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Graham Greene, Capri, c. 1949


(ISLAY LYONS. COURTESY OF THE SPECIAL COLLECTIONS DIVISION, GEORGETOWN UNIVERSITY LIBRARY)
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ON A DECEMBER MORNING of the late 1960s, I was sitting by the windows of the Gran Caffè in the piazzetta of Capri, doing the crossword in The Times. The weather was wet, as it had been for days, and the looming rock face of the Monte Solaro dark with rain. High seas, and some consequent suspension of the Naples ferry, had interrupted deliveries from the mainland; and the newspaper freshly arrived from London was several days old. In the café, the few other tables were unoccupied. An occasional waterlogged Caprese—workman or shopkeeper—came to take coffee at the counter. There was steam from wet wool and espresso; a clink and clatter of small cups and spoons; an exchange of words in dialect. It was near noon.


Two tall figures under umbrellas appeared in the empty square and loped across to the café: a pair of Englishmen wearing raincoats, and one—the elder—with a black beret. The man with the beret was Graham Greene. I recognised him—as one would; and also because I had seen him in the past on Capri, at the restaurant Gemma near the piazza, where he dined at a corner table with his companion, and great love of the postwar decade, Catherine Walston. That was in the late 1950s, when I used to visit Naples and Capri from Siena, where I then spent part of the year. One knew that Greene had a house in the town of Anacapri, in the upper portion of the island, which he had visited faithfully if sporadically for many years.


On that damp December morning, Greene and his dark-haired friend came into the Gran Caffè, hung their coats, and sat down at the next tiny table to mine. I went on with my puzzle; but it was impossible not to overhear the conversation of my neighbours—or, at any rate, not to hear one side of it. Graham Greene certainly did not have a loud voice, but his speech was incisive, with distinctive inflections, and his voice was lowered only in asides or to make confidences. It was an individual voice, developed before the great British flattening, when one’s manner of speaking might, beyond any affectation of class, become personal speech: one’s own expressive instrument casting its spell in conversation. I would in any case have noticed what he was saying, because he began to quote from a poem by Robert Browning called “The Lost Mistress.” The poem opens:




All’s over then: does truth sound bitter …





but the passage that especially interested Greene comes later:




Tomorrow we meet the same, then, dearest?


May I take your hand in mine?


Mere friends are we—well, friends the merest


Keep much that I resign …





He went on to quote the poem’s concluding verse, but could not recall the last line. The lines he recited, and repeated, are




Yet I will but say what mere friends say,


Or only a thought stronger;


I will hold your hand but as long as all may—





And then he could not remember the very end. He recurred to this several times, trying to draw it up from his memory, but did not manage it.


When I had finished my coffee and my puzzle, and had paid, and had taken my raincoat and umbrella from the dank stand, I said, “The line is




“Or so very little longer.”





I went away at once, back under the rain to the Hotel San Felice—where we used to stay on visits to Capri until, soon after that December trip, we rented, in an old house, a simple flat that became our Capri perch for the next quarter-century. Francis—my husband, Francis Steegmuller—was waiting for me. And of course I told the story, which had already become a story. Francis had met Greene years earlier, in New York, when Graham, with his wife Vivien, was on a postwar trip to America of which he retained few good impressions. Later, Francis and Graham had briefly corresponded. The morning’s encounter on Capri seemed to me, and seems still, like an incident from a novel: from a real novel, a good novel, an old novel. And I imagine that it appeared so to Graham also.


That evening, as we arrived at our fireside table in the inner room at Gemma’s restaurant, Graham, with his friend Michael Richey, stood up to greet us. We dined together. And so began our years of seeing Greene on Capri.


