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Doing the research and writing this paper made me feel as though I were in one of Paul Auster’s books.  The characters move from one coincidence to another, from one chance encounter to another, from one reality to another, and Auster’s real life occurrences move in and out of his books until one’s head begins to swim.  Auster writes “The world is governed by chance.  Randomness stalks us every day of our lives, and those lives can be taken from us at any moment – for no reason at all.”
Paul Benjamin Auster was born in Newark, New Jersey on February 3, 1947.  He grew up in the South Orange and Maplewood suburbs of Newark with his sister and parents, Samuel and Queenie.  In 1961, at the age of 14, he attended a summer camp and while there lightening struck and killed the boy standing next to him.  This occurrence has had a profound influence on his life.
His parents divorced when Auster was a senior in high school.  He then moved with his mother and sister to an apartment in the Weequahic section of Newark.  Rather than attend his high school graduation ceremony, he left for Europe to spend the summer traveling though Italy, Spain, Paris and Dublin.  He started working on his first novel during this summer vacation.  
In the fall he returned to the States in time to start at Columbia University where he met his first wife, Lydia Davis, who was attending Barnard College.  He spent his junior year abroad, but became bored with the program and left it.  He was later reinstated and graduated in 1969 with a B.S. in English and comparative literature, and received his M.A. the following year.
A high number in the lottery saved him from Viet Nam and Auster supported himself with a variety of jobs before his breakthrough in 1979.  He wrote articles for magazines, was a merchant seaman on an Esso tanker for a time (a job he got through his step-father who was a labor lawyer for the Seaman’s Union), and worked at the Census Bureau.  In 1971 he again left for Europe where he spent the next four years supporting himself with a variety of odd jobs and literary tasks.  In 1973, he moved to Provence with Lydia Davis where they were caretakers of a farmhouse.  He returned to the States in 1974 and married Lydia.
Just a bit about Lydia Davis. Lydia and Paul Auster were together for 13 years and had one son, Daniel.  She now lives with her second husband, Alan Cote, a painter.  Ms. Davis is famous in literary circles for her books of short stories and French translations.  Her book, Samuel Johnson is Indignant, was published in 2002 and contains sharp meditations on life, language and such miscellaneous topics as lawns, funeral homes and jury duty.   Viking Press published her 2003 translation of Marcel Proust’s Swann’s Way and 2005 translation of Proust’s In the Shadow of the Young Girls in Flower.  Is your head beginning to swim?
In the late 1970’s Auster hadn’t been writing much at all except for some poetry and some French translations.  In the beginning of 1979, he started writing a prose piece of 10 to 15 pages and felt he had really made a breakthrough.  The next morning he found out that his father had died the night before.  With the money he inherited from his father, he began writing full-time and in 1982 The Invention of Solitude was published (the year in which Oracle Night is set).  Part memoir, part biography of his father, part autobiography, the book is unique among his work.  Auster was not close to his father, a man of little emotion who seemed to go through life oblivious to what was going on around him.  Once, after his divorce, his father came home from work to his ex-wife’s home, had dinner and went to bed, never noticing that he was in the wrong house.  Auster learned much about his father’s life after his death.  While going through his father’s papers, he discovered that in 1919, at the age of 7, Samuel’s mother shot and killed his father in the kitchen of their house.  She was acquitted of the crime by reason of mental instability.  Samuel grew up in poverty, constantly moving from house to house.  
The Invention of Solitude started his reputation, and after its publication, Auster decided to dedicate himself to fiction.  His career really began to take off with a series of experimental detective stories published in 1987 as The New York Trilogy.  These three novels take the reader on “surreal, elliptical, smoke and mirrors journeys.”   The first of these, City of Glass, is about a crime novelist, Quinn, who becomes entangled in a mystery that causes him to assume various identities, one of whom is a private eye named Paul Auster whose wife is named Siri.  Ghosts is about a private eye known as Blue, who is investigating a man named Black for a client named White.  The Locked Room is the story of an author, who while researching the life of a missing author, gradually assumes the identity of that writer.  In these books, Auster uses the novel to examine existential issues and questions of identity, creating his own new postmodern form in the process.
