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ABSTRACT

Timbuktu (2000) is the last narrative experiment written by the post-modernist writer Paul
Auster (Newark, 1947). The experiment consists on providing a dog with all the intelligence and
the language of a human being. At the same time, the novel is a quest for a “personal” identity.
It is a trip to freedom, a trip to Timbuktu. Even though Auster’s Timbukru has something of my-
thological or illusory, it is definitely not the real geographical place in Africa, as the reader may
have suspected. The outcome is more symbolic. The purpase of this article is to analyse, through
a thorough textual analysis, those symbols, that trip to Timbuktu and how the question of iden-
tity and the self is treated by the author.

Our aim is to deal with those symbols, with the identity and the self, aspects which give
Timbuktu whole meaning, altogether with autobiography and magic realism: Symbols which will
take us to the house of Edgar Allan Poe or to the land of the Pre-Socratic philosophers. A search
for identity through the senses of a dog with the name of a man, with a soul, with intelligence
and whose knowledge goes further than the knowledge any ordinary dog could have, including,
cultural and philosophical learning. And the self when the own dog is able to choose “his” own
destiny. Everything connected and linked by the autobiography of the author and the whole set
of features from the Jewish tradition in literature.

Paul Auster (Newark, 1947) is said to be “a prime example for the discussion

of post-modern literature™. The mixture of features from traditional and modern sty-
les- as one of the main aspects of that postmodernism- is a reference in Auster’s
narrative. His works frame a cobweb that unites tendencies, statements and ideas
from the Greek Pre-Socratic philosophy through the 19* century American writers

(1) Bradbury (253) when discussing Auster’s The New York Trilogy.
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such as Nathaniel Hawthorne or Poe up to the Nobel Prize winner Saul Bellow in
the 20* century. And it is that Paul Auster has always thought that “everything is
connected with something else” (L51)%. This aspect is not exclusive for any of Paul
Auster’s disciplines and, therefore, he cannot solely be considered to be a novelist
but also a scripter, film-maker or a columnist. In his stories, he reminds us that
“every story overlaps with every other story” (L51). This means that Auster’s rea-
ders must draw and complete the writer’s universe book by book and that any new
story is required and needed as the key to questions which may still be unanswered.

Timbuktu (2000) is the last novel written by this North American writer®. Any
reader could beforehand expect a story on a trip to that African city as in Bruce Chat-
wick’s or a story about women living there, their lives and feelings, etc... as the
books by Manuel Villar Raso or, otherwise, a mythical or mythological story. Due
to the fact that in Auster everything is connected with something else, the novel,
indeed, is a trip to Timbuktu. However, this time is different. Even though Auster’s
Timbuktu has something of mythological or illusory, it is definitely not the real geo-
graphical place in Africa, as the reader may have suspected. The outcome is more
symbolic. Our purpose is to analyse those symbols, that trip to Timbuktu and how
the question of identity and the self is treated by the author.

The symbols, the identity and the self are the features which give Timbukfu
whole meaning. Meanwhile, autobtography (as it happens with other American wri-
ters like, for example, Truman Capote, his autobiography is hidden, masked, or
spread all over his works. Auster says “I am the place where everything begins”
(L51). Most of his characters like in a “bildungs-roman” are writers; when they are
not, they are people living in New York or people who, somehow, resembles the wri-
ter.) and magic realism (the appearance of a magic moment which frames his narra-
tive around and which, simultaneously, determines and changes the development of
the story and characters as in Lulu on the Bridge or Timbuktu.) are the basis which
complete and fulfil the idea of the author. Both features are, as everything else, lin-
ked for a double aspect: first, randomness and fortune, which have always played an
important role in Paul Auster’s life and, second, philosophy.

Timbuktu is the story of a dog named Mr. Bones. He is a clever dog who will
have to make his own dectsions and take his own chances in life. He is companion

(2) We will use in this essay the letters L in order to refer to Leviathan and T to refer to Timbukiu..

(3) In year 2001, Paul Auster has collected 180 stories from radio programme and published
them like a book with the title I thought that my father was God., and also known as True tales in Ame-
rican life. :
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reality. Then, they insist on the point saying that “when Mr. Bones finds an exciting
scent the rest of the world cease to exist.” (T37) It is Patrick Suskind, in his narrati-
ve The Perfume who also established that association in which scent and life have
strong and outrageous connexions. Willy wants to know, in this sense, to what extent
Mr. Bones's sensory perception is active in the construction of the world and what
the difference between men and animals is in this respect.

