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This paper aims at analyzing the nature of a complex, interdisciplinary cooperation 

between two artists: the French conceptual artist and photographer Sophie Calle and the 

American fiction writer Paul Auster. The research is based on the publication entitled 

Double Game (first published in large format in 1999, then in small hardback edition in 

2007 and 2010) which was the first major publication of Calle in English. My personal 

interest towards the book has aroused when I first saw it in a bookstore in London. Its 

appearance was more appealing than a simple art catalogue, at first glance it seemed 

more like an artwork, a one-of-a-kind artist’s book tied up with a red satin ribbon. 6  

It would be more than evident to start the analysis here, detailing the physical 

characteristics of the piece, the quality of the paper and the illustrations, and the style 

how it merges two basic bodies of work: a monographic selection of Calle’s works – 

mostly photographs and photo documentation of performative, conceptual works – from 

the late 1970s to the late 1990s and their intersection with Paul Auster’s fiction writing – 

in a form of actual texts. However, my objective is rather to go beyond the simple stylistic 

interpretation of the book and reveal the complexity of the multi-layered relation and 

interaction between artists, art forms and media.  

In 1992 Auster published his seventh novel, a crime story entitled Leviathan, featuring 

a story told by a writer called Peter Aaron about his mysterious best friend Benjamin 

Sachs, his disappearance, and the circumstances of his death. Within the plot only few 

further characters are introduced, of whom one is a photographer called Maria Turner 

portrayed apparently after Sophie Calle – whom Auster thanks on the copyright page “for 

permission to mingle fact with fiction.” In return, the first page of Double Game Calle 

thanks Auster “for permission to mingle fiction with fact” followed by the rules of their 

mingling game:  

                                                 
6 

An artist’s book (also known as livre d’artiste or Künstlerbuch) is a special type of artwork made in a 
format of a book, mostly conceived by fine artists, illustrators, typographers or writers. Many of them are 
self-published in limited editions or even hand-made. For further info visit: 
http://www.vam.ac.uk/content/articles/a/books-artists/   



 

Text Conference BARBARA DUDÁS 15 

 

 
In his 1992 novel Leviathan Paul Auster thanks me for having authorized him to 
mingle fact with fiction. And indeed, on pages 60 to 67 of his book, he uses a 
number of episodes from my life to create a fictive character named Maria, who 
then leaves me to live out her own story. Intrigued by this double, I decided to turn 
Paul Auster’s novel into a game and to make my own particular mixture of reality 
and fiction. (Calle, Double Game, 1.) 

 

After the instructions she includes the said pages from Leviathan and corrects the text 

according to the facts, or to be more precise her version of the truth7, and adds some 

margin notes – such as: “over the top,” “excessive!” or “too much imagination” – with a 

red marker. By doing this, she interferes with the authenticity of the written word and 

reveals its fictional nature, but at the same time gives away information about her own 

private life. This personal voice is not uncommon in her works as she usually tells stories 

about herself – or about others she has chosen as subject – in a very intimate way, as if 

she was writing a personal journal. And indeed, as in Double Game, she often mixes 

photography with text of her own narrative writing – similarly to the practice of several 

other female artists, such as the American Mary Kelly in Post-Partum Document 8 or 

Hungarian Orshi Drozdik in Individual Mythology.9 A characteristic illustration from Calle’s 

oeuvre is the project entitled Appointment with Sigmund Freud which was realized in 

1999 in London at the Freud Museum.10 Within the framework of this exhibition she used 

relics from her own life (wedding dress, wig, etc.) and some objects from Freud’s home 

displayed in the rooms of the museum next to pink cards with stories written in the style 

of a personal journal.  

 

I had always admired him. Silently, since I was a child. On 8 November – I was 30 
years old – he allowed me to pay him a visit. He lived several hundred kilometers 

                                                 
7 

And as Foucault puts it, truth should never be seen as objective: “(…) there is no establishment of the 
truth without an essential position of otherness; the truth is never the same (…)”Michel Foucault, The 
Courage of the Truth (The Government of Self and Others II), ed. Frédéric Gros, trans. Graham Burchell 
(Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 340.  

