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The Borders of Realism  
in Paul Auster’s The Book of Illusions 
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Abstract 

This paper analyzes Paul Auster’s use of narrative techniques such as metafiction and intertextual-
ity as postmodern narrative techniques along with the imagery of presence and absence and the 
complementarity principle to point out the author’s depiction of the problematic status of physical 
reality in the contemporary world. Based on the theory of possible worlds in literature (Ronen), the 
paper also points out the way in which Auster, by using these narrative strategies and techniques, 
problematizes such myths of American cultural identity as the American Dream and emphasizes 
the difference between physical reality and the world of fiction; this becomes one of the key themes 
within the allegorical framework of the novel.  
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Introduction
If Paul Auster is considered to be a postmodernist author, it is most probably because 
of his book New York Trilogy.1 His narrative strategies, however, are reminiscent partly 
of psychological realism and partly of modernist narrative techniques emphasizing the 
epistemological dominant.2 Thus, in my view, some of his works include realistic narra-
tive techniques and are modernist rather than postmodernist (In the Country of the Last 
Things,1988; The Music of Chance, 1990; Mr. Vertigo, 1994). By realistic I mean a narrat-
ive strategy based on the mimetic principle, through the use of which an author emphasizes 
the vision of the world as supposedly clear, understandable, logical and explicable through 
reason and logical operations of mind, to which all formal aspects of poetics are subsumed 
(the narrative voice, depiction of characters, setting and plot, for example). As Raymond 
Federman argues, “Realistic fiction presupposes chronological time and as the medium 
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of a plotted narrative, an irreducible individual psyche as the subject of its characteriza-
tion, and above all, the ultimate concrete reality of things as the object and rationale of its 
description” (137).

Postmodern literature is sometimes characterized as including a romantic element of 
nostalgia and the undermining potential of individualist rebellion.3 In his study on Amer-
ican postmodern fiction entitled Romantic Postmodernism in American Fiction (1996), 
Eberhard Alsen even distinguishes between realistic and romantic postmodernism.4 

Although his understanding of realistic and romantic postmodernism, as well as the iden-
tification of some authors as postmodernist (Saul Bellow, for example), is open to ques-
tion, and terms such as ‘romantic’ and ‘realistic’ postmodernism are self-denying, what is 
important is that Alsen highlights various kinds of hybridity and mixing, especially of real-
istic and romantic poetics within the framework of a single postmodern literary work. It is 
my contention that, besides using partly realistic, partly modernist poetics, Paul Auster’s 
work also contains romantic elements in Alsen’s sense (a depiction of the lonely, some-
times eccentric individual in search of the meaning of life). Yet, although Auster makes 
use of psychologic al realist and modernist poetics in some of his works, he also deploys 
intricate intertextual and intratextual relationships and complicated chains of metafictional 
elements5 such as parody, allusion and intertextuality, thus creating postmodern poetics 
and a postmodern vision of the world based on the allegorical principle as characterized 
by Craig Owens. In Owens’ view, 

In allegorical structure […] one text is read through another, however fragmentary, 
intermittent, or chaotic their relationship may be; the paradigm for the allegorical 
work is thus the palimpsest […]. Conceived in this way, allegory becomes the model 
of all commentary, all critique, insofar as these are involved in rewriting a primary 
text in terms of its figural meaning […]. Allegorical imagery is appropriated imagery; 
the allegorist does not invent images but confiscates them. He lays claim to the cul-
turally significant, poses as its interpreter […]. He does not restore an original mean-
ing that may have been lost or obscured; allegory is not hermeneutics. Rather, he 
adds another meaning to the image. If he adds, however, he does so only to replace: 
the allegorical meaning supplants an antecedent one; it is a supplement. (Owens 54) 

