small book of about seventy-five or eighty pages. The problem was that he didn’t have much money, and by the time he’d raised the funds to publish it, “The Book of Memory” was finished. Rather than produce two short books, it was financially sounder to do them both in a single volume. I then came up with the overall title, The Invention of Solitude. The book has a unity to it, even though it’s two separate works, and, in retrospect, I’m glad it worked out that way. The two parts bounce off each other and seem to be stronger in tandem than they would have been alone.

I. “PORTRAIT OF AN INVISIBLE MAN”:
THE SPECTRUM OF A HUMAN BEING

IBS: In “Portrait of an Invisible Man,” you describe your father as fundamentally detached from the people closest to him. Paradoxically, it’s precisely through this description that you bring into “presence” that which defined him most accurately, namely his absence.

PA: The strange thing about my father, as I say quite explicitly in the first half of the book, is that it was difficult for him to connect with the people he was most intimate with: his wife and his children. With other people it was different. For instance, if someone was stranded on a road in the middle of the night, that person would call my father because he knew he would come. He was also generous and sympathetic toward his poorer tenants and his nephew, my cousin, whom he took care of for many years. There was a lot of tenderness and a strong sense of responsibility in my father, even if it was difficult for him to express it to the people closest to him. Not so long ago, I received a letter from someone who had lived next door to him in the last years of his life. She wrote: “You have no idea how kind your father was to us when we moved in.” She had one or two small children, and he would buy presents for them—snowsuits. I was very moved by this.

IBS: That’s very strange.

PA: This was what I was trying to say in the book. The mystifying forces of contradiction: he was this, and he was that. You say one thing, and it’s true, but the opposite is true as well. Human beings are imponderable, they can rarely be captured in words. If you open yourself up to all the different aspects of a person, you are usually left in a state of befuddlement.

IBS: There’s a dynamic in this confusion, though, isn’t there? I mean, isn’t there an urge to try to piece the different aspects together?

PA: You make it sound as if I’d tried to create some kind of Frankenstein’s monster [laughs]. No, I think the only metaphor I’ve used to talk about the range of selves within a single self is the idea of a spectrum. I believe that every human being is a spectrum. We live most of our lives in the middle, but there are moments when we fluctuate to the extremes, and we run that gamut from one shade of a color to another at different moments, depending on mood, age, and circumstance.

IBS: Yes, and the notion of a spectrum makes sense. Is there anything that holds the self together, do you think? A substratum of some sort?

PA: If there is, it would have to be self-consciousness.

IBS: I’m relieved you didn’t say identity.

PA: Identity is what’s in my passport. No, I don’t even know what identity means in this context. I think a moment comes at around the age of about five or six when you have a thought and become capable of telling yourself, simultaneously, that you are thinking that thought. This doubling occurs when we begin to reflect on our own thinking. Once you can do that, you are able to tell the story of yourself to yourself. We all have a continuous, unbroken narrative within ourselves about who we are, and we go on telling it every day of our lives.

IBS: And it keeps changing.

PA: It changes, the story shifts. Of course, we’re revising all the time. We tend, just as a matter of self-preservation, to leave out the worst. Oliver Sacks, the neurologist, worked with brain-damaged patients who had lost the ability to tell this story to themselves—Siri knows more about this than I do. The thread has been cut, and they don’t have personalities anymore. They’re no longer “selves” in the ordinary sense of the word. They’re utterly fragmented beings. I think what pulls human beings together is this inner narrative. It’s not “identity.” I keep reading about the search for identity in my characters, but I have no idea what that means.

IBS: Yes, but there’s almost always a search . . .

PA: But not for identity.

IBS: A search for understanding?

PA: Or just a way to live, a way of making life possible for oneself.

IBS: With the contradictions?

PA: Yes.

IBS: If the self is formed as a narrative, I suppose there’s also an element of invention? We make up things to believe about ourselves.

PA: We do—and some of us are more deluded than others.

