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A challenging and gripping read. An existential mystery? Who, why or what is 

invisible?  

Auster’s Invisible is a novel about what can’t be known.  Our lives are the 

stories we construct. Sometimes we embellish or misremember details. We 

can never really know what is in the minds of others. Auster’s fiction is 

renowned for creating worlds within worlds, for playing with literary structures, 

for enjoying teasing the reader. He even makes a personal appearance in one 

of his novels. Titles such as Man in the Dark and The Book of Illusions indicate 

his fascination with mystery and the unknowable. 

Most of us were Auster virgins, so we were not sure what to expect. His 

reputation as a post-modern writer had put some of us off. Perhaps we had 

been disappointed by recent offerings from other male American writers. An 

obsession with lusting after younger women has often been a theme chosen 

by older male writers.  And it has become boring and predictable. Auster also 

explores sexuality but in a different direction. His “ shocking” theme is sex 

between brother and sister. We were surprised that the American edition 

refers on the cover to a “perverse” love triangle. The British edition simply says 

that “ Walker is caught in a love triangle.”  Are American attitudes really so 

different from European ones? 

Auster has remarked that readers have avoided the subject of incest when the 

book has been discussed. Not so with us. We openly shared our views. One or 

two of us were shocked at first but we all agreed that the description of the 

lovemaking between Walker and his sister Gwyn was very moving and 

sensitively portrayed. “ very erotic” was one comment. We understood the 

deep affection and love between the siblings, especially as they had suffered 

the tragic loss of their younger brother and were set adrift from their grieving, 

disturbed parents. It didn’t horrify us because it was an expression of love 

between equals. One didn’t force the other. It was not a power game. 



But had Walker fantasised their lovemaking? Gwyn, many years later, denies it 

ever happened. Is she just protecting herself because incest must remain 

invisible ? We don’t know and are left guessing. So much of the book is left to 

the reader to make up their own mind about, which pleased most of us. Had 

Margot plotted with Born to seduce Walker? Or had she followed her own 

desires without Born’s influence? Had Born tried to have Cecile’s father killed? 

Had Born hired the mugger he then eventually stabbed? Is Born a secret agent, 

double or triple? Auster continuously plays with us and tantalises us with 

unanswered questions. Memory distorts and some of the characters may have 

convinced themselves that things happened, even if they didn’t.  

Why does Walker ask his old college roommate to write his story? That is 

easier to answer. Jim Freeman has become a successful writer , Walker’s 

youthful  aspirations to be a poet have not materialised. Instead he has lived a 

life as a lawyer trying to help the “ invisible” poor and disadvantaged. Walker 

remains invisible to Freeman. He dies before they have a chance to meet in 

person after forty years. But Freeman has Walker’s words  and reconstructs 

the story for him when he can no longer speak for himself. 

Auster has denied any autobiographical connection with the book. But like 

Freeman he was at Columbia in 1967 and he resembles his character in many 

ways. Perhaps Auster also wants to remain invisible. How much of this is his 

own story we will have to guess. Auster has said he wanted to write about the 

intensity of youth, the end of innocence. His own experiences must be 

included to some degree. 

Taunting us again, Auster compares his character Born to the 12
th

 century poet 

Bertran de Born, to be found in hell in Dante’s Inferno, carrying his severed 

head as it sways back and forth like a lantern. A creepy way to introduce a 

character. Born is clearly evil but will the young Walker be trapped under his 

spell? Aged twenty, Walker has not learnt how to judge or deal with such 

people. He is flattered by his attentions. 

“Wary as I might have been, I was also fascinated by this peculiar, unreadable 

person, and the fact that he seemed genuinely glad to have stumbled into the 

stoked fires of my vanity – that invisible cauldron of self-regard and ambition- 

that simmers and burns in each one of us...... I couldn’t stop myself from 



wanting him to like me, to think that I was something more than a plodding, 

run-of-the-mill American undergraduate, to see the promise I hoped I had in me 

but which I doubted nine out of every ten minutes of my waking life.” 

 Walker describes his first impression of Born:  

 

"Born said that he and Margot had been on the verge of leaving, but then they 

spotted me standing alone in the corner, and because I looked so unhappy, 

they decided to come over and cheer me up – just to make sure I didn't slit my 

throat before the night was out. I had no idea how to interpret his remark. Was 

this man insulting me, I wondered, or was he actually trying to show some 

kindness to a lost young stranger? 

