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Introduction


by Alaa Al Aswany


In 1968, during a discussion on a French-language programme for Radio Canada, le Sel de la Semaine, the interviewer, Fernand Seguin, attempted to ask Lawrence Durrell a question: ‘Your Alexandria Quartet novels have achieved such fame throughout the world that tourists now go to Alexandria to try and find the places and characters you wrote about in the novels . . .’ Durrell interrupted him and intoned in all seriousness: ‘There’s nothing there for them to find. In my novels the existence of Alexandria is purely symbolic. It was one of the greater centres of our European culture.’


The Alexandria Quartet’s four novels were published between 1957 and 1960. Since its appearance, the tetralogy has met with such startling critical and popular acclaim that it has become an international literary phenomenon. Today, sixty years after its publication, it is impossible to produce a list of literary works inspired by Alexandria that does not place Lawrence Durrell’s quartet as the leading work, and there is almost no English literature or Middle Eastern studies syllabus in any university in the West that does not feature it as a set text. What is odd is that Durrell’s other works, whether novels or poetry, have not achieved anything close to the same level of fame; and even Durrell himself stated time and time again how astonished he was at the incredible success of The Alexandria Quartet. Does the quartet merit this recognition or is its legendary status due to extra-literary reasons, as has been the case with a number of other novels?


The fact is that in this epic tetralogy Durrell notched up a number of literary successes. Firstly, the books appeared at a time when literature, worldwide, was under the sway of le nouveau roman, or anti-novel: a literary school that showed no interest in constructing characters or making the plot of a novel run along traditional lines, considering such efforts to be an outmoded way of crafting a work of fiction. This new genre broke the novel form out of literary stagnation and propelled it along new paths of experimentation, while at the same time often producing difficult and complicated texts. Concerned more with representing literary theories than offering a ‘good read’, these new works alienated a large proportion of their readers; then along came Lawrence Durrell, who took the readers’ enjoyment into account and offered them vintage wine in new bottles. The Alexandria Quartet has recourse to the construction of characters, a narrative plot, and other traditional literary devices, but Durrell chose a revolutionary new form. The tetralogy presents the narrative from the distinct points of view of the four main characters without this approach adversely affecting the reading experience or diminishing the texture of the novels. This literary challenge to the new French school was to be repeated years later, in 1967, by Gabriel García Márquez in his novel One Hundred Years of Solitude, which achieved the same popularity.


Lawrence Durrell was a poet at heart, and in The Alexandria Quartet he employs a mode of writing that is so richly and deliciously poetic that some sections of the tetralogy come across as elegiac. Durrell managed to write with beautiful clarity, his works overflowing with profound overtones and existential questions about life, death and love.


Secondly, Durrell managed to create living characters who breathe and quarrel, who reveal their secrets and practise love in these pages. He made his characters out of flesh and blood; the reader can hear their voices and see them. After reading The Alexandria Quartet, it is difficult to get Durrell’s characters out of your mind as they they remain forever in the reader’s memory: Justine, the Alexandrian Jewish temptress; the ‘woman of fate’ who knows that she is being led towards a predetermined destiny and marries Nessim, the rich Copt, having declared from the outset that she does not love him, and embarks on numerous sexual relationships as if using sex to rid herself of the suffering her consciousness might cause her. Then there is Balthazar, the perfect Alexandrian Jewish doctor, who practises his homosexuality without inhibition, hesitation or reticence and who embodies his own deep philosophy that allows for a sexual love whose realms of pleasure exclude no one. Then we see Clea, the gifted painter, and all the happiness and pain that her art brings her. Finally, there is Mountolive, the English diplomat who becomes the British Ambassador and who has a relationship with the aristocratic Leila, Nessim’s mother. It is Durrell’s incredible ability to create such characters that is his greatest achievement.


The tetralogy also reveals how it is the content of a literary work that defines the form and not vice versa. The artistic energy in a text fixes the appropriate form, whereas adhering to a predetermined form turns a literary work into no more than a hypothetical and lifeless academic thesis. It is the profound human content of the tetralogy that influences its style of writing. Durrell divides the narrative into four sections and devotes each to one of the leading characters, even though, in the end, he does not adhere strictly to this division as the characters intersect throughout. In Justine we are given an ample introduction to Balthazar; in Balthazar we read a description of Justine’s relationship with Clea, and so on. This unexpected overlapping of the characters does not reflect any unevenness or flaw in the structure of the novels. Durrell is not giving a presentation in a sterile lecture theatre but creates life as it actually is, with all its rhythm, fire and frenetic pace. Neither in the narrative, nor in real life is a character separated from their natural living environment with all its events and memories.


