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Abstract: 
 

The article would attempt to read Paul Auster's Ghosts as a text that problematizes the ethics of 

“literary representation” and gestures towards the differential alterity of the radical  “other” (the 

subject of literary representation) that eludes the “light” and the intentional contours of the writing 

“self”. Levinasian ethical subjectivity evinces a gesture of un-doing the “intentional consciousness” 

and all its machinations for reducing the otherness of the other into the contours of the sameness of  

the reading/writing “cogitative self”. In Paul Auster’s Ghosts, Blue, a private “eye/I”, is hired by White 

to investigate a man called Black and to send weekly reports of his life and activities based on his 

observations. Here, the private eye becomes a representative of the writing “self” who is put to the 

task of representing the differential space of the “other” (Black) within the totalizing space of the  

logocentric “self” and the hermeneutic order of light and visibility. While the earlier part of the The 

New York Trilogy, City of Glass, hinted at the substitution of the detective “eye/I” with the authorial  

figure, Ghosts extends the thematic metaphor and delves deeper into the ethicality of writing as 

detection and the differential realm of the radical “other” that evinces an impossible ethical gesture 

towards it. The article would subsequently take up Maurice Blanchot’s ideas (in The Space  of 

Literature) on the ethical realm of “il y a” (the “things” and existents prior to their negation and  

interpellation within logos and the hermeneutic order) and its relation to the gaze of Orpheus which 

Blanchot envisions as the intentional space of the literary gaze itself. The article would thus attempt to 

understand how Auster’s Ghosts evokes the space of the “literary” as an ethical movement of infinite 

negation unto itself, an undoing of all that it inscribes, and in Samuel Beckett’s words, a “literature of  

the unword”, an “aesthetics of failure” or a “silence without possibility” 

 

 

 
 

 

1 [Author]  [Corresponding Author], State Aided College Teacher, Department of English, Narasinha Dutt College, Howrah, 

West Bengal, INDIA. Email: swayamdiptadas22@gmail.com 

 
© 2021 Consortium Journal; The author 

 This work is licensed under Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International License. 

Article History: Submitted on 16 May 2021| Accepted on 15 June 2021| Published online on 25 

Jun 2021 
 

Keywords: Literary representation, Levinasian ethicality, il y a , literature of the unword 

mailto:swayamdiptadas22@gmail.com


Consortium: An International Journal of Literary and Cultural Studies; Volume 1, Issue 1, June, 2021 2  

In a 1987 interview, Paul Auster revealed that the structural inversions of the classical 

detective genre in The New York Trilogy were intended for very different reasons altogether 

and that it went beyond the thematic and literary concerns confined merely to the genre 

itself. He says, 

 

Of course I used certain elements of detective fiction. Quinn, after all, writes 

detective novels, and takes on the identity of someone he thinks is a detective. 

But I felt I was using those elements for such different ends, for things that had 

so little to do with detective stories, that I was somewhat disappointed by the 

emphasis that was put on them . . . In the same way that Cervantes used 

chivalric romances as the starting point for Don Quixote, or the way that 

Beckett used the standard vaudeville routine as the framework for Waiting for 

Godot, I tried to use certain genre conventions to get to another place, another 

place altogether (Auster, “Interview with Joseph Mallia ”). 
 

Another anecdote that comes from the same interview also provides a steady pointer to 

understand the overall thematic and ethical scheme of the trilogy: he says, “For a time, I  

toyed with the idea of using an epigraph at the beginning of The New York Trilogy. It comes 

from Wittgenstein: ‘And it also means something to talk of living in the pages of a book’ ”  

(Auster, “Interview with Joseph Mallia”). Wittgenstein’s quote bears reference to the idea of 

textuality and its finitude and how the order of textual and Symbolic1 representation is 

deeply implicated in the ethos of an ethical failure. 