The words themselves had a certain playful, disarming quality, but the look in 

Born's eyes when he delivered them was cold and detached, and I couldn't help 

feeling that he was testing me, taunting me, for reasons I utterly failed to 

understand."  

 

Walker is wary of the complicated professor, but fascination overrides his 

caution. Within two weeks, he's secretly in bed with Margot and hired by Born 

to launch a new literary magazine. Is Born just a gambler? Some of us thought 

so. Or is he using Walker for his own ends? Margot is clearly attracted to 

Walker. Does Born get a voyeuristic satisfaction from encouraging their sexual 

relationship? Is he remotely jealous? He doesn’t seem to be, as he comes back 

from Paris engaged to another woman. Then he afflicts his most devastating 

blow on Walker. He forces Walker to witness a very cruel and violent act. 

Walker’s horror at Born’s reaction to the attempted mugging is at the crux of 

the story. Walker’s inability to act fast enough to have Born arrested for 

stabbing the boy, haunts him forever. It is the pivotal moment in Walker’s life. 

His loss of innocence. His lack of courage makes him despise himself. 

“ I felt crushed, humiliated, numb. Born had defeated me. He had shown me 

something about myself that filled me with revulsion, and for the first time in 

my life I understood what it was to hate someone. I could never forgive him- 

and I could never forgive myself.” 



Yet even here Auster is challenging the reader. New Yorkers live in fear of 

being mugged. The liberal response to Born’s act is revulsion. But wouldn’t we 

all  say he had every right to defend himself against an armed mugger? The 

extent of the injuries are what horrify us. Why did Born have to stab the boy so 

many times and kill him?  Born has complex, right wing views, has served time 

in Algeria and witnessed torture and mass killings. Walker has yet to 

experience the horrors of war and is hoping to avoid the trauma of serving in 

Vietnam. The young innocent student is pitted against the cynical, older, 

vicious man. Walker loses the battle and we all felt for him. 

Auster tells the story in four sections.( In the first, second and third person.) In 

Walker’s own words, then by Walker in the second person, and then by 

Freeman in the third person about Walker. The fourth part is told by Cecile, 

interestingly, the final word is from the feminine perspective. 

This technique gives different insights and impressions and shows how much 

or little we choose to reveal of ourselves depending on the circumstances. The 

story could have become disjointed but Auster is a master of this craft and 

compels us to read on. 

Our comments: 

“ A tantalising read.  There were lots of unsolved questions. Auster loomed 

large. I couldn’t forget about him while I was reading, I don’t usually think 

about the author as much .” 

“ I wanted to like it as it’s the first American writer I have read in the groups. 

But I was rather disappointed. The story was so fragmented that I couldn’t put 

the pieces together.” 

“ I didn’t like any of the characters – I needed one to empathise with. The post 

modern approach was too much.” 

“It was a bit pretentious but I liked that.” 

“ I liked the subtle, elegant, modern American style but the cat and mouse 

approach didn’t really work for me. I kept thinking what is the point he wants 

to make?” 



“ Auster’s recent novels have been disappointing but with this one he was back 

on form. I enjoyed it very much.” 

“The three love stories were well told. Most moving of all was the love 

between the brother and sister. Cecile’s unrequited love for Walker gave 

another angle to the intensity of love. She only knew him for two weeks but 

remembers him so well forty years later.” 

“Auster is a real professional and knows how to write. I really enjoyed it.” 

“ This was my first Paul Auster. It’s just what you want a novel to be- compact 

but still getting a lot in. Too many novels are over-long when they don’t need 

to be” 

“ It was cleverly constructed with a good pace. Very well written. I liked the 

way we moved between Paris and New York .” 

“ The first part was the most satisfying. The ending didn’t work for me. But it 

was nicely composed.” 

“ Auster experiments with his style successfully. I zipped through it - a riveting 

story and also very moving. Walker and Gwyn’s celebratory birthdays to 

remember their lost brother were particularly moving.” 

“ The ending was too abrupt. Five characters were killed off on one page!” 

“ I like novels that give space for interpretation which this one did. But in the 

end I had more questions than answers.” 

“ At first I was hesitant to read it. But then I liked it very much. I was 

astonished that everything was left in doubt- I wasn’t sure what was true and 

what was not. But it was very entertaining and I decided to just enjoy it!” 

Highly Recommended 

A tantalising page-turner. A thrilling multi-layered story. Very well written. But 

not for the reader who wants all the answers! 

 

 



 

 

 


