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			Introduction

			Cees Nooteboom is a great European novelist. He is great both because he understands the shapes of the history we have lived, and because he makes new fictive forms in which to record them. 

			I believe the novel is an essentially agnostic form. It tells stories which are related to the stories in the world we live in – true historical stories, believed religious stories, inherited fairy tales and myths, journalists’ gossip and commentary. The novel makes a complete, individual model of a world, which is a way of understanding that world.

			Rituals is one of the most complete and mysterious such models I know. Every time I read it it is clear and precise and different from the previous reading. It was first published in 1980, and has three sections, set in 1963, 1953 and 1973. Nooteboom gives brief and unforgettable images of Amsterdam and the world at this time – the beginning of the death of the oceans in the careless sixties, automatically angry faces in the seventies, Kennedy’s assassination and the Stock Market. He charts increasing sexual freedom, in a world where humans increasingly define themselves by their sexuality. His characters try to make their own models of their selves and their worlds.

			His narrator, Inni Wintrop, (short for Inigo) is essentially agnostic, and thinks of himself as undefined. He is “‘a hole’, absent, non-existent”. He likes mystery, and distrusts people who “demanded precise answers, or pretended to be able to give them”. Nooteboom comments on the young Inni in 1953. “That mysteries can become more mysterious if you think about them with precision and method he did not yet know.” This sentence is a way of describing how Nooteboom himself works, thinking precisely about mysteries.

			The undefined Inni, with his palindromic name looking before and after, is involved with two of his relations – Arnold Taads in 1953, and Arnold’s estranged son, Philip Taads, in 1973. Both, in some way, find it intolerable to be finite, incarnate creatures. Both put an end to their lives. We first meet Inni at a moment when he fails to kill himself in 1963 and goes on living. Arnold Taads is a Christian who seeks the clean solitude of mountains. Philip is a self-created Zen contemplative, living austerely alone.

			A novel is a metaphor of a world, and contains within it metaphors of itself. Nooteboom is a poet as well as a storyteller, and his metaphors are a form of thinking precisely about mysteries. One powerful metaphor that knots the book together is the image of the cup, chalice or sacred vessel, used by Christians in the communion, and by Japanese in the ritual of the tea ceremony. Late in the novel Inni meditates on this.

			“What exactly was so mysterious about bowls, or about chalices, for that matter? Upside-down skulls that no longer contained anything, that were no longer turned towards the earth but towards heaven. They were things into which you could put something, but only something that came from above, from the higher world of suns, moons, gods and stars. An object that could at the same time be empty and full was in itself somehow mysterious, but that could equally well be said of a plastic cup.”

			The image of the skull holds together the dying finite body and the religious mysteries which baffle the Taads’s. In the Arnold Taads tale we read about Inni’s loss of faith when the priest, whose server he is as a boy, falls dead over the cup, and mixes real dying blood with the symbolic blood-wine in the chalice. The real destroys the symbol. Inni thinks of the priest “who moved this way and that in front of the little slaughter table like a gold-stitched toad”. Arnold Taads, a Calvinist, tells a visiting Monsignor that “an institution that is based on suffering and death can never do any good”. “Your religion still feeds on that one sado-masochistic séance that may never have taken place.” Arnold Taads’ story contains a virtuoso description of an excess of dead meat displayed on plates. Taads is a hunter. All these things make one image.

			The cup or chalice in Philip Taads’ tale is a black Raku bowl, whose darkness Inni sees as death, and from which Philip serves bitter green tea. Towards the end of Philip’s final tea ceremony he tells Inni that mysticism is nonsense, as religion is. He quotes Meister Eckhart ; God is both being and non-being. “You see,” he says “nothingness is never far away. The hole, is what the Buddhists call it.” And we are back at Inni’s sense of himself as “a hole”.

			Inni leaves the ceremony for “the anarchic freedom of the Amsterdam day”. In Inni’s Amsterdam life images construct themselves apart from a structure of inherited meaning. He sees three doves. One flies at Inni and smashes itself against a car. It is buried by Inni and a chance-met girl, in “a summary ritual” in a park. The second dove is sitting on a canal bridge, rising and falling equably with the mechanism. The third flies into a plate-glass window and leaves a work of art, an image of every flying feather. These are intrinsically meaningless, and Inni and the reader are compelled to try to arrange them into meaning. They are death, life, and the traced image. Inni makes love to the girl without learning her name and never sees her again. Sex in this novel is an ambivalent life force. It is sex in a time when the rituals of personal relations have loosened and all seems permitted, if not always satisfactory.

			This is not an easy novel to introduce. I feel compelled to comment on each and every sentence, to point out the relations between all sentences – and yet that would be completely inappropriate. It is both a comic novel – genuinely funny, full of playful moments, and instances of the absurd – and a terrible novel about the human condition and the inevitability of death. It is full, as good novels are, of delectable quiddities. From the autumn streets Inni sees another mysterious bowl. This one “had the same colour as the dead leaves, all dead leaves together – the gleam of crystallised ginger, sweet and bitter, the luxurious fire of decay.” I like the precision of the ginger. I love the way Nooteboom sees things clearly.

			A. S. Byatt
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Personne n’est, au fond, plus tolérant que moi. Je vois des raisons pour soutenir toutes les opinions; ce n’est pas que les miennes ne soient fort tranchées, mais je conçois comment un homme qui a vécu dans des circonstances contraires aux miennes a aussi des idées contraires

No one, basically, is more tolerant than I am. I can see the justification for every opinion; it is not as if I don’t have a mind of my own, but I can see that a man who has lived in circumstances quite different to my own will have quite different ideas to mine

STENDHAL
“Brouillon d’article”
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