 

The ontological deconstruction of the sovereign hermeneutic constatives of the detective 

genre in The City of Glass is further extended in the second part of The New York Trilogy to 

account for an ethical gesture that disrupts the very act of “writing” itself. The act of  

detection and the act of writing are both constitutive of the ethical violence of 

“intentionality” and its co-optation of the radical alterity of the “other” within the contours 

of dasein as “dwelling” vis-a-vis detection/writing. The realm of literary signification with 

its insistence upon visibility, light and representation is an enactment of the totalitarian 

contours of “intentionality” and is thus synonymous to the spatial gaze of the detective 

“I/eye” , both rendering the ethical darkness of “being” and alterity in terms of the sameness 

of the “self”. 
 

In the second part of Auster’s The New York Trilogy, the problematics of literary 

representation of the radical “other” or the inclusion of the “other” being within the space of 

language and the realm of the “light” of representation is unfolded. Blue, a private eye, is  

hired by White to investigate the case of a man called Black and to take detailed notes about 

his actions. Here, the private eye becomes a representative of the writing “self” who is put to 

the task of representing the differential space of the “other” (Black) within the totalizing  

space of the logocentric “self” and the hermeneutic order of light and visibility. Blue is 

forced to lock himself in a room in front of Black’s apartment and watch through his  

window what he does every single day. He is soon confronted with the aporia of his 
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responsibility and realizes the finitudes of his writing “self” to confront the darkness of the  

“other”: “For to watch someone read and write is in effect to do nothing. The only way for  

Blue to have a sense of what is happening is to be inside Black’s mind, to see what he is 

thinking, and that of course is impossible.” (Auster 137). Black not only escapes the realm of 

comprehension and representation, he also gives rise to endless significations that further 

the realm of his differential alterity: “As the days go on, Blue realizes there is no end to the 

stories he can tell. For Black is no more than a kind of blankness, a hole in the texture of  

things, and one story can fill this hole as well as any other.”(143).  Black thus appears in 

Blue’s reports as an image, a shadow in his impossibility of seeing and comprehending it 

within the contours of the totality of “being” and “language”. 

 

 

The Trace of Levinasian Ethicality in the Blanchotnian Realm of Literature 
 

Levinas criticizes Husserlian and Heideggerian phenomenology—a dependence on “light” 

and “vision”—to illuminate the hidden and achieve a comprehension of being. Light that 

makes objects comprehensible and thus “makes them belong to us” (“Existence and 

Existents” 40) is the origin of knowing and possession. In The Space of Literature, Maurice 

Blanchot brings the ethical contours of Levinas’ philosophy to bear upon realm of the  

literary representation. Language, as Blanchot warns, is ‘‘the house of being’’ as it exists in  

the realm of intentionality whereby it appropriates everything in terms of the sameness of 

“being”. All defiance of language (also ‘‘defiance of being’’) because implicated within  

language ‘‘finds within itself the terms of its own critique’’ (The Space of Literature 13). The 

writer’s inevitable failure to represent the Other is a sign of passivity, and the writer’s task is 

thus inevitably responsible: a desire to do justice to the Other with a concomitant paralysis  

of every means with which to do anything. Blanchot uses the metaphor of Orpheus and 

Eurydice to represent the writer’s plight. In this metaphor, Orpheus symbolizes the writer  

who wields the light of representation, and Eurydice, the Other who dwells in ‘‘the other  

dark’’ – ‘‘that darkest point towards which art, desire, death and night seem  to tend’’ 

(Blanchot, The Space of Literature 171), a darkness beyond the power of the writer’s light to 

illuminate. The writer’s duty is to draw the Other into the light of representation, to give her 

form and shape. However, the desire of Orpheus for Eurydice – the writer’s desire to see, or 

to show, the Other in its infinity – causes him to abandon his duty to the work. Any 

representation will inevitably be a reduction of the Other to a term within the order of  

language, and the writer’s desire is to see the Other in its irreducible infinity. Thus, Orpheus 

turns around to try to see Eurydice in her invisibility, in ‘‘the heart of darkness’’, and yet she 

disappears, leaving the work compromised and the writer’s desire unfulfilled. Blanchot  

brings violence and ethics to bear upon the writer who, due to the infinity of the Other, is 

always on a treacherous ground, even when trying to do justice to the infinite. This is the  

absurd fate of the writer – to ceaselessly toil like Sisyphus towards an unachievable goal. 
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Blanchot has extended the paradox of ethical being as explicated by Levinas (that is, violence 

as a precondition for ethics) into language, representation and the plight of the writer. 