     
In my view, it is above all the systematic use of metafictional and intertextual elements 
that create postmodern meaning in Auster’s fiction. Although not the best of his post-
modern novels, one of his most recent works – The Book of Illusions (2002) – testifies to 
this strategy of seemingly establishing a traditional psychological realistic or modernist 
narrative and its further development into postmodern poetics. As in many of his novels, 
Auster introduces a lonely, reclusive and alienated individual (Professor David Zimmer) in 
search of the meaning of life – here more specifically recovering from the tragedy of losing 
his family in an airplane crash. On the basic narrative level, the protagonist is seemingly 
introduced as a psychological realist character trying to cope with reality after his personal 
tragedy and crisis. Professor Zimmer, the protagonist of The Book of Illusions, comments 
on his mental state after the tragedy in retrospective:

I remember very little of what happened to me that summer. For several months, I 
lived in a blur of alcoholic grief and self-pity, rarely stirring from the house, rarely 
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bothering to eat or shave or change my clothes.  Most of my colleagues were gone 
until the middle of August, and therefore I didn’t have to put up with many visits, to 
sit through the agonizing protocols of communal mourning […]. It was better to be 
left alone, I found, better to get out the days in the darkness of my own head. When I 
wasn’t drunk or sprawled out on the living room sofa watching television, I spent my 
time wandering around the house. (Auster 7) 

This extract seemingly suggests a psychological realistic narrative portraying a lonely 
character recollecting his problem through a narrative reminiscent of an interior mono-
logue. However, Auster further extends this narrative into a modernist pessimistic and 
subjective narrative centered on an alienated subject searching for his identity in a chaotic 
urban setting, which is a typical modernist theme.6 After losing his family, David Zimmer’s 
stable ordered optimism, which characterized his previous life, is increasingly undermined 
by disorder (of his behavior, life experience), pessimism, disillusion and doubt regarding 
his ability to perceive, understand and penetrate the mystery of the nature of life. Such 
narrative hesitation problematizes both the psychological realist narrative and its abil-
ity to give a logical account of the psychological motivation of the characters’ behavior. 
At the same time, through a depiction of these characters Auster symbolically indicates 
doubts about the capacity of the human mind to control, understand and explain reality. In 
addition, Auster’s depiction of these characters enables him to further treat the relation-
ships between life and art, reality and its linguistic/artistic representation or reconstruction. 
Auster’s depiction of these characters provides an implicit critique of traditional realistic 
and partly modernist narrative techniques based on the mimetic principle. Thus both psy-
chological realist and modernist narratives are undermined by the meaning which Auster 
further creates through the allegorical principle, including such elements as intertextuality, 
intratextuality, allusions, metacommentaries on art, and to some extent parody and irony. 
All these metafictional elements participate in problematizing and undermining realistic 
and modernist methods of writing, while conveying a postmodern vision of the world. By 
metafiction I mean what Patricia Waugh, in her book Metafiction: the Theory and Practise 
of Self-Conscious Fiction, characterizes as “fictional writing which self-consciously and 
systematically draws attention to its status as an artifact in order to pose questions about 
the relationship between fiction and reality. In providing a critique of their own methods 
of construction, such writings not only examine the fundamental structures of narrative 
fiction, they also explore the possible fictionality of the world outside the literary fictional 
text” (Waugh 1984: 2). 

Professor Zimmer is an academic writer, a literary critic and biographer. His job con-
sists not in creating a fictional world through language, but mostly in reconstructing the 
meaning of already existing texts that have already constructed reality through language. 
It would be simplistic to argue that this character’s status as a writer makes him metafic-
tional or postmodern. Zimmer’s status, however, provides Auster with a framework within 
which he creates an intricate web of intertexual and intratextual relationships, eventually 
creating a metafictional effect. Within a framework of allegory as partly characterized by 
Owens, Auster deals with the relationship between life, art, and fiction as well as with the 
nature and mutual interaction between different ontological entities such as physical expe-
rience and its fictional treatment through language (in literature or film). In this novel, for 
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its protagonist David Zimmer, it is writing (academic, creative, biographic) and the other 
(visual) kind of narrative – film – that become a compensation for the loss of life’s mean-
ing. Zimmer’s identification with and transposition into the realm of the fictional world 
creates an alternative to the physical and experiential world which itself suggests Auster’s 
celebration of imagination as represented by creative writing. 