IBS: [Laughs.]

PA: Some people are able to tell a more or less truthful story about themselves. Others are fantasists. Their sense of who they are is so at odds with what the rest of the world feels about them that they become pathetic. You see it again and again in life: the aging woman who thinks she’s still twenty years old and has no idea that she looks ridiculous in the eyes of others. Or the mediocre poet who thinks he’s brilliant. It’s painful to be with these people. Then, there’s the other extreme, the people who diminish themselves in their own minds. They’re often much greater people than they think they are, and, often, much admired by others. Still, they kill themselves inside. Almost by definition, the good are hard on themselves—and the less than good believe they’re the best [laughs].

IBS: Could it be a kind of insecurity about himself that determined your father’s reluctance to sign his name? It’s a very striking scene in “Portrait of an Invisible Man”:

He could not simply put the pen against the paper and write [his signature]. As if unconsciously delaying the moment of truth, he would always make a slight, preliminary flourish, a circular movement an inch or two off the page, like a fly buzzing in the air and zeroing in on its spot, before he could get down to business. (30)

To me this is an image of someone so utterly detached from himself that it’s disturbing even to commit to his own name.

PA: Actually, I find it rather humorous. There was a popular television show in America in the fifties called The Honeymooners, starring a comedian named Jackie Gleason and his sidekick, played by Art Carney, who would always loop his hand around in hilarious circles before he could write his signature. My father did something similar, though in a much more reduced way. I always found it endearing and strange.

IBS: I thought, perhaps, your description of this reluctance to commit his name to paper was another manifestation of the “invisibility” of the portraitee, you know, to link the title to the man, or vice versa, and—in more general terms—to provide a connection between name and character.

PA: Well, if there is such a connection, it’s not one I consciously construct. Curiously, almost all the characters in my novels come to life with their names already attached to them. I can think of only one instance when I’ve changed the name of a protagonist. Jim Nashe, the hero of The Music of Chance, originally went by the old New England name of Coffin. I wrote the whole novel with Nashe as Coffin, then realized, when I was done, that even though I didn’t intend it to be symbolic . . .

IBS: It would be read that way . . .

PA: It would be read that way, and so I decided to change it. That was the only time this happened. All my other characters have kept the names they were born with.

IBS: So, the connection between the characters’ names and the role they play in the story is only rarely constructed? You’re not flaunting the artificiality of the fiction and the fact that these characters are figments of your imagination?

PA: Every fictional character is a figment.

IBS: Exactly. Many readers, I imagine, will be wondering why you chose one name rather than another, especially when some of them appear so obviously to carry meaning.

PA: “No symbols where none intended,” as Beckett wrote in Watt. I’m afraid it mostly comes out of the unconscious, out of the guts. The theater director Peter Brook once made a statement that impressed me enormously: “What I’m trying to do in my work,” he said, “is to combine the closeness of the everyday with the distance of myth. Because, without the closeness, you can’t be moved, and without the distance you can’t be amazed.” This is such a beautiful formulation. It’s so succinct and to the point, and I suppose I respond to it because it expresses what I feel about art as well.

IBS: This duality plays very much into the relationship between the inner and outer dimensions of your portrait of the father, your father, in The Invention of Solitude, doesn’t it?

PA: I hope so.

IBS: Toward the end of “Portrait of an Invisible Man” you say, “When I step into this silence, it will mean that my father has vanished forever” (65). Is this how it felt to you? I thought, perhaps, the purpose of writing about the dead was to keep them alive. Like memory, where, as you say, things happen for the second time. Is it that you can bring something back to life only in the process of writing about it? Then it vanishes?

PA: I didn’t know what would happen, but I imagined it would be something like that. While I was working on the book, my father was very vivid to me, and the act of writing seemed to alleviate some of the shock and pain of his death. Yet, when the book was finished, it was as if I’d never written it. Everything was the same as before. Putting together the portrait didn’t solve anything. Writing isn’t therapy.

