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About the author

Marek van der Jagt (Vienna, 1967) was born, so he claims, the son of a Dutch father and a 
German-speaking mother. In 2000 he appeared, completely out of the blue, on the front line 
of Dutch literature with his novel The Story of My Baldness, about a grotesque search for the 
perfect amour fou. Without further ado, the book was awarded the Anton Wachter Prize – a 
biannual prize for the best literary debut. The award ceremony came to an abrupt halt, 
however, when rumours had it that Van der Jagt was a guise used by novelist Arnon Grunberg 
(internationally renowned since his successful debut Blue Mondays (Blauwe maandagen).
The subsequent uproar swelled when the Dutch association for the promotion of books CPNB 
commissioned Van der Jagt, whoever he might have been, to write the annual essay for the 
Dutch Book Week. For the very first time in history, the author of the essay (67,000 copies 
sold in one week) did not show up at the Book Week’s literary ball, let alone anywhere else in 
the country. 
Gstaad 95-98 is Van der Jagt’s second novel. It was presented by Arnon Grunberg to the 
Dutch ambassador in Vienna at an international press tour in May 2002. During the tour, 
rumours were confirmed when it was revealed that Grunberg and Van der Jagt were indeed 
one and the same person. The novel immediately climbed the major Dutch bestseller lists and 
it was nominated for the AKO prize for literature.
The essay Monogamous was published in 2002 on the occasion of the Dutch Book Week, 
followed, in 2005, by the essay Van der Jagt wrote for Philosophy Month, Otto Weininger or Is 
There Such A Thing as A Jew.
In 2008, on the occasion of De Geus’ twenty-fifth anniversary, a special edition of Van der 
Jagt’s entire oeuvre appeared under the title I Passed From Hand To Hand: Collected works.

     

About the book

‘This is the story of my baldness, and I have no intention of ever writing down another word 
after this.’

With this intriguing statement, author Marek van der Jagt begins one of the most curious 
novels to have appeared in The Netherlands in recent years.
But who is he?
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And is he who he claims to be?

The novel’s protagonist, Marek, who lives in Vienna, is in search of l’amour fou. Initially his 
encounters with women fail to lead to that all embracing feeling of total surrender. Marek’s 
awkwardness and, notably, the ever-present shadow of his forceful mother, continually create 
an unbridgeable distance. Things get worse when at long last he is about to make love. The 
sight of his body so disappoints the girl, that love-making is out of the question. Frustrations 
about his penis, which is only a few centimetres in length, hit home hard. Marek realises he 
can’t expect any support from his family. Then, when he is about to resign himself to the fact 
that this is all life has in store for him, he meets a woman who has no problem with the dirty 
trick nature has played on Marek.

‘Some writers have only one book inside them. They write about a war, a horrible illness, a 
lost daughter who was found in a well four years later. The Story of My Baldness compares 
poorly to such stories. But small stories can also be important.’
– Marek van der Jagt
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ISBN 978 90 445 0509 2
Paperback, 256 p.
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The press about The Story of My Baldness

‘A refreshing, original novel. (...) Van der Jagt pulls the strings in his story like an 
accomplished novelist. (...) His humour is that of a wasp in a jar. (...) We were warned from 
the very start: “This is the story of my baldness and I have no intention of ever putting 
another word on paper.” Let us hope that this statement refers to the character Marek van der 
Jagt, and not to the author. Yet if it does, I for one propose a petition.’ – Jeroen Vullings in 
Vrij Nederland

‘Exemplary!’ – Martin Ros

‘A very funny and witty book (...) it leaves all other debuts far behind.’ – Maarten ’t Hart

‘The tone, the humour and the narrative’s fast pace amply demonstrate that Van der Jagt has 
been an apprentice of Grunberg.’ – de Volkskrant

‘What magnificent scepticism triumphs in this novel, that as a book of life and death provides 
a dignified access to the key of life. And that is l’amour fou. (...) A subtle and gracefully 
written little masterpiece. (...) This book has surpassed all others and made them superfluous.’ 
– Jury Report of the Anton Wachter Prize 2000

‘A virtuoso stylistic exercise! Apart from an entertaining story, The Story of My Baldness also 
offers several pleasant asides on philosophy, truth and lies, fiction and writing.’ – De Morgen

‘Beautifully formulated gems of wisdom. (...) Its impressive ending places this book among 
the best novels of the year.’ – Trouw

‘A wonderful book, at times immensely sad, at times hilarious and rich.’ – NRC Handelsblad

