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praise for

THE PERFORMANCE

‘Flawless’ WASHINGTON POST

‘Compassionate’ NEW YORK TIMES

‘Quietly transformational’ THE TIMES

‘Intimate, poignant, and darkly funny’ SUNDAY TIMES

‘The way Thomas plays with the reader is a sort of genius’ THE GUARDIAN

‘A near-perfect wind-up music box of a novel … Inventive and rule-breaking’ ARTSHUB




praise for

FUGITIVE BLUE

‘Beautifully done with great imagination’ SYDNEY MORNING HERALD

‘Immediately enticing’ CANBERRA TIMES

‘Polished and poignant, expressed with incisiveness and resonance, Fugitive Blue doesn’t miss a beat’ WESTERLY MAGAZINE
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Dedicated, with love and gratitude,
 to Christopher Thomas




I HAVE WITH ME BAEDEKER’S Switzerland, the fourteenth edition of the guidebook from 1891 with thirty-nine maps, eleven plans, twelve panoramas, and 498 pages, bound in muted red cloth. The title is embossed in well-preserved cursive gold at the centre of the cover and on the spine. There is a gold full stop after Switzerland, both on the spine and on the cover. This full stop is an unusual typographic detail in a book title, especially on a book that does not stop at Switzerland at all but includes, as the subtitle inside tells us, adjacent portions of Italy, Savoy, and the Tyrol.

The cream pages are crispy dry with the irregular bronze splotches of sun-damaged skin. The words are variously sized according to the information being conveyed. (Ticketing details – one of the smallest prints. City summaries – one of the larger.) When the book is closed, and the pages form a thick solid block, waves of blue marbling appear on the three sides that are not the spine. But it is the panoramas that are the most beautiful component. They fold out beyond the margins to show wide mountain ranges rendered in black ink, the dimensions of each peak noted with a precision that belies the accuracy of such measurements. Delicate crosshatchings shape each ridgeline shadow and glacier, stretch of lake and cliff face, the occasional row of pine trees with pointed top branches like a compact echo of the range itself. The unfolded Pilatus massif panorama is eight pages wide, Mont Blanc and surrounds, only five. The panorama of the more touristic Rigi range includes three multistorey buildings, presumably hotels, plonked into the scene like Monopoly pieces. The writing on adjacent pages describes the throng of eager visitors and the performer who sounds the reveille on the alpine horn to mark the roseate blush of sunrise, perhaps delighting – and certainly waking – the tourists in their bedrooms.

The Rigi mountain railroad was the first mountain railroad in Europe, taking passengers from the valley village to the summit on a long straight track, like a giant’s ladder left against the slope. The railway allowed more people to admire the already famous lake-filled vista, which had only been accessible to determined climbers and riders of horses or mules. Before the railway, inmates from local prisons worked to widen the footpaths, allowing for the passage of sedan chairs up the mountain – the mode of transportation chosen by Queen Victoria when she visited during the middle years of her reign. Other schemes were proposed to grapple with the problems of gravity and gradient inherent to a mountain ascent, including an aerostatic railway whereby hot air balloons, connected to the ground on guide rails, would serve as floating chariots in the sky. Another idea was to deploy lines of people to simply drag large carriages of tourists up the slope. When the Rigi railway opened, many of the climbing porters and horsemen, their jobs now superfluous, were re-employed to lead the trains. They walked twenty paces ahead, scouting for hazards. Imagine how quickly they must have worked to drag a fallen branch into snow or lift a wayward boulder from between the crossbars on the tracks. Later, Rigi Disease – persistent diarrhoea caused by sewage run-off from the upper hotels into the water supplies of lower hotels – added a grim facet to the region’s reputation.

The Baedeker guide does not include a history of the labour conditions on the mountain or the toxic sanitation that resulted from building too many hotels, but it does describe the rack-and-pinion system of the Rigi railway and its very reliable operation, followed by the blithe comment that the footpaths to the top of the Rigi are now very little used.

On its title page, Baedeker’s Switzerland is called a Handbook for Travellers, which is an apt clue to its size. Compact, to be held in the hands, slid into a pouch, or tucked into the pocket of a valise.

I have it with me now because I love it as a tangible object, and I do not want to use only digital maps and slick apps, downloading and updating and algorithmically directing me according to my tracked location.

I have a lofty yearning to be beside the point, outside time, somehow untethered to the measurable.
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“Thomas has written a novel that is truly novel — braiding stories of artists,
writers, and thinkers into a literary rope, a pulley system for the mind’

MADELEINE GRAY
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