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‘Une vie artistique’ 
 

 

 
Lawrence George Durrell was born in Jullundur, near Lahore, in the Punjab province 

of north-west India, on 27 February 1912. He died in Sommières, near Nîmes, in Provençal 
France, on 7 November 1990. Apart from several years spent in England in childhood and 
adolescence, he lived primarily in the Mediterranean region, visiting England rarely, and 
seldom for longer than a few weeks on each occasion. His unusual odyssey became a quest 
for a lost home, an imagined place inherently related to the circumstances of his childhood. 
Life became a book of which the writing was more real than the living, its storyline engaging 
at all the compass points with the events of his life and their chronology.1  

His father, Lawrence Samuel Durrell, and his mother, Louisa Florence (née Dixie), 
had both been born in India: ‘my family came to India before the great Indian Mutiny, so 
that neither my father nor my mother had seen England or experienced the English at 
home’.2 His was a family dedicated to a colonial service which was thus contemporaneous 
with Disraeli’s declaration in Tancred that the East was ‘a career’;3 indeed, Durrell’s mother 
put it succinctly when she said ‘Most people talked of home and meant England, when we 
said home we meant India.’4 It was a formula for a cultural confusion which would have 
distinct repercussions for Durrell in terms of his relations with the notion of ‘orientalism’ 
and the siting of ‘images of the Other’.5 As with most statements concerning his family, it 
was not entirely true to say that his ‘family’ had been in India since before the Mutiny of 
1857. His maternal grandfather had certainly been born there in 1854, but on his father’s side 
his grandfather (born in England in 1851) had not arrived in India until 1876. Durrell 
boasted that one of his uncles was a magistrate, and that another was an expert on Pali texts 
(an imaginary model for Mountolive’s father in the Quartet) yet there is no evidence 
whatsoever for these claims. The only family connection with the literature or customs of 
India was Durrell’s father’s boss, Cecil Henry Buck, who married Durrell’s aunt, and wrote 
Faiths, Fairs and Festivals of India (1917).6 His reason for alleging that he had uncles and 
cousins in positions of authority within a family which had been in India for longer than was 
actually the case seems to have been a need to assert a long-standing and intimate 
relationship with India which would distance him further from ‘Pudding Island’ (as he came 
to call England) and bring him closer to the rootedness in, and integration with, the country 
he regarded as ‘home’. 

Durrell’s father, the son of a Suffolk-born army sergeant, was an engineer working 
for the Indian railway companies until 1920, when he established Durrell & Company at 

                                                 
1
 The first edition of this book preceded the appearance of the biographies by Gordon Bowker and Ian 

MacNiven, so that a biographical introduction was necessary; I have decided to retain this chapter because 
allusions to many of its elements occur in subsequent chapters. 
2 L.Durrell, ‘From the Elephant’s Back’. 
3 B. Disraeli, Tancred as paraphrased by E. Said, Orientalism, p. 5. 
4 G. Durrell, The Garden of  the Gods (London: William Collins, 1978) p. 113. 
5 Cf. Said, Orientalism, pp. 1, 2, 11, 20-1, 41, 157. 
6 For detailed information on the Durrell and Dixie families, see Ian MacNiven, op. cit., pp.1-50. 
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Jamshedpur, in Bihar province, where he built a hospital and the Tata Iron and Steel Works. 
His success was short-lived, however, as he died eight years later at the age of forty-three. 
Durrell’s earliest memories were of villages in Burma and present-day Bangladesh, until, in 
1918, his family moved to Kurseong in the north-east of India, in the triangle tucked under 
the Himalayas in the lap of Nepal, where his father was responsible for the construction of 
railways, including the Darjiling line.7 ‘The track ran through landscapes of dreams… You 
had the snows and the mists always opening and closing upon sheer precipices’.8 The Punjab 
was the natural environment of Kipling’s ‘Kim’ and placenames like Jullundur, Umballa and 
Lahore, which recur in Kim, would have been as natural to the Durrell family as London, 
Manchester or Birmingham to the average British family. It was in the north-east, however, 
in Kurseong, that the young Lawrence Durrell began his lifelong attempt to locate his life of 
exile between the memories of his childhood and his colonial views of ‘home’: 

 
under the Himalayas. The most wonderful memories – a brief dream of Tibet until I 
was eleven. Then that mean, shabby little island up there wrung my guts out of me 
and tried to destroy anything singular and unique in me (DML 51).  

 
Like many Anglo-Indians, Durrell senior maintained a mental landscape of ‘home’, an 
England which at that stage he had never seen, but whose values and significance were part 
of the nineteenth-century colonial baggage, a lien on an idea of empire and history which 
was only partly real, and almost impossible to articulate: homeland. It was the world of 
Kipling, caste-conscious, its Englishness pervaded by the visions and behaviour of the 
subcontinent. Kipling’s most attractive character, the eponymous Kim, lent much 
circumstance to the way Durrell came to see himself, a colonial who disappointed the 
colonial system, a writer for ever ill at ease with ideas of class and conformity. Few readers 
of Kim could have had the same knowledge of the physical and psychic terrain, or the 
capacity to empathise with its character. The parallels between Kipling’s early life and 
Durrell’s are striking: one might almost imagine that Durrell was Kipling redivivus: Kipling’s 
Indian idyll ended when he was sent ‘home’ to England to his aunt, in what he called a 
‘House of Desolation’. To quote Ashis Nandy, 

 
He [Kipling] was not merely born in India; he was brought up in India by Indian 
servants in an Indian environment. He thought, felt and dreamed in Hindustani… 
As against this affinity with things Indian, there was his close-yet-distant relationship 
with his Victorian parents… Kipling’s dilemma can be stated simply: he could not be 
both Western and Indian; he could be either Western or Indian.9 
 

As we shall see, it was Durrell’s life-plan to transcend this dilemma of ‘either/or’  in order to 
achieve a synthesis of both his western and his eastern affinities. 

‘I’m too much of a sans-culotte and bellicose gamin ever to be popular in society’ 
Durrell said in 1935, at the age of twenty-three (SP 33); later, at the end of the 1950s, while 
writing Clea, he noted:  
 

                                                 
7 ‘Darjiling’ was Durrell’s preferred spelling of ‘Darjeeling’. 
8 ‘From the Elephant’s Back’ p. 60. 
9 Ashis Nandy, The Intimate Enemy pp. 65-6, 71. 
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of the 1000 reasons why I shall never be popular, writing in English, I shall only 
bother to give you the first - A puritan culture’s idea of art is something which 
confirms its morality and flatters its patriotism. How could I, an artist appeal to such 
a culture?10 

 
He would spend most of his life, as Miller said of himself, ‘an anomaly, a paradox and a 
misfit... en marge’.11 

To a certain extent Lawrence Durrell inherited his father’s impedimenta, continuing 
all his life to think of England as unchanging, but seeing it more as a distasteful image than a 
reality, one which had to be seen through the spectacles of ‘outremer’; one critic says he 
‘remained unshakeably the child of the Empire’ with ‘a  certain missionary vein, a desire to 
instruct’12 and, in his own words, sensing a dichotomy between ‘exile’ and ‘art’ in relation to 
the homeland: ‘the real foreigner in an anglo-saxon society is the artist ... Exiles tend to be 
more British than the British’.13 While for him England (and particularly London) 
represented decay, decadence and death rather than the inspiring qualities of empire and 
justice that his father saw in it, it was nevertheless a continuing entity which time, and the 
evidence of his own eyes, could not change. The irony of most of Lawrence Durrell’s life is 
that he spent so much of it ‘lying abroad for his country’14 in diplomatic or quasi-consular 
engagements, while distrusting the country and scorning the people he served, and from 
which he so voluntarily excluded himself. Quite apart from the public methods he employed 
to express this ridicule and bitterness, such as the ‘Antrobus’ stories and the character of 
Pursewarden in The Alexandria Quartet, he also kept a running collection of his less printable 
feelings such as: ‘the one thing on which the sun never sets is British hypocrisy’;15 English 
women were ‘conscience-stricken little thieves’;16 ‘one cannot deal with the British artist 
without a great deal of tender pity – such as one extends to a terrible street accident’;17 
‘anything without an explicit morality which can be objectively stated is automatically suspect 
to Anglo Saxons’.18 The English, Georges-Gaston Pombal (a French diplomat with whom 
Darley shares an apartment in the Quartet) declared in a notebook for Clea, ‘are strong 
because always psychically held in reserve, enemies of pleasure’.19 

Durrell’s odyssey, from northern India to southern France, was idiosyncratic yet 
paved with predestination. Each step of what he called ‘une vie artistique’20 was part of what 
he also called ‘a long strip’,21 a route which began by leaving the snow-bound home in 
Kurseong which he cherished so apprehensively, with the ultimate intention of regaining it: 
‘God what a dream, the passes into Lhasa blue with ice and thawing softly towards the 
forbidden city’ (DML 52). Sixty years later he recalled Kurseong as ‘cette ville cernée de 
hautes montagnes enneigées’ with ‘un horizon qu’on n’oublie pas’ and ‘éblouissant dans les 

                                                 
10 SIUC: 42/15/6: ‘notebook for Clea…France 1958’. 
11 H. Miller, ‘Introduction’ to Selected Prose of Henry Miller (London: McGibbon and Kee, 1965) vol. 1. 
12 K. Brown, British Writers: Supplement 1, pp. 95, 97. 
13 L. Durrell, original interview with Jean Fanchette, Two Cities (Labrys 5) p. 41. 
14 The phrase was invented by Sir Henry Wotton and is repeated in AC 13; L. Durrell, ‘Writers at Work’; L. 
Durrell, ‘Propaganda and Impropaganda’, Blue Thirst p. 38. 
15 SIUC: 42/19/10: notebook dated ‘1962 Nimes’. 
16 SIUC: 42/19/8: ‘quarry for Tunc-Nunquam’. 
17 SIUC: 42/19/10. 
18 SIUC: 42/11/1: ‘Belgrade, Yugoslavia, 1952… Kyrenia, Cyprus’. 
19 SIUC: 42/15/6: notebook for Clea. 
20 Magazine Littéraire. 
21 In conversation with the author. 
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deux sens du mot [this town ringed round with snow-covered mountains… an unforgettable 
horizon… dazzling/unsettling in both senses of the word]’ – a sight whose whiteness was 
dazzling but also whose snowline filled one with an inescapable vertigo.22 The ‘brief dream’ 
of ‘the forbidden city’ would make the long road that ran throughout his work, the route 
home to the merveilleux. 

‘An artistic life’ is more real than the one lived, characterised by uneasiness, the 
mindscape of the ‘extraterritorial’. In his writing – which typifies what Steiner calls ‘the 
literature of exile’ in addressing the ‘problem of a lost centre’23 – Durrell attempted to 
address this by ultimately conceiving the ‘Tibetan novel’ – The Avignon Quintet – which might 
reconcile the polarities and oscillation between eastern ideas of life and death and the 
western narrative tradition; and finally he celebrated a kind of homecoming, ‘le cercle 
refermé’ in Caesar’s Vast Ghost, his tribute to his adopted homeland, Provence. 

As a pen-soldier of fortune, Durrell soon developed a reputation for his ability to 
capture and express the ‘spirit of place’, insisting that his genre was not ‘travel writing’ so 
much as ‘foreign residence writing’24 or, as another critic has it, the ‘island portrait’.25 It 
exhibits predominantly the sense of the writer-as-stranger or, as Steiner calls it, ‘the central 
notion of the writer as guest’,26 writing out of a vertiginous sense of space and time 
borrowed directly from, and (perhaps improbably) attuned to, the ‘genius loci’. 