In The Book of Illusions, Auster juxtaposes different worlds creating different ontolog-
ical levels, especially physical reality and its literary or cinematic treatment. On the basic 
narrative level, the narrator tells a story of his recovery from a tragedy by both watching 
the films of a forgotten film comic (Hermann Mann) who mysteriously disappeared in 
the 1920s, by writing about this comic’s life and film career, as well as by the unexpected 
love relationship with Alma Grund (a child of the actors in Mann’s film studio, established 
after his withdrawal from public life). Zimmer’s physical experience with his new love 
is remin iscent of a narrative reconstruction of his process of recovery after a tragic event 
leaves him entrapped in a chain of different worlds, problematizing both the convincing-
ness of the presentation of physical experience, the nature of the physical world and the 
mimetic methods of artistic representations of reality.

The Complementarity Principle
The result of Zimmer’s research on Mann’s films and of the comic’s rebirth and recovery 
is a book on Mann’s films entitled The Silent World of Hector Mann. Mann’s use of film as 
a compensation for failure in real life seems to confirm Auster’s strategy of appreciating 
writing as a possible source of romantic compensation and glorification of imagination, 
but Zimmer, a narrator himself, comments on this book:

I didn’t give much information about Hector’s life in my book. The Silent World 
of Hector Mann was a study of his films, not a biography, and whatever small facts 
I threw in about his off screen activities came directly from standard sources: film 
encyclopedias, memoirs, histories of early Hollywood […] The story of his life was 
secondary to me, and rather than speculate on what might or might not have hap-
pened to him, I stuck to a close reading of the films themselves. (Auster 3)

Zimmer’s study of Hector Mann  becomes a critical study of Mann’s (film) texts through 
the examination and reconstruction of other texts, creating a metatext which is further 
united into an ontological level of textuality. Through the use of such a strategy, Auster 
emphasizes the separateness and uniqueness of the textual world of criticism and its differ-
ence from real, physical, experiential reality. This is, however, further problematized by the 
juxtaposition of this textual world with real physical experience. In the narrative process, 
this distinct ontological world is represented by Zimmer’s complicated love relationship 
with Alma Grund. A mysterious descendant of the acting couple from Mann’s film studio, 
Alma emerges as the mediating figure who both literally and symbolically restores David’s 
connection with the physical world. She does so in two ways: by becoming his lover and 
by introducing him to Mann himself, who is dying at a remote private film studio in New 
Mexico. Both Zimmer’s and Mann’s physical identities are thus restored, and Mann’s tex-
tual side is compensated and supplemented by his physical identity. In addition, Zimmer’s 
narrative becomes also a reconstruction of Mann’s identity, which is further supplemented 
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by Alma’s narration of Mann’s life through various secondary resources. This strategy is 
reminiscent of the principle of complementarity, which Auster further develops to empha-
size the idea (and treatment) of identity – resulting further in his allegorical treatment 
of the relationship between life and art, experience and its linguistic representation. The 
textual aspects of Mann’s identity (Zimmer’s book on his films) are thus further comple-
mented by his physical being and biography (reconstructed through Alma’s narration and 
the book she is writing about him). Mann’s film roles are complemented by his life (film, 
art-life), and his popular film comedies, shot before his disappearance, are complemented 
by his more artistic films made later at his private studio; popular films are complemented 
and compensated by artistically valuable films. This principle of complementarity also 
applies to Mann’s lovers, each supplementing the qualities of the other (Birgid O’Fallon 
and others). Zimmer’s physical status is complemented by his textual status (the books he 
has written and has been writing).

Presence – Absence
The principle of complementarity does not create a coherent whole consisting of contra-
dictory or conflicting yet united selves, but is further developed into an imagery of pres-
ence and absence that problematizes not only the stable subject and identity but also the 
validity of fictional and real events. Mann’s last film, significantly entitled Mr. Nobody, 
also suggests a connection between life and art (film). Zimmer describes this film as 

a meditation on his own disappearance, and for all its ambiguity and furtive     sugges-
tiveness, for all the moral questions it asks and then refuses to answer, it is essentially 
a film about the anguish of selfhood […]. He becomes invisible, and when the magic 
finally wears off and he can be seen again, he does not recognize his own face. We 
are looking at him as he looks at himself, and in this eerie doubling of perspectives, 
we watch him confront the fact of his own annihilation. Double or Nothing. That was 
the phrase he chose as the title for his next film. Those words […] refer back to the 
mirror scene in Mr. Nobody… (Auster 53)

