
A Monumental Transgression:

Incest, Abjection and the Unrepresentable in Paul Auster’s Invisible

Carl Widén
EN7001: English–Literary Specialization
School of Humanities
Högskolan i Halmstad
June, 2011
Supervisor: Maria Proitsaki



Widén 2

Table of Contents 

Introduction..........................................................................................................................................3
A Brief History of Scientific Research of the Incest Taboo.................................................................4
Julia Kristeva and Abjection ...............................................................................................................9
The Unrepresentable in Paul Auster’s Preceding Work.....................................................................14
The Incest Theme and the Unrepresentable in Invisible ...................................................................17
Conclusion..........................................................................................................................................25
Works Cited .......................................................................................................................................27



Widén 3

Introduction

Paul Auster's fifteenth novel Invisible was published in November of 2009. Critical reception of the 

novel has been varied, but overall fairly good with ratings ranging from two stars by The Observer 

to five stars by The Sunday Telegraph, The Sunday Times, The Guardian, and The New York Times. 

From the more favourably disposed reviews, one can gather a general verdict that Auster has taken 

a step away from his postmodern tricks and written a ‘real’ novel, a “square meal instead of 

intellectual sushi,” as one reviewer put it (Barnacle). 

Auster may have digressed some from his usual approach, but only slightly; readers of 

Auster find themselves right at home in Invisible, with its book-within-a-book form, metafictional 

uncertainties and lack of closure. The novel consists mainly of the memoirs of protagonist Adam 

Walker which are written in three parts, each one in different tense and mode of narration, 

interspersed with comments by Adam’s old college acquaintance Jim Freeman, who has been 

trusted to edit Walker’s memoirs. The novel concludes with a fourth section, written by Cécile Juin, 

another old acquaintance of Walker’s. 

At the heart of Adam Walker’s memoirs lies the story of a passionate love affair between 

Adam and his sister Gwyn. It is this incestuous affair that will be the main focus of this essay. My 

claim is that the theme of incest in Invisible is employed in order to address the concept of the 

unrepresentable, or, in Lacanian terms, the “real.” Since incest is a central issue in the story, I will, 

in terms of an introduction, present a brief summary of the history of scientific inquiry into 

inbreeding, incest avoidance, and incest taboo in the twentieth century. I will thereafter begin to 

foreground my claim regarding the unrepresentable in Invisible by briefly, and in no way 

exhaustively, showing that the concept of the unrepresentable has been a major concern in Auster’s 

previous work. Finally, I will discuss the unrepresentable in Invisible. 
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My claims are to a large extent grounded on Julia Kristeva’s theory of abjection, as 

expounded in Powers of Horror: an Essay on Abjection. I will therefore present her theories, which 

are useful here on two levels. Firstly, the theory of abjection in general is relevant to my 

interpretation of the narrative of Invisible.  Secondly, Kristeva’s theory regarding the incest taboo, 

which she develops within the general field of abjection, is pertinent to the incestuous love affair of 

Invisible. Through these theories, I will try to demonstrate how the theme of incest is related to the 

idea of the unrepresentable in Auster’s fiction. 

A Brief History of Scientific Research of the Incest Taboo

The incest taboo has been a matter of fascination for scientists from a wide variety of fields. The 

mystery surrounding the origin of the taboo and its enigmatic power over the human subject 

continues to fascinate biologists, anthropologists, sociologists and psychoanalysts. I will here 

attempt to give a brief summary of how these different sciences have studied incest. 

Biologists have assumed that inbreeding, consanguineous incest, leads to an increase of 

genetic deformity which in turn results in a natural incest aversion. However, up until the 1960’s, 

the general consensus of scientists involved in the study of inbreeding avoidance and the incest 

taboo was that inbreeding was not harmful, and that the notion that inbreeding caused genetic 

deterioration was largely a popular myth based on superstition. It was argued that “inbreeding can 

only intensify the inheritance of traits, good or bad” (Wolf 2). At this stage, then, the biological 

approach could not provide an explanation as to the origins of the taboo, neither could it do justice 

to the fact that the powerful incest taboo often extends to sexual relations that are not 

consanguineous (Twitchell 246). 

From a sociological perspective, it has been claimed that “it is not the genetic risk that is 
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worrisome; it is the social one. The naming function of language by which we assert the 

father/mother/sister/brother/uncle/aunt/cousin placement may well be one of the strongest 

announcers and enforcers of the taboo” (Twitchell 9). For the sociologists, the focus has been on the 

taboo as a positive obligation instead of a negative inhibition: “the sociological explanation 

ultimately focuses on the institution of exogamy. For in order to force young family members to 

forge links with others, certain inner links are removed” (Twitchell 255). Renowned sociologists 

like Talcott Parsons, Leslie White, and Claude Levi-Strauss have claimed that society depends on 

suprafamilial bonds, which are created by marrying out. Endogamy results in an imploding family 

and a crumbling society, whereas exogamy is a positive “centrifugal force” (254) which is powered 

by the incest taboo. Thus, for sociologists, the taboo is the means by which social order is 

established, and therefore also the locus of the birth of culture as such. 

Traditional psychoanalysis, similarly to the sociological perspective, opposes the biological 

approach and proposes a natural inclination towards, not against, incest. Psychoanalysis 

distinguishes, however, between incest avoidance, which may or may not be biological, and the 

incest taboo, which is psychological, and focuses its attention on the taboo itself. The taboo is the 

“central developmental core of all human life” (Twitchell 249) because it suppresses the incestuous 

desires suggested in the Oedipus-complex. 

