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ABSTRACT

with others,language, memory,and narrative.

Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy, comprising City of Glass, Ghosts, and The Locked Room, presents a complex
exploration of self-identity and isolation in the context of contemporary postmodern existence. The trilogy challenges
the traditional understanding of identity as stable, unified, and permanent. Instead, Auster portrays identity as
fragmented, fluid, and continuously constructed through language, memory, observation, authorship, and relationships
with others. The protagonists of the three novels experience different forms of isolation, including emotional,
psychological, social, and existential solitude. Their search for other people frequently becomes an indirect search for
themselves. Daniel Quinn in City of Glass, Blue in Ghosts, and the unnamed narrator in The Locked Room are all involved
in investigations that gradually transform into quests for self-knowledge. However, these quests do not lead to a
complete discovery of identity. Rather, they reveal the instability of the self. This paper argues that Auster presents self-
identity as an unfinished process shaped by isolation and the search for human connection. The trilogy ultimately
suggests that the self cannot be fully understood as an independent and fixed entity; it is formed through relationships

INTRODUCTION

Paul Auster occupies an important position in contemporary
American literature because of his innovative treatment of
identity, language, chance, authorship, and human isolation.
His fiction frequently presents individuals who are
disconnected from familiar social structures and who
experience uncertainty about their own existence. Among his
most influential works, The New York Trilogy offers a
particularly complex representation of the crisis of identity in
the modern and postmodern world.

The trilogy consists of three interconnected novels: City of
Glass, Ghosts, and The Locked Room. Although the three
narratives are presented in the form of detective fiction, they
gradually move away from the traditional detective novel.The
investigation of a crime or mystery becomes less important
than the investigation of the self. The characters search for
missing people, mysterious identities, hidden meanings, and
lost truths, but these external investigations eventually
become internal quests.

The central concern of this paper is the relationship between
the pursuit of self-identity and isolation in Auster's trilogy.The
protagonists are frequently alone, separated from their
families, social relationships, and stable identities. Their
isolation creates a condition in which they begin to question
their existence. At the same time, the search for identity
intensifies their isolation. As they become increasingly
absorbed in their investigations, they lose contact with
ordinary social life.

Auster's treatment of identity is closely connected with
postmodern literary techniques. The trilogy blurs the
boundaries between author and character, reality and fiction,
observer and observed, and original and double. Critical
studies have identified identity search and the fragmented
nature of personality as major features of the trilogy, while
scholarship on its “poetics of solitude” has argued that
solitude functions not only as a psychological experience but
also as a structural principle of the narratives.

Self-Identity as a Continuous Search

In traditional fiction, identity is often presented as a relatively
stable quality possessed by an individual. A person has a
name, a family history, a social position, and a recognizable
personality. Auster challenges this traditional concept. In The
New York Trilogy, identity is not something that can be easily
discovered or permanently defined.

The protagonists are often unable to answer the fundamental
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question: “Who am I?” Their names and identities are
unstable, and they frequently adopt the identities of other
people. The self is therefore presented as fragmented and
changeable.

The search for identity in the trilogy is closely connected with
the search for truth. However, Auster does not provide a single
final truth. Instead, the characters discover that every answer
leads to further questions. Their investigations reveal the
difficulty of distinguishing betweenreality and interpretation

The pursuit of identity therefore becomes an endless process.
The characters continue to search because the self is never
completely accessible. Identity is constructed through
stories, memories, names, relationships, and interpretations.
It is not a fixed object that can be discovered like a hidden
clue.

Daniel Quinn and the Crisis ofIdentity in City of Glass
City of Glass provides the most direct representation of
identity crisis in the trilogy. Daniel Quinn is a writer who has
suffered a devastating personal loss. After the death of his
wife and son, he withdraws from ordinary social life. His
emotional isolation creates a deep uncertainty about his
identity and purpose.

Quinn writes detective novels under the name William Wilson
and creates the detective character Max Work. Thus, even
before the central events of the novel begin, Quinn already
exists through multiple identities. He is Daniel Quinn, William
Wilson, and the creator of Max Work. These identities
demonstrate that the selfis already divided between personal
identity, professional identity, and fictional identity.

The crisis intensifies when Quinn receives a telephone call
intended for a private detective named Paul Auster. Instead of
correcting the mistake, Quinn assumes the identity of the
detective. This decision becomes a crucial moment in his
pursuit of self-identity.

By becoming “Paul Auster,” Quinn attempts to escape from his
own life. His identity becomes a role that he performs.
However, the new identity does not provide stability. Instead,
it produces further confusion. Quinn becomes increasingly
uncertain about who he is and what role he is performing. His
investigation of Peter Stillman becomes an attempt to impose
order upon a confusing world. However, the investigation
gradually destroys the boundaries between the detective and
the subject of investigation. Quinn begins to lose his
connection with his previous identity and his ordinarylife.
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The novel therefore presents a significant paradox: Quinn
attempts to discover identity by becoming someone else, but
the act of assuming another identity causes him to lose his
own. His search for selfhood becomes a process of
disappearance.

