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CEES NOOTEBOOM was born in The Hague in 1933. He is a poet and the author of seven novels and ten travel books. An experienced hitchhiker and traveller, he has journeyed through much of the world, making his first voyage as a sailor to earn his passage from his native Holland to South America; he has been travelling ever since. His first taste of international success was the Pegasus Prize for Rituals. More recently, following the success of A Berlin Notebook, Cees Nooteboom was awarded the German Order of Merit. In 1993 he won the Aristeion European Literature Prize for The Following Story, which confirmed his reputation as a prominent figure in contemporary European and world literature. His other works, including The Foxes Come at Night and Roads to Berlin have all subsequently been translated into many languages.
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			Introduction

			A FAIRY TALE FOR OUR TIME

			In the Dutch Mountains is a miniature masterpiece, a fairy tale in which the main character is language, the creator of words, modifier of meaning, interpreter of mysteries, inventor of lies. Perhaps it could be said that all Nooteboom’s fiction belongs to this genre which seeks, not “an imitation of reality” (as the narrator puts it), but the story, pure and simple and also, simultaneously, its gloss, its illuminating commentary. Just as in Nooteboom’s other novels, the reader of In the Dutch Mountains is presented with something akin to one of those ancient manuscripts in which the central text is surrounded by all sorts of annotations, the voice of the author intruding into the intimacy of whoever reads it.

			Like Nooteboom, Hans Christian Andersen (whose fairy tale, The Snow Queen, lends its plot to the novel) wanted to imbue his fiction with an oral quality that would make the reader aware of a constant authorial presence. Nooteboom does not hide this artifice: quite the opposite, he presents it as first cause. The Andersen quotation which prefaces the book suggests that all story-telling is trivial, but that it may, nonetheless, hold the desired plotline, taken at random from the mountain of “old rubbish” that accumulate in literature’s dustbin, like that almost infinite mass of heteroclitic writings that believers piled up for centuries in the Cairo Geniza, for fear of destroying anything that might contain the name of God. The verses by Wallace Stevens which conclude the novel (opening, but also closing novels with quotations is a characteristic device of Nooteboom’s) insist upon the reality of fiction; all appearances end up “being”, even though they dissolve or melt like the fragile domain of an “emperor of ice-cream”. Stevens’ quotation defines, in Nooteboom’s aesthetic, the literary phenomenon.

			The fairy tale in which appearances take on reality through the words of the narrator is peopled by characters borrowed from Andersen: the young lovers Kai and Lucia (Kay and Gerda in the original story of The Snow Queen), the old female clown (the little robber girl who helps Gerda), the vicious and terrible Snow Queen herself. The narrator is a Spaniard, Alfonso Tiburón de Mendoza, Inspector of Roads and a writer in his spare time, an admirer of Plato’s philosophy. Tiburón is an intruder upon the geography of his own story, given that the Dutch language in which the tale of Kai and Lucia is told is not his own. His position as a foreigner distances the telling of events yet further, but at the same time brings them closer to the reader who, accepting the narrator as real, must also accept as real, made of real words, his enchanting fiction. While I invent the world, you must believe in it, the narrator seems to be telling us and he explains: “I can read a landscape like a book … Perhaps it is to do with the so-called omnipotence of writers, their ability to build a world exactly as they please.” Then, later: “He who tries to keep too tight a control over his life [we might add ‘and over the lives of his characters’] suffers from a false longing for immortality.” For Nooteboom, this “false longing” infects all “bad” literature.

			Tiburón, on the other hand, rejects such authoritarian control. He tells himself stories which he endows with a generous dose of controlled freedom. As an engineer, he finds something in common between the construction of roads and the construction of stories: the need to arrive somewhere. Notwithstanding, he generously admits the difference between arriving at the end of a myth (in which everything is resolved), a novel (in which nothing is resolved) and a story (in which resolution is deferred). The story of Kai and Lucia, albeit presented as a tale, has all the characteristics of a myth: the platonic myth of the hermaphrodite, cited by Tiburón himself, towards which erotic union heterosexual love inclines. That is why this fairy tale resolves itself with the reunion of Kai and Lucia in an obvious and traditionally happy ending. That is also why its resolution will be infinitely postponed in the dream of the narrator whose own happiness depends upon the possibility of continuing to write, of not finishing his tale, of never reaching the final destination.

			Paradoxically for a writer renowned for the excellence of his travel books, the real world exists for Nooteboom purely because it can be narrated. The physical identification of a place is less important to him than the possibility of telling it: Nooteboom’s geography is made up of words. In Aunty Toothache, the same story that gives the novel its epigraph, Andersen describes this Nooteboomian process: “Often when I go walking along the city streets, it seems to me as if I am walking in a big library; the houses are the bookshelves; and every floor is a shelf with books. There stands a story of everyday life; next to it is a good old comedy, and there are works of all scientific branches, bad literature and good reading. I can dream and philosophize among all this literature.”

