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Introduction





The chance to make a selection of the best poetry of an important but somewhat neglected poet serves this compiler as an occasion for a public display of repentance. I have always been an enthusiastic lover of Lawrence Durrell’s poetry, but not long ago I committed a minor slight on his reputation. I wrote the entry on Durrell in The Oxford Companion to Twentieth Century Poetry, edited by the late Ian Hamilton and published in 1994. Although I find my short account of his verse largely accurate, it now seems to me I did not properly evaluate his power and originality. Worse than this, I was tempted into one of these ‘soundbites’ we scatter in our entries in encyclopaedias. This in turn was picked out by the blurb writer to the volume for emphasis on the jacket. When looking at the Companion recently I was shocked to find these words: ‘Durrell was to prove more a Mendelssohn than a Mozart: his poetry did not mature and produce the masterpieces his readers had every reason to expect from such youthful achievement.’


There is a small amount of ungenerous truth in this statement, but it is so wincingly knowing and derogatory I am glad to be able to turn against it now. Not that being any sort of Mendelssohn is a minor achievement; but disclaimers come in comparatives, and this was an unworthy one. The Mozart reference was also an easy get-out. Who would claim for anyone the gifts Mozart possessed? But Mozart and Mendelssohn are apposite enough in one sense. Durrell shared with them (and in poetry with Pope, Keats and Heine) an early burgeoning of talent, an almost Minervan springing fully-armed into maturity. He was like Auden in that his movement from worthy but clumsy romantic verse into a recognizable self-style happened so suddenly. His Collected Poems 1931–1974, the definitive recension complied by James A. Brigham in 1980, reprints a stack of poems dated up to 1934, and so written mostly before he was twenty-one, which, with the best will in the world, nobody could say were striking. Turn a page and you encounter the sequence ‘The Death of General Uncebunke’. The change is one of the most palpable transformations in contemporary poetry. I shall return in a short space to the originality of this sequence but for the moment harp on how original and immediately recognizable Durrell’s talent was when it was launched. The three most remarkable first collections of poetry in modern times in the English-speaking world seem to me to be Wallace Stevens’s Harmonium (1923), Poems by W. H. Auden (1930) and Durrell’s A Private Country (1943), but Stevens was forty-four when he burst (if that’s the right word) on the scene. Auden was younger than Durrell at his debut but he had already built up a formidable reputation as an undergraduate at Oxford and was being spoken of very quickly as ‘the new guy who’s got into the landscape’ (Wyndham Lewis). Since A Private Country did not appear until 1943, Durrell’s precocity must be predated to the latter part of the Thirties, when many of its poems were written. To publish your first collection at the age of thirty-one is not particularly precocious but to be producing masterpieces at first emergence certainly is.


Durrell arrived virtually unannounced, and perhaps in consequence he was not seen as Messiah material. He had no university credentials but belonged to a species of colonial-administrator family usually absorbed effortlessly into the British home establishment. Though sent from India to school in Britain by his parents he did not acclimatize to his homeland, at least in his younger days. Members of his family, while fully English by education, preferred to live in more exotic places. Lawrence as a young man is presented picturesquely in his brother Gerald’s books about the family’s life in Corfu. Gerald went on to be a celebrated animal curator and his brother to exhibit a lifelong fondness for the bohemian and extravagant, especially in various countries of the Mediterranean. This affection for what might be described without injustice as Romanticism is the reason both for many Puritanical literary critics’ suspicion of him, and for a more clear-sighted conviction that his capacity to elevate the highly coloured and the picturesque to a plane of serious beauty and decorum is his greatest gift as a poet.


