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2. Quests, Confessions and Puzzles

2
‘Quests, Confessions and Puzzles’
In the ‘quarry’ books for Tunc and Nunquam Durrell noted: ‘the irresistable [sic] book themes are three (1) Quests (2) Confessions and (3) Puzzles’.
 In each of these cardinal elements he saw an opportunity for exchange between himself and others, between himself and the world: the need to find and the need to be found; the need to confess, to explain, having its counterpart in the idea of trading, of giving and receiving confidences, intimacies of the mind; and the need to solve puzzles, revolving around the central question of the enigma of oneself. In this chapter we shall examine the subtext of his biography: how Durrell’s writing was aligned in such a curious way with his affective life. 
Durrell was the apostle of doubt, of equivocation, of insecurity. The air of circumspection with which he approached the business of poetry and novel-writing, the lassitude and dilatoriness which characterise his first written endeavours, all suggest that he appreciated (more than many among his contemporaries) that the precarious political and aesthetic situation of the 1930s was less of a contemporary problem and more a symptomatic flaw in the human psyche. It was in particular a problem which the extraterritorial writer was better positioned to identify, because it had little to do with place or, indeed, with time. (Might we also call it ‘extra-temporal’?) Others with a similar perspective (Frederic Prokosch
 and Djuna Barnes
 for example) were also encountering an extra dimension to the problem of ‘belonging’, of being culturally and psychically grounded in a place of meaning, of possible discourse. Very near the end of his life, Durrell said: 
My real objective has always been a sort of religious quest, if it could be described as such. I used religion in a purely selfish way, in the hope of curing my complexes.
Asked to develop this, he continued: 
A work of art is a highly erotic and irreverent thing, and you can give yourself a jolly nice schizophrenia and every kind of delicious error of judgement can crop up. So that it’s a highly dangerous business, and if you’re trying to defuse yourself you’re on a battlefield. So there are certain risks to be taken, and I have to be careful Any damn fool can be spontaneous. 
Religion, he added, was not a matter of doctrine or affiliation, but of intellectual latitude –  ‘not in a theological way so much but in the promise, held out to you in yoga, of a factitious repose for the soul, and a feeling of identity with it. In other words, the feeling that you’re doing something which is not futile’.
 The purpose, as he said on another occasion, was to use the artist ‘to try to become a happy man… I find art easy. I find life difficult’.
 There is a sense in which Durrell was driven by this impossible notion: in Constance the eponymous heroine says ‘there must be a strategy for being happy. It’s our duty to find it’ (Quintet 871). The pursuit of self through multiple narratives may have been nothing other than a subliminal recognition of the fact that this was the only way of hammering a disparate, multifaceted personality into a satisfactory, happy, unity. In a remarkable echo of Yeats he wrote in ‘The Placebo’: ‘the aptness of desire had its dangers, and they must be obeyed; yet the prizes were great ones - ideograms of the great love-objects “man” “Rose” “star” - springing from the poor soil of the mind which we abuse’.
 In talking about his own restlessness he also said: 
It is more a question of deep psychological weakness. I’m too excitable, and that means that I’m always going from one form to another. Everything that I do is an orgy. And this weakness was even more pronounced when I was young, which explains the numerous attempts I made to plumb deeper into various genres: the novel, music, poetry… As soon as I had pin-pointed this central weakness in my character, I realized that if I didn’t move constantly from one art form to another, I should never be able to relax… Great men have a patience that I have never had. It is a serious fault in my makeup.
 
On one side is the artist’s necessary privacy and on the other the need to be heard, the need for the secret at the heart of the story to be told. The two together constitute a strategy for compensating ‘the child’ for what Durrell, in notebooks for the Quintet, called ‘childhood with its gross psychological damage’.
 To do so in a public arena became an early imperative, and the lapidary statements which Durrell occasionally made are evidence that, at certain points, he found it necessary to discover a way of uniting his own innermost thoughts with those of the reader, thus involving his audience in a wider ‘integrating principle’. Access to such privacy is rare, however, and depends on the same kind of contrivance with which we utter secrets from the safety of the psychiatrist’s couch: it is a fairy story in which everyone is real and everything is true – another significant difference between the fairy story (in which everyone is yourself and the story is told on your behalf) and the folktale being that, in the latter, one must choose gender, role and destiny and achieve and defend the nodal points of the tale itself. 
The technique of multiple narratives and personal landscapes, capable of expanding and contracting at will, is central to Durrell’s own psychology. In psychological terms, the need to be elusive, to have many meanings, was as important as, in philosophic terms, the need to embrace many possibilities, many occasions of access to truth. But central to these narratives themselves is the single fact that (as Durrell noted in 1939) at birth a part of consciousness is lost, and ‘the whole course of one’s life is simply a search for this lost fragment’ through ‘a world of mirrors’.
 In his own words, written in the quarry book for the Quintet, he expressed this ambiguously as both abdication and forsakenness: ‘abandon qui est jamais surmonté, jamais pardonné, jamais oublié [a surrender which is never overcome, never forgiven, never forgotten]. Our life’s work is trying to rectify this primal wound’.
 If the ‘real’ life, the life of fullness, of completion, is thus an impossibility, one adopts the compensatory life as a poor alternative, knowing that the writing will always be inadequate because life will always be elsewhere and other. For Durrell’s narrators, the ‘other’, the double, is gone: either dead (Gregory in The Black Book or Pursewarden in the Quartet) or lurking beyond reach on the other side of the page on which one writes (Blanford and Sutcliffe in the Quintet). However successfully one compensates oneself for that ‘lost fragment’, the fact that it can never be regained remains the dominant keystroke of one’s writing life. As Durrell noted much later in reading Eliphas Levi’s Transcendental Magic, ‘the entire life of man is either the parturition or miscarriage of his word’.

That Durrell’s lifework represents a coherent and deliberate search for meaning is not in doubt: in 1981 he told his audience at the Centre Pompidou 
one begins to realise that there exists a kind of coherence about the whole thing, and that one can plot, in shadowy outline, the development of a system of thought, of ideas, but based on the biography of the subject… Each book illustrates the preoccupations and anxieties of a single human being, and what he wrote and thought first emerged from this jungle of sensations. 
And at that point he made the connection with the literal facts of his childhood: 
The jungle! That is a key word, for whether you look east or look west the jungle characterises the state of human thought, and the impossibility of bringing some order into it is the characteristic situation of man at either end of the line - eastern man, western man. I am both, at least I feel both.
 