‘This is not just a good book, it is a very good book indeed. In some ways it is even better 
than Grunberg’s recent novel Fantoompijn/Phantom Pain.’ – HP/De Tijd

‘Aren’t we lucky to have another wonderful novel.’ – Standaard der Letteren

‘It could be launched as a modern version of Die Leiden des jungen Werthers, a fatally-
romantic, passionate Bildungsroman. (...) The book sizzles with black humour.’ – NIW

‘Until its very last page, this novel will not let go of you. And even afterwards you’ll be 
unable to stop shaking. You have been warned.’ – NHL-krant

‘Van der Jagt does not struggle with language like so many others, he plays with it. His book 
is brimful of wonderful and refreshing comparisons. (...) A splendid irony, that sometimes 
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exhibits Reve-like traits. (...) One of the most surprising and enjoyable books of the year.’ –
Noordhollands Dagblad

‘It betrays the hand of a shrewd narrator, one who lavishly scatters well thought-out motives 
to
support his main theme and who has incorporated present and past in a clever structure. (...) 
Van der Jagt’s novel is a sad and entertaining book all in one.’ – Friesch Dagblad

‘An impressive debut. (...) Van der Jagt and Grunberg write tough, but not without mercy. 
They may expose people in the absurdity of their actions, but they do not write them off.’ –
Nederlands Dagblad

‘If this book is by Arnon Grunberg, it is his best book to date, even if he calls himself 
mediocre and characterizes writing as one of life’s most subtle and sly negations. If this is 
mediocre, it certainly is a superior mediocrity.’ – Hervormd Nederland

Die Presse über Amour Fou (Diogenes)

‘Die Kombination von erotischer Spannung und banalsten Alltagseinfällen machen den Reiz 
des Romans aus, der niemals ins peinliche abgleitet (...). Marek van der Jagts lakonische 
Sprache, seine Bilder zwischen Pathos und banalität machen den Roman zu einem 
Lesevergnügen.’ – Rolf Brocksmidt in Der Tagesspiegel

‘Offenbar ist er so pfiggig wie er aussieht, eine jüngere Wiedergeburt von Woody Allen, und 
genau so schreibt er auch (...). Für den Leser ist’s vergnüglich, für den Wiener Leser aber ist 
der scheinbare Insiderblick noch um ein Spur pikanter.’ – Kurier

‘Van der Jagts Porträt eines Stadtneurotikers ist die niederländische Antwort auf David 
Sedaris (...). Von diesem Autor möchten wir gern weitere Niederlage lesen!’ – Brigitte

‘Lakonisch und komisch, absurd und berührend.’ – Tiroler Tageszeitung

‘Ein kluges und vergnügliches Buch dem viele Leser zu wünschen sind.’ – Wiener Zeitung

‘Komisch, scharfsinnig, erkenntnisreich.’ – Freie Presse

‘Heiterkeit ist angesagt aber sie ist bitterernst aufgeladen.’ – Handelsblatt
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A fragment from the novel

In search of amour fou, young Marek meets Andrea and Milena in his home town, Vienna. He 
hopes that these high-spirited lady tourists from Luxemburg will reveal the secrets of love to 
him. But while Marek’s brother Pavel has a wonderful time, Marek himself discovers a most 
distressing fact of life.

