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Introduction





I


LONG BEFORE Paul Auster used “the music of chance” as the title to one of his novels, his work was already the embodiment of that phrase. Throughout his career, his writing has been set to that music but simultaneously opposed to it: an ecstatic, frightening investigation of chance and a resistance to its power. How much credit should we give to coincidence? And if we refuse to give it credit, is a belief in determinism our only alternative? And how would a writer make a music out of that? For many years now, Auster’s work has happily wandered between the poles of these beliefs, saved from the merely philosophical by the confidence, grace, and sly timing of the born storyteller. Auster has succeeded so brilliantly in giving life to this heady debate—and in doing so, has given us some of the most compelling fiction of our time—because chance, and its equally daunting alternative, fate, have not just been themes that he has chosen to engage in his novels. Rather, as he attests in his interviews and autobiographical works, chance and fate have had everything to do with the literal course of his career, much more so than in the cases of most other writers. And this is especially true regarding his passage from poet to novelist.


As he relates in Hand to Mouth, Auster was already trying to write fiction as a teenager, but much of his literary effort during what we would usually consider a writer’s formative years, his twenties, went into what we now have before us as his Collected Poems. Between 1974 and 1980 he published six collections and chapbooks, a substantial and highly original body of work. Influenced by a select group of precursors, both American (Dickinson, Reznikoff, Oppen, Olson) and continental (Celan, Mandelstam, the French Surrealists), it is a poetry that develops rapidly, following a trajectory from taut and furious to open and reconciled, from the reduced minims of world and language to generous valediction.


But it ends, it definitively ends. As he reports in an extraordinary interview with Larry McCaffery and Sinda Gregory (in The Art of Hunger), by 1978, with a failing marriage, a young child, and desperate money problems, Auster had virtually stopped writing. Then, in December, Auster chanced to attend the rehearsal of a dance piece choreographed by a friend of a friend. The piece so inspired him that he began to write White Spaces, “a little work,” as he puts it, “of no identifiable genre—which was an 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.” But that’s not all. White Spaces was finished late on the night of January 14th 1979. (“A few scraps of paper. A last cigarette before turning in. The snow falling endlessly in the winter night. To remain in the realm of the naked eye, as happy as I am at this moment.”) Early the next morning, Auster learned of his father’s sudden death the night before. The inheritance he received temporarily freed him from financial concerns and gave him the time he needed to work on the prose he believed he had permanently abandoned. He turned to writing The Invention of Solitude—a monument, as he told me, to his first life—and from there went on to The New York Trilogy, sections of which, along with parts of In the Country of Last Things and Moon Palace, had actually been germinating for many years.


Was it chance or fate that led Auster to that dance rehearsal, from which came the uncanny liberation of White Spaces? Was it coincidence that the work should be finished even as his father died? And in the light of these events, this classic Auster story of a strange shift from one phase of a life to the next, how are we to read his poems? “I remain very attached to the poetry I wrote,” says Auster in the same interview. “I still stand by it. In the final analysis, it could even be the best work I’ve ever done.” Indeed, these are haunting, challenging poems, to which I for one have returned continually, even as I have anticipated and devoured each of Auster’s novels in turn. Auster fans (yes, this is a writer not only with readers but with fans) will have at least read the poetry in Disappearances; they will be pleased to see all the poems now gathered here, along with a selection of Auster’s revealing translations. Those who are just beginning to enter his world, having perhaps read a novel or two, are urged to pause and consider his world through his poems, for as Auster says, “poetry is like taking still photographs, whereas prose is like filming with a movie camera.” And the serious readers of poetry—the audience that I continually seek, as both poet and critic—should pay particular attention to this book, should read it thoughtfully, read it with pleasure, and contemplate it in relation to the larger poetic landscape of our time.


II




“The world is in my head. My body is in the world.”