It is a commonplace of psychology that woman’s predominant journey is to ‘proceed outward from the dream’,
 while man’s imperative is to seek himself within the labyrinth. But where Durrell burrowed inwards towards a sense of his own inner psychic weakness, he also went outward, in imaginative voyages into the strengths of his mindscape. Having acknowledged in adolescence that the ‘long strip’ would be a journey towards the unattainable, Durrell also knew that it would be a continual attempt to reconcile the twin monsters of pain and joy, to resolve the tension between the feminine and masculine principles, to ‘integrate’ them. He realised that whatever had been lost in the ‘trauma of birth’ was, in fact, less important than the phenomenon of the loss itself, since this had revealed to him the fact (of which he would otherwise have been unaware) of a dualistic universe
 which we interpret by the baroque means of the mirror. At times this realisation could be joyous for him, at others radically troublesome. He had taken to heart Georg Groddeck’s statement: 
In the being we call man there lives also a woman, in the woman too a man This mingling of man and woman is sometimes fateful. There are people whose It remains clogged by doubt, who see two sides to everything, who are always at the mercy of their impressions of doubleness in childhood.
 
In the same frame of mind he spoke of ‘the dichotomy which resides at the heart of man’s psychology and which is reflected in his language’ (SP 276), while in ‘The Placebo’ he asked himself  ‘How do you see yourself?’ to which the answer was ‘That is really the question. As yet I don’t’.
 Meanwhile he was chastising himself: ‘Anything to stop this tedious, this infernal interior predisposition towards reflection’.
 
In particular, it made Durrell acutely aware of the sexual significance of the circle (woman) and the straight line (male), references to which suffuse all his writing and in particular his poetry,
 and which, as I shall demonstrate in Part 5, was functionally, diagrammatically, expressed in the ‘ground-plan’ of the Quintet. He knew it to be (as he noted in his copy of Art and Artist) ‘the dualism which lies at the base of all artistic production’.
 It was important for him to realise that this had nothing to do with the questions of time or space (the ‘where have we come from?’ or ‘when will it all end?’) but with what Rank called ‘the spiritual why’.
 This provides the raison d’être and the momentum of the ‘Heraldic Universe’. Furthermore, the dualism of the quest itself, as both search and escape – the need to be elusive both to the world and to oneself – was vital to Durrell: he delighted that Miller had adopted the Socratic formula ‘I was born many’
 and, even though he had been persuaded to divest himself of the ‘Norden’ pseudonym, he still thought of, and through, ‘Amicus Nordensis’ and invented an absurd brush-name, ‘Oscar Epfs’, for his paintings – another passion (mainly watercolours) which he shared with Miller. (It is instructive that the watercolour technique which Miller advocated, in which the colours are ‘washed’ to obtain a hazy, fluid transferent effect, reappears in Durrell’s prose where he speaks of ‘landscape-tones’, ‘long sequences of tempera. Light filtered through the essence of lemons ... accidie …Mareotis under a sky of hot lilac’ [Quartet 18, 197, 209]; the impermanence and imprecise nature of the landscape-writing are an integral part of the development of the artistic persona.) 
That Durrell was an enigma, a series of contradictions, betrays a psychological condition for which a term has yet to be found. The condition lies somewhere between autism and schizophrenia, and Durrell found a possible name for it in his last book where he described the mindscape of the tramps, or ‘vagabonds’, of Provence: dromomania (CVG  22). The concept of being both physically and mentally footloose appealed to the writer whose lifelong vertiginous search for metaphor kept him in the balance. ‘Roads’, ‘lines’, ‘rails’ were his facts of life, and yet the sidetracks and byways served to make him guiltily conscious of the overwhelming sense of destiny – the route through the labyrinth to the totally unpredictable which lay on the other side. It also made him a puzzle for the critic, for, as he wrote in the introductory poem for that book: 
Though you a whole infinity may take 
You’ll not unravel the entire mosaic (CVG xiv).
 
Durrell was too adept at ‘the ingenuous mask’, and too conscientious in pursuing the dictates of the quest. The twin imperatives – the need to hide and the need to be found – could not be reconciled: in The Black Book he said ‘Above all, there is the journey’ (BB  233), but why the journey? This was Durrell’s constant complaint. Never at ease to sit and enjoy stillness and quiet. What prevented that? What were those ‘complexes’ and that ‘deep psychological weakness’ which made him footloose? 
On three occasions Durrell’s horoscope was prepared: one, at the instigation of Henry Miller, by the French astrologer Conrad Moricand, in 1938/9, a second, at Durrell’s own request, by a London ‘astrological consultant’, Arthur Gauntlett FFBA, D.F. Astrol. S., circa 1949 and a third, commissioned in 1982 by the Lawrence Durrell Society, from William Dunbar Buchan, who observed: ‘this is an interesting and dynamic chart, and as so often happens, he lives it to a T’.
 This is no doubt true in the medieval sense that man, in the exercise of his free will, fulfils the pattern of his destiny, for Durrell himself said ‘like everyone else I live in perfect contradiction to myself’;
 one is reminded of Yeats’s dictum, that ‘the work is the man’s flight from his entire horoscope’.
 