Sigmund Freud situated the Oedipus complex at the dawn of humanity. He envisioned a 

“primal horde” led by a dominant male, the Father, who monopolized all the women. The young 

males of the horde eventually confronted, killed and devoured the Father, setting all the women 

free, only to realize that they now had to fight each other and the coming generation of young 

males. Eventually, Twitchell summarizes, through the generations, “a social contract, the first 

cultural bargain, was struck: certain universally recognizable women were ‘put aside,’ made off-

limits to the males of the family; they were tabooed [because] they were objects of stronger desire, 
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and because relationships with these women would rend the fabric of the only society known, the 

clan” (Twitchell 250). Freud links this story, whether it be conceived as an analogy or an actual, 

historical event, to the crucial shift between the natural and the cultural, between animal and human 

(249-254).

Freud’s Primal Horde scenario has been criticized due to the fact that two important 

premises upon which it rests have turned out to be somewhat problematic. Firstly, Freud assumed 

that incest was a common phenomenon in nature, and that animals and precultural humans were 

thus naturally incestuous. To the contrary, Mark Erickson explains, “it has since been shown that 

incest is rare in other primate, mammalian, avian, amphibian and even insect species. With few 

exceptions, incest is uncommon throughout the animal kingdom” (162). Secondly, Freud assumed 

that the nature of all social bonds was ultimately sexual, which caused the “dilemma of explaining 

how sexuality is inhibited among kin. Freud argued that an aversive experience, childhood 

castration fear, was essential” (174). Critics of Freud disagree and claim instead that social bonds 

are not necessarily all sexual:

A crucial shift in conceptualizing the psychology of incest avoidance begins with 

the recognition that a distinct ‘familial’ affiliation can evolve because selectional 

forces shaping kin-directed behaviours (altruism, attachment, incest avoidance) 

are quite different from those shaping sexual or pair bonding. Distinguishing 

familial and sexual affiliation resolves difficulty of explaining incest avoidance as 

a product of aversive experience and psychological repression. Rather, incest 

avoidance begins, psychologically, with experiences that establish familial 

affiliation. Attachment studies suggest this experience is a responsive childhood 

milieu, which, in turn, elicits secure attachment.  (Erickson 175)

These critiques may have dented the psychoanalytical hypotheses regarding incest. As 
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mentioned above, however, biological incest avoidance is of secondary importance to 

psychoanalysis in favour of the psychological taboo. Furthermore, regarding the sexual nature of 

social bonds, it must be said that Freud had a wide definition of sexuality; there are obvious 

differences between the bonds of lovers and the bonds of infants and mothers. Calling one ‘sexual’ 

and the other not may be to oversimplify the depth of human relations. Still, regardless of these 

criticisms, Freud’s theories on the Oedipus complex and the incest taboo have continued to be of 

crucial importance to psychoanalysts, especially to Jacques Lacan. For him, the “taboo defines the 

‘forbidden’ and as such sets all future limits of desire and sacrifice,” it is the “immutable nucleus 

around which the constellation of human culture is spun. It is at the intersection of nature and 

language, in the buffer between consciousness and unconsciousness” (Twitchell 254). 

A radically different take on the incest taboo was suggested by Finnish anthropologist 

Edvard Westermarck, who had unremittingly dissented from the established consensus regarding 

inbreeding ever since the publication of his The History of Human Marriage in 1891.  Unlike most 

contemporary anthropologists, Westermarck was convinced that inbreeding indeed did have 

harmful biological consequences. He believed that humans therefore had developed an aversion to 

incest through natural selection: “Westermarck, presciently, hypothesized that close association 

from early life established a later propensity for incest avoidance” (Erickson 162). This is now 

commonly known as the ‘Westermarck effect.’  The Westermarck effect further implies that 

relatives that are separated at an early stage in life and later reunited will not be compelled by the 

incest aversion, rather, they “sexually avoid unrelated foster siblings but mate incestuously with 

unfamiliar biological siblings” (162). This, Erickson notes, is in fact demonstrated in the Oedipus 

myth, in which Oedipus is separated from his mother at birth, only to have an incestuous reunion 

with her later in life. “Clinical and anthropological findings now illuminate this myth in a way not 

anticipated by Freud. Oedipus portrays the literal truth that early separation undermines a natural 
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adaptation for incest avoidance” (170).

The main objection to Westermarck’s hypothesis, expressed initially by the famous social 

anthropologist Sir James Frazer and since then often repeated by critics of Westermarck, has been 

that his hypothesis is ‘illogical,’ as a natural aversion would not have to be compelled by a cultural 

taboo (Wolf 5). As Frazer put it, “the law only forbids men to do what their instincts incline them to 

do; what nature itself prohibits and punishes, it would be superfluous for the law to prohibit and 

punish” (quoted in Wolf 5).

By the 1960’s, however, the consensus of Westermarck’s critics was to be profoundly 

challenged by updated information regarding “deleterious and lethal recessive genes” in the 

progeny of consanguineous sexual partners, which  led researchers to conclude that “the biological 

advantages of the familial incest taboo cannot be ignored. […] Close inbreeding of  animal like man 

has definite biological disadvantages [which] are far more evident as respects the mating of primary 

relatives than as respects other matings” (Aberle, quoted in Wolf 3). These findings mark the end of 

what Arthur Wolf calls the “‘Frazer/Freud tide” (Wolf 9).

The two important discoveries of the twentieth century, that close inbreeding is indeed 

injurious and that early association in fact does inhibit sexual attraction among primates and most 

mammals, effectively reintroduced Westermarck’s theories as the most potent. In Inbreeding,  

Incest, and the Incest Taboo: The State of Knowledge at the Turn of the Century, a collection of 

essays based on a conference held at Stanford University in 2000, it is argued that, “as the twentieth 

century has come to a close, Westermarck’s hypothesis has far more objective support than any 

alternative model” (Erickson 163). 

