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1 Introduction

1.1 Initial Remarks

Paul Auster is often heralded as one of the most important writers 
of postmodern American fiction, and, indeed, there are numerous 
postmodern literary strategies evident in his works such as intertextuality, 
pastiche, self-referentiality and metalinguistic games. While not denying 
the influence of postmodern thinking and writing on Auster’s oeuvre, 
this study exposes his critical attitude towards postmodernism by 
examining the formerly widely neglected connection between his novels 
and various forms of art. Auster displays his familiarity with art history 
and aesthetics throughout his oeuvre, with most of his novels including 
references and allusions to art – paintings, photographs, movies1 – or, in 
the case of The Invention of Solitude, showing actual photographs. Included 
in Auster’s novels are several kinds of genre-crossing art projects and a 
collaboration with performance artist Sophie Calle which resulted from 
his incorporation of her art work into his novel Leviathan.

The analysis of the various functions of the visual arts leads to a more 
refined view of Auster’s narrative style, which often stands in contrast 
to postmodern narrative techniques. One tenet of postmodernism with 
which Auster does not comply is the denial of meaningful unifying 
narration. While Auster agrees with his contemporaries insofar as he 
postulates a fragmented and arbitrary view of reality, he repeatedly tries 

1 Three movies have propelled Auster to a mass audience, the critically acclaimed 
Smoke, for which he wrote the screenplay, Blue in the Face, and Lulu on the 
Bridge which he both wrote and co-directed.
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to overcome this crisis of orientation by means of creative processes and 
aesthetic experiences. At the core of this way of coping with crisis lies 
the idea of art as experience as postulated by John Dewey. Especially 
Auster’s premise that a work of art becomes real through the interaction 
with the onlooker, is akin to Dewey’s pragmatist aesthetics. Art in 
Auster’s novels is presented as offering a decisive element in the quest for 
meaning, a quest that has become more strenuous and difficult due to the 
disarray reflected in postmodern perceptions of life. As a result, Auster’s 
protagonists are not directed towards a causally founded metanarrative, 
but with an interpretation of reality that leaves room for the idiosyncrasies 
and contingencies of experience. 

The question whether or not Auster manages to find a solution to the 
paradoxical situation of postmodern literature is of great concern to this 
study. I will explore, whether Auster’s combination of strategies, akin to 
Dadaist painters, conceptualist artists, and traditional story-tellers, creates 
an art-form that relates back to Samuel Beckett’s notion: „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.“2 Auster adjusts his writing to the task at hand and comes up 
with a form of writing “that accommodates the mess.” Accordingly, he uses 
postmodern elements because he lives in a postmodern environment, not 
because his questions are postmodern in nature. 

There are some central topics which Auster treats in an ever-changing 
and mesmerizing way in his fiction. Critics have singled out such topics 
as formation of identity,3 postmodern playfulness,4 crisis,5 questions of 

2 Samuel Beckett cited in Auster, An Art of Hunger, p. 19 
3 Ilana Shiloh, Paul Auster and the Postmodern Quest: On the Road to Nowhere 

(Lang, New York, Washington, Bern, Boston, Frankfurt am Main, 2003)
4 Martin Klepper, Pynchon, Auster, DeLillo: Die amerikanische Postmoderne 

zwischen Spiel und Rekonstruktion (Nordamerikastudien, Campus Verlag, 
Frankfurt / New York, 1996)

5 Carsten Springer, Crises: The Works of Paul Auster, (Peter Lang, Frankfurt, 
2000)
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authority,6 deconstruction of literary genres,7 and overcoming of borders.8 
‘Art’, however, is not merely a ‘leitmotif ’ reflecting one of these topics, 
but, as I will argue, the underlying principle which enables Auster’s 
protagonists to cope with fragmentation and disarray in the postmodern 
living situation. 

One of the main aspects of this process of coping is directly connected 
to the title of this study: A Poet of the Eye. It is exactly this connection 
between vision and linguistic expression that leads to the central aspect 
of the role of experience Auster assigns to the creation of art. 