Durrell himself believed in astrology: it seems to have provided him with a strategy for coping with fate, a way of escaping the responsibilities of living, in order to devote himself to those of art. In the entry on ‘Astrology’ in the Encyclopaedia Britannica which he especially noted, he read that it was ‘the ancient art or science of divining the fate and future of human beings’
 – a sense of fatality that was to run through the Quartet, in particular, like a drum-roll. It helps us to understand why Durrell became impersonal in his relationships: as Anaïs Nin observed in Paris in 1937, ‘the personal terrifies him’.
 In the Quartet Durrell would himself express the love between two emotionally impotent people – Justine and Nessim Hosnani – in these terms; ‘they had discovered each other’s inmost weakness, the true site of love’ (Quartet 557).
 The significance of these horoscopes, particularly Moricand’s and Gauntlett’s, is that within the biographical facts, which are subject to semantic statement and verification, are the mantic givens which points us towards the subtext of fate; the imperatives of the quest. (Only Buchan was fully aware of the details of Durrell’s identity and long career; Moricand’s ‘astrological portrait’ foretold his difficulties; Gauntlett’s confirmed them in midstream.) These imperatives can be revealed by the writer himself in the act of writing, since if life is a book, then the book is an act of autobiography, living the life as it is written. Georg Groddeck, the psychiatrist whose The Book of the It had a radical effect on Durrell’s understanding of himself, said: ‘the assertion “I live” only expresses a small and superficial part of the total experience “I am lived by the It”’.
 As a writer Durrell wholeheartedly accepted this by saying ‘the writing itself grows you up’.
 But it can also be revealed by others, and the horoscope could allow life to be explained before it was written or lived. 
Moricand’ s reading can be summarised as follows: the subject is complex, capable of deception and intrigue, but is good-natured, blessed with good fortune, sympathetic and attractive. As a Piscean, he is also subject to extremes, and conducts a ‘systematic search for the ideal’. The Jupiter who endows him with good fortune also makes him a creature of metamorphosis, a Proteus, who ‘penetrates all things’, an actor who lives in an imaginary state. The influence of Sagittarius gives him vast resources which, however, lead to ‘fundamental contradictions’ in his nature: ‘religious feelings in a rebellious heart’. This is ‘a horoscope of great style’, its subject ‘a pure intellectual’, deeply intuitive, with great critical and analytical powers. ‘He draws people to him with words’ (my emphasis).
 

Buchan agreed with the chief astrological readings of Moricand: he particularly affirmed the subject’s tending towards good fortune and to the courteous, gentle and attractive features identified by Moricand. He added to these the quality of enthusiasm and emphasised the Piscean plasticity. ‘He is impressionable, psychic and emotional, and his best quality is sympathy.’ There is an almost metaphysical quality to the way that Buchan warmed to his subject, emphasising his duality, ‘both night’s darkness and dawn’s light: both the end and the beginning’.
 
But the most interesting, most detailed and most specific reading was that of Arthur Gauntlett, who found Durrell restless, independent, emotional, impulsive, receptive to new ideas (mentally and emotionally), intellectually combative, shrewd (career-wise but not in emotional matters), with an abundantly evident need for stability and a corresponding lack of happiness. This encouraged a proclivity towards alternate elation and depression. The subject was prone to ‘antagonise people by your changing fancies’ and had a craving for perfection and for the unusual, with an inclination towards extremes: 
no-one seems to satisfy your inward longings for any length of time… You are never really happy wherever you are, you always want to be somewhere else… You also tend to run risks, not only in a physical sense, but in your relationships with others (my emphasis). 
As we shall see shortly, nothing could be more telling in its commentary on Rimbaud’s influence. Gauntlett also identified Durrell’s tendency to ‘disappointment through the affections’, beginning with ‘some incompatibility between your self and your Mother’, with (despite a sense of family loyalty) difficulties with brothers and sisters, and followed by ‘many separations ... the breaking of ties… whatever else marriage may bring you, it certainly won’t be placidity’. He would move about a great deal in the course of his work, displaying his practical qualities, probably in the public service, and maybe even following in the footsteps of his father.
 He would never be in financial stringency, due partly to his willingness to work hard (perhaps a little over-conscientiously). ‘You can be shockingly generous’. In 1956/7 there would be ‘drastic changes’ requiring some reorientation. His physical powers would begin to wane at the age of fifty-six [1968], when he was likely to start putting on weight, although this would also be a time of expansion in work and consequently financially rewarding, with an increase in his interest in ‘occult and religious matters’ and his sixty-ninth year [1980/81] would be his most critical. ‘The end of life, when it comes, will be quite sudden’.
 
The extraordinary accuracy of this reading suggests that life begins to be attractive – and, indeed, possible – in direct ratio to its legibility as a fable.
 Durrell’s chart and its interpretations seem to follow a pattern: life is a pre-scribed book of wandering. But Durrell himself craved the unpredictable, the miracle, the merveilleux: the astrological readings are accurate for a two-dimensional man passing through the third dimension of time, but they lack the fourth dimension of character, and, with it, the capacity which Durrell constantly sought to develop, of being able to manipulate the inevitable. 
In the most significant and extensive of his early notebooks (dating originally from 1939) Durrell had written: 
I see that if psychology is ever to proceed from the impasse in which it finds itself, it must shelve the whole system of concepts which have governed it hitherto; instead of diseases in physiological locations (conceptually all the psycologiscal [sic] ‘terms’ lean towards a ‘physical location’) we need a new conception of the health of man - as a series of qualities undergoing rearrangements and displacements, but quite whole in themselves. Astrology is a much fairer picture of the psyche: and no doubt astrology in its infancy began as a series of attempts to see parts of man without losing sight of the whole. Macon.
 
From Groddeck he would have learned that ‘the It plays marvelous tricks, makes ill, makes sound, compels the amputation of healthy limbs and makes a man run up against a bullet… It is a capricious, unaccountable, entertaining jester’.
 If one is lived by the It, then in order to be the author of one’s own life one must submit to the control of the Other. The quest becomes a search for the part of oneself which will be capable of confession: the continuance of the ‘puzzle’ is one’s failure to know the name and nature of the It. For the child, genetically programmed and acclimatised to ‘rearrangements and displacements’, the only necessity is a belief in the miraculous, the merveilleux. A life which tended to think in terms of the miraculous could be nothing but a profoundly spiritual, faith-driven life, and yet it must also be ‘other’; similarly, a book which seeks to relate the miraculous must always point to the next page, satisfying the unwary reader’s ‘what will happen next?’. ‘The unhappy man’, says Kierkegaard, discussing the concept of memory, ‘is always absent from himself’.
 
A writer conscious of this lack of grounding will proceed with caution, aware always of the vertiginous possibilities of extreme freedom and extreme vulnerability, and the extraterritorial mind will begin to find ways of commuting between these possibilities. Durrell, perhaps echoing Gertrude Stein,
 said in Monsieur (and simultaneously in Blue Thirst)
: 
You know the Chinese fancy that one has two birthplaces - one the real physical one, and one which is a place of predilection, the place in which one was psychically born (Quintet 255). 
For Durrell, that other place was absurdly close to Jullundur – only a thought’s throw from the Tibetan homeland or, conversely, from the ‘Ireland’ which he came to develop as an alternative, presumably because it was equally elusive and beyond achievement. At the same time, he was caught between two cultures, one of which, the colonial birthright he professed to loathe, related to his father and a type of service which he was in fact to follow for a considerable period of his life. The second, the imagined place, was mother-oriented, more freely conceived and more anxiously pursued. Maintaining one kind of base while seeking the other was likely to induce the sort of vertigo to which many of his characters bear witness, since to have been schooled, like Kim, in the ‘jungle’, before being installed in academe, made an inversion of all ‘civilised’ value. It made the perigrinatory life one of constant flight from both poles of consciousness, the ‘real’ one and the predilective, and, in the same breath that (as we have seen) Durrell said ‘je suis un refugieé de moi-même’, he also offered the view that ‘c’est pour cela que l’hôtel figure tout le temps dans mes livres. Pour ainsi dire, je me sens beaucoup mieux dans un hôtel qu’ailleurs [I am a refugee from myself… That’s why the hotel always figures in my books. So to speak, I feel more comfortable in a hotel than anywhere else]’.