Furthermore, Durrell presents his characters as they really are and not as they might wish to be seen by society. We discover each character as the essence of their behaviour is laid bare, without lies or glamorisation. As we read the novels, we recognise the evil that Durrell describes in his protagonists because that very same evil also lies latent in our own souls, although we deny and hide it. This exposé of human nature is one of the greatest contributions of these novels to literature. Durrell’s protagonists succumb unashamedly to temptation. Here we should quote Balthazar: ‘And then again, all love-making to one less instructed than oneself has the added delicious thrill which comes from the consciousness of perverting, of pulling them down into the mud from which passions rise — together with poems and theories of God. It is wiser perhaps not to make a judgement.’ With a frankness verging on harshness, Durrell reveals to us the depths of all his protagonists, including Darley, who plays the role of omniscient narrator.


Darley (note the similarity to the author’s own name) is an obscure young writer and teacher who becomes involved with British Intelligence. He does not entertain any firm sense of morality as he embarks on a love affair with the poor Greek dancer Melissa, while having no objection to his beloved selling her body in order to meet their living expenses. As well as his affair with Melissa, he also has a sexual relationship with the married Justine and then becomes a friend of her husband Nessim; he socialises with the two of them when the cuckolded husband invites him to his house, accompanies him to fine restaurants and takes him on hunting trips. All the while, Darley is sleeping with Justine, his dear friend’s wife, without feeling the slightest twinge of guilt. Similarly, when his friend Scobie, the English policeman, speaks openly to him about his ‘Tendencies’ – when the ‘influence’ comes over him at full moon, he slips on female duds and goes about the port at night – Darley appears at first unsympathetic to his friend’s misfortunes, laughing at him and at his Dolly Varden cloche hat. When Darley is recruited into British Intelligence, he does not hesitate to betray his friend, Georges-Gaston Pombal, the French consular official with whom he shares a flat, helping British Intelligence raid Pombal’s room and seize a set of official files without thinking for a moment about the damage that might be caused. This is not a novel of sermons and virtue but one about human beings as they actually are. It is a novel that deals with the sheer naked truth of existence in all its cruelty and absurdity.


Another question we might ask is whether The Alexandria Quartet realistically depicts life in Alexandria before and during the Second World War, as has been widely claimed. The answer is negative. Durrell overlooks the real Alexandria and instead creates an exotic fictional Alexandria; a city that can be viewed, as the author has described, as ‘purely symbolic’. He not only pays no heed to the reality of life in Egypt at the time he was writing but creates ‘historical’ fantasies and events that never actually took place but which are crucial in maintaining this sense of exoticism. For example, he refers to an old and sick king in the 1940s, whereas King Fuad, the father of King Farouk, actually died in 1936. There is also mention of black slaves, although slavery had been abolished decades earlier. Moreover, he speaks of eunuchs, telling of the Copt Narouz who disciplines his young servant by severing a portion of the boy’s earlobe; and he includes a reference to a minister of the interior who, when ‘threatened with impotence’, went to a prison and ordered two girls to be flogged to death before his eyes. This minister also apparently had prisoners blinded, just as he had canaries’ eyes put out in order to make them sing more sweetly. Durrell recounts another episode that he claims took place in Alexandria: the Swedish vice-consul left his wife in the car for a couple of minutes while he went off to make a telephone call, only to come back and find her body sitting normally on the back seat — without a head. During the police interrogation of the local Bedouin, the dead woman’s head rolled out of a woman’s apron; she had been trying to extract the gold teeth. We might ask why this incident was never reported in the Egyptian press, despite the victim being the wife of an eminent diplomat. We might also ask how the head of the victim could have been hidden inside an apron and how it could simply have rolled out in front of the policeman; or how the decapitated body of the woman could have remained perfectly upright in the seat of the car. But Durrell needed this tall tale to maintain the fantastic veneer of his narrative and to support his unfounded assertion that Tuesday was the ‘least-favoured day’ for the Muslims. Durrell also tells the story of Scobie, the English policeman who is beaten to death while wearing women’s clothing; he is then transmogrified into a saint, for whom a shrine is founded in Alexandria, visited by pious Muslims who pray for blessings and for their wishes to come true. Durrell invented all these episodes to create a sense of exoticism.


Durrell also tells us: ‘But at this time the women of Egypt were lucky if they could escape the black veil — let alone the narrow confines of Egyptian thought and society.’ He is not interested in the fact that Egyptian women had thrown off the veil during the 1919 Revolution and that, at the time he was writing, Egyptian women had already achieved the right to an education and employment, working in fields as various as the cinema, theatre, parliament, universities and the civil service. Not only that, but in October 1933, all of Egypt had celebrated when Lotfia Elnadi landed her plane at Cairo airport, becoming the first female pilot in Egypt and only the second in the world after the American aviator Amelia Earhart. Durrell did not explore this historical context because he wanted to reproduce in his Alexandria the seductive qualities of the Arabian Nights in order to attract fans of those stories, something which he achieved to a great degree.


