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  Preface




  Colin Stanley




  In the mid 1980s I set about collecting essays from Wilson fans/scholars/friends in order to compile a volume, Around the Outsider, to celebrate the thirtieth anniversary of The Outsider. This was belatedly published by Cecil Woolf Publishers in 1988 under the title Colin Wilson, a Celebration: Essays and Recollections.




  It was a book of two halves: the first, a series of essays by friends who had known Wilson back in those early Soho days; and the second, a number of critical assessments of his work to date.




  I was fortunate indeed to receive recollections from the two ‘Angry Young Men’ closest to Wilson: Bill Hopkins and Stuart Holroyd. Also from Tom Greenwell who, during the 1950s and early 1960s, working as a gossip-columnist for the Evening Standard, shared a house with them all at no. 25 Chepstow Road, London W2. Another resident at Chepstow Road was novelist John Braine who promised me an essay when I spoke to him in 1986 but, unfortunately, and sadly, died before setting to work. The recently deceased poet John Rety, editor of the 1950s coffee bar magazine The Intimate Review (Wilson’s first publisher), provided a very evocative piece describing those early days and I also received a memoir from the writer, photographer and broadcaster Daniel Farson. Angus Wilson wrote a short Introduction from his home in France, remembering the Colin Wilson he befriended when Superintendent of the British Museum reading room in the mid-1950s. Laura Del Rivo’s contribution came too late to be included in that volume and has been appended to this. From across the Atlantic came contributions from Joyce Carol Oates, Marilyn Ferguson, A. E. van Vogt and Allen Ginsberg.




  The current volume does not boast such famous names. It is intended mainly as an academic festschrift and, to this end, invitations were sent to known scholars of Wilson’s work worldwide. Just two names from the contents list of Colin Wilson, a Celebration remain: Nicolas Tredell and myself. Since 1988 Nicolas has maintained his interest in Wilson’s work, updating his original book The Novels of Colin Wilson (London: Vision Press, 1982) as Existence and Evolution: the novels of Colin Wilson (Berkeley CA: Maurice Bassett) and produced a series of penetrating essays on Wilson’s fiction for the University of East Anglia’s online Literary Encyclopedia (www.litencyc.com). As the editor of Colin Wilson Studies (ISSN 0959-180-X. Nottingham: Paupers’ Press), now into its sixteenth volume, I was obviously in a good position to instigate and coordinate the festschrift. Would-be contributors listed their three favourite Wilson titles (or the ones they considered to be the most important) and were then asked to write a 3000-5000 word essay about one of them. As a result, most, but not all of Wilson’s interests are covered: in the present volume you will find illuminating essays on Wilson’s fiction and non-fiction, including his writings on philosophy, psychology, criminology, literature, and the occult.




  My collection of Colin Wilson’s work now forms the basis of an archive at Nottingham University, here in the United Kingdom, known as The Colin Wilson Collection. It is hoped that this will be opened for the use of scholars and researchers, concurrently with the publication of this celebratory volume, and the author’s significant 80th birthday, in June 2011.
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Ritual in the Dark (1960)




  An Acceptance of Complexity: Ritual in the Dark





  Nicolas Tredell




  Ritual in the Dark (1960) is an unsung achievement of postwar British fiction. A favourite with Wilson aficionados and with the author himself,1 and probably enjoyed by many readers who find it casually in a bookshop or library knowing little or nothing of Wilson’s other work,2 Ritual has never entered the literary canon in the way that Kingsley Amis’s Lucky Jim (1954) or Alan Sillitoe’s Saturday Night and Sunday Morning (1958) have. While Wilson’s The Outsider (1956) usually gets a brief if often dismissive mention in surveys of postwar British culture, Ritual hardly ever figures in accounts of British fiction since 1945.3 But Ritual is of considerable value both in its own right and as a harbinger of new developments in the novel. Published in 1960, on the cusp of cultural change, it exemplifies the English novel expanding, taking on larger themes, after the contracted ambitions which seemed to dominate English fiction in 1950s Britain. In that sense Ritual anticipates the enlargement of the thematic and formal scope of English fiction which would occur in the 1960s, in the work of, say, Doris Lessing or John Fowles. But it points as well to a road not taken; for while much subsequent British fiction after Lessing or Fowles has been stylistically and formally ambitious – the work, for example, of Martin Amis or Ian McEwan – it has not been, so to speak, existentially ambitious, preferring to avoid explicit engagement with philosophical themes of meaning and being and, insofar as it seeks wider significance, to do so by latching on to large historical events (for instance, the Holocaust, the Gulag, 9/11, the Iraq war). Ritual does, implicitly, have something to say about such events (including those which had not happened when it was first published); and it does explicitly deal with themes which remain urgently topical, such as serial killing. But it aims to do so within a wider philosophical perspective. Ritual achieves such a perspective, not only by its explicit engagements with ideas, but also by means of its style and narrative technique. These latter aspects of Ritual have hitherto been little explored; this essay aims to open them up for further exploration, and in that way to celebrate Wilson’s currently undervalued skills as a novelist.




  When writing Ritual, Wilson was still closely in touch with the work of those Modernist authors who made such an impact on twentieth-century prose style, such as Joyce and Hemingway. His own prose in Ritual provides both precision and poetic effect. The quest for precision is evident in this description of Sorme’s reporter friend, Bill Payne: ‘[w]hen he was tired, his skin took on the greenish tint of the albumen of a boiled duck egg’ (54). The combination of precise delineation and poetic resonance appears in the evocation of Austin Nunne’s ‘brown eyes as soft as an animal’s and as sardonic and caressing as a heathen god’ (248). A different kind of poetic effect – more Audenesque, perhaps – occurs in the simile which captures Sorme’s response when Father Carruthers tells Sorme that Franz Stein has received information which suggests Nunne could be the Whitechapel killer: the ‘questions piled up in him, obstructing one another like a cumulative accident on an arterial highway’ (253). This is an analytical rather than atmospheric image and the phrase ‘arterial highway’ has an Audenesque quality, calling to mind 1930s poetry. A further kind of poetic effect, surreal and potent, features in the powerful visual correlative for Sorme’s sense of the driving force of the Whitechapel murderer. This emerges as he lies on his bed on the afternoon on which he has heard of the Greenwich murder:




  [H]e began to see it: in the half darkness, in a warehouse,  an animal like a crab; something flat with prehensile claws. He was aware of nothing else; only the crablike creature, moving silently into the half light; moving strangely, obliquely, but with intention, entirely itself, possessed by an urge that was its identity, entire unification of its being in one desire, one lust, a certainty. It was not a man; it was what was inside a man as he waited. (198)




  The most sustained prose flights in Ritual are its two major visionary moments – when Sorme is on the roof of his Camden Town boarding house (137-9) and when he is in a bedroom at the Balalaika Club (179-80). Here is an example of one paragraph (the twelfth) from the first moment when Sorme, ‘physically tired but curiously excited’ (137), is sitting on the slates, ‘feet braced against the parapet’ (138):




  To change. But no physical change. Only a constant intensity of imagination that would require no cathedral symbol to sustain and remind. Isobel Gowdie, big-breasted farmer’s wife, sweating and curving to the indrive of an abstract darkness, the warm secretions flowing to abet the entry of a formless evil. To escape the dullness of a Scottish farm by daylight, the time trap. Symbol of the unseen. The unseen being all you cannot see at the moment. Until the consciousness stretches to embrace all space and history. Osiris openeth the storm cloud in the body of heaven, and is unfettered himself; Horus is made strong happily each day. Why the time trap? Why the enclosure? Invisible bonds, non-existent bonds, bonds that cannot be broken because they are non-existent. Human beings like blinkered horses. (139)




  The passage starts with an infinitive which takes on something of the force of an imperative. ‘To change’, coming at the start of this paragraph, set apart by the full stop which follows it, and repeating a phrase which has occurred twice in the previous paragraph but one, implies that change is both a possibility and a necessity (it could be linked with the concluding imperative of Rilke’s poem, ‘Archaiser Torso Apollos’ (‘Archaic Torso of Apollo’), ‘Du mußt dein Leben ändern’ (‘You must change your life’). But the next sentence stresses that it is not a question of physical change. The following sentence provides a statement, in rhythmic prose, of Sorme’s – and Wilson’s – ultimate aspiration: ‘Only a constant intensity of imagination that would require no cathedral symbol to sustain and remind’. Here the sibilants in ‘constant’, ‘intensity’, ‘symbol’ and ‘sustain’ help to bind the sentence together, while the repeated ‘re’ of ‘require’ and ‘remind’ provide some stiffening which prevents the sentence from sinking into a mere susurration. The ‘cathedral’ image here refers back to an earlier paragraph (the tenth) in this section, when Sorme’s thoughts ‘moved towards an image of gratitude, of reverence, of affirmation’ which ‘became a cathedral, bigger than any known cathedral, symbol of the unseen’ (138). But the passage now expresses the aspiration to transcend that image, to transcend any image, to attain an ongoing imaginative intensity that would be independent of imagery.




  This abstract, general statement of Sorme’s aspiration is followed by the specific reference to Isobel Gowdie. It is characteristic of the careful planning of Ritual that Isobel has been mentioned earlier in the novel and acquires added significance when she recurs in the context of Sorme’s vision. Sorme initially refers to her in his first conversation with Father Carruthers when he describes his sexual failure with Kay, the Slade School student:




  I thought about something I’d read that day in a book on witchcraft. About a woman called Isobel Gowdie, who claimed she had sexual intercourse with demons while her husband was asleep beside her […] At least sex meant something to her [in contrast to Kay]. She wanted to be possessed by the devil. She was probably bored stiff on a Scottish farm in the middle of nowhere. So she invented demons and devils. (67, Wilson’s italics).




  Now Isobel Gowdie returns in Sorme’s thoughts on the rooftop, vividly rendered in her physicality (‘big-breasted’, ‘sweating and curving’, ‘warm secretions’). But this physicality is, in a seeming paradox, powered by the imagination, the physically non-existent, the ‘indrive’ of an ‘abstract darkness’ (‘indrive’ is an unusual term, not in the current online Oxford English Dictionary). The sentence achieves a remarkable amalgam of the physical and the imaginative, the concrete and the abstract.




  The start of the next sentence, like the first sentence of the paragraph, is an infinitive – ‘To escape’ – which, in the context, seems to assume some of the force of an imperative. ‘To escape’ appears to contain an incipient insistence on the necessity of escape. The sentence stays with the example of Isobel Gowdie and with her desire to escape from a specific situation, ‘the dullness of a Scottish farm by daylight’; but the phrase at the end of the sentence, ‘the time trap’, generalizes the situation of entrapment and defines it in terms, not of space, but of time. Gowdie’s diabolic lovers are also redefined in the next sentence as a ‘symbol of the unseen’, repeating the phrase used in the tenth paragraph of this section. The following sentence suggests that the ‘unseen’ is ‘all you cannot see at the moment’ – implying that the unseen does exist even if it cannot be perceived – and the next sentence goes on to posit that it may become possible at a certain stage of consciousness to see the unseen: ‘Until the consciousness stretches to embrace all time and history’. Ancient Egyptian gods are invoked in the subsequent sentence, which has a hieratic quality, like a priestly chant, enhanced by the alliteration of ‘O siris o peneth’, and ‘Horus happily’. The passage then shifts into the interrogative mode to convey a sense of urgent questioning: ‘Why the time trap? Why the enclosure?’ The repetition of ‘bonds’ (three times) and of ‘non-existent’ (twice) in the penultimate paragraph increases the sense of urgency. In the final sentence, the paragraph comes down to earth with the simile of ‘blinkered horses’, still an everyday sight in the streets of 1950s England.




  This is only one paragraph in a more extended section which consists of fifteen paragraphs in all and runs to over two pages in the original edition of Ritual. It demonstrates Wilson’s control, range and versatility as a prose stylist in fiction. An even more impressive demonstration is provided by the passage evoking Sorme’s vision of Nunne as Nijinsky. This could certainly feature in an anthology of high-quality twentieth-century English prose but its effectiveness is compounded when it is read in the context of Ritual as a whole. Like the account of Sorme’s rooftop vision, it is an extended section, this time consisting of ten paragraphs in all and covering about a page and a half in the original edition of the novel. The following passage starts at the third paragraph and runs through to the end of chapter 8 (which is also the end of Part 1 of the novel):




  [Austin] was standing by the window, staring out. In the faint dawnlight, the big naked body looked like a marble statue. The shoulders were broad: rounded muscle, a dancer’s shoulders.