In the Jungian terms which he often employed in his notebooks, this represented the ‘double-bind’, the syzygy or conjunction of opposites which demanded reconciliation – the animus and the anima, of which he wrote in the late 1930s: 
animus - the surface self 
anima   -  "    deep      " 
animus - rational knowledge 
anima  - mystical knowledge.
 
Durrell's psychology was dominated by the need for the animus, his male principle, to come to terms with his anima, the female principle, to bend the straight line and straighten the curve, to recognise that both coexisted, uneasily, within the one mind and body. It caused him to display immense compassion for ‘all those who have been deeply wounded in their sex’ (Quartet 18) – and furthermore, for those whose very humanity found them wounded in their psyche. ‘What I am for from now on’, he wrote in 1936, ‘is the essential male and female relationship uncomplicated by mirages and falsities and wish fulfilments ... 99 people out of a hundred never grow up emotionally’ (SP 43). The dichotomy extended to the fact that, because we live in a world where we are made aware of dualism, our attitudes to life and death, to the real and the imaginary, to sanity and madness, to self and not-self, are polarised, and these elements, which have a continuity, are made discontinuous. When drafting the introduction to Balthazar which I quoted on the first page of my Introduction, Durrell originally wrote: ‘my topic is an investigation of love; the bisexual psyche’.
 
There is the further point that not only may his readings in sexual psychology (in the work of William Stekel in particular) have been part of the novelist’s curiosity for forms of deviance – and certainly, as I shall indicate in Part 5, Stekel provides several of these – but also he may have wished to confirm, or deny, intimations about his own sexuality. The fact that, according to Sappho Durrell, her father was capable of emotional cruelty
 partly suggests this. So, too, his avid reading in the classics may indicate not merely a search for source material (with which his books abound) but also a need to reaffirm that human nature is, and always has been, ubiquitously desperate in its attempt to separate the verifiable, durable things (le  dur désir de durer) from the unattestable. 
It is difficult for the artist to wear the world lightly or comfortably when he has the dichotomous sense of being injured by a schema in which he himself is a conspirator: to belong – however peripherally or provisionally – to a world order which contains supervening psychic and material forces which match the archetypes of one’s own private landscape. The opportunities for autism are immense.
 In Sappho, written in Rhodes immediately after the Second World War, Durrell expresses this irony (through the voice of Phaon) by referring to the world as ‘some great wound’; Phaon says ‘we have been through a great sickness - / The world and I’ (Sappho 51, 75). 
The dichotomy between animus and anima is, ironically likely to lead to dialogue, but one in which the exchange is of a profoundly unsatisfactory nature. It is instructive to find Durrell engaging in a typically nineteenth-century activity by expressing the vacillation between ‘self and soul’, self and ‘notself’, self and ‘shadow’, or self and ‘other’ in poems, prose, footnotes – everywhere that he found himself forced to confront an inner questioning which somehow came from him but was not part of him.
 
One of Durrell’s most poignant poems, because of the contradictions it contains, is ‘In Cairo’ from ‘The Anecdotes’ (1948) which begins: 
Nostos home: algos pain: nostalgia…

The homing pain for such as are attached: 

...................................................................
Home for most is what you can least bear. 
Ego gigno lumen, I beget light 
But darkness is also of my nature (CP  203).
 
The pain of homecoming, particularly for someone to whom ‘home’ is imponderable, becomes exceptionally confusing: ‘home’ is not merely a place but a state of mind: a reason, a truth, a condition, but above all a personality: it defines the traveller and becomes the reason for self-doubt, even self-distrust. As Durrell noted in 1939: ‘under the foul causal chain of speculative philosophy lies one eternal and destructive worry: the nature of the self’.
 From here, it was a short step to formulating the view that ‘the wages of sin are the wages of living. Ergo living is sin’.
 

Nevertheless, his imagination was dominated by the idea of dichotomy, of duality, a theme to which he constantly returned in his notebooks: man is born double – good and evil, male and female, beautiful and ugly, poet and proseman: ‘the dichotomy which resides at the heart of man’s psychology and which is reflected in his language ... the double-axe in man’s mind, and the double nature of his consciousness, the double sex of his psyche’ (SP 276). As we shall see in Part 4 (‘Ireland as a State of Mind’) he rebelled against the Aristotelian idea of ‘excluded middle’, of ‘either/or’ in favour of inclusiveness, of ‘both-and’, yet the integration eluded him: ‘what reintegration is possible for the poet in order to recompose the ego, to give it value and shape?’ (Key 162). 
One can easily appreciate why Durrell envied the wholeness, the integrity, of Wordsworth, and was anxious to defend him from the ‘two Wordsworths’ theory promulgated by Coleridge and which he so determinedly rejected, saying that Wordsworth, far from leading a schizophrenic life, ‘remained the same man, operating on all the different levels, completely undivided’.
 He especially envied Wordsworth his groundedness, his home, the fact that nothing appeared to threaten the poet’s stillness, whereas in his own case he never succeeded in making a home and was always ready to resume ‘the journey’.