A broad acceptance of Westermarck’s theories does not imply a general solution to the 

enigma of incest. The quest of researchers now lies in expounding the consequences of these 

theories. There are several problems that will rely on the interpenetrating efforts of biology, 
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sociology, anthropology and psychoanalysis for their solution. There are, Wolf suggests, three 

general fields of inquiry. Firstly, what exactly is the relationship between “the deleterious 

consequences of inbreeding” and “the inhibiting nature of early association” (Wolf 10)? Secondly, 

what is the relationship between the avoidance of inbreeding and the taboo of incest? Finally, there 

is the problem of “how and why a universal tendency is implemented in diverse ways” (Wolf 13). 

In other words, why do the aversion and the taboo vary in different cultures? Why do some cultures 

allow and even encourage some forms of incest while condemning other forms that may very well 

be allowed and encouraged in other cultures? To date, these questions remain unsolved.

Julia Kristeva and Abjection 

In 1980, the philosopher and psychoanalyst Julia Kristeva wrote Powers of Horror: an Essay on 

Abjection, in which she discusses the concept of ‘the abject.’  Kristeva builds on Jacques Lacan’s 

scheme of the subject’s psycho-sexual development, and situates the abject between the chora,  

which is what Kristeva has named the first stage of the subject, when the infant is between 0-6 

months, and the mirror-stage (Felluga, “Introduction to Julia Kristeva”). The abject is thus situated 

at a pre-symbolic site, before the subject has begun to develop a sense of self through the relation to 

an “other.” In explaining the abject, Dino Felluga contrasts it with the Lacanian concept of the 

“object of desire,” the objet petit a, which “allows a subject to coordinate his or her desires, thus 

allowing the symbolic order of meaning and intersubjective community to persist” (Felluga, 

“Introduction to Julia Kristeva”). The abject, Kristeva explains, is something quite different: “what 

is abject is not my correlative, which, providing me with someone or something else as support, 

would allow me to be more or less detached and autonomous. The abject has only one quality of the 

object—that of being opposed to the I” (Kristeva 1). While the object stabilizes subjective identity 
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by installing the subject in the symbolic order, the abject does the contrary: it destabilizes identity, 

and is therefore excluded “to the place where meaning collapses” (1). 

Kristeva situates the abject at the very border where the subject is formed as a separate 

entity from the maternal. “Once upon blotted up time,” Kristeva tells us, “the abject must have been 

a magnetized pole of covetousness. But the ashes of oblivion now serve as a screen and reflect 

aversion, repugnance” (8). It is, then, in the violent process of separation from the maternal, or the 

borderless, floating existence of the chora, that the abject is constituted as abject. Since it is situated 

at a point of separation, the abject is characterized as being “dichotomous” (14), “neither subject not 

object” (1), both inside and outside, “in-between, ambiguous, composite” (13). 

The abject is often associated with refuse, such as excrement, bodily fluids or a corpse. 

These materials are abject to us, not primarily because they may be conceived of as filthy, impure 

or unclean, but because they draw attention to the border between subject and object and thereby 

threaten subjective identity. As an example, human faeces are often conceived of as more disgusting 

than dog faeces, even though they are basically the same substance; thus, the quality of being abject 

is not intrinsic to the substance, rather it has to do with the fact that it was once inside us, but is now 

separated (“abject.” A Dictionary of Critical Theory). As Kristeva puts it: ”filth is not a quality in 

itself, but it applies only to what relates to a boundary  and, more particularly, represents the object 

jettisoned out of that boundary, its other side, a margin” (69). Similarly, we may feel completely 

comfortable with constantly having spit in our mouth, but as soon as it is spat out, we may find that 

it revolts us. Kristeva claims that “excrement and its equivalents (decay, infection, disease, corpse, 

etc.) stand for the danger to identity that comes from without: the ego threatened by the non-ego, 

society threatened by its outside, life by death” (71).  Here, Kristeva distinguishes between sign and 

representation: a flatlined ECG could be a sign of death to which one might react on the level of the 

symbolic. Refuse and corpses, on the other hand, represent death: “[they] show me what I 
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permanently thrust aside in order to live,” she states, they point to the “border of my condition as a 

living being” (3). 

Paradoxically, although abjection is by its very nature a reaction of repulsion, it has a 

strange attractive power over us; disgust and fascination are often intimately intertwined. Although 

it has been separated and excluded, the abject continuously calls to us: “from its place of 

banishment, the abject does not cease challenging its master. Without a sign (for him), it beseeches 

a discharge, a convulsion, a crying out” (Kristeva 1). The abject is “constantly remembered” (8) and 

it “confronts us” (12) in the ambiguous affect of abjection:

A massive and sudden emergence of uncanniness, which, familiar as it might have 

been in an opaque and forgotten life, now harries me as radically separate, 

loathsome. Not me. Not that. But not nothing, either. A “something” that I do not 

recognize as a thing. A weight of meaninglessness, about which there is nothing 

insignificant, and which crushes me. On the edge of non- existence and 

hallucination, of a reality that, if I acknowledge it, annihilates me.  (Kristeva 2)

In the same way that Freud, with respect to the incest taboo, could talk of both the dawn of 

the individual and the dawn of humanity, Kristeva also situates the abject at the prehistoric site of 

separation from animal to human. ”By way of abjection,” she tells us,” primitive societies have 

marked out a precise area of their culture in order to remove it from the threatening world of 

animals or animalism, which were imagined as representatives of sex and murder” (12-13). 

Therefore, Kristeva suggests that, while the transition from nature to culture on the level of subject 

formation occurs when language is introduced,, this same transition occurs on the level of 

precultural history by means of the Freudian patricide—“that historical event constituting the social 

code as such” (Kristeva 61). 

