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Philipp says

What alovely subway read. Neat little chunks of insight.

| have a special fondness for their sign-offs. Nothing special, usually "best" or "all the best”" - but especially
Coetzee's tend to come after some sort of bleak pronouncement.

Something like, "...al in al, humanity isvile. -- All the Best, John"

I think if you follow the "progress’ of the sign-offs, they begin to approach one another. Auster's start more
fawningly ("yoursin friendship" or something like that, after a personal wish to meet again and hoping
everything's going well).

Noor says

Salvator e says

(2015) Interestingly I'm much more sympathetic to this project this time around. Perhaps because |'ve been
re-reading Coetzee and it's much more fascinating to hear of hisinsecurities and his thoughts on certain
subjects. Auster istoo easily swayed; Coetzee per usual is more considered and cooler in hiswriting. | don't
know if sparksfly, but their occasions sometimes exhibit such possibilities.

(Feb 2013) My gut reaction is, why would anyone want to publish letters when he or sheis alive?

They, lettersthat is, are things that maybe scholars will compile years after an artist's death, due to the
interest in the mundane of that person's, the artist's, life. At that point the art has become so great, so mythic
that the artist becomes an object of interest. Thus, the diary entries become curious, maybe we laymen will
be able to gain greater insight into the artistic process, into inspirations, into why that piece of art we cherish
so much germinated. We want answers. (And, in my humble opinion, we should be refused.)

To publish something like one's own letters seems to me a bit exhibitionist, and it creates a sense for the
reader that these letters were scribbled, posted, faxed for the sole purpose of being published, for others other
than the intended to read. Therefore, the intimacy that one may pour into aletter - meant for a specific other's
eyes - may not happen. The artist will prohibit/censor himself from writing poorly about a colleague if they
know this colleague may be reading. And literature is meant to be the peering into another's personal letters
without that person knowing. The reader overhears. That's what makes reading so devilishly taboo.

Perhaps what this book needs is someone to introduce why these letters actually exist, what the relationship
between the masterful writers Paul Auster and JM Coetzee (two of my favourite living writers) actualy is.
Because asit currently reads, it's just random musings - mostly on sport, sometimes on theory of writing - of
two men. The flap copy doesn't suggest that it would be anything otherwise. But a book like this wants to be
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curated.

I'm sure that's the point - that it is not curated, that it is arambling from two thinkers, to prove that letter
writing is just as mundane as you could imagine it to be. But again, since thisis published in their lifetimes,
you'd think that something a bit more devilish from either of them would be elicited. Neither of themisa
good letter-writer. Then again, neither was Jane Austen (at least for using letters as the means to create an
epistolary novel).

But does it suggest that friendship, in any of itsforms, isredlly like this?

Mari Sanfon says

.........................................................................................

http://popul arpopcorn.blogspot.com/20...
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I randomly picked this book up. Since | have read a bit of Coetzee and Paul Auster, | felt tempted to read
their letters. In the first few pages, | did not find anything particularly interesting. However, | kept reading, |
got really drawn to their conversation after reading the first few pages. These letters are not too long. Usually
less than 2 pages, so one can always skip the mundane | etters.

Even with my very little experience of both these writers, | feel that both these writers write from a'good
place.’ | understand their politics and vision. At first | thought | liked Coetzee |etters more because of their
content and what he has to say about a range of issues, but later | also found endearing ruminations in Paul's
letterstoo. As| struggled to make my mind up, | finished the book.

They discuss many things from ordinary stuff to vital issues: death, life, politics, writers, books. In one of the
letters, Paul reflects on the unexpected death of some of hisfriends;

"I have been living in a state of gloom and sorrow these past months. It has been a season of death, atime of
funerals, memorial services, and condolence |etters, and even as the headlines announce the disintegration of
our flawed and ragged world, these private |osses have touched me far more deeply than the mayhem
burning in the universe at-arge."

