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Netherland is a meandering tale of the disintegration and reintegration of a marriage; or maybe a tale of the immigrant experience in New York City; or maybe an exploration of the human aftershocks of 9/11; or maybe just an extended fugue on the descent into depression and the ascent out of it.  Take your pick:  All, some, or none of the above, or maybe something else you choose.  Here are a few equally meandering thoughts of my own.

First and most obviously we consider the title.  Why Netherland?  Several possibilities come to mind:  the country of Hans’s origin; the underneath (or nether) side of a marriage; the nether side of each person; the nether side of life generally.  The book touches on all of these.  I particularly liked Hans’s observation about New York taxicabs, which he makes after his first disastrous encounter with the driver licensing authorities:  “The rinsed taxis, hissing over fresh slush, shone like grapefruits; but if you looked down into the space between the road and the undercarriage, where icy matter stuck to pipes and water streamed down the mud flaps, you saw a foul mechanical dark.”  Here we see the surface and the nether being.  

Is Hans aware of this “nether” concept?  Maybe yes, as the taxicab description suggests.  But there is also this exchange with Rachel about Chuck:

“You never really wanted to know him,” she remarks …, “you were just happy to play with him.  Same thing with America.  You’re like a child.  You don’t look beneath the surface.” 

My reaction to her remark is to think, Look beneath Chuck’s surface?  For what?

(Page 166)  
But of course there was much beneath the surface.  Hans saw the first layer – he understood all along how Chuck was trying to attract and retain Hans’s attention – but he might not have realized there were other layers as well.

Next, what about the role of 9/11?  Although Hans tells us virtually nothing about his actual experience of that day, we learn that it had at least two effects.  First, it seems to have deeply unsettled Rachel and ultimately prompted her to move back to London with their child.  Second, Chuck Ramkissoon explains that his experiences in post-9/11 animal care gave him the idea of a cricket club.  (Page 78.)  This is not a novel about 9/11 and I’m not sure what the 9/11 link adds, but the author gives it a role.
Much of the book concerns Hans as a portrait of a depressed, repressed man, drifting through a difficult time in – as he himself observes – something of a fog.  Abandoned by his wife, he reaches out for other human connections and finds himself playing cricket with an assortment of other immigrants.  Cricket is both a reminder of his childhood and an escape from the reality of today.  It is an exception to his habit of “self-estrangement.”  (Page 49.)  Perhaps the cricket family offered the right combination of commonality and distance; these people were on his side, but never too close, and they would never go away.  Hans realizes the link when he spends the night with another player whose wife has left him:  he realizes that “these people … mattered because they happened to be the ones, should anything happen to me, whom I could prevail on to look after me ….  It was only after the fact that I figured out they’d already been looking after me.”  (Page 174.)  

Interestingly, when Hans has a dream of himself as finally “naturalized” in the United States, it includes a vision of himself at a cricket game. (Page 176.)  We all look for a place where we belong; in Rachel’s absence from New York, Hans clings to cricket.
Chuck Ramkissoon has a slightly different role in Hans’s depression.  As Hans tells us, “I had troubles of my own, and Chuck’s companionship functioned as an asylum.”  (Page 135.)  This brings to mind the phrase, “the inmates running the asylum.”  Hans drifts along, drawn in by Chuck, who also helps to fill the gap left by Rachel and Jake.
One wonders whether the cricket playing really does Hans any good, at least in terms of helping him out of his fog.  Hans seems so thoroughly out of place in this crowd that it is more likely that the entire cricket and Chuck experience had an aura of fantasy that did nothing to bring him to grips with real life.  It is notable that he says he only emerges from his misery when he returns to London, where he lived (he tells us) for a year before being reconciled to Rachel.  And, once he is reunited with Rachel, he stops playing cricket.
As a portrait of a floundering and depressed, lonely man, the book succeeds beautifully.

What about the theme of the immigrant experience?  What do we learn here?  Hans is an immigrant; Chuck is an immigrant; all of the cricket players and indeed any of the people whom Hans befriends in any way are immigrants.  Hans and Chuck offer a stark contrast.  Hans is affluent, stodgy, and fits into a ready-made spot in a large financial institution.  His only difficulty with his new nation is the inability to get a drivers license.  Chuck faces greater challenges.  He is a self-made man in almost every sense of the word, since we have no idea, even at the end, how much of what he told Hans is true.  Here we see Chuck as the true American: the optimistic, energetic entrepreneur; even his shadiness is a little bit American as well.  And yet he is very much an immigrant, trying very hard to master the environment of his acquired homeland.  At some level, Hans admires Chuck, with his irrepressible enthusiasm and his endless dreaming.  (See pp. 102-103.)  But Hans will never be that type of an American.
I must admit that the more I read about Chuck, the more I felt that I had met him before.  Which author?  After some consideration, V.S. Naipaul’s characters came to mind, perhaps because of the Trinidad connection, but also because of something essentially feckless and third world about all of his plans.  New York also has an almost Dickensian character:  teeming with distinctive and impoverished misfits.  This might be a topic for discussion.  

Another note on the immigrant experience is that Hans is also an immigrant in England.  The book ends with a nice scene on the London Eye in which Hans remembers seeing the Statue of Liberty with his mother.  But who knows what to make of this.
Finally, of course, we must touch on the theme of Hans’s marriage.  I must confess to an instinctive dislike of Rachel.  What on earth did he see in her?  She is neurotic, self-centered, irrational, passive-aggressive, and apparently without loyalty to the institution of marriage.  Moreover, she dislikes cricket.  (P. 45.)  Is her absence contrived for the sake of setting Hans up for depression?  

That having been said, the book offers a few wonderful examples of the pitfalls that beset even the best of marriages, most notably the tendency of either partner to take the complex welter of facts we call life and view it through his or her own lens, unconsciously selecting and maybe distorting, though more likely just selectively interpreting reality.  Thus Hans and Rachel have very different views of Rachel’s reaction to 9/11: he sees her withdrawing, she claims he abandoned her.  Similarly, Rachel’s distaste for raising her child in the same country with George Bush seems over-wrought; more likely George Bush is just an excuse, whether she knows it or not.   And Rachel seems willing to express herself and court confrontation; Hans is much more passive in the face of her attacks.
I enjoyed this book very much the first time I read it.  It was a pleasant read with some wonderful turns of phrase and some thought-provoking insights.  Although it is rooted firmly in our present and makes allusions to recent events (9/ll and the terrorist attack on London) it might last.

Questions for Discussion

1. There is no suspense in this tale.  Its interest must lie elsewhere.  What did you think the book was about?  What difference does it make that Hans is Dutch?

2. What was Chuck’s game?  Was he a friend or a manipulator?  (Or both?)  Does Chuck remind you of any other character in literature?
3. What is the function of the angel?

4. Hans is a lousy cricket player and a terrible driver; he lives in a fog, but he nonetheless is successful at his job, which he explains by suggesting that it is “simpler and subject to rules.”  Is Hans a credible character?  Is Rachel?  Chuck somehow seems to be in a different category where credibility is not expected.

5. I did attempt to understand the rules of cricket and concluded that cricket has certain parallels to Hans’s mental condition.  Perhaps a Novel Club member with better understanding of cricket could evaluate this assertion.

