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MUSIC IN A FOREIGN LANGUAGE





“The strikingly inventive structure of this novel allows the author to explore the similarities between fictions and history. At any point, there are infinite possibilities for the way the story, a life, or the history of the world might progress. The narrator wants to write a novel about a man and a woman who meet on a train, but is constantly distracted by his awe at the randomness of events and the number of discarded alternative stories. His ruminations are interspersed with a narrative about two friends, living in a totalitarian Britain, who are suspected of sedition. The whole work is enjoyably unpredictable, and poses profound questions about the issues of motivation, choice and morality.”


The Sunday Times





“Watch Andrew Crumey, whose very different Music, in a Foreign Language handled real intricacies of time and ideas with astonishing maturity in a haunting, low-key up-date of 1984.”


Douglas Gifford in The Scotsman’s Books of the Year





“an accomplished exercise in European post-modernism.”


Catherine Lockerbie





“Music, in a Foreign Language is complex in its change of time and points of view but entertaining, and at the same time very chilling in its convincing impression of life in a police state.”


Paul Scott on Scottish Television at The Saltire Awards





“a writer more interested in inheriting the mantle of Perec and Kundera than Amis and Drabble. Like much of the most interesting British fiction around at the moment, Music, in a Foreign Language is being published in paperback by a small independent publishing house, giving hope that a tentative but long overdue counter-attack is being mounted on the indelible conservatism of the modern English novel.


With this novel he has begun his own small stand against cultural mediocrity, and to set himself up, like his hero, as ‘a refugee from drabness. From tinned peas, and rain.’”


Jonathan Coe in The Guardian





“an intriguing and illuminating post-modern meditation on betrayal, death, and paths not taken, both personal and historical. Employing fiction within a fiction, Crumey constructs a-philosophical jigsaw puzzle, partly a portrayal of an alternative, Eastern European-style post-war Britain, partly the story of the exiled narrator’s life and of the characters in the novel he’s writing. A promising debut from a talented and unusual writer.”


The Glasgow Herald





“The main theme of this very impressive first novel is that of the falsity of both fiction and reality; and I predict that Andrew Crumey is going to be one of the major novelists who work on the boundaries between ‘truth’ and illusion.”


Books in Scotland
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Chapter One


Two centuries ago, a certain Prince sought immortality in a manner unusual even by the standards of his age. Whereas others might choose to fight glorious battles, raise monuments, or pass far-reaching laws, our Prince decided instead to devote himself to a lifelong career as the author of fantastic cities.


It began with Margaretenburg. This cherished work of his early years – the outpouring of a broken-hearted youth – was created and named in honour of the woman to whom he had been betrothed, until smallpox robbed him of her. The idea came to him as she lay on her death-bed, and within six months of her passing, all of the initial plans had been laid for her memorial. A map of the city had been constructed, displaying the perfect geometry of his conception (his reaction to the meaningless cruelty of the world), and a competition had brought forth architectural designs of the utmost splendour. Every street and building, every park and fountain would be named in memory of the woman he had lost.


Still unsure of the finer details of the proposed city, the Prince ordered a further set of charts which would show individual areas on a larger scale, and he also ordered the rendering of the intended buildings in a series of fine engravings. Landscape painters were brought from all over Europe to make illustrations of the city seen from the surrounding hills (which were themselves already being mapped, by a sub-committee of the cartographical division). At the end of this second stage (which lasted about eighteen months), the Prince felt he had come to know the city of Margaretenburg much better – to the extent that he could visit it now in his imagination, and discuss his walks with his courtiers. Nevertheless there remained many things during these hypothetical visits which were intangible and uncertain (and the Prince would not dream of commissioning any construction over which there hung the slightest uncertainty). How, for example, would the gardens smell? (a horticultural committee was formed). And would the smoke from the houses interfere with the air of the Royal Residence? (a team of eminent scientists was assembled).


This period of consultation went on for another three years. The memory of Margarete still lay heavy in the heart of the Prince, and his determination to carry on with her memorial city was undiminished; however, the cost of planning had by now placed a considerable strain on the Treasury, and it began to seem unlikely that there would be enough money left with which to begin building. A committee for finance ruled that the project could no longer remain in a state of expensive conjecture.


