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Introduction 

 

Detective fiction has its norms; to ‘develop’ them is also to disappoint them: to ‘improve upon’ 

detective fiction is to write ‘literature’, not detective fiction. The whodunit par excellence is not 

the one which transgresses the rules of the genre, but the one which conforms to them.

   Todorov, The Typology of Detective Fiction 

   

These words by Tzvetan Todorov seem to place the writing of detective fiction within a very 

strict frame of conventions, and any violation made against these norms can in itself be 

regarded as a crime against the very essence of the genre. Nevertheless, there is great diversity 

to be found within detective fiction, as perhaps within any literary genre, and the question 

thus becomes how far from these norms one can go, without completely stepping into another 

genre, and instead, as Todorov puts it, “to write literature” (43).  

Despite the variety displayed in detective fiction, where themes, settings and narrative 

modes can vary tremendously, there seem to be some generic features which are necessary in 

order to place a work of fiction within this literary category. A quick but rather simplistic 

division would be that for a work of fiction to belong to the detective genre, there has to be an 

occurrence of some sort of crime. There is, however, a lot more to this genre than this 

particular feature. Dostoevsky’s Crime and Punishment (1866), for instance, centres on a very 

clear and explicit execution of a crime and its troubling aftermath, yet it would be difficult 

(though, perhaps not impossible) to place the novel in some subgenre of detective fiction. 

According to Heather Worthington the genre of detective fiction requires “a crime, a criminal, 

and a victim” and on some occasions also a detective and/or involvement by a representative 

of the police (17). In Paul Auster’s City of Glass (1985) each of these required features (apart 

from the latter), which will be further examined below, are tampered with to the point of what 

is narratively possible, and the primary challenge for the reader is to figure out who is who, 
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and if everyone is not, in fact, one and the same character, rather than trying to establish who 

the potential culprit is. Nevertheless, this novel breathes crime and detection, keeping both 

readers and authors as well as characters, at the edge of their seats for more than a hundred 

and thirty pages. It seems as if all components are more or less present in the story; there are 

fragments of every feature upon which a work of detective fiction is built. City of Glass stands 

on the brink between fulfilment of generic features and the powerful effects of literary 

experimentation, and the question which poses itself is why we read the novel as a work of 

detective fiction, despite Auster’s dismembering of the genre. As the following will show, 

previous research of City of Glass appears to be primarily concerned with how the novel can 

be explained and understood from the perspective of postmodernism. This thesis, instead, 

aims to explore Auster’s treatment of the detective genre, and his ingenuity with character and 

identity, without drawing conclusions based on postmodern ideas. 

The Documents in the Case 

As mentioned above, many critics who discuss Paul Auster’s literary contribution in general, 

and his City of Glass (1985) in particular, review it from the perspective and theories of 

postmodernism. They are interested, for instance, in the complexity of characterisation 

displayed in Auster’s novels and the manner in which he experiments with the notion of 

identity. Ramón Espejo discusses how Auster’s novel “[moves] between modernism and 

postmodernism” (Espejo 147), putting plot and characters in a trait which characterises fiction 

of the 20
th

 century. Madeleine Sorapure makes a thorough examination of “authorship and 

authority” (72) in City of Glass, and claims that there are “several characters [in the novel] 

who are simultaneously authors and detectives […] authors who choose to play the role of the 

detective” (72). With this, Sorapure embarks upon something close to what will be examined 

in this essay, but she does not proceed to discuss City of Glass’s treatment of the detective 

genre. Rather, she makes occasional comments which, some more than others, seem to be an 
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effort to confirm the novel’s genre. For instance, by quoting Stefano Tani, Sorepure labels 

City of Glass a “deconstructive anti-detective novel” (77), and further claims that the narrator 

of the story fails to contribute fundamental features of the detective novel, which makes City 

of Glass a mere parody of the genre (Sorapure 84).  

Another critic concerned with Auster’s generic experiments is William Lavender, who 

claims that City of Glass is not only a deconstruction, but “a sabotage…[which] deconstructs 

the form of the novel, the canons of criticism, theory and tradition” (220). Paying less 

attention to City of Glass’s function within the detective fiction genre, Lavender methodically 

accounts for the different layers of character and identity in Auster’s novel, by examining the 

different narrative points of view and the idea of plot and story, engaging primarily in a 

discussion of postmodernism and Auster’s treatment of the novel form. Like Sorapure, 

Lavender uses the word parody to describe Auster’s achievements with this novel, and more 

importantly his treatment of narrative structure, which Lavender claims has “abandoned, 

mutilated [and] ruined” various qualities of the novel form (Lavender 219).  