Durrell said Alexandria was one of the ‘greater centres of our European culture’, which reveals how he did not see culture as a comprehensive movement of human progress. Culture for him is Western and Judeo-Christian. It is a bulwark against the primitive Arabs, Muslims, Blacks and other ethnicities; as a result of this colonialist outlook The Alexandria Quartet exudes a deep-seated contempt for Arabs and Egyptians. The reader will undoubtedly wonder why he directed so many slurs against Egyptians within the context of a fictional narrative whose events take place in Egypt. Some examples of these follow:


‘Completely amoral — like an Egyptian!’ (Mountolive)


‘This attitude was considered eccentric and high-handed in the extreme by the inhabitants of the city whose coarse and derived distinctions, menial preoccupations and faulty education gave them no clue to what style in the European sense was.’ (Justine)


‘. . . and we Europeans in such disharmony with the fearful animal health of the blacks around us.’ (Justine)


‘. . . nobody can think or feel only in the dimensionless obsolescence of Arabic.’ (Mountolive)


‘Egypt with its green central spine bounded by deserts, the dusty anomalies of its peoples and creeds.’ (Mountolive)


‘. . . a city where a woman was, as provender, regarded as something like a plateful of mutton; a city where women cry out to be abused.’ (Balthazar)


‘The timorous soul of the Egyptian cries always for the whip. “O want easily supplied by one who has trained himself to see men and women as flies.”’ (Mountolive)


These are just a few examples of the repeated denigration of Arabs, Egyptians and Muslims in the novels, which have no literary necessity in my opinion aside from fulfilling the novelist’s desire to convey a sense of racial and religious superiority over subjugated peoples. But does this expression of colonial dominance represent a risk to the popularity of the tetralogy? It does have an effect from a political perspective, as we now live in an age where public opinion has developed to the point where it will no longer accept the voicing of racist opinions, even when they are expressed by outstanding politicians, nationalist leaders or heroes. The revisionist times we live in may perhaps cast Lawrence Durrell among the losers, as a novelist who expressed an imperialist view of the world.


However, The Alexandria Quartet will always remain a work of great creativity, which we will delight in and from which we learn how to look inside ourselves in order to understand, tolerate and even accept our own urges and appetites. The tetralogy represents a dramatic turning point in English and world literature, and its author will retain the literary status he deserves. Perhaps the person who has best described these multiple viewpoints is the American cultural critic Jimi Izrael, who stated: ‘No one thing is absolutely right about the Quartet — it’s confounding, disturbing, necessary reading.’


Notwithstanding the outdated cultural references, I would challenge any reader not to be enchanted and entranced by Durrell’s spectacular use of language, by his exquisite vocabulary, by the rich cultural milieu in Balthazar and the other novels, by his gripping and vividly developed characters, and above all by the brilliant evocation of an ‘exotic’ Alexandria that may never have existed and that certainly exists no more.


(Translated from Arabic by Russell Harris)




 


To
MY MOTHER


these memorials of an unforgotten city




 


 


The mirror sees the man as beautiful, the mirror loves the man; another mirror sees the man as frightful and hates him; and it is always the same being who produces the impressions.


D. A. F. DE SADE: Justine


Yes, we insist upon those details, you veil them with a decency which removes all their edge of horror; there remains only what is useful to whoever wishes to become familiar with man; you have no conception how helpful these tableaux are to the development of the human spirit; perhaps we are still so benighted with respect to this branch of learning only because of the stupid restraint of those who wish to write upon such matters. Inhabited by absurd fears, they only discuss the puerilities with which every fool is familiar and dare not, by turning a bold hand to the human heart, offer its gigantic idiosyncrasies to our view.


D. A. F. DE SADE: Justine
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PART I


I


Landscape-tones: brown to bronze, steep skyline, low cloud, pearl ground with shadowed oyster and violet reflections. The lion-dust of desert: prophets’ tombs turned to zinc and copper at sunset on the ancient lake. Its huge sand-faults like watermarks from the air; green and citron giving to gunmetal, to a single plum-dark sail, moist, palpitant: sticky-winged nymph. Taposiris is dead among its tumbling columns and seamarks, vanished the Harpoon Men . . . Mareotis under a sky of hot lilac.








	summer:


	buff sand, hot marble sky.







	autumn:


	swollen bruise-greys.







	winter:


	freezing snow, cool sand.







	 


	clear sky panels, glittering with mica.







	 


	washed delta greens.







	 


	magnificent starscapes.