IBS: So it’s the process of writing that matters, not the final result?

PA: Yes, because even as I was writing it, I kept trying to present all sides of my father simultaneously, and I was always heartened by the positive things I discovered about him. He did have very good qualities, after all, and I feel that if he’d grown up in different circumstances, his life would have turned out quite differently. He was deeply shaped by his environment. I mean, the immigrant story, the crazy mother, the murder of his father when he was a small boy, the constant dislocations of the family—it taught him to hide himself. So, one does feel sorry for him. I certainly do.

IBS: It must have been hard to be the son of somebody who kept himself so separate.

PA: I wrote that book more than half my life ago, and the fact is that I still think about my father all the time. As I wrote in Winter Journal, I also dream about him quite often. I have conversations with him in those dreams, and even if I can never remember what we talk about, the conversations are always friendly ones. I wish he’d lived long enough to see how well I’ve managed to take care of myself—after such a rocky start.

IBS: You’d have liked him to see your successes.

PA: Yes, of course.

IBS: What about your grandmother? You said she was crazy. She comes across as a very strong character with an iron grip on her four sons.

PA: She had four sons and a daughter. My aunt Esther, the oldest of the Auster children, was the mother of the nephew my father took under his wing. She had an unhappy life. Her mother, my grandmother, was a ferocious woman.

IBS: Do you remember her?

PA: Vividly. According to family legend, she used to beat her sons over the head with a broom when she was angry at them.

IBS: Where was she from?

PA: Stanislaw, in what was then the Austro-Hungarian Empire. Galicia, which now finds itself in the western part of Ukraine, near Poland. I think she came to America when she was fourteen. She was an orphan. After she married my grandfather, they returned to Europe a number of times. The reality of immigration is much more complex than the myth. My uncle, the one just older than my father, was born in London, for example. When she was young, I believe my grandmother worked on the Lower East Side in a millinery factory—making hats. I don’t know much about her family. Her name was Perlmutter, a common Jewish name. She was uneducated and never learned to speak English very well.

IBS: But she was not illiterate?

PA: No, she read the Jewish Daily Forward in Yiddish.

IBS: And spoke it, I assume?

PA: Yes. A funny thing happened a few years ago—a family thing. Siri and I went to the funeral of one of my first cousins. Another cousin was there, the oldest of the nine grandchildren, a woman whom I’ve always liked a lot, Jane Auster . . .

IBS: Jane Auster!

PA: Yes, my cousin Jane. Anyway, we were in the cemetery where most of my father’s family is buried. We all walked over to our grandmother’s grave, and the outspoken, extremely humorous Jane looked down and said, “You know, I always hated you, Grandma. You were the worst person I’ve ever met. You were mean, and I was frightened of you. And on top of that, you were the worst cook in the world. You couldn’t make a decent meal if your life depended on it.” Everyone started laughing in a great rush of relief and amusement. No, she was ferocious, my grandmother. I was frightened of her, too. I didn’t feel any connection to her at all.

IBS: Her sons were also afraid of her, weren’t they?

PA: And devoted to her.

IBS: Out of fear?

PA: No, because of the murder. They pulled together.

IBS: So, they all knew about it?

PA: One of my uncles was a witness. My aunt Esther must have been about eighteen at the time. Yes, they knew, they all knew. They just didn’t tell anybody. They held their collective breath and never divulged the secret. Until that fluky incident, which I describe in The Invention of Solitude, when my cousin (the one who died recently) happened to sit next to a man on an airplane who started talking about Kenosha, Wisconsin. That was how the story finally came out.

IBS: The portrait of your father is exceptionally vivid, I think, because you manage to make his “absence” so very “present,” as it were. Even so, the “I” speaker—you—insists on the necessity of recognizing “right from the start, that the essence of this project is failure” (20). Why failure?