Similarly, Siobhan Chapman and Christopher Routledge claim that the genre of detective 

fiction has been “identified as being particularly reliant of its formal structures” (244) and call 

City of Glass a dismembering of what is normally conventional for detective fiction. With 

City of Glass, they argue, Auster has created a story which not only raises the question of 

identity and reality in the light of postmodern disillusion; it also deconstructs the genre of 

detective fiction, and Auster has seemingly no intentions to explain his treatment of this 

literary genre.  

What seems to be absent from most criticism of Auster’s work, and of City of Glass in 

particular, is the direct, untainted focus of its status as a detective novel. If one agrees with 

Chapman and Routledge, and consider the detective genre as being, perhaps more “reliant of 

its formal structures” (244) than other literary genres, it is necessary to look at why we treat 
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City of Glass as a detective story at all. Though Sorapure, for instance, poses valid questions 

concerning Auster’s treatment of fundamental features of detective fiction: “Is a crime 

committed? What happens to the potential victim? What happens to the suspected criminal? 

Finally, what happens to the detective himself?” (Sorapure 75), there is something distracting 

critics from directly examining City of Glass from the point of view of detective fiction.  

There is no doubt that critics consider the novel an attempt to fundamentally question and so 

redefine the conventions of genre, both concerning the novel form in general and the detective 

genre in particular. City of Glass is a maze of narrative features with an intense complexity of 

identity, where different characters intertwine so deeply that it occasionally becomes 

impossible to distinguish them from one another, and similarly discern fiction from reality. 

No needs for closure or understanding are at all fulfilled on the last page; rather, questions 

have increased in number and have come to incorporate much larger issues than “whodunit”. 

There is however, amidst all this, something which makes both readers and critics read the 

novel in terms of detective fiction, and that inclination is the point of departure for this essay. 

It is doubtless the case that City of Glass differs from works of detective fiction, and that it 

does not quite fit in with any of its various subgenres. However, there must be some elements 

which make us comprehend it and subsequently discuss and analyse it within the framework 

of detective fiction. What are then these features of genre which prompt us to read City of 

Glass as a work of detective fiction? To answer this question, it may be prudent to look at the 

history of this literary category to get a sense of the roots of the genre, before examining more 

intensely its characterising features. 

The Adventures of Detective Fiction 

The contemporary detective novel was born in the late 19
th

 century and properly shaped and 

developed during the 20
th

. Before this, crime and criminals had been portrayed in various 

literary forms, including criminal biographies, the Newgate Novels, and Gothic novels from 
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the end of the 18
th

 century (Rzepka 16). The modern, or contemporary form of detective 

fiction, is rooted in Edgar Allan Poe’s work, the mystery-writer who was obsessed with crime 

(Lee 369) and is considered the wellspring of some of the most thrilling components of 

detective fiction, the most famous one being the locked-room puzzle. Poe’s The Murders in 

the Rue Morgue (1841), by some considered the first example of modern detective fiction, 

features the detective figure C. Auguste Dupin, who even precedes the coining of the word 

detective by a few years (Lee 370). It is believed that “the concept of the private detective”, of 

which Dupin is one example, was introduced by Andrew Forrester Junior in 1863. This 

invention shifted the overall focus from the previous depiction of criminals as protagonist, 

which could be seen in the Newgate Calendar for instance, and instead featured a narrative 

from the point of view of the detective solving the crime (Worthington 13). As Worthington 

explains it: “the criminal is now no longer the subject of the narrative but the object of the 

detective’s pursuit” (21).  

Despite earlier literary elements which contribute to the development of detective fiction, 

the genre “is inextricably linked with the rise of the novel” (Worthington 16), and it was 

during the 1920’s and 30’s that the detective novel as a genre rose to prominence. The writers 

of the so-called Golden Age of Detective Fiction were much concerned with the character of 

the detective, in which they put all faith, not only to solve the crime, but also to give the 

narrative structure and make the plot interesting (Rowland 118). According to Charles J. 