8 
http://www.marykellyartist.com/post_partum_document.html, accessed February 05, 2015.  

9 
http://www.gandy-gallery.com/exhib2/orshi_drozdik/exhib_orshi_drozdik.html, accessed February 05, 

2015. 
10

 Sophie Calle: Appointment (February 12 – Aprils 25, 1999), 20 Maresfield Gardens, London 
http://www.freud.org.uk/exhibitions/10519/appointment/, accessed February 05, 2015.  
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from Paris. I had brought a wedding dress in my bag, white silk with a short train. I 
wore it on our first night together. (Calle, Appointment with Sigmund Freud, 82-83.) 

 
Auster is also known for his writing about identity and personal meaning, for instance in 

Leviathan the narrator Peter Aaron’s divorce was portrayed using moments of Auster’s 

own divorce. He was born in New Jersey in 1947, so he is few years older than Calle, who 

was born in 1953. After graduating from Columbia University in 1970 he lived in France 

for four years and earned a living as a French translator. During my investigation, after my 

attempt to reach Auster has failed I found the gallery that is currently representing 

Sophie Calle in New York – the Paula Cooper Gallery, where she presented the Double 

Game project in 2001 11 – and I received some answers from the Associate Director, 

Anthony Allen, who has been working with her for the past fifteen years. According to 

him, Auster and Calle did not know each other in person, he simply heard of a 

performance artist who was doing art projects for which she followed people in the street 

or got herself hired as a chambermaid, and he decided to create a character using these 

elements. In the 1980s, when Auster was most probably working on his novel, Calle was 

already a successful 30-something-year-old artist exhibiting her sometimes controversial 

works – for example the Address Book project from 1983 which was definitely an often 

quoted story in newspapers at the time – not only all across France but elsewhere in 

Europe and in the United States, as well. In Leviathan her character is being introduced as 

follows:  

 

Maria was an artist, but the work she did had nothing to do with creating objects 
commonly defined as art. Some people called her photographer, others referred to 
her as a conceptualist, still others considered her a writer, but none of these 
descriptions was accurate, and in the end I don’t think she can be pigeonholed in 
any way. Her work was too nutty for that, too idiosyncratic, too personal to be 
thought of as belonging to any particular medium or discipline. (Auster, Leviathan, 
60.) 

 

                                                 
11

 Sophie Calle: Double Game (February 24 – March 24, 2001) 
http://www.paulacoopergallery.com/exhibitions/378, accessed February 05, 2015. However the project was 
exhibited several times before: Double Game, Site Gallery, Sheffield (1998), Doubles-jeux, Centre de 
National de la Photographie, Paris (1998), Double Game, Gallery Koyanagi, Tokyo (1999), Doubles-jeux, 
Galerie Erna Hécey, Luxembourg (1999), Double Game, Camden Arts Centre, London (1999), Gotham 
Handbook, Galerie Arndt & Partner, Berlin (2002). 
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For Maria’s vivid character Auster borrowed eight projects from Calle’s practice, but he 

also made up a few, which influenced the life and practice of Sophie Calle as 

demonstrated in the first section of Double Game. Following Auster’s imagination she 

realized two projects – two daily routines – of Maria, she acted out her character and 

used it as a material for her art. In these projects she acts as subject and author at the 

same time, as she not only follows Auster’s narrative but also comments and corrects it – 

visually as well as textually. For example in the project called The Chromatic Diet (1997), 

which in Auster’s words reads as follows: 

 

Some weeks, she would indulge in what she called ‘the chromatic diet,’ restricting 
herself to foods of a single color on any given day. Monday orange: carrots, 
cantaloupe, boiled shrimp. Tuesday red: tomatoes, persimmons, steak tartare. 
Wednesday white: flounder, potatoes, cottage cheese. Thursday green: cucumbers, 
broccoli, spinach – and so on, all the way through the last meal on Sunday. (Auster, 
Leviathan, 60-61.)  

 

However, there were no colors prescribed for Friday and Saturday, therefore Calle chose 

yellow and pink, while on Sunday she threw a dinner party using all colors and settings. 