And yet there was still so much that was undecided. A catalogue of street plans had been compiled, and engravings of the main buildings and their interiors – but of their furnishings, there was still no more than the vaguest notion. The roads had all been named, and allocated their neat borders of trees and shrubs – but how would the fallen leaves be dealt with in autumn? And when the rains came, could anyone be sure that the drains would operate effectively? Despite all the work which had been done, the city still seemed elusive and slippery; a thing which could not yet be relied upon to come forth into the world exactly according to plan.


After much deliberation, the Prince made his decision. The city of Margaretenburg would remain a dream – a conceptual city, consisting not of streets and buildings, but of maps and illustrations. It would be a city of ideas, and as such would be a memorial more lasting than any heap of stone, since ideas alone can lay claim to immortality. All of the paperwork, in which the great city was described, was deposited in Margarete’s mausoleum. And then the Prince declared that his period of mourning was over.


So it was that he completed his first work. It was now nearly five years since the tragic event which had initially inspired him, and with the closing of this chapter of his life, he felt at last a release from the long burden of his grief. Looking back, he would one day see signs of youthful impulse (even immaturity) in some aspects of the city of Margaretenburg. The mixture of styles creates clashes, dissonances (the juxtaposition of florid stucco above severe classical lines, for example, on the Lischitzky Palace). And the clock-face pattern of the streets is a conceit which would be considered unworthy of his later manner. Nevertheless, this first city showed all the signs of that irrepressible originality which one could call genius. If the strokes of inspiration were still spasmodic, then this was only through lack of practice and the skill which arises after long trial and error. All of this would come later.


The Prince became once more involved in affairs of state. He married and had three children, and it seemed that the city of Margaretenburg might be little more than a youthful folly. But during this middle phase of his career, there were to be three more conceptual cities.


Already he had created the City as Memorial. His next venture would be the City as Fantasy. Shortly after the birth of his second child, the Prince found himself in a state of malaise and dissatisfaction with life which manifested itself as a boredom with his wife, and an interest in one of the young ladies at court. He found himself dreaming of a city where he could indulge his passions to the full. Once more he assembled his team of architects and cartographers, and together they set about designing Herzchen. Things proceeded much more quickly this time – a town was conceived which had as its basis not the good order of an industrious populace (as was the case with Margaretenburg), but rather the wholehearted pursuit of pleasure. At the centre lay a great park, which was itself based on the map of the world. Its continents were lands of amusement – the Americas, where exotic caged birds gave delight and fascination; Asia, in which exquisite sweetmeats were served in the fabulous glass pagoda; Africa, which housed a wonderful menagerie; and Europe, where the well-ordered lawns would resound to constant music from a resident orchestra. Around this garden of hedonism, the remainder of the city would orbit as a mere place of rest; on the map, the great green centre bore on its periphery the yellow streets and houses like parasites on some huge lethargic animal.


Herzchen was a mere trifle, but it marked a new phase in the Prince’s career as Author of Cities. There was a greater confidence now in his efforts, in contrast to the hesitant progress which he had made with Margaretenburg. When at last the task was completed, he had the book of maps and engravings locked away in a large chest (specially made for the purpose), and then he forgot all about Herzchen – along with the woman who had inspired it.


Two more cities would be founded during this brilliant middle period. Pomonia was the City as Celebration, designed to commemorate a battle which his twelve-year-old son would have fought and won, had there been a war on at the time. It was a city of fine statues, grand arches and noble barracks, and the engravings of it won fame throughout Europe, so that the Prince’s unique vision became a constant subject of conversation among elevated circles. It was in answer to this new-found celebrity that he embarked on Spellensee – the City as Entertainment. Conceived as a picturesque settlement in an attractive lakeside setting, it would have as its major source of income the thousands of visitors who would come to bathe in the clear waters, and enjoy the many theatres, concert-halls and galleries. Everything was geared to satisfying contemporary taste – the most fashionable painters were commissioned to make illustrations of the works they would contribute to the art galleries; operas were similarly made to order. Coffee-houses (such as had recently become popular) would abound.


And yet it was all a disaster. Sales of the richly illustrated guidebook to Spellensee did little to cover the vast cost of the operation, and after four years of work the Treasury was almost bankrupted by it. Never again would the Prince neglect his own artistic instincts in favour of the clamouring masses, whose interest could so easily evaporate. Spellensee became an object of loathing for him – abandoned in an incomplete and unsatisfactory state, its plans were destroyed in a fit of rage. The Prince declared that he would never create another city.