Rzepka, Arthur Conan Doyle was, and still is “the pivotal figure in any survey of crime 

fiction’s extensive domain” (4). It was Doyle who led the way into the Golden Age, and the 

number of people who have not heard of Sherlock Holmes are likely to be few. Worthington 

describes Holmes as a “global phenomenon” and an “archetypal detective”, but perhaps most 

importantly Holmes’s “representation is the culmination of the development of the crime 

fiction genre over the nineteenth century” (26).  
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In the aftermath of the Golden Age, and well into the 21
st
 century, many different 

subgenres of detective fiction have taken shape. There is, for instance, the hard boiled novel, 

the police procedural, and the crime thriller, all written and structured around the same core 

as classical detective fiction, but with very different themes, settings, and treatment of the 

traditional generic features. This essay will concern itself with the generic features of classical 

detective fiction, which will be presented and discussed below. 

The Big Three 

To explore City of Glass in relation to detective fiction, it is vital to look closely at what is 

included in this particular genre, and what separates works of detective fiction from works 

within other genres. Heta Pyrhönen describes detective fiction as “a narrative whose principal 

action concerns the attempt by an investigator to solve a crime and to bring a criminal to 

justice” (43). The key elements in this description are investigator (i.e. detective), crime, and 

criminal. Like Pyrhönen, Todorov highlights these elements in Typology of Detective Fiction 

(1977) where he has summarised twenty rules, written by detective fiction writer S.S. Van 

Dine, “to which any self-respecting author of detective fiction must conform” (49). The first 

rule on this list declares that a “[detective] novel must have at most one detective and one 

criminal, and at least one victim (a corpse)” (49). In addition to this first, overall rule, 

demands are made about the characterisation of the culprit, (how he must not be the same as 

the detective, and also be of some importance, both “in life” and “in the book”); the degree of 

rationality with which everything is explained (which also alludes to the idea that things must 

be explained); there must be a sharpness in both situation and solution, the fantastic is not 

permitted, and finally that there is no place for love in detective fiction (49).  

In the early decades of the 20
th

 century, The Detection Club, with members who were 

successful authors of detective fiction themselves, such as Agatha Christie, G.K. Chesterton 

and Dorothy L. Sayers, compiled a list of commandments for writing a detective story 
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(www.the-line-up.com/the-detection-club-rules/). In addition to critical research, acclaimed 

authors of detective fiction can be considered a supplementary point of reference when 

studying a work within this genre, providing a more practical insight than the slightly more 

theoretically oriented research. These ten rules are also more concerned with the importance 

for the author to provide readers with enough clues to enable them to solve the mystery before 

the resolution is directly given to them in the text. They prohibit, for example, the use of 

“hitherto undiscovered poisons”; only “one secret room or passage is allowed”; and “doubles, 

generally, must not appear unless we have been duly prepared for them” (par. 6). Further, the 

rules declare that the detective cannot as well be the culprit; the actual criminal must be 

introduced quite early on; and the “stupid friend” must reveal all that he knows. It can be 

understood from these rules that, similarly to the statements made by Todorov and Pyrhönen, 

the Detection Club require the presence of a crime, a criminal, and a victim in a story of 

detective fiction.  

Most of these rules, if not all, have been broken in numerous detective stories, even by 

some of the genre’s greatest contributors such as Doyle, Sayers, and Christie. It could be 

argued that these deviations have been made for the higher purpose of creating captivating 

and mysterious fiction. Nevertheless, the overall structure which can be retrieved from these 

rules provides a comprehensible framework for understanding the genre of detective fiction, 

and can thus be helpful to clarify certain customary features of a detective story. Because each 

subgenre of detective fiction has its own elementary features, which subsequently separates it 

from the other subcategories, it is impossible to include each of these individual features in an 

essay of this length. It is further a common belief among critics of detective fiction, that other 

sub-variants of the genre, and particularly the one referred to as crime fiction, “violates the 

basic generic conventions” concerning detective narrative (Pyrhönen 44). The point of 

departure in this discussion will therefore be the overarching genre of detective fiction. Thus, 
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those generic features previously mentioned, have been compiled into three specific main 

points which will be used and further discussed in this thesis. This includes the demands of 

certain characters to be featured in the story, most importantly a victim, a culprit, and a 

detective; the presence of a crime; and its subsequent resolution. These aspects can be 

considered common for both Pyrhönen and Todorov, as well as the Detection Club, and thus 

appear to be representative for the detective fiction genre. Regarding other aspects of a 

detective story as dependent upon the presence of a crime, it appears justified to commence 

the discussion of City of Glass by exploring this particular feature. 