 Durrell proclaimed, ‘je reste un vrai enfant de Kim’:27 the ambiguity was deliberate, 
since as a child reader he was both deeply influenced by the book itself and following 
somewhat in Kim’s own footsteps. Like Kim, he first went to school at a local Jesuit college. 
But his father intended him to follow the traditional colonist’s pattern of an education ‘at 
home’ and then to return to India to shine in the colonial system: ‘il s’agissait de nous 
repasser à  l’anglaise [he was so anxious that we should acquire Englishness]’; 28 ‘we were so 
pro-colonial, all the money was poured into getting us educated “at home” so that we were 
very much colonial stockpot’.29 The identification of ‘we’ is telling: when, in 1981, Durrell 
spoke autobiographically at the Centre Pompidou in the lecture which was eventually printed 
as ‘From the Elephant’s Back’, he was unequivocal in referring to the fact that ‘we were 
building the great railway system ... we spoke the languages of the place’.30  

At the age of eleven he was sent to England where he attended school in London (St 
Olave’s and St Saviour’s Grammar School in Southwark) and then St Edmund’s, Canterbury, 
experiences which provided a solid and significant basis for his first three novels with their 
medieval substructure. One of the most significant encounters during these years was his 
discovery, in Southwark Cathedral, of a group of recently recoloured and regilded tombs: ‘in 
form, proportion, heaviness of decoration and unapologetic brightness of colour – 
particularly of colour – they at once brought India to his mind’.31 The discovery not only 

                                                 
22 Les nouvelles littéraires ‘Les vies singulières de Lawrence Durrell’. 
23 G. Steiner, Extraterritorial p. 10. 
24 R. Aldington, quoted in SP 11. 
25 J. Unterecker, Lawrence Durrell p.15. 
26 G. Steiner, Extraterritorial p. 37. 
27 Magazine Littéraire. 
28 Les nouvelles littéraires. 
29 Conversation with the author. 
30 CERLD, uncatalogued typescript of address to the Cercle Pompidou [1 April 1981?] eventually published as 
‘From the Elephant’s Back’ and also published in French in Revue Parlée, edition dated March 1981. 
31 Cf. Brown, op. cit., p. 93; cf. SME 19: ‘One day while passing the Jesuit school chapel [in Darjiling] I found 
the door ajar and tiptoed inside, curious as children are. In the deep gloom I came upon a life-size figure of 
Christ crucified hanging over the altar, liberally blotched with blood and perfectly pig-sticked and thorn-hatted. 
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served as an introduction to the literature of the Elizabethan and Jacobean period, but began 
that chain of association which brought India itself – both Kim’s India and the India of the 
Upanishads – in his imagination, into commerce with western ideas. There is an echo of this 
in the first draft of Tunc, originally entitled  ‘The Placebo’. 

 
‘Charlock, what sort of youth did you have? I seem to see an earnest boy in a 
knickerbocker suit cycling about the cathedral towns, taking brass rubbings in 
Norman churches.’ 
‘Perfectly right.’ 
‘Rather lonesome chap and very distrustful of his elders.’ 
‘Yes. My parents died when I was young and I was brought up by an aunt who lives 
in Portsmouth.’32  

 
While he remained a traveller, finding it difficult to put down roots, he never revisited India, 
except in his imagination. But – again as ‘un vrai enfant de Kim’ – he had absorbed a way of 
life in which the physical and the metaphysical were almost indiscriminately combined: 
‘impregné de bouddhisme’.33 Tao was to become part of the book, and therefore an integral, 
a commanding, presence in life.  

Durrell also brought away from India three affective images or concepts: an abiding 
vision of the jungle, of the monastic pathways towards snow-capped Tibet – ‘the  roof of the 
world’ – and of the bazar of commonplace life. 

 
Burma brushed off on me quite considerably… We lived there under canvas for a  
time. I used to go for walks in the jungle. The jungle was very much a Kipling jungle 
in those days. It was available. It was our park, so to speak. And there you saw 
animals and death and the whole works… I lived the Jungle Book.34 We all spoke 
Urdu. We weren’t just colonial lumps. None of us had seen England. We were very 
much more remote than an ordinary Britisher, so to speak.35  
 
Even in Anglo-Indian terms it was an unconventional vision which, like that of Kim, 

took more from the indigenous life of India itself than from the febrile, transplanted, culture 
of the empire builder. ‘We lived like Kim’ he said – ‘Kim was English like us [he might have 
said ‘Anglo-Irish’], and Kim was our bedside book: le personage était notre modèle, le 
symbole de notre vie quotidienne: nous étions tous des kimocrates dans la famille [the 
character of Kim was our model, the ideal for our everyday life; we were all kimocrats (living 
according to the ‘Rule of Kim’) in our family]’. 36 Beyond the ‘fiction’ of Kim – if in this 
context we can call it that – Durrell also became an early devotee of factual, exploratory 
works on Tibet and its faith: ‘I’d also been reading people like Alexandra David-Neel since I 

                                                                                                                                                  
An indescribable feeling of horror and fear welled up in me. So this was what those austerely garbed and 
bearded priests worshipped in the dense gloom among the flowers and candles! It was hardly a logical sequence 
of feelings and sentiments – it was quite spontaneous and unformulated. But the horror remained with me 
always; and later on, when my father decreed that I must go to England for my education, I felt that he was 
delivering me into the hands of these sadists and cannibals’. 
32 ‘The Placebo’ p. 103. 
33 Magazine Littéraire. 
34 R. Kipling, The Jungle Book (London: Macmillan, 1894); The Second Jungle Book (London: Macmillan, 1895). 
35 Conversation with the author. 
36 Les nouvelles littéraires. 
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was twelve.37 In the family she was as real to us as Kipling’.38 As he expressed it many years 
later, his vision of his lifetime motive still undimmed: 

 
one part of me has remained a child of the jungle, ever mindful of the various small 
initiations which an Indian childhood imposes. The proverb says that whoever sees 
the world from the back of an elephant learns the secrets of the jungle and becomes 
a seer.39 

 
The ‘journey home’, in the inverted world of these young colonials, was more a ‘voyage out’, 
‘home’ itself being a place of discovery which would be followed – as Durrell’s father 
intended in this case – by his return to the colony, where one’s difference was once more 
confirmed by its orthodoxy. Even in its most mundane forms, the ‘grail quest’ begins and 
ends on a domestic threshold. For Durrell there would never be the opportunity, such as 
that explored by Raymond Williams in Border Country, for example, to touch base with his 
father, to affirm a continuity or make a final peace. There was never to be another 
homecoming; life was to be a self-written Baedeker, so that the quest for home suggests a 
condition more typical of the modernist, the discussion of self as outsider, or, as Steiner has 
called it, the ‘strategy of permanent exile’.40  In his autobiographical poem ‘Cities, Plains and 
People’ (1943) Durrell wrote: ‘For this person it was never landfall’ (CP 160). 
 

Durrell’s reading in early childhood was traditional: he absorbed everything with 
which his considerate father could provide him – a complete set of Dickens being recalled 
particularly41 - and, perhaps more important than anything else, outward-bound adventure 
stories of heroism and mystery – Rider Haggard’s She, for example. Thereafter, it became 
autonomous, eclectic and eccentric, designed to equip him with the means to create a 
perennial culture, and to exclude the drab, uninspiring literature and philosophy which he 
perceived in large measure as ‘the English Death’ (BB 9). Durrell saw no inconsistency or 
irrationality in combining a passion for what he called ‘the minor mythologies’ – the popular, 
romantic novelists such as Buchan – with an esoteric pursuit of Tantric Buddhism, 
gnosticism or relativity. This had the effect of creating for him two possibilities, which in 
fact alternated throughout his writing life: to be a journeyman of letters, capable of turning 
his hand to whatever form of writing the occasion required or permitted – novels, poetry, 
journalism, filmscripts, travelogue – and at the same time to be capable of formulating 
philosophical discourse in highly sophisticated language. Often the two came together, as in 
The Avignon Quintet or A Smile in the Mind’s Eye. At other times it meant that workaday pieces 
such as the journalistic (almost voyeuristic) contributions to magazines like Travel and Leisure 
– or even the not wholly successful Sicilian Carousel – sat cheek by jowl with essays on 
Wordsworth or D.H. Lawrence. 

 Durrell’s adolescence seems, from the evidence of his early reading and his first two 
novels, to have consisted in measuring what he had brought home from his Indian 

                                                 
37 Apart from one early title (published in 1905) Alexandra David-Neel’s first widely circulated title appears to 
have been My Journey to Lhasa (London: Heinemann, 1927) when Durrell would have been fifteen years old. 
38 Conversation with the author. 
39 ‘From the Elephant’s Back’ p. 59 and original ts.: ‘I have a special relation to elephants – an animal 
suspended by enormous ears between two pendulums. It is a happy animal, a philosopher-king of the forest, 
which can smile as well as tip-toe’. 
40 G. Steiner, Extraterritorial p. 31. 
41 Conversation with the author. 
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childhood with the nature of that ‘home’. In the process there lies a certain irony, since his 
baggage was in itself a reflection of England which, from his perspective, was never likely to 
find a ‘fit’. His vision would always be oblique, and thus home itself, if he could ever find it, 
would be inhospitable. Later, his ability to empathise with the subjects of colonisation, such 
as the Cypriots, would have to seek – unsuccessfully, perhaps impossibly – a reconciliation 
with his own view of Englishness and the purpose and function of empire, particularly when, 
as in the writing of Bitter Lemons, his loyalties were strongly divided between his Cypriot hosts 
and his British paymasters: in this particular case, the result was a mixture of (literally) 
personal bitterness and professional dismay, as he witnessed the failure of foreign policy of 
which he had himself been an instrument. There is an irony in the fact that the publication 
of Bitter Lemons won him the Duff Cooper Memorial Award (presented to him in London by 
Queen Elizabeth the Queen Mother) and even an offer of an official decoration, but also 
served to express his mixed feelings in a highly equivocal manner.42  
 

Durrell’s mother came from Irish stock (her father’s family, Dixie, originated in Cork 
and her paternal grandmother was a Joanna O’Brien), and his inherited sense of Irishness 
gave an edge to this empathy which enabled him to regard himself as a thorn in the side of 
the ‘Establishment’: this found its humorous, charitable side in the ‘Antrobus’ stories and 
received its most vicious, incisive expression in the beleaguered character of Felix Charlock 
in The Revolt. It was a simple fact of his family circumstances that Durrell would never, in 
conventional terms, ‘fit’ into any orthodox system: when it was put to him that ‘an English 
father, an Irish mother and India as a cradle’ had created an ‘unusual triangle’43 he agreed 
that while his Irishness was somewhat intangible, he had no real roots: ‘nous étions tous 
dechaussés ...perdus [we were completely adrift, lost]’, although England itself continued to 
provide a point of reference;44 even a piece such as ‘The Continental Sunday’, obviously 
intended for an English Sunday newspaper, comparing the Provençal Sunday to the English, 
holds the grim inhibitions of ‘Pudding Island’ in affectionate regard vis-à-vis the ‘easygoing 
and civilised approach’ of the French.45 

Pied Piper of Lovers, published by Cassells in 1935, and its sequel, Panic Spring, which, 
like most of his subsequent books, appeared under the Faber imprint in 1937 (under the 
pseudonym ‘Charles Norden’ due to the relative failure of its predecessor under Durrell’s 
own name), were the product of Durrell’s adolescent years in England. Of Panic Spring he 
wrote ‘a pretty good anthology of the styles of writers I then admired, Huxley, Graves, 

                                                 
42 But see L. Durrell, ‘Propaganda and Impropaganda’ for Durrell’s mixed feelings about the profession of 
diplomat. In R. Green, ‘Lawrence Durrell: the spirit of winged words’ Durrell said: ‘I’ve been progressively 
disgusted  by our double-facedness in politics… I refused a CMG [Commander of the Corfu-based British 
Order of St Michael and St George] on those grounds, though I didn’t want to make an issue out of it, and I 
don’t want to – I’m conservative, I’m reactionary and right wing – so I don’t want to embarrass anybody. But 
the reason I made a polite bow-out of the whole thing [the offer of an official decoration after his posting to 
Cyprus] was that I don’t want to be decorated by people who had bits of the Parthenon lying about in their 
backyard’. 
43

  Another ‘triangle’ would develop when he began to discover himself in Greece, with his philhellenic 
empathy with the Greek people, referring on once occasion to ‘the dim unstable consciousness of the Greek, 
who is one of the finest persons in Europe, internally divided and confused like the Irishman  but with a 
greater traditional manner and poise’ – L. Durrell, letter to Elizabeth Smart, circa 1940, quoted by I. MacNiven, 
op. cit., p. 224.  
44 Les nouvelles littéraires. 
45 SIUC: 42/21/3. 
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Aldington, Lawrence’.46 After school, he failed – deliberately, it is said – to win a university 
place (‘si j’étais un cancre [dunce] à Canterbury, c’est délibérément’)47 perhaps wishing to 
emulate Shakespeare who, he said, ‘always felt somehow dishonoured by the fact that he was 
not a university man (his use of the word “gentleman” simply means university man’).48 
Instead, he took to earning a sort of living as a rent-collector, a railway porter, an apprentice 
racing driver and, less improbably, playing jazz piano in a night-club (and indeed composing 
and selling jazz songs using his mother’s surname as a partial nom-de-plume,49 running a 
photographic studio and, later, writing drama criticism.50 

