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For Siegfried Unseld,
who changed so much for me





The death of one god is the death of all.
WALLACE STEVENS










NOTE ON EBOOK FORMATTING



For many of the letters included in this work, explanatory notes and images are included at the end of this ebook. To access them, simply tap the hyperlinks on the chapter titles. To then return to the main text, click on the identically-worded heading in the endnotes. 











PREFACE



Cees Nooteboom is one of those writers, like Montaigne, Hazlitt and Borges, who make us feel more intelligent. It is not that his books are didactic or erudite. On the contrary, approximation and doubt are part of his style. His tone is one of astonished assurance, not arrogant instruction, of inquisitive perplexity, never pedantic certainty. It is as if the world for Nooteboom were a text made up of marvellous metaphors that do not allow for translation into any language at all, just humble recognition, and our task is to journey through with our eyes wide open. In this sense, in his essays as in his fiction and poetry, Nooteboom has always been a writer of travel books.


Letters to Poseidon is a kind of notebook documenting one such journey. The title is justified by the intention to direct a series of messages and observations from the present to one of the great gods of antiquity, initiating a dialogue not only with the past, but with an entire world that seemed lost for ever. The god, who for Kafka (the author notes) no longer even saw the oceans he administered from behind a bureaucratic desk, is for Nooteboom the recipient of rhetorical questions, slivers of experience, snapshots that the journeys and the days bring to him like salvaged objets-trouvés. “Forgetting is the absent brother of Memory,” writes Nooteboom. Nooteboom feeds the one with the phantoms of the other.


Writing letters to those who are no longer of this world is an ancient literary form. According to Diodorus Siculus, the Egyptians used to write to deceased relatives “so they might live again”; almost three thousand years later, Walter Savage Landor composed his Imaginary Conversations choosing Dante, Aesop, Calvin and others from among the famous dead as correspondents. Theology provides wonderful examples of correspondence with the God who died on the cross, but only Nooteboom has dared to write to a god who preceded Him, a god “from an age before writing”.


Twenty-three letters and a series of notes (postcards, we might call them) are directed, not without startling hubris, to the vengeful deity who forced Ulysses into his odyssey and owes his name (according to Socrates, Nooteboom tells us) to a man who experienced the sea as shackles (desmos) binding his feet (podōn). The god Poseidon, Nooteboom confesses, attracts him like something from “a world before history”.


Nooteboom subjects this neglected god to questions that have no answers, or only answers that form a part of the question itself and cannot be resolved according to logical syntax. These are questions which are, as is proper when dealing with gods, sufficient unto themselves: “What is a human being to the gods?”; “Is there a hierarchy in the kingdom of the dead?”; “Is a person who has been dead for a few thousand years as dead as someone who died last year?”; “Do gods read?”; “For how long can a person look at a stone?”; “Can seaweed also be a memento mori?”; “[W]hat is more of a mystery? Someone who is able to die, or someone who is never permitted to die?”; “[W]hich god will appear when the barbarians come?”


Perhaps the key to the book is to be found in one of its shortest texts, “Lorry”. After describing the innocuous-looking newspaper photograph of a parked vehicle, Nooteboom explains that it depicts the scene of a tragedy, where a girl was murdered and her stepfather found hanged from a tree. No-one can say exactly what happened, or why. Nooteboom writes: “The dead are silent, leaving behind a mystery in the shape of a big lorry beside a few trees.” And later, casually: “The most likely scenario is that the incident was connected to some impossible form of love.” The supposed explanation reveals all and explains nothing. It is a story with “no solution, no mercy, life as its own punishment,” as he says elsewhere.


Dante, invoked several times by Nooteboom in the book, believed that all of our crimes were the product of love, either excessive (avarice, lust) or insufficient (anger, envy). In “Challenger” Nooteboom goes further: he suggests that this same love offers an instrument which allows us to see the world in all its fractured unity: to recognise, for example, in a space-shuttle disaster, the explosion of the Challenger, a kaleidoscopic vision of the universe, “a cloud, made up of powdered flesh and metal, finely pulverised existences, living and dead matter that has assumed the form of a hazy white cloud, a grave of dust becoming finer and finer as it fans out, the infinite disintegration of bodies of men and women who once had names.”


In one of these letters, Nooteboom asks Poseidon who his “one last supplicant” might be. We know the answer to that question: a nomadic Dutchman, a clear-sighted optimist, an inveterate inquisitor, one of the best writers of this disillusioned century.


