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By Hilary Mantel

HEN writers go out into the.
world these days, they have
to justify their existence,
It's not that people have de-

cided, with Jean-Jacques Rousseau, that
they hate books because they're debasing
and corrupting. It's rather that they ques-
tion_whether _they're worth the - paper
they're written on. “What do we need books
for?" people say rudely. “1t's all out there
on the World Wide Web.”

Their mistake Is to confuse informa-
tion with knowledge; and it is the mistake
‘made by Mr. Mee, an elderly English schol-
ar whose housekeeper nags him nto part-
ing company with the “horrible dirty dusty
rubbish” that is his library and buying a
computer. Mr. Mee is soon thumbing the
pages of “HTML for Idiots” and Dr. Cool's
‘Web Magic.”

Stray teasing references in academic
texts have led him to suspect the existence
of a manuscript called Rosier’s Encyclope-
dia, by a French thinker of the late 18th
century, a contemporary of Diderot and
d@'Alembert. Is Rosier a charlatan or an
overlooked genius? Does his work really
describe an alternative universe governed
by the laws of chance? Has the mysterious
philosophe anticipated quantum theory?

‘When Mr. Mee tries to find Rosier, he
succeeds only in fixing on his computer
Screen the picture of a naked woman read-
ing a book. His housekeeper sees it and im-
‘mediately quits, outraged. To keep body
and soul together, Mr. Mee is forced to visit
the grocery store, where there is o index-
ing system and the only “search facility” is
an inarticulate shelf-stacker, The truth is,
the quizzical old gentleman is not at all ex-
cited by the naked woman on his screen, but
only by the title of the book she is reading:
“Ferrand and Minard,” which was written
by a member of the faculty at the local uni-
versity, one Dr. A. B. Petrie.

Dr. Petrie holds the second strand of
Andrew Crumey’s clever, puckish and art-
fully complicated novel. We first meet him
in a posture of the utmost indignity, as a
surgeon prepares to insert an endoscopy
tube into his rectum. “I expect you'll want
t0 put this lttle episode into one of your
books someday,” the surgeon Suggests
breezily. The scholar knows the roots of his
own malaise; he is in love with  student,
Louisa, who seems to turn toward him a
face of calculated blankness, leaving him to
‘work his own romance out of a chance word
and an odd glimpse of her bra strap.

Ina novel so cerebral as “Mr. Mee,” it
would not be surprising If the characters
were paper-thin and the jokes a species of
facetious quibbling. But Crumey is a sensi-
tive writer, and he creates an unexpected
amount of 'sympathy for both the wistful
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Mee. He has a sharp wit aid taps the sort of
deep, rich vein of comedy accessible only to
authors who respect their own characters.
The third strand of his plot takes us
back in time to meet Fefrand and Minard
themselves. Thege are reallife figures who
appear briefly in Book 10 of Rousseau’s
‘onfessions” and exit from the text in
Book 11— though one calls thern “real-life”
‘with some trepidation, as Crumey Suggests
that they may have been aspects of Jean-
Jacques's parancia. Crumey has fitted
them out with past lives, which history
doesn't grant them: Two poor scholars who
Scrape out a living as copyists, they share a.
Paris garret and pass their chilled and sup-
perless evenings in games of chess. Then a
stranger in a cafe gives Ferrand a large
sheaf of documents to copy. This stroke of
apparent good fortune is the beginning of
all their troubles. Soon they are flecing
‘Paris in fear of the police and other, more
shadowy persecutors. The documents are
missing, a neighboring seamstress has
been strangled, and their search for clues
takes them to the forest of Montmorency,
where Rousseau, accompanied by his
housekeeper and mistress, Thérése, is
scribbling in rural exile, antagonizing the
authorities and quarreling with his friends.
‘Though *“Mr. Mee” stands alone as a
novel, Crumey has ingeniously connected
its themes to two earlier works, “Pfitz” and
“D'Alembert's Principle,” and within its
overlapping narratives there are many sly
cross-connections and_interwoven refer-
ences. Who is the controller of the narra-
tive? M. Mee's sections are in the form of
letters, and the fact that their intended re-
cipient is dead troubles him not at all he is
‘confident of being read. Dr. Petrie himselt
is at work on a novel — possibly the one we
are reading. “If literature has any pur-
pose,” Dr. Petrie reflects, “it is in teaching
us how to be ourselves.” Yet the represen-
tations of self that writers have left us are
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Is Rousseau’s *“Confessions" any less of a
novel than Proust’s “Remembrance of
Things Past”? Dr. Petrie lectures on
Proust, who argued strongly against the
importance of the writer's “real life,” and
by living in seclusion arranged almost to
have none.

Crumey raises seductive questions
about the nature of experience, reminding
us that so much of i is simply re-enaction.
We taste our food just once, says the great
gourmet Brillat-Savarin, and_ thereater
ply remember what we have perceived:
““Truth exists only In the irst bite.” What Is
there, then, that can prevent our lives from
being merely cliché and pastiche, “entirely
derived and inauthentic"’? It can only be art
that makes us natural, art with its power to
work in the interstices of personal identity
and to bring into being “a person called ‘T
Who s not necessarily oneself.”