And spring? Ah! there is no spring in the Delta, no sense of refreshment and renewal in things. One is plunged out of winter into: wax effigy of a summer too hot to breathe. But here, at least, in Alexandria, the sea-breaths save us from the tideless weight of summer nothingness, creeping over the bar among the warships, to flutter the striped awnings of the cafés upon the Grande Corniche. I would never have . . .


* * * * *


The city, half-imagined (yet wholly real), begins and ends in us, roots lodged in our memory. Why must I return to it night after night, writing here by the fire of carob-wood while the Aegean wind clutches at this island house, clutching and releasing it, bending back the cypresses like bows? Have I not said enough about Alexandria? Am I to be reinfected once more by the dream of it and the memory of its inhabitants? Dreams I had thought safely locked up on paper, confided to the strong-rooms of memory ! You will think I am indulging myself. It is not so. A single chance factor has altered everything, has turned me back upon my tracks. A memory which catches sight of itself in a mirror.


Justine, Melissa, Clea. . . . There were so few of us really — you would have thought them easily disposed of in a single book, would you not? So would I, so did I. Dispersed now by time and circumstance, the circuit broken forever. . . .


I had set myself the task of trying to recover them in words, reinstate them in memory, allot to each his and her position in my time. Selfishly. And with that writing complete, I felt that I had turned a key upon the doll’s house of our actions. Indeed, I saw my lovers and friends no longer as living people but as coloured transfers of the mind; inhabiting my papers now, no longer the city, like tapestry figures. It was difficult to concede to them any more common reality than to the words I had used about them. What has recalled me to myself?


But in order to go on, it is necessary to go back: not that anything I wrote about them is untrue, far from it. Yet when I wrote, the full facts were not at my disposal. The picture I drew was a provisional one — like the picture of a lost civilization deduced from a few fragmented vases, an inscribed tablet, an amulet, some human bones, a gold smiling death-mask.


* * * * *


‘We live’ writes Pursewarden somewhere ‘lives based upon selected fictions. Our view of reality is conditioned by our position in space and time — not by our personalities as we like to think. Thus every interpretation of reality is based upon a unique position. Two paces east or west and the whole picture is changed.’ Something of this order. . . .


And as for human characters, whether real or invented, there are no such animals. Each psyche is really an ant-hill of opposing predispositions. Personality as something with fixed attributes is an illusion — but a necessary illusion if we are to love!


As for the something that remains constant . . . the shy kiss of Melissa is predictable, for example (amateurish as an early form of printing), or the frowns of Justine, which cast a shadow over those blazing dark eyes — orbits of the Sphinx at noon. ‘In the end’ says Pursewarden ‘everything will be found to be true of everybody. Saint and Villain are co-sharers.’ He is right.


I am making every attempt to be matter-of-fact. . . .


* * * * *


In the last letter which reached me from Balthazar he wrote: ‘I think of you often and not without a certain grim humour. You have retired to your island, with, as you think, all the data about us and our lives. No doubt you are bringing us to judgement on paper in the manner of writers. I wish I could see the result. It must fall very far short of truth: I mean such truths as I could tell you about us all — even perhaps about yourself. Or the truths Clea could tell you (she is in Paris on a visit and has stopped writing to me recently). I picture you, wise one, poring over Moeurs, the diaries of Justine, Nessim, etc., imagining that the truth is to be found in them. Wrong! Wrong! A diary is the last place to go if you wish to seek the truth about a person. Nobody dares to make the final confession to themselves on paper: or at least, not about love. Do you know whom Justine really loved? You believed it was yourself, did you not? Confess!’


My only answer was to send him the huge bundle of paper which had grown up so stiffly under my slow pen and to which I had loosely given her name as a title — though Cahiers would have done just as well. Months passed after this — a blessed silence indeed, for it suggested that my critic had been satisfied, silenced.


I cannot say that I forgot the city, but I let the memory of it sleep. Yet of course, it was always there, as it always will be, hanging in the mind like the mirage which travellers so often see. Pursewarden has described the phenomenon in the following words:


‘We were still almost a couple of hours’ steaming distance before land could possibly come into sight when suddenly my companion shouted and pointed at the horizon. We saw, inverted in the sky, a full-scale mirage of the city, luminous and trembling, as if painted on dusty silk: yet in the nicest detail. From memory I could clearly make out its features, Ras El Tin Palace, the Nebi Daniel Mosque and so forth. The whole representation was as breath-taking as a masterpiece painted in fresh dew. It hung there in the sky for a considerable time, perhaps twenty-five minutes, before melting slowly into the horizon mist. An hour later, the real city appeared, swelling from a smudge to the size of its mirage.’


* * * * *


The two or three winters we have spent in this island have been lonely ones — dour and windswept winters and hot summers. Luckily, the child is too young to feel as I do the need for books, for conversation. She is happy and active.