The other project invented by Auster and executed by Calle is the Days under the sign of 

B, C & W (1998) – in which she spent whole days under the spell of the letter of the 

alphabet: B for Big-Time Blonde Bimbo, C for Calle & Calle in the Cemetery, C for 

Confession and W for Weekend in Wallonia.  

The second – and also the longest – section of the book is a collection of Sophie Calle’s 

previous projects that Auster adapted in Leviathan. Every new entry starts with the date 

the given project was realized and describes the project in a few sentences mostly in first-

person narrative (very similarly to the narrative that Auster uses in his novel). In this 

section of Double Game Calle is characterized as a reckless, still hiding artist, whose 

interest mostly circles around other people’s life. As Auster describes her via Maria: 

 

(…) Other works followed, all of them driven by the same spirit of investigation, the 
same passion for taking risks. Her subject was the eye, the drama of watching and 
being watched, and her pieces exhibited the same qualities one found in Maria 
herself (…) (Auster, Leviathan, 62-63.) 

 

To follow… for instance is a project from 1979 when Calle followed strangers on the street 

– only for the pleasure of following them. She photographed them without their 
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knowledge and took detailed notes of their movements in a notebook. This project was a 

beginning of a series, all based on following someone or being followed by someone. In 

1981 she followed another stranger who she later met and talked to at a gallery opening. 

During their conversation, the man told her that he was going on a trip in Venice, where 

Calle secretly followed him to as a detective and kept track of every move of his for 

thirteen days. The same year she also asked her mother to hire a detective, who then 

later followed Calle herself and reported her daily activities to Calle’s mother.  

One of her most controversial projects of this period was the Address book (1983). A 

version of the story has a significant role in Auster’s novel and it is also one of the most 

often quoted work from Calle – but exactly because of its sensitive nature the project was 

only partially included in the Double Game publication. In 1983 the French newspaper 

Libération asked Calle to write a series of articles. Not long before that she had found an 

address book which she photocopied and returned to its owner. Then she proceeded with 

contacting the people whose name was noted down and asked them to tell her 

something about the owner of the address book. Later she published these conversations 

along with illustrative photographs of the man’s favorite activities in the said newspaper. 

Even though she never revealed the name of the man, he was recognizable from the 

descriptions – as he was a widely known documentary filmmaker – and he of course 

threatened to sue the artist for invasion of privacy.12 The unusual aspect of this project 

was that she actually used episodes of someone else’s life and shared it with a general 

public, without his permission of any kind. It was the first moment in Calle’s practice 

when fact overruled fiction – I believe that is partially the reason she and Auster were so 

thorough in giving each other permission for playing with the other’s life.   

The third and last part of the Double Game book is called The Gotham Handbook 

(1994), which is based on her proposal to Auster to write a story about a fictitious 

character named Sophie. Calle’s idea was to borrow events from the life of this character, 

and offer herself for one year to fulfil the obligation. Auster chose to send Calle what he 

described as a “Personal instruction for Sophie Calle on how to improve life in New York 

city (Because she asked …).”  (Calle, Double Game, 238.) It was open enough for her to 

find her own way through the ideas. In Double Game it holds a new feature, since the text 

                                                 
12 

 Finally, Calle agreed not to republish the work until after his death. Following that, in 2012 the project 
was published in its full length at Siglio Press, which is known for publishing „uncommon books at the 
intersection of art & literature.” Sophie Calle, The Address Book (New York: Siglio Press, 2012) 
http://sigliopress.com/book/the-address-book/     
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itself appears as a letter written with typewriter, exactly as Auster sent it to Calle. The 

text here returns again as a visual feature, as well as a script which Calle could apply as 

she pleased. 

The handbook contained quite simple instructions: to smile at random people in the 

street at any given time, and be prepared to have small conversations with them if they 

smile back. Then Auster also instructed Calle to help the miserable ones.  

 

Stock up on bread and cheese. Every time you leave the house, make three or four 
sandwiches and put them in your pocket. Every time you see a hungry person, give 
him a sandwich. Stock up on cigarettes as well. Common wisdom says that 
cigarettes are bad for your health, but what common wisdom neglects to say is that 
they give great comfort to the people who smoke them. Don’t just give one or two. 
Give away whole packs.  (Calle, Double Game, 241.) 