 

Writing and the realm of literary representation thus constitutes an Orphic descent into the 

“dark other” which both Levinas and Blanchot, albeit in a slightly differential manner,  

describes as the “il y a”2 or the “things” and existents “prior to the day” – that is, prior to 

their negation and interpellation within logos and the hermeneutic order. As Levinas says, 
 

the object of representation is reducible to noemata. The intelligible is 

precisely what is entirely reducible to noemata and all of whose relations 

with the understanding reducible to those established by the light. In the 

intelligibility of representation the distinction between me and the object, 

between interior and exterior, is effaced (Totality and Infinity 124). 
 

Accordingly, the writer is caught and suspended between ‘‘day’’ and ‘‘night’’. The attempt 

at being faithful to the materiality of things by revealing that which exists prior to revelation 

is always destined to be a betrayal of the ineffable, because that which precedes revelation is 

precisely what revelation destroys. 

 

Blanchot repeatedly emphasizes, the act of writing does not find its fulfilment in the Book,  

whether the Book of God (the Bible), or the Book of Man (The Infinite Conversation 423). 

Rather, writing is related to and directed towards the absence of the Book, that is, the 

production of worklessness in the Work. Thus, writing passes through the Book, but the 

Book is not the destiny of writing. Book is a strategy for evading the radical absence at the 

heart of language and culture. Blanchot writes, “The book: a ruse by which writing goes 

towards the absence of the book” (The Infinite Conversation 623). 

 

According to Simon Critchley, “Levinas’ entire critical oeuvre on ethicality is premised upon 

the necessity to surmount the il y a in order to move on to the hypostasis of the Subject and 

ultimately the ethical relation to the Other, a relation whose alterity is underwritten by the  

trace of illeity. In order to establish that ethics is first philosophy (i.e. that philosophy is  

first), Levinas must overcome the neutrality of the il y a, the ambiguous instance of 

literature” (Very Little-Almost Nothing 90). 

 

Auster’s Ghosts evokes the space of the literary as a movement of infinite negation unto 

itself, an undoing of all that it inscribes, and in Samuel Beckett’s words, a “literature of the 

unword”, an “aesthetics of failure” or a “silence without possibility”.  Auster’s poetics has 

largely been influenced by Samuel Beckett and many critics like Arthur Saltzman and Steven 

Connor have drawn thematic and philosophical parallels between Auster’s trilogy and  

Beckett’s trilogy (The Beckett Trilogy: Molloy, Malone Dies, The Unnamable). In an interview, 

Auster himself declared the great debt that he owed to Beckett and the indelible influence 

Beckett had on him all through his literary life: “The influence of Beckett was so strong that I 

didn’t see my way beyond it” (Auster, “Interview with Joseph Mallia”). The detective’s 
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desire to co-opt the detected within the space of representation, language and “being” in 

Beckett’s Molloy parallels that of Blue in Ghosts and both become fecund grounds for 

discussion of the finitude of the literary and the otherwise-than-beings beyond the space of 

represenation and ontology. In Disjecta, Beckett asks “For what is it that remains 

representable if the essence of the object is to hide from representation?” to which he replies, 

“It remains to represent the conditions of this hiddenness” ( 136 ). 

 

 

The Orphic Space of Writing and the Inspiration of the “Other” in Ghosts 

 

In Auster’s Ghosts, Blue, a private eye, is hired by White to follow Black and to send detailed 

reports on his life and activities based on his observations. The case requires Blue to shut  

himself up in complete isolation from his familiar dwellings in a small room just opposite 

Black’s apartment and to intently transcribe Black’s “otherness” within words and the  

letter/litter3 of literature. Auster substitutes the proper names with essentializing quilting 

signifiers both to retain a sense of anonymity that is synonymous with the ethos of detective 

fiction, as well as to ground the text within a thematic and ethical arch that encompasses the 

situation of the writer and the space of literature in general. Blue, as the name signifies, is 

the future writer who, like Blanchot’s Orpheus will descent into the darkness of Eurydice in 

an attempt to render it visible within the ethos of representational literature. White 

represents the empty space of literature that awaits the signifying process or the arrival of 

the letter/litter of literary art. Black is the Levinasian “il y a” or the dark night of “being” that 

forever escapes assimilative signification. Conversely “Black” is also a stand-in for the space 

occupied by Eurydice who inspires the descent of Oprheus but forever eludes his gaze and 

light of representational visibility. Brown, on the other hand, “is a representation of all those 

books that ‘taught Blue the ropes,’ that educated him in the art of literature. Brown is 

represented throughout the novel in the figure of all those writers that Auster mentions and 

which shape the intertextuality of the novel” (Arce 79). 
 