And yet, years later, he would embark on what was to be the greatest of all his projects. He was past fifty; a man who could look back on a solid lifetime’s achievement which would ensure that his name would be remembered. This however, was not enough for him. The bitter memory of Spellensee still rankled – but there was also Pomonia, and there was Herzchen; and above all, there was Margaretenburg – his first work and in many ways (despite all its flaws) his best, since it was his most sincere. His career, he now could see, had been a gradual process of dilution – an almost imperceptible squandering of his talents. He had produced works which won fame, and yet had no lasting worth.


For many months he was in a state of deep depression. He neglected his duties, and his family, and chose instead to immerse himself once more in the maps and illustrations of his first city, which he retrieved from the mausoleum where they had lain.


After long weeks of solitary study and reflection, the Prince felt at last that he had found the true object for his efforts – the achievement which would validate all his earlier attempts, and provide an appropriate conclusion to his life’s work. Margaretenburg had pointed the way, but he had chosen to ignore its signs; he had pursued the worldly, the concrete, the transitory and valueless. He had wasted years of his life on cities of pleasure, of hollow celebration, of facile entertainment. He would now embark on a project which would equal Margaretenburg in the solemnity of its high purpose; but this time no-one would stop him or cause him to compromise his ideals – his task would be by its very nature incapable of completion, and yet he would continue as long as his life and health allowed.


He would design the City as Encyclopaedia; a city which would provide an exposition of the complete range of human knowledge as currently understood. At its centre there would not be royal palaces, or pleasure gardens, or places of low entertainment. Instead, there would be a Museum and Library such as had never before been imagined. This alone would be enough to occupy him for a lifetime, and yet there would be so much more besides, in this great city of the imagination.


To begin with, the Prince put together an entirely new team of planners, architects, cartographers and engravers. He chose people who were young, impressionable, free from the need to preserve any reputation, and therefore willing to go wherever the task might lead. No idea must be rejected as too outrageous; everything would be subjected to equal scrutiny and consideration. And this city, unlike all the others, would be planned down to the very finest detail – nothing would be left incomplete. The cost would be enormous, but this also had been taken into account. The State itself – its entire means and all the energy of its workforce – would be directed to the one labour which would grant every citizen a place in immortality. Their own humble, mundane city (small, imperfect and inconsequential) would devour itself to create another – one which would be topographically perfect, socially harmonious, and in the range of wisdom contained within its boundaries, incapable of further addition.


Everything was sold which could attract a buyer. The Court was dissolved; its members assigned new roles in the work of planning. Only those subjects whose occupation was absolutely essential to the continued well-being of the citizenry (and hence the continuation of the Prince’s plans) were spared from the project which henceforth would be the sole industry of the State. A competition was held to name the place, and was won by a Professor of Philology who proposed (for reasons which alone occupied most of the first volume of the Introductory Remarks to the City) the name of Rreinnstadt.


Laying out the streets and designing the buildings was only the smallest part of the whole enterprise. Not only every edifice, but the interior of these constructions also would have to be planned and illustrated; their furnishings and decorations, and moreover their occupants – biographies, memoirs and reminiscences would have to be written (with painstaking attention to consistent cross-referencing). There would be music and paintings for the concert-halls and galleries (not the hollow efforts of Spellensee, but works of profundity and beauty) and in addition, there would be commentaries and analyses of these works and their creators. The weather above Rreinnstadt – the patterns of the clouds, and the duration of sunlight or rainfall – all of these would have to be calculated in an operation which would break new ground in meteorology. But greatest of all, there was the planning of the Museum and Library, and their as-yet undiscovered contents.


This crucial element of the operation became, from the very outset, shrouded in secrecy and speculation. Even those who worked within the Museum Division were familiar only with those aspects in which they had direct involvement. Whether the Prince himself was able to keep track of the growth of his creation was itself a matter of debate.