  Sorme could not see his eyes. They would be stone eyes, not closed, immobile in the half light, nor like the eyes of the priest, grey in the ugly gargoyle’s face. When he closed his own eyes he saw the dancer, the big body, moving without effort through the air, slowly, unresisted, then coming to earth, as silent as a shadow. It was very clear. The face, slim and muscular, bending over him, a chaplet of rose leaves woven into the hair, a faun’s face, the brown animal eyes smiling at him, beyond good and evil.




  Cold the dawnlight on marble roofs, more real than the jazz. You’re gonna miss me, honey. Glass corridors leading nowhere.




  And then the leap, violent as the sun on ice, beyond the bed, floating without noise, on, through the open window.




  The excitement rose in him like a fire. The rose, bloodblack in the silver light, now reddening in the dawn that blows over Paddington’s roof-tops. Ending. A rose from an open window, curving high over London’s waking roof-tops, then falling, its petals loosening, into the grey soiled waters of the Thames.




  He wanted to say it, with the full shock of amazement: So that’s who you are!




  Certain now, as never before, the identification complete.




  It was still there as he woke up, the joy and surprise of the discovery, fading as he looked around the lightening room. He said aloud: Vaslav. (179-80)




  Like the description of Isobel Gowdie in Sorme’s rooftop vision, the above passage starts by stressing the physicality of ‘Nunjinsky’ (as this composite figure will hereafter be called); but in contrast to Isobel’s sweaty, sinuous fleshiness, this is cool and classical, with the quality of a stone sculpture and a sense of poised athletic strength at rest but ready for action. In one of the many internal echoes in Ritual which deepen the resonance of the novel, the phrase ‘the eyes of the priest, in the ugly grey gargoyle’s face’, refers back to Sorme’s first impression of Father Carruthers’s face as having ‘the strong lines of a gargoyle’ and ‘small, almost colourless eyes’ (61). This echo serves to point up a contrast with the petrifaction and inferred immobility of Nunjinsky’s eyes. Then Sorme’s own eyes close and the sense of statuesque immobility, in the body and eyes of Nunjinsky, gives way, in Sorme’s dream-vision, to movement. The rhythm and arrangement of the prose contribute to conveying the quality of this movement. Using present participles (‘moving’, ‘coming’) rather than finite verbs (‘moved’, ‘came’) enhances the impression of motion, while placing the adverbs ‘slowly’ and ‘unresisted’ in between the two phrases which employ those present participles slows down the sentence, holding it suspended momentarily in a way that is analogous to the suspension of the dancer during his leap. The sense of silence, of softness in his coming to earth is reinforced by the sibilants in ‘slowly’, ‘unresisted’, ‘silent’ and ‘shadow’. Then a short, simple declarative sentence follows – ‘It was very clear’ – which encapsulates the clarity of Sorme’s dream-vision. Despite the sense of silence and softness, there is nothing vague about it. The next sentence moves into close-up mode, linking Nunjinsky with the Spectre of the Rose, the faun of Debussy’s and Mallarmé’s afternoon, and Nietzsche’s Beyond Good and Evil.




  From this point, the paragraphs get shorter, as the scene moves towards its climax. The next paragraph starts by reemphasizing the impending dawn and is followed by another reference back, to the jazz Sorme heard in the Balalaika Club earlier that night (173) and to a demotic line from a song lyric. Then there is the image, both surreal and cinematic of ‘[g]lass corridors leading nowhere’, suggesting a kind of entrapment in a transparent maze. The following paragraph starts with an act whose definitive nature is brought home more sharply by being presented as a noun preceded by a definite article (‘the leap’) rather than a pronoun and finite verb (‘he leapt’). The simile of ‘the sun on ice’ conveys the primal force of the act. The sense of answering motion in Sorme is reinforced by the verb ‘rose’ and there is a play on words as ‘rose’ recurs in the next section as a noun. The chromatic connotations of ‘rose’ as a flower are developed in a vivid palette of related colours (‘bloodblack’, ‘silver’, ‘reddening’). Then present participles comes to the fore here to enhance the sense of parabolic motion and of a dying fall into the river (‘curving’, ‘falling’, ‘loosening’). The passage climaxes in a recognition scene which unfolds in Sorme’s dream-vision and is confirmed verbally on waking, the actual name withheld until the last, clinching word: ‘Vaslav’ (in a further internal echo, this recalls the toast ‘To Vaslav’ proposed by Sorme and endorsed by Nunne earlier in the evening (167)). This identification is the culmination of the process that began with Sorme’s encounter with Nunne in the queue for the Diaghilev exhibition at the start of the novel.




  The disciplined and evocative prose of Ritual is matched by a skilful narrative technique which may show the influence of another writer whom Wilson had discussed in The Outsider: Henry James. In an article published in The Twentieth Century in December 1959, written while he was marking up the proofs of Ritual, Wilson acknowledges his ‘admiration’ for James which in his teens, when he was drafting the early versions of his first novel, ‘amounted to adoration’ (493). The published version of Ritual employs an approach like that of James’s scenic method. The scenes in Wilson’s first novel – particularly those which show Sorme with Nunne, with Gertrude and with Glasp – are closely attentive to the subtle changes of mood and perception which occur in interpersonal encounters.




  In Ritual Wilson adopts another technique associated with James: the use of a narrator who eschews an omniscient perspective and presents the actions through the point of view of a protagonist. Ritual is told in the third person but from Sorme’s viewpoint – or, to put it another way, the action and themes of the novel are focalized through Sorme. In Ritual, Sorme is a young heterosexual man of twenty-six, ‘slightly over six feet tall’ (8), fair-complexioned (83) and ‘very good-looking’ (21), according to Carl Castering, whom Sorme meets briefly in the French pub (the York Minster) in Soho and who compares Sorme’s looks to those of Arthur Rimbaud (Castering, whom Nunne calls ‘one of the best photographers in London’ (21), is a cameo of the real-life photographer John Deakin 4). It perhaps befits Sorme’s Rimbaudian good looks that he is, in his own words, ‘scruffy’ (12) – baggy trousers (99), frayed turnups, leather strips sewn on to his jacket cuffs (14), hair in need of cutting (99).