Paul Auster started out as a poet, and the images in the poems he 
wrote between 1971 and 1978 provide the blueprint for his entire oeuvre. 
His poems were printed in small presses, and he barely managed to 
support himself and his family with translations of French texts. During 
that time, Auster filled numerous notebooks with prose, but he kept his 
writing efforts to himself because he was not satisfied with the results.9 
Auster’s poems, which have earned him little recognition, were “very dense 
[…] coiled in on themselves like fists”10 concise in utterance and of cryptic 
density. 

It was the experience of a different art form, theatrical dance, in 
December of 1978 that changed his writing and made it more transparent. 
Auster recalled: „Something happened, and a whole world of possibilities 
suddenly opened up to me. I think it was the absolute fluidity of what I was 
seeing, the continual motion of the dancers as they moved around the floor. 
It filled me with immense happiness.”11 The next day he started writing 
White Spaces (1978),12 a work of transition, which Auster describes as “an 

6 Aliki Varvogli, The World that is the Book: Paul Auster’s Fiction (Liverpool 
University Press, Liverpool, 2001)

7 Dennis Barone (ed.), Beyond the Red Notebook: Essays on Paul Auster ( 
University of Pennsylvania Press, Philadelphia, 1995)

8 Helmi Nyström, Three Sides of the Wall – Obstacles and Border States in Paul 
Auster’s Novel (ethesis.helsinki.fi.)

9 “I wrote hundreds and hundreds of pages, I filled up dozens of notebooks. It’s 
just that I wasn’t satisfied with it, and I never showed it to anyone.” Auster, The 
Art of Hunger, p. 291

10 Interview with Joseph Mallia in Auster, The Art of Hunger, pp. 264 – 265
11 Ibid, 294 – 95
12 Published in Disappearances: Selected Poems (Overlook Press, New York, 

1988)
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attempt on my part to translate the experience of that dance performance 
into words. It was a liberation for me, a tremendous letting go, and I look 
back on it now as the bridge between writing poetry and writing prose.”13

Thus, the short text White Spaces signifies the process of transformation 
in Auster’s writing between poetry and prose. However, the themes, 
metaphors, and questions of his poems reverberate throughout his oeuvre. 
His poems provide the bare bones of his novels and films, and potent visual 
images in his poetry flicker up in his novels as well. In his own words: 

“The world enters us through our eyes, but we cannot make sense of it until 
it descends into our mouths.”14 The characters in Auster’s fiction mainly 
perceive the world through their eyes, but the ordering of chaotic visual 
data happens solely through language. Quite remarkably it is a blind man 
who teaches the protagonist of Moon Palace the most valuable lessons of 
how to perceive the world and to make things appear in his mind’s eye by 
describing them precisely. Again and again, Auster refers to his ideal of a 
transparent language and a writing that would be as lucid as possible. In 
this light, therefore, his fiction can be seen as an act of “image-ing.” 

There is yet another striking parallel between Auster’s views on 
aesthetic experience and John Dewey’s concepts as postulated in Art as 
Experience. The world Dewey starts out with as a base for his philosophy 
and also ends with, is the world we all know. It is a world of everyday 
experiences, of common things. Dewey’s philosophy is based less on the 
tradition of Western philosophy than on an empiricism based on the 
experience of the world and not on pure reasoning. While his philosophy 
contains arguments, for philosophy is after all the art of arguing, it is not 
founded on a world that has been created by arguments. 

Equally, Auster’s quest as a writer is not to write books based on 
literature (with the possible exception of Squeeze Play [1984] which Auster 
wrote in imitation of other detective fiction). Auster’s novels certainly 
contain arguments, ideas, and references to other books, and since the 
experiences of the postmodern subject in a disjointed world call for 
methods of dislocation, intertextualization, hybridization etc., all of these 
occur in Auster’s novels. Consequently, critics have often claimed that 
Auster writes ‘intertextual’ novels. Quite possibly, as I will argue in the 
third chapter, he also creates ‘intertextual’ art forms in his writings.

13 Auster, The Art of Hunger, p. 295
14 Auster, Moon Palace, p. 122