London afforded him the chance to befriend many literary figures, most noticeably 
John Gawsworth, who subsequently appointed him to a Dukedom in the intellectual 
kingdom of Redonda.51 

In many respects Durrell’s early experiences in London were so closely reflected in 
those of Walsh Clifton, the central figure in Pied Piper of Lovers, that we may be justified in 
seeing this adolescent novel as autobiographical. The article ‘Continental Sunday’, asking 
why there was a preoccupation in England with juvenile delinquency (the 1950s and early 
1960s saw the emergence of the ‘teddy-boy’, a sort of soft-core gangster), said he saw the 
Teddy-boy’s rebellion as ‘a pale contemporary reflection of the rebellious dandyism of a 
Baudelaire or a Wilde ... the last protest of an industrialised society from which all the colour 
and variety is being drained out by successive acts of legislation directed always towards 
uniformity of conduct, uniformity of approach to life. The Teddy-boy, in a sense, is all that is 
left of the English poet’.52 

Durrell married Nancy Myers, an art student, and they lived at first in the Sussex 
countryside at Loxwood with their friends George and Pam Wilkinson, setting up the 
Caduceus Press to print Durrell’s first poems.53 Then in 1935 they decided, on the basis of a 

                                                 
46 L. Durrell to Jeremy Mallinson, 5 September 1975, in J. Mallinson, Durrelliania p. 35. 
47 Les nouvelles littéraires. 
48 An expression Durrell used in an address on Shakespeare which he appears to have given to a meeting of 
UNESCO in 1970 [letter to Durrell from Alexander Blokh, 24 Novembre 1970] CERLD uncatalogued 
typescript, 5 pp. 
49 ‘Two Dance Tunes for the Blue Peter Night Club Band… Sung by little Dixie Lee… 1935’ – SIUC 42/9/3 – 
dated ‘Argentina 1948’; see also PPL 370-1, where Walsh writes songs with titles such as ‘To Be or Not to Be’, 
‘Hold Your Woman’ and ‘Never Come Back’: ‘“Never Come Back” is our epitaph, our requiem, our good-bye’. 
50 Cf. DML 121, 125. 
51 Redonda is an island in the Caribbean, 25 miles south-west of Antigua, which was annexed on behalf of 
Britain by the father of the Irish novelist M.P. Shiel, who in turn bequeathed his claim to the ‘kingdom’ of the 
property (unpopulated but rich in phosphate) to Terence Fitton Armstrong, better known by his pen-name 
John Gawsworth. Gawsworth created several ‘dukedoms’ in this ‘intellectual kingdom’, thus honouring friends 
such as Lawrence and Gerald Durrell, Richard Aldington, Victor Gollancz, Arthur Machen, Frank Swinnerton, 
Arthur Ransome, A.E.W. Mason, Henry Miller, Bertram Rota, John Heath-Stubbs, Dorothy Sayers, Martin 
Secker, Derek Patmore, Jon Wynne-Tyson (the present ‘king’), Rupert Croft-Cooke, J.B. Priestley, Rebecca 
West, Stephen Poter and L.G. Pine (the father of the present author). 
52 SIUC/LD/Accession II/box 6. 
53 Ten Poems (London: Caduceus Press, 1932); Bromo Bombastes: a Fragment from a Laconic Drama by Gaffer Peeslake 
(London: Caduceus Press, 1933); Transition (London: Caduceus Press, 1934). In a copy of Transition inscribed to 
the Wilkinsons, Durrell wrote: ‘Its [sic] a sign, my sweets, that the delightful genius which I derive from an holy 
age of colonial warblers, still spates in an unbroken torrent of capricious continuity’ (CERLD reserve no. 1705). 
The caduceus, a rod entwined by two serpents, was a symbol of power and one of the attributes of Mercury, 
the messenger of the gods: as a device for Durrell’s early poems it is an interesting herald of his later interest in 
the phenomenon of ophitism as manifested particularly in The Avignon Quintet. In his copy of The Worship of the 
Dead or the Origin and Nature of Pagan Idolatry and Its Bearing Upon the Early History of Egypt and Babylonia by Col. J. 
Garnier (London: Chapman and Hall, 1909) Durrell marked the following passage: ‘All the pagan gods were 
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small income which he received from his father’s estate, to follow the Wilkinsons’ example 
and live economically on the island of Corfu in the Ionian Sea off north-west Greece. At this 
stage, Durrell had published nothing except a few small collections of poetry, Quaint Fragment 
(1931), Ten Poems (1932) and Transition (1934) and, in 1933, under the pseudonym ‘Gaffer 
Peeslake’, a satire of Shaw’s Black Girl entitled Bromo Bombastes. He was, however, starting to 
churn out both prose and poetry, simply because, as we shall see in examining his 
psychology, he was a born writer – one prone to loneliness and unhappiness: ‘from the very 
beginning he was determined to become a great writer. He was quite certain that he would 
be one’.54 

But Durrell’s main occupation both in London (in the Reading Room of the British 
Museum)55 and in the following years was to undertake a prodigious reading schedule which 
provided him with a system of thought adequate for a lifetime’s pioneering work: it was a 
voyage of discovery for philosophical and literary vistas which could nourish his own 
mindscape, his ‘private country’ – the title he gave to one of his earlier volumes of poetry – 
and it found him circumnavigating that locus classicus, the ‘middle sea’ within him which was 
the essential core of his imagination, the islands and littorals of his own sensibility.56 

Although his primary inclination was toward poetry, it was not until 1943 that Private 
Country, his first major collection, appeared. His first two novels had not been successful; his 
third, The Black Book, was published in Paris in 1938 (and in the United States in 1960) but, 
although Eliot, then a senior figure at Faber’s, greeted it as ‘the first piece of work by an 
English writer to give me any hope for the future of prose fiction’ (BB jacket copy for 1973 
edition), Faber and Faber declined to publish it in anything other than an expurgated edition 
until 1973; it thus remained largely unavailable in Britain. It was therefore as a poet that his 
literary reputation began. However, his life’s storyboard had already been designed for a 
career of novel-writing, with the Quartet, The Revolt and the Quintet in mind, as early as 1937 
(DML 65). He was determined, in seeing life as a book, to be the author of his own life.  

Durrell’s years in Corfu also gave rise to the first of his ‘island portraits’, Prospero’s 
Cell, which ostensibly began as a diary on 10 April 1937 and grew into a subjective ‘guide to 
the landscape and manners, of the island of Corcyra [Corfu]’. Here, and in its sequels relating 
to Rhodes, Cyprus and Sicily, he explained the concept of ‘islomania’ and the ‘spirit of place’ 
which informs much of his poetry and which underlines his psychological and philosophical 
orientation. 

Durrell’s father had died in India, at an early age, of a cerebral haemorrhage, and 
Durrell had persuaded his widowed mother to eke out her income by joining him and Nancy 
in Corfu, where she moved with her younger children Leslie Stewart (1917 - 81) , Margaret 
Isabel Mabel (Margot, born 1919) and Gerald Malcolm (1925 - 1995).57 The four years in 

                                                                                                                                                  
eventually identified with the Serpent, which was also regarded, like the Sun, as the Great Father, and was a 
symbol of the Sun. The Serpent, in short, was regarded both as the source of life, and also of wisdom and 
knowledge, and as the instructor of men [p. 108]… Worship of the Sun and Serpent… by means of which the 
idolaters were eventually led, by a gradual process of development, to worship the Prince of the demons 
himself [p. 213]… The [Serpent was] the form which the Prince of the Demons took when he persuaded Eve 
to eat… and the Serpent was thus represented in paganism to be the bestower of knowledge and wisdom on 
man [p. 216]’. Durrell’s copy is held in SIUC/LD/Accession II; cf. also SME 13. 
54 Theodore Stephanides, ‘First Meeting with Lawrence Durrell’. 
55 Durrell’s ticket for the reading room of the British Museum [today, the British Library] contained in a 
notebook f 1938 inscribed ‘Lawrence Durrell, human being’, is numbered B52750: SIUC 42/9/2. 
56 Cf. M. Haag, obituary of Lawrence Durrell, Independent 9 November 1990. 
57 Another child, Margery Ruth, second eldest to Lawrence George, had died in infancy of diphtheria. 
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Corfu have been humorously, if somewhat idiosyncratically, chronicled by Gerald (who went 
on to become a distinguished zoologist) in three books, My Family and Other Animals, Birds, 
Beasts and Relatives and The Garden of the Gods.  

The most often quoted description of Durrell at this time is by his brother Gerald: 
‘designed by Providence to go through life like a small, blond firework, exploding ideas in 
other people’s minds, and then curling up with cat-like unctuousness and refusing to take 
any blame for the consequences’.58 He has also been described from a more objective 
viewpoint in terms of the ‘keynote of [his] character’, his ‘jauntiness and self-assurance’ and 
‘bubbling energy... throwing off advice and suggestions like a machine gun’.59 Apart from 
achieving the long-standing friendship of Dr Theodore Stephanides (1896-1982), who made 
these secondary observations, and who acted as an unofficial tutor to the younger members 
of the family, the brothers appear to have conducted a happy warfare consisting mainly of 
mutual abuse and sabotage, Larry accusing Gerry of filling the place with nasty animals – ‘it’s 
a perfect example of the streak of lunacy that runs in this family’60 – and the others finding 
Larry’s visitors too ‘high-brow’61 – some of whom seem to have had the characteristics of 
the effete ‘Dovebasket’ of the ‘Antrobus’ stories, while others were genuinely committed 
artists such as Constant Zarian,62 who was, it appears, in communication with one of the 
most influential novelists and philosophers of the day, Miguel de Unamuno, whose 
influence, in baroque and picaresque work such as Mist, can be seen in Durrell’s Quintet if not 
elsewhere.63 There are, too, glimpses of a Mediterranean life which would resurface in 
Durrell’s writings: a fish-drive on the lake64 and, in Stephanides’ Island Trails, an account of a 
cave exploration which had taken place in 1926 and gave rise to the idea of The Dark 
Labyrinth.65 Durrell himself summed up family life at this time in a piece of doggerel:  

 
My sister writes novels of rape  

                                                 
58 G. Durrell, My Family and Other Animals pp. 15-16.  
59 Stephanides, ‘First Meeting’. 
60 G. Durrell, The Garden of the Gods p. 27.  
61 Ibid. p. 29.  
62 Gostan Zarian (1885-1969) had lived in Geneva, where he met Lenin and befriended Apollinaire, Picasso, 
Plekhanov, Ungaretti, Céline, Eluard, Leger and Verhaeren. He was subsequently editor of an Armenian 
peiodical in Istanbul, where he escaped a purge of Armenian intellectuals, and taught comparative literature at 
the University of Yerevan 1922-25 after the establishment of Soviet rule in Armenia. Later still he lived in Paris, 
Rome and Forence before going to Corfu, and then moving on to Ischia and New York where he taught at 
Columbia University 1944-46. He returned to Europe and the Levant to teach at the American University of 
Beirut 1952-4 and finally to Yerevan where he worked in an art museum. His novel The Ship on the Mountain was 
published in Boston in 1943 and in a French translation in 1969. His favourite genre was the diaristic 
autobiography with philosophical meditations, which gave rise to The Traveller and his Road (1926-28/1981), West 
(1928-9), Cities (1930), Bancoop and the Bones of the Mammoth (1931-4/1982), Countries and Gods (1935-38 – the 
period when he was in Corfu and in Durrell’s company) and The Island and a Man (1955/1983) all of which 
appeared originally in serial form in the Boston journal Hairenik. The first three of these were re-published as a 
single volume in 1975. Lawrence Durrell wrote about him in ‘Constant Zarian – Triple Exile’, Poetry Review 
January-February 1952. 
63 Cf. SP 104-5; DML 29, 36; the reference in The Black Book (p. 47) to Lobo who ‘said good day with the 
frigidity of a Castilian gentleman dismissing a boring chambermaid’ perhaps owes something to Unamuno’s 
Mist, a work with which Durrell had been familiar since the 1930s.  
64 Cf. G. Durrell, Garden of the Gods p. 66. 
65 Cf. T. Stephanides, Island Trails pp. 54-8. Another source for The Dark Labyrinth is a play sketch (SIUC 
42/7/35 – possibly written in Paris in 1937), ‘The Maze: the guide dies while conducting a tour of the maze: 
leaving the dramatis personae lost in it: a boy, a girl, a parson, a policeman, a thief, an undertaker, a whore, an 
old lady: the stranger’ – in fact, the stock characters who constitute, and enact, life itself in his novels. 
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My brother goes round with an ape  
My mistress writes novels  
We all live in hovels  
Do you wonder that people all gape?66 
 
But the beckoning force was the fact that, in so many senses, England was cold: ‘le 

soleil a été toujours nécessaire et je l’ai toujours retrouvé par mes propres efforts après des 
périodes taupesques dans le nord d’Europe [the sun was always a necessity for me and I 
always regained it by my own efforts after burrowing times in northern Europe]’. 67 
 

In 1937 Durrell read Henry Miller’s Tropic of Cancer, a copy of which he claimed to 
have discovered in a public lavatory in Corfu. However he came by it, the book influenced 
him so strongly that he wrote effusively to Miller, acknowledging the profound effect the 
book had had in catalysing his own approach to contemporary literature, in confirming his 
resolve to find new directions. In response, he offered Miller a risqué novel of 
phantasmagoric proportions, The Black Book, which summarised his frustration in the 
presence of ‘the English Death’. It was an attitude which would find later expression, not 
always ungenerous or unsentimental, in pieces extolling the game of cricket,68 or the quasi-
mocking, quasi-affectionate portrait of the eponymous ambassador in Mountolive.  