  Through Sorme’s memories and some of his remarks we gain a fragmentary picture of his past. His family comes from, and still live in, Yorkshire (12, 340). When he was a child, his parents used to say he was ‘born lucky’ and he ‘always felt lucky, fundamentally’ (134). He is vague about his religious upbringing but supposes it was Church of England (26). He took instruction as a Catholic but did not pursue it, partly because he found his instructor, Father Grey, a hearty priest with no sympathy for mysticism, off-putting (62). He did National Service in the RAF (97, 134). He worked for a year as a clerk in a city office with a belligerent, anti-Semitic Scot as a colleague. He left that job without notice five years ago, after receiving a solicitor’s letter informing him that he had been left a legacy which would provide him with a small private income (140-1). Since then, he has lived in boarding houses (in Whitechapel (145) and in a basement in the Marylebone Road (207) before Ritual starts, in Colindale when it begins (19), and then in Camden Town for the rest of the novel). Free of the need to work, he has occupied himself by reading ‘mystical theology’ (158) – ‘Plotinus and St. Francis de Sales and the rest’ (149) – in his room or in the British Museum Reading Room, writing or trying to write, and striving to achieve a vision of power, meaning and purpose.




  It is interesting to consider what we are not told, at least not directly, about Sorme, since this helps to highlight Wilson’s thematic priorities in Ritual. Despite his Yorkshire provenance, there is no indication that he speaks with a Northern accent (unlike Glasp, who has what Sorme thinks at first is a faint Yorkshire accent (146) which sometimes becomes more marked (152, 202), though Nunne tells Sorme that Glasp is Liverpool Irish, from Lancashire (170)). Apart from Sorme’s remark that his parents told him he was ‘born lucky’, nothing else is disclosed about his childhood (certainly nothing resembling the fraught childhood and adolescence that Wilson himself had, despite Sorme’s closeness in many respects to his creator). There is no direct indication of Sorme’s class background, though his gastronomic gaucheness suggests he is unused to the high life; he needs instruction in how to eat escargots from Caroline (116) and how to eat asparagus from Nunne (167) and he drinks brandy from a brandy glass for the first time at Gertrude Quincey’s (80-1). We are also told nothing directly about Sorme’s educational background, but there is no indication that he attended university; it does not come up anywhere in the novel, even on the occasion on which he might most naturally talk about it, when Nunne is speaking of the premature death of Nigel Barker, a fellow-student at Oxford (132-3). Other than his job in a city office, we learn nothing of Sorme’s previous employment history. His dislike of ‘the memories aroused by the scaffolding’ supporting the entrance tent wall at the Diaghilev exhibition (8) suggests that he may have worked at some point on a building site, but no further information is given about these ‘memories’. Sorme is not provided with a comprehensive backstory and there is a sense that, like F. Scott Fitzgerald’s Jay Gatsby, he springs ‘from his Platonic conception of himself’ (77).




  Ritual is not a self-consciously symbolic novel, but it does have recurrent motifs and concerns which help to bind it together and to enhance its significance. As the protagonist and sole viewpoint character, these motifs are focused through Sorme. One key motif is that of violence. In the opening paragraph of the novel, we learn that the London crowds affront Sorme and that if ‘he allowed himself to notice them, he found himself thinking: Too many people in this bloody city; we need a massacre to thin their numbers’ (7). When he goes to see his eccentric fellow-tenant Mr Hamilton, he feels ‘suddenly violently angry, and would have enjoyed snatching up the gramophone and smashing it on the perspiring bald head’ (38). When Glasp’s landlady shuts the door on him, Sorme feels ‘an irritable rage at her rudeness, and had to restrain a desire to kick the door’ (401). But Sorme never commits an act of violence and has no real wish to cross the line from aggressive fantasy to brutal reality. Indeed, this is also established in the first paragraph of Ritual, when we are told that Sorme’s thoughts of massacre make him feel sick: ‘he had no desire to kill anyone’ (7).




  Sorme’s sick feeling after his thoughts of massacre exemplifies a further recurrent feature of Ritual: the way in which responses are registered viscerally, in the digestive system, the stomach and bowels. After talking about the Whitechapel murders with Bill Payne and Martin Mason, Sorme’s ‘stomach felt watery and rebellious’ (58). As Sorme prepares to explore Nunne’s basement flat further, excitement produces ‘a watery sensation in the bowels’ (106). When he turns over a book on criminology, he sees a photograph of a woman with her throat cut which makes him feel sick. A little later, he makes himself look through the photographs of murder victims in the book and experiences ‘a heaviness of continual disgust in his stomach’ (108-9). On reading of the murder of Doris Elizabeth Marr in Greenwich, a ‘peculiarly unpleasant sensation touched him with disgust’ – a ‘hot, sticky feeling in the area of his stomach’ (197). At the scene of the double murder in Whitechapel, ‘fear and excitement stirred his intestines’ (214). A little later, the thought that, ‘somewhere in London’, the murderer was still free produced ‘a lurching sensation of the stomach’ (222). The most vivid digestive reaction occurs in the scene at the Balalaika Club, where Sorme, after eating chicken, mayonnaise and asparagus and drinking champagne and whisky, feels ‘as if something flat and alive, something with legs, turned itself slowly in the pit of his stomach’ (176) and vomits violently three times. This is a kind of purgation which helps to prepare him, physically and psychologically, for his vision of Nunne as Nijinsky.




