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			Paul Auster

			American writer

			
					Born in Newark, New York in 1947

					Notable works: 	Moon Palace (1989), novel

	Leviathan (1992), novel

	The Brooklyn Follies (2005), novel 




			

			Born in Newark on the 3rd of February 1947, Paul Auster has long been considered as France’s favourite American writer. After finishing his arts degree at Columbia University, he began his literary career in New York as a translator, producing English versions of French-language texts by authors such as Stéphane Mallarmé (French poet, 1842-1989), Georges Simenon (Belgian writer, 1903-1989) and Jean-Paul Sartre (French philosopher and writer, 1905-1980). Auster is very familiar with France, having spent long periods of time there, first in 1967 and then from 1971 to 1974. 

			He first began writing at the age of 13. From 1967-1979 he wrote silent films, poetry and plays, but his place on the American literary landscape was only truly cemented in 1987 when his New York Trilogy was published, after having been turned down by multiple publishing houses. From then onwards, he went from strength to strength, publishing new and successful texts such as Moon Palace (1989), Leviathan (1992), Mr. Vertigo (1994) and The Book of Illusions (2002). These novels explore Auster’s classic themes of identity, solitude, death and New York City.

		


		
			The Brooklyn Follies 

			A mosaic of New-York existence

			
					Genre: Novel

					Reference edition: Auster, P. (2006) The Brooklyn Follies. New York: Picador.

					First edition: 2005

					Themes: Love, family, New York, death, friendship, politics, divorce

			

			Among the apparently banal characters and collection of ordinary stories presented in The Brooklyn Follies is a truly political message, masked by its apparent everyday quality. The novel does in fact make several references to the election of George W. Bush (American politician born in 1946), and is set in a pre-9/11 New York. 

			While the author never touches upon the tragedies of September 11th, the novel ends at exactly 8am on the day of the attacks. After spending the whole novel in the company of characters confronted by difficult yet immediately identifiable events (eg divorce, sickness, disillusionment), the happy ending seems almost contrived. Perhaps however with this sickly sweet close the author is in fact constructing a contrast made all the more stark by the reader's understanding of the tragic events which are about to unfold.

		


		
			Summary

			A broken home

			When the narrator Nathan's sister June dies suddenly from a brain haemorrhage, his family quickly breaks apart forever. Nathan is a divorcee with one daughter, Rachel, living in New Jersey. He has not, however, forgotten his long-lost favourite nephew Tom whom he had always thought sure to be destined to a bright future. Nathan is disappointed seven years later when he comes across Tom by chance in the bookshop where he now works.

			Having worked for an insurance company all his life, 60-year-old Nathan is recovering from lung cancer. Now that he has no-one left by his side, he decides to find a “quiet place to die” (Chapter 1), and chooses the place where he grew up: Brooklyn. This is to be the home of many memories for the protagonist. He has lunch every day at the Cosmic Diner to while away the day and feed his infatuation for Marina the Puerto Rican waitress. He is also nursing his own literary project: The Book of Human Folly where he outlines "every blunder, every pratfall, every embarrassment, every idiocy, every foible, and every inane act” (Chapter 1) which he has committed or witnessed in his life. 

			Despite his disappointment, Tom and Nathan's reunion is still a heartfelt one. Tom explains why he decided to drop out of a glittering academic career to become a taxi driver and then to begin his current job at Harry Brightman's second-hand bookshop. He introduces Nathan to his boss, Harry, and the three men get along so well that they begin sharing life stories. With Tom having already recounted to Nathan in detail Harry's shady and extraordinary past as an ex-con with a skill for dodgy art dealings, the latter fills in the blanks with even more stories from his life. 

			While Nathan is fascinated by this lovable rogue's paradoxical and engaging personality, he is nonetheless troubled by the fight he has had with his daughter Rachel. Tom on the other hand is having problems with his sister Aurora whom he hasn't seen for a long time. When he comes across photographs of her in a pornographic magazine, their unstable relationship means that he is unable to help her. Despite the strong connection they share, Aurora has a habit of coming back into Tom's life seemingly changed for the better and then quickly disappearing. At this time, Tom has had no news from her and only knows that she has recently got out of rehab and moved to Philadelphia with her daughter Lucy to live with her new husband David Minor, a strange man with somewhat suspect religious convictions. 

			Hotel Existence

			In an attempt to forget his sister's woeful situation and his own failure, Tom fantasises about the “B.P.M.” (Beautiful Perfect Mother), a pretty brunette that he sees every day taking her children to school. Her real name is Nancy Mazzuchelli, Nathan informs him, having made the first move on his behalf. 