Kristeva further associates the abject with the Lacanian terms ”jouissance”  and the ”real,” 



Widén 12

the latter being the third Lacanian order, preceded by the “imaginary” and the “symbolic” orders. 

The “real” is that which resists all representation; being confronted with it is therefore intensely 

traumatic and unsettling (“real.” A Dictionary of Critical Theory). “Jouissance,” which in french 

generally refers to “enjoyment,” refers in critical theory to an intense, “excessive and destabilizing” 

emotion beyond pleasure with strong sexual and spiritual connotations (“jouissance.” A Dictionary 

of Critical Theory). In Lacanian contexts, “jouissance” is intimately linked to the “real” and defined 

as the very reaction to the confrontation with the “real.” The abject, Kristeva claims, is discharged 

into the “abominable real,” which is “inaccessible except through jouissance . . . It follows that 

jouissance alone causes the abject to exist as such. One does not know it, one does not desire it, one 

joys in it [on enjouit]. Violently and painfully. A passion” (Kristeva 9). 

For Kristeva, the abject moreover shares some similarities with the “sublime.” Originally 

referring to a sense of awe inspired by the greatness of nature, the idea of the sublime was 

elaborated upon by Edmund Burke in the late 18th century, who suggested that the sublime was 

”ugly, fearful and desirable at the same time.”  Immanuel Kant developed the concept even further, 

discussing the “limits of the imagination and the senses in contrast to the power of reason.” Finally, 

Jean-François Lyotard saw in the sublime “the presence of the necessarily failed attempt to say the 

unsayable, to bring forth and articulate the wrong inherent in a differend” (“sublime.” A Dictionary 

of Critical Theory).  Kristeva describes the abject as a “sublime alienation;” it is “edged with the 

sublime” (11). Like the abject, Kristeva suggests, the sublime does not have an object, rather, “the 

sublime ‘object’ dissolves in the raptures of a bottomless memory” (12). Like jouissance, or the 

sublime, the abject “notifies us of the limits of the human universe” (11). 

Located at the limit of human experience, abjection is for Kristeva a universal phenomenon 

which she links to the Freudian concept of primary narcissism. Within narcissism, she contends, 

“we are faced with the strange correlation between an entity (the ego) and its converse (the object), 



Widén 13

which is nevertheless not yet constituted; with an ‘ego’ in relation to a non-object” (62). In this 

early, pre-symbolic stage of the subject’s development, Kristeva explains, “the outside is elaborated 

by means of a projection from within, of which the only [subjective] experience . . . is one of 

pleasure and pain” (61). Kristeva continues to explain that, at this pre-symbolic stage, “the ego of 

primary narcissism is thus uncertain, fragile, threatened, subjected just as much as its non-object to 

spatial ambivalence (inside/outside uncertainty) and to ambiguity of perception (pleasure/pain)” 

(62). However, when one of the oppositions (subject/object, inside/outside, pleasure/pain) is named, 

Kristeva explains, language is introduced, and the border between inside and outside is manifested, 

thereby bringing order to an otherwise chaotic and uncertain existence (61-62). In both Kristeva’s 

concept of the abject and Freud’s concept of primary narcissism, then, the introduction to language 

dispels this sense of chaos and introduces the subject to a more ordered existence. 

Having established the similarities between the abject and primary narcissism, Kristeva goes 

on to link these concepts to the incest taboo, and suggest that the dread associated with incest can be 

explained by the chaos and uncertainties of primary narcissism: 

Incest prohibition throws a veil over primary narcissism and the always 

ambivalent threats with which it menaces subjective identity. It cuts short the 

temptation to return, with abjection and jouissance, to that passivity status within 

the symbolic function, where the subject, fluctuating between inside and outside, 

pleasure and pain, word and deed, would find death, along with nirvana. 

(Kristeva 63-64)

Therefore, the function of the taboo, and the numerous religious rituals linked to the taboo, is to 

repel the danger posed to the subject’s identity by the presymbolic and maternal. The passage above 

conveys the ambiguous nature of the taboo, which is also evident in Freud’s definition of the term; 

for him, taboo can mean “‘sacred,’ ‘consecrated,’” but also “‘uncanny,’ ‘dangerous,’ ‘forbidden,’ 
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‘unclean’” (Freud 21).

Finally, Julia Kristeva suggests that the abject is the origin of most, if not all, cultural 

practices from religion to art and literature. She claims that religions are essentially “various means 

of purifying the abject” (Kristeva 17) through catharsis. This is also true of art, and especially 

literature: “does one write,” she asks, “under any other condition than being possessed by abjection, 

in an indefinite catharsis?” (208). For Kristeva, creative writing, and especially poetic language, 

aims to “tap that pre-verbal ‘beginning’ within a word that is flush with pleasure and pain” (61), i.e. 

the pre-symbolic, maternal origin, the unrepresentable, the “real.” 

The Unrepresentable in Paul Auster’s Preceding Work

Paul Auster has once said that his books are all the same story, the story of his obsessions (“Art of 

Hunger” 285). Certainly, there are recurring themes in his novels, such as trauma and loss, the 

search for identity and the inadequacy of language. In An Art of Desire, Bernd Herzogenrath argues 

that the theories of Jacques Lacan can be helpful in analysing Auster: “The novels of Auster are as 

‘useful’ in illustrating Lacan’s often cryptic remarks, as Lacanian theory is ‘relevant’ in thinking 

about Auster’s poetics” (5).