The Museum’s superficial appearance, on the other hand, was well known to all – a grand building overlooking a spacious square. The internal layout, similarly, would be familiar to anyone who took the trouble to examine the freely available plans – the many maps showing the locations of glass cases, of shelves, of cabinets. In the Museum, one wing was devoted to the Natural World, another to the Human. Each wing was then further divided – the Natural World being split into plant and animal; animal into flying, swimming and crawling; crawling into legless and legged, and so on in a constantly branching hierarchy of classification. Thus every beast in the world had its logical place, preserved in a case situated in the appropriate section. (One may guess that there would be many empty cases awaiting the discovery of the appropriately classified animal; four-winged birds, for example, or feathered fish). The Human World was split according to an initial classification based on the five Senses and the three Faculties (memory, reason and imagination); so that paintings, for example, would be located at the intersection of two fine stairways, one leading from the Vestibule of Sight, the other from the Concourse of Imagination (via a corridor which passes through the Craft Department situated above the Hall of Touch). History, on the other hand, was reached from the Arcade of Memory (whose magnificent marble interior became the subject of a fine suite of engravings). The interconnectedness of all human knowledge and achievement would be reflected in the complexity of the internal architecture of the Museum, which came to be compared to a sponge, a crystal or a veined leaf. The ever-growing ramifications of the network of corridors and passageways soon led to countless redraftings of the interior plans and drawings, as cryptic instructions came from the Museum Division asking for the inclusion of a new route between, say, the Room of Forgotten Skills and the Chamber of Religion; or from the Mezzanine of Ambition to the Alcove of Dexterity. What these pathways may denote or imply, none could guess unless he was privy to the deepest secrets of the Museum’s notional curators.


And as for the Library (which was linked to its neighbour by a system of passageways whose subtlety would extend almost beyond the possibility of symbolic representation), here there lay mysteries which were greater still. The same classification was used as in the Museum – the two buildings forming mirror images each of the other (in the engravings of the facades, the beauty of this symmetry is particularly evident). Each object in the Museum (it has been generally believed) would have been associated with a book (or several books) in the Library. However, there would also be many books which could not correspond with any exhibit (the natural history of unicorns, for example, or the geometry of round squares). The fact that these books greatly outnumber those whose function is to catalogue the exhibits next door means that the overall size of the Library (despite the density of its shelving) is equal to that of its neighbour (thus ensuring the preservation of that symmetry which was deemed so desirable by its original team of architects).


One had then (or would have had) a perfectly balanced edifice, in which everything which the human mind is capable of inventing or understanding has its place. A symmetrical complex in two halves, linked by corridors and passageways, in which knowledge can be transferred or relocated, reclassified and synthesized, simply by wandering through its richly decorated interior. One would have, in marble, glass and wood, a kind of brain, whose source of activity would be the endless perambulations of its curators, attendants and visitors. So that the city of Rreinnstadt would be not only the City as Encyclopaedia, but the City as Organism also; its central brain-like structure linked by grand roads to the watchtowers on the city walls, and the observatory in the hills beyond. An organism which would moreover have awareness of itself – for would not all those maps and plans, those biographies and engravings be included somewhere within the Library? Would the Museum not contain itself as the grandest of its exhibits?


It was a vision which makes the mind dizzy with wonder – a vision of which only our noble Prince could have been capable. It was his life’s work, and also that of all his subjects, working now towards the sublime goal which he had set for them. Their own neglected houses soon fell into ruin, the roads into disrepair; food became scarce, but not paper and ink (for supplies of these most precious commodities were always ensured). Famine and epidemic could not be held back indefinitely, but their threat held no terror. For the Prince’s subjects, their ultimate reward would be that great Cenotaph, erected on the central square opposite the Museum and Library, on which would be carved the name of the Prince, above those of every one of his subjects, and at the foot would be inscribed the words: ‘To the memory of those who gave everything, that Rreinnstadt may live forever.’




Chapter Two


Schenck was a cartographer, and had worked on Rreinnstadt for ten years, ever since its inception by the Prince. Originally, Schenck was drafted into the Accounts Department, calculating the wages of some of Rreinnstadt’s notional inhabitants. But it was observed that his penmanship was good, and so he was soon moved to the Cartography Office.