			Nathan, Harry and Tom meet in a restaurant; the latter is depressed and thinking of ending it all. The conversation turns towards how the three men use their imaginations to escape from the melancholies of everyday life. Harry, for example, calls his mental sanctuary “Hotel Existence” and begins to formulate plans to create this haven in reality by buying some property in the countryside. 

			But such a venture requires money, and once Harry has a new dubious scheme in mind he can think of nothing else. For years he sold forged masterpieces, painted by his talented ex-lover Gordon. Despite his love for Gordon, he hadn't hesitated to point the finger at him and send him to prison when Harry himself was arrested. Since then, Gordon had finished his prison sentence. Now he has proposed a new joint venture to Harry: manuscript forgery. Nathan warns Harry that this is bound to be a trap which Gordon will use for revenge, but he is unconvinced. 

			An unexpected visitor

			Tom has heard nothing from his sister for months when his nine-year-old niece Lucy appears out of the blue. She refuses to speak, and all the questions Tom has for her go unanswered: how had she got there? Where was her mother? It would not be until later that Tom would discover that Aurora was in fact being held prisoner in her own home in South Carolina, trapped by her husband, a fanatic indoctrinated by the guru of a religious sect. Nathan suggests that Lucy stay with him since Tom is unable to accommodate her. Lucy quickly grows very fond of her two uncles, but Nathan hopes to find a more stable environment for the young girl, and decides to take her to live temporarily with Tom's half-sister Pamela in Vermont. 

			Pamela agrees to this and a few days later, Lucy, Tom and Nathan set off for Vermont. From the backseat, Lucy hatches a cunning plan to disrupt their journey. At an interstate rest area, Lucy takes the opportunity to fill the petrol tank with Coca-Cola so the car is unable to start and the three are forced to spend several nights in a hotel to await the repairs. They are directed to a man named Stanley, who agrees to reopen his inn for them for the first time since his wife's death. Even by the first night of their stay, Nathan decides not to entrust Lucy to Pamela given how she reacts to the news of their mishap. At the inn, they meet Stanley's daughter Honey, and even though she is not at all his type, Tom leaves her his number. He will indeed see her again, and this encounter will result in marriage and a child. 

			The road trip ends abruptly with more bad news: Harry is dead. Nathan immediately links his death to the false manuscript affair, sure that Harry had been set up. Nathan's theory is partially confirmed by Rufus, who witnessed a turbulent exchange between Harry and two conmen just before he died. The two men arrived at the bookshop with an ultimatum for Harry: either he allow them to come back the next day and empty the bookshop (the books' value amounting to a small fortune) or they turn him in to the police for fraud. Hurt by his ex-lover's betrayal, Harry had run after them shouting and collapsed in the middle of the street; he never got back up.

			Nathan finds Aurora and brings her back to New York. Meanwhile, he has become friends with Joyce Mazzucchelli, the B.P.M.'s mother, who offers to take Lucy and Aurora in. Nancy (B.P.M.) and Aurora fall head over heels in love with one another and begin a relationship. Nathan, now in a relationship with Joyce, is finally reconciled with his daughter Rachel. The end is idyllic, but it's 8am in New York on September 11th, 2001. 

		


		
			Character study

			Nathan Glass

			Nathan is the story's narrator. From the very first pages, he presents an unflattering description of himself: an unfaithful husband, a bad father (“to hear Rachel tell it, I wasn’t much in the parent department”, Chapter 1) and someone with “a despicable side at times”. Furthermore, he is hardly ready for a battle in the wake of his cancer diagnosis, condemning himself to death well before his time “I was looking for a quiet place to die” (Chapter 1), “I explained that I was probably going to be dead before the year was out, and I didn’t give a flying fuck about projects” (Chapter 1). Yet the events which unfold lead the reader to discover a totally different side of Nathan's personality; he is sensitive, fond of literature and ready to help loved-ones, who are truly precious to him. Everyone seems to trust him almost instinctively: Harry Brightman tells him all about his troubled past on their first meeting, Lucy, who refuses to speak, dares to tell him that she was the one who sabotaged the journey to Vermont, and the B.P.M. reveals a number of things about herself to him when he approaches her in the street for the first time. Though he cites his nephew and not himself as the novel's protagonist (“I am not the central character of that story. The distinction of bearing the title of Hero of this book belongs to my nephew”, Chapter 2), it is nonetheless Nathan who saves his niece from six

			Tom Wood

			
			Harry Brightman
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