Blue is forced to seclude himself in an isolated room just opposite to Black’s apartment and  

has to forego all the familiar “dwellings” of his former self. Blue’s isolation creates the  

possibilities of the Orphic space of the “other night” where the ontological constatives of  

“being” are traversed to enter into a relation of absolute “otherness” and its forever deferred 

trajectory. According to Blanchot, the Orphic space of poetry and literature denotes “exile,  

and the poet who belongs to it belongs to the dissatisfaction of exile. He is always lost to 

himself, outside, far from home; he belongs to the foreign, to the outside which knows no 

intimacy or limit” (Blanchot, The Space of Literature 237). The distance between Blue and 

Black is also fundamental to the creation of the Orphic space of writing and functions to 

evoke a “metaphysical desire” and a “hunger” in the artist. In Levinasian terms, the 

metaphysical desire for the radical alterity of the “other” is premised upon “a relationship 
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whose positivity comes from remoteness, from separation, for it nourishes itself, one might  

say, with its hunger” (Levinas, Totality and Infinity 34). The distance between Blue and Black 

in described in spatial terms in the form of a window glass that separates them, however,  

the glass is never transparent and instead of providing a direct access to his object of 

observation, it returns back to haunt the very gaze of intentionality of the sovereign “I” : “  

For in spying out at Black across the street, it is as though Blue were looking into a mirror,  

and instead of merely watching another, he finds that he is also watching himself ” (Auster 

143). For Blanchot, fascination is borne out of a distant alterity that seduces the intentional  

gaze out of its ipseity with light and visibility and in its stead turns it into a vision of the 

impossibilty of seeing: 
 

What happens when what is seen imposes itself upon the gaze, as if the gaze 

were seized, put in touch with the appearance? What  happens is not an 

active contact, not the initiative and action which there still is in real 

touching. Rather, the gaze gets taken in, absorbed by an immobile movement 

and a depthless deep. What is given us by this contact at a distance is the 

image, and fascination is passion for the image . . . In it blindness is vision 

still, vision which is no longer the possibility of seeing, but the impossibility 

of not seeing, the impossibility which becomes visible and perseveres - 

always and always - in a vision that never comes to an end: a dead gaze, a 

gaze become the ghost of an eternal vision (Blanchot, The Space of Literature 

31) . 

 

 

 

The Blanchotian idea of poetic inspiration radically departs from the genealogy of 

Romanticism and finds an echo in the ethical concerns of poststructuralism and in its 

insistence upon un-doing the constatives of the “self”. According to Timothy Clark, 
 

This Romantic tradition of trying to grasp inspiration as a form of human 

power may be said to come to an end in Blanchot . . . he takes these Romantic 

and modernist criteria of value to an extreme at which they undergo a 

qualitative transformation, justifying the growing recognition of Blanchot's 

place in the genealogy of deconstruction (46). 
 

Clark reads this “qualitative transformation” in the kernel of inspiration as marked by “a  

writer's sense of the crisis of subjectivity undergone in composition” (46). In The Space of 

Literature, inspiration is further related to a “limit-experience” that Blanchot identifies as the 

questioning of the totalitarian contours of “Being”. Blanchot defines it thus, “The limit - 

experience is the response that man encounters when he has decided to put himself radically 

in question” (The Infinite Conversation 203). In Ghosts, Blue encounters a similar ontological 

crisis and a certain questioning of “being” as he dwells in his Orphic solitude gazing out at  

the irreducible darkness of Black: 
 

Now, suddenly, with the world as it were removed from him, with nothing 

much to see but a vague shadow by the name of Black, he finds himself 
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thinking about things that have never occurred to him before, and this, too, 

has begun to trouble him . . . The beating of his heart, the sound of his breath, 

the blinking of his eyes—Blue is now aware of these tiny events, and try as he 

might to ignore them, they persist in his mind like a nonsensical phrase 

repeated over and over again (Auster 141-142). 