City of Glass 

There is Crime in the Mountains 

One of the most significant features of a detective story, then, undoubtedly concerns the 

crime, which can be understood by studying the directions mentioned above. This is the 

primary component which is featured in one way or another, in the vast majority of works 

within this literary genre, from The Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841), through The Hound of 

the Baskervilles (1902) to The Woman Who Walked in Sunshine (2015). The crime is the 

central event, and without it there cannot be a victim, a suspect or a detective. The most 

commonly featured crime in detective fiction is murder, where a person (or persons) is killed 

by another person (or persons). There seem to be no limits to the innovations made by writers 

of detective fiction concerning, perhaps not the actual execution of a crime, but the 

premeditation which precedes it. Sometimes the murder plan is so outrageous and 

extraordinary, that it seems impossible that anyone would go to such an extent to take another 

person’s life. This also prompts the question if, with these extravagant murders, authors of 

detective fiction are on the verge of breaking the rule which forbids “the fantastic” (Todorov 

49) to take place in a detective story. It is, however, more common in detective stories to 

feature a simple gunshot or have someone stab someone else with a knife.  
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Traditionally, the occurrence of crime in detective fiction is the base upon which 

everything else is structured. The story “opens with the problem of crime and closes with its 

solution” (Pyrhönen 44). It is not uncommon to feature the crime within the narrative of the 

main plot, nor is it uncommon to structure the narrative of the crime in a reversed 

chronological order “that will eventually explain [the] baffling initial situation” (44). 

Occasionally the crime is referred to as a future event, creating a rather different kind of 

anticipation in the reader. Considering again Pyrhönen’s description of detective fiction, 

which states that the investigator’s endeavour is to “solve a crime” (43), and consider it 

together with Carl Malmgren’s reference to John Cawelti who claims that the “goal of a 

detective story […] is a clear and certain establishment of guilt for a specific crime” (152), it 

seems fair to conclude that the direction in which the narrative of detective fiction should go, 

is towards solving a crime. It might be the case, as Malmgren points out, that solving the 

crime is to arrive at the conclusion that no one has committed any crime at all, but the 

essential part is to uncover the truth (153). 

In City of Glass, the crime referred to is also indeed a murder, as the younger Peter 

Stillman predicts that his father will murder him. In doing this, Auster raises the reader’s 

anticipation of a forthcoming crime which propels the story forward. The prediction of the 

crime is not only alluded to in the novel, or discussed as a possibility, but quite frankly put 

forward by Peter Stillman Jr. who believes himself to be the victim of this future crime. The 

first mention of it is on the telephone, when Stillman rings the protagonist Quinn, believing 

him to be the detective Paul Auster: “’Someone is going to kill you?’/’Yes, kill me. That’s 

right. I am going to be murdered’” (Auster 11). This passage is quite closely followed by 

another of Stillman’s statements, made when he and Quinn meet in person: “’He will come. 

That is to say, the father will come. And he will try to kill me’” (Auster 18). Through this 

statement, Auster has the victim of the crime introduce the criminal to the story. Though there 



10 

 

is perhaps reason to doubt the credibility of Peter, because of his wavering mental condition, 

the expression of his fear of being murdered is corroborated by his wife, who neither Quinn, 

nor the reader has any reason to think untruthful or exaggerating.  

The shadowing and pursuit of Peter Stillman Sr., which Quinn a few chapters later 

embarks upon, is the feature in City of Glass which initially most resembles the common 

procedures of a detective novel. Quinn thoroughly researches Stillman Sr.’s past and his life’s 

work, gathering all information, however relevant, in a red notebook. He then begins to 

follow him, working methodically and patiently, literally recording Stillman’s every move, 

waiting for him to make contact with his son. What is most unconventional and frustrating 

about Quinn’s investigation is that it is completely fruitless; the anticipated crime (or any 

other crime) is simply never committed. This realisation is not instant, neither to Quinn nor to 

the reader, and it is never explicitly expressed in the narrative. Instead, the notion and risk of 

the crime slips away quietly, and subsequently becomes a mere appendage to Quinn’s 

observation of Stillman, and towards the end of the novel, to his vagrant life on the streets of 

New York. What is peculiar about this is that even if the crime never occurs, and is not 

actually in the story (which breaks the most significant of all rules), the perception of it is 

there: it is mentioned, it is anticipated, it is feared, and thus remains a constant part of the 

story. Even if the reader is at some point, as the story develops, forced to acknowledge that 

the crime is not likely to occur, there is no guarantee that it will not.  