  A further recurrent motif in Ritual is fire. At the end of the first paragraph, the half-clothed forms in the advertisements on London tube escalators for women’s corsets and stockings give Sorme ‘an instantaneous shock, like throwing a match against a petrol-soaked rag’ (7). This is an experience which combines pain and power, but fire is also associated with power and pleasure when, in a room at the Diaghilev exhibition, Sorme hears the final dance from Stravinsky’s The Firebird and again sustains a shock, but this time an agreeable one. ‘It sent a warm shock of pleasure through the muscles of his back and shoulders, and stirred the surface of his scalp’ (9). Metaphorical fire becomes literal on two major occasions in Ritual. On Sorme’s third day in his new boarding house, in a vividly realized scene, he puts out a dangerous fire started by Mr Hamilton, the tenant of the room above his (43-5). The fire here provides Sorme with a means of self-definition; he shows that he can be a man of action as well as an intellectual. The second major literal fire in Ritual offers Sorme a further occasion for self-definition, this time of a verbal kind: it is the one which students light on a London bomb site where they intend to have a party (119-21). When Sorme goes to this fire with Caroline, he is disgusted by what he sees as the adolescent antics of the students, especially of a former boyfriend of Caroline’s, Ivor Fenner, who leaps back and forth across a tree trunk at the centre of the flames; but when the fire brigade extinguishes the blaze, he ‘revolts automatically at the idea of the authority that could put an end to the party’ (120). He sums up his contradictory attitude by describing himself, to Caroline, as an ‘authoritarian anarchist’ (121).




  As an image, fire figures in the account of Sorme’s dream-vision of ‘Nunjinsky’ from which we have already quoted. As Sorme sees the dancer leap through the open window, ‘[t]he ‘excitement rose in him like a fire’ (180). Fire provides a memorable simile when Nunne, speaking frankly of his sadism, though not yet of sadistic murder, says: ‘You feel like a carpet when a lighted coal’s fallen on it – just a hole where the heart should be, with burn round the edges’ (128). Stein later tells Sorme that Nunne may have been responsible for setting fire to a haystack when he entered an Alsace monastery after (possibly) killing a male prostitute, and links Nunne with Peter Kürten, who ‘liked setting fire to things – especially haystacks. The sight of fire acts as a stimulant to many sadists’ (395). But it is the sight of a woman who has suffered death by fire which stimulates Sorme in a different way, making him finally reject Nunne. When Stein takes Sorme to the mortuary to view the Whitechapel killer’s latest victim, Sorme cannot connect the gashed corpse with a living being, finding it ‘impersonal’, ‘too dead’, ‘meaningless’; it is only when he looks at a neighbouring corpse, a woman killed when her husband threw a paraffin lamp at her, that he experiences ‘a recognition of humanity’. ‘Where the charred flesh came to an end, the skin was burnt and raw. Fragments of clothing still adhered to her legs and arms. The fascination was one of pity and kinship’ (398). Here the powerful destructive force of fire is written on the body; and it brings Sorme to a new comprehension of ‘death by violence’ as ‘a complete negation of all our impulses’ (411).




  References to water and washing also feature in Ritual. At several significant moments, Sorme washes himself and while this has an obvious practical function – particularly in view of the limited ablutionary facilities at his boarding house – it is reiterated to such an extent that it becomes more than a mere realistic detail and takes on a slightly ritualistic quality. In the midst of the hectic activity of the novel, it provides occasions for solitude and self-collection. On his first visit to Gertrude Quincey’s, Sorme ‘washed his hands at the basin, humming quietly’ (27). At the British Museum, he goes to the ‘downstairs lavatory’ where he ‘washed his hands and face in hot water, and returned to the Reading Room feeling cooler.’ (158). When he is in Gertrude Quincey’s house with Caroline Denbigh, he goes to the bathroom where ‘he stripped off his pullover and shirt, and washed his chest and neck with warm water’ (162). Awaking from sleep and recalling he has a lunch appointment, he goes to the bathroom where ‘he plunged his face into a bowl of cold water and blew vigorously, to clear his head. He stripped to the waist and washed’ (183). Back in his room with Glasp after leaving a pub, he ‘filled the washbowl with hot water, then plunged his hands into it and leaned forward on them, suddenly tired’ (276-7). Waking up around 2 am after dreaming of the old man in the room above, Sorme ‘went downstairs to the bathroom, and washed his hands and face in water’ (298). Sorme’s washing is, unsurprisingly, particularly elaborate after his close encounter with fire and smoke when he puts out the blaze in Hamilton’s room. He goes up to the kitchen, where ‘he turned the tap on full, and held his head underneath it. He pulled off the pyjama jacket and rubbed his body with a wet sponge, which soothed his hot flesh with a luxurious coolness’ (44-5). Sorme’s most complete immersion, however, occurs at Gertrude Quincey’s, where he takes a bath, a kind of vicarious intimacy with Gertrude which anticipates his later lovemaking with her and provides an opportunity for more extended reflection on his situation (191).




  Sleepiness is a fifth recurrent feature of the novel. After an hour in the Diaghilev exhibition, the ‘heat was making [Sorme] sleepy’ (9). When he finally gets to bed after his first meeting with Nunne, ‘[s]leep came quickly and easily’ (33). After unpacking in his new room the next day, he falls into a doze from which the whistle of the kettle awakens him (34) and, later, he finds that the ‘heat was making him drowsy’ (35). Two days later, he is again in his room and, as he drinks a cup of tea, ‘he began to feel sleepy’, despite the fact that, as he thinks to himself, he did not get up until eleven o’clock. When he resists the impulse to lie down and close his eyes, he feels ‘immediately overwhelmed by the desire to sleep’ (71). He forces himself to do more unpacking, restraining the sleepiness which returns, but he finally lies on the bed and falls asleep (73). After emerging from his exploration of Nunne’s basement flat, he finds that ‘[s]ilence and the sense of uncertainty had left him tired’ (109). In an Underground train on his way back from a meeting with Father Carruthers, he comes close to falling asleep, wipes ‘the tears out of his eyes with his handkerchief’, and ‘immediately’ yawns again (115). In the British Museum Reading Room, he finds that ‘the warmth was making him sleepy’ (159). The morning after his exhausting visit to the Balalaika Club, he falls asleep in his room while thinking about Oliver Glasp’s impending visit that evening, and his head is still ‘thick with sleep’ when he wakes up (183). After lunch with Gertrude Quincey on the same day, he falls asleep in front of the electric fire while she is making coffee (185). When Bill Payne rings him late that night to ask if he wants to go out with them to do a news story on the Greenwich murder, Sorme says ‘I’m deadly sleepy’ (211). At Gertrude Quincey’s again, Sorme finds that the ‘wine he had drunk with Glasp had made him feel sleepy’ (329). Sleep and sleepiness tend to be negative terms in Wilson’s total oeuvre – one of his main emphases is that human beings are not fully awake and should be conducting a more vigorous ‘war against sleep’ (the subtitle of his 1980 book about Gurdjieff). But the narcoleptic moments in Ritual have a more positive effect, seeming to form part of Wilson’s concern with those states of consciousness in which the pressure of everyday reality recedes and possibilities of richer perceptions emerge. In Ritual, sleep is sometimes the gateway to hypnagogic images (like that of the force that drives the Whitechapel killer) and to dreams and to visions (like that of Nunne as Nijinsky).