It is of considerable interest from the biographical point of view that at this early 
stage Durrell should have added an extra dimension to his ‘vie artistique’ by becoming a 
critic of his own life, by developing the ability to think of himself in the third person. The 
friendship with Miller – begun in correspondence and developed by the Durrells’ visit to 
Paris in 1937 – gave him the impetus he needed to begin to analyse his motives and his 
potential, and to clarify his ambitions for ‘the long strip’. The seminal result was the prose-
poems ‘Zero’ and ‘Asylum in the Snow’, which encapsulate all his later work with its 
attention to madness, revolt, death and a search for homecoming. Despite the emphasis on 
the twin strands of poetry and novels, Durrell’s writing career was also marked by a keen 
critical presence – so much so that one of his first major publications was A Key to Modern 
British Poetry – affirming the critical role of the artist.69 

In Paris he also met writers like Anaïs Nin and Alfred Perlès, the photographer 
Brassaï and the painter Hans Reichel.70 The visit (which also seems to have included a brief 
return to London and an excursion to Austria)71 left a remarkable impression of a 
bohemianism much more effective than what he had encountered in London, and much 
more of a literary lifeline to his Corfiot retreat: ‘I was getting it straight from Paris. I was 

                                                 
66 SIUC/LD/Accession II: box 4: miscellaneous items. 
67 SIUC/LD/Accession II: typescript ‘answers to questionnaire by a Paris journal’ [1973?] 6 pp. 
68 For example an apparently unpublished typescript ‘Maiden Over’ (4 pp.) which begins ‘What is so peculiarly 
magical about cricket if it isn’t its strange appropriateness to the landscape in which, and probably from which, 
it has sprung?’ – CERLD uncatalogued item. 
69 Cf. G. Steiner, Real Presences pp. 30, 60-1. 
70 SIUC: 42/21/4 contains an appreciation of Hans Reichel in which Durrell recalled the painter saying: ‘“You 
must work the paint into the pores of the paper as if it were kisses penetrating human skin with the idea of 
love”. Then he added a little sadly “But the idea always falls short of reality”’; published as a preface to H. 
Miller, Order and Chaos chez Hans Reichel (Tucson, Ariz., 1966). 
71 Durrell’s poetry notebook for 1938 (SIUC: 42/7/2) is inscribed ‘Jan. 1st 1938 Innsbruck/Austria’ and is 

followed by:       [sic]. It also includes his Paris address at this time: xxi rue Gazan Paris 
xiv. MacNiven (pp. 192-5) describes Durrell’s pursuit of Nancy, who was in Innsbruck at this time, and where 
Durrell suspected her of having an affair after their own marriage seemed to be in decline.  
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getting it through Cocteau. We were living a French life. Our criteria were French, we were 
living in French’.72 Durrell believed that, with rare exceptions among his contemporaries 
such as David Gascoyne (whom he admired as ‘one of the finest and purest metaphysical 
poets of the age’)73 he was absorbing a culture which, for language reasons alone, was denied 
to most Englishmen.74 Nicholas Moore, the undergraduate editor of Seven (in which ‘Zero’ 
and ‘Asylum in the Snow’ appeared), described Miller and Durrell as ‘the Paris people’.75 
With Miller and Perlès, Durrell also edited a magazine, The Booster, which had been a quite 
respectable house organ of the American Golf and Country Club but which, under their 
direction, renamed Delta, became an avant-garde vehicle for their own writing: ‘Delta appears 
irregularly and is not on sale anywhere. . .Delta must be prohibitive in price or prohibited’.76 
The issue for Christmas 1938 – ‘Special Peace and Dismemberment Number with Jitterbug-
Shag Requiem’ –besides containing work by Dylan Thomas, Michael Fraenkel, Karel Čapek, 
Anaïs Nin, Antonia White and part of Miller’s Tropic of Capricorn, included Durrell’s ‘Hamlet, 
Prince of China’, an essay in the form of a letter to Miller (DML 42-6) which, using Hamlet 
as an enigmatic conversation-piece, addressed the themes of moral weakness, the  autonomy 
of the writer and fear of death.77  

Miller and Nin became literary mentors, and ‘The Cherries’, probably Durrell’s 
earliest published story (it appeared in 1936 in the Daily Express),78 showed the influence of 
Nin in tracing the origins of madness in the unconscious, an area he was soon to explore 
more forcefully in ‘Zero’ and ‘Asylum in the Snow’. With Miller and Nin (who provided the 
finance) he established the short-lived ‘Villa Seurat Library’ (named after the artists’ colony 
where they lived in Paris), designed to publish Durrell’s The Black Book, Miller’s Max and the 
White Phagocytes and Nin’s Winter of Artifice. Although he was to fall out with both of them 
(more severely in the case of Nin)79 a sense of artistic solidarity had been born which would 
sustain Durrell in moments of lonely doubt.  

One of the most remarkable letters of modern times, moving between the banal and 
the ethereal, dates from this Paris sojourn: 

 
 Dear Miller:  
Two questions:  
(1) What do you do with the garbage?  

AND (TWO) 

                                                 
72 Conversation with the author. 
73 L. Durrell, preface to David Gascoyne, Paris Journal 1937-1939 (London: Enitharmon Press, 1978) p. 5. 
74 Conversation with the author; cf. also D. Gascoyne, op. cit., p. 124: ‘April 16th [1939]… aware of being 
perhaps the only human being there, in the middle of London, with any idea of what is really happening at this 
time upon this planet’. 
75 N. Moore, ‘At the Start of the Forties’, Aquarius nos. 17-18 (1986/87) p. 104. 
76 Delta, 2e année, issue no. 3 (Christmas 1938); cf. M. Bradbury and J. McFarlane, ‘Movements, Magazines and 
Manifestos: The Succession from Naturalism’ in Bradbury and McFarlane (eds.), Modernism (Harmondsworth: 
Penguin, 1976) pp. 192-205 for a review of cognate publications such as Blast and the Dadaist manifestos. 
77 Cf. R. Pine, The Dandy and the Herald ch. 5 for a discussion of the Hamlet theme. 
78 L. Durrell, ‘The Cherries’, typescript in UCLA Special Collection 637, box 2, f. 2. – published in the Daily 
Express ‘Masterpiece of Thrills’ 1936, a genre to which Durrell returned in 1957 with ‘Letter in the Sofa’ 
published in the ‘Did it Happen Series’ in the Evening Standard. 
79 Durrell wrote a preface for the English edition of Nin’s Children of the Albatross to which Nin took exception 
(see A. Nin, The Diary of Anaïs Nin vol. 6: 1955-66 [New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1976] pp. 172-3); 
however, relations were sufficiently restored for Nin to participate in the seminars which Durrell gave at 
CalTech in 1974. 
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(2) When you say ‘to be with God’ do you identify yourself with God: or do you 
regard the God stuff reality as something extraneous towards which we yearn? 
Durrell (DML 90)  

 
Durrell had begun, like Kipling’s Kim, to think of life as having two practical 

pursuits in ‘the game’ and ‘the quest’, the former supplying the more light-hearted sense of 
‘adventure’, the latter the underlying spiritual odyssey: he would write his ‘serious’ books 
under his own name, and ‘lighter’, more workaday, material under a pseudonym, which he 
referred to as ‘my double Amicus Nordensis… I CAN’T WRITE REAL BOOKS ALL THE TIME’. 
(He did in fact write at least two further pieces, for Time and Tide and Night and Day, under 
the pseudonym of ‘Charles Norden’, plus a poem for the Cairo Forces Quarterly.)80 He 
explained to Miller:  

 
Once every three years or more I shall try to compose for full orchestra. The rest of 
the time I shall do essays, travel books… I shall naturally not try to write badly or 
things I don’t want to: but there are a lot of things I want to write which don’t come 
into the same class as The Black Book at all. I consider that resting (DML 81). 

 
Miller, who, like Nin, was forging an identity for himself through the momentum of writing 
his whole life into a book, instantly disabused him of this intention with the retort  
 

Don’t take the schizophrenic route! If there are just half a dozen people in the world, 
like myself, who believe in you, that should more than outweigh the other 
considerations. The danger is to split the psyche. You can’t write good books and 
bad books… Your must stand or fall either as Charles Norden or as Lawrence 
Durrell… If, as you say, you can’t write REAL books all the time, then don’t write 
(DML 84-5).81 

 
The advice accorded closely with the view of Otto Rank, in his study Art and Artist, a copy 
of which (later heavily annotated by Durrell) he had been given by Anaïs Nin as a birthday 
present in Paris in 1938: ‘the poet who becomes a universal genius ... could express himself 
as an essayist, a cultural critic, or a first-class journalist’.82 

Durrell continued with what he called ‘literary gardening’ (DML 81) while 
proceeding with the straight line of novels in succession to his ‘agon’, as he called The Black 
Book. This had been mapped out as the agon followed by a pathos (‘The Book of the Dead’) 

                                                 
80 Under the pseudonym ‘Charles Norden’ Durrell issued ‘Obituary Notice: a tragedy by Charles Norden’ 
(illustrated by ‘Nancy Norden’ [Nancy Durrell]) published in Night and Day 9 September 1937; his travel piece 
‘A Landmark Gone’ (containing material which also appears at the opening of PC) was first published under 
‘Charles Norden’ in Orientations vol. 1 no. 1 (n.d. [1940/41?] and subsequently in SP 187-90. 
81

 Ian MacNiven (op. cit., p.300) records that T.S.Eliot rejected the first draft of The Dark Labyrinth, saying 
‘TOO MUCH DURRELL FOR A NORDEN, AND NOT GOOD ENOUGH DURRELL FOR A DURRELL’. 
82 O. Rank, Art and Artist. The inscription in Durrell’s copy is: ‘To Lawrence Durrell – protegée [sic] of Jupiter 
and Neptune, born at the foot of the Himalayas in mounds of snow out of which emerged the Ionian edelweiss 
which carries him safely through one panic after another, and finally into the empyrean where with the great 
Buddha and other mystics he is at last enshrined in annihilation’. 
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and an anagnorisis (‘The Book of Miracles’ - DML 65). This schema later took the form of a 
letter to T.S. Eliot.83 

 
       

 agon    pathos      anagnorisis  
    The Black Book    The Book of the Dead             The Book of Time  
    the dislocation         the uniting      the acceptance and death  
 
‘The Book of the Dead’ became the long-contemplated Alexandria Quartet and the ‘Book of 
Time’ (or ‘of Miracles’) became The Avignon Quintet. When it was pointed out to him that this 
scheme omitted the fourth element of Greek drama, the sparagmos or tearing to pieces of the 
hero, Durrell readily agreed that The Revolt of Aphrodite did represent this stage.84 

That he took Miller’s advice, becoming so visibly a journeyman of letters with a 
torrential output of essays, travel-books, poetry and plays, within which his major novels 
were set, should not lead us to ignore the fact that Durrell did see his writing as two-tiered. 
In 1975 he referred to Sicilian Carousel – the weakest of his ‘island portraits’, yet still, despite 
its explicitly travelogue complexion, a serious approach to understanding Mediterranean 
civilisation – as ‘a makeweight while I am waiting for the cistern to fill up with the successor 
to Monsieur’.85 This was the slightly pedestrian ballast which, for purely financial reasons, 
Durrell, with increasingly heavy family responsibilities, would have to produce and which 
also kept him in good fettle for intense periods of ‘REAL’ writing.  