The ability to write well and copy accurately was one of the chief skills needed for his new job. Since the object of study was a city which did not exist other than on paper, the cartographer need no longer worry over such things as surveying or taking measurements. No need now for him to stand in wind and rain, his plumb line blown off course as he tries to set up his theodolite. Now it was only other maps which he would survey; his first aim being to maintain total consistency with everything which had been done before – not only the existing maps showing the simple positions of buildings and streets, but also those others which indicated height above sea-level, and others yet which showed the successive buildings, in order, which had occupied a given spot (for already by now the city of Rreinnstadt had become a thing with its own history; it had become an entity capable of transformation and development). On the shelves of the Cartography Office, there were maps of such a scale that only a single room of a single residence was shown, or a small portion of a room (every item meticulously charted and illustrated – the contours of a silver plate, or a cup upon a table; the bearings and co-ordinates of a Turkish rug spread across a floor). There were maps of finest rice-paper which could be overlaid, one upon the other, so as to show in ever-deepening layers the cross sections of the city at successive heights, and maps which indicated not only positions in space, but in time also – plans showing the location of individual citizens on particular days, at particular times (individuals whose lives were at that moment being chronicled by the Biographical Division).


It was amongst such documents that Schenck had lived and worked for the last ten years. The table from which he ate his lunch each day was an atlas placed upon his lap, and at night his dreams were laced with sweet filaments of latitude and longitude. The world itself had become for Schenck a great chart; its rich vocabulary of contours and features, a text which was completely self-contained, completely consistent, and yet endlessly perplexing. And the future which he foresaw for himself was a gradual traversing across the uncertain surface of the map, drawn at the moment of his birth, which defined his own destiny in every detail.


One day, Schenck was sent upstairs to deliver some plans to the Biographical Division. This was situated in a great high-ceilinged room, lined with galleries of shelves, amongst which the Biographers circulated endlessly, as they brought into existence the citizens of Rreinnstadt. Here was the place where new life was created; memories, dreams and speculations. It was work of inestimable importance (as the Biographers kept reminding everyone else), and when Schenck found the person he was looking for, he was curtly thanked and then dismissed as if he were no more than a servant.


Schenck made his way back along the gallery, looking down at the rows of Biographers sitting at their desks. The only sounds were those of nibs squeaking, of pens being dipped into inkwells, or of pages being turned. They even had to wear special overshoes, so as not to disturb the others whenever they needed to go and search for documents.


And then he saw her, sitting amongst the others, and it was a kind of revelation.


She was wearing green. Her hair was red, her skin pale and marked in places with a fine network of lilac veins – marked in those places where the skin is thinnest, as for example where it stretches across the protuberance of a clavicle. This was the part which the Cartographer now watched, as she sat bent over her writing. He watched from a distance that taut area of pale skin, and the threads of veins like some hypothetical system of roads, or rivers. And he watched the thickening of the skin, its deepening, as his gaze fell southwards, beneath those chilly regions, towards the warm promise of her bosom.


If she were to lean further forwards, or else perhaps to adjust the position in which she was sitting, then he would see more. New contours would be revealed, new regions of that inviting surface. Much later, in his memory, he would compare what he saw then with his subsequent, more detailed survey.


Schenck knew that he ought to leave, now that he had completed his errand. But no one was paying any attention to him (they were always like that in Biography). And he was fascinated by what he saw; the arresting contrast of thick red hair against her white neck, and the green dress. Her pale skin called to mind a map he had once seen, of the Earth’s polar regions. If she leaned further over her work, he might see more of her bosom. This hope, mingled with fear, kept him fixed in awe. He remained where he stood, motionless, his, mouth dry, his stomach tightening with an excitement bordering on dread.


So that now, on the map of Schenck’s life, a new feature had appeared; a snow-capped vision of mountainous beauty. And the seismic impression of this moment would send tremors to the very edges of his existence; across the distant years, he would. come to recall those ridges of half-remembered dreams, gulleys of distorted memory, appearing and then vanishing again without warning. Everywhere he might choose to look on his life’s map, whichever way he should turn now, he would see her indentation upon the landscape, like the hollow which remains upon a pillow after the head has risen.


Then at last she leaned forwards; aware already, he now felt sure, of his observation. She leaned forwards, consenting to his momentary mapping of her body – or rather condescending. And as she moved, everything changed – a shifting topography of skin, flesh, mass displaced. Her breasts swelling, shrinking, falling slightly, as if in offering (only a moment!). Pendulous memory. He would think of it later, as he worked on his maps. And the question formed in his mind: how would he be able to prolong this pleasure, repeat it? How would he be able to come closer to this unknown woman who intrigued him so much?
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