Isolation and the Fragmented Selfin City of Glass

Quinn's isolation is both emotional and social. His personal
loss separates him from the world, and his decision to become
a detective further isolates him from ordinary relationships.
He spends increasing amounts of time observing and
following Peter Stillman.

The city itself becomes a space of isolation. Although New
York is crowded with people, Quinn experiences the city as a
place of anonymity and disconnection. He moves through the
streets while observing others, but he does not truly belong to
the world he observes. This creates an important
contradiction. Quinn is constantly surrounded by people, yet
he remains profoundly alone. His physical movement through
the city does not produce meaningful human connection.The
investigation also changes his relationship with himself. As he
becomes increasingly absorbed in his role, his previous
identity begins to disappear. He becomes a person without a
stable social position, family, or personal history.

The novel thus suggests that isolation can produce the
fragmentation of identity. When an individual is disconnected
from meaningful relationships, the self may become unstable.
Quinn attempts to construct a new identity, but without a
stable connection to others, this identity gradually collapses.

Blue and the Problem of Selfhood in Ghosts

The second novel, Ghosts, develops the theme of identity
through the relationship between the observer and the
observed. Blue is hired by White to watch Black. The
simplicity of the assignment gradually becomes
psychologically complex.

Blue observes Black from a distance and records his activities.
However, his identity increasingly becomes connected with
the person he observes. His life begins to revolve entirely
around Black. The observer becomes dependent upon the
existence of the observed.

The relationship between Blue and Black demonstrates that
identity is relational. Blue cannot understand himself
independently of his relationship with Black. His professional
role becomes his entire existence. This creates a form of
isolation. Blue is physically separated from Black, yet
psychologically connected to him. He is also separated from
his own ordinary life. His observation becomes an obsession,
and the boundaries between his own identity and Black's
identity begin to weaken.

The title Ghosts is significant because the characters appear
to exist like shadows or reflections of one another. Their
identities are difficult to define independently. Blue becomes
a reflection of Black, while Black's identity is understood
through Blue's observation.

The novel therefore suggests that identity is created through
relationships with others. However, when the relationship
becomes obsessive, it may destroy the individual's
independent sense of self.

The Unnamed Narrator and the Search for Identity in The
Locked Room

The third novel, The Locked Room, presents an unnamed
narrator who searches for his missing friend Fanshawe. The
narrator's investigation initially appears to be a search for
another person. However, it gradually becomes a search for
his own identity. Fanshawe is a mysterious and absent figure.

His disappearance creates a space that the narrator gradually
|

occupies. The narrator becomes involved with Fanshawe's
wife and begins to assume aspects of Fanshawe's life.

This transformation raises important questions about identity.
Is the narrator becoming Fanshawe? Is he replacing him? Or is
he discovering parts of himself through his relationship with
Fanshawe? The narrator's identity becomes dependent upon
the absent friend. Like Blue in Ghosts, he constructs his own
self through his relationship with another person. The search
for Fanshawe therefore becomes a search for the narrator's
own place in the world.

The novel demonstrates that identity is often shaped through
comparison and opposition. The narrator understands
himself through Fanshawe, just as Blue understands himself
through Black and Quinn understands himself through the
identities he creates. The relationship between the narrator
and Fanshawe also illustrates the danger of allowing another
person to dominate one's identity. The narrator gradually
becomes trapped within the identity of the absent man. His
search for Fanshawe therefore becomes a form of
psychologicalisolation.

Isolation as a Central Condition of the Trilogy

Isolation is a fundamental experience shared by the
protagonists of all three novels. However, Auster presents
different forms of isolation. In City of Glass, Quinn is isolated
by personal loss and emotional withdrawal. In Ghosts, Blue is
isolated through obsessive observation. In The Locked Room,
the narrator is isolated through his dependence upon the
absent Fanshawe. These characters are not necessarily
physically alone at all times. Their isolation is primarily
psychological and existential. They are unable to establish
stable relationships with the world around them. The trilogy
presents the modern city as a space where individuals can be
surrounded by people but remain completely alone. The city
provides movement and opportunity, but it does not
automatically provide belonging.

Auster's characters therefore experience what may be called
urban isolation. They move through public spaces while
remaining psychologically separated from others. Their
investigations become substitutes for genuine human
relationships.

Language and the Failure of Communication

Language plays a central role in the pursuit of identity in The
New York Trilogy. The characters believe that language may
provide access to truth, but Auster repeatedly demonstrates
the limitations of language. In City of Glass, the relationship
between language and identity is connected with Peter
Stillman's theories about the origins of language. His attempt
to discover a pure or original language reflects the human
desire to recover an original connection between words and
reality. However, the novel shows that language is unstable.
Words can have multiple meanings, and communication can
fail. The inability of language to provide a single truth
contributes to the crisis of identity.

If language cannot provide a stable connection between
words and reality, then identity expressed through language
also becomes uncertain. Names, descriptions, and narratives
cannot completely define the individual. The characters
therefore search for identity through language but discover
that language continually produces ambiguity. The self
cannot be fully captured by a name or a story.