PA: Because I don’t feel you can fully capture anyone. It’s something you try to do, but, as we said earlier, you can never crack the mystery of a human being. In a sense, all writing is failure. You know that Beckett phrase—to cite Beckett once more—“Fail again, fail better.” Fail better, yes, that’s what you do. You keep going—and try to “fail better.”

IBS: Can you explain that to me? Why is the success of a piece of writing conditional on failure?

PA: Because you can never achieve what you hope to achieve. You can come close sometimes and others may appreciate your work, but you, the author, will always feel you’ve failed. You know you’ve done your best, but your best isn’t good enough. Maybe that’s why you keep writing. So you can fail a little better the next time.

IBS: These reflections on the processes and mechanisms of writing you weave into the narrative are another reason why “Portrait of an Invisible Man” is so good, I think. The substratum of meta-commentary engages the reader in ways traditional autobiographical texts do not. For instance, here:

I have a sense of trying to go somewhere, as if I knew what I wanted to say, but the farther I go the more certain I am that the path toward my object does not exist. I have to invent the road with each step, and this means that I can never be sure of where I am. A feeling of moving around in circles, of perpetual back-tracking, of going off in many directions at once. And even if I do manage to make some progress, I am not at all convinced that it will take me to where I think I am going. Just because you wander in the desert, it does not mean there is a promised land. (32)

PA: With this book, I was finding my path as I went along. And this is reflected in the work itself. I’ve always been interested in exposing the inner workings of what I’m doing—or trying to do—because the process of thinking seems to me just as interesting as the results of that thinking.

IBS: This is one of the reasons people say your work is postmodern.

PA: I don’t understand that.

IBS: Because conventionally, a work of art will present itself as a complete entity informed by its own beauty and truth, which is passed on to a more or less passive recipient.

PA: And we hide all our doubts!

IBS: Yes, because everybody pretends the story is real: author as well as reader.

PA: Well, I guess I’m interested in not pretending. But again, “postmodern” is a term I don’t understand.

IBS: It’s just a label.

PA: Yes, but you know, there’s an arrogance to all this labeling, a self-assurance that I find to be distasteful, if not dishonest. I try to be humble in the face of my own confusions, and I don’t want to elevate my doubts to some status they don’t deserve. I’m really stumbling. I’m really in the dark. I don’t know. And if that—what I would call honesty—qualifies as postmodern, then okay, but it’s not as if I ever wanted to write a book that sounded like John Barth or Robert Coover.

IBS: No, no, I’m not implying that at all. I understand what you are saying about honesty. It’s the backbone of your work, and it’s what makes it evocative and stimulating. There’s that wonderful line in the passage we have just read: “Just because you wander in the desert, it does not mean there is a promised land.” Is this a comment on the process of writing in general, or is it specific to the composition of this particular portrait?

PA: No, it’s a general statement. It doesn’t apply just to writing but to any kind of human endeavor. You grope toward something. Scientists, too—they “wander in the desert” looking for a solution to a scientific problem. It doesn’t mean they’re going to find it. You need to be a little lost sometimes.

IBS: A journey toward something, but you don’t know where it’s going to end?

PA: You have no idea.

IBS: And no guiding principles?

PA: No, no. No method.

IBS: Well, one doesn’t get the impression that you were “wandering in the desert” when you wrote The Invention of Solitude. It’s usually regarded as an innovative and elegant undermining of the conventions of biography and autobiography. Given what you have said about the motivation for the book, I don’t suppose you deliberately set out to renovate literary form and genre?

PA: No, well, how shall I put it . . . The Invention of Solitude was the product of the breakthroughs I’d made in my own thinking about how to make art, how to make writing. I understood that everything comes from within and moves out. It’s never the reverse. Form doesn’t precede content. The material itself will find its own form as you’re working through it. And so, I didn’t arrive at a solution before I started, I simply found it as I was writing. It seemed necessary to do it that way. It wasn’t a desire to be different so much as to find a way to tell what I had to tell. Then, if it came out sounding different from the conventions of the genre, so be it.