Paul Auster married his second wife, Siri Hustvedt, in 1981 and credits her as being crucial to his career.  All his novels have been written since meeting her.  Ms. Hustvedt is an accomplished novelist, poet and essayist.  She was born in rural Minnesota to Norwegian parents who met at the University of Oslo.  Her father is a professor at St. Olaf’s College in Minnesota.  Siri, a six foot tall beauty, did her doctoral dissertation on Charles Dickens at Columbia University.  Auster and Hustvedt have one daughter, Sophie.
The search for identity and personal meaning has permeated Auster’s later publications.  In literature courses, Auster’s novels are taught under the generic heading of meta-fiction – that is, writing that calls attention to itself, that tells us a story while simultaneously alerting us to the telling of that story.  A feature of his work is that he is always present; his own life is somehow filtered through his work.   Moon Palace (1989) and Leviathan (1992) feature protagonists who are obsessed with chronicling someone else’s live. The wife in Leviathan is called Iris (Siri backwards).  Paul Benjamin is the name of one of the characters in Smoke.  Hand to Mouth: A Chronicle of Early Failure is a memoir about his early days as a struggling writer.  Orr, perhaps as in or Auster,  in Oracle Night lives in a brownstone in Brooklyn, as does Auster.  Trause is an anagram of Auster.  Many of his protagonists are writers.  He almost always writes in the first person.  He says, “Everything I write is about Life and emotion, and trying to figure things out as honestly as I can.”
Auster has published eleven books and four screenplays, Smoke (in which Daniel appears), Blue in the Face, Lulu on the Bridge, and The Inner Life of Martin Frost (in which Sophie appears) and is the editor of two additional volumes.   His first novel was a detective story called Squeeze Play and was written under the pseudonym of Paul Benjamin. 
Auster’s son Daniel, was involved in the notorious manslaughter case of Andre “Angel” Melendez.  At the age of 20, Daniel pleaded guilty to stealing $3000 from a drug dealer, Melendez, who had been killed by club-kid, Michael Alig, while Daniel was in the room.  Alig poured drain cleaner down Melendez’s throat and subsequently chopped up the body and dumped it into the river.  Daniel was not implicated in the killing and was put on five year’s probation.  Sound familiar?  He is now doing well supporting himself as a photographer.  
Recently Auster has suffered from phlebitis (think of Trause) which he incurred while on a round-trip flight to Copenhagen.  He also has recently survived a devastating car crash with Siri and Sophie on a trip in Connecticut.  A van slammed into the passenger side of the car which was totally destroyed.  His wife had to be cut out of the car, and everyone was rushed to the hospital.  His most recent books have all featured men confronting decline.  Auster has suggested publishing Timbuktu which is told in the voice of a dog, (although Auster says that Mr. Bones “is and isn’t a dog.”), The Book of Illusions, and Oracle Night as a trilogy and packaging them as The Trilogy of Debilitated Men.
His fascination with random events led him to work with NPR on the National Story Project where he solicited listeners to send him uncanny tales from their own lives.  He received around 4000 stories and the best 179 were collected in the anthology first published in 2001 under the title I Thought My Father was God, and Other True Tales from NPR’s National History Project and subsequently published under the title,  True Tales of American Life.
Paul Auster’s daily routine starts with reading The New York Times over a pot of tea.  After breakfast he then walks a few minutes to his near-by studio where he spends the day writing in long-hand.  He then types up his draft on an old Olympia typewriter.  He manages about two pages a day, around 500 words, and then spends another day or two on revisions.   
His next book, Travels in the Scriptorium, will come out in 2007 and has already been published in Denmark.  Auster is much more popular in Europe and regularly hits the best seller lists, especially in France, where meta-fiction is very much enjoyed.   Here and in England he is not as popular, where his novels have been described as “creative navel gazing.”  Others think Paul Auster achieves something rare in fiction.  He is able to combine a novel of ideas with a compulsively readable style of writing.