Especially relevant to Auster's works, Herzogenrath suggests, is the Lacanian assumption of 

a fundamental lack at the heart of the human subject. For Lacan, the human subject is doubly split: 

firstly, “on the imaginary level between the ego and its mirror image” and secondly, on the 

symbolic level, where “language . . . bars the subject from any unity. Thus, this forever lost unity 

[belongs] to the real, which is simply that which eludes any representation, imaginary or symbolic” 

(6). Separated from the real, Herzogenrath explains, the subject aims to heal the lost unity through 

desire, for which Lacan proposed a formula: “$  o: ◇ the relation of the speaking subject, barred by 
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language, to the object o, the forever lost object/cause of desire” (6). The unrepresentable object of 

desire is a recurring theme in Auster's work, and is especially prevalent in City of Glass, the first 

novella in The New York Trilogy, which deals with the search for a “prelapsarian” language, which 

would enable a “unequivocal relation between the thing and the sign” (8). This is seen in the 

protagonist Quinn's attempts to bridge the gap between reality and representation by resting his 

“notebook on his left hip, much as an artist holds his palette . . . seeing the thing and writing about it 

in the same fluid gesture” (63). Identically, in The Locked Room, the third novella of the trilogy, the 

antagonist Fanshawe attempts to bridge the gap between reality and representation: “one senses a 

new availability of words inside him, as though the distance between seeing and writing had been 

narrowed, the two acts now almost identical, part of a single, unbroken gesture” (278).

Herzogenrath also comments on the importance of the idea of the sublime (“from sub limes

—'beyond  the border,'” as he points out, 140) in Auster’s work, most notably in the novel Moon 

Palace. Quoting Lacan, Herzogenrath claims that, through art, the subject may, by means of 

sublimation “elevate” an object to the level of  “the Thing,” object o:

 Thus sublimation—elevating one of these objects to ‘the dignity of the Thing,’ so 

that in this object the subject might experience the very failure to represent the 

Thing—implies the subject’s attempt to re-enter the real from which language has 

expelled him, by means of the representational registers, by means of ‘art.’  (140) 

Inquiries into Auster’s fiction often revolve around these themes that are all concerned with 

the idea of the unrepresentable; the lack, the sublime, the lost unity and the failure of language to 

represent the “real.” For example, Debra Shostak claims that “Auster dramatizes lack by way of 

narratives of missing persons” (66). She further notes that Auster’s fiction often takes the form of a 

quest that “stands for the narrator’s confrontation with trauma. The inconclusiveness of each [quest] 

suggests that loss is largely irremediable, the primary object of desire not just inaccessible, but at 
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times unrepresentable” (67, emphasis added). 

The unrepresentable is an important concept also for Maria Beville, who surveys the 

postmodern sublime not only in Auster’s novels, but in postmodern fiction  in general. Beville sees 

in the postmodern novel an “amplification of the gothic language,” which, she claims, is concerned 

with “terror and with encountering the unrepresentable in sublime experience” (9, emphasis added). 

These concerns are so prevalent in the postmodern novel that she proposes a new genre: the gothic-

postmodern.

Another exposition of the unrepresentable in Auster’s work is Stephen Bernstein’s 

interpretation of The Locked Room as a “postmodern sublime.” Bernstein claims that “all sublime 

figuration merely stands in for that which cannot be spoken, the post-closural language of death” 

(99). He suggests further that Auster resorts to the sublime in order to defy closure, and concludes 

that “... all movement toward closure in the novel ends up in the sublime maelstrom” (102). 

Lastly, Dragana Nikolic quotes Auster from his autobiographical The Invention of Solitude,  

suggesting that the “aesthetic of the sublime, ‘the unrepresentable’” dwells in the rift between 

thought and speech: “‘Never before have I been so aware of the rift between thinking and writing. 

For the past few days, in fact, I have begun to feel that the story I am trying to tell is somehow 

incompatible with language” (Quoted in Nikolic). As shown above, Auster returned to the issue of 

the failure of language to represent the object of desire in his first work of fiction, The New York 

Trilogy. 

The examples listed above show how Auster ever since his autobiographical debut has been 

concerned with the same theme, namely the unrepresentable and sublime “real.” In the next section, 

I will explore, by means of the abject, how Auster again explores this theme in Invisible. 
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The Incest Theme and the Unrepresentable in Invisible 

“If you want to make hierarchies about incest, this is the least malevolent form, consenting 

siblings,” Auster said in an interview shortly after Invisible had been published (quoted in Murphy). 

The incestuous love affair in Invisible is indeed constructed as the least malevolent form of incest 

possible: the desire is mutual, they use triple protection to eliminate the possibility of pregnancy, 

and it later turns out, conveniently, that Adam had been born sterile. Therefore, the “grotesque 

possibility, the unthinkable possibility” (Auster 116), was never possible in the first place. And yet, 

the act is described as “a monumental transgression, a dark and iniquitous thing according to the 

laws of man and God” (Auster 144).

Thus, Invisible deals with the complex issue of incestuous desire. At one point, Gwyn says 

to Adam: “sex is sex, Adam, and all sex is good, as long as both people want it” (Auster 131). This 

statement echoes throughout the novel, raising some fundamental questions about the laws that 

structure our social order: if incest is consensual, is it still a crime? If so, wherein lies the crime? Is 

it the love, or the sex, or the possibility of pregnancy? By making the universal force of the incest 

taboo an intrinsic part of his narrative, Auster creates a story that appears uncannily animate. 

Here, I will examine Invisible through the theories of Julia Kristeva. As shown above, 

Kristeva claims that the incest taboo is rooted in the not-yet-defined subject’s unrepresentable and 

preverbal existence in the maternal, where the boundaries between inside and outside, subject and 

object, have not yet been established. My claim, then, is that Auster uses the incest theme in 

Invisible to address the idea of the sublime and unrepresentable “real,” which, as I have shown, is a 

recurring issue in his previous work. Here, in my view, Adam, by constructing his narrative, 

whether it is (meta)fictional or not, ventures into the borderland between the “symbolic” and the 

“real.” 