Before A Private Country Durrell was equipping himself with the technical and imaginative skills which that initial volume so strikingly asserts. He was living a peripatetic existence very different from that characteristic of poets of the time. His name is seldom found in the many roll-calls of English poets of the Thirties, either of the politically committed or of those consciously opposed to the Auden full-fruit standard. His loyalties were with the writers of Greece who still lived in ways informed by the Classical past, and with the defiantly bohemian and sexually implicit chroniclers, such as Henry Miller, whom he got to know in Paris. One of his own productions of this time is an icon of the genre popular among writers of the unpolitical Thirties, the authors of ‘banned books’, fugitively issued and much in demand among expatriates, pornographic autobiographies. His Black Book (1938) is a true product of the private and libertine presses in Paris, though it is less sexually direct than the works it pays homage to: Henry Miller’s Tropic Books (of Cancer and Capricorn). The Black Book is more truly a harbinger of the brilliant poetry of A Private Country, but without the fiercer scatalogical overtones. Later in this introduction it will be necessary to face the question of whether Durrell abandoned poetry for prose, since today readers usually point to the Alexandria and Avignon sequences of novels if Durrell’s name is in question. The Black Book is a piece of diablerie but it previews the brilliant vernacular juxtapositions of his poetry written at the same time. It edges into the diffuse though always tangible world of Surrealism. The Surrealist Movement was a literary phenomenon more than a pictorial one only in France. Dalí, Max Ernst and Kurt Schwitters come to mind as painters, but poets such as Paul Eluard, Pierre Reverdy, Benjamin Peret, Max Jacob and Robert Desnos are the real Surrealists. These men produced a remarkable harvest of serious and original poetry and should be distinguished from publicity-seekers like the self-elected leader of the movement, André Breton. I am not suggesting that these men were a direct influence on the early Surrealist-tinged poetry of Lawrence Durrell, merely that A Private Country and the two volumes which succeeded it, Cities, Plains and People (1946) and On Seeming to Presume (1948) contain the only body of poetry within the English-speaking world at that time which can be considered alongside the Surreal works of the Frenchmen listed above.


Surrealism cast a pallid shadow over English life in the Thirties and Forties. Its only acknowledged champions were David Gascoyne, Hugh Sykes-Davies and Philip O’Connor. Gascoyne was appointed by public opinion the style’s chief apologist in Britain chiefly for making himself known in Paris and for having written a tame introduction to Surrealism. His true talent was for lyrical introspection, as his wartime poetry revealed. Sykes-Davies dipped an academic toe into Surrealism and little more. Philip O’Connor, whose strange pieces were one of the delights of Geoffrey Grigson’s New Verse, was an impressive experimenter but might be called Surrealist only because no other label quite fits him. Durrell did not welcome any particular label, and indeed in Uncebunke went out of his way to avoid any classification. The Death of General Uncebunke, A Biography in Little, to give it its full title, is prefaced by the words: ‘Not satire but an exercise in ironic compassion, celebrating a simplicity of heart which is proof against superiority or the tooth of the dog … After all, we may have had other criteria, but they were only criteria.’ Why then speak of Surrealism? The proof of the pudding is in the eating, not the labelling. This extended fantasy is both a moving homage to the Empire-builders Durrell grew up among but whom he abandoned, especially in the certainties they held about the absolute verities, and also a recognition that language is most itself when it approaches the finite world in playful mode. If the Auden Group of poets were co-opting Marxist terms to provide them with an analysis of a world in crisis (and everyone of any shade of opinion seems to have felt that this indeed was what was happening in the run-up to the Second World War, a decade which inherited the full economic weight of the Depression), then Durrell was entitled to call on the many dream-worlds which Freud and psychoanalysis had been declaring for years were the true groundbase of European life. It was Durrell’s genius to relate this non-rational pressure to the surface world his generation had inherited, while paying tribute to the lyricism of more traditional ages. Uncebunke is divided into fourteen carols, which celebrate and lament the family and career of a typical imperial servant of England. The irony is gentle but it is underlain by a scathing sense of loss of purpose and direction. The long history of English expansion is shrunk to a set of exhibits in a Cabinet of Curiosities. At the poem’s beginning, the General is mourned: he is addressed as Uncle:






My uncle sleeps in the image of death.


In the greenhouse and in the potting-shed


The wrens junket: the old girl with the trowel


Is a pillar of salt, insufferably brittle.


His not to reason why, though a thinking man.


Beside his mesmeric incomprehension


The little mouse mopping and mowing,


The giraffe and the spin-turtle, these can


On my picture-book look insufferably little


But knowing, incredibly Knowing.