A day or so later, Graham asked us to lunch at his house in Anacapri. In rather better weather we took the bus up the vertiginous road of the Monte Solaro, the island’s presiding dolomitic mountain. Getting out in Piazza Caprile—a farthermost enclave of the little town of Anacapri, which runs along a ridge of the Solaro slope—we walked the couple of hundred yards to Graham’s gate. Il Rosaio, as the house is called, sharing its name with an adjacent property, dates in present form from about 1922. It belongs to a period when the ancient rustic architecture of Capri, compact, domed, and curved, was taken up by certain of the island’s more worldly residents—and in particular by an entrepreneurial mentor of Capri, Edwin Cerio—as a basis for constructing charming houses: white, but not starkly so; well made but never massive; not luxurious, but comfortable, and appropriate to climate and surroundings. A score or more of these houses, each different but linked in style, are scattered through the island, most of them still in private hands. The danger of such emulative architecture—that it may seem coy, or toy—has long since been exorcised by the Capri climate, which, through seasonal alternations of scorching and soaking, weathers any tactful, durable structure into authenticity. The island’s prolific growth of flowering plants, shrubs, and vines does the rest.


The wrought-iron gate of the Rosaio is set into the arch of a high white wall and provided with a bell and bellpull. You walk into a secluded garden reminiscent of Greece or North Africa, and characteristic, even today, of many Capri dwellings where the island’s history of “Saracen” assaults by sea, and its once imperative climatic needs, linger in structural patterns common to all the Mediterranean. Intersecting paths paved with old rosy bricks lead, as in a childhood dream, to the obscure front door. The slight suggestion of a maze would have attracted the author of Ways of Escape. The house is small, its ground floor having four rooms and the upper storey consisting only of a single ledge-like space. (At a later time, Graham had a portion of the roof fitted up as a sheltered terrace that looks down the island’s long western slope to the sea and over to the cone of Ischia on the horizon, providing vermilion views of extravagant sunsets.) The entire space of the property—imaginatively expanded, by censorious writers on Greene, into a site of sybaritic luxury—is that of a suburban English cottage with its pleasant plot of ground. The core of that particular criticism may be that the Rosaio is not suburban: it is on Capri.


Pine cones and short logs were burning in the convex fireplace of the little living room where we had drinks with Graham and his houseguest, Michael Richey. Richey, a writer, sculptor, graphic artist, lone long-distance sailor, and, for many years, Director of the Royal Institute of Navigation, had met Graham in London in 1940. With a hiatus for war service, the friendship had been maintained ever since. Talk started up at once, favoured by the intimacy and simplicity of the setting. There were books, a few small pictures (“That one is by a former girlfriend”), a Neapolitan eighteenth-century crèche figure of the Madonna under its bell jar; the whole—easy, agreeable, cosy without clutter.


The room’s high ceiling culminates in a miniature dome, or lantern, of paned glass giving extra light on dark days. The floor is of old white tiles set with tiled borders of green leaves and yellow flowers. Tiles of such quality and durability, with a depth of as much as two inches, have been a feature of Neapolitan pavements and decoration for centuries—overflowing, in the eighteenth century, into entire polychrome scenes in churches, cloisters, and palaces of the region. Locally known as le riggiole, they are individually fired, and can be reproduced, and laid, these days, only at high expense. Their beauty is enhanced by the tactile purity of a glaze luminous yet livable that—as in the case of Graham’s white floors—suggests, by some fugitive tinge of rose, the underlying terracotta.


In a dining room, where winter light came through a set of small, high windows, our lunch of pasta and a fowl was served by Carmelina, who, with her husband, Aniello, and their family, cared for Graham on his visits and attended throughout the year to the house and garden. Short and staunch, with a coloured kerchief knotted over her coiled grey hair and an ample apron on her dark dress, Carmelina was a picture of the hardworking, good-humoured Caprese massaia of her day: firm women, not without irony, who lived close to the land and the seasons, to weather, crops, and vines; to the daily narrative of the parish and the community; and, most deeply, to the ties of blood.


Many such women seldom left the island, even for a day’s trip to Naples, twenty miles away. Theirs was the last generation of which that would be true.


Our hours went quickly, in talk and laughter. We drank a good amount of Anacapri’s genuine light red wine, already becoming rare. There was pleasure, self-evidently shared, and some mild excitement in the oddity of that winter meeting on a Mediterranean rock: a brief adventure quickened by what Graham valued most, the unexpected.