With The Black Book Durrell claimed that he ‘first heard the sound of my own voice, 
lame and halting perhaps, but nevertheless my very own’ (BB 9). Although, as we shall see, 
there are distinct technical similarities between his first efforts and his major work in the 
Quartet, he had, effectively, disavowed them, even as he was writing Panic Spring, by telling his 
friend Alan Thomas (an antiquarian bookseller whom he had met in Bournemouth, and who 
went on to edit Spirit of Place) that ‘I am beginning to feel that my pencil is almost sharpened. 
Soon I’ll be ready to begin on a BOOK’ (SP 38), and referring to it within the text as ‘my 
first real book’, puzzling as to ‘why, at this time, on a remote Greek headland in a storm, I 
should choose... a theatre which is not Mediterranean’ (BB 21).  

He defined The Black Book as the catalyst of his future work. ‘A savage charcoal 
sketch of spiritual and sexual etiolation’ as he described it, the book summed up his 
disillusion with, and disaffection for, ‘home’, and yet, in exploring ‘real problems of the 
anglo-saxon psyche’ and ‘the English Death’, he indicated that his future contained, and 
would be influenced by, the collective past which he had seen in such spectacular decadence: 
the theme and force of rebirth, to be encountered so often in his writing, is predicted in his 
ambition to become ‘the first Englishman’ (BB 136, Durrell’s emphasis). He was in considerable 
doubt, however, about the validity of his voice. Three scribblings (on the same sheet) from 
this date indicate his uncertainty: one relates directly to the writing of The Black Book: ‘in 
defence of myself: addressed to a young gentleman who detects insincerities in my poems’; 
the others are:  

 
I’m a little Tom Thumb  

                                                 
83 L. Durrell to T.S. Eliot 5 May 1945; published in MacNiven and Peirce (eds.), Twentieth-Centtury Literature 
33/3 p. 354; henceforth ‘TCL’. 
84 Conversation with the author. 
85 Letter to the author. 
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Far too good to be true,  
Hence my language is misunderstood.  
And I feel deep inside:  
It were better I died  
Since I’m not true enough to be good.  

Lawrence Durrell on himself in despair;  
Jan 20th 1939 England  

 
and  
 
Ci-gît Lawrence Durrell the poet.  
His prose was verse:  
He didn’t know it.  
He never guessed his verse was prose;  
But worse than either was his pose.86 

 
For Durrell, as for Eliot and many other poets of the time, the sensation of knowing oneself 
to be ‘entre deux guerres’ was overwhelming, but it did not entirely explain the English 
malaise. There is also the sense in which, with various personal circumstances urging them 
along, many writers were declaring, with Cyril Connolly, ‘England, not my England’87 – we 
shall see it at work in detail in discussing Durrell’s first novels. Nor was it an entirely English 
phenomenon. Milan Kundera opened his essay on ‘The Art of the Novel’ with Husserl’s 
statement from 1935 of the European crisis88 and it was this with which Durrell’s own sense 
of ennui was imbued. Durrell’s disillusion was not only with England: it was universal. With 
Michael Fraenkel, whose Bastard Death (1936) and the discussions with Miller of Hamlet had 
been major features of Durrell’s stay in Paris, he shared an obsession with death and 
madness which permeated The Black Book and would re-emerge in The Revolt. In describing 
that period, Fraenkel wrote with Spenglerian grimness of Miller’s viewpoint when writing 
Tropic of Cancer: 
 

We were at the end of an age, a whole culture; a way of life, a historical past, was 
coming to a close: we were caught up in a process, a cyclical or organic process, and 
a process spends itself, completes and fulfils itself, resolves. It is not a question of 
solution, but of resolution. We simply had to face and accept the death, squarely and 
resolutely, take it inside, as it were, into our blood stream, consciously, deliberately, 
face and accept it in the inmost depths of our being, and – live it out…. Live out the 
old death and the new life asserts itself at once.89 

 
 
In the sense that Durrell turned his back on England, it always sat upon his shoulder. 

Shortly before the outbreak of war in 1939 Miller in turn visited the Durrells in Corfu and 

                                                 
86 SIUC/LD/Accession II: notebook dating from c. 1938. The third jotting (‘Ci-gît…’) also appears in a variant 
form in a letter to Anne Ridler, TCL 33/3 p. 293. 
87 C. Connolly, ‘England Not My England’ in The Condemned Playground: Essays 1927-1944 (London: Hogarth 
Press, 1945) pp. 196-210. 
88 Husserl’s view of ‘the crisis of European humanity’ is discussed in Milan Kundera, The Art of the Novel 
(London: Faber and Faber, 1988) pp. 3ff. 
89 M. Fraenkel, The Genesis of Tropic of Cancer p. 14. 
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the Peloponnese, where they established a strong friendship with two seminal figures in 
modern Greek literature, George Seferiades [Seferis] and George Katsimbalis, who was 
commemorated in the title of Miller’s memoir of the journey, The Colossus of Maroussi. There, 
describing Durrell’s equivocal feelings about the war, he said that ‘being English despite 
himself, he was in a quandary’.90 The dilemma will be encountered often, as we follow 
Durrell’s life and mind through various cockpits of war and uneasy peace.  
 

The war precipitated Durrell into the first of these arenas, as, in 1940, he took up a 
post in the British Legation in Athens, the first of many engagements with the British foreign 
services during the next sixteen years. As Ian MacNiven has commented: ‘true, he keeps 
writing, but with his left hand, so to speak’ (DML 131). To himself Durrell confided:  
 

When I was only 9 or 10,  
I felt more secure than many men;  
Now that I am 28  
I begin to appreciate the meaning of fate.91 

 
During this brief period in mainland Greece the Durrells’ child, Penelope, was born, and 
Durrell renewed and strengthened his friendships with Katsimbalis and Seferis. He had 
hoped for a job in naval intelligence, working more for the survival of Greece than any other 
cause, but when this fell through he moved to the Institute of English Studies at Kalamata, 
on the southern shore of the Peloponnese, in 1941, still hoping for a transfer to Cyprus. 
Eventually the Durrells escaped by caïque three days ahead of the German advance, 
travelling via Crete to Egypt, where Durrell supported himself at first by writing on two 
levels for the Egyptian Gazette, contributing leading articles and a ‘Beachcomber’ column. 
This was the first of several newspaper assignments which accompanied his political 
postings, combinations of literary and propaganda duties. The Egyptian connection was one 
he held in common with Forster, who had written for the paper while researching his work 
on Alexandria over twenty years previously.92 He was then offered a post in Cairo as Foreign 
Press Officer at the British Ministry of Information, mainly liaising with the Greek-language 
press. It was the overture to the extraordinary period that already existed in his imagination 
as ‘the Book of the Dead’, in which he encountered both Cairo and, after the break-up of his 
marriage, Alexandria, where in 1944 he was posted as Press Attaché. In a draft poem clearly 
addressed to Nancy circa 1944 he wrote:  
 

Hunting the thought of you ...  
The quiet room over the sea, the lost  
In photographs and diaries hunting envy  
 
The poor self had enough confusion  
The mind enough terrors without  
Your punishment of going.  

                                                 
90 H. Miller, The Colossus of Maroussi p. 28; cf. also ibid. p. 225: ‘The Englishman in Durrell [is] the least 
interesting thing about him, to be sure, but an element not to be overlooked’. 
91 SIUC/LD/Accession II/box 1: ‘Book of Travels’. 
92 Cf. J.L. Pinchin, Alexandria Still p. 159. Durrell was to write an introduction to the first British edition (1982) 
of E.M. Forster’s Alexandria: a History and a Guide. 
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My expense was all in you,  
Therefore the air is empty now  
Too much for poems, or letter  
 
I privately, in another place  
Put up this wall of will against the loss of you.93 
 
Despite the serendipity which appears to have governed Durrell’s career while in the 

public service, there was also a sense in which he – obviously unconsciously – followed the 
path of a mythical quest:  

 
I knew it was going to be Egypt before I went there, because a fortune-teller told me 
in my coffee grounds in Salonika – a very reliable Balkan fashion of divination. She 
didn’t mention the name, she simply said: ‘you will cross water’.94 

 
In Egypt he met his second wife, Eve ‘Gypsy’ Cohen, an Alexandrian Jewess: his discovery 
of Egypt – and particularly the cosmopolitan, fundamentally European city of Alexandria – 
was an experience of déja vu which he would transmute from autobiography into fiction. 
Layers of ingrained history – the failure of the desiccated European imagination, the 
concomitant rise of totalitarianism, the poverty of spirit, the lassitude of decadence – were 
juxtaposed in Durrell’s own mind and experience with the snow-filled spaces of Tibet and 
the spontaneous excitement and grounded passion of the Balkans. When he came to 
construct the Quartet, which, he told Miller as early as 1941, before he left Greece, was 
already ‘a marvellous conception and complete’ (DML 146), his main task was to project this 
‘investigation of modern love’ onto a canvas of legend and mythology which would unite 
recent and ancient history.  

During the four years he spent in Egypt, Durrell associated with a number of poets 
whose work appeared collectively, first in magazine form. It is said that a fictional portrait 
exists in the person of the drunken, decadent, garrulous poet Bill Castlebar in Olivia 
Manning’s Levant Trilogy, but the likeness is hard to see. Durrell himself became the principal 
editor (with Robin Fedden) of Personal Landscape - A Magazine of Exile, which published, 
among others, Keith Douglas, George Fraser, Iain Fletcher, Terence Tiller and Bernard 
Spencer (with whom Durrell claimed, on at least two occasions, to have shared a flat in 
Cairo).95 Durrell, however, was not a part of this group, if ‘group’ it could be called. There is 
some evidence that some of these poets might have been deliberately posted to safe centres 
in order to keep them away from the chief theatres of war,96 but even if this had been true of 
others, it did not apply in Durrell’s case as he was already in the area and en disponibilité. 

 As G.S. Fraser, one of the Egyptian côterie, expressed it:  
 
Durrell’s self-chosen exile from England … exiled him… from that tradition of 
sobriety of observation, of loving acceptance of continuity, which is perhaps the 
central tradition of the English novel. But if one thinks of him primarily as a poet, 
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his isolation from the squabbles, the gangings up, the reconciliations of the London 
literary world, has been fortunate.97 

 
Nor, on his brief visits to London, and despite his friendship with Dylan Thomas and 
Tambimittu, did he find his way into any of the circles of Fitzrovia.98 This helps to account 
for the fact that, although in the Egyptian years he wrote poetry rather than prose – A Private 
Country and the verse autobiography Cities, Plains and People appearing from Faber and Faber 
in 1943 and 1946 respectively – he receives scant attention in critical surveys of the period, 
with the notable exception of Roger Bowen’s important study Many Histories Deep.99 Perhaps 
there is an explanation in a passage he marked in Rank’s Art and Artist: ‘religion springs from 
the collective belief in immortality; art from the personal consciousness of the individual’.100  

Towards the end of 1945 Durrell was appointed Public Information Officer in the 
Dodecanese islands, based in Rhodes – ‘not exactly Governor of these twelve islands, but 
damn near’, he told Miller (DML 186). The eighteen months there gave rise to a second 
‘island portrait’, Reflections on a Marine Venus, in which he coined the terms ‘islomania’ and 
‘islomane’ for those ‘who find islands somehow irresistible’ (RMV 15). As Durrell would 
have appreciated it was a period of great significance for Greece, as the transfer of 
administration of the Dodecanese islands from Britain to Greece was the last element in the 
integration of Greek society into the modern state – a process which had started in the 1830s 
and had included the accession to Greece of the independent Ionian islands, including 
Corfu, in 1864. 

Meanwhile he was experimenting with verse drama (he mentions a projected ‘Adam 
and Eve’ - SP 83) and ‘a farcical piece of theatre called BLACK HONEY (the private life of 
Baudelaire’s octoroon mistress)’ (SP 85), translating Emannuel Royidis’ Papissa Joanna into 
English, and complaining to a correspondent ‘I AM EDITING A DAILY GREEK, DAILY 

ITALIAN AND WEEKLY TURKISH NEWSPAPER which is killing me!!!’ (SP 85). He felt the 
frustration of not having his books around him (they were stored in Bournemouth by Alan 
Thomas), especially as he wanted to press on with his ten-year-old project of ‘authorship in 
Elizabethan times’ (SP 6), a consuming passion driven by his fascination with the spirit of 
the late sixteenth century. But his continuing ambition was the imagined ‘Book of the Dead’, 
the chronicle of the Alexandrian life which he had carried away with him both in memory 
and in the person of Eve. As a mapping exercise he undertook Cefalû, later retitled The Dark 
Labyrinth.  