A Case of Identity 

Though the notion of a crime might be the foundation of detective fiction, it is necessary, as 

mentioned previously, to involve certain characters in the story. For a crime to occur, there 

must firstly be some kind of victim. Also, to create a story of detection, there must be 

someone who detects – there must be a detective. Finally, for a crime to be executed, the story 

must involve a culprit. There is, however, also a need for additional characters to exist in a 
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detective story, to make it interesting. Malmgren again refers to Cawelti, who “identifies the 

four main character roles in mystery fiction as the victim, criminal, detective, ‘and those 

threatened by the crime but incapable of solving it’” (153). This is further established by both 

Pyrhönen’s and Todorov’s demand that a work of detective fiction must have a victim, a 

detective, and a culprit. Examining Cawelti’s statement, one can interpret it as the need for 

characters that exist outside this trio, the persons directly connected to the crime. There must 

be suspects, family relations, and other minor characters to keep the narration of the story in 

motion. The concept of characters, or rather the concept of characters’ identity gives authors 

of detective fiction various opportunities to interest and confuse their readers. A common way 

to do this is to make the reader believe that a character is one person, and then later have it 

turn out that this person is, in fact, someone else entirely. According to Anita Higgies and 

Linda Martz, the “doppelgänger is one of the oldest conventions of detective fiction” (3). The 

presence of false identities and acts of impersonations, dressing up and changing appearances, 

is considered a fair way to throw both the detective and readers off the trail in their quest to 

solve the crime.  

Similarly to other authors of detective fiction, many of them members of The Detection 

Club and active in compiling its rules of detective fiction, Auster deviates greatly from the 

rule stating that the use of doubles is preferably avoided. However, this intrigue of character 

and identity does not primarily concern the criminal, as is common in classical detective 

fiction, where the obscurity generally concerns the person who has, or will, commit a crime, 

rather than the person who aims to solve it, as is the case in City of Glass, where Quinn is 

doubtlessly the most diverse and complex character. Although primary focus is given to the 

character of Quinn, which will be discussed below, Auster’s playfulness involving identity is 

also visible when looking at the two Peter Stillmans, the younger and the older, representing 

the intended victim and the intended criminal of the story. The complexity of Peter Stillman 
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Sr. is first introduced when Quinn is at Grand Central Station, looking for him. “What 

happened then defied explanation. Directly behind Stillman, heaving into view just inches 

behind his right shoulder, another man stopped, took a lighter out of his pocket, and lit a 

cigarette. His face was the exact twin of Stillman’s” (55). Succeeding this is a passage in 

which Quinn tries to decide which of the two Peter Stillmans to follow: “’Do something,’ he 

said to himself, ‘do something now, you idiot-‘” (56). Immediately after deciding to follow 

the second Stillman, Quinn turns around and instead focuses his attention towards the first 

Stillman: “Surely this was his man” (56). In forcing Quinn to make a choice between the two 

Stillmans, Auster gives the detective of the story the possibility, but also the responsibility, to 

choose the criminal. In a way, this passage resembles that of when a criminal chooses their 

victim. Throughout the story, the memory of the other Stillman is present in the mind of the 

reader, begging the question how the story would have developed if Quinn had chosen 

differently. Quinn interacts with Stillman Sr. on numerous occasions in the novel, and each 

time Stillman appears to be, as noted by Lavender: “a completely different person” (220), 

making it impossible for Quinn, as well as the reader, to fully grasp his true identity. Towards 

the end of the novel Quinn has lost track of Stillman, who is now no more than “a brick in an 

endless wall of bricks” (90). It is later revealed, by the character Paul Auster, that Stillman has 

committed suicide. 