Graham then was in his mid-sixties; Francis, two years younger; Michael Richey, late forties. I was in my thirties. Graham and Michael were both Catholics, Graham having converted at the time of his youthful marriage. (Years later, after Graham’s death, Michael wrote to me: “One bond—if it’s not too high-falutin’ a concept—was Catholicism; it would not have been the same without that.”) Francis, raised in a Catholic family, had withdrawn from the Church in early youth. I had grown up a perfunctory Anglican. We were, all four, writers and readers in a world where the expressive word, spoken or written, still seemed paramount—beneficiaries of what John Bayley once called “the inevitable solace that right language brings.” We were all, in varying degrees, sociable yet solitary.


Graham’s receding hair was grey, and would soon be white. His slightly stooping walk and posture were the mark less of the ageing writer than of the English schoolboy: into his last years, one would still perceive the gangling, narrow-shouldered, self-communing youth. His only “exercise” was walking—and he had walked, in his time, across countries and continents—but his body had the loose agility that derives from a lifelong sense of being thin, lanky, alert, and tall. His hands were at once notable: fine, strong, energised; subtle, but entirely masculine—the fingers flatly attenuated, the palms somewhat afflicted by what I imagine was Dupuytren’s contracture, a condition in which a strap of thickened tissue progressively constricts the flesh. Those hands, vibrant even when still, proposed the entire prehensive faculty. At table, Graham habitually propped his chin or cheek on his left hand, as one might assume he did while working—not in a tapered, reflective, “Georgian” pose, but with tight fist, the knuckles edging bone. Or his fingers were lightly splayed on the tablecloth, like spokes of a half-closed fan. His occasional gestures had nothing to do with the disarray of “body language.” They were the gestures of a succinctly articulate man: slight, sparing, controlled, idiosyncratic; confined, except for a thin shrug, to the hands and concentrated in the fingertips. Hands, like body, conveyed acuity. There was restraint, but not repose.


His presence was immediate and interesting, with its emanation of expectancy and experience. His face was charged with feelings unhallowed and unmellowed, and lit by the blue, extraordinary eyes.


Graham Greene’s eyes have been much described, and they were, in later years, occasionally photographed. They were part of his magnetism, and he knew it; but their power was not feigned. For his friend, the Italian writer Mario Soldati, Graham had “blue fire in his eyes, the eyes of a demon.” Soldati told Greene’s biographer Norman Sherry that Graham




had what I would call a hurt, offended face, metaphorically bruised by events, the expression, not continuously but every once in a while, of an angry and hurt face even when something small went wrong … There was something unearthly in those eyes.





At the time of our meeting, and through most of his life, Graham was a good-looking man—personable, and used to being attractive to women. In physiognomy and bearing he was clearly an Englishman of his era, but his looks belonged to no convention and fluctuated with mood. In his sixties, the short upper lip of sensitive youth was lengthening and toughening, the mouth pursing, the lower face growing jowly, the cheeks and nose pinkly veined from a past of serious drinking. Full face, the eyes were rounded, the lower lids drooping on a reddish rim. (Himself the keenest Greene-watcher of all, he sometimes endowed his fictional characters with those same eyes: “The brandy [affected] even the physical appearance of his eye-balls. It was as if the little blood-cells had been waiting under the white membrane to burst at once like buds.”) The blue glassy stare, often challenging or antagonistic, was never veiled. In the demon rages, the eyes would glare out, accusatory, engorged with fluid resentment. From under frizzy white brows, the eyesockets appeared then to deepen, the eyeballs to protrude with a playground will to hurt, humiliate, ridicule. At those awful moments, Graham looked for all the world like Thomas Mitchell playing Scarlett’s demented father.


His humours were conveyed intensely through the eyes—not only the lightning anger, but curiosity, too, and the readiness for amusement, engagement, event; as well as the literary intelligence in its originality and rigour, its extraordinary range and freedom. There was much conviction, some exasperated courage; there could be recognition, candour, reasonableness, and a degree of passing goodwill. But not, in my experience, tenderness: that is, there was no self-forgetful surrender—whether to affection or to the vulnerable shades of trust or remorse; still less, to any enduring state of happiness. The avowed “sliver of ice in the heart” could at times loom forth as, merely, the tip of an iceberg,


Graham had many pleasures and, perhaps, even in later years, some euphoric moments. But enjoyment was transitory and not, to him, a necessity: a disposition, deeply attributable to temperament, which should also be referred to his background and generation. As with other Englishmen of his age—who had become adolescent during the slaughter of the 1914–18 war, and adult with the Great Depression—pleasure could not be an assumption and was not a goal; whereas suffering was a constant, and almost a code of honour. Suffering was the attestable key to imaginative existence. “Happiness” had an element of inanity, verified by Greene in life and in his fiction: “Point me out the happy man and I will point you out either egotism, selfishness, evil—or else an absolute ignorance.”