			Certainly, in order to “dream and philosophize” in the midst of the world’s library, Nooteboom makes his narrator capable of altering physical reality. Holland, the Low Countries (as is well known and reflected in the name), lacks mountains. Nooteboom permits his narrator the magic to create them. So an ancient Holland is born, divided into North and South: a North that is flat and refined, where language is cultured, and a rugged, mountainous South of rough, archaic expression. The landscape of the North (“like the desert” the narrator says) leads to absolutism; that of the South to anarchy. For Nooteboom, such differences are universal and symbolic, be they on a national scale (as in Spain or Italy), or on a global one (the northern and southern hemispheres). “In the North”, the narrator explains, southerners “were regarded as second-class citizens, at times openly mocked for their accent, and usually considered fit only for the more menial jobs”.

			But it is precisely because the south is wilder, closer to a natural primitive state, less controlled and less rigid, that its people are “rougher, but also freer”, able to preserve “the soul of language itself” in their speech. That is why this fairy tale, this traditional narrative which Nooteboom grants his narrator, must take place not in the unbending North, but in the chaotic South.

			In Andersen, two voices or languages oppose one another and are intertwined: the informal, that of the author to the reader, and the archaic, that of the classic fairy tale. In Nooteboom, the informal voice is replaced by another, which the narrator inserts between himself and the reader, partly documentary in tone (Kai and Lucia live in “a new suburb of tall apartment blocks on the southern outskirts of Amsterdam”) and partly deceptively contemporary (Lucia’s body, had it been sculpted by Ghiberti, would have been worth millions at Sotheby’s). Thus every observation, every epithet undergoes this metamorphosis: Lucia’s “golden hair” and Kai’s “bronze” body give rise to comments which are anthropological, linguistic, historical, aesthetic, philosophical, a sort of exegesis in the mouth of the narrator. For example, the physical beauty of both young people (the reason for their misfortune), is not only “perfect” as tradition requires but, commented on by Nooteboom’s narrator, becomes a measure of the imperfection of those who gaze upon them, and ultimately of the reader too. “Culture is a code,” Tiburón asserts, so the signs of this code must vary from culture to culture, from narration to narration. Kai and Lucia are perfectly “beautiful”, but only according to the code of the story which creates them.

			In this sense, all Nooteboom’s literature is illusion, a model of the world which has been constructed in order to allow us apprehend it. The reader is like the public at a magic show, knowingly deceived but allowing it to happen; the author is the creator of illusions, the all-powerful magician; literature is a circus, a theatre. In the novel, the character of the impresario, a twisted version of the narrator (and a parodical version of Nooteboom himself), is like a writer hungry for easy success. In order to achieve it, he wishes to pervert Kai and Lucia’s illusionist act, turning it into a porn show, transforming the sublime into the trivial (the warning, cited in the novel, is taken from Longinus). But what would happen if Tiburón’s intention (or – why not – Nooteboom’s) were, like the impresario’s, exactly that? What would happen, Tiburón asks, if the chosen theme were that of corruption? To go from orderly, classic tale to the chaos of contemporary fiction, from the refined North to the wild and perilous South, from civilized laws to barbaric codes, from civic identity to beguiling anonymity, from the creation of exquisite artists who place their beauty at the service of a mind-reading game to the creation of beings prostituted out to whoever might want to use them … And if this were the illusion that In the Dutch Mountains offers us?

			As in all magic acts, the reader’s task is to trust and mistrust simultaneously, and to know that the offer of such an illusion is itself illusory. Nooteboom (and Tiburón) know this intimately. Nooteboom’s narrator asks himself why things have to be so, when he himself has invented the protagonists. Novalis provided the answer, towards the end of the eighteenth century: “The greatest illusionist would be the one who fell under his own spell to the extent of taking his illusions for independent apparitions.” And he added, for the benefit of the future reader of Nooteboom: “Would that not be our case?”

			ALBERTO MANGUEL

			Translated from the Spanish by Anna Milsom

	

“Where did we get the story from?”
“Out of the dustbin, with all that old rubbish.”


Hans Christian Andersen
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Once upon a time there was a time that some people say is still going on. The Netherlands then were much larger than they are now. Others deny this, and still others say that although such a time did once exist, it does no longer. I don’t know which of these views is correct. Yet I have seen the Dutch flag flying from the highest passes in Europe. The North of the country was always around Dokkum, Roodeschool and Pieterburen, but the southern border was several days’ drive from Amsterdam or The Hague.


I am a foreigner, but I still remember it all, and I don’t intend to keep quiet about it. My name is Alfonso Tiburón de Mendoza. I am Inspector of Roads in the province of Zaragoza, part of the ancient Kingdom of Aragón, in Spain. In my spare time I write books. As a student I spent some years in Delft, on a scholarship to study road and bridge building, and I might as well say at once that the northern Netherlands have always inspired me with Fear, a fear that demands a capital letter, German style, as if it were one of the basic elements of which all life on earth is composed, like Water and Fire in the teachings of the early natural philosophers. Associated with this capital letter there is a feeling of being enclosed within a black cylinder, from which there is no easy escape.