“How not to be fascinated by all this? A dog had roughly two
hundred and twenty million scent receptors, whereas a man had
but five million, and with a disparity as great as that, it was logi-
cal to assure that the world perceived by a dog was quite diffe-
rent from the one perceived by a man. Logic had never been
Willy’s strength but in this case he was driven by love as much
as by intellectual curiosity, and therefore he stuck with the ques-
tion with more persistence than usual”, (T37-38)

Auster’s irony, mixed with that philosophical sub-level all his stories contain,
led Willy to wonder what Mr. Bones feels when he smells something. To get a defi-
nite answer Willy spends a long time observing the dog and that close observation
“...had led him to conclude that there were essentially three categories of interest to
Mr. Bones food, sex, and information about other dogs” (T38). This idea of close
observation of the elements of nature, follows the basis of the empirical approach.
Pre-socratic philosophers as, for example, Thales of Mileto, wondered about deep
concerns of that nature and anyone can picture the image of Willy (and also Thales)
sitting on a chair or a stone staring at the dog or a cow and trying to reach a con-
clusion for their search. Later, other philosophers such as Locke, Hume or Hobbes
would carry and, somehow, enlarge this vision of life.

However, the interests of Mr. Bones are deeper than predicted: the dog was
keen on living the best possible life accepting the given quality of being more inte-
ligent than most of the dogs. Once more, following his philosophical knowledge, in
a certain moment of the book, Auster reminds or rephrases Plato’s famous statement
“the form of the forms” when he says that Mr. Bones was “the dog of dogs” (T40).
There is a kind of humanism always present and lurked in every line. In this sense,
Willy wonders whether dogs, and particularly Mr. Bones, would be able to perceive
and taste Art. This question is difficult to be answered, however, Willy, (admitting
and accepting the fact of Mr. Bones’s good soul and despite the fact that Art is a
human activity which seeks to reach that soul), says that

“And if, as all philosophers on the subject have noticed, art is a
human activity that relies on the senses to reach that soul, did it
not also stand to reason that dogs-at least dogs of Mr. Bones cali-
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city. Baltimore is also the symbol for the dramatic moment of recognition both cha-
racters experience when Willy dies.

Meanwhile, the scents of The Perfume come to us again when Mr. Bones dis-
covers he dislikes the city just because of the smell, it does not smell as good as
other cities he has travelled before. In this contrast we find encaptured much of the
symbolism of the story, which simultaneously is recurrent in Auster’s works: the
question of identity and the search for it as a clash between the never-ending dialo-
gue of the rational and the empirical, the human and the animal inside us.

Auster gives dogs as well as men memory, sense of history and the fact of sen-
timentalising the past among other features and so Mr. Bones thinks, knows, unders-
tands, remembers, communicates, expects, dreams, panics, etc...as if he were a
human being. This process of identity is taken upside down when we can read that
“His master was a man with the heart of a dog”. Doubtless, identity and its combi-
nations are one of the most important aspects not only in Panl Auster’s narrative but
also in all Jewish literary tradition and, for example, in the case of Saul Bellow’s
Herzog. In Auster, apart from Timbuktu, this happens clearly in The New York Tri-
logy and specially in “City of Glass” where, as an example, the writer, Quinn, is
mixed up with Paul Auster who is not a writer but a detective. Quinn acts like Paul
Auster’s detective to discover later that the only Paul Auster in New York is a wri-
ter which is the author itself and, at the same time, we discovered that the detective
protagonist of Quinn’s books is dressed with the clothes of the most definite case of
identity problems, “William Wilson”.

The perception of the world invades the story bit by bit at this point. And Mr.
Bones makes his own conclustions about Mrs. Gurovitch, his son and in a wider
sense, the world.

“As Mr. Bones discovered the differences between Mrs. Guro-
vitch and were much smaller than he had first supposed and it
was true that their smells had nothing in common” (T30)

Auster, the narrator, masked sometimes as Mr. Bones, shows the development
of the dog’s identity. In a new and clear example of the odd system of identities cre-
ated by Auster in his narrative, the reader learns that Mr. Bones has inherited, as sons
from parents, attributes from Willy: his irony, his humour, his metaphysical view of
the world, etc... And even, from Mrs. Gurovitch (Willy’s mother) “the benefits of an
occasional good cry”

Nineteen century writers such as Hawthorne or Melville, Thoreau or Emerson
and, above all, Edgar Allan Poe are, apart from Saul Bellow, the major influences that
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constructs a language called Ingloosh. Therefore, he gives Mr. Bones the skills not
only to speak it but also to understand human language. This irony and sense of
humour reminds us of Bellow’s Henderson and The Rain KIng. Anyway, soon after,
the same writer limits the idea.