The character of the younger Peter Stillman has a different kind of duality and complexity 

than his father. Though introducing himself to Quinn as Peter Stillman, he repeatedly during 

their most significant conversation utter the words: “I am Peter Stillman. That is not my real 

name” (16). He combines referring to Peter Stillman as himself and in the third person, 

perhaps in an endeavour to distance himself, without any logical explanation for choosing one 

before the other at that specific time. Occasionally he also refers to Peter in the past tense, 

giving the impression that Peter Stillman is no longer alive: “Poor Peter Stillman. A little boy 
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he was” (17). This statement is perhaps the core of the complexity of Peter’s character, the 

fact that because of his traumatic experiences as a child, he has been unable to fully develop 

mentally into an adult, thus making his identity a mixture of a grown man and a young boy. 

Auster pushes Peter’s duality to the extent of what is viable, giving the child the language of 

an infant who drowns his storytelling in inarticulate gibberish, while the adult is at times 

explicitly adult, describing his and his wife’s sexual interactions with other people. Auster 

intends for Peter to be the victim of a crime, and thus play the part of a victim in his murder 

story, but without anyone truly knowing who he is. Usually, the identity of the victim in a 

detective fiction story is known, or subsequently becomes known to both detective and reader, 

but Auster is able to avoid this exposure, by erasing the commitment of a crime and thus 

erasing the identity of its victim.  

The height of Auster’s experimentation with identity, which causes a gradual decline of 

structure and subsequently animates an ambiguity within his characters, can be seen when 

analysing the detective. Though Quinn is perhaps made more complex than characters such as 

Hercule Poirot and Lord Peter Wimsey, Christie’s and Sayers’s most famous sleuths, he 

resembles enough the image of a detective. As mentioned previously, one of the initial 

modern literary detectives was Edgar Allan Poe’s C. Auguste Dupin, first featured in The 

Murders in the Rue Morgue (1841). Since then, the world of detectives has grown 

tremendously, not only in literature but in film, and perhaps especially in television.  The 

most common contemporary figure of a detective, for instance, is a person employed by the 

police, or some other institution closely connected to it, who solves crimes either in a rural, 

urban, or sometimes exotic environment. In contemporary detective fiction, it is less common 

to feature a private detective, though it happens occasionally, and most of these detectives are 

adaptations of characters found in literary works from the Golden Age of Detective Fiction. 

Looking at classical detectives, or sleuths, though, created by some of the most prominent 
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writers of detective fiction during the 20
th

 century, it becomes evident that many of them are 

private civilians, who for different reasons are involved in the world of crime and detection. 

Lord Peter Wimsey, for instance, first featured in Sayers’s Whose Body? (1923), solves crime 

as a hobby; Father Brown (The Innocence of Father Brown 1911), is a gentle priest with 

excellent deductive skills; Hercule Poirot (who was once employed by the Belgian police 

force) is a private detective much interested in human psychology, featured in more than 30 

novels by Christie, including The Mysterious Affair at Styles (1920); and Philip Marlow (The 

Big Sleep 1939) and Sam Spade (The Maltese Falcon 1930) are the archetypes of the 

American private-eyes. As mentioned previously, Sherlock Holmes is naturally the archetype 

and the very essence of a private detective, and his peculiar persona reaches far beyond the 

literary world. Many succeeding authors have been influenced by Doyle’s classic detective 

when creating their own private or professional sleuths (Worthington 27).  

In his creation of characters, Auster shifts the reader’s main investigative focus away from 

the crime and the presumed culprit, and directs it towards their mysterious and incoherent 

identities. On the very first page of the novel, Auster introduces the complex identity of the 

detective, when the protagonist Quinn is assumed to be someone he is not, namely Paul 

Auster, a private detective: “It was a wrong number that started it, the telephone ringing three 

times in the dead of night, and the voice on the other end asking for someone he was not” (3). 

Quinn’s identity is developed further in the introductory chapters, but rather than being 

clarified, he is made increasingly less comprehensible.  