As can be seen from the above extract, Auster develops an imagery of presence and 
absence, using this imagery to point out several issues. First, on a more general level, 
the imagery of presence and absence refers to the position of a human being made to 
wear masks of different identities: one associated with his true, emotional, natural state, 
the other artificial and socially constructed – a behavior and identity influenced by social 
codes, norms, morality and cultural conditions, often resulting in hypocrisy (as suggested 
by the narrator’s description of one of Mann’s films). Second, this imagery of presence and 
absence highlights different rules on which different worlds are based – the world of film 
(art) and real life. Third, the imagery of presence and absence is also associated with the 
presence of Mann’s ethnic, physical (Jewish) identity as well as with his consequent cover-
ing, hiding and suppressing of that identity – the absence and marginalization of his ethnic 
identity in real life in order to achieve success. Fourth, this imagery indicates a change in 
the nature of Mann’s later films. The mirror scene from one of his films evokes the idea of 
imitative, traditional and realistic art, and it is associated with presence – the mainstream 
and popular art dominant in this period – while a later film, Double or Nothing, draws 
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on and apparently develops the motifs from Mann’s previous films and consequently 
becomes a metafictional, postmodernist, more artistic work, as if based on the ‘absence’ of 
the referred-to subject. This film becomes purely fictional, textual, constructed out of the 
words and language. In addition, the imagery of presence and absence refers to the idea of 
success and failure, which are associated with the idea of the American dream – or rather 
its failure. 

Presence (the presence of Hermann Mann) is thus associated with the popularity of 
both his personality and films as well as with his star status, while his withdrawal from 
public life into the anonymity of family life and an independent film company – suggesting 
absence – is associated with failure. This failure suggests the collapse of Mann’s American 
Dream – the belief that hard work can bring material success, popularity and the fulfill-
ment of unfulfilled desires to anybody. Despite Mann’s popularity during his successful 
film career, his withdrawal and absence from public life represents a deliberate rejection of 
fame; Mann is significantly renamed Loesser, which evokes the idea of loss. His American 
Dream fails, because his child dies in an accident and his artistic films do not sell. From 
this perspective, Mann’s/Loesser’s life can be understood as a parody of the American 
Dream, as he eventually rejects the potential commercial success of his films, which would 
potentially bring him profit, as well as fame and the fulfillment of his desires. According 
to his last will, his films are to be destroyed after his death, something Professor Zimmer 
perceives as follows:

If someone makes a movie and no one sees it, does the movie exist or not? That’s 
how he justified what he did. He would make movies that would never be shown to 
audiences, make movies for the pure pleasure of making movies. It was an act of 
breathtaking nihilism, and yet he’s stuck to the bargain ever since. Imagine know-
ing that you’re good at something, so good that the world be in awe of you if they 
could see your work, and then keeping yourself a secret from the world […] Emily 
Dickinson lived in obscurity, but she tried to publish her poems. Van Gogh tried to 
sell his paintings. As far as I know, Hector is the first artist to make his work with the 
conscious, premeditated intention of destroying it. There’s Kafka, of course, who told 
Max Brod to burn his manuscripts, but when it came to the decisive moment, Brod 
couldn’t go through with it. (Auster 2002: 207–208)