 

And finally: “Pick one spot in the city and think of it as yours.” She followed the 

instructions Auster gave her, found her base at a telephone booth, furnished it, brought 

flowers, orange juice, sandwiches and cigarettes – and tried to smile at people. She even 

did an overall count at the end, after one week: “125 smiles given for 72 received, 22 

sandwiches accepted for 10 refused, 8 packs of cigarettes accepted for 0 refused, 154 

minutes of conversation.” (Calle, Double Game, 293.) 

The project is documented and commented the same way Calle structured the 

previous sections of the book. She used Auster’s text as guideline but allowed herself to 

alter the story if necessary. Throughout their whole cooperation, Auster and Calle were 

constantly changing the roles of author / narrator and subject, deconstructing and 

reconstructing textual qualities, which can be analyzed from a postmodern perspective as 

a form of intertextuality.  

In Julia Kristeva’s understanding – who first interpreted the term for the Western 

public  – every text is a dynamic entity, in which relational processes and practices should 

be revealed, since, to a certain extent, every text is an intersection of other texts.13 In 

Calle’s and Auster’s case however, intertextuality should be applied with an even wider 

meaning, since Calle’s work not only textually refers to – appropriates – Auster’s novel 

and later on his handbook but also serves as inspiration for Auster as well as gives a visual 

appearance to the characters he created, which from my point of view is more important 

                                                 
13 

 María Jesús Martínez Alfaro, “Intertextuality: Origins and Development of the Concept,” Atlantis vol. 
18. no. 1/2 (1996) 
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than only analyzing the text-and-text relation.14 But as a side-note, it is vital to notice the 

way how Auster builds the character of his narrator of Leviathan. In the story, Peter 

Aaron describes his friend and their friendship as he is a detective, who tries to rely on 

facts, but constantly finds himself in a contradictory position and questions not only the 

memory of others but even his own. This method of investigation aims at describing a 

missing subject, and the way he maintains a constant uncertainty about the truth can also 

be intertextually connected to Calle’s practice. In her works, the process appears visually 

as well as in text, while in Auster’s novel there are two parallel investigations – besides 

Peter Aaron’s the second one is the police investigation that frames the story – described 

within the text that recalls the same method.  

However, in the review published in the journal called October, Rosalind Krauss (59) 

described Calle’ work as follows: “The modernist reflexivity of Calle’s art is a matter of 

what Jacques Derrida calls invagination, by which he means the folding of one story 

within another through the invention of a character who exactly repeats the opening of 

the story, thereby setting it off on its narrative course once more.” Here she points out 

the mise an abyme (frame-within-a-frame) paradigm in Calle’s and Auster’s cooperation, 

namely that the two artists are constantly referring to one another without revealing the 

foundation of reality or truth in their story. In literary terms this phenomenon could also 

be called autofiction, which appears in other works of Calle as well, for example in the 

aforementioned Appointment with Sigmund Freud exhibition or in her cooperative 

project with Laurie Anderson entitled Absent.15 In this latter exhibition the visitors were 

offered an audio-guide – a walkman – which led them through the exhibition with Calle 

herself talking about the exhibited objects and their personal importance, accompanied 

by the music composed by Laurie Anderson. This was the same year Calle received The 

Gotham Handbook from Auster, and a similar attempt to communicate with another 

medium. 

In conclusion, I believe, that the essence of Calle’s art is that she treats her practice as 

she was following a written script, no matter whether the actual text was written by her, 

or by a fiction writer or the piece correlates, intertwines with a different media. Insisting 

on her strategy serves as the strongest element for her practice and also proves Auster 

                                                 
14 

As it was analyzed by Anna Khimasia in her essay: “Authorial Turns: Sophie Calle, Paul Auster and the 
Quest for Identity,” Image & Narrative issue 19. (November, 2007), 
http://www.imageandnarrative.be/inarchive/autofiction/khimasia.htm, accessed February 05, 2015.   

15 
 Sophie Calle, Laurie Anderson: Absent, March 27 – May 29, 1994 (Museum Boijmans van Beuningen, 

Rotterdam) 
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right when he was describing her via his character as someone who does not belong to 

any particular discipline or medium.    
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