ALBERTO MANGUEL









How does something begin? 2008, a February day in Munich. On Marienplatz I buy a book by Sándor Márai, not a novel, but short pieces. It is called Die vier Jahreszeiten and it looks a little mournful: a snapped stem, a large flower hanging down, its petals still shut tight, and yet already slightly wilting, a melancholy image that seems out of place on this unexpectedly sunny day in the heart of winter. Years ago, before anyone was talking about Márai, Klaus Bittner gave me the writer’s last diary in Cologne, bitter, sparse pages, notes written in the years leading up to his suicide at the age of eighty-eight. Exile in San Diego. Why San Diego, for heaven’s sake? I know that city. How does a Hungarian cosmopolitan finish up there, at the end of a life, with a gunshot the final sound? His wife, with whom he had spent a lifetime travelling, has become ill. He visits her at the nursing home, she dies, and her ashes are scattered at sea. He lives on, alone, an uphill struggle, reading Aristotle, the diary becoming painful, fragmentary. And then comes death. He will not live to see his great – posthumous – success. My Hungarian friends are surprised at the enthusiastic reaction to his novels. They prefer his diaries, his travel writing. He was a bright presence in a long, dark century of fascism and communism, of constantly shifting borders.


I walk to Viktualienmarkt with my new book and look for a place to read. People are sitting outside, and I spot a free table outside a fish restaurant. I order a glass of champagne to celebrate the first day of spring, and I begin to read. The book was published in 1938, but what I am reading is the work of a contemporary, a man who spends his life looking and reading, travelling and writing. I had simply sat down where I had found a free chair, but the paper napkin I am given has the name POSEIDON written on it in letters that are the same blue as the sea I live beside in the summer. It must be a sign, someone wants to tell me something, and I have learned to heed such signs. The god is depicted with his trident, and, even though I am in the middle of writing a book, I decide that I shall start writing letters to him as soon as that book is finished – small collections of words, reports from my life.


The German winter becomes a Spanish summer, my book is done, and, in the emptiness that inevitably follows, I remember that sunny winter’s day of six months ago. In three days’ time, my seventy-sixth year will begin. The day after that is the start of the month of August, the emperor’s month. I have never written to a god before.


Evening is falling on the island, the sea is close, Poseidon’s sea, the rocks where I always swim. I look out at the vast, gently rippling surface, the movement in the last gleam of sunlight. The water on the rocks is the only sound. I simply need to begin.










POSEIDON I



In a relief that dates back to somewhere around the birth of Christ, who supplanted you, and whom we use to divide endless time in two, the twelve Olympian gods stand in a long line. They have their attributes with them, but their destination is unclear. Apollo, Artemis, Zeus, Athene. Then you. You are the first of the gods to look back, but Hera behind you, still so young, has closed her eyes, and is not returning your gaze. What were you looking at? Your left hand rests on your right side, while your right hand loosely holds your trident, that curious weapon by which we can always identify you. You used it for fishing, and every fish belonged to you. All of you are standing side on, Assyrian, Babylonian, that is how you appear, as if your bodies could not yet let go of the stone. That was at a time when we could not yet let go of you. Why did I choose you? Because I spend part of the year beside your sea? Because, before I head north again at the beginning of autumn, I always swim out from the rocks at the same place, even in rain or stormy weather? I do so in order to ask if I may return next year, and who should I ask but you? I had been looking for someone to write to for a long time, but how does a man write letters to a god? It is very simple – we do not, and yet I am doing it all the same. In a roundabout way. Leave what you write on the beach, on a rock by the sea, and hope that he will find it. My letters will be about things that I read, that I see, that I think. That I make up, that I remember, that surprise me. Reports from the world, like the one about the man who married a dead woman. Perhaps you will find them, perhaps they will blow away. I am writing them because I thought you might want to hear something about the world. I do not know what will happen next. I never know. All I can do is imagine. Receiving a reply was never the point. I have always wondered how it felt when no-one prayed to you any longer, and no-one asked anything of you. There must, once upon a time, have been one last supplicant. Who was it? And where? Did you and the other gods talk about it? We look at your statues, but you are not there. Were you jealous of the gods who came after you? Are you laughing now that they too have been abandoned?










MARRIED TO A HAT



In a small village in the south of France, a 68-year-old Frenchman has married a woman who has no age, because she is dead. They had lived together for twenty years and intended to marry, but she became ill and died. The man took the dead woman’s hat to the wedding, for which the French president had granted his permission. The hero of Gustav Meyrink’s The Golem has the thoughts of the man whose hat he is wearing. What was the woman’s hat thinking on her wedding day? There were dozens of guests. Did the hat recognise them? And what did it say to the man when they were alone at home again, just the two of them?