 

 
 

The reiterative reference to Henry David Thoreau’s Walden further highlights the thematics 

of solitude and a persistent ontological movement away from being-in-the-world as central 

to the text’s insistence upon the ethical space of writing and being-towards-the-other. Both 

Blue and Black are seen reading a copy of Walden and this helps to forge a thematic unity 

between the two writers who are endlessly attemting to inscribe each other within the space 

of literature. According to María Laura Arce, “In this novel the writers are ghosts and one of 

those ghosts is H.D Thoreau.The presence of his text, Walden,represents solitude—the 

intention of divesting himself from the world to live in full solitude and where the only 

activity done is writing. One of Blue’s case conditions is solitude inside the apartment” (83). 

Moreover, both Levinas and Thoreau in their works, albeit in a differential register, stress  

upon a responsive responsibility towards the call of the radical “other”- an ethical 

imperative that informs Blue’s Orphic space of reading and writing the “other”. “This is  

Levinas’ theory of the subject, a subject that emerges in response to a call from beyond itself. 

Thoreau, too, sees himself in relationship to other people, animals, and events in such a way 

that their demands upon him are partially constitutive of who he is” (Mooney and Mower 3- 

4). The kind of ethical engagement that Thoreau’s text demands from its readers has a direct 

bearing upon Blue’s ethical relationship to Black. Blue finds it difficult to engage with the 

ethical trajectory of Thoreau and this failure marks an important turning point for the 

subsequent relationship between Blue and Black: 
 

What he does not know is that were he to find the patience to read the book 

in the spirit in which it asks to be read, his entire life would begin to 

change,and little by little he would come to a full understanding of his 

situation—that is to say, of Black, of White, of the case, of everything that 

concerns him . . . Throwing the book aside in disgust, Blue puts on his coat 

(for it is fall now) and goes out for a breath of air. Little does he realize that  

this is the beginning of the end. For something is about to happen, and once 

it happens, nothing will ever be the same again (Auster 160-161). 

 

 
 

Language and the Differential Realm of the Radical “Other” 
 

As Blue sets down to prepare his first report on Black, he is suddenly confronted with the 

inadequacy of language as a transparent, mimetic passage to the phenomenological world 

and its “other(s)”. “For the first time in his experience of writing reports, he discovers that  

words do not necessarily work, that it is possible for them to obscure the things they are 
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trying to say” (Auster 145). In Levinasian ethicality as well as in the Blanchotian ethical 

space of literature, “language” is a Hegelian negative that, by appropriating the radical  

alterity of the “other”, renders it a metaphoric death. According to Blanchot, the word,  

“gives me what it signifies, but first it suppresses it. For me to say: this woman, it is 

necessary that, in one way or another, I take away her reality of flesh and blood, render it  

absent, annihilate it. The word gives me being, but it gives it to me deprived of ‘being’ ” 

(Blanchot, The Work of Fire 322). The very act of signification is connected to a metaphoric 

death of the radical alterity of “being” in much the same way as Hegel pointed out in The 

Phenomenology of Spirit that how Adam’s act of naming and signification constitutes an 

ethical violence that leads to death in the “other” - “The first act, by which Adam made 

himself master of the animals, was to impose on them a name, in other words he annihilated 

in them their existence (as existents)”( Blanchot, The Work of Fire 325 ). Thus, Blue’s Orphic 

space of writing the “other” and attempting to transcribe him within the totality of language 

and intentional signification is intricately related to death of the “other” and the annihilation 

of his “being” in the textual space of the book itself. Confronted with the inadequacy of  

words and the medium of language, Blue desperately attempts to hold on to its power of 

signification by enumerating the things around him in his room and deludes himself into 

thinking that the world is born out of the “light” of representational language- 
 

Blue looks around the room and fixes his attention on various objects, one 

after the other. He sees the lamp and says to himself, lamp. He sees the bed 

and says to himself, bed. He sees the notebook and says to himself, notebook. 