  Ritual is also a novel about writing. As well as being a homosexual, a sadist and a serial killer, Nunne is a writer, who has, according to Gertrude Quincey, published three books – Sorme has read two of them (11) – and is starting to build a reputation as a journalist (82). Father Carruthers has written a book on Chekhov (31) and Franz Stein one on Kürten (375). Sorme calls himself a writer and the reader is invited to take him seriously in that role, but as yet he has published little – only ‘a few poems in magazines’ (25). Despite this incipient poetic career, Sorme’s focus seems to be on the novel rather than poetry. When he first meets Nunne, he tells him he is writing a novel about ‘Nijinsky’s state of mind’ – that of someone who, unlike most people, ‘believed in himself’ (16). Later, in an uneasy encounter with two American beat writers, Cal Teschmeyer and Rudi James, he tells them his novel is about a ‘sexual killer’ (249), which impresses them, though when Nunne asks Sorme, after Cal and Rudi have left, whether he meant this seriously, Sorme says he ‘invented it on the spur of the moment’ because it is impossible ‘to talk about [one’s] work like that, at five seconds notice’ (251). Whatever the precise subject of his novel, Sorme seems to be suffering from extended writer’s block, or at least from an inability to bring his work to completion; he tells Glasp he has been ‘stuck on the same book for five years’ and cannot finish it because there is ‘something missing’ – he suggests it might be ‘the inspiration’ but this hardly seems intended as a serious diagnosis of the difficulty (205). What is missing, perhaps, is precisely the experiences that Sorme undergoes in the course of Ritual. It may be that, in reading Ritual, we are reading the novel that Sorme is writing –or that he will write, once those experiences are over and he has achieved a state of interior clarity and ‘an acceptance of complexity’ (416). Ritual in fact tackles both the topics which Sorme specifies for his novel, even if the second topic is a spur-of-the-moment invention: Ritual is about both Nijinsky and a sexual killer, figures who come together in the shape of Austin Nunne.




  Sorme’s search for potency as a writer can be related to his quest for sexual potency. The Sorme who, in Ritual, deflowers two virgins within a week may seem like a sexual athlete; but the erotic history which emerges from his own remarks and recollections is more complex. Certainly he is strongly aware of sexual desire; after taking out Caroline for the first time, it strikes him that ‘he was hardly ever free of desire; at any hour of the day or night, the thought of a woman could disturb him and arouse the dissatisfaction of lust without an object’ (125). He also seems to have been capable in the past of athletic sexual performance. In a conversation with Oliver Glasp, Sorme recalls a girlfriend he had when he ‘lived in a basement off the Marylebone Road’ and how, one Sunday, he ‘made love to her until I felt like a wet dishrag’ and thought he had exhausted desire until he went out to get the milk and saw the legs and thighs of a girl walking overhead in a wide skirt – and felt that he ‘could have carried her off to bed whooping!’ (207, 239-40). In a later conversation with Glasp, Sorme asks ‘Have you ever been in a room with two women who have been your mistress?’ (276), implying that this is a situation which he, Sorme, has personally experienced. But these sexual triumphs seem to have been some time ago. On his first date with Caroline he tells her that he hasn’t ‘taken a girl out for the past five years’ (117) and when he takes a bath at Gertrude Quincey’s, he reflects on ‘[f]ive years of celibacy, of partial boredom, of the unsuccessful attempt to harvest his own solitude’ (191). He tells Glasp that, after reading ‘Plotinus and St Francis de Sales and the rest’ (presumably during his five years of solitude), he ‘got involved with a couple of a girls for a very short time’ (149), but he does not expand on these brief liaisons.




  The two specific past sexual encounters he recalls in Ritual have been failures. Five years ago, three days before leaving his job in a City office, he took out a girl who worked there, Marilyn, and ended up with her in a park where she clearly indicated her willingness to make love; but Sorme ‘gently pull[ed] down her skirt after she had raised it’ (141). Two months prior to the main action of the novel, he picked up a Slade School student, Kay, in a cafe, went back to her place, and made love to her; but when he returned the next night, he felt ‘a complete lack of desire for her’ (66, 138). It is not surprising that, before he has made love to either Caroline or Gertrude, he twice describes himself, first in the privacy of his own thoughts, and then to Nunne, as ‘sex-starved’ (40, 134).




  In the course of Ritual, Sorme does overcome sex-starvation and achieves both sexual potency and ‘the state of creativity that had eluded him for the past year’ (233). By the end of the novel, he has acquired a new self-definition and a new relationship to existence. He arrives at ‘an acceptance of complexity’ (416) and that phrase might serve to summarize the aesthetic of Ritual itself. Wilson’s first novel does indeed enact and demonstrate ‘an acceptance of complexity’, not only in its themes but also in its style and narrative technique, and these three elements interact to produce the richness of Ritual. In his article in The Twentieth Century which was quoted earlier in this essay, Wilson considers starting an ‘academy for novelists and philosophers’ which would have ‘a neon sign’ over its door that states, as the starting-point of the kind of education it would offer: ‘ACCEPT THE COMPLEXITY’ (494). If Ritual ends with the ‘curious elation’ produced by an experiential realization of this injunction (416), that end is also a beginning; the beginning of the after-image, the assemblage of after-images, which a good novel leaves in the mind, on the body, and which prompts further discussion, analysis and re-reading. This essay has aimed to show that Ritual can sustain and reward close attention but it is also the case that such attention can never exhaust an object as fertile as Wilson’s first novel. Ritual in the Dark has that capacity to generate fruitful re-reading and reinterpretation which is the distinctive feature of a classic literary work.
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  Notes:




  

    	See Wilson’s concluding sentence in his introduction to the 1993 Ronin edition of Ritual: ‘But I think that there can be no doubt that the sheer amount of time and effort that went into Ritual has made it my most solidly constructed and satisfactory novel. It is, at all events, my own favourite’ (6).