R.D. Laing, in The Divided Self, spoke of this dilemma as a ‘basic ontological insecurity’
 tending towards schizophrenia – a condition which he elsewhere described as ‘a special strategy that a person invents in order to live an unlivable situation’.
 It can also lead, as Durrell so cogently recognised, to autism, which he brilliantly and perceptively illustrated in many of his characters. As we shall see in Part 4 (in discussing the Irish mind) and Part 5 (looking at clinical autism) the need to live in an unlivable situation is one felt acutely by the extraterritorial writer conscious of having not one possible home but two homes, each equally impossible of achievement.
And as we shall see in the following chapter (‘The Child and the House’) Durrell made early decisions as to his literary prejudices and allegiances – sending him along paths where he found his deeper instinctual ideas about the ‘quest’ (the ‘affects’) crossed and recrossed by easier, but none the less related, notions of the ‘game’. The puzzle consisted in the fact that everything was so simple when viewed on the surface, but so complex and confusing after deeper examination. All his life, Durrell hoped to write ‘a comic book – something with no afterthoughts’, but his attempts to shrug off artistic responsibility were tempered by his deep psychic awareness of an inescapable problem: the nature of life itself. Thus, he never enjoyed the intellectual freedom to treat his characters with complete irresponsibility: they themselves, like Flann O’Brien’s, come to life when it is necessary for them to do so, but they are never totally abandoned: author continues to stand somewhere between character and reader.

Despite the ferocity with which he delineated ‘the English death’ and rejected the death-oriented values of his patrimony (‘I attack England because I identify it with my father’)
 he retained very fond, if adversarial, memories of his father and of England itself. His impression of his father – ‘a regular guy, rather stern, typically Indian Army type of person, high sense of dignity, honour and so on, not a bore’
 – was projected onto England and Englishness as a whole. The fact that his Englishness, because of its colonial status and perspective, was at variance with the ‘home’ experience, was Durrell’s first given, and placed him at an oblique angle to certain types of reality. Contingence thus became a prior, or prime, condition, the preoccupation of anxiety out of which he wrote. 
To refer to his father as a ‘type’ was in itself to provide a key to his predictability in setting up recognisably archetypal figures in his own imagination. The idea of ‘father’, exemplified in his early poetry, was further explored in the Quartet, in Mountolive’s recollections of his father, an Anglo-Indian magistrate who had ‘gone native’ and become a reclusive scholar of Pali texts whose return ‘home’ was always anticipated but never fulfilled. (Durrell himself was, it seems, proud and anxious to advert to the fact that ‘two of my uncles and a cousin became known as translators of Buddhist and Sanscrit texts’.)
 The early death of Lawrence Samuel Durrell, with whom his son never achieved a rapprochement, may have heightened the sense of desired but frustrated homecoming – both physically, to a Tibetan location, and intellectuaIly and artistically to a Tibetan novel – which suffuses Durrell’s work. 
The ‘mage’ figures of Balthazar (in the Quartet) and of Caradoc (in The Revolt) represent the child’s hunger to be spoken to by older men, to receive conventional wisdom.
 Durrell's own reading – voracious menus of Jung, Freud, Groddeck, Rank, Stekel and Mott – seems to have been a substitute for the advice, guidance and approbation which a stable home, run by the archetypal parents, might have provided. The quest which was conducted in these literary banquets was followed by the public confessions of his first poetry and novels, and by the private debate which he conducted with himself in the notebooks. 
At this point we should take note of another cardinal fact in Durrell’s psychology: the importance of the shadow. In the Quartet Pursewarden, the alter ego of Darley/Durrell, whom we have seen as the facet of Durrell ‘tortured beyond endurance by the lack of tenderness in the world’, makes a series of propositions which constitute a disturbing case of anxiety or stress – the prime condition, we remember, in which he saw the age’s problems. Pursewarden, himself a successful and enigmatic novelist, suggests that ‘one writes to recover a lost innocence’ (Quartet 475) and refers to the permanent ‘problem of one’s self-discovery’ (Quartet 729). (It echoes a comment in The Black Book: ‘life is one long revenge for your own shortcomings’ - BB 48.) It is, as we shall see, Pursewarden who asserts that the purpose of sexual intercourse is to confirm one’s loneliness – indeed, most of the lapidary statements, whether cryptic, terse, lyrical, masterful or despairing, are attributed to either Pursewarden or Balthazar. Pursewarden makes the major statement: 
For years one has to put up with the feeling that people do not care, really care, about one; then one day with growing alarm, one realizes that it is God who does not care: and not merely that he does not care, he does not care one way or the other. (Quartet 99, Durrell’s emphasis) 
Throughout the Quartet, by means of this alter ego, and throughout The Avignon Quintet, in the coexistence of the doppelgänger/novelists Blanford and Sutcliffe, Durrell maintains a dialogue with himself in which the major elements to be contended with are despair and loneliness, and in which the major strategy is to intensify the problems by confirming them. Durrell consistently referred to ‘the central lack’, as if he could define it simply by referring to it. In Tunc, Felix adds to the catalogue of lapidary statements revolving around this problem: 
People deprived of a properly constituted childhood will always find something hollow in their responses to the world, something unfruitful… The central determinant of situations like this is that buried hunger which is only aggravated by the sense of emotional impotence (Tunc 26).
These ‘confessions’ are clearly part of the quest for selfhood, in which the ‘puzzle’ of the ‘other’, of ‘Who am I?’ is to be resolved by examining the ‘complexes’ and ‘weaknesses’ to which we have seen Durrell himself referring. In trying to understand the world, Durrell populated it with versions of his own questioning, adolescent self: through his eyes we observe handicapped children, children in the form of an idea, a dream, a scientific toy – children who have to be brought home to truth, to happiness, to self. They are haunted by another being, a twin within, a double, the black side of the psyche, each inventing, disowning and betraying the other. The quest is both a haunting and a pursuit, an idea of a house which is a desired exile and a means of homecoming. ‘The world as threat’ (CVG xiii) must be negotiated if the circle is to be completed. In Pied Piper of Lovers and Panic Spring the search for Quietism as both physical and mental calm is the imperative; in The Dark Labyrinth it is the process of moving through the psychic corridors towards self-understanding; in the Quartet, against the background of Alexandria as an emotional and intellectual grid, Darley moves among women (Justine, Melissa, Clea) to discover his sexuality, and among men (Balthazar, Mountolive, Pursewarden) to discover his place in the world; in Tunc, the architect Caradoc (another mage figure) delivers a lecture which connects the space-orientation of buildings and cities with their psychic orientation; and in the Quintet, physically rooted in the châteaux and asylums of mid-twentieth-century Provence, the various narrators link themselves to different times – the age of gnostic heresy in particular – and to different locations (Egypt, Geneva, London) in a search for buried treasure, for mental stability and for a lien on the concept of ‘truth’. In all these cases, the onward propulsion is found in the innate insecurity of the characters as they move through life examining the qualities and conditions of love, madness and death. 
In all of this survey, dominated by the prospect of despair as the precondition and result of human endeavour, there is a depth of sadness, a grief which is the expression of incomprehension. Sometimes it is voiced in intellectual terms, at others by means of physical reaction: when the world falls to pieces, people start to walk the city at night; they experience the ‘panic spring’, abandoning caution in favour of wild, thoughtless action, following a deranged daimon; they retreat into the childish carapace of autism – Durrell, with astonishing empathy, calls it a ‘perspex cube of an unshakable autism’ (Quintet 89). To plumb the nature of despair is the meaning, function and character of Durrell’s lovers. 
It is the shadow which, in a ‘properly constituted childhood’, we also learn to accommodate, but which, in a growth that has been interrupted, or disrupted, or had no initial guidelines, becomes the messenger of tragedy. The consequence of realising the truth about God is likely to be an intense autism in which homo absconditus  retaliates by creating a deus absconditus. The proposition that ‘demon est deus inversus’,
 the tendency to overturn the tables of logic and to embrace everything except the truth, is expressed in Balthazar’s statement ‘Truth is what most contradicts itself in time’ (Quartet 216), complemented by Pursewarden’s echo of Nietzsche: ‘Truth is a woman’ (Quartet 340). The obvious strategy is to try to hold truth by escaping time and penetrating woman, which we shall see Durrell taking to heart as he creates ‘the legend’ of modern man in the genres of the baroque, the decadent, the medieval, the classical, but always with the insistence that there is a recessionary past into which one can continue to travel ad infinitum, back into an eternal ‘then’ which pre-dated the past – again, ‘extra-temporal’. As he wrote in a notebook entitled ‘Cosmography of the Womb’ dating from 1939: ‘suppose the womb itself were simply the recorder of a historical process which was replayed in the world with one dimension added’.
 It was a state which clearly failed him in the Quartet and forced him to confront the meaning of Aphrodite much more contritely in The Revolt. The idea of Durrell himself as someone capable of acting demonically (suggested by Sappho Durrell’s reminiscences of childhood)
 supports the notion that only someone ‘deprived of a properly constituted childhood’ can truly know and describe its controlling horrors: the terrifying point being that childhood (both as a condition and as a set of specific occasions) keeps on happening unless we can ‘knit a poem’ to keep it at bay, unless one can find an adequate sexual partner to unlock us from our personal nightmare. The need to keep going back to the horoscope is thus the continual need to check that it was really oneself who was born at that particular conjunction. Durrell’s interest in his own horoscope – that exact mapping of a constellation, of time and place, which appeared to be so unimportant to him aesthetically – is mirrored in Pursewarden’s observation that perspective governs one’s view of the world and therefore one’s relation to it: ‘two paces east or west and the whole picture is changed’ (Quartet 210). 
The shadow, therefore, bedevils the relations between animus and anima, and becomes the mouthpiece of the gap in those relations. The relations of animus with anima, and of animus with shadow, thus become simultaneous dilemmas. For Durrell, the early realisation that contact with the world was most likely to be fatal, that the conduct of relationships was bound to fail, caused him to develop an immense compassion and at the same time a hardness of heart. His awareness of the originality of sin, in the sense that it was immanent and ineradicable, made him scream for the tenderness denied to the lost child, yet also covered him with guilt for having been born. In this case the syzygy, the impossible contract, is between the child and life itself; death (especially a voluntary death which implicitly acknowledges and expiates guilt) becomes not so much the natural end of life but its quest, the way of making the ultimate confession and solving the ultimate puzzle. 
In Durrell’s experience, the solution could not be a ‘western’ one: the idea that the ‘mother’, in giving birth to him, had simultaneously given birth to fear, may have been voiced by a western sage - Hobbes
  - but it was more amenable to resolution by an eastern mystic such as Lao Tzu. If the orphan, the role-model for all doppelgängers, is to find himself, he must make ‘the image of his secret life’ (to use Keats’s phrase)
 which is located in one place, subject to a singular affect, which is the womb of the same mother. In the Quartet, Darley’s first impression of Pursewarden, the figure who will come to dominate his imagination and his conscience, to baffle him by his talk and his actions, to command his envy, is an annoying one: ‘a young man lying becalmed in his mother’ (Quartet 50). Durrell’s poetry is replete with the womb-seeking swimmer urgently trying to absolve himself of patricide while at the same time intending to become his own father. Neither western science nor western faith, neither Jewish, Freudian psychology nor Christian precepts, had the capacity to honour this double concept of guilt. Western man ‘fears to face his own nature’ because ‘it is possible for a child to be born, to grow up to normal adulthood, and to have a family, and yet to be in part unborn’.
 