SIEGE



At the Prado, in one of the galleries upstairs in the new extension. A painting by Pieter Snayers. There are no other visitors, so the silence pervading this work has an even stronger impact. In the city where I am now standing, it is almost forty degrees outside, but inside the painting it has snowed, and I can feel that snow beneath my feet. The year is 1641. We are Spaniards, our war with France has been going on for six years and will continue for another eighteen. We are on a high hill, looking out over the plain below and upon the town centre and walls of Aire-sur-la-Lys. Our gaze extends to the horizon, a low strip of bluish land with, above it, the northerly light and those clouds, as seen only in these distant parts. Our own language sounds strange in these surroundings, a few bare trees around us, a couple of dogs. We must recapture the town and we will do so. That is what the history books say. To the left, beneath us, the troops in those unreal minutes of silence that precede every battle. Below them, the unseen enemy lies in wait. A man who looks at us one day, later, will, for a moment, lift our nameless selves up out of death, but our thoughts on that day we will keep to ourselves. What he will see is history, or art, or both. But he will know nothing about the breath that came from our mouths that morning, nothing about the sound of the crows, or the hoofs of the horses on the frozen ground.










BAYREUTH



It happens every summer, as surely as Wimbledon and the Tour de France. German sounds come wafting into my Mediterranean garden. They are still unsure, not knowing if they are welcome. Brass instruments, loud, high-pitched voices, timpani. They seem to be exploring the surroundings. I can feel that everything in my garden is on the alert, is resisting. The palms, the hibiscus, the cacti, the papyrus, plants that would perish in the cold mists of the North. But this music knows no mercy, and revels in its power. I hear those sustained Germanic notes, the military sound of the choir, the bite of that other language, the hunting blasts of the horns, the swelling of a large orchestra, the betrayal of Tristan, who will deliver Isolde to his king, her fury, the cries of grief, disguised as song, that tear past the pale lilac of the plumbago, and race through the bougainvillea like a sudden storm, leaving splashes of purple on the ground. I sit in the midst of it all, homeless, uprooted, a northern gardener beneath the oleasters, captive within the contradiction of my life.










POSEIDON II



You are a god, and I am a man. That is, however one looks at it, the state of affairs. But perhaps I might be permitted to ask you something I have always wanted to know. What is a human being to the gods? Do you despise us for being mortal? Or is the opposite the case? Are you jealous because we are allowed to die? Because your fate is, of course, immortality, even though we have no idea where you are now.


No-one talks about you anymore, and perhaps that hurts. It is as if you have simply vanished.


And yet, if it is true that you are immortal, and I assume that it is, then you must always remain. The end of the world, which you foretold, has not yet come. Have you gods stayed close to your empty temples? Did you become addicted to the sacrifices we made? Do you miss us, long for us? For a time we are the image of you, until we collapse, becoming ruins that can still think, still speak. Then we no longer resemble you.


But what is more of a mystery? Someone who is able to die, or someone who is never permitted to die? And so I return to my first question: what do the gods actually think of us?


Went down to the sea today, in a gale. Sat on a rock for a long time, looking out at the waves, so grey and wild. No answer, of course not. You sometimes disguised yourselves as humans, so that you could say something to us. At times I think you still do, that I have met one of you. But I will never know for sure.










ENCOUNTER



Two boys walk towards me on the narrow path from the sea to the village.


One is an adolescent, tall, unformed, everything about his body swings to and fro. This makes the steps of the much smaller boy behind him appear far more thoughtful. Dark, southern, Roman. His age is hard to guess, perhaps nine or ten, but what strikes me is the inward focus of his gaze. Of course I have no way of knowing what he sees there, but the mystery of that extreme concentration sends me reeling back through time. How long is it since I was that age? Why does something about it seem familiar? Was the man I am now, almost seventy years later, already present in the child I do not remember? That puzzle stays with me for the rest of the day. Can that happen, another person serving as a mirror in which one’s own age evaporates? Why do I believe I have encountered myself? And if I have not, then who is it that I met, but will never know?










INVALIDES



The dead here are forever invalids. They will never move again. Their ten coffins are arrayed in ceremonial symmetry with the classical edifice in the distance. There is a lot of space between the building and the coffins. In the photograph, that space looks white, as if it has snowed. A single, central figure stands at the middle point: the president of France. He has brought home the dead. What cannot be seen in the photograph is the unasked question: what kind of war is this? The distance makes it impossible to see any facial expressions, and so the dramaturgy of the number prevails: one facing many. Napoleon built this Dôme for his soldiers; at this moment thoughts of him are not far away. The act of capturing the sentiment of mourning in a geometry of theatrical purity has its own pathos. Diagonally behind the president a man is saluting. His rank is invisible at this distance. The soldiers lined up in front of the building, along both sides and next to the coffins, form a pentagon, a classical diagram. There must have been sound, but in this picture only silence reigns.










POSEIDON III



Today I read a piece by Kafka that I had not come across before. It bears your name: Poseidon.