Indicating that this is the meaning and function of his narrative is, primarily, the fact that 
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Adam repeatedly refers to his manuscript in terms of abjection: writing it fills him with ”fear” 

(Auster 77); he describes it as “brutal,” “ugly” ( 91), “repugnant” (164), and disgusting: “It’s 

disgusting, Jim. Every time I think about it, it makes me want to puke” (91). Although there are 

several elements in his story that may cause fear and unease, the feeling of repugnance and disgust 

refers explicitly to the second part of the narrative entitled summer, where both incidences of incest 

between Adam and Gwyn occur, one when they were still children and one in 1967, when they had 

grown up. The manuscript is, then, almost like a piece of excrement that, upon separation, causes 

this reaction of abjection in Adam. For within the manuscript itself, Adam's attitude towards the 

affair differs radically from this sense of abjection; in his narrative, Adam repeatedly states that he 

is not ashamed: “I felt blameless then, and I feel blameless now . . . my only regret is that we didn’t 

do it again” (Auster 125). In the same way as spit only becomes abject after it has been spat out, 

Adam’s manuscript becomes abject when it is discharged from him. I would like to suggest, 

therefore, that Adam’s sense of abjection indicates that the story he is telling, whether real or 

imaginary, is carrying him to the borderlands of the unrepresentable.

This claim is further strengthened by Adam’s relentless struggle in telling his story before he 

dies. I believe what is being hinted at here is jouissance: as Adam writes his story he is filled with 

fear and ecstasy, the ecstasy never stated but implied by the mere fact that he keeps on writing, 

despite the possible catastrophic consequences that would follow, if his manuscript fell into the 

wrong hands. For it is indeed strange that a manuscript like 1967 would be a dying man's last wish. 

Why would he “incriminate” and “damn” himself (Auster 259)? Why would he want to “create 

misery and disaster for untold numbers of people” (257)? Because his narrative is arguably the 

means by which he may attempt to capture in language that which cannot be represented, only 

hinted at through abjection – his true object of desire, his primordial origin.

One might ask, however, why a man’s desire for his sister would represent a deeper 
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yearning for a primordial existence which is characterized as maternal. Actually, in traditional 

psychoanalysis, sibling incest is often conceived of as being a displacement of the original, oedipal 

incest desire (Twitchell 93). Among the Freudians who specialized in this particular field of incest 

was Otto Rank, who proposed that “one’s relationship with siblings is revealed by psychoanalytical 

research to be a ‘second edition,’ less intense but unchanged in content, of the etiologically earlier 

relationship with one’s parents” (quoted in Eldred). In Invisible, I would like to suggest, the 

character Margot acts as a surrogate to Adam's mother, who is largely absent from the narrative, 

and whose whole existence appears to revolve around the loss of Adam's young brother Andy. This 

is indicated, firstly, by the resemblance of her name, Margot, with that of Gwyn and Adam’s mother 

Marjorie, and, secondly, by her status as a ‘wife,’ of sorts, to Rudolf Born, who in his mentorship to 

Adam is clearly a father-figure. Moreover, if Margot can be understood as a surrogate for Adam's 

mother, then Adam's original oedipal desire is still displaced yet again, from the mother-surrogate 

Margot to the sister, Gwyn. This is seen in the numerous links between these two characters. For 

example, Margot's relationship with Adam prefigures the later incestuous affair with Gwyn: “After 

all, it was the reckless, unbridled Margot who unleashed the erotic maelstrom in him that led to the 

furies of late summer. He is certain of the connection” (Auster 170). Moreover, Gwyn and Margot 

have the same attitude towards sex, and they both voice essentially identical and for the novel 

thematically important statements about this, like when Margot states that “If it feels good, it’s 

good” (52). Finally, their interchangeability can be seen when Adam reflects upon having seen tear-

smudged mascara on both of their faces: “Gwyn’s mascara on the night of Andy’s birthday; 

Margot’s mascara on a September afternoon in Paris; the weeping mascara of Death” (Auster 173). 

Arguably, this passage links these two women, not only to each other, but also symbolically to the 

mother, whose life is, as mentioned above, fundamentally marked by death and grief. 

That Adam in engaging in incest with his sister is on a path towards a primordial borderland 
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can be seen already in the earlier, prefiguring affair with Margot, which is described as ”taking part 

in a wordless animal dialogue that was conducted in a language of looking and touching, of biting, 

tasting and stroking” (Auster 50). Wordless, animal—these words indeed signify the pre-symbolic 

and pre-cultural. Interestingly, Adam’s sexual relations with both these women are described in 

terms of falling: of the affair between Adam and Margot, it is said that they “fell into each other” 

(50). A similar phrasing is used when Adam recalls his affair with Gwyn: “together you fall 

headfirst into the night” (145). Falling here, it seems, implies crossing a border, the border between 

subject and object, I and other. Thus, intimately linked to the general concept of the unrepresentable 

lies the motif of crossing borders, not just sexual ones. 

This motif of crossing borders can be seen in one important scene in the novel, where Adam 

and Gwyn go to the New Yorker Theatre to see Carl Dreyer’s Ordet (The Word). Seeing this film 

turns out to be a profound experience for Adam: “[it] does something to you,” he claims, “that is 

wholly unexpected, and it crashes into you with all the force of an axe felling an oak” (Auster 134). 

What causes this reaction is the end of the film, where a woman who has died in childbirth is 

miraculously resurrected by her mad brother-in-law who believes he is the returning Christ. Adam 

describes this as a “transcendent moment” and recalls: “ you sit there clutching your sister’s arm as 

tears roll down your cheeks. What cannot happen has happened, and you are stunned by what you 

have witnessed” (Auster 134). I believe, again, that the issue here is jouissance, emerging from the 

experience of crossing the border between the possible and the impossible, between death and life. 