(Flaubert, in a letter of 1846, also felt that “to be stupid, selfish, and have good health are three requirements for happiness, though if stupidity is lacking, all is lost.”Acknowledging the possibility of a higher form of happiness, achieved incidentally in the exercise of deeper capacities, Flaubert felt that, in his own case, that, too, would remain phantasmal.)


One of Graham’s rare contemporary admirations, Padre Pio—a south Italian village priest said to be afflicted with the stigmata—asserted that “suffering is the test and testimony of love.” In Greene, however, I think that suffering was a requirement of consciousness itself: an agitation of spirit providing some defence against the dreaded accidie. “I feel discomfort, therefore I am alive”—so writes the exhausted protagonist of Graham’s A Burnt-Out Case in the opening sentence of that novel.


The elation of sexual passion itself is repeatedly portrayed, by Graham, as frantic or despairing. Here is the narrator of The Comedians making love: “I flung myself into pleasure like a suicide on to a pavement.”


In Mario Soldati’s novel The Capri Letters, the central character observes that human beings need unhappiness at least as much as they need happiness. (Almeno is mistranslated—surprisingly, by Archibald Colquhoun—in the English language edition of that book as “almost as much,” as if shirking the issue.) Soldati assigns this thoroughly European view to his American protagonist. I would say that Graham Greene needed disquiet in many forms, not least in his pleasures.


Graham’s hostility to the American “way of life” was exacerbated by what he considered a contemptible national quest for the Grail of happiness—the pursuit itself, as he felt, unworthily enshrined as an ideal in the nation’s founding Declaration, with the goal soon defined as materialism and indulgence. When we once spoke of Thomas Hardy’s lines explaining the poet’s refusal, on grounds of his own fateful view of existence, of an invitation to visit the United States—




My ardours for emprize nigh lost


Since Life has bared its bones to me,


I shrink to seek a modern coast


Whose riper times have yet to be;


Where the new regions claim them free


From that long drip of human tears


Which peoples old in tragedy


Have left upon the centuried years …





—Graham said that he had no doubt that tears in plenty were shed in America; but that, without the shared pathos of acknowledged pain, they were shed in bafflement and felt as failure. Bringing to mind a theme of The Quiet American, he held that a policy of good cheer was often a repudiation of feeling: a licence for indifference or ruthlessness.


I agreed. “Pollyanna is a cruel goddess.”


Francis said, “An inartistic one, too.”


That longing for “peace,” which Graham invoked throughout his life, in published and in private writings, seemed, on the other hand, a fantasy of transfiguration. Anyone who knew him—and he knew himself best of all—was aware that peace was the last thing he desired. It was literally the last thing, synonymous—as often in his fiction—with death. (In The Quiet American, we are told that Phuong, the narrator’s Vietnamese mistress, sometimes “seemed invisible like peace”—a peace in that instance embodied in the doll-like passivity of a discreet servant.) Graham’s recurring suicidal impulse—that flirting with fatality in adolescence and in his terrible prewar journeys, and in later expeditions to battle zones around the world—was countered or complemented by a defiant entanglement with life; and by a nearly nineteenth-century energy of intention that enabled him to come through, and to write.
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On our first afternoon at the Rosaio, pleasure held firm. Graham related the context of his quotation from Browning that had brought us together. He and Michael Richey had been to Mass in Santo Stefano, the handsome baroque church that stands as if on a platform overlooking the small central piazza of Capri, above a flight of steps, its façade averted from the cloister-like quadrangle of boutiques and cafés that was once sacred ground. (One flank of the church forms a wall of the square, providing—in a Caprese mélange of sacred, pagan, profane, and commercial—premises for a pleasant café named the Bar Tiberio, whose interior has been delved out of the Santo Stefano crypt.) In the late 1960s, the revisions of the Roman Catholic liturgy were still sufficiently recent for the “new Mass” to be a subject of discussion. Graham told us that, as he and Michael left the church for the Gran Caffè, he had suggested that the innovation of the handclasp that precedes Communion, when members of the congregation greet their neighbours in the pew, might afford an agreeable sensation “if one stationed oneself next to a pretty girl.” Hence—“I will hold your hand but as long as all may” …