Straight after this introduction comes an account of Uncebunke’s picaresque career in overseas service, his adventures being half the sort which litter military and diplomatic memoirs, and half Lewis Carroll-like bizarre inventions. Then Durrell introduces the second important family member, Aunt Prudence.






Aunt Prudence, she was the eye of the needle.


Sleeping, a shepherdess of ghostly sheep.


‘Thy will be done in Baden Baden.


In Ouchy, Lord, and in Vichy.’


In the garden of the Vicarage sorting stamps


Was given merit of the poor in spirit


For dusting a cinquefoil, tuning the little lamps.







Well, God sends weather, the English apple,


The weeping willow.


Grum lies the consort of Prudence quite:


Mum as a long fiddle in regimentals:


This sudden IT between two tropical thumbs.


Unwrinkle him Lord, unriddle this strange gorgon,


For tall Prudence who softens the small lamps,


Gives humble air to the organ that it hums.








The poem from this point alternates reports of Uncle and Aunt in turn – the masculine stanzas beginning either ‘My uncle sleeps in the image of death’, – or ‘My uncle has gone beyond astronomy’, and the feminine less strictly prefaced but always starting with Prudence’s name, by way of a key signature.






Prudence plays monumental patience by candles:


The puffins sit in a book: the muffins are molten:


The crass clock chimes,


Timely the hour and deserved.


Presently will come the two welcome angels


Noise in the hall, the last supper be served.








This is Surrealism of the domesticated sort, reminiscent of the formal pictures of Dorothea Tanning. For all the dislocations of narrative, it is never merely smart or chic. Nor has it any flavour of apocalypse. The whole of Uncebunke makes an interesting comparison with Auden and Isherwood’s play The Dog Beneath the Skin, in particular that work’s finale at a patriotic rally in the village of Pressan Ambo, a rural cross-section of England very like the setting of Uncebunke. These two poets, disimilar in most respects, have the measure of the England of their childhoods – part caricature, almost of a Punch cartoon, part recognition of incipient Fascism – yet carried out with a sort of retrospective love. Durrell, the expounder of Mediterranean light and classicism, and Auden, historic transplant to America, honour the country of their birth throughout their poetry, though each testifies continually to his inability to live there.


The ‘Five Soliloquies from the Tomb of Uncebunke’ continue this vein but are largely superfluous to the characterization. If nothing in the later poetry is as fantastical as Uncebunke, the tone established early stayed with him for the rest of his poetry-writing life. As late as 1969, in a revision of a poem set originally in Paris in 1939 entitled ‘Solange’, we catch the comical shifts and kaleidoscopic instances characteristic of Uncebunke. This poem is difficult to print excerpts from, but section No. 6 is included in this book.


After the fanfares of Uncebunke, the places described and the scenes of their development shift from the rueful England he had etched so carefully to the domain which he was to make his own, the Mediterranean, especially its eastern shores. The second and larger part of A Private Country consists of an assortment of poems inspired by Greece and points east of Greece. For all of Durrell’s familiarity with the area, the poetry he devotes to these parts shares with the English and American expatriate poets of the nineteenth century a conscious sense of interpretive skill rather than of total identification. Durrell seems to have been born with a sense of the continuous history of the Ancient World, and like so many Northern Europeans, he felt compelled to go on pilgrimages to the cradle of Western civilization. Fortunately, he never allowed the contemporary world of the Levant, whatever its debasement, to be obscured by the classical past. His poetry honours an ideal world, perhaps indeed an imaginary world, but it is continuously annotated by modern life in the very sites of its ancient greatness. His poetry gives chapter and verse to that perennial European nostalgia for the vanished classical world. Like Schiller via Schubert, he cries, ‘Schöne Welt, wo bist du?’ Poems such as ‘At Epidaurus’, ‘Nemea’, ‘On Ithaca Standing’, ‘Letter to Seferis the Greek’ (I have preferred to include the much later poem entitled simply ‘Seferis’), ‘Alexandria’ and ‘Poggio’ shine as brightly as the Ionian Sea or the chips of unfading mosaic in the temples and palaces of the Ancient World. They are romantic but not deceived. In his novels, and to a lesser extent in his travel books, which became his major preoccupation, Durrell was to yield to the temptation to exaggerate the glamour of the Eastern Mediterranean, and to go further and shock his readers with ever more outrageous detail of sexual and social imbroglio, but this was a prose habit – his poetry remained centred on the reality of Greece, Egypt and Italy.