Now in the spring come the long calms, the tideless, scentless days of premonition. The sea tames itself and becomes attentive. Soon the cicadas will bring in their crackling music, background to the shepherd’s dry flute among the rocks. The scrambling tortoise and the lizard are our only companions.


I should explain that our only regular visitant from the outside world is the Smyrna packet which once a week crosses the headland to the south, always at the same hour, at the same speed, just after dusk. In winter, the high seas and winds make it invisible, but now — I sit and wait for it. You hear at first only the faint drumming of engines. Then the creature slides round the cape, cutting its line of silk froth in the sea, brightly lit up in the mothsoft darkness of the Aegean night — condensed, but without outlines, like a cloud of fireflies moving. It travels fast, and disappears all too soon round the next headland, leaving behind it perhaps only the half-uttered fragment of a popular song, or the skin of a tangerine which I will find next day, washed up on the long pebbled beach where I bathe with the child.


The little arbour of oleanders under the planes — this is my writing-room. After the child has gone to bed, I sit here at the old sea-stained table, waiting for the visitant, unwilling to light the paraffin lamp before it has passed. It is the only day of the week I know by name here — Thursday. It sounds silly, but in an island so empty of variety, I look forward to the weekly visit like a child to a school treat. I know the boat brings letters for which I shall have to wait perhaps twenty-four hours. But I never see the little ship vanish without regret. And when it has passed, I light the lamp with a sigh and return to my papers. I write so slowly, with such pain. Pursewarden once, speaking about writing, told me that the pain that accompanied composition was entirely due, in artists, to the fear of madness; ‘force it a bit and tell yourself that you don’t give a damn if you do go mad, and you’ll find it comes quicker, you’ll break the barrier.’ (I don’t know how true this all is. But the money he left me in his will has served me well, and I still have a few pounds between me and the devils of debt and work.)


I describe this weekly diversion in some detail because it was into this picture that Balthazar intruded one June evening with a suddenness that surprised me — I was going to write ‘deafened’ — there is no one to talk to here — but ‘surprised me’. This evening something like a miracle happened. The little steamer, instead of disappearing as usual, turned abruptly through an arc of 150 degrees and entered the lagoon, there to lie in a furry cocoon of its own light: and to drop into the centre of the golden puddle it had created the long slow anchor-chain whose symbol itself is like a search for truth. It was a moving sight to one who, like myself, had been landlocked in spirit as all writers are — indeed, become like a ship in a bottle, sailing nowhere — and I watched as an Indian must perhaps have watched the first white man’s craft touch the shores of the New World.


The darkness, the silence, were broken now by the uneven laplap of oars; and then, after an age, by the chink of city-shod feet upon shingle. A hoarse voice gave a direction. Then silence. As I lit the lamp to set the wick in trim and so deliver myself from the spell of this departure from the norm, the grave dark face of my friend, like some goat-like apparition from the Underworld, materialized among the thick branches of myrtle. We drew a breath and stood smiling at each other in the yellow light: the dark Assyrian ringlets, the beard of Pan. ‘No — I am real!’ said Balthazar with a laugh and we embraced furiously. Balthazar!


The Mediterranean is an absurdly small sea; the length and greatness of its history makes us dream it larger than it is. Alexandria indeed — the true no less than the imagined — lay only some hundreds of sea-miles to the south.


‘I am on my way to Smyrna’ said Balthazar, ‘from where I was going to post you this.’ He laid upon the scarred old table the immense bundle of manuscript I had sent him — papers now seared and starred by a massive interlinear of sentences, paragraphs and question-marks. Seating himself opposite with his Mephistophelean air, he said in a lower, more hesitant tone:


‘I have debated in myself very long about telling you some of the things I have put down here. At times it seemed a folly and an impertinence. After all, your concern — was it with us as real people or as “characters”? I didn’t know. I still don’t. These pages may lose me your friendship without adding anything to the sum of your knowledge. You have been painting the city, touch by touch, upon a curved surface — was your object poetry or fact? If the latter, then there are things which you have a right to know.’


He still had not explained his amazing appearance before me, so anxious was he about the central meaning of the visitation. He did so now, noticing my bewilderment at the cloud of fire-flies in the normally deserted bay. He smiled.


‘The ship is delayed for a few hours with engine trouble. It is one of Nessim’s. The captain is Hasim Kohly, an old friend: perhaps you remember him? No. Well, I guessed from your description roughly where you must be living; but to be landed on your doorstep like this, I confess!’ His laughter was wonderful to hear once more.


But I hardly listened, for his words had plunged me into a ferment, a desire to study his interlinear, to revise — not my book (that has never been of the slightest importance to me for it will never even be published), but my view of the city and its inhabitants. For my own personal Alexandria had become, in all this loneliness, as dear as a philosophy of introspection, almost a monomania. I was so filled with emotion I did not know what to say to him. ‘Stay with us, Balthazar —’ I said, ‘stay awhile. . . .’