A woman doesn’t feel a thing like that

Pavel played his violin. It got later and later.
Andrea and Milena were sprawled on the sofa. Perhaps they were asleep with their eyes open.
Some people can do that.
Mama was on the edge of her seat. She was shivering. That had nothing to do with the 
temperature. She sometimes shivered when it was 35°C, and in the dead of winter she would 
say: ‘I don’t think it’s cold at all, what’s wrong with these people?’
When Pavel finally stopped playing, we applauded. Mama applauded the loudest.
She kissed Pavel and me goodnight and shook hands with Milena and Andrea. She stopped 
and talked to Milena for a moment.
‘So your father is a Viking?’ she asked.
Milena nodded.
‘Interesting,’ said mama, ‘very interesting. But you should sit up straight.’
Then mama went to her bedroom.
We were standing in the drawing room like partygoers who notice too late that the party is 
over. That even the host had retired.
‘Shall we go upstairs for a moment?’ I suggested.
If you are stalling for time, then all that matters is the time, not the way you do it. Every 
minute was of vital importance. Amour fou has no important and less important minutes, all 
minutes are
equally important, all minutes need to be equally intense.
Pavel put away his violin. His elegant hands moved through the air again like he was 
conducting an entire orchestra.
‘Just for a little while then,’ Andrea said, ‘I suppose there are no trams now anyway.’
‘No,’ Pavel said, ‘the trams stopped long ago, but if you wait a little longer, they’ll start 
again.’
‘You play really well’, Milena said.
‘Yes,’ said Andrea, ‘you play really well. Are you a genius or something?’
Pavel shut the violin case.
His hands, I thought, if I could chop off one of his hands, then maybe I’d be happy. I had read 
somewhere that amour fou should not shrink from a drop of blood.
‘Well, a genius,’ said Pavel, ‘it’s a bit early for that.’
‘You can’t really say that about yourself,’ I said, ‘that you’re a genius.’
But my remark was ignored, my remark was lost, as if I was the only one who had heard it.
We climbed the stairs, a little less cautiously this time, a little less afraid of making noise.
If papa hadn’t woken up by now, he wasn’t going to.
And once we were back upstairs, and I sat down at Pavel’s desk again, where he would never 
let me sit, on pain of a cuff on the ear and a stream of abuse, then it was like the time we had 
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spent in the drawing room had never existed. As if mama had never opened the door to 
Pavel’s room and said: ‘What do you want to eat?’
‘That coffee gave me a foul taste in my mouth’, said Andrea. ‘Don’t you have anything sweet 
and strong?’
Something sweet and strong. Of course we had something sweet and strong. We had 
everything.
Pavel and Andrea went downstairs in search of something sweet and strong, and I stayed 
behind with Milena.

‘You can’t touch me’, Milena said.
I looked up.
She was leaning against the Alban Berg poster.
In her face and in her body I tried to recover the Viking who had run off two days before she 
was born, but I couldn’t find any trace of him.
‘I don’t want to touch you.’
Deriding laughter answered me.
And then: ‘I’m not allowed to smoke in here, am I?’
‘Pavel prefers that you don’t.’
Only a few hours left until daylight.
‘They are gone a long time’, I said.
‘Maybe they won’t come back.’
Milena rubbed her eye.
According to Camus, the only philosophical question of any importance was the question 
whether you should or should not live. That was one of the reasons, a very naive one of 
course, that I later studied philosophy. I could have studied chemistry to find an answer to this 
question.
Storming a bread factory would also have been an option.
‘I have a headache,’ Milena said, ‘do you have an aspirin?’
‘No,’ I answered, ‘not here.’
That answer apparently satisfied her, because she didn’t pursue the matter.
Far away I could hear some giggling, but perhaps that was my imagination.
‘So your father returned to Scandinavia?’ I asked, and I looked at one of Alban Berg’s ears 
that popped out behind Milena’s back.
‘He went to Greenland,’ she said, ‘he found a job there.’
‘Cold’, I said. ‘Do you keep in touch with him?’
‘No, but the South Pole is colder, did you know that?’
‘I’m not very good at geography, it doesn’t really interest me.’
‘Me neither,’ said Milena, ‘but this is something everybody knows.’

The giggling had not been my imagination. The giggles came up the stairs and stopped 
outside the door to Pavel’s bedroom.
‘There they are’, Milena said as if the subway we had both been waiting for had arrived.
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘there they are.’
The door opened. They entered. They were happy, it seemed.
They carried a bottle of liqueur.
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Another present for mama, no doubt. Mama received so many presents that she didn’t know 
what to do with them.
They sat on the bed. The bed creaked.
Milena closed the door.
I thought: I must remember everything, for if I remember everything I’ll know what amour 
fou is, and once I know that, then I can put it into practice afterwards. It’s like getting your 
driver’s licence, there must be a few weeks between the theory test and the driving test, it is 
safer that way.