Durrell had hoped to return to Athens, or possibly Paris, to live and work, but, after 
a short return to Bournemouth and a period in Dorset, he effected a transfer to the British 
Council and was posted to Argentina, where he gave the lectures which later appeared as A 
Key to Modern British Poetry. This, and his next assignment, once again with the Foreign Office 
as Press Officer in Belgrade, the Serbian capital of the then Yugoslav federation, were 
distasteful episodes in Durrell’s public service career, the former owing to the inhospitable 
landscape, the latter to the unpleasantness of the ‘cold war’ between the western powers and 
the eastern, communist, bloc. These appointments did much to create an inner climate of 
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distrust which accentuated Durrell’s already strong unease with English society, while his 
final posting, in Cyprus, led to the public acrimony against British policy which infuses Bitter 
Lemons.  

Nevertheless, his experience in these postings helped to provide the mental 
stereotypes of the diplomatic personnel who appear in the satirical but affectionate sketches 
he wrote about Yugoslavia under the collective titIe ‘Antrobus’. (These were published 
serially and then in three volumes - Esprit de Corps [1957], Stiff Upper Lip [1958] and Sauve Qui 
Peut [1966]). But it also contributed to a certain stiffness in Durrell’s vocal tone when he 
described the same corps in the ‘real life’ of his novels – a sense of anachronism, of seeing a 
different order through the spectacles of a disenchanted poetry.  

Argentina, where he was based in the Jesuit university in the ‘hideous South 
American town’ of Cordoba (DML 221), encouraged Durrell to stretch out for the literary 
freedom which was denied him while he still needed an income to support his increasing 
family (his second daughter, Sappho, was born in 1950 to Eve, who subsequently had a 
nervous collapse which contributed to the breakdown of this second marriage). ‘On the 
whole I dislike Argentina heartily. It is empty, noisy, progressive, money-ridden. . . . If only 
the climate were not like a piece of wet meat laid across the nervous system’ (SP 95). It also 
made him despondent, not only about his own situation but about the fact that the Second 
World War did not seem to have cured the ills of modern man. Once again, the diplomatic 
service appeared to be responsible for, or at least symptomatic of, the problem: ‘it is 
characteristic too that two protesting Latin American specialists have been posted to Athens 
while I, no less protesting, find myself here’ (DML 221). It was echoed in the Quartet where 
the young diplomat Mountolive, posted to Prague, found that ‘his Chancery consisted of two 
Japanese experts and three specialists in Latin American affairs. They all twisted their faces in 
melancholy unison over the vagaries of the Czech language’ (Quartet 429). Durrell saw that 
the European imagination was programmed by historical pattern to defeat: ‘it is part of the 
new logic which is going to lead to the new war in 5 years’ time… I think a very short war - 
say six months - could account for all the major cities of Europe: which means, of course, 
that Man is tired of city life as such’ (DML 221-2). The experience did much to confirm the 
view he had gained from Oswald Spengler’s The Decline of the West, that he was witnessing ‘the 
fall of city man’ (Quartet 668). He confided to his notebook: ‘war is the religion of the poor 
in spirit. It has its virtues. They are not for me.’101 

In Yugoslavia, a ‘moral prison’ (DML 251), a ‘machine state’ (SP 101),  
 
conditions are far from pleasant though much better than Latin America ... 
Communism is something so much more horrible than you can imagine: systematic 
moral and spiritual corruption by every means at hand… The terrible deadness of 
everything is fantastic! It really is a menace, an intellectual disease (DML 231-2). 

 
His notebook from this period is headed ‘Chute totale’.102 He told Theodore Stephanides: ‘a 
short visit here is enough to make one decide that Capitalism is worth fighting for. Black as 
it may be, with all its bloodstains, it is less gloomy and arid and hopeless than this inert and 
ghastly police state’ (SP 100). Belgrade is ‘this filthy dank capital with its cloddish inhabitants 
... the dirty streets, the shaggy, forlorn crowds ... land locked, inhabited by pigs 
indistinguishable from Serbs and Serbs vice versa: no olives: blank stupid geese: dust in 
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summer and fog in winter’ (SP 103, 107, l09). ‘This country has withered me with its Utopian 
present (40% of the children have t.b. [tuberculosis]) and the even more Utopian future it 
promises for all of us’ (SP 110). Friendly locals here, as later in Cyprus, suffered political 
repercussions from open contact with Durrell, and this again did much to undermine his 
faith in the way that political systems, including that which he served, overrode the rights 
and dignity of the individual in the interests of a ‘greater Good’: his distrust and dislike of 
what he was to call ‘the Firm’ and its control of ‘Mob-ego’ were born, superseding any innate 
faith in, and loyalty to, diplomacy and benevolent government which he, as a child of the 
colonial system, might have held. Durrell was learning, as Milan Kundera would later put it: 
‘the world of one single Truth and the relative, ambiguous world of the novel are molded of 
entirely different substances. Totalitarian Truth excludes relativity, doubt, questioning; it can 
never accommodate. . .the spirit of the novel.’103 

This was carried over into the atmosphere in which the central ‘event’ of Tunc and 
Nunquam –Aphrodite’s ‘revolt’ – is played out. It encouraged Durrell to work through his 
own masculine sense of outrage towards an understanding of the feminine impulse in which 
a state of mind, disordered by prevailing and supervening forces, emerges, in which a dogged 
spirit of refusal could refashion modern aesthetics. This sense of refusal continued to 
manifest itself in the Quintet and was only finally resolved – if at all – in Durrell’s final 
publication, Caesar’s Vast Ghost. It shows us how a writer who began as a poet – and a self-
indulgent one at that – could make the journey through the wasteland of the modern novel 
to a deep understanding, not only of the political role of aesthetics but also of the sexual 
revolution and the relations of occident and orient, all of which would be addressed 
monumentally in the Quintet and particularly in its central, quint-essential, volume, Constance.  

There were, however, amusing diversions to the Balkan experience: Durrell wrote the 
Embassy pantomime, ‘Little Red Riding Hood’, in which he played the wolf104 and he 
derived comic pride from his purchase of a ‘grandiloquent’ motor car:  

 
it used to belong to Goering and then to the general commanding the area. I bought 
it for a song... It makes you feel like a film-star of the twenties. We call it Herman… 
Everyone is speechless with rage ... only a lunatic would buy such a thing. I shall sell 
it to Tito when I leave. He already has one but not as nice as mine (SP 108-9).  

 
Similarly, he used his droll wit to describe a diplomatic ‘incident’ when the corps was being 
transported from Belgrade to Zagreb in a special train; the episode was later transcribed by 
‘Antrobus’ (AC 13-21): ‘the lavatory didn’t work and the whole superstructure rocked so 
much that the Egyptian Minister’s wife was thrown out of her bunk and spent the night on 
her knees invoking Allah’ (SP 102).  

Durrell’s involvement in public affairs now took him to the highest levels, since his 
sojourn in Belgrade included the visit to Marshal Tito of the British Foreign Secretary, Sir 
Anthony Eden, which it was his task to interpret to the Yugoslav and world press. It was 
followed by a brief taste of freedom – his first since the period in Corfu which had ended 
thirteen years previously – when he settled at the beginning of 1953 in Cyprus, buying a 
house in the village of Bellapaix (now in the Turkish part of the divided island), and starting 
to settle with the baby Sappho, eking out his funds by teaching English in a Greek school. 
After Belgrade it had a definite air of escape – something without an afterthought, and, like 
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the professional writer he was becoming, Durrell told Stephanides ‘I have no idea what I am 
going to do but I suppose I can write a book a month for two years as a start’ (SP 114). But 
once again political events overtook him and, as he set out to write Justine, the first volume of 
the Quartet, the movement seeking enosis (union) with Greece erupted in the form of terrorist 
attacks by EOKA,105 precipitating a crisis which, once again, brought Durrell into the 
political limelight as press officer and policy counsellor in the British headquarters in 
Nicosia, taking up duty in September 1954.106 His reaction was similar to that on his 
appointment in Rhodes: ‘they have made me a pasha and I am grappling with the moribund 
Information Services of the island, trying to make our case against the united howls of 
Enotists, British pressmen and fact-finding MPs [British members of Parliament]’ (SP 126). 
He also edited the Cyprus Review, soliciting contributions from friends such as Freya Stark, 
Patrick Leigh Fermor, Sir Harry Luke and Rosamund Lehmann.107  

Not only did Durrell’s natural empathy with both Greek and Turkish Cypriots make 
it difficult for him to function as a government official, especially when his counsel went 
unheeded: it also endangered his life, as the EOKA threat gathered momentum and led to 
the murder of at least one friend. Once more, a dream of stability and comfort was snatched 
away, and Durrell became the creature of unpalatable circumstances. 

Meanwhile, Miller’s Sexus, the first volume of his ‘Rosy Crucifixion’,108 had appeared 
in 1949 while Durrell was still in Belgrade, and his disapproval almost ruined the friendship. 
He had telegraphed Miller: ‘SEXUS DISGRACEFULLY BAD WILL COMPLETELY RUIN 

REPUTATION UNLESS WITHDRAWN REVISED LARRY’ (DML 233), and he followed this with 
a letter in which he expressed his disappointment at its ‘moral vulgarity [and] childish 
explosions of obscenity’ (DML 232). Where he had previously admired – even venerated – 
Tropic of Cancer for its outbursts of ‘wild resonance’ and greeted Tropic of Capricorn with a 
telegram: ‘After Capricorn Psalm 75 LARRY’,109 he denigrated Sexus because he felt Miller 
had unnecessarily strayed into ‘lavatory filth’ and ‘puerile narrative’ which was not aimed ‘at 
the target’ and ‘no longer seems tonic and bracing’ (DML  232-3).  

Miller’s retort, that ‘if it was in bad taste, it was on the side of life’ (DML 235), is 
typically vigorous, and this more than anything else probably saved the relationship which, 
despite others which Durrell enjoyed, was the one objective rock on which his intellectual 
dynamism was based. His next telegram to Miller underlines his anxiety: ‘DEEPEST 

APOLOGIES UNJUST CRITICISM WRITING NOTHING SAID QUALIFIES ADMIRATION YOUR 

GENIUS HOPING FRIENDSHIP UNAFFECTED = DURRELL’ (DML 237). Where Durrell had 
hesitated over the quality of The Black Book and Miller had urged him to publish, here the 
situation was reversed, with Durrell, while not retracting his criticism, showing his 
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determination to save the relationship: ‘If I had seen the book in MSS I would have pleaded 
with you not to publish. I think you know I love you more than any man I have ever met’ 
(DML 238).  

In Cyprus, although Durrell’s mother came to help him with looking after Sappho, 
and his house became a staging-post for friends like Fermor, Seferis, Patrick Kinross, Rose 
Macaulay and others on their way through the Mediterranean, the sense of loneliness was 
dominant. He wrote to Freya Stark ‘it is a bit desolate’, adding a cardinal expression: ‘perhaps 
something magical will happen to me next year’ (SP 128-9): it was a child’s longing for 
something out of the ordinary, something from the unknown; the literal isolation expressed 
at the opening of Justine – that of the writer and the child – became his informing music, 
giving him a strength (‘I suppose it to be the only real capital I have’ - DML 278) which is 
manifested throughout the Quartet and in Bitter Lemons. At this time he seriously 
contemplated a collaboration with Stephanides on the evolution of the Greek shadow-show 
with its folk-hero Karaghiozi, which occupies a section of the latter’s Island Trails and chapter 
4 of Prospero’s Cell – ‘Karaghiosis, the Laic Hero’. Many drafts of this collaborative material 
are preserved in the Durrell Archive in SIUC.110  

Despite his loneliness in Cyprus, however, Durrell met the woman who was to  
become his third wife, the French novelist Claude Vincendon, described by Ian MacNiven as 
‘the woman most nearly able to sustain his demanding daemon’ (DML 266) and also, one 
imagines, to contain his equally demanding and difficult idiosyncrasies. She was a woman 
whom, because of her own artistry, Durrell was able both to respect and to love, aware of 
her maturity and her inner strengths. Mountolive, the third volume of the Quartet, is dedicated 
‘A CLAUDE -      [the name of the good spirit]’ [sic].111 Excepting 
the disappearance from Egypt of Nancy and Penelope, Claude’s premature death in 1967 
was Durrell’s most serious personal tragedy since the death of his father, and after what must 
have seemed like another cruel intrusion of fate into his peaceful life, his sense of disjuncture 
and displacement took hold once more, aggravating his notion of ‘the world as threat’ (CVG 
xiii). Both Tunc and Nunquam, published after her death, are dedicated to her, the latter with a 
‘postface’ subscribed ‘ever thine’ (Nunquam 285).  
 