The hectic quest which ensues may be, as in the case of Ulysses, a search for the mother in woman – certainly Durrell seemed to think so
 - or it may be a pursuit of treasure or truth or the ‘other’, but it is, finally, an admission of orphanage, of ‘abandon’. Almost all Durrell’s characters - even Blanford - have parents, the exceptions being Darley and Felix, who are therefore amenable not to the question ‘where have we come from?’ but to ‘the spiritual why’. With the deaths of Claude and Sappho, each depriving him of an essential part of himself, something by which he recognised himself, Durrell must have realised that to live, however unstably, in emotional or intellectual relation, gives meaning to life. Without it, the ‘why’ demands an earlier answer than we might be prepared to give. 
Durrell was lonely among others, but perhaps even more so with himself. In two apparently contradictory statements he gave us an index to the complexity of the problem. The first, which provides a headline for all his work, is his espousal of Rimbaud’s apocalyptic expression ‘je est un autre’
 and, by implication, Rimbaud’s further notion that ‘la vraie vie est d’ailleurs’
 – that life is elsewhere (something which Gauntlett’s reading of his horoscope specifically confirms). Durrell’s commentary on the statement is seminal: in A Key to Modern British Poetry he said that ‘it is a magical phrase, for it not only expresses this feeling of dédoublement but in its very dislocation of the grammatical form it prefigures much that is to come. It is both mantic and semantic in its implications’ (Key 42). And in a poem published in 1942 entitled ‘Je est un Autre’ he wrote: 
He is the man who makes notes, 
The observer in the tall black hat, 
Face hidden in the brim: 
In three European cities 
He has watched me watching him.
 ......................................................... 
often 
I hear him laughing in the other room. 
He watches me now, working late, 
Bringing a poem to life, his eyes 
Reflect the malady of De Nerval: 
O useless in this old house to question 
The mirrors, his impenetrable disguise (CP 106-7). 
In declaring ‘I hear him laughing in the other room’ he was establishing a system of self-mockery which was entirely typical of modernism in its self-awareness and entirely atypical of modernism in its willingness to encounter the laughing other. The act of creation being observed in the course of another act of creation led Durrell to the composition of the book-within-a-book in which the artist is haunted by an alter ego, a twin or double who is a permanent presence in his life and his imagination, usually appearing as an alternative and real voice. Thus The Black Book, narrated by ‘Lawrence Lucifer’, contains many lengthy extracts from the diary of ‘Death Gregory’ (almost one-third of the entire book); and an entire chapter of Clea (the final volume of the Quartet) is taken up with with ‘My Conversations with Brother Ass (being extracts from Pursewarden’s Notebook)’
 whereby the author uses his alter ego, Pursewarden, to reflect on his own hapless probings of love, with the wry observation: ‘It is ... useful as well as salutary to see oneself portrayed with such blistering candour by someone one admires! ... At times ... I found myself addressing him under my breath as if he were actually present before me’ (Quartet 774). 
By the time he reached the Quintet Durrell had developed the idea of the double so far that it became necessary for each book to be written by two people, Blanford and Sutcliffe, the former supplying the chief title, for example Livia, while the latter, in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century dialogic style, provided the undertow of the subtitle, or Buried Alive. The second statement – one which seems to contradict this trend – is ironically accorded to Pursewarden himself: ‘And like an echo from another point of the compass I heard the sharp voice of Pursewarden saying: “There is no Other; there is only oneself facing forever the problem of one’s self-discovery.’” (Quartet 729). It is the antiphonal reply - the echo - to the notion of ‘the Other’: it once more puts the onus on the self to answer ‘Who am I?’ 
Here, we must take into account what Karl Miller calls ‘the dynamic metaphor of the second self’,
 allowing the notion of the double as a metaphor to create a connection between the resident self and the absent world, and thus to interpret ‘the duality of man’s nature’.
 The separation of the two selves is the most problematic aspect of both the inward and outward journeys, because it allows neither the effective domestication of the search nor its location in a single external ‘field’: we see this failure in the ‘Regina Hotel’ of The Black Book and, in the Quartet, in the way Darley and Pursewarden divide the consciousness (and the women) of Alexandria between them. In The Black Book, Lawrence Lucifer and Gregory never meet; in the Quartet, while we have Darley’s word that he encounters Pursewarden (Pursewarden’s own account of his barstool ‘Conversations with Brother Ass’ do not require a resident Ass), they never effectively confront one another except through the medium of these women, Justine and Melissa: it is only in the Quintet, with its anagnorisis  between Blanford and Sutcliffe, that the doppelgängers truly and thoroughly confront one another. Such division and separation is founded, like the part of life lost at birth, on fear: Durrell, ‘the gnosis coming through stronger than ever in exile’, said 
I, I, I. The Ego: the subliminal self: the id: the cosmic self rather: the astrological brother: the shadow: In all this I see man’s attempts to sunder the total self to stifle the voice which desires to speak from the totality of the individual… What I have written before has been an attempt to escape the womb: now, I accept it: I did not realise fully that escape is the involuntary manouve [sic] which ends in madness - or suicide. You cannot escape.
 