Everything in Crumey’s narrative is
contingent, ambivalent and shaped by its
narrators — by their mere presence, by
their status as observers. Schrodinger's
celebrated cat finds an equivalent in the
classically 18th-century figure of a forgot-
ten prisoner unobserved in his dungeon —
neithd¥ alive nor dead but “in a state which
is & superposition of both.”

Fans of Tom Stoppard and Michael
Frayn will relish this novel's puzzles and
paradoxes, its unfolding and ingenious de-
Signs. Yet it is never hard going, always
‘good-humored, jaunty and sometimes en-
joyably silly. Crumey is a confident narra-
tor, and his book has a heart as well as &
brain. It is not only an intellectual treat but
2 moving meditation on aspiration and de-
sire. “I wanted something impossible,” Dr.
Petrie says, “and we can appreciate the Im-
possibility of our dreams only when they
meet, beyond ourselves, with the coldness
of the world, in which they harden like
drops of wax on water, taking forms quite
unlike those we had imagined for them.” (1
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In what has become his trademark narra-
tive style, British novelist Crumey (Pfrz,
D'Alembert’s Principle) offers readers
three ongoing stories loosely intertwined
on a philosophical spool. The title charac-
ter i an elderly and incredibly sheltered
scholar who, in the course of the volume,
learns about both computers and the fe-
‘male anatomy. The other two tales involve
apair of ne’er-do-well 18th-century French
copyists who come a cropper of Jean-
Jacques Rousseau as well as a contempo-
rary philosophy professor with a penchant
for a young female student. While each of
these stories is moderately clever, none of
the male characters is sympathetic, and the
female characters have frustratingly briel
walk-ons that promise more intellectual
stimulation than they are allowed to deliv-
er. The three tales are drawn together in a
messy denouement that is neither engaging
nor insightful. While there are a few stand-
out passages along the way—including the
scene in which Mr. Mee describes his ini-
tial introduction o the Internet—there is
litle to recommend this to any audience. —
Francisca Goldsmith, Berkeley PL., CA
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i Musingon Rousean. the Frenh cr-
cyclopedistsand the vagarics of chance:
and identity, Crumey (Pfitz; D'Alembert’s
Principle) has written another novel of ideas
inthe grand trdition of Calvino, Borgesand
Kundera. This delightful romp around the
knottest concerns raised by Enlightenment
philosophers and postmodennists alike cen-
ters on the longvanished Rosier’s Ency-
clopaedia, a 200vear-old French text that
may challenge the existence of the universe.
Setting out to track down Rosier work, dot-
ty old Mr. Mee, a reclusive British book col-
Tector, embarks on a quest that infroduces
him tothe Intemet in all s scamy variety (he
finds an unclad woman reading a Rosier-e-
lated text on one site) and brings on the at-
tentionsof a “life scientist” named Catriona,
who introduces him to the pleasures of the
flesh. Mee's narative altemates with that of
aDr. Petrie,a professor of French lterature
desperately in love with one of hs students,
and Fermand and Minard, the bumbling the
century French copyists charged with repro-
ducing Rosicr's original manuscript. Mee
may be the mostendearing narrator, and Fer-
rand and Minard the most haplessly slap-
stick, but Petric proves the most perceptive,
lacing his lovelor lamentations with reflec-
tions on Proust and Flaubert. Crumey also
provides tantalizing glimpscs of the Ency-
clopaedia itself,is treatisesall absurdly out-
dated and yet provocatively applicable to
modern-lay computer science and physics.
The novel isn't perfect —its philosophical
asides can be hard going, and it casy o lose
patience with the exaggerated ineptitude of
all its narrators—but Crumey’s light treat-
mentof hefty material should win the minds,
ifnotthe hearts,of his readers. (Mar.)
Forecast: Crumey has yet fo achieve the
name recognition of Umberto Eco or even Ar-
turo Pérez-Reverte, but this strong effort and
the many glowing reviews it's bound to receive
should attract a few more readersto him
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The erudite Scot who gave us those hilar-
ious demolitions of metaphysical certainty,
Pftz (1997) and D' Alemberts Principle (1998),
returns to their milieu—Enlightenment
France—in only one of the three story lines
ofthis jape, but the other two, though phys-
ically contemporary, are dependent upon
their eighteenth-century confrere. First we
meet Mr. Mee, an 86-year-old bibliophile
and novice Net navigator whose search for
an obscure rival of Diderot and d'Alem-
bert's great Encyclopédie sidetracks him into
losing his virginity () while stymied in a
quest fora book about Ferrand and Minard,
very minor characters in Rousseau’s Confes-
sions. The second story line is about the
shadowy pair, who are something of an
eighteenth-century Abbott and Costello,
and the third consists of the hospital-bed
confessions of the professor who wrote the
book Ferrand and Minard. In all three stories,
the protagonists lose the mastery of their
fates 10 that old devil Lust (well, Ferrand
doesn't but should), and an epilogue in
Proust's bedroom puts the bow, so to
speak. on this brainy, comical package.
—Ray Olson
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