‘We leave in two hours’ he said, and patting the papers before him: ‘This may give you visions and fevers’ he added doubtfully.


‘Good’ I said — ‘I ask for nothing better.’


‘We are all still real people’ he said, ‘whatever you try and do to us — those of us who are still alive. Melissa, Pursewarden — they can’t answer back because they are dead. At least, so one thinks.’


‘So one thinks. The best retorts always come from beyond the grave.’


We sat and began to talk about the past, rather stiffly to be sure. He had already dined on board and there was nothing I could offer him beyond a glass of the good island wine which he sipped slowly. Later he asked to see Melissa’s child, and I led him back through the clustering oleanders to a place from which we could both look into the great firelit room where she lay looking beautiful and grave, asleep there with her thumb in her mouth. Balthazar’s dark cruel eye softened as he watched her, lightly breathing. ‘One day’ he said in a low voice ‘Nessim will want to see her. Quite soon, mark. He has begun to talk about her, be curious. With old age coming on, he will feel he needs her support, mark my words.’ And he quoted in Greek: ‘First the young, like vines, climb up the dull supports of their elders who feel their fingers on them, soft and tender; then the old climb down the lovely supporting bodies of the young into their proper deaths.’ I said nothing. It was the room itself which was breathing now — not our bodies.


‘You have been lonely here’ said Balthazar.


‘But splendidly, desirably lonely.’


‘Yes, I envy you. But truthfully.’


And then his eye caught the unfinished portrait of Justine which Clea in another life had given me.


‘That portrait’ he said ‘which was interrupted by a kiss. How good to see that again — how good!’ He smiled. ‘It is like hearing a loved and familiar statement in music which leads one towards an emotion always recapturable, never-failing.’ I did not say anything. I did not dare.


He turned to me. ‘And Clea?’ he said at last, in the voice of someone interrogating an echo. I said: ‘I have heard nothing from her for ages. Time doesn’t count here. I expect she has married, has gone away to another country, has children, a reputation as a painter . . . everything one would wish her.’


He looked at me curiously and shook his head. ‘No’ he said; but that was all.


It was long after midnight when the seamen called him from the dark olive groves. I walked to the beach with him, sad to see him leave so soon. A rowboat waited at the water’s edge with a sailor standing to his oars in it. He said something in Arabic.


The spring sea was enticingly warm after a day’s sunshine and as Balthazar entered the boat the whim seized me to swim out with him to the vessel which lay not two hundred yards away from the shore. This I did and hovered to watch him climb the rail, and to watch the boat drawn up. ‘Don’t get caught in the screw’ he called, and ‘Go back before the engines start’ — ‘I will’ — ‘But wait — before you go —’ He ducked back into a stateroom to reappear and drop something into the water beside me. It fell with a soft splash. ‘A rose from Alexandria’ he said, ‘from the city which has everything but happiness to offer its lovers.’ He chuckled. ‘Give it to the child.’


‘Balthazar, good-bye!’


‘Write to me — if you dare!’


Caught like a spider between the cross mesh of lights, and turning towards those yellow pools which still lay between the dark shore and myself, I waved and he waved back.


I put the precious rose between my teeth and dog-paddled back to my clothes on the pebble beach, talking to myself.


And there, lying upon the table in the yellow lamplight, lay the great interlinear to Justine — as I had called it. It was cross-hatched, crabbed, starred with questions and answers in different-coloured inks, in typescript. It seemed to me then to be somehow symbolic of the very reality we had shared — a palimpsest upon which each of us had left his or her individual traces, layer by layer.


Must I now learn to see it all with new eyes, to accustom myself to the truths which Balthazar has added? It is impossible to describe with what emotion I read his words — sometimes so detailed and sometimes so briefly curt — as for example in the list he had headed ‘Some Fallacies and Misapprehensions’ where he said coldly: ‘Number 4. That Justine “loved” you. She “loved”, if anyone, Pursewarden. “What does that mean”? She was forced to use you as a decoy in order to protect him from the jealousy of Nessim whom she had married. Pursewarden himself did not care for her at all — supreme logic of love!’


In my mind’s eye the city rose once more against the flat mirror of the green lake and the broken loins of sandstone which marked the desert’s edge. The politics of love, the intrigues of desire, good and evil, virtue and caprice, love and murder, moved obscurely in the dark corners of Alexandria’s streets and squares, brothels and drawing-rooms — moved like a great congress of eels in the slime of plot and counter-plot.