The Role of Authorship and Narrative

Auster also explores identity through the relationship
between authorship and storytelling. The trilogy repeatedly
questions who is writing the story and who is being written. In
City of Glass, the writer becomes a detective. In The Locked
Room, the narrator becomes involved with the writings and
identity of Fanshawe. The distinction between author and
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character becomes increasingly uncertain. This metafictional
structure reflects the instability of identity. If a character can
become a writer and a writer can become a character, then
identity is not a fixed category. The trilogy suggests that
individuals construct their identities through narratives.
People understand themselves by telling stories about their
past and present. However, stories can change, and therefore
identity can also change. The act of narration becomes an
attempt to impose order on a fragmented life.Yet the narrative
itself remains incomplete. Auster refuses to provide complete
explanations, thereby reflecting the uncertainty of identity.

The Paradox of Searching for the Self

One of the central paradoxes of The NewYork Trilogy is that the
pursuit of identity often leads to the disappearance of the
individual. Quinn searches for truth and loses himself in the
process. Blue observes another person and loses his
independent identity. The narrator searches for Fanshawe
and gradually becomes absorbed in Fanshawe's identity. The
characters believe that investigation will provide knowledge.
Instead, investigation creates further uncertainty.

This suggests that identity cannot be discovered as if it were
an external object. The self is not a hidden truth waiting to be
found. It is continuously constructed through experience.
Auster's characters therefore do not arrive at a final answer to
the question of identity. Their journeys remain incomplete.
This incompleteness is central to the meaning of the trilogy.

Identity, Otherness, and Human Relationships

Although Auster emphasizes isolation, the trilogy also
demonstrates that identity cannot exist independently of
other people.The characters understand themselves through
their relationships with others. Quinn's identity is shaped by
his relationship with the fictional and real identities around
him. Blue's identity depends upon Black. The narrator's
identity is shaped by Fanshawe. This suggests that the self is
relational. A person becomes aware of identity through
interaction with others. However, the relationships in the
trilogy are often unstable and incomplete.

The characters are unable to achieve genuine communication
. They observe, follow, investigate, and imitate one another,
but they rarely establish stable relationships based on mutual
understanding. Thus, the pursuit of self-identity remains
connected to the desire for human connection.The characters
search for themselves through others because complete
isolation is impossible. At the same time, their inability to
communicate fully with others produces further isolation.

CONCLUSION

Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy presents a profound
exploration of the relationship between self-identity and
isolation. Through City of Glass, Ghosts,and The Locked Room,
Auster portrays individuals who are separated from their past,
their social world, and their own sense of self. Daniel Quinn's
transformation into multiple identities demonstrates the
instability of personal identity. Blue's relationship with Black
reveals that the self is shaped through observation and
interaction with others. The unnamed narrator's search for
Fanshawe demonstrates how the pursuit of another person
can become a search for one's own identity. The trilogy
ultimately rejects the idea that identity is fixed or complete.
Identity is presented as fragmented, relational, and
continuously reconstructed through language, memory,
storytelling,and human relationships.

Isolation is both the cause and the consequence of this
identity crisis. The characters become isolated because they
cannot establish stable identities, and their search for identity
further separates them from society. Nevertheless, their
isolation also creates the conditions for self-reflection.
Auster's trilogy therefore presents identity as an unfinished
quest. The individual cannot completely discover a final and

authentic self because identity is always changing.The search
itself becomes the central human experience.

In The New York Trilogy, the pursuit of self-identity is
ultimately inseparable from the experience of isolation.
Auster suggests that the selfisnot anisolated possession buta
constantly changing construction shaped by relationships
with others. Yet the failure of communication and the
instability of language make complete self-knowledge
impossible. The trilogy therefore presents the modern
individual as a fragmented subject searching for meaningina
world where identity, truth, and reality remain uncertain.

REFERENCES

. Auster,Paul. The NewYork Trilogy.Faber and Faber, 1987.

Auster, Paul. City of Glass.Faber and Faber, 1985.

Auster,Paul. Ghosts.Faber and Faber, 1986.

Auster,Paul. The Locked Room.Faber and Faber, 1986.

Espejo, Ramén. “Coping with the Postmodern: Paul Auster's New York

Trilogy.” Journal of American Studies,vol.48,n0.1,2014,pp. 147-171.

Karslieva, Diana Konstantinovna. “Identity Search of Paul Auster's The New

York Trilogy.” Science Journal of Volgograd State University. Literary Criticism

and Journalism,2021.

7.  Kimizuka, Junichi. “Identity Crisis in The New York Trilogy by Paul Auster.”
EibeiBunka,vol.22,1992,pp.39-49.

8. Labinas, Airidas. “The Poetics of Solitude in Paul Auster's The New York
Trilogy.”Vilnius University, Master's Thesis.

9.  Tsai, Hsiu-chun. “Self-Transformation in Paul Auster's The New York Trilogy.”
Tamkang University, 2009.

SRR

2

|

4 100 |

| www.worldwidejournals.com F