It will not do to call the lamp a bed, he thinks, or the bed a lamp. No, these 

words fit snugly around the things they stand for, and the moment Blue 

speaks them, he feels a deep satisfaction, as though he has just proved the 

existence of the world (Auster 145). 
 

What Blue fails to realise is that by the very act of naming, he renders them dead in their  

radical “otherness” and a mere “trace” in the field of signification. Derrida, in The Work of 

Mourning states that, “the name signs death and marks life with a fold [ride] to be 

deciphered. The name races toward death even more quickly than we do, we who naively 

believe that we bear it. It bears us with infinite speed toward the end. It is in advance the 

name of a dead person” (130). 

 

There is an ethical similitude between the Levinasian notion of the “ily a” and the Lacanian  

concept of the “real”4 in so far as both resist the totalitarian contours of language and 

ontology and posit an extraneous unthematizable alterity as the vantage point for 

understanding and re-constituting the finitudes of the “same”. Donna Brody draws the 

similitude thus, 

 

Not that Levinas in some happy homology talks of something called the real. 

But he does chart the function and phenonemal modalizations of something 

he calls the there is [il y a]. And, I wilI claim, the impersonal zone of the there 
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is uncannily exemplifies and operates as a virtually exact coordinate of 

Lacan's conception of the real (58). 
 

Faced with the beyond of the realm of signification in the form of the il y a or the Lacanian 

“real”, Blue is forced to resort to an endless proliferation of discourses and signifiers around 

Black and his ambiguity. The space of literature and the endless proliferation of the 

letter/litter3around the object of signification are based on a similar functioning of the 

Symbolic around the kernel of the Lacanian “real”. 

 

According to Lacan, “The real is without fissure . . . we have no means of apprehending this 

real--on any level and not only on that of knowledge except via the go-between of the 

symbolic" (Seminar II 97). The letter of literature is structured like the chain of signification 

functional in the Lacanian Symbolic order and gestures towards the un-representable “real” 

through a process of endless metonymic substitution. “When we are speaking of the letter,  

we are speaking of Lacan’s theory of writing, for it gives us a vantage point from where we  

can imagine the attachment of the ‘real’ to writing . . . Lacan sees in these letters holes in the 

‘real’ at the heart of which lies an impasse to symbolization and formalization” (Azari 63).  

The orphic descent into the darkness of the night of the “other” that Blanchot describes as  

the fundamental ethical problematic vis-a-vis Levinas’ notion of the “il y a” is thus further 

played out by Lacan through the interstitial space of the “real” and the Symbolic in the  

Borromean knot. In Auster’s text, Blue’s attempt to intrude into the space of the radical  

alterity of Black vis-a-vis the literary letter and the space of signification and assimilative 

representation thus leads to a radical impasse. As a consequence of this, Blue engages in an 

endless proliferation of discourses and stories around Black- all of which are symptomatic of 

a radical “lack” at the heart of the significatory chain that could only account for the  

irreducible radical alterity in the “real” or the “il y a” through an act of endless metonymic  

substitution: 
 

Day by day, the list of these stories grows, with Blue sometimes returning in 

his mind to an early story to add certain flourishes and details and at other 

times starting over again with something new. Murder plots, for instance,  

and kidnapping schemes for giant ransoms. As the days go on, Blue realizes 

there is no end to the stories he can tell. For Black is no more than a kind of 

blankness, a hole in the texture of things, and one story can fill this hole as 

well as any other (Auster 143). 

 

 

Blue’s Transgression and the Movement towards Death: the Blanchotnian Encounter with 

Eurydice 

 

In Ovid’s myth, Orpheus’ transgression occurs when he breaks his deal with Hades and  

attempts to look back at Eurydice in the darkness of the “other night”. The transgression led 
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to the disappearance of Eurydice and the entrapment of Orpheus in his essential solitude 

forever. 

 

And now they neared the edge of the bright world, 

And, fearing lest she faint, longing to look, 

He turned his eyes–and straight she slipped away. 

He stretched his arms to hold her–to be held– 

And clasped, poor soul, naught but the yielding air. 