 
Auster further develops and complicates the motif of presence and absence by intertextual 
elements which support and supplement it. By ‘intertextual’ I do not mean exactly Julia 
Kristeva’s understanding that “[A]ny text is constructed of a mosaic of quotations; any 
text is the absorption and transformation of another” (66), but rather a deliberate borrow-
ing of elements from other texts by means of allusion, parody, quotation, false quotation, 
paraphrasing, etc. Intertextuality emerges not as a passive method of borrowing, but as 
the creative reconstitution, transformation of texts, as Kristeva suggests, in such a way 
that it produces additional meaning. Intertextuality thus manifests itself, for example, in 
Auster’s (Zimmer’s) quotes from Chateaubriand’s Memoirs of a Dead Man; in the allusion 
to a short story by Nathaniel Hawthorne “The Birthmark”; in Alma Grund’s reference to 
her favorite authors, including Nathaniel Hawthorne and also Ludwig Wittgenstein, André 
Breton, Dashiell Hammett, or Boston Transcendentalists such as Ralph Waldo Emerson 
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and Henry David Thoreau (Auster 283). Intertextuality is also created by Professor Zim-
mer’s refusal to talk about his seclusion and loneliness with his friends, a refusal that is 
reminiscent of and alludes to Bartleby, a mysterious character from Herman Melville’s 
short story Bartleby, the Scrivener (Auster 65), who is Zimmer’s favorite character and is 
also a lonely, alienated and tragic personality. The intertextual connection to these texts 
creates two basic layers of meaning associated with the imagery of presence and absence 
–  the physical retreat either of the authors or the characters from these authors’ books 
into seclusion and anonymity – that is, a transition from presence to absence. The inter-
textuality also refers to the connection between life and art – life’s reconstruction through 
language – in other words, a transition from the presence of the subject (writer) and the 
absence of his works before their creation to the absence of the subject (the author replaced 
by his writing, by his text) and presence of the writer’s text as “textualized” reality. In her 
critical study on Possible Worlds in Literary Theory, Ruth Ronen argues that “…the fic-
tional world is constructed as a world having its own distinct ontological position, and as 
a world presenting self-sufficient systems of structures and relations” (8). 

As can be seen from the examples above, through the use of intertextuality Auster 
points out the resulting existence of an independent textual world which has its own dis-
tinct ontological position and rules. In other words, he emphasizes the post-structuralist 
idea of the self-contingency of the signifier, which is able to create its own world and 
meaning rather than this being done through its connection to the signified. The use of 
these metafictional and intertextual elements to create additional meaning is now associ-
ated with the idea of the relationship between reality and fiction, life and art, language and 
reality. Auster systematically uses these metafictional and intertextual elements to create 
postmodern meaning based on the allegorical principle. Within an allegorical framework, 
Auster deals with the relationships between reality and fiction and between different onto-
logical levels. Auster’s depiction of these relationships as part of his allegorical framework 
is distinctively postmodern, as he foregrounds the ontological issues and dominants which 
were characterized by Brian McHale as typically postmodern. In his seminal study Post-
modernist Fiction (1987), McHale argues that 

typical postmodernist questions bear either on the ontology of the literary text itself 
or on the ontology of the world it projects, for instance: What is a world?; What kinds 
of world are there, how they constituted, and how do they differ? What happens when 
different kinds of worlds are placed in confrontation, or when boundaries between 
worlds are violated?; What is the mode of existence of a text, and what is the mode 
of existence of the world (or worlds) it projects? (McHale 10) 

McHale further argues that “[a]mong the oldest of the classic ontological themes in poetics 
is that of the otherness of the fictional world, its separation from the real world of experi-
ence” (27).

In an interview, Auster admits that in this novel “the emphasis [is] placed on imaginary 
works – Hector’s films and David’s book about them. There have been fictive novels in 
my books before – stories within stories, so to speak – but never so fully fleshed out as 
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in this one. In The Book of Illusions, Hector’s films are an essential part of the narrative” 
(Auster 2).

Thus the narrative strategies used by Auster, especially his allegorical principle includ-
ing metafictional and intertextual elements, emphasize the relationship between these dif-
ferent worlds. David Zimmer compensates his real-life tragedy with academic writing (on 
Hector Mann’s films), but his literal and symbolic restoration of the contact with reality 
cannot be fulfilled, because his new love, Alma Grund, literally eradicates herself by com-
mitting suicide and by destroying an unfinished manuscript on Hector Mann’s life. Hector 
Mann and his wife finally die, and what remains are only films – which are also destroyed 
but continue to be renowned, being reconstructed through David’s writing about them 
(his first book) and by his description of them. Finally, David’s life and experience can 
be known and restored only through his own story, that is by writing about his life. What 
remains is thus only the fictional reconstruction of several stories and lives, that is, of 
David Zimmer and his lost family, Hector Mann, Alma Grund and other characters. This 
means that all events and lives become reconstructed through different kinds of narrations, 
and thus they seem untrustworthy and unreliable. David Zimmer comments on his writing 
of his story that