Leaving Cyprus in 1956, Durrell and Claude had settled for a couple of months in 
Dorset (it was his last sustained period of residence in England) and then in Sommières for 
an intense working life which saw the production of Bitter Lemons and the remaining three 
volumes of the Quartet. Fabers described 1957, which saw the publication of Justine, Bitter 
Lemons, Esprit de Corps and White Eagles over Serbia, as his ‘annus mirabilis’. At the same time, 
before these titles could be capitalised into royalty cheques, he was still anxious about his 
income and found a lucrative outlet for the ‘Antrobus’ stories and other occasional pieces in 
The Sunday Times and, later, for several other periodicals such as Playboy, Holiday Magazine and 
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Travel and Leisure, besides being in increasing demand as a writer of prefaces and 
introductions. ‘I’ve had to do a lot of dirty chores ... of a journalistic kind’ he reported to 
Alan Thomas. ‘My windfall in the autumn will enable me to pay Saph’s school on the 
Composition Fee Schedule for four years in advance, thank God!’ (SP 150). He reported to 
Miller, in a strong echo of the ‘Amicus Nordensis’ altercation: ‘The Times is mad about 
Antrobus and offers to run one a month at forty guineas! They take me twenty minutes to 
write. Only 1000 words. All this is very perplexing to my fans who don’t know whether I am 
P.G. Wodehouse or James Joyce or what the hell’ (DML 306).  

The capacity for self-sufficiency which allowed him to pursue his twin 
preoccupations of ‘sexual curiosity and metaphysical speculation’ would, despite relative 
prosperity in later life, never outweigh the fact that royalty cheques could not be fully relied 
upon to provide sustenance, shelter, support for the children and a degree of future security. 
Up to the point when he made the decisive break with the British public service and set out 
on the (belated) career of a full-time novelist, some form of subvention (whether from the 
succession of sometimes prestigious, otherwise humdrum, postings and assignments) was 
essential, and even when he became a world-famous novelist, the concomitant revenue from 
interviews, introductions to new editions of works like Lawrence’s Etruscan Places, guest 
reviewing and ‘colour’ journalism was an integral feature of the way he financed his 
transitory marriages, domiciles and future projects. 

 From late 1958 until 1966 Durrell and Claude lived in a mazet, a traditional 
farmhouse, at Engances, near Nîmes, befriending and encouraging the impecunious Richard 
Aldington, who lived nearby and whose literary fortunes had met a low ebb. Durrell had 
been very impressed with Aldington’s work, Death of a Hero and All Men are Enemies in 
particular,112 and this friendship, which continued until Aldington’s death in 1962, was an act 
of homage.  

In 1964 Durrell made a rare return visit to a treasured haunt. He never revisited India 
and returned to Egypt only for film reasons, but he decided to see Corfu once more, with 
some misgivings: ‘it was not, I used to think, a good thing to return to places where one had 
been exceptionally happy or sad, or where events had taken place that could never be 
repeated’ (SP 286). The call of memory, and the power of nostalgia, became an increasingly 
resonant property. In a draft for this article, ‘The Return of the Native’, Durrell related this 
unique visit, but more tersely:  

 
It was a miracle. Instead of a sense of loss, I discovered a sense of continuity which, 
shaping retrospect, gave point to the expanding present, still obstinately being lived 
by the man of fifty [he was actually forty-eight]… Corfu was a sort of key. It was 
there that I entered the lists for the first time, to tackle poetry and prose like masked 
opponents.113 

 
It made clear that, however jubilant a reunion with old friends might be, the passing of time, 
the dimming of memory and the necessity of change would summon ghosts more 
admonishing than celebratory.  

In 1966 the Durrells returned, shortly before Claude’s unexpected death, to 
Sommières where, for the last twenty-four years of his life, Durrell lived in a huge 
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nineteenth-century mansion on the outskirts of the town, deriving juvenile pleasure from the 
door-plate announcing a previous owner – ‘Mme Tartes’. The relationship with Claude, 
which lasted over ten years and saw them making a home of the mazet, was the central, stable 
point of his life. The ‘disappearance’ of Claude meant that Durrell would no longer be able 
to control the pulse or direction of his writing to such an intense degree, and critics have 
rightly pointed to the increasing darkness and cynicism of his writing, although the tone of 
despair and anger was present throughout his preparation for the final versions of Tunc and 
Nunquam. The notebooks of the period 1967-72, in particular, are replete with boredom, 
loneliness, disgust, impatience with his own presence and Claude’s absence: some notes 
point decisively towards the Quintet, as Durrell struggled to make sense, yet again, of the 
chaos around him, seeking a still point. Some draft poems and notes of the time bear witness 
to this atmosphere of the vagrant mind:  

 
So brief, so precarious  
The whole of that part of life  
You call your own 
………………… 
Come sit with me in dead cafés,  
A puff of cognac, or a sip of smoke,  
And pray for some prole[p]tic light  
To warm some dead man’s hope 
 ...............  
If you started with death and worked outward towards life how much nicer it would 
be. There would be nothing to give up, to lose at the end. But that is precisely how it 
is with us.114  
 
After completing the Quartet, Durrell’s preoccupations returned him to the theatre, 

with notable successes on the German stage of Sappho in 1959, Acte in 1961, and An Irish 
Faustus in 1963. Sappho was also produced at the Edinburgh Festival in 1961. Having toyed 
with a film treatment of The Dark Labyrinth in 1958, he also turned his attention to the 
cinema, writing a preliminary filmscript for Joseph Mankiewicz’s Cleopatra (with Elizabeth 
Taylor and Richard Burton) in 1960-1 and, in 1966, Judith, a film (starring Sophia Loren) 
about the creation of modern Israel which has strong affinities with the political bias of the 
Quartet.115 There was also a possibility of writing the screenplay for a ‘feature movie of The 
Tempest’ starring Mai Zetterling, to be shot in Corfu (DML 409-10).  

These excursions from novel-writing were notable for the seriousness with which 
Durrell undertook them. The three verse-plays were a natural extension of his poetry and, 
while they have limited dramatic power, they indicate a continuing interest on their author’s 
part in the applications of poetry as rhythmical speech. Like the plays of Yeats, with which 
they have a remarkable stylistic affinity, they depend for effect on a highly artistic 

                                                 
114 SIUC/LD/Accession II: box 1, notebook inscribed on cover ‘Notebook on Avignon book 1971’ and below 
this inscription ‘Notebook. Geneva. New Year 1967’. 
115 SIUC/LD/Accession II: box containing material relating to ‘Ulysses’ also contains a letter to Durrell from 
Juliet O’Hea of Curtis Brown, dated 26 June 1972, referring to the 169-page version of Judith and the 38-page 
scenario and saying ‘Just let me know when you would like it published’, suggesting that, beyond the already 
serialised version which had appeared in Woman’s Own between February and April 1966 (and in French in Elle 
in the same year as ‘le nouveau roman de Lawrence Durrell’) a fuller publication in volume form was 
anticipated. 
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juxtaposition of diction, movement, music and setting, outside the demands of mainstream 
modern drama. They hark to the period which controlled much of Durrell’s affections, the 
Elizabethan, with its fusion of whimsy, deviance and mystery. Other stage projects, including 
scenarios like ‘The Hangman’ (an Elizabethan fantasy), ‘Worms’ (a forerunner of An Irish 
Faustus), and the musical ‘Ulysses’, with which Durrell had flirted since 1963 and eventually 
wrote (and recorded) lyrics and music in 1970, indicate his continuing fascination with the 
presentation of philosophic thoughts in a melodramatic genre.  

The film treatments (which include tentative screenplays for projects as various as 
Oedipus and stories of his own such as ‘The Will-Power Man’) are instructive because they 
offer a view of how Durrell wrote novels – Sappho, too, was begun as a novel: behind the 
inspirational texts is a mass of notes, references and drafts, much of it pedestrian and even 
turgid, bearing witness to the craftsmanship necessary before a vision can be embodied in an 
acceptable literary image. It was Durrell’s task, in Yeatsian terms, to hammer his thoughts 
into a unity,116 as he advised the producer of Cleopatra: referring to an unsatisfactory section 
of the filmscript he said ‘I think perhaps this is due to not having fully cleared our minds 
about the form of the story we want to tell’.117 From the surviving evidence (as I shall 
indicate in discussing the provenance of The Revolt) it is clear that before any of Durrell’s 
philosophical threads were woven into the basic tapestry of his novels, the ‘form of the 
story’ – its ‘storyboard’ in filmic terms – must be established, even though the characters 
themselves need not be fully rounded. It was probably his frustration with the mercurial 
temperament of the cinematic genre and its personnel which dissuaded him from further 
involvement in the cinema.  

In 1960, with the Quartet just concluded, Durrell wrote to Miller: ‘soon I shall be fifty 
and ready to start on a big cycle of something ... perhaps comic?’ (DML 317) The idea of an 
unpredictable, irresponsible book was a lasting passion – he had talked of it with Richard 
Aldington, too.118 Towards the end of his life he still hankered after a comic book which 
would be ‘totally unpredictable - a sort of Ship of Fools’119 which was partially satisfied by the 
‘Minisatyrikon’, the title he gave to the closing section of Quinx, and by the final pages of 
Caesar’s Vast Ghost, and for which several notes survived in his final jotter. It partly explains 
the attraction of the ‘makeweight’ writing such as the Antrobus stories, the translation of 
Pope Joan, the diversion towards so-called juvenilia in White Eagles over Serbia. Instead, 
Durrell’s irreverence, controlled by his passionate sense of refusal, led him into the two-
volume sequence of Tunc (1968) and Nunquam (1970), influenced by the Satyricon of 
Petronius, which were reissued collectively in 1974 as The Revolt of Aphrodite. Everything 
Durrell wrote came slowly, and this particular approach to the fusing of myth with recent 
history had been contemplated in several attempts at the twin themes of building and 
cosmology as keys to the relation between body, mind and world – in a short story, ‘Village 
of Turtle Doves’ and an unpublished novel, ‘The Placebo’. In each case, Durrell’s prime 
interest was in reconciling the individual conscience and – as it seemed to him – its 
predestined course with that of mankind at large.  

                                                 
116 W.B. Yeats, Explorations (London: Macmillan, 1962) p. 263. 
117 SIUC: 42/13/5, letter to ‘Mr Wanger’ dated 28 March 1961. Although Durrell made five drafts of the 
screenplay for Cleopatra his name (at his own request) did not appear in the credits for the screened version. 
118 Cf. letter from Durrell to Aldington, c. February 1960 in Literary Lifelines p. 129. 
119 Conversation with the author. 
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In the following years, disoriented by the death of Claude, Durrell was adrift: 
thinking of resuming a peripatetic life, he told Miller ‘I think it might suit me as a life: to 
move about’ (DML 417). This was later manifested in the journey he undertook in order to 
write his guide The Greek Islands and in the interest he took in the Provençal ‘vagabonds’. In 
1968 he went to the United States for the first of six visits, making a rare reunion with Miller 
and, in 1974, undertaking a leisurely teaching schedule at the California Institute of 
Technology (CalTech). In 1972 he also made his only visit to Ireland, his imaginary 
homeland, reporting in Travel and Leisure that in ‘a city [Dublin] so beloved of its artists ... one 
knows the place already’ and where ‘fruit and vegetables are sold to a background of 
scabrous backchat worthy of Aristophanes’.120   

In 1974 he made an extraordinary and ill-considered fourth marriage to Ghislaine de 
Boysson (the dedicatee of Monsieur and a former Dior model): ‘a French aristo who knows 
everyone in films and once upon a time nearly married Bing Crosby. It sounds most 
distressing, but a gentleman of my age learns to overlook mistakes’ (DML 468). The 
marriage lasted less than two years. To Miller he announced with some finality in 1976: ‘it is 
stupid to believe in the couple and enjoy marriage as a state of things which enables me to be 
happy and work. But this time I picked an impossible proposition; but the charm got me, 
and she is very nice in an unwifely way’ (DML 483). The following year, still seeing 
Ghislaine, he would write ‘she really has nothing with which to reproach herself - I am the 
fool and the clown’ (DML 488) – almost casting himself for a role in The Blue Angel as Emil 
Jannings’s professor to Dietrich’s siren.  