It was almost dawn before I surrendered the fascinating mound of paper with its comments upon my own real (inner) life and like a drunkard stumbled to my bed, my head aching, echoing with the city, the only city left where every extreme of race and habit can meet and marry, where inner destinies intersect. I could hear the dry voice of my friend repeating as I fell asleep: ‘How much do you care to know. . . how much more do you care to know?’ — ‘I must know everything in order to be at last delivered from the city’ I replied in my dream.


* * * * *


‘When you pluck a flower, the branch springs back into place. This is not true of the heart’s affections’ is what Clea once said to Balthazar.


* * * * *


And so, slowly, reluctantly, I have been driven back to my starting-point, like a man who at the end of a tremendous journey is told that he has been sleepwalking. ‘Truth’ said Balthazar to me once, blowing his nose in an old tennis sock, ‘Truth is what most contradicts itself in time.’


And Pursewarden on another occasion, but not less memorably: ‘If things were always what they seemed, how impoverished would be the imagination of man!’


How will I ever deliver myself from this whore among cities — sea, desert, minaret, sand, sea?


No. I must set it all down in cold black and white, until such time as the memory and impulse of it is spent. I know that the key I am trying to turn is in myself.


*


II


L e cénacle Capodistria used to call us in those days when we gathered for an early morning shave in the Ptolemaic parlour of Mnemjian, with its mirrors and palms, its bead curtains and the delicious mimicry of clear warm water and white linen: a laying out and anointing of corpses. The violet-eyed hunchback himself officiated, for we were valued customers all (dead Pharaohs at the natron baths, guts and brains to be removed, renovated and replaced). He himself, the barber, was often unshaven having just hurried down from the hospital after shaving a corpse. Briefly we met here in the padded chairs, in the mirrors, before separating to go about our various tasks — Da Capo to see his brokers, Pombal to totter to the French consulate (mouth full of charred moths, hangover, sensation of having walked about all night on his eyeballs), I to teach, Scobie to the Police Bureau, and so on. . . .


I have somewhere a faded flashlight photograph of this morning ritual, taken by poor John Keats, the Global Agency correspondent. It is strange to look at it now. The smell of the gravecloth is on it. It is a speaking likeness of an Alexandrian spring morning: quiet rubbing of coffee pestles, curdling crying of fat pigeons. I recognize my friends by the very sounds they make: Capodistria’s characteristic ‘Quatsch’ and ‘Pouagh’ at some political remark, followed by that dry cachinnation — the retching of a metal stomach; Scobie’s tobacco cough ‘Teuch, Teuch’: Pombal’s soft ‘Tiens’, like someone striking a triangle. ‘Tiens’.


And in one corner there I am, in my shabby raincoat — the perfected image of a schoolteacher. In the other corner sits poor little Toto de Brunel. Keats’s photograph traps him as he is raising a ringed finger to his temple — the fatal temple.


Toto! He is an original, a numéro. His withered witch’s features and small boy’s brown eyes, widow’s peak, queer art nouveau smile. He was the darling of old society women too proud to pay for gigolos. ‘Toto, mon chou, c’est toi!’ (Madame Umbada), ‘Comme il est charmant, ce Toto!’ (Athena Trasha). He lives on these dry crusts of approbation, an old woman’s man, with the dimples sinking daily deeper into the wrinkled skin of an ageless face, quite happy, I suppose. Yes.


‘Toto — comment vas-tu?’ — ‘Si heureux de vous voir, Madame Martinengo!’


He was what Pombal scornfully called ‘a Gentleman of the Second Declension.’ His smile dug one’s grave, his kindness was anaesthetic. Though his fortune was small, his excesses trivial, yet he was right in the social swim. There was, I suppose, nothing to be done with him for he was a woman: yet had he been born one he would long since have cried himself into a decline. Lacking charm, his pederasty gave him a kind of illicit importance. ‘Homme serviable, homme gracieux’ (Count Banubula, General Cervoni — what more does one want?).


Though without humour, he found one day that he could split sides. He spoke indifferent English and French, but whenever at loss for a word he would put in one whose meaning he did not know and the grotesque substitution was often delightful. This became his standard mannerism. In it, he almost reached poetry — as when he said ‘Some flies have come off my typewriter’ or ‘The car is trepanned today’ or ‘I ran so fast I got dandruff.’ He could do this in three languages. It excused him from learning them. He spoke a Toto-tongue of his own.