 

[Quinn] wrote mystery novels. These works were written under the name of William 

Wilson […] His private-eye narrator, Max Work, has solved an elaborate series of crimes 

[…] Over the years, Work had become very close to Quinn. Whereas William Wilson 

remained an abstract figure for him, Work had increasingly come to life. (4-6)  
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Auster subsequently brings all of these different characters together, creating a very diffuse 

image of Daniel Quinn: “In the triad of selves that Quinn had become, Wilson served as a 

kind of ventriloquist, Quinn himself was the dummy, and Work was the animated voice that 

gave purpose to the enterprise” (6). When Quinn finally succumbs to the strange person 

ringing him on the telephone, claiming that he is the fictional private detective Paul Auster, 

another layer is added to his already complex character. “’Speaking’ he said. ‘This is Auster 

speaking’” (11). As a final touch, Auster chooses to give the person who Quinn impersonates, 

his own name, and later have the ‘true’ Paul Auster appear in the story. Quinn goes to visit a 

man named Paul Auster, at his apartment in Morningside Heights. Having assumed that 

Auster is a detective, Quinn is dejected when the man says that he is, in fact, a writer. This 

character resembles greatly the ‘real’ Paul Auster (the author of City of Glass) to the extent 

that it seems impossible to decipher one from the other, even though it is obvious that they 

are, in fact, completely different– one fictional and one non-fictional. By creating this maze of 

identities within the character in who the readers put their faith (Rowland 118), Auster does 

not only break certain conventions, but he also creates a different kind of detective story 

which is constantly present throughout the novel.  

The Final Problem 

Returning to the statement made by Todorov above, on the emphasis on rationality, 

explanations and resolution (Todorov 49) it is possible to assume that, regardless of 

rationality, explanation and solution must be presented for a story to fit within the frames of 

detective fiction. This assumption is reinforced by Malmgren’s statement that the essential 

part of a detective story is that the detective’s pursuit results in arriving at the truth (153), 

ultimately meaning that answers need to be given. Connecting the elements mentioned in 

previous sections to an analysis of explanation and resolution concerning City of Glass proves 
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to be highly unsatisfactory, as Auster provides neither explanation nor solution to any of the 

questions or uncertainties raised in the novel. Reaching as far away from the act of solving a 

crime as possible, he instead creates a notion of a crime that never occurs, which therefore, 

naturally, does not need solving. All anticipation in the beginning of the novel never reaches 

the level of satisfactory events such as the detective catching or exposing the criminal. No 

truth about the expected crime is revealed and the mysteries surrounding it are left 

unresolved; was the forthcoming attempt on Peter’s life nothing more than unfounded fear, 

did he exaggerate the dangerous character of his father, or did he, in fact, play an immense 

trick on Quinn? Towards the end of the novel, the telephone number for Peter Stillman and 

his wife has been disconnected and their apartment has been cleared out. Together with the 

disappearance of the crime, the potential victim of the story has now also vanished, as if being 

the natural consequence of the removal of the crime, rather than an act of literary narrative 

choice made by Auster. Without a crime, there cannot be a victim. 

The question of the criminal, the fate of Peter Stillman Sr., is also one Auster leaves 

unanswered. Halfway through the novel Quinn loses track of Stillman Sr., and after the 

information about his suicide reaches him, it rather seems as if Quinn has stopped caring 

about the case altogether. The question thus becomes if there ever was a potentiality or a risk 

that a crime would be committed at all, and by Peter Stillman. The mere anticipation or 

expectation of a crime does not constitute an actual execution of that crime, and within the 

frame of the novel’s narrative, no crime is ever committed. There is however, another 

possibility, which is present in the periphery of the story from the 55
th

 page onwards, namely 

that Quinn chose to follow the wrong Stillman that day at Grand Central Station. Auster 

provides no further information about the second Stillman, leaving him out of the narrative 

completely, but it is impossible to unequivocally dismiss him as a possible culprit.   
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Perhaps the only true victim in City of Glass is Quinn, whose fictional life is completely 

disintegrated by Auster’s experimental and narrative games. In a way this makes him, the 

author, the actual criminal in the story. Though supposed to be the hero, in whom the readers 

put their trust to solve the mystery, to give structure to the story and carry the narrative 

towards resolution and truth, Quinn deteriorates into a quite incapacitated person. At the end 

of the novel Quinn has moved beyond recognition even to himself, and as far away from the 

image of a fictive detective as it seems possible to be. On the very final page of the novel, it is 

concluded that Quinn has also vanished, leaving nothing but his notes of the mysterious case 

behind. The red notebook, in which Quinn took notes about the peculiar case concerning Peter 

Stillman Sr., is found on the floor of a room in the apartment of Peter Stillman Jr., by the 

fictive Paul Auster and the unfamiliar person who is only then exposed as the narrator of the 

story. Rather than attempting to answers questions, Auster increases them in number, and 

when the story has come to a narrative end, the mystery is enshrouded by a thick veil of 

frustration and confusion. Quinn’s investigation, which initially was in line with that of a 

classic detective story, is disrupted by the consecutive loss of every important feature 

necessary to write a work of detective fiction.  
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Conclusion 