He mourns these deaths and poignantly writes"| tell myself that | should know better than to fedl surprised,
that such is the way of the world, that we are still mortal beings and our end can come at any time, but the
long view offers not the smallest shred of consolations. The heart aches. There is simply no cure for it."

Since these letters are written by two special authors, one glimpses delightful and engaging views on books
and writers. For instance, | got to know about Edward Said's book 'Of Late Style'. Since the authors discuss,
among other things, matters concerning 'styl€e’, | just felt drawn to the title of Said's book. Since these letters
contain interesting information on books and other artists, one might be led to other inviting pastures— other
fascinating books, for example.

In some letters, they have talked alot of sports particularly football. | often skipped those pages and hoped
for themes | enjoyed most— writing, language, literature.
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Stephen P says

As| opened the covers the two men appeared. It is not that | listened or overheard. It is more mystical. | sat
within their conversation, remaining still and quiet.

Both writers were bound by their affection for one another, the casual openness and acceptance after
exchanging these letters over a span of three years, their common path of living an inner life-a path which
chose them- the vast number of topics they thought deeply on, their erudition, their mutual respect.

These aspects, | realized, led to each furthering their thinking, reaching deeper inside. A mixture of sheer
intelligence and humility. This friendship precluded one- ups-man-ship. Spellbound, listening closely, |
sensed the great Coetzee' s vulnerability, his human doubts about himself as awriter. Auster at one point lets
him know that their long periods of absence from one another, the bonding through these letters sent, has led
to Coetzee existing within his mind. He finds himself talking with Coetzee pointing out things he sees, odd
events, thoughts coming to him.

They left and | realized how late it was. Being so immersed time vanished. What an opportunity. One | won't
forget. | closed the covers.

Fatima Alammar says
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Lisa says

[4.5 stars] | was thoroughly entranced by this exchange of letters between Paul Auster and J.M. Coetze,
which | listened to on audio. | am adevoted Paul Auster fan (slowly working my way through al his books)
and love listening to his voice. | may even have aliterary crush on him. But until now, | didn't have any
particular interest in J.M. Coetze, other than liking Disgrace. Y et the current between them was electric -
their opinions and ideas were pure fun to listen to!

| feel asense of loss now that it is over and wish there was a sequel. Letters 2012-2018 perhaps?

Trish says

There was aways the chance that the letters between two literary friends wouldn’t be as interesting as their
novels. That hasn’t happened, at least to me. On the contrary, | find their thoughts on the current state of
Israel, the work of Philip Roth and Franz Kafka, and their own method of imagining fiction completely
absorbing. Thoughtful men on subjects about which we may disagree...

Their letters reflect their novels; that is, Auster is so concrete, sports-minded, explicitly organizing the rooms
(cities, countries) in which his characters move, sending articles, being an instigator...while
Coetzee—sometimes we have difficulty figuring out which place on earth he is speaking of. And yet, his
ideas are bigger, deeper, more honed. He appears to be at home on every continent, except perhaps Asia. But
as he says, he sleeps better in Europe, in the time zone of his natal South Africa.

The two men are not equally intelligent, nor equal writers, but how would that work, to speak of it among
friends? Thejoy | get at reading what Coetzee is thinking is entirely what this collection of |etters is abouit.
Though these ideas and scraps of writing are not curated, his succinctness allows me to see the care with
which he marshals his thoughts, and what he worries about as he ages.

There is too much here, in this short book, to point to al that moved me, but within a page, in hisfirst letter
addressing the subject of male friendship, Coetzee has reminded us

"...of aremark by the character Christopher Tietjensin Ford Madox Ford’ s Parade’ s End: that
one goes to bed with awoman in order to be able to talk to her. Implication: that turning a
women into amistressisonly afirst step; the second step, turning her into afriend, isthe one
that matters, but being friends with awoman you haven't slept with isin practice impossible
because there istoo much unspoken in the air."