Kafka is a continent; when you read him, you always end up in places you have never been. So if we can assume that some literature is timeless, then you are still alive, but apparently you are not happy. I cannot see you taking part in a procession of gods without feeling the need to correct the image, as I know you do not have enough time for that sort of thing. Too busy. According to Kafka, you never actually saw the sea from above, or only occasionally, on your rare ascents of Mount Olympus. The sea lay there, far beneath you, large, grey and shifting. That last part is not in the story; those words are mine. The mountain on the island where I live is not as high as Olympus, but once a year I climb it and look out at the sea. Large, grey and shifting, as I said. You remain beneath the waves, and so you do not actually know the element over which you rule. I am not sure what to make of that. A tired god under the water, that is how Kafka sees you. Beneath a transparent, moving ceiling. Restless. Someone who is always making calculations, who is responsible for the management of all the waters. You have to keep on doing the job, because they do not have anyone else. Kafka does not say who “they” are, but that is what makes him Kafka. It is a sad image. An old man at a desk, who just keeps on working away, deep beneath the water’s surface. Out of a sense of duty. Forget about the trident; in fact, those stories about you travelling the waters, trident in hand, are what annoy you most. Not a word about water nymphs or mermaids. Apparently you are waiting for the world to end. Just before then, when you have balanced the books, you might go for a quick boat tour, says Kafka. A tour … How am I ever going to shake off that thought?










RIVER



Leticia. A muddy slope descends to the river. People, pigs, dogs, all milling around together. Down by the water, slim boats with rowers to take people across to the other side, to the little island called Fantasia. Behind me, the market, the fruit, the fish. Someone helps me down the slippery slope to the jetty where the motorboats moor. The others are already there. Three Colombians from Cali, two Dutch. Two boatmen who will take us a hundred kilometres upstream. One of them sits up front, and I take my place beside the other, who is steering. As soon as we leave the shore, the river seems to open up, a vista of sparkling, metallic water between low banks that move further and further apart.


The little boat slices open the river, the shrill sound at odds with the immeasurable silence that must usually hold sway out here in the middle of this wide stretch of water. We stop at the Amacayacu nature park: a path plotted in the rainforest, planks over the boggy ground, the orgiastic glow of a thousand shades of green, leaves from a twisted dream, knives, serrated and sharp, a pond of rotting water plants beneath a sky that is growing darker and darker, the distant growl of a large storm. A monkey in make-up sits down beside me and looks at me as if it wants to enter into a discussion about proofs for the existence of God, but then the rain comes, not falling, but standing upright, a grey, almost opaque screen of water, and when it stops, the ground starts to steam as if the mud is boiling. The light is now made of zinc and iron, and as we set off again it hurts our eyes. We will see pink dolphins dancing alongside us and clouds constantly changing shape. The river is thousands of kilometres long, and I should like to sail onwards to Iquitos, and as far as the Andes. The sound of the engine is intoxicating, we encounter hardly anyone, only now and then one of those low boats occupied by slender figures, the same riverbanks for hours on end, green, green, and the riddles of the life that unfolds in this world without roads or cars, until, hours later, we turn around and sail back with the current to the island of Santa Rosa, in Peru. The ground is mud, trees with interlacing aerial roots, a bare tree full of vultures nearby, wooden houses on stilts, a group of women in a semi-circle. There are about a dozen of them, and each has an animal in her arms: a sloth, a parrot, an alligator, a young crocodile, a turtle, an iguana, a giant frog. This has obviously been arranged, what these women are doing is a job, and later the driver of the boat will ask us for a financial contribution. A lone man sits to one side of the women. He has a small kind of jaguar on a rope, it hisses as soon as I approach. Our small party of travellers stands in front of the women, looking at the animals, an absurdist scene: the queen on a working visit. The women are of various ages; they are wearing T-shirts and shorts. What they are thinking cannot be read on their faces. Or on ours, I think to myself. You don’t stroke a crocodile, the sloth appears to be fast asleep, and the turtle is two hundred years old and already knows everything there is to know. I walk away from the group across a sandy field to a wooden building painted in pink and pale green: Asamblea Tradicional de Dios, Iglesia Evangélica. The gods are never far away. I walk up the rickety stairs and inside, into a large, empty room. At the other end is a kind of altar with a lectern for the Word, behind it are five bright-green plastic chairs, and in front of it are six narrow wooden benches with no backrests. Light shines in through the chinks and cracks in the wooden walls. It is peaceful there, quiet. Where people pray often, the divine reigns, said the philosopher who himself did not believe in God. For a moment I stand in that silence, and then I hear the boat’s engine starting up. As we move off, I watch the group on the bank swiftly fading into invisibility until finally they vanish into the distant green of the riverbank, as if a drawing were being erased: a village on an island in the river on the border between Peru, Colombia and Brazil, an endless distance from the capital city of Lima, where nobody knows its name.
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