    	Of course, those who discover Ritual by chance and enjoy it may go on to explore Wilson’s work further. In ‘The Reluctant Librarian’ (1990), Colin Stanley recalls how, at the age of 18, he came across Ritual in an Exeter bookshop; he knew nothing then of its author but it was the start of a lifelong interest in Wilson’s work (9).






    	
Ritual is briefly discussed in James Gindin’s Postwar British Fiction: New Accents and Attitudes (1962), pp. 222-5, and Paul West’s The Modern Novel (1963), pp. 143-4. Perhaps the potentially most interesting reference is in Bart Moore-Gilbert’s essay ‘The return of the repressed: Gothic and the 1960s novel’ (183) which focuses on the fiction of Iris Murdoch, John Fowles and Muriel Spark but points to ‘the wider range of work centrally influenced by Gothic in the decade’, including Colin Wilson’s Ritual in the Dark and Adrift in Soho (1961), David Storey’s Radcliffe (1963), and Jean Rhys’s Wide Sargasso Sea (1966) (183). The claim that Adrift in Soho is ‘centrally influenced by the Gothic’ seems questionable – Man Without a Shadow/The Sex Diary of Gerard Sorme (1963) would be a better candidate – but a reading of Ritual as a modern Gothic novel could prove fruitful.






    	See John Deakin: Photographs, selected and with an essay by Robin Muir (1996), p. 28; and Robin Muir, The Maverick Eye: The Street Photography of John Deakin With 192 photographs in duotone and colour (2002), p. 32.




  




  
Necessary Doubt (1964)




  Fighting against Sleep: Necessary Doubt as a Phenomenological Thriller.




  Thomas F. Bertonneau




  Appearing roughly five years after Ritual in the Dark (1960) and roughly five years before The Philosopher’s Stone (1969), Colin Wilson’s ambitious novel Necessary Doubt (1964), originally written in the form of a play for television (Wilson 2008, p.19), represents its author in the moment when, beginning to appropriate genre formulas (murder mystery, science fiction, espionage novel) he simultaneously began to foreground philosophical themes and to exploit a version of Platonic dialogue for the dramatic exposition of ideas. Necessary Doubt echoes Ritual in a number of ways, particularly in granting to its point-of-view character the privilege of withholding testimony by which he would cooperate with official charges against an acquaintance, who is other than perfectly innocent. The protagonist in Necessary Doubt is Professor Karl Zweig, an existential theologian of Austrian origin whom Wilson models in part on Paul Tillich. Zweig’s relation to the dubious and off-putting Gustav Neumann is somewhat analogous to Gerard Sorme’s relation to Austin Nunne in Ritual although Neumann differs from Nunne in his degree of social pathology (less acute than Nunne’s) and intelligence (higher than Nunne’s). As for The Philosopher’s Stone, Necessary Doubt anticipates it in the notion that access to intensified consciousness might be mediated by psychotropic drugs or by neurosurgery. The metallic substance that accomplishes this goal in The Philosopher’s Stone is called the Neumann Alloy, in a direct backwards link to the earlier work, as Nicolas Tredell has noted (Tredell 1982, p. 88).




  In addition to being a pivotal work in the development of Wilson’s novelistic oeuvre, Necessary Doubt also serves to remind readers that its author bears a resemblance (perhaps while owing a happy debt) to an earlier British novelist. Wilson had called attention to H. G. Wells as early as The Outsider, his first book. One would not wish to propose Wilson as Wells’ successor in some narrow sense; yet elements of Wells’ novelistic art have correspondences in Wilson’s. One of those elements is the motif of a substance, natural or artificial, which alters consciousness and conduces towards the emergence of a new type of human being, something not unlike the Nietzschean Übermensch. Thus, for example, Wells’ novel In the Days of the Comet (1906) has the earth’s atmosphere infiltrated by a cosmic aerosol that allays the aggressive impulse and throws reality into objective relief for the affected individual. Another element common to Wells and Wilson is reliance on dialogue as the medium for intellectual narrative, the prototypes being Plato’s symposia.




  
I. Zweig as Unlikely Übermensch.





  Zweig, the sixty-five-year-old, Teutonic-professorial main character of Necessary Doubt, differs markedly from the focal character of Ritual in the Dark and its immediate sequel The Man without a Shadow ( also known as The Sex Diary of Gerard Sorme). A widower, an author-philosopher, a man of modest but established reputation (he is even a minor television personality), Zweig feels weighed down by the torpor of age: “Compressed by fatigue,” (Wilson 1964, p.57) as he thinks, a victim of “exhausted attention,” “tired,” and “not awake yet.” (p.50, 57 & 63) The falling snow that blankets Christmastime London in the novel’s opening sequence reinforces the hibernal melancholy that has – as readers may assume – been stealing on Zweig gradually without his being sufficiently conscious of it. In his thirstiness for schnapps and whiskey, Zweig perhaps responds subconsciously to this creeping spiritual crisis; but then everyone in Necessary Doubt drinks too much. Stimulating where alcohol is anesthetizing, and positively provocative of intensified awareness, abrupt impingements on consciousness from the outside world – moments of elevated meaning – occasionally and providentially call Zweig back to himself. In the first of these incidents, Zweig experiences the sudden recognition of a long unseen but powerfully familiar face, caught in a swift glimpse as the percipient’s taxicab passes another parked curbside while admitting two passengers who have just emerged from a hotel.




  The longtime unseen face belongs to Neumann, son of an old colleague, a former student, and the man whose presence in England will provide the occasion of Zweig’s spiritual renascence: In the flood of specific memories and evaluations triggered by the glimpse, Zweig will rescue himself from his slough of despond. Zweig knows immediately on catching sight of Neumann that he must make a “decision” – must act with the opportunity that existence has offered – whether to accost the man (p.3). He decides positively. Various contingencies prevent Zweig from making immediate contact, but the “sudden interest” nevertheless heralds the revitalization of his spirit (p.3). While spending Christmas Eve in the flat of his old friends Sir Charles Grey and Lady Grey, Zweig gives evidence of mental quickening, of redeeming in and for himself the “debt” of which, as he says, “Western civilization is dying.” (p.2) Seated at table, Zweig responds to another – this time to a visionary – recollection, generic but powerful: “The dining room always made him think of a lake in autumn. This may have been due to the brown, polished expanse of the table, in which reflections of the candle flames lay like yellow leaves.” (p.10)




  This luminously metaphoric state of mind compels Zweig to the consideration that, “Our whole concept of happiness needs revising” because, as the professor thinks, “a man could be happy while suffering pain – provided the pain strengthened his vitality.” (p.10) Zweig experiences another memory, of bombed-out Hamburg after the war, which, representing “brutality and decadence,” provides the polar contrast to his idyll of hushed Alpine waters (p.10).