This dates from the period in Egypt. Five years previously, in Corfu, noting (with some envy, perhaps) the prospect of Constant Zarian with ‘the air of a man in profound agreement with himself’, Durrell had remarked on ‘the piteous extract of man’s double nature, blinded by what he would be, murdered by what he was’.
 The Janus-like two-way vision of modern man will concern us in the next chapter; here, we should note that Durrell was puzzled by the difficulty in locating the fulcrum between the two. In the same breath he noted that his study of Hamlet (both in his letter to Miller on ‘Hamlet Prince of China’ and in the sonnet sequence ‘A Soliloquy of Hamlet’ [CP 72-80]) 
started from a stranger climate than the first Quarto itself: that of Lao-Tzu. I was thinking how the Western crucification [sic] of [the] artist derives from one belief: that of the separate ‘ego’ which expresses itself in work. To the east there is no personal ‘I’: only the void of which ‘I’ is a reflection. Hence there is at bottom nothing like our ‘guilt’ and ‘responsibility’: almost the only subject of western drama. [I] Think Faust is of the guilt cycle, so is Hamlet, so is Crime and Punishment, so is the Waste Land et alia. The complement of Hamlet is really Lao-Tzu, in whom the struggles of opposites is completely resolved in the Tao.... Christ was the first European artist who failed to resolve the duality problem: after him Faust the martyr, Hamlet and so on. In a certain sense Hamlet IS Christ; follow the symbolism closely and you get the old fourfold diagram 
Christ the man versus the self. 
Christ the king versus the world. 
Hamlet the man versus the self (weakness, Ophelia, etc) 
Hamlet the prince versus Denmark. 
In Hamlet Father, Son and Holy Ghost appear for the second time as characters in drama. 
Ophelia: ‘woman what have I to do with thee?’ 
Mary: ‘get thee to a nunnery’. 
Christ was nailed between thieves and

Hamlet “      “           “      thieves of love.

‘The void of which “I” is a reflection’ becomes the ontological crisis, evident in Durrell’s earliest prose – the prose-poems ‘Zero’ and ‘Asylum in the Snow’ – and sets the scene for the first agon in The Black Book and all the subsequent questing for sense and purpose. In ‘Cities, Plains and People’ he made specific reference to the fact that he saw life as a book in the lines: 
To all who turn and start descending 
The long sad river of their youth: 
The tidebound, tepid, causeless 
Continuum of terrors in the spirit, 
I give you here unending 
In idleness an innocent beginning 
Until your pain becomes a literature (CP 159).
A more prosaic way of putting this was his statement: ‘the theme of art is the theme of life itself. This artificial distinction between artists and human beings is precisely what we are all suffering from’,
 - it was precisely the area which, as a child imbued with a ‘tragic sense’, a sense of continuing crisis, he wished to obfuscate: ‘all this is an evasion of the true disease, the disease which I try to drown in books ... my intention is always to become the very paper on which I write’ (BB 156, 198). The conditions of madness would be explored vigorously in both The Revolt of Aphrodite and the Quintet, with autism – the frozen, self-contained state of refusal – the dominant trait. Throughout Durrell’s work the metaphor of ‘the asylum in the snow’ expresses the state of timeless anaesthesia which can dispense with memory and allow the imagination to possess itself.