“It wasn’t for the lack of earnest effort but biology was against
him and what with the configuration of muzzle, teeth and tongue
that fate had saddle him with, the best he could do was emit a
series of yaps and yawns and yowls, a moaning, muddled sort of
discourse” (T7)

In Baltimore, Willy is about to die. There, Mr. Bones remembers their life
together. This moment, filled up with memories, brings the reader to another major
aspect: the sense of History. And incredibly enough, Mr. Bones has it. And he recalls
how Willy’s family comes from Poland, and that they came to live to New York and
that, Willy, from an early age, became a drunkard and later a drug-addict, and that
sometimes he was homeless and that Mr. Bones and that Mr. Bones was for Willy
an angel, a salvation, or better, part of it. Like in the Jewish culture and the Jewish
tradition, Willy acts like “the one chosen” not only in a clear reference to the indi-
vidual but also to the whole community. In this sense, Auster creates the magical
moment that we talked about in the introduction and that changes his stories and that
will choose Willy as the centre. This time, that moment clearly resembles Charles
Dickens’ A Christmas Carol. Something odd, something unusual, difficult to explain
makes the lives of the characters change: If in Dickens” Mr. Scrooge is visited by
three spirits in Auster’s Willy Gurovitch receives the unexpected and magical visit
of Santa Claus when he was watching TV. Both characters learnt the lesson and
changed. In this case, he changes his name, his life and turns alcohol and drugs into
piety and charity.

The end of the first part of the book is the end of Willy. Mr. Bones after having
been dreaming of what will happen, realized that Willy still is not dead. So, he tells
the reader that Willy will go to Timbuktu. The process of humanisation that had star-
ted with the senses comes to a higher point when the reader finds that

“there was no doubt in the dogs mind that the next world was a
real place. It was called Timbuktu, and for everything Mr. Bones
could gather, it was located in the middle of a desert somewhe-
re, far from New York or Baltimore, far from Poland or any other
city they had visited in the course of their travels.” (T48)

That is the “other” “leiv-motiv” of the book. To Mr. Bones the afterlife and the
fate of humans is a real place called Timbuktu. It is a trip that the dog presumed and
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animal ways of perception through the nasal and the visual. His North, his South is
not mind anymore but matter. He had never had contact with children and the first
experience had a kind of bitter taste for him. Anyway, from this first experience he
found a new human to love

“By then, the speaker had poked his head in far enough for Mr.
Bones to get a clear view of his features, and at last he understo-
od that he wasn’t looking at his tormentor. The face belonged to
a Chinese boy of ten or eleven, and in that first indelible instant,
Mr. Bones felt that it was one of the loveliest human faces he had
ever had the pleasure to gaze upon.” (T98)

Right here is when Mr. Bones meets his new owner, after a surviving expe-
rience with aggressive children. Henry, a boy, is the one who would take care of the
dog now despite the fact his parents did not know the existence of Mr. Bones. This
“meeting”, this first stop in this trip of no return, this new owner means that after
everything he had been through, this visualization does not avoid the beast to have
an artistic concept of beauty and even of pleasure. But not only that but to have a
gradation and evaluation of that beauty and it is by his thoughts that we find he’s got
a sense of beauty almost romantic.

After having met him he takes another important decision that is to stay with
him although clandestinely. The important fact here is that to stay with Henry means
to break sharply with the past and to leave Willy’s teachings behind and this time is
forever “And so it was that Mr. Bones went against his master’s teachings and
wound up living by the gates of hell”.

New master, new theories, new hopes, new topics that he couldn’t really
understand as for example, why two types of births, the Orioles and the Blue Jays
play a game called Baseball, etc... Everything kept on going up to the moment Mr.
Chow, Henry’s father discovers that his son had had Mr. Bones hidden. Just for the
noise, for the eyes of Mr. Chow, the dog knew that everything was lost. The world
that Mr. Bones learnt to live after Willy’s death was starting to tumble down and Mr.
Bones perceived it. Equally, that sensory perception made him aware of danger once
more and his life again needs to make a new decision which, once more, is to run
away and to continue his way. It is the fight for survival.

The last part is the meeting with the last family, the last owners and the last
moments... The dream factor, so important in Auster determines this part and its
beginning. He dreams over Willy again and again and in the dreams they converse
as two friends, father and son or better like two souls. Conversation which had cura-
tive results in Mr. Bones. He was alone, he was sad, he was tired, he was old, he had
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where Mr. Bones body is the ideal communication system to the outside world and
where the senses act from the world to the knowledge, conscience and reason.

The language, the search for perfection or the trip to eternity are aspects that
affects Mr. Bones as much as affects the Jewish writings and through his senses Mr.
Bones is able to seize, to measure, to understand not only love, but necessary con-
cepts as those of happiness, hate, beauty, pleasure or art.

Mr. Bones world is a world almost entirely perceived by the smell and learnt
by experience, his life, and through his HOMOSAPIENSNESS. So this perception
is real enough, human, and even, intellectual and existential. Even animal, according
to Auster, wonders if there’s life after death, which the limit between good and evil
is or why a dog cannot be an angel or a god if the only thing, as Willy and Auster
maintains that you have to do, is “to read the word dog the other way around™.
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