  Later, during Zweig’s first, testy direct confrontation with Neumann, in response to Neumann’s unrelenting rudeness and provocation, the philosopher suppresses his rising anger by a studiously minimal expedient: “With an effort [Zweig] took a drink from his lager glass, stared at the surface of the beer as he drank, and allowed his mind simply to contemplate the pattern of foam on its surface.” (p.139) Readers of Wilson will discern in both “the lake in autumn” and “the pattern of foam” in the pint of beer the phenomenological trope of intentionality. The term intentionality, in Edmund Husserl’s particular usage, lies at the heart of Wilson’s philosophical project of the New Existentialism, as he has called it. In the book of that name (1966), Wilson writes: “Husserl suggested… that as man loses all the false ideas about himself and the world through scientific analysis, and as he comes to recognise that he himself is responsible for so much that he assumed to be ‘objective,’ he will come to recognise his true self, presiding over perception and all other acts of living.” (Wilson 1980, p.58)




  Whether in imagining the calm surface of a lake or in concentrating his perception on an ordinary and otherwise banal object (the foam on the lager), Zweig flexes his intellect, so as to restore its tone. By deliberate mental self-restoration Zweig thus wrests back control of the situation from Neumann’s attempted domination of it through the lifeless mechanics of insulting behaviour.




  Zweig’s personal history of spiritual progress resembles in outline a sustained combat with the forces of a reductively mechanical and inhumane order. Wilson’s craftily placed, pseudo-bibliographic allusions to Zweig’s authorship enable readers to grasp a philosophical maturation that puts the philosopher increasingly at odds with the modern anti-spiritual attitude. In Heidelberg in the 1920s, Zweig participated in the post-Nietzschean, post-“War-to-End-War” skepticism of the time, taking its tone from Oswald Spengler’s Decline of the West and Martin Heidegger’s Sein und Zeit (1927). Zweig lets on to Grey that he was writing his own Spenglerian-sounding End of an Epoch at the time that Heidegger’s book appeared. Zweig’s Necessary Doubt seems to have followed End of an Epoch in 1931. The title, with resonances of Søren Kierkegaard, indicates its author’s movement towards Christianity; or, more generally, towards something other than a purely immanent view of existence. Zweig wrote an essay on “Vision” around the same time. Citing the case of how Ramakrishna’s despair generated an epiphany, Zweig “argued that this vision is the aim of all philosophy, and that no amount of thinking can reveal it.” (p.26) This emergent visionary thesis of Zweig’s coincided with his dawning sense of debilitating clumsiness in “academic philosophy,” as expounded in “long-winded books.” (p.10 & 25)




  Zweig’s Protestant Theology belongs plausibly to his more recent work, locating it in the late 1940s or early 1950s. As the events of Necessary Doubt unfold, Zweig is at work on his commentary on Sein und Zeit. In that commentary we read that, “the state in which human beings have lived for thousands of years has been analogous to sickness.”(front matter, before p.1) In an exchange with his admirer Natasha Gardner, Zweig answers her mention of his Creative Nature of the Sexual Act with the observation that it was “one of my earliest works.” (p.105) The late discussion of Heidegger might thus be said to revisit an early insight about vitality and existence. In describing his essay on “Vision,” Zweig nearly invokes Nietzsche’s superman-perspective: “A philosopher has to be like an eagle – to plunge down on truth from a great height, from sudden moments of vision, and to try to seize it… Nietzsche had said the same kind of thing many times.” (p.25)




  Zweig became a convert to Christianity, either shortly before or shortly after leaving Germany. Zweig’s conversion is possibly connected with the death of his wife in circumstances that Necessary Doubt never divulges, but it also communicates with his intuition about the restricted character of reason, as modernity tends to use that term. The topic of conversion emerges early in the novel, when Grey mentions that his wife is a Catholic convert and cautions Zweig to avoid theological discussion over dinner. One notes that conversion is a special –an especially powerful – instance of intentionality: It is an experience of meaning so epochal as to transform the percipient in his entire world-orientation. Conversion is, moreover, not logical, but epiphanic; it involves acknowledgment of something that argument from facts cannot demonstrate. Conversion is linked in Wilson’s system of metaphors in Necessary Doubt with such notions as redemption and original sin, the latter of which Zweig uses in an idiosyncratic way.




  
II. Neumann as Botched Übermensch.




  Having been jolted into a tumult of memories by his catching sight of Neumann, and having experienced an access of élan vital through the encounter, Zweig tells the Greys over dinner Neumann’s story, explaining as he does so why Neumann’s presence in London with an elderly male companion strikes him as worthy of investigation. A suspicion of criminality attends Neumann. Zweig and Neumann are the novel’s two principle persons. Wilson articulates his narrative around the dialectic of their relation, both intellectual and moral; and their two extended conversations form the heart of Necessary Doubt. If Zweig, as I have just argued, were an “unlikely Übermensch,” then one might best describe Neumann as a botched Übermensch, the disparity between whose insight and practice makes him tragic in a qualified way. Zweig never thinks of himself as a superman; while he is never falsely modest, neither is he boastful although he exhibits the forgivable susceptibility to being admired.




  Neumann, on the other hand, displays egomaniacal and narcissistic traits, characteristics that make plausible the hints of nefarious activity accompanying his known itinerary. Zweig’s own duality whether the evidence convicts Neumann is the novel’s titular dubiety, which Zweig will eventually classify as occupying a higher order than Grey’s forensic certainty. Zweig even dreams about his interrupted correspondence with the one-time student, seeing the two of them pitched tensely against each other in a gigantic chess match, surrounded by ominous fog.
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