The ‘trauma of birth’ and the resulting pain and guilt were explored gruesomely in Durrell’s first novel, Pied Piper of Lovers: the mere fact of its opening statement <the child was born> is an annunciation of a morbid, uneasy presence, its inevitability spelling out life as an unwelcome fact. Durrell was thoroughly familiar with Otto Rank’s book on the subject, which described the idea of ‘the individual origin of Man in the mother [as] a universal natural law’
 in which the emergence of the child from the labyrinth of the mother was a primal condition of art as a strategy of escape from consciousness of birth. 
At the outset of Pied Piper the father of Walsh Clifton, awaiting the child’s birth and apprehensive of the mother’s chances of survival, wanders out into the Indian night: 
What was that? Someone had said something. He had not quite caught the words. The sweat broke out on his forehead. That was what he had been waiting for ... the words. They were important. He whimpered as he remembered what they were. Donkas, the old Dutch store-keeper, had told him:...  ‘Imagine, then, the child forming and growing. Pushing the bones out of the sweating mother ...’ Oh! but he must not remember. He must not think, for the thought tormented him. Did the bones of the pelvis creak as they were pushed out? ...  But he must not remember ... he must not remember. (PPL 18, Durrell’s emphases) 
The sense of guilt overwhelms the sense of trauma: it is accentuated, as it is in another, closely related, passage in the book, by the fact that the reader could quite easily assume that the words applied to Walsh himself rather than his father.
 The autobiographical element in this writing is increased by the fact that, according to Sappho Durrell, her father ‘could remember being born! ... It was painful for him to tell ... how he was bruised and thrown away on a pallet for dead while they looked after “that woman”, his mother’.
 The trauma of expulsion, which Francis Mott, a strong influence on Durrell in the 1950s, characterised as ‘uncertainty and ... disintegration’ is also, in Mott’s terms, a form of death, and it is the child’s function to piece together the fragments of this life/death.
 Equally, therefore, this reintegration inherently includes the polarities of memory and forgetting. 
Whether or not this personal ‘memory’ was Durrell’s hyperbole, there is a reasonable inference that his childhood and adolescence interested him in the twin poles of ‘mother’ and ‘father’ and created the abiding fascination with the womb. As Rank said: 
we may have to look for the beginning of every art in general in plastic art. But before primitive man started like Prometheus to form man in clay, presumably, on the analogy of the instinct of nest-building, he first created a vessel for a receptacle and a protection, in imitation of the womb.
 
Bruno Bettelheim tells us that ‘to a child the greatest riddle is what sex consists of’ and that ‘solving the riddle posed by a particular woman stands for the riddle of woman in general... whoever understands the secret which the other sex presents has gained his maturity’.
 But while in this light it would be legitimate to regard the Quartet as a riddle-solving exercise, it does not take account of the need for Durrell’s narrator(s) to solve a further riddle, that of self-in-the-World. Moreover, there is a sense in which Durrell failed to solve the riddle of woman and passes instead to the wider question. 
Durrell’s early poetry is underpinned by the inheritance from each parent. Life as a fairy story in which they are recalled as archetypes was an ever-present force on which he continued to reflect into old age: in one of his final poems he saw that 
He will simply get beyond the need to explain 
How his bounds were set by his mother’s dying, 
How his comet rose from the coffin of his father’s striving 
(‘Constrained by history’ – CVG  xiii) 
- but the problem of the syzygy or ‘double-bind’, often brushed away in the poems, remained a prose difficulty which contributed to his prismatic need to see the same relationship, or set of relationships, from many angles. Durrell, because of the ‘trauma of birth’, saw himself as the ‘shadow’ between his mother and his father, a swimmer (elusive, changeable, Protean) trying to establish relations with the rocky shore of Antæus, the earth-bound. It obviously caused him immense pain: Anaïs Nin called him ‘a wounded person’, someone lacking a persona, even though it allowed him to be ‘immersed in experience, yet maintaining a constant control over its meaning’
 (my emphasis). 

The death of Durrell’s father may also have served to accentuate the fact that he was of necessity put into closer contact with his mother in the adolescent years in which he was threatened by the ‘English death’ and in the years of peregrination, first in the Corfiot exile and later in various interludes when he touched the English shore. The embrace of his Irishness – that polar alternative to Tibet – was certainly heightened by the contrast between the two temperaments and the possibility of commuting between them. 

Durrell’s own sexual relations were coloured by his difficulty in finding a satisfactory answer to the problem of the relative powers and affects of the parents. ‘How will I ever equal such a stride forward in the morality of self-esteem. I cower under my father’s death like a fly crawling upon the First Folio.’
 The pursuit of woman as woman, and of the feminine principle in himself, became an insoluble puzzle: 
women instinctively like a man with plenty of female in him; there, they suspect, is the only sort of lover who can sufficiently identify with them to ... deliver them of being just women, catalysts, strops, oil-stones. Most of us have to be content to play the role of machine à plaisir! (Quartet 735) 
At the end of his life he was still expressing it in the form of an equation which made sense on paper, to which all the great authorities acceded, but which had not come true: 
In each of us there lives another who is the precise counterpart of ourselves; in the other sex we love this counterpart. Thus, for love of our own sex we try to run away from that very counterpart. The duality of the instinct is not split in the human soul: mother instinct, for example, and hatred of motherhood coexist in the human heart. The homosexual woman always shows involuntarily her hatred of motherhood because she cannot help it. So the man. All this was to be rediscovered through a systematic reappraisal of human behaviour and motives in their social and political contexts. Politics is simply the blueprint which encourages all these secret predispositions to evolve into action (CVG 75).  
It was this profound distrust of human nature, directly linked to his own birth, which led him into the vicious labyrinth of sexual politics in The Revolt of Aphrodite, in search of the bisexual God who gnosticism told him was a resolution of the male/female duality.

With the Romantics, Durrell would easily equate woman with death. In a late interview he spoke of ‘la finalité, l’idéal’ and of death as ‘le point de départ du poête’; writing was ‘une manière de nier la mort’, because ‘elle doit avoir une raison d’être qu’on ne comprend pas [the point of departure for a poet… a way of denying death… woman must have a raison d’être which we don’t understand]’.
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