That day, names and themes came up that would reappear in Graham’s conversation: Henry James, a lifelong and at that time unqualified enthusiasm; Conrad, of course; Francis Parkman, unforeseen but not surprising; Robert Louis Stevenson, related to Graham through maternal cousinage and, more intimately, through literary affinity; Arthur Hugh Clough, sceptical poet at odds with the Victorian age and underrated ever since. (F. and I praised Clough’s long epistolary “Italian” poem, “Amours de Voyage,” which Graham had not read.) There was Evelyn Waugh, a formidable friend with whom Graham shared chronology, an upbringing in the British professional class, a respect for the English language, a gift for fiction nurtured in the literary Britain of their time, and a Catholic conversion. Greene and Waugh were alike, also, in some dire aspects of temper, in the force of an angry blue stare, and in an intermittent compulsion to wreak social and emotional havoc.


We found associations in common: with Harold Acton (“Harold and I were cat and dog at Oxford. Even then I had a regard for him—he was generous and fearless. But it was later that we became friends”); with Rupert Hart-Davis, who had come to Graham’s aid in their early days as writers; with Peter Quennell, whom Graham had known since schooldays but with whom his relations were, at that moment, “a bit shaky”; with Elizabeth Bowen: “A very old friend. I like her books, too, except for that one about the spy.” (The Heat of the Day remains a favourite of mine.) Graham discovered that Francis and I had met through Muriel Spark: “I don’t know her but I admire her writing.” He did not say that—as I knew from Muriel—he had regularly and privately sent money to help her survive her lean first years of writing fiction, the cheques arriving each month with, in Muriel’s words, “a few bottles of red wine to take the edge off cold charity.” Greene did similar good by stealth, over many years, for other needy writers—among them the Indian novelist R. K. Narayan, to whom he gave inestimable material and professional help. One gradually learned, through chance testimony, of financial and practical aid to friends down on their luck, and to charitable concerns where he felt interest and saw authenticity.


Frugality, by contrast, was another note that would recur. When we admired the Rosaio, Graham told us that he had bought the house in 1948 for, as I recall, about four thousand pounds: “Completely equipped, too—dishes, pots, sheets, blankets, all included.” Even in those years, it was an outstanding bargain for a modest property that today, with the crazed appreciation of Capri real estate, might fetch a million dollars. Thereafter, Graham was to relate this coup to us, together with its pots and pans, whenever the charm of his house was mentioned. In the island’s older houses such as his, humidity is invincible; and in winter, ceramic floors, high ceilings, and thick walls intensify the chill. On that December afternoon, the fireplace was faintly supplemented by central heating, the host’s complaints about the cost of heating fuel—“I don’t mind cold, for myself”—being borne with equanimity by his houseguest, whose history of solitary transatlantic crossings under sail did not, in fact, point to molly-coddling. In later years we became accustomed to those ritual invocations of economy—to Graham’s consulting his watch as we lingered over dinner at Gemma: “Mustn’t miss the last bus. It would mean taking a taxi.”


Most obviously, it was a means of countering assumptions about his wealth. But one came to understand that the mannerisms of a labyrinthine man were almost always consciously deployed—and not merely to disconcert, although that motive was seldom absent. To have asked, Why should you care?—about the price of heating oil, the fare of the taxi, the ticket for the hydrofoil—would have been rude. It would also have involved falling into a trap prepared by Graham’s insistence on a need for thrift: he would have provoked an impertinence that could be resented. (Graham regularly invited you to step on a rug, which he would then pull out from under.) As it was, a strain of illogic underlay such assertions—acceded to, for the sake of calm; but unresolved.