And she, dying again, made no complaint 

(For what complaint had she save she was loved?) 

And breathed a faint farewell, and turned again 

Back to the land of spirits whence she came (Ovid 226). 

 
In Blanchotian terms, the forever differential space between Orpheus and Eurydice 

constitutes the infinite space of literature with its unceasing quest for meaning, signification 

and representational appropriation. Orpheus’ unending song for Eurydice constitutes the 

ethical realm of literature, but once he attempts to transgress the differential realm that  

stands between them in a desire to possess her, to appropriate her, and render her visible in 

the light of his own gaze- he loses her forever. The desire to trangress and co-opt the 

otherness of the “il y a” of the “other night” also signals the end of literature and the  

termination of the endless movement of the letter. According to Blanchot, Orpheus is guilty 

of impatience. One of his mistakes is his desire to exhaust the infinite, to put a term to the 

interminable: 
 

Orpheus's error seems then to lie in the desire which moves him to see and to 

possess Eurydice, he whose destiny is only to sing of her. He is Orpheus only 

in the song: he cannot have any relation to Eurydice except within the hymn. 

He has life and truth only after the poem and because of it . . . He loses 

Eurydice because he desires her beyond the measured limits of the song 

(Blanchot, The Space of Literature 172-173). 
 

Blue’s decision to leave the orphic space of his writing solitude and confront Black in his  

own room is evoked by a similar desire to transcend the unceasing infinity of the literary 

space and its interminable hermeneutic field of meanings and significations: Auster writes, 

 

He feels like a man who has been condemned to sit in a room and go on 

reading a book for the rest of his life. This is strange enough—to be only half 

alive at best, seeing the world only through words, living only through the 

lives of  others . . . That’s all there is, Blue realizes, and he no longer wants  

any part of it. But how to get out? How to get out of the room that is the book 

that will go on being written for as long as he stays in the room? (Auster 171– 

172). 
 

Blue transcends the endlessly reiterative textual space of the book by deciding to leave his 

apartment and cross over the Oprhic distance by stepping into Black’s room. The space of  

literature will only be alive if Orpheus restrains himself from looking at Eurydice and if Blue 
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restrains himself from confronting Black in Black’s room. As soon as Blue enters Black’s  

apartment, he is suddenly confronted with the impossibility of his literary endeavour in the 

overwhelming darkness of the “il y a”. The darkness inside Black’s room pervades his  

intentional consciousness and he experiences, much like Orpheus, a momentary death of his 

subjective “self”: 
 

It goes from bad to worse, and the moment he sets foot in Black’s room, he  

feels everything go dark inside him, as though the night were pressing 

through his pores, sitting on top of him with a tremendous weight, and at the 

same time his head seems to be growing, filling with air as though about to 

detach itself from his body and float away. He takes one more step into the 

room and then blacks out, collapsing to the floor like a dead man (Auster 

184). 
 

However, the transgression of Orpheus and Blue also has an ethical significance for Blanchot 

that supersedes the apparent loss of the literary work: 

 

In this gaze, the work is lost. This look is the only moment in which the work 

is lost absolutely. However, something more important than the work, more 

bereft of importance than the work, announces and affirms itself . . . it is only 

in that look that the work can surpass itself, be united with its origin and 

consecrated in impossibility.Orpheus's gaze is Orpheus's ultimate gift to the 

work (Blanchot, The Space of Literature 174). 
 

The consecration of the space of literature in the ethos of impossibility is the ethical gift of 

Orpheus’ transgressional gaze. Orpheus’ gaze renders the project of literature with its  

insistence upon giving light and representational visibility to the radical “other” of the dark 

night (in this case Eurydice) as incomplete and thus, marks the space of literature as an 

ethical movement towards the ultimate realisation of its impossible gesture. “Orpheus's gaze 

may therefore be seen as the trace of the interruption of the totality of the work by its 

involvement with excess. In short, it signals the impossibility of the work” (Critchley 43).  