This is a book of fragments, a compilation of sorrows and half-remembered dreams, 
and in order to tell the story, I have to confine myself to the events of the story itself 
[…]. Hector’s films had been destroyed, Alma’s book had been destroyed, and the 
only thing I could have shown anyone was my pathetic little collection of notes, my 
trilogy of desert jottings; the breakdown of Martin Frost, the snippets from Hector’s 
journal, and an inventory of extraterrestrial plants that had nothing to do with any-
thing. (Auster 316)

On the one hand, this extract shows David’s doubts as a writer – someone supposed to 
provide a truthful, meaningful, and perhaps a mimetic, literal depiction of reality, which 
manifests itself also in his doubts about Alma’s destruction of Mann’s films and his wife’s 
natural death; he thinks she might have been murdered (p. 319). On the other hand, David 
emphasizes the power of the story to create and construct reality, thus acquiring an onto-
logical status equal to that of reality itself. In other words, he accentuates the textuality of 
narrated events; in the above passage, life is constructed from different kinds of writing, 
that is, different kinds of language. This is supported by David’s inspiration by Hector 
Mann’s last will, which is an inspiration not by real life but by a written document – that 
is, a document constructed by language. He addresses a reader saying “I have left a letter 
of instruction for my lawyer, and he will know where to find the manuscript and what to 
do with it after I am gone […]. If and when this book is published, dear reader, you can be 
certain that the man who wrote it is long dead” (Auster 318).  

By directly addressing the reader, Zimmer draws his/her attention to the fictionality of 
the narration. At the same time, David, by following the model of both Chateaubriand and 
Hector Mann, emphasizes the power of textuality and language to create a reality equal 
to other ontological worlds; it is quite apparent from this extract that physical eradication 
(David’s death, as the reader can deduce) is replaced and compensated by language – that 
is, a text (David’s book, being read by the reader). This compensation of reality by text is 
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supported by the last sentences in the story, in which David considers Alma’s burning of 
Mann’s films: “She forgot to tell me. She meant to tell me, but then she forgot. If that was 
the case, then Hector’s films haven’t been lost. They’re only missing, and sooner or later 
a person will come along who accidentally opens the door of the room where Alma hid 
them, and the story will start over again. I live with that hope” (Auster 321). 

Such an emphasis on textuality, the power of imagination and the rejection of the pos-
sibility of the verifiable/mimetic reconstruction of events through the story becomes an 
implicit critique of the mimetic principle and of traditional realistic as well as modernist 
writing. As is suggested both by Mann’s later films and by David Zimmer’s and Auster’s 
metafictional and intertextual strategies, traditional writing cannot convincingly depict 
reality or give an objective and truthful picture of reality. At the same time, Auster empha-
sizes the idea that reality constructed by means of language, despite working on different 
principles than real life, has the same value as real life itself. 

Conclusion
In his novel The Book of Illusions, Auster uses narrative techniques reminiscent of tradi-
tional psychological realist or modernist writing. His protagonist, Professor Zimmer, turns 
out to be a modernist individual searching for the meaning of life in a chaotic urban setting. 
Auster, by using the imagery of presence and absence, the principle of complementarity, 
intertextual elements, parody, irony and allusion, creates an allegorical principle on the 
basis of which his postmodern meaning is constructed. It is not a traditional allegory as a 
genre, but a fragmented allegory as understood by Craig Owens, through which the author 
addresses such issues as the relationship between life and art, fiction and reality, fictional 
and real truth. The use of the allegorical principle points to the validity of the ontological 
status of the fictional world, highlighting on the one hand the difference between the work-
ings of the real, physical world and the textual world, and on the other hand the axiological 
equality between them.

Notes
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5 Metafiction as understood by Patricia Waugh, see Bibliography.
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Kunow, “‘Modern’, ‘Postmodern’ and ‘Contemporary’ as Criteria for the Analysis of 20th Century 
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