Born in 1904 into a well-to-do family, Graham had, long before our meeting on Capri, become rich through his prolific writings of novels, stories, memoirs, articles, essays, plays, and screenplays. In his twenties and thirties, however, he had suffered, with millions of his contemporaries, indelible humiliations of the Great Depression, which, following on the carnage of the Great War, would mark British character, society, and politics for the rest of the century. The anxiety of men, women, and children living close to the bone and the abyss is a climate of the early fiction, which frequently takes place in wet, cold, sunless settings; in which even the astute can expect little advancement and no quarter, and the rich exist in privileged unconcern. Greene’s own bleak experiences in Depression years are noted in his two volumes of autobiography, and his biographer Norman Sherry records the keen relief of Graham and his young wife over a gift of ten shillings from an aunt who was herself in pinched circumstances. Vivien Greene told Sherry that, in those years at the brink, “we were very frightfully poor … much poorer than anyone of our own social quality.” With his knowledge of that wretchedness and reduction, Graham, like others, long sought to keep faith.


Reflected in the early writings, an innermost sense of helplessness under fate and unfairness contributed to an imprudent belief, among readers, in Graham’s unconditional solidarity with the underdog and the working class. Graham’s sympathies—innately mercurial and unbiddable, and ever more dispassionate with age—lay far less with categories than with the peculiarities and torments of all manner of unquiet spirits in their disillusion, equivocation, culpability, self-doubt, and self-disgust. Singularity engaged him. He was disinclined to solidarity or to any sustained “position.” In his books, there is culmination in the narrative, but he does not seek to “resolve.”


In public matters, the maverick was, intentionally and necessarily, more exposed. Julian Symons, a literary critic who wrote, over years, appreciatively and perceptively of Greene and his work, gave his opinion, in reviewing in 1989 a volume of Graham’s letters to the press, that




these are the letters of a man concerned with the minor inequities and major iniquities of Western society, and ready to use his prestige as a writer to ask awkward questions and publicize uncomfortable facts. A congenital distrust of merits has prevented Graham Greene from adopting the explicitly political stance of a Günter Grass, but nobody reading these letters could doubt where his social sympathies lie.





I think that is manifestly if inconsistently true—even if the attribution of “social sympathies” might have prompted Graham to throw a spanner in the works. Again, it was rather that he “felt the loyalty we all feel to unhappiness—the sense that that is where we really belong.”


Graham had known well, or intimately, or casually, a great diversity of women and men, among them oddities celebrated or obscure. In general, he required stimulus from his companions, but his familiars included an occasional adulator or sycophant; and these, though few, did not displease him. Women should show, ideally, a domestic calm and a compliant attention, or risk being found shrewish. In regard to his work, he could be canny about deploying connections; but there were compartments to his life, and some of his preoccupations had no reason to intersect. His political interventions were of a lone and intractable character; while the crowded milieu of the theatre, of which he had close experience, never lost its appeal for him. A suggestion made since his death, that he sought to know rich and powerful people, is fantastical: he did not seek people out, least of all for cachet. Prominent persons were eager to know him, not the other way round. According to mood, he was curious to meet some fresh personality, from any quarter, who might enliven an hour or an evening; and in such chance acquaintances he took an unaffected interest—that could, however, easily wane.


Graham cared nothing for fashionable life. In the drear stringency of war’s-end England, the ease and charm of Catherine Walston’s married setting no doubt contributed to the initial glamour of that love affair and to the confident power of a Circe from Rye, New York: a beautiful girl who had married Henry Walston, a wealthy Englishman of homely appearance and progressive politics, borne five children, and, still young, secured Graham as her trophy lover, holding him in thrall between rapture and the rack for fifteen years. Catherine was vibrant, generous, original. In her ambience, Graham met personalities of the day, not merely prominent but interesting; and aspects of his daily existence were simplified. The contrast between his own austere requirements and her social spirit is nevertheless made plain in the fine novel The End of the Affair, where the writer works in a lone room “across the Common” from the comfortable, busy house of his beloved and her polite, political husband.