The failure of this relationship underscored Durrell’s domestic equilibrium which 
always eluded him – so much so, that, after twenty years of settled residence chez Mme 
Tartes, he was still able to say:  

 
My life has been tremendously lonely. I’ve always been catapulted into jobs, and so 
on and so forth, where it took you three or four years to make friends, and always 
with people I didn’t want to make friends with. I was uninterested so to speak, 
without being particularly unhappy. I had no club life, no bar-room, no bistro, except 
in Paris. In the jobs I had I couldn’t have adopted a bistro ... that would have been 
bad for the job, so I was cut off into suburbia, you can imagine what hell that is… 
It’s been superficially very mouvementé, but I’ve never had a foyer, a hearth, a home. 
Every time I’ve tried to build one the British came along and put a bomb up my 
arse.121 

 
Thereafter, Durrell immersed himself in the execution of his largest and most ambitious task, 
the writing of The Avignon Ouintet, which had begun with deep reading into the psyche of 
Provence, especially the phenomenon of gnosticism. The first volume of the ‘quincunx’, 
conceived, as Durrell described it in his seminal phrase, as ‘a Tibetan novel’, appeared as 
Monsieur, or The Prince of Darkness in 1974, and was succeeded by the remaining four volumes 
over the following decade. In 1982 the third, central volume, Constance, was short-listed for 
the Booker Prize.  

                                                 
120 L. Durrell, ‘The Poetic Obsession of Dublin’, Travel and Leisure (Autumn 1972) pp. 33-70. 
121 Conversation with the author; cf. also Nunquam 138: ‘I really have no foyer, no hearth of my own’ and the 
passages in the Quintet, particularly pp. 1091-2, where the need for an informal, congenial locale for those 
without a home is reiterated; cf. also L. Durrell, letter to A. Perlès, in Art and Outrage p. 7: ‘to walk in this milky 
dusk with the smoke rising from the bistro. Click of billiard balls, click on the zinc of white wine glasses…’ 
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Simultaneously he was giving further exploration to one of his first loves, Taoism, 
and practising yoga. A Smile in the Mind’s Eye, one of the few volumes not to be published by 
Faber and Faber, appeared in 1980, devoted to describing his collaboration with the Chinese 
scholar Jolan Chang and his growing association with the Tibetan lamasery established at the 
Chateau de Plaîge near Autun: it ends, as one of his earliest notebooks had begun,122 with a 
short text entitled ‘Tao and its Glozes’ (SME 54-8).  

Like his psychic orientation, his sex life had turned footloose and his letters to Miller 
frequently referred to amorous liaisons, mainly on weekend visits to Paris, which have all the 
suggestion of incidents ‘without afterthought’, to which Miller retorted: ‘As for the “cunts” - 
amazed that you are still keen on them, still testing your strength or your manhood, is it? 
(When will you begin looking for LOVE?) It is the only thing’ (DML 505). Durrell’s last years 
were an occasion of disillusion. Miller’s death at the age of eighty-eight in June 1980, which 
he had predicted in a letter to Durrell the previous month, was an expected but nevertheless 
crippling blow which removed his single principal correspondent, friend and mentor. He was 
conscious, as Wilde had put it, that the biographers move in with the undertakers,123 and his 
(for libel reasons) scarcely quotable letter to Perlès on Miller’s death – ‘on stepping stones of 
others’ dead selves we rise to higher things’ – made him resolve ‘I don’t dare die myself after 
what I have seen of these antics’.124  

His name had risen in the lists of nominees for the Nobel Prize, and in 1988 he was 
a serious contender: ironically, the prize was awarded to his contemporary, an indigenous 
chronicler of Egyptian life and author of the Cairo Trilogy, Naguib Mahfouz. His reaction was 
that, as Miller had allegedly done in similar circumstances, he should have pre-empted the 
decision by accepting the prize before it was announced, thus reducing the potential 
embarrassment of it being given to someone else.125 

The suicide of his daughter Sappho in 1985 precipitated a deep depression which, 
coupled with the onset of emphysema, thoroughly undermined his mental and physical 
wellbeing. Obituarists referred to his sense of both loneliness and loss. Throughout his life, 
the loss of loved ones had been widely spaced but in each case weighty: his father, Claude, 
his mother (she died in 1964 and his remarks to Miller about her funeral [DML  400]126 seem 
harshly uncharacteristic) and now the death of Sappho, to whom he had been much closer, 
at crucial phases in her formative years, than he had been to Penelope (whom he scarcely 
knew until she was in her adolescence). He was a man who needed not merely literary 
recognition (and this, too, was slipping away from him as critics became increasingly baffled 
by his apparent reluctance or inability to repeat the formulae of the Quartet) but also 
emotional stability and acceptance.  

The end of Durrell’s writing career was no surprise to him, consisting as it had done 
in the spinning out of the thread announced in that letter to Eliot: the Quintet was the final 

                                                 
122 The first essay, ‘Tao and its Glozes’, was, according to a note in SIUC 42/7/2, ‘conceived as  a 12,000 
[word] critical essay’ and was published in The Aryan Path X/12 (December 1939). 
123 Wilde is credited with this remark in connection with speedily produced biographies of Rossetti by Hall 
Caine and William Sharp. 
124 Letter from Durrell to Perlès, undated: SIUC/LD/Accession II. 
125 Conversation with the author. 
126 Manuscript notes clearly made during or shortly after Mrs. Durrell’s funeral (1964) and subsequent reception 
(at a ‘Basil St. hotel with its resemblance to the Planters’ Club in Darjiling’) are contained in a notebook 
(CERLD inv. 1349, pp. 50-2). The details noted were introduced into Durrell’s writing in the passage in Livia 
describing the funeral of Blanford’s mother. Mrs Durrell’s funeral actually took place in Bournemouth – cf. 
MacNiven op. cit., p. 537-8. 
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event; as he told an interviewer in 1985; ‘je veux simplement signifier que je n’ai pas grand-
chose à dire après ça. Entre maintenant et le moment de ma mort, j’ai suffisamment dit. Ça 
ne m’empêchera pas de faire une pièce de théâtre, des sonnets, un bouquin de voyages, mais 
effectivement, ce qui est profond en moi, si j’ose le dire, c’est fait [all I mean to say is that I 
have nothing of importance to say after that. Between now and the time of my death, I’ve 
said enough. That wouldn’t stop me writing a piece for theatre, or some sonnets, or a travel 
piece, but really, whatever I had of any profundity to say, I hate to say it, I’ve already done 
it]’.127  

Durrell became a dejected, tetchy, absent-minded, but predominantly ennuyé old man, 
denied by ill-health the pleasures of such a favourite exercise as swimming, and limited in his 
appetites. One epiphany, which must have seemed as if his childhood was catching up with 
him, was that ‘one morning I woke up and the garden was full of lamas’: the Tibetan exiles 
who had settled in the Chateau de Plaïge, knowing Durrell’s interest in their faith, had 
decided to seek his active support. In addition to visiting them several times (as recorded in 
A Smile in the Mind’s Eye) Durrell aided their fundraising efforts by soliciting donations for 
‘what the Tibetans call an Auspicious Act’.128 

However, a last love did emanate in the companionship of the Franco-Polish writer 
and translator Françoise Kestsman, to whom his last book, an affectionate and massive 
memoir of his adopted homeland, Provence, was dedicated: ‘magnificent in her generosity 
and her beauty’ (CVG v).129 Ian MacNiven states that Françoise ‘rejected his offers of 
marriage’, but that the night before his death she told Anthea Morton Saner (Durrell’s agent) 
that she had changed her mind – which she confirmed in conversation with me in July 
1994.130 

This final major partnership – Durrell’s fifth – began in 1986 and continued until his 
death, which coincided with the appearance of Caesar’s Vast Ghost. Even at this point Durrell 
was reluctant to draw a final line under his work: in a conscious codicil to the original 
typescript of A Smile in the Mind’s Eye he added to the last page the words ‘A long way from 
the smile of Kasyapa I am still at work taking bearings and keeping my humble Ship’s Log 
up to date’ (SME 57).131 He must have thought of himself as he wrote in an obituary for the 
prolific novelist Pierre McOrlan: 

 
Writers of his calibre never retire from life even when they cease writing. A rich 
memory is the key to old age. But we can say that he was actively participating in the 
life of his time up to the last moments. This gives everything he had to say the happy 
vivacity of mind which was the mark of his original temperament.132 
 

                                                 
127 Construire no. 4 (23 Janvier 1985). 
128 Sunday Telegraph Magazine 18 November 1984 ‘Lamas in a French Forest’; Durrell wrote on behalf of the 
Tibetan community to the President of France, inviting him to attend the official opening of the lamasery on 
22 August 1978 (letter, uncatalogued, CERLD; text of printed appeal, written by Durrell and listing Durrell, 
Jacques Lacarrière and Gerald Durrell as the ‘comité’ in SIUC/LD/Accession II). 
129 Several versions of another poem, addressed to ‘F.K.’ (‘I’m dying more slowly since we met… For me the 
last love was the very best/You set the boundaries of my art apart/And gifted me a wideawake old heart’) are 
contained in a notebook (CERLD inv. 1359 pp. 67ff.) 
130 I. MacNiven, op. cit., pp. 678, 682, 688. 
131 SIUC/LD/Accession II. 
132 SIUC/LD/Accession II: box 1: catalogue item no. 3. 
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In a valedictory series of poems in Caesar’s Vast Ghost Durrell, who had travelled in 
body from India to Provence, who had lived a Mediterranean existence, and who continued 
to oscillate in his imagination between the twin poles of Tibet and Ireland, paid off his final 
debt to a threatening world with a language close to silence which summed up his ‘long strip’ 
of sexual curiosity, metaphysical speculation, irreverence and piety, and has about it an air of 
finality, of closure:  

 
Watching all time quietly elapse  
Into a sort of great Perhaps  
Fluid yet uniform: no gaps  
A womb without a real prolapse.  
 
C’est la mort qui grimace tendrement  
 
Living an a-historical life  
Writing love-letters to the world’s wife  
In invisible ink once you reach the Brink  
Watch for the slip twixt tuck and think. (CVG 204)  
 
Durrell’s death brought mixed tributes from the British press, where his work had 

always received a cautious welcome. As he had distanced himself from almost everything 
English, so England in its turn inquired about the reputation of the man who, after Graham 
Greene, was its most famous literary exile. Anthony Burgess, himself expatriate, made the 
wry comment that ‘because he preferred warm expatriation to the tepid recording of adultery 
in Hampstead, he was regarded as a kind of baroque traitor to our insular literary tradition’, 
adding ‘the age of Kingsley Amis has not found him sympathetic’ and saying that he found 
his fiction ‘inferior to works like Bitter Lemons and Reflections on a Marine Venus’.133 Perhaps the 
most perceptive obituarist, Michael Haag, said that Durrell’s later books were characterised 
by darkness and ‘what some felt to be their sterility’ but that he remained ‘a man of warmth, 
charm and humour [with] a good-natured and resilient response to life’, whose professed 
ambition was to die ‘of love’. Haag suggested that, enigmatic to the last, the ailing Durrell 
had maintained ‘an ever more complex arrangement of sliding mirrors’ as a response to ‘his 
crises of loneliness and loss’.134 Certainly the ‘ingenuous mask’ was an important part of both 
the writer’s and the man’s appearance. The anonymous obituarist in The Times suggested that 
Durrell had been at his most revealing in his collected letters and essays Spirit of Place, where 
‘the sensitive man who feels he has no roots expresses his passionate need to belong to 
certain precise locations, enshrined by history and by personal nostalgia’.135 It is in Philip 
Howard’s courageous statement that ‘as fluent instruction books in all modernist 
techniques… the Quartet novels are unsurpassed’136 that we find the truest apologia for a 
thorough assessment of Durrell’s work. Meanwhile, Haag’s fine point, that ‘no orthodoxy 
can serve the truly religious man’137 summed up the mutual ambivalence which separated 
Durrell, the ‘vrai enfant de Kim’, from the western narrative tradition and simultaneously set 

                                                 
133 A. Burgess, obituary of Durrell, Independent on Sunday 11 November 1990. 
134 Haag, op. cit. 
135 The Times 9 November 1990. 
136 P. Howard The Times 9 November 1990. 
137 Haag, op. cit. 
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him, as a westerner, apart from his childhood visions, making them impossible to revisit. We 
shall now look at Durrell’s life as an impossibility. 