Exactly what gave me this feeling I do not know, but it had to do with both the landscape and the people. The northern landscape, like the desert, suggests absolutism. Except that in this case the desert is green and filled with water. There are no allurements, roundnesses, curves. The land is flat, exposing the people, and this total visibility is reflected in their behaviour.


Dutch people do not merely meet; they confront each other. They bore their luminous eyes into the other person’s and weigh his soul. There are no hiding places. Not even their homes can be described as such. They leave their curtains open and regard this as a virtue. I had taken the trouble to learn their strange language, which consists largely of harsh sounds for which the upper area of the throat is used a great deal. I think this must be the result of the inclement conditions, such as breached dykes, east winds and pack ice, which plagued them in the past.


I soon discovered that they regarded it as craven flattery for a foreigner to speak their language and preferred to converse with me in yet another, third language. I have never quite understood the reason for this, but assume it is to do with a mixture of embarrassment and indifference.


Whatever the reasons, I have never felt much at home in the North of their country; on the contrary, I always began to revive only on my way home or when, driving through the Rhine valley, I perceived in the distance the first faint, blue outlines of the mountains separating the cool, flat North from the wilder regions the Dutch call the southern Netherlands. For although I could barely understand the dialects that are spoken south of the High Passes, and the darker, smaller people living there did not resemble their more enlightened compatriots from the North, I felt at home. Life in the South was less regulated and restricted, and although the central government of the Union obviously tried to keep a tight control, it was only partly successful, owing to the great distances, the independent character of the inhabitants, and their natural dislike of their rulers. In the North they were regarded as second-class citizens, at times openly mocked for their accent, and usually considered fit only for the more menial jobs, which in view of their poverty they had no choice but to accept. These things rankle.


Conversely, most northerners – not counting a few artists – felt equally unhappy in the far South. The civil servants there sought one another’s company, talked of the “Dark South”, of barbarians and corruption, of a stupid and ungovernable rabble. Accustomed as they were to their own suffocating overpopulation and the resulting necessary social controls, they felt lonely and, in their hearts, afraid. The central administration in The Hague, the national government, was not always able, so they said, to guarantee their safety; some areas, it was alleged, were ruled by gangs, and extortion was rife. Moreover, the South produced nothing but cheap wine and fruit and only cost the state money. In fact, it served no useful purpose except to provide cheap labour to the northern industrial cities, where the southerners promptly congregated in the former slum areas and were grudgingly tolerated by the locals, until an economic depression led to cries for them all to be sent back, with their smells and their noise, to the primitive place from which they had come. All the same, the nationalist government kept a sharp eye on the rising separatist movement.
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I for one loved the South. It may be something to do with the country I myself come from, although the landscapes of the southern Netherlands do not resemble my part of Spain, which has from time immemorial been called Aragón. The South is darker, full of hidden caverns, like an old engraving printed with too much ink. There are seething rivers and immense, sombre forests. Unlike the North, Aragón is not flat, though it is wide and open, sometimes almost luminous. The green, smug, domesticated landscapes of the North aroused in me a disconsolate boredom equalled only by the aversion I felt for most of the inhabitants, on account of their complacency and their unbridled greed, and the hypocrisy with which they tried to conceal both.


The people of the South were rougher but also freer, just as their landscapes were more rugged and desolate. What repelled others attracted me. The southern plateau was my favourite landscape. Lazy journalists always called it a moon landscape, but I have yet to hear of a moon on which you can sleep in a shelter built of rough boulders beside a rushing mountain stream. Travelling was primitive but adventurous, and the local officials knew enough High Dutch for you to make yourself understood. The northerners you met were always complaining that the bread wasn’t white enough, the post offices were dirty, television reception was poor – as if those were reasons to be sorry. Their complaints did not end there by any means: too many programmes were in dialect, the local police were corrupt, the news from the North didn’t seem to interest the southerners, and many town mayors never bothered to hang the Queen’s portrait on the wall. The numskulls talked of mare when they meant the sea, called their border guards wacchers and put their toddlers in walkebandes; but these words were beginning to die out at the time in which this story is set, not so much because they were deliberately suppressed by the central administration but through the influence of radio and television.


The only people that seemed to regret this were a few poets from the North who believed that in such words and expressions the soul of language itself was preserved; but, as usual, no one else cared. Among themselves, the southerners continued to use these words, though a certain false shame inhibited them from doing so in front of northerners. As a result, relations between the two groups were always somewhat artificial, and of course there was no question of any real national unity. The country was called the Kingdom of the Netherlands, but the people who lived in the mountains, in poverty, and had never seen the sea, could not imagine what feelings they should associate with these words.
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