Blue’s trangression into Black’s room similarly entails the recognition of the finitudes of his 

own literary project and the aporetic ends of the writing space of the “red -notebook”. It 

marks the only way by which Blue might “get out of the room that is the book that will go  

on being written for as long as he stays in the room” (Auster 167). Like Orpheus, Blue’s 

transgression entails an ethical movement towards the authenticity of the other “being” and 

with it, a concomitant termination of all the modes of understanding/assimilation premised 

upon the intentional cogito of the sovereign “self”. 

 

Just as Orpheus’ transgression leads to the return of Eurydice back to the land of death and  

darkness, Blue’s invasion into Black’s sacred sphere also leads to Black’s death. In this  

context, death doesn’t refer to the ethical violence upon the “other”, rather it marks the point 

of deaprture towards an alterity and an “otherwise-than-being” that could never return to 

the contours of intentionality and the familiar structures of ontological enquiry.  According 

to Levinas, “Death appears as the passage from being to no-longer-being, understood as the 
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result of a logical operation: negation . . . death is a departure: it is a decease [deces] (In this 

idea of departure there nevertheless remains negativity.) A departure toward the unknown, 

a departure without return, a departure with no forwarding address” (God, Death, and Time 

9). The emptying of the space of literature also announces a liberty of “being” from the 

confines of the work and its totality: as Blanchot says, “His gaze is thus the extreme moment 

of liberty, the moment when he frees himself from himself and, still more important, frees 

the work from his concern” (The Space of Literature 175). In Auster’s Ghosts, Blue’s 

transgression eventually liberates him from the confines of the red-notebook and its 

incessant search for signification and knowledge. As Blue finally discards the red-notebook 

and leaves Black’s room forever, we are reminded of a movement without knowledge and a 

messianic futurity that has moved beyond the intentional signification of Auster’s text itself: 
 

But the story is not yet over. There is still the final moment, and that will not 

come until Blue leaves the room. Such is the way of the world: not one 

moment more, not one moment less. When Blue stands up from his chair,  

puts on his hat, and walks through the door, that will be the end of it . . . For 

now is the moment that Blue stands up from his chair, puts on his hat, and 

walks through the door. And from this moment on, we know  nothing 

(Auster 192). 

 

 
 

Notes and References: 
 

1. According to Jacques Lacan, the Symbolic order is the realm of language itself and is 

constitutive of the field of signifiers. According to Dylan Evans, “The symbolic dimension of language 

is that of the SIGNIFIER; a dimension in which elements have no positive existence but which are 

constituted purely by virtue of their mutual differences . . . For Lacan, the symbolic is characterised 

precisely by the absence of any fixed relations between signifier and signified.” (203-204). 
 

2. Developed in Existence and Existents and Time and the Other, the il y a is the best-known 

notion from Levinas’s early texts. In “De l’évasion” Levinas had described the phrase “there is Being 

[il y a de l’être]” as an “elementary truth” (70). The il y a names what Levinas calls “existing without  

existents [un exister sans existant]” (Time and the Other 25): “an anonymous, impersonal existing (the 

verbal form is important here) before the constitution of the individuated human subject. Attempts to  

identify it more closely are necessarily paradoxical. It is the presence within absence, the sound you 

hear when everything is silent, Being without beings, the fullness of what is empty” (Davis, Levinas:  

An Introduction 23). 
 

3. Refering to Joyce’s Finnegan’s Wake, Lacan claimed that it is a text that acutely shows the  

littering of the letter. The “litter” denotes the “letter” of the signifier as a waste, a movement without 

destiny and which subsists not because of its search for signification but merely because it evinces a  

kernel of jouissance (enjoyment) in the writer. “Letter, the letter as symbol, and litter, the letter as 

waste. The writer, beyond the letter as semblant, is in direct relation with the real of the letter as  

waste. The formidable creative power of Joyce stems from the fact that he is not held back by any of 

the connections that the letter has with the symbolic and the imaginary. He is in relation with a letter 

that has severed all its identifications, which is not attached to any stable signification” (Gault, Later  

Lacan 75). 
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4. In the Lacanian topology, the ‘real’ emerges as that which is outside language and remains 

inassimilable to symbolisation. It is “that which resists symbolization absolutely” (Lacan, Seminar1  

66); or, again, the real is “the domain of whatever subsists outside Symbolisation” (Lacan, Ecrits 388). 
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