His great achievement in this vein is ‘On First Looking into Loeb’s Horace’, This is a poem of a highly original order. The title immediately suggests a postmodern reordering of Keats’s famous sonnet, but Durrell is more conscientious than most poets who play with the retreading of past masterpieces. It is a love poem into which is folded an indirect narrative and an excellent example of literary criticism. Critical assessment is always more attractive written in the form’s own medium – that is, verse itself. The poet finds a copy of the Loeb Edition crib of Horace’s poetry annotated by a former lover’s hand. Reading along with her comments he analyses the Roman poet’s life and work. Not only has the love affair perished, but its loss is matched by the vanished Mediterranean civilization which nurtured Horace and still inspires today’s readers of Latin literature. Durrell’s handling of the interweaving of these themes is an unprecedented way of composing a dramatic lyric. Unprecedented, but the ghost of Robert Browning does look out from the lines:






I found your Horace with the writing in it;


Out of time and context came upon


This lover of vines and slave to quietness,


Walking like a figure of smoke here, musing


Among his high and lovely Tuscan pines.








There follows an analysis of Horace’s timid and doubting nature and its equally obsessive concern for the beauty of the Italic landscape and the fastidious management of its farms and estates. The fifth stanza brings back the plot of the lover’s involvement, as she writes in the margin.









Here, where your clear hand marked up


‘The hated cypress’ I added ‘Because it grew


On tombs, revealed his fear of autumn and the urns’,


Depicting a solitary at an upper window


Revising metaphors for the winter sea: ‘O


Dark head of storm-tossed curls’; or silently


Watching the North Star which like a fever burns


Away the envy and neglect of the common,


Shining on this terrace, lifting up in recreation


The sad heart of Horace …








That sad heart kept the Roman poet close to the cruelty built in to the beauty he recorded:






Easy to be patient in the summer,


The light running like fishes among the leaves,


Easy in August with its cones of blue


Sky uninvaded from the north; but winter


With its bareness pared his words to points


Like stars, leaving them pure but very few.








Behind these lines, Horace’s own poetry shines, especially his Odes and in particular Book I No. 4, ‘Solvitur acris hiems’.


The speaker tells us very little of his relations with the woman whose annotations he had expanded but as the poem addresses the character of Horace the reader becomes aware of an equal sadness in the lost love of the contemporary man and woman. The parallelism of the melancholy the Loeb volume arouses is finely controlled. The poem ends with a kind of double dissolution:






So perfect a disguise for one who had


Exhausted death in art – yet who could guess


You would discern the liar by a line,


The suffering hidden under gentleness


And add upon the flyleaf in your tall


Clear hand: ‘Fat, human and unloved,


And held from loving by a sort of wall,


Laid down his books and lovers one by one,


Indifference and success had crowned them all.’








Another high point in Durrell’s preoccupation with the classical world is his poem ‘Alexandria’. This is a homage of a special sort, one tamed by dubiety. During the Second World War Durrell served the British government as agent and propagandist, and was a prominent figure among the varied assortment of non-combatants washed up in Alexandria until the Battle of El Alamein changed the fortunes of the Allies. There have been several books written about this period and some collections of poems and stories centring on the disjunct personalities who mingled in the besieged city – most notably the Oasis anthologies of wartime writing. Keith Douglas and Ian Fletcher were prominent among the poets. Alexandria was to serve Durrell more intensely after the war in his series of four novels set in the city, of which the first was Justine, an immediate success when published in 1957. But ‘Alexandria’ the poem is not like the novel. It is a dark rumination on human fate, a meditation on the dispersal of friends in wartime. He is not concerned primarily with the city of Cleopatra and the great age of Hellenism but with the modern cosmopolitan melting-pot, full of European and Levantine detritus cast on its shores. The ‘you’ in the poem’s last lines is an unnamed lover, as so often in Durrell’s poetry:
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