IBS: “Portrait of an Invisible Man” introduces the theme we have called “Abandoned Things” to signify the importance attached to the remains of a dead person, which is so prominent in many of your books:

Things are inert: they have meaning only in function of the life that makes use of them . . . And yet they say something to us, standing there not as objects but as remnants of thought, of consciousness, emblems of the solitude in which a man comes to make decisions about himself. (10–11)

In the Country of Last Things is literally set among abandoned things; in City of Glass, Stillman collects and renames broken items found in the gutter; there are husbands obsessively sorting through their deceased wives’ closets; a father playing with the toys of his dead sons  . . .

PA: In The Book of Illusions, yes.

IBS: Everywhere! Things that are broken or no longer have owners.

PA: Disconnected, yes. Lost objects. Also in Sunset Park: Miles taking photographs of abandoned objects. Bing’s Hospital for Broken Things. It’s true. So this is something that keeps recurring. And?

IBS: And why this penchant for the vacated or masterless? Where does it come from?

PA: I’m not sure. I think it’s visceral. Certainly in Portrait it was about a direct emotional experience. My father came from the generation of men who wore neckties, and apparently he kept every tie he ever owned. When he died, there must have been a hundred of them in his closet. You are confronted by these ties, which are, in a sense, a miniature history of his life. What will you do with them? You have to throw them out or give them to charity, but who wants a tie that was made in 1943? It was so poignant. That was the only time I cried. I didn’t cry when I heard the news of my father’s death, and I didn’t cry at the funeral. Nothing. But I teared up when I was carrying the ties out to the truck to give them away. I was clutching his one hundred ties. They were all that was left of him. So, my interest in these abandoned things, as you call them, didn’t come out of thoughts or ideas about objects, it was simply the experience of these things in my own life. Maybe that’s the origin of the theory about objects in movies I developed later on in Man in the Dark. The great filmmakers are able to invest objects with human emotion and tell stories through them.

IBS: You do that in your writing.

PA: Well, not as well as some people. In my films, I’ve never figured out how to do it.

IBS: Think of the moment in The Book of Illusions where David Zimmer is sorting out the baseball cards . . .

PA: And the toys and the Lego . . .

IBS: That’s one of the most moving scenes in the book. You can almost see the boys playing on the floor, even if they’re hardly described at all. You have achieved precisely that effect: abandoned objects bring their absent owners to life, if only momentarily.

PA: Only to reinforce their absence. That’s why it becomes tragic or, if not tragic, poignant.

IBS: So, they become doubly absent in that way.

PA: Yes.

IBS: Photos are very important in this connection, aren’t they, because they evoke the absent person in two-dimensional visual flashes. This brings us to the trick photo in “Portrait of an Invisible Man,” which so effectively epitomizes the father’s lack of engagement with the world that one thinks it must have been invented to perfect the portrait: the uncanny dearth of presence, the lack of communication.

[I]t is as if he has come there only to invoke himself, to bring himself back from the dead, as if, by multiplying himself, he had inadvertently made himself disappear. There are five of him there, and yet the nature of the trick photography denies the possibility of eye contact among the various selves. Each one is condemned to go on staring into space, as if under the gaze of the others, but seeing nothing, never able to see anything. It is a picture of death, a portrait of an invisible man. (31)

PA: Have you seen the picture? It’s right here on the wall.

IBS: I wasn’t sure it was a real photo.

PA: Let me show you. [He stands up and points to a photograph on the wall.] It’s fascinating how deeply indifferent we are to the family pictures of other people. They don’t tell us anything. We don’t care. But when it’s our own family, they’re bathed in significance, aren’t they? It’s very private for each person.

IBS: Because of the memories attached to them.

PA: Yes, and also the evidence they give of the fact that indeed, yes, your father actually once was a baby.

II. “THE BOOK OF MEMORY”: LANGUAGE AND THE BODY
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