Invisible behind the lens itself that morning stood Keats — the world’s sort of Good Fellow, empty of ill intentions. He smelt lightly of perspiration. C’est le métier qui exige. Once he had wanted to be a writer but took the wrong turning, and now his profession had so trained him to stay on the superficies of real life (acts and facts about acts) that he had developed the typical journalist’s neurosis (they drink to still it): namely that Something has happened, or is about to happen, in the next street, and that they will not know about it until it is too late to ‘send’. This haunting fear of missing a fragment of reality which one knows in advance will be trivial, even meaningless, had given our friend the conventional tic one sees in children who want to go to the lavatory — shifting about in a chair, crossing and uncrossing of legs. After a few moments of conversation he would nervously rise and say ‘I’ve just forgotten something — I won’t be a minute.’ In the street he would expel his breath in a swish of relief. He never went far but simply walked around the block to still the unease. Everything always seemed normal enough, to be sure. He would wonder whether to phone Mahmoud Pasha about the defence estimates or wait till tomorrow. . . . He had a pocketful of peanuts which he cracked in his teeth and spat out, feeling restless, unnerved, he did not know why. After a walk he would come trotting back into the café, or barber’s shop, beaming shyly, apologetically: an ‘Agency Man’ — our best-integrated modern type. There was nothing wrong with John except the level on which he had chosen to live his life — but you could say the same about his famous namesake, could you not?


I owe this faded photograph to him. The mania to perpetuate, to record, to photograph everything! I suppose this must come from the feeling that you don’t enjoy anything fully, indeed are taking the bloom off it with every breath you draw. His ‘files’ were enormous, bulging with signed menus, bands off memorial cigars, postage stamps, picture postcards. . . . Later this proved useful, for somehow he had captured some of Pursewarden’s obiter dicta.


Farther to the east sits good old big-bellied Pombal, under each eye a veritable diplomatic bag. Now here is someone on whom one can really lavish a bit of affection. His only preoccupation is with losing his job or being impuissant: the national worry of every Frenchman since Jean-Jacques. We quarrel a good deal, though amicably, for we share his little flat which is always full of unconsidered trifles and trifles more considered: les femmes. But he is a good friend, a tender-hearted man, and really loves women. When I have insomnia or am ill: ‘Dis donc, tu vas bien?’ Roughly, in the manner of a bon copain. ‘Ecoute — tu veux une aspirine?’ or else ‘Ou bien — j’ai une jaune amie dans ma chambre si tu veux. . . .’ (Not a misprint: Pombal called all poules ‘jaunes femmes’.) ‘Hein? Elle n’est pas mal — et c’est tout payé, mon cher. Mais ce matin, moi je me sens un tout petit peu antiféministe—j’en ai marre, hein!’ Satiety fell upon him at such times. ‘Je deviens de plus en plus anthropophage’ he would say, rolling that comical eye. Also, his job worried him; his reputation was pretty bad, people were beginning to talk, especially after what he calls ‘l’affaire Sveva’; and yesterday the Consul-General walked in on him while he was cleaning his shoes on the Chancery curtains. . . . ‘Monsieur Pombal! Je suis obligé de vous faire quelques observations sur votre comportement officiel!’ Ouf! A reproof of the first grade. . . .


It explains why Pombal now sits heavily in the photograph, debating all this with a downcast expression. Lately we have become rather estranged because of Melissa. He is angry that I have fallen in love with her, for she is only a dancer in a night-club, and as such unworthy of serious attention. There is also a question of snobbery, for she is virtually living at the flat now and he feels this to be demeaning: perhaps even diplomatically unwise.


‘Love’ says Toto ‘is a liquid fossil’ — a felicitous epigram in all conscience. Now to fall in love with a banker’s wife, that would be forgivable, though ridiculous. . . . Or would it? In Alexandria, it is only intrigue per se which is wholeheartedly admired; but to fall in love renders one ridiculous in society. (Pombal is a provincial at heart.) I think of the tremendous repose and dignity of Melissa in death, the slender body bandaged and swaddled as if after some consuming and irreparable accident. Well.


And Justine? On the day this picture was taken, Clea’s painting was interrupted by a kiss, as Balthazar says. How am I to make this comprehensible when I can only visualize these scenes with such difficulty? I must, it seems, try to see a new Justine, a new Pursewarden, a new Clea. . . . I mean that I must try and strip the opaque membrane which stands between me and the reality of their actions — and which I suppose is composed of my own limitations of vision and temperament. My envy of Pursewarden, my passion for Justine, my pity for Melissa. Distorting mirrors, all of them. . . . The way is through fact. I must record what more I know and attempt to render it comprehensible or plausible to myself, if necessary, by an act of the imagination. Or can facts be left to themselves? Can you say ‘he fell in love’ or ‘she fell in love’ without trying to divine its meaning, to set it in a context of plausibilities? ‘That bitch’ Pombal said once of Justine. ‘Elle a l’air d’être bien chambrée!’And of Melissa ‘Une pauvre petite poule quelconque . . .’ He was right, perhaps, yet the true meaning of them resides elsewhere. Here, I hope, on this scribbled paper which I have woven, spider-like, from my inner life.

OEBPS/images/faber_logo_new_online.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
LULLTEL

Lﬂwf(e Durell





OEBPS/images/logo_online.png
faber