In aletter about male friendship, this tiny mention addresses a question | have pondered forever, it seems.
Coetzee says further than unlike “love or politics, which are never what they seem to be, friendship iswhat it
seemsto be. Friendship istransparent.” Y es, this clarifying definition places this relationship where it
belongs: in the light, unashamed, unembarrassed, unrehearsed. Further,
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"...the most interesting reflections on friendship come from the ancient world...becausein
ancient times people did not regard the philosophical stance as an inherently skeptical one,
therefore did not take it as given that friendship must be other than it seemsto be, or conversely
concluded that if friendship iswhat it seemsto be, then it cannot be a fit subject for
philosophy."

On this subject and in hisfirst letter, Auster doesn’t mesh well with Coetzee' s lead. He writes at much
greater length but says less—that men and women can be friends so long as no physical attraction enters the
equation. His mind turned instead to “friendship is a component of marriage” and “marriageis above al a
conversation, and if husband and wife do not figure out away to become friends, the marriage has little
chance of surviving.” All true, but perhaps not the direction indicated. He does accurately, | think, point out
that “the best and most | asting friendships are based on admiration.”

Anyway, Auster proposes a topi c—sport—which shows up in alackadaisical way throughout the series of
letters. One gets the sense that it is Coetzee now that will engage but has little real interest in the topic. We
learn that Coetzeeis an avid bicyclist who travels pretty frequently in Europe by this method, but he worries
that he rarely has much to say about histrips afterward, that he is the worst travel writer and reporter ever.
Auster points out that Coetzee is not areporter, after all, but something far more creative.

But | think | understand that worry of Coetzee's. It is endearing, that he worries. It iswhy we like him.
Towards the end of this book of letters, nearly four years into the experiment of letter-writing, Coetzee came
back from hisfirst trip to India with two observations, nothing about color, heat, food, or filth. First, that
animalsin India, the ones he saw, like pigs, cows, dogs, monkeys, were not treated cruelly but were accepted
and tolerated for their habits and characteristics, even for behaviors that intrude upon the sphere of men. He
contrasted that to Africa, where animals are treated with contempt and an unthinking cruelty as for alower
form of life.

The second observation he came back with was that some people in India are perilously poor, very closeto
subsistence living, and yet the reservoir of practical skills, sheer industriousness, and the “intelligent hands”
that in any other culture would make them respected artisans, demonstrate the vast potential of only very
partialy tapped human resources. He says no more about it, but one does get a sense of ...is it hope? | may be
making his thoughts sound banal, but in their context they are anything but and are more like opening a
window to a scene you never expected to see.

Coetzee is older than Auster by seven years, and both men are happily married to long-time spouses. The
four seem to get along with one another and every year they would run into one another at a conference or
plan to meet up when in the same country. This correspondence covers things they think about while apart.

Onefinal remark of Coetzee' s about the writing of Philip Roth which so closely parallels something | have
written about Updike and Irving that | laugh to include it here:

"I don't find Exit Ghost a particularly notable addition to the Roth canon. | know that Roth
relishes the challenge of wringing something fresh out of stock situations, but thereis only so
much mileage one can get out of the aging male struggle against decay to prove hisvirility one
last time."

Edgar Trevizo says
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No sé qué sentir de este libro. Parami Coetzee es el mejor escritor que he leido, el més cercano ami' y uno
de los més brillantes, lGcidos y constantes. En cambio Auster fue un escritor de mi temprana juventud a que
admiré, pero no por su brillo intelectual, sino por su imaginacion, que luego me decepcionaria. La amistad es
misteriosa, y en este caso me asombra que se haya dado entre estos dos persongjes. El nivel intelectual de
ambos es muy disparejo, Auster no se compara en ello con Coetzee, y, por desgracia, eso baj6 €l nivel del
Ultimo, ami parecer. En sus novelas hay brillos deslumbrantes a cada pagina. No fue éste el caso. Pero claro,
€S0 se gana uno por husmear en |os discursos personales, en |os asuntos cotidianos de quienes no son
escritores todo el tiempo, sino que a veces también son personas comunes que, como toda persona, pueden
gozar de conversaciones sin mayor trascendencia. Me senti incluso incomodo a veces, con la sensacién de
gue no deberia estar leyendo sus conversaciones privadas y hoy hechas publicas. Me quedo con sus novelas.
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Diaa Jubaili says
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Michael Bryson says