As mentioned in the introduction to this thesis, previous research of City of Glass has 

generally tended to turn towards ideas and characteristic elements of postmodernism to 

understand and explain Auster’s experimentations with, and deviations from generic features 

of detective fiction. The endeavour with this analysis, however, has rather been to focus 

merely on the novel’s status as a work of detective fiction. This genre has developed most 

significantly from the beginning of the 20
th

 century, and several subgenres have since then 

emerged. Associated with the detective story are a number of generic features that theorists 

and authors consider essential for a literary work to be eligible as detective fiction. Primarily, 

these features concern different attributes of the main characters in the story, including the 

victim, the culprit and the detective. They also include elements related to the crime, for 

instance, how the crime is to be executed, and later resolved and explained.  

It has been made clear previously in this essay that deviations from these rules do occur; in 

fact, it is fairly common amongst the most prominent authors of detective fiction, such as 

Christie, Doyle, and Sayers, to, in various degrees, ignore these rules, regardless of motive. 

Their works are, nevertheless, regarded as detective stories. 

When summarising the overall analysis of City of Glass, a rather simplistic conclusion 

would be that all the significant generic features of detective fiction are present in the novel: 

there is an anticipated crime which fits within the conventions of detective fiction, since there 

is no specific rule claiming that a murder must occur inside or outside of the narrated plot. A 

potential victim of this crime is present in the story, as is the suspected culprit, and there is 

also a detective who endeavours to either prevent the crime from occurring or catch the 

person who commits it. Auster initially meets the most important demands of the detective 

fiction genre, but then proceeds to demolish each of these elementary features: characters 

disappear from the story, either by taking their own lives or merely vanishing, and the 
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anticipated crime is never committed. It is, however, impossible to deny that these characters 

and events were not essential parts of the plot. The narrative is propelled forward by Quinn, 

the detective, firstly in his investigation of Peter Stillman Sr., and later describing Quinn’s 

own life, which has been shredded by his involvement with the Stillmans. Both the older and 

younger Peter Stillman did exist at some point in the story, and though they eventually slip 

out of it, they remain in the narrative and in the mind of Quinn.  

Similarly to the two Stillmans, the crime is also featured in the narrative from various 

perspectives throughout the novel, despite the fact that it is never committed. The only feature 

to deviate entirely from conventions of detective fiction, unlike the ones mentioned above, 

concerns the resolution of the story. There is no presence of solution, answers to questions, or 

uncovering of the truth.  The end of the novel is instead the opposite: a mess of untied knots 

and a sense of disillusionment causing frustration in the reader. From the beginning until the 

very end of the novel, Auster brings a multitude of questions into the narrative, such as why 

someone mistakes Daniel Quinn for Paul Auster; who Daniel Quinn truly is, and who Paul 

Auster is; what prompts Quinn to involve himself in the case and what are the true identities 

of the two Peter Stillmans. There is no possibility to receive answers to these questions. 

Nevertheless, despite the fact that the element of obscurity might work to break City of Glass 

out from within the frame of detective fiction writing, the presence of the remaining elements 

is strong enough to keep the edges of that frame glued together. 

The crucial question thus becomes much wider than what prompts us to read City of Glass 

as a work of detective fiction. In the conclusion of “Typology of Detective Fiction”, Todorov 

raises a question which is highly relevant in relation to this: “what is to be done with the 

novels which do not fit our classification?” (52). If a literary work such as City of Glass, 

though able, even if barely, to remain within the genre of detective fiction, is the subject of 

such scrutinising research, some of it mentioned in this study, it seems imperative to consider 
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if the genre of detective fiction, is in fact, in need of expansion and/or re-evaluation. Instead 

of claiming that Auster is deconstructing the detective genre and the novel form, in an act of 

postmodernist playfulness, it would be more valuable for this genre to adapt to the 

development of literary exploration. Though there are sub-genres which makes it possible to 

experiment with the generic features of detective fiction, and which perhaps have arisen 

because authors’ artistic needs have developed and increased with time, there seems to remain 

an issue of limitation within this particular genre.  
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