In these matters, Graham’s life and work speak for themselves. As to the insinuation that he cultivated people for their position or possessions, anyone who knew him will find it laughable.
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Graham Greene’s first literary successes were short-circuited by misfortunes, some of them self-inflicted. And when, with a wife and two children to support, he did reach a degree of financial security—supplementing his fiction with a crushing burden of salaried journalistic tasks—the Second World War convulsed the globe; calling populations to arms, and sweeping Greene, in his mid-thirties, into its maw. As Graham observed, he was over forty before he could afford to write on his own terms. By then, he had established himself through the development and gruelling application of his talent and intellect. He had served his apprenticeship.


Money brought freedom. By nature ascetic and in some respects parsimonious, Graham had little taste for luxury and none whatever for pretension. We merely saw that he lived where, and as sparely, as he chose; stayed, without apology, in a good hotel when it suited him; bestowed money as he saw fit and without display. By the time we met, he had already made his headquarters at Antibes, in a small modern flat near his companion of later years, Yvonne Cloetta, who, with her husband and daughters, lived close by. In addition to the Anacapri house, he had a Paris flat—which, finding that we were then much in France, he offered for our use during his absences. (Within few years, Graham had lent that Paris flat, for her lifetime, to his French literary agent, Marie Biche Schebeko, who was in rather frail health. She lived there, with her husband, until her death.) From time to time, in divesting mood, Graham would speak of selling the Rosaio—perhaps to remind himself that he could, if he chose, do so. Possessions, long regarded with suspicion, had by now been repudiated as an encumbrance. The only “purchases” ever mentioned to us were books acquired during visits to Britain when, driven by his younger brother Hugh, Graham would make descents on secondhand bookshops in the Wye Valley.


(In 1975, as Graham’s “rediscovered” biography of Lord Rochester—a manuscript from 1931—was published, a double portrait by Sir Peter Lely came up for auction in New York, advertised, with photograph, as “The Countess of Rochester and another lady [said to be Nell Gwynn].” We mailed the notice to Graham at Antibes, and he replied: “Sotheby’s attribution does seem a very odd one. I wish I had the money to buy the picture! I wonder what it fetched.” The portrait sold for $4,000.)


Malcolm Muggeridge wrote of Graham: “Whatever his circumstances, he has this facility for seeming always to be in lodgings, and living from hand to mouth. Spiritually, and even physically, he is one of nature’s displaced persons.” He was not attached, through habit or memory, or aesthetically, to the rooms and houses and neighbourhoods of his life, and could throw them over at will. Familiarity bred restlessness or rejection. Even in a chosen setting, such as the Rosaio, he retained the quality of wanderer.
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Indignation that would not be roused by a degree of industrial wealth no novelist could ever envisage will regularly be directed at the prosperity—rare enough—of a gifted writer. And Graham Greene, since his death, has been rebuked by commentators eager to demonstrate that, in his having caused millions of readers to buy his books throughout half a century, and having profited from that seemingly harmless transaction, he had relinquished his immortal soul. Creative writing, which, alone among the arts, seems delusively accessible to every articulate person, has immemorially attracted that confusion of esteem and envy, centred on the independence in which it is conceived and composed: a mystery of originality that never loses fascination for the onlooker. In W. H. Auden’s view,




this fascination is not due to the nature of art itself, but to the way in which an artist works; he, and in our age almost nobody else, is his own master. The idea of being one’s own master appeals to most human beings, and this is apt to lead to the fantastic hope that the capacity for artistic creation is universal, something nearly all human beings, by virtue not of some special talent, but of their humanity, could do if they tried.





I think that independence and absolute freedom in the conduct of his life were imperative to Graham Greene; and that any restriction, unless self-imposed, was not only galling to him, as to many high-strung natures, but intolerable. The most difficult elements of his personality usually turned on that issue. Resentment of a real or fancied imposition, or the inability to prevail in his view or desire, could ignite a sense of infringement that seemed like madness. In certain enkindled moods, the inconsequential supposition of a shared opinion might be angrily repelled as importunate; while the failure—particularly by a woman—to fall in with his judgment could be a betrayal. In discussion, most people depend on at least a few common assumptions, if only to ensure that conversation does not founder in mindless wrangling. But reliance of that kind was just what Graham could not stand. Agape was his idea of hell.
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