More importantly, another border-crossing is implied here, namely that of the border constituted by 

language in the previously mentioned Lacanian formula $  o, i.e. between the subject and its◇  

unrepresentable object of desire, as was explained above by Herzogenrath (6). For if the woman is 

resurrected, that means that the mad brother-in-law indeed is Christ, The Word, of whom we read in 

John 1:14: “the Word became flesh and made his dwelling among us” (The Holy Bible—New 
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International Version). Implied in this biblical passage is the union between language and the 

“real,” which thereby is made accessible through language. Or, in other terms, the border to the 

unrepresentable is crossed, which I have claimed is the heart of the matter in Invisible. Adam thus 

witnesses two miracles in Ordet: the resurrection of the woman, and, by implication, the 

disintegration of the border between the “real” and the “symbolic.” Both of these events are, of 

course, equally ‘impossible,’ as Adam himself notes, and as indeed Lacan would agree–“the real is 

impossible,” he used to say (quoted in Felluga, “Modules on Lacan”)–yet both events are 

figurations of Adam’s continual and relentless strife for the unrepresentable. 

The collapse of the boundary separating “real” and “symbolic” – in broader terms, nature 

and culture –  as figurated above, is an important and recurring motif in Invisible. Consider, for 

example, the poetic phrase, “the weeping mascara of death” (Auster 173). Tears are natural, 

mascara is cultural. In this scene, they have mixed on Margot's cheek until one cannot be 

distinguished from the other; a cultural signifier deeply intermingled with something profoundly 

material. This brings to mind the “prelapsarian” language sought after in City of Glass which would 

make possible an “unequivocal relation between the thing and the sign,” as discussed above 

(Herzogenrath 8).

In contrast to these few instances of the miraculous and poetic in Invisible—the 

resurrection, the incarnation of the Word, and the “weeping mascara”—are numerous episodes that 

convey the failure of language to connect with the “real.” For example, Born stabs, and possibly 

murders, young Cedric Williams because he threatens Born and Adam with a gun that turns out to 

be unloaded. The fact that the gun is unloaded is unimportant to Born, who reflects: “as long as we 

thought it was loaded, it was loaded” (Auster 185). What is demonstrated here is the difference 

between the essential materiality of the “real” and the disconnected and symbolic reality. Thought, 

which of course “cannot exist without language” (Auster 197), creates its own reality which differs 
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fundamentally from the actual order of things. This is seen in several of the central events of the 

novel, such as Born’s murdering of Juin and Williams, or the incestuous love affair between Adam 

and Gwyn. Whether or not these events ‘actually’ took place remains uncertain, as Born denies the 

murders and Gwyn denies the affair. The essential “real” of these events is lost in time, they exist 

now only through symbolic representations and misrepresentations, through ‘word against word.’

 If Invisible, to a large extent, deals with the border between the “symbolic” and the “real,” or 

culture and nature, then Born appears to function in the narrative as an example of the dangers of 

crossing this border. Thus, Born stands as a representation of the precultural and lawless human; of 

animality, monstrosity and murder. This is seen through his actions; he is a man without cultural 

boundaries, feeling no shame or regret over his assault/murder. Even more, the pre-cultural human 

is mirrored in Born’s drunken rantings: 

[O]ur so called civilization was no more than a thin screen masking a never-

ending assault of barbarism and cruelty. Human beings were animals . . . diverting 

ourselves with hair-splitting philosophies of art and literature to avoid confronting 

the essential truth of the world. Power was the only constant, and the law of life 

was kill or be killed.  (Auster 44)  

As a matter of fact, much like a member of Freud’s precultural horde, Born kills a ‘father,’ Juin, and 

subsequently claims both of ‘his’ women, first his wife Hélène, and then his daughter Cécile. 

A thematical embodiment of precultural man, Born appears, moreover, to be lost beyond the 

border of the ‘origin,’ which is evident in his being described as infantile and mad. When Cécile 

first meets Born on the island, he is described like a giant baby: he is dressed only in shorts, and he 

looks like “a man composed of two spheres, a medicine ball and a volleyball” (Auster 257). Later 

on, he is said to be, simply, “stark craving mad . . . like a child, a desperate child who made up 

things as he went along, saying whatever popped into his head and then spinning it out into a fiction 
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that would serve his purpose at any given moment” (296). Similar to how Freud or Kristeva can 

speak in parallel about, on the one hand, the origin of the cultural human and, on the other, the 

origin of the individual, Born embodies both these concepts – the primal horde, and primary 

narcissism. 

The motif of a bald-headed megalomaniacal (pathologically narcissistic) nihilist filled with a 

“hatred of anyone who [is] not a European with white skin” (Auster 300) tended to by black 

servants at some inaccessible corner of the earth, is obviously an allusion to Conrad’s Heart of  

Darkness, which has been convincingly defined as a literary apocalypse by J Hillis Miller in Heart  

of Darkness Revisited. In this essay, Miller explains that “the word 'apocalypse' means unveiling, 

revelation, but what the apocalypse unveils is not the truth of the end of the world that it announces, 

but the act of unveiling” (215). Thus, Miller argues, Heart of Darkness “fits that strange genre of 

the apocalyptic text, the sort of text that promises a revelation without giving it” (218). Miller 

founds his arguments to a large extent on a metaphor in the novel that likens the meaning of a 

narrative with the light that forms a halo around the moon. This metaphor, he argues, demonstrates, 

firstly, that the narrative is “the necessary agency of the bringing into the open or revelation of [its] 

particular meaning” (208), and, moreover, that this “revelation” reveals its own failure - it is “a 

revelation of the impossibility of revelation” (212). What is revealed in the metaphor is actually 

absence; absence of the original source of light, the moon merely reflecting the light from the sun, 

and the absence of the darkness, which is, of course, “in principle invisible and remains invisible”—

the halo around the moon is merely yet another reflection of light, and all it does is give to “the 

spectator indirect knowledge that the darkness is there” (212). The metaphor of reflected light, 