Pavel held Andrea, and Milena, who was still standing at the door, said to me: ‘I have no 
culture.’
‘What do you mean?’ I asked.
‘Well,’ she said, and she pointed at Pavel’s instruments, ‘you have culture.’
I looked at the instruments and I looked at Pavel, who was rarely happy because his fear of 
not being or remaining the best, took away his view of almost any type of happiness.
Was this culture?
‘Hmm,’ I said, ‘I don’t know.’
I would have to ask mama, but she might not give me an answer, to her the definition of such 
a word was probably like an address you don’t need.
‘Then what do you have?’ I asked, happy with any type of conversation, even about culture.
‘No culture’, Milena said resolutely.
‘Marek,’ Pavel called out, ‘stop that nonsense.’ And when I turned around, I saw his mouth 
sticking to Andrea’s mouth. Or vice versa. It all went so quickly that I failed to notice details.
‘What is culture?’ I asked.
Then I looked at the bed again, because I wanted to know what was happening with Andrea 
and Pavel, and I saw that one of her breasts was partially uncovered. Once it starts, everything 
is like a roller coaster. I thought it would be slower.
More deliberate, step-by-step, with lengthy intermissions during which you can go to the 
buffet downstairs to have a cup of coffee and to discuss the quality of the performance with 
some colleagues.
I also realized that Andrea’s half-naked breast was less frightening than I originally suspected, 
but then of course there were several metres between me and the breast. I could not say 
anything meaningful about veins and the colour of the nipple. Perhaps such utterances are 
best left to doctors and nurses who come to tell you the results of a test, and who conclude 
their speech with the words: ‘If you’re lucky you’ll live another ten years.’
‘What is your definition of culture?’ I asked. The silence was becoming unbearable.
‘Do we have to talk about this now?’ Milena said, standing at the door, her hands on her hips 
like a mother waiting for her child to come in.
I wouldn’t have been surprised if she had started clapping her hands, Milena, but she didn’t.
I went to her. I stood next to her.
And all I could think was: I am standing next to the daughter of a Viking.
Andrea was half-naked.
‘They are undressing each other’, I said, and I felt like a commentator at a billiards 
competition. I was afraid that if I undressed someone or someone undressed me, I would 
always think a commentator was in the room somewhere, whispering his comments on veins 
and the colour of the nipples.
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‘Yes,’ Milena said, ‘they are undressing each other. It happens.’
‘Oh,’ I said, ‘that’s all right then.’
I rubbed the back of my hand across Milena’s cheek as if it was a crocodile that I had been 
told wasn’t dangerous, because all of its teeth have rotted away.
She pushed my hand away.
‘You can fuck me,’ she said, ‘but you can’t touch me.’

Amour fou was also a little like purgatory, where you had to burn to come out cleansed, better 
prepared for what was to follow.
‘Right’, I said, and I thought of Pavel’s hands, her father the Viking, and of a movie I had 
seen in which a woman hid her fiancé from the police, and when they came to arrest him, she 
ran after the car.
If they would come to arrest papa, mama wouldn’t even notice. She’d probably assist the 
policemen.

‘You still have to take off your shoes’, Andrea said.
‘Can’t I keep them on?’ Pavel asked.
‘No,’ said Andrea, ‘I would prefer it if you take them off.’
Pavel always wore shoes with endless laces. He didn’t like boots with zips.
We watched as Pavel wrestled with his shoes, and how Andrea started to help him and tugged 
at the laces like one possessed. We didn’t help. That would probably have been inappropriate 
anyway.
It was their business whether the shoes went off or not.
‘There’s a knot in the shoelace’, I said when it became really embarrassing.
I walked over to Pavel’s desk, handed him a pair of scissors, and he cut the lace. Then I went 
back to Milena and started to unbutton my shirt.
Touching may have been forbidden, but I felt that by now nudity had become requisite.
Sometimes mama’s lovers would telephone her and say: ‘I just wanted to hear your voice.’
And mama would answer: ‘Well, you’re hearing my voice now.’
I wondered if mama ever longed to hear someone’s voice and what voice that would be and 
what it would say.
If you really long to hear someone’s voice, does it matter what that voice says? Or is it okay if 
it just says: ‘Well, you’re hearing my voice now, is there anything else I can do for you?’?
At night at the dinner table mama would tell us about men who wanted to hear her voice, her 
tone slightly pitying because of such foolishness.
Papa was not amused.
Papa said: ‘Your mother attracts poor men. She is like socialism.’
I threw my shirt on the floor.
The upper part of my body was still hairless, for hair growth started late in my case.
Milena looked at me.
Then she pulled her blouse over her head. In one movement. So casually that for a moment 
she seemed not to have taken off anything at all.
And I looked at her, just like I used to look at other children in the waiting room where we 
had to sit half-naked, waiting for the paediatrician to arrive. Just like I had sat in the sandbox 
and the nanny had said: ‘Play, Marek, play with the other children.’ I did not know how to do 
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that, I sat next to the nanny and watched. Not much later the nanny was dismissed. She 
believed in God and papa thought that was bad for our upbringing.
Milena took off her bra. A white one. With lace decorations.
‘Yes,’ I said, ‘culture, what is culture?’
‘Not now’, Milena said.
I could have reported everything about her breasts, not a single detail needed to have gone 
unnoticed, if only I had looked.

_________________

Translation Maggie Oattes
Last updated 5-Aug-09