—Notes From A Composition Book (1967)





THE TWENTY YEAR OLD who writes this proposition, immersed in Wittgenstein, Merleau-Ponty, and the prose of Charles Olson, will soon go on to produce what might at first appear to be a dauntingly abstract poetry. But like Olson (as in “In Cold Hell, In Thicket” and “As the Dead Prey Upon Us”), and in a related key, like the Objectivists, Auster struggles toward the real, and his poetry enacts that process. He reaches from the world in his head to the world that he knows his body inhabits, with language, as he realizes, as his only “means of organizing experience.” “The eye sees the world in flux,” writes this student  of perception; “The word is an attempt to arrest the flow, to stabilize it. And yet we persist in trying to translate experience into language. Hence poetry, hence the utterances of daily life. This is the faith that prevents universal despair—and also causes it.” As Auster already recognizes (and I think this is a key to both his poetry and his fiction), there is a fundamental kinship between poetic and mundane utterance, which leads me to question our initial sense of the poetry’s abstract intensities.


Item: the Auster home in New Jersey where Paul spent his teenage years—and where his parents’ marriage gradually collapsed—was located so close to a quarry that he could regularly hear the blasts (“Picks jot the quarry—eroded marks / That could not cipher the message. / The quarrel unleashed its alphabet, / And the stones, girded by abuse / Have memorized the defeat”). Item: many of the poems were written among the rocky landscapes of the south of France, where, as he relates in The Red Notebook, Auster and his companion nearly starved, working as caretakers of a farmhouse owned by an American couple in Paris (“Night-light: the bone and the breath / transparent”). Item: Auster attends Columbia University during the chaotic upheavals of be late sixties. The suspicion of authority, the politics of rage, produce what Auster tells me is the “radical anarchist subtext” of Unearth (“with imbecilic hands, they dragged you / into the city, bound you in / this knot of slang, and gave you / nothing. Your ink has learned / the violence of the wall”). Item: a few years later, with the storm of Watergate gathering just ahead, he watches the election results with other Americans in our embassy in Paris as Nixon is reelected in the biggest landslide in U. S. history. Appalled, Auster writes “Lies. Decrees. 1972.” (“Imagine: / even now / he does not repent of / his oath, even / now, he stammers back, unwitnessed, to his / resurrected throne”).


So the stony interior world is surprisingly congruent with the equally stony exterior world. The strange meetings with an other which inspire poem after poem are less encounters with Romantic doppelgängers and femmes fatales than they are the accounts of a restless young man, formidably intelligent, who is determined to make lasting contact with the world outside his own head. Sometimes the “you” is a lover; sometimes it may be himself. Sometimes it is a literary relation, as in the address to Celan in “White” or to Mandelstam in “Siberian.” But in every instance, the urgency of the communication, combined with an innate respect (honor and fear) of language, is such that he finds himself, as he declares at the end of “Lapsarian,” “standing in the place / where the eye most terribly holds / its ground.” Indeed, as the poetry nears its end, in a piece called, appropriately, “Quarry,” it is “The world / that walks inside me” that has become “a world beyond reach.” As Auster seeks the embrace of the outside world, maintaining lyric interiority increasingly becomes the problem. The poems, as he tells McCaffery and Gregory, “were a quest for what I would call a uni-vocal expression…. They were concerned with bedrock beliefs, and their aim was to achieve a purity and consistency of language. Prose, on the other hand, gives me a chance to articulate my conflicts and contradictions.” Thus, one of our most “French” of recent poets, with his Mallarméan designs on linguistic purity, gives way to the novelist’s dialogic imagination. And as Auster confirms, “Of all the theories of the novel, Bakhtin’s strikes me as the most brilliant, the one that comes closest to understanding the complexity and the magic of the form.”


In hindsight, this may provide a clue to the title of Auster’s last collection, Facing the Music. Something is shutting down, something is opening up in these memorable poems; the sense of change is palpable. The first lines of “Narrative” read like the beginning of one of the early novels (“Because what happens will never happen, / and because what has happened / endlessly happens again …”). The father is mourned with the utmost self-consciousness (“As if the first word / comes only after the last …”); a few pages later comes a Beckett-like elegy to the self (“Simply to have stopped”). Or perhaps it is the poetic self. In “Search for a Definition,” the speaker declares that it




will never become


a question


of trying to simplify


the world, but a way of looking for a place


to enter the world, a way of being


present


among the things


that do not want us …





As these lines indicate, by this point Auster has learned the lessons of the Objectivists, especially those of George Oppen, very well indeed. But rather than attempt a genuinely dialogic lyric sequence like Of Being Numerous, he moves instead toward the “elsewhere” of narrative prose. Hence what I feel to be the tremendous pathos of “Facing the Music,” a valediction to poetry rarely found in modern letters:




                           Impossible


to hear it anymore. The tongue


is forever taking us away


from where we are, and nowhere


can we be at rest


in the things we are given


to see, for each word


is an elsewhere, a thing that moves more


quickly than the eye …





III


IT IS DIFFICULT FOR ME to separate my reading of these poems with my own start as a poet. I first encountered Auster’s work in 1976, in a little magazine called The Mysterious Barricades, edited by Henry Weinfield, the poet, critic, and translator who was my first creative writing teacher. Henry had accepted three of my poems for publication. It was the first appearance of my work outside of a student magazine, and I read the issue from cover to cover, including Auster’s five poems from Wall Writing, which would appear that same year. Auster’s poems were among the most compelling, along with the eight poems of William Bronk, to whose work I had already been exposed, and those of Weinfield himself. I remember looking up the word “viaticum” and learning of its specific Catholic sense (“the Eucharist, as given to a dying person or one in danger of death”) as well as its more general meaning (“supplies for a journey”). Auster had used it as the title of a poem that I found perfectly balanced between terror and compassion. I was equally moved by “White,” which I would only later understand was in memory of Celan, and by “Ascendant,” with its powerfully confident appropriations of Jewish tradition (“The sabbath candle / torn from your throat”). Here was a poet, I thought, with both an unusual reach and a sharply focused style. I got hold of as many of his books as I could find.


It took me until 1979 to write to Auster. By then, I was soliciting work for Daimon, a magazine I co-edited with other members of a shortlived but energetic group of young writers that called itself the Atlanta Poetry Collective. He graciously sent me what remains one of my favorites among his poems, the electrifying midrash on the biblical figure of Jacob called “Between the Lines.” Ironically, Daimon folded before we could publish the poem, but the condensed, incantatory lines stayed with me, and nearly twenty years later, I would borrow three of them (“to the seventh year / beyond the seventh year / of the seventh year”) for a long movement of my serial poem Track, a movement in seven sections of seven lyrics each, each lyric consisting of seven lines—a movement, of course, about luck and chance.


In the interim, Paul and I continued to correspond; we met in New York on several occasions; and in 1986, he came to Cincinnati to read at Xavier. When Disappearances was published, I wrote an essay on the poetry, one of the only sustained examinations of this crucial part of the Auster oeuvre. (It can be found in Beyond the Red Notebook: Essays on Paul Auster, edited by Dennis Barone.) Years went by, and we lost touch. One day in April of this year, a book arrived in the mail: Paul Auster endeckt Charles Reznikoff, a volume of Reznikoff’s poetry selected by Auster and translated into German (“Wie Saloman / habe ich die Sprache von Fremden geheiratet und geheiratet; / keine ist wie du, Sulamit”). I opened the book and found this note:




Norman—


Years and years … In a lovely twist, it was Michael Palmer who sent me your current address.


Reznikoff in German. I thought you might like to have a copy—and send it to you with all good and happy memories of those days we spent together long ago.


Yrs. ever—


Paul A.





It was yet another coincidence, as my own book on Jewish American poetry, including a number of chapters on Reznikoff, had appeared less than a year before. My initial interest in Reznikoff had been prompted by “The Decisive Moment,” Auster’s early essay on his poetry, and I had returned to it as I thought through my own position on that deceptively simple work. And so, brought together by old affections, our friendship resumed.


That Auster, among the many perceptive writers of his generation, should have been one of the earliest and keenest readers of Reznikoff and the other Objectivists, does not surprise me. Likewise his appreciation for Laura Riding, for William Bronk, for Celan, for Jabès, and of course, for Beckett. Thinking now about Auster’s poetry in the light of his essays in The Art of Hunger, and in the light of this poetry’s own unique history, I understand that it is constituted of a solitary voice speaking to the silence. It is a silence that itself has a complex history, often connected to some of the most terrible  episodes in modern times. In the end, it takes up residence within the poet and demands to be acknowledged. I believe we hear Auster addressing the silence in “Testimony,” when he speaks of




… how I might acquit you


of this hiddenness, and prove to you


that I am


no longer alone,


that I am not


even near myself


anymore.





As he draws his readers to him, he is indeed no longer alone. And however isolated the voice in these poems may sound, we too are no longer alone when we are near them.


 


—NORMAN FINKELSTEIN


Cincinnati, Ohio 2003
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