Miller claims,  is further mirrored in the very structure of the novel, made up as it is of a chain of 

witnesses that fail to reveal what the novel is really about; as Marlow puts it: “the inner truth is 

hidden—luckily, luckily” (quoted in Miller 215).
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If Invisible, as I have argued, is primarily aimed at the concept of the unrepresentable “real,” 

it can favourably be placed in the category of the apocalypse, as defined by Miller – a “revelation of 

the impossibility of revelation” (212), as the “real” can never be revealed or represented. Applying 

Miller’s exposition of the moon-metaphor in Heart of Darkness on Invisible, Adam’s story appears 

as the “necessary agency” (208) by which he attempts to reveal his unrepresentable object of desire. 

In broader terms, the “symbolic” is the “agency” by which one might try, but inevitably fail, to 

reveal the “real.” As light does to darkness, the “symbolic” dispels any attempt to represent the 

“real;” the darkness can only by illusion, and never actually, be “seen.”

Returning here to Kristeva, creative writing is, for her, not only necessarily “possessed by 

abjection” (208), as shown above, but it is also apocalyptic. Kristeva claims, in fact, that  “all 

literature is probably a version of the apocalypse that seems to [her] rooted . . . on the fragile 

border . . . where identities (subject/object, etc.) do not exist or only barely so—double, fuzzy, 

heterogeneous, animal, metamorphosed, altered, abject” (207). Kristeva thus connects the concept 

of the apocalypse to the abject and that “fragile” border between subject and object which is also 

the border separating “symbolic” and “real,” culture and nature. This is very much in line with 

Miller’s definition of apocalypse; if an apocalypse is "a revelation of the impossibility of 

revelation" (212), then it is, by implication, “rooted,” as Kristeva says, on that border where 

revelation meets its failure, where the “symbolic” is separated from the “real.” 

Invisible confirms perpetually that language cannot hold truth.  The “real” cannot be 

represented, but remains outside of our symbolic universe, only vaguely making itself known on an 

instinctual level, such as through abjection. I find that also the very last episode of the novel 

demonstrates this failure of language. Having left Born at his house, Cécile comes upon some 

workers pounding rocks with chisel and hammer in a field, “pounding on the stones until they broke 

in two, then pounding on the smaller ones until they broke in two, and then pounding on the 
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smallest stones until they were reduced to gravel” (Auster 307). In this metaphor, the stones are 

words. If one attempts to find some ‘origin’ or revelation of truth within the word, it tends to break 

into binary oppositions, such as pleasure and pain. “And yet,” Kristeva says, “there would be 

witnesses to the perviousness of the limit, artisans after a fashion who would try to tap that pre-

verbal ‘beginning’ within a word that is flush with pleasure and pain. They are primitive man 

through his ambivalences and the poet through the personification of his opposing states of feeling” 

(61). What Kristeva here describes is, essentially, the impossible task of literature, which, I have 

claimed, is also the endeavour of Invisible.: to go beyond language, to the preverbal and 

unrepresentable origin. 

In the very last paragraph of Invisible, Cécile, having left the island where Born resides, 

recalls: “I can still hear the clinking of those hammers in my head. That sound will always be with 

me” (Auster 208). Is that sound perhaps also the sound of Auster’s “obsessions” (Art of Hunger 

285), that, as mentioned above, constantly urge him to tell the ‘same’ story—a story about an 

impossible revelation—over and over?

Conclusion

A central issue of the study of incest is the nature/culture opposition. An important task has been to 

figure out whether the cultural incest taboo is somehow biologically motivated. For psychoanalysts 

like Freud and Lacan, and anthropologists like Claude Levi-Strauss, the incest taboo marks the very 

transition from nature to culture and thereby the inauguration of the social order. Although 

Westermarck’s theory regarding close association in early life appears to be the most plausible 

explanation to incest avoidance, the taboo remains mysterious. The connection between incest 
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avoidance and the taboo of incest, and thus where nature ends and culture begins, is still to be 

determined.  

 This delicate line between nature and culture is also the main concern of Invisible. In 

drawing attention to this line that separates culture from nature, man from animal, the “symbolic” 

from the “real,” the subject from its maternal origin, Auster also asks what lies beyond it. I have 

used terms such as the “unrepresentable,” the “sublime,” and the “real” synonymously when 

referring to this ‘beyond,’ which, as I have tried to show, Auster addresses in Invisible via the incest 

theme. I have suggested that incest desire is a desire for the pre-symbolic origin and the ”real,” 

leading to abjection and jouissance, as traced in Adam Walker’s narrative. This central theme is 

then mirrored in numerous divergences and sub-plots in the novel, where boundaries are crossed or 

fail to be crossed: from the boundary of the incest taboo to the boundary between life and death and 

between the “symbolic” and the “real,” as in Dreyer’s Ordet, which I find to have an important 

function in the text.

Although the “real” remains unrepresentable, the apocalyptic failure of Auster’s narrative 

creates, like the metaphorical halo around Marlow’s moon in Heart of Darkness, an illusion of 

revelation through which Auster’s characters, and his readers, may experience jouissance. This is 

the impossible task of literature, to seek the origin beyond the word, where dualities are subdued 

and united. To me, Auster’s work therefore lives up to the definition of literature posited by 

Kristeva: “literature: the sublime point at which the abject collapses in a burst of beauty that 

overwhelms us” (210). 
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