When | was reading this, | found it compelling. | wanted to keep going, find out how it "ended," but it (of
course) never really ended. It just ended. It had, ala Julian Barnes, the sense of an ending.

As| wasreading it, | liked it. Upon reflection, not so much.

My disappointments outhumber my pleasure points. As such, dear book, | think we should break up. It's
probably me, not you, but thisis areview of you.

Thus, | had admiration for each of these authors before | read their correspondence, yet my admiration for
them is diminished, not amplified, by seeing them all up close and personal.

Why so much discussion of sports? Why so clueless about the 2008 economic collapse? Why so little
disagreement or pressing of the other into greater unknowns?

I wish now to read asimilar correspondence between Carver and Bartheme, or Didion and Sontag. Pierre
Trudeau and Brian Mulroney. The genre has possibilities that have been only faintly outlined here.

Coetzee plays the pessimist to Auster's optimist. This gives them apoint of conflict but it also cliche. Auster
is the bubbling American, ever hopeful, and Coetzee is old-world rogue, confirmed in his near-cynicism by
perpetual disaster.

These tropes play to neither author's advantage. Ultimately | felt that too many opportunities of interest were
lost. Coetzee isreflecting on mortality (his own) and "late styl€". He makes some general observations and
Auster offers a series of examples that contradict Coetzee's drift, but the topic is not run to ground.

Thisbook is superficial! That ismy conclusion, though it surprises me to say so. Neither of these men is
superficial, and their work isfull of complexity, but | wanted more from their interaction.

It justiswhat it is. Play it again, Lenny Bruce.

Jigar Brahmbhatt says

Loved going through the personal letters of two very unique writers, whose work has affected and excited
me at different stages. They are both very lucid letter writers. It was like sitting in aquiet corner as they
engaged in interesting conversations, ranging from Kafka's eating habits, to numerical representation of
games, to the future of books, to Coetzee'strip to India, to alink between creativity and monkish living, to
their mutual appreciation of Samuel Beckett. It was nice to know that they share a cordial bond and are
ultimately good people with usual family lives. It was amusing to read Paul Auster, the creator of isolated
and often depressive narrators, cheerfully describe Christmas dinners. Interesting also was to know Coetzee's
views on how the digital publishing will eventually replace bookstores. He, in his very direct manner,
shattered the romanticism alot of us slip into when talking of books:

"The fact that what we call abook can be picked up in one's hands, has asmell and afed of itsown, isan
accident of its production with no relevance to what the book conveys'. Accident of its production :)

Those who have read James Wood's essay on Paul Auster, stingingly titled "The Shallowness of Paul
Auster", will know that it is not easy for awriter to digest such acriticism. | partly agreed with Wood.
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Though nothing could and will change my admiration for Auster's "New york Trilogy" and the way it taught
me that stories could be told differently. So | remain in two-minds every time it comes to Auster...I am
awaystrying to like his other works on the merits of that one book! Anyway, so when the James Wood
criticism is brought up in their conversations, Coetzee remains sympathetic and acknowledges that it is hard
for awriter not to feel like giving the critic a punch in the face. "Norman Mailer actually punched acritic in
the stomach," one of them says, but they both agree that nothing like that is required in this case. However,
Auster ends the discussion saying: "I mustn't complain, least of all about a man whose name suggests that
one day he will be eaten by termites." Termites, no less!

277 277 say’s
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Azheen Bajalan says
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