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A Note on Abbreviations

Thrbughout this book, parenthetical references to Paul Auster’s work use
the following abbreviations :

IS =The Invention of Solitude

NYT = The New York Trilogy

CG = City of Glass

LR = The Locked Room

ICLT = In the Country of Last Things

MP = Moon Palace

MC = The Music of Chance

AH = The Art of Hunger

CP = Collected Prose

HM = Hand to Mouth. A Chronicle of Early Failure
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Introduction

Paul Auster (1947- ) is a well-known contemporary American author of
sixteen novels and three memoirs. He also involves himself in poetry writing,
reviewing, editing, translating, and moviemaking projects. He published
Disappearances (1988) , a volume of selected poems, and The Art of Hunger
(1992), a collection of essays, and edited The Random House Book of
Twentieth-Century French Poetry (edited and translated by himself, published
in 1982 ) and True Tales of American Life (2001 ). His career in film
progressed from a camero appearance in The Music of Chance (1993) to
writing and co-directing Smoke (1995) and Blue in the Face (1995), and
then to a film written and directed by himself, Lulu on the Bridge (1998).
Between 1982 and 1984, Auster sent his manuscript of City of Glass to
seventeen publishers, but 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 ( Varvogli 1). His work has been translated into thirty-five
languages up to now and kept behind the counter in many bookshops. At
present, he is the Vice-President of PEN American Center.

Paul Auster has received numerous awards, including the 1989 Prix
France Culture de Litterature Etrangere for The New York Trilogy, the 1990
Morton Dauwen Award from the American Academy and Institute of Arts and
Letters, the 1992 Prix Medicis for the best foreign novel published in France,
the 1993 Prix Medicis Etranger for Leviathan, the 1996 Bodil Awards—Best
American Film and the Independent Spirit Award—Best First Screenplay for
Smoke , the 1996 John William Corrington Award for Literary Excellence, and
the 2006 Prince of Asturias Award for Literature. In 2006 Peter Boxall

included six of Auster’s novels into his collection 1001 Books You Must Read
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Before You Die and in 2007 Auster was awarded honorary doctorate from the
University of Liege.

Auster has accomplished all these in two decades. However, just as
Herman Melville said that “the bones of the whale tell us little of what the
whale looks like in all its flesh” ( Melville 568 ), those facts of Auster’s
literary career tell us little of the author himself: the author in some senses
remains an enigmatic leviathan for the reader, especially for the Chinese
reader. Therefore, the purpose of this introduction is to provide historical,
cultural, and theoretical contexts for reading Auster’s fiction, to give
compelling reasons for regarding Auster as one of the major contemporary

American writers, and to introduce the contents of the book.
I . Paul Auster’s Life and Career

Paul Auster was born in Newark, New Jersey on 3 February 1947. His
father, Samuel Auster, was a landlord who owned buildings with his brothers
in Jersery City; his mother, Queenie Auster, was some 13 years younger than
her husband. The parents’ marriage was an unhappy one; frequent quarrels in
the family made Auster feel an exile in his own house. In 1959, his parents
bought a large Tudor house in the town’s most prestigious neighborhood. It
was there that Auster’s uncle, the translator Allen Mandelbaum, left several
boxes of books in storage while he went to Europe. The young Auster read the
books eagerly and developed an interest in writing and literature. That episode
was later written into Auster’s 1989 novel Moon Palace, where Marco Stanley
Fogg, the protagonist, reads the massive book collection inherited from Uncle
Victor and then sells them piece by piece to fend off homelessness and
starvation.

Auster attended high school in Maplewood, some 20 miles southwest of
New York City. At the end of the winter vacation in his senior year, his
parents’ marriage ended in divorce. Auster was not surprised, but that event
exacerbated his alienation. Instead of attending his high-school graduation
ceremony, he headed for Europe. He visited a lot of places, including Italy,

Spain, Paris, and Dublin. In 1965, Auster returned to the United States to



