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Victoria Sackville-West (1892–1962) was born and educated at Knole, the family home that was to be an abiding interest throughout her life. During a brief spell at school in London she met Violet Trefusis with whom she would later have a passionate affair. A distinguished critic, biographer, award-winning poet and gardener, her novels include the acclaimed All Passion Spent (1931, dramatised by the BBC in 1986) and The Edwardians (1930). Her close friendship with Virginia Woolf is celebrated in Woolf’s novel Orlando (1928). In 1930, Vita and her husband Harold Nicolson bought Sissinghurst Castle in Kent, where they created their famous garden. Vita Sackville-West died at home, after an operation for cancer, aged seventy.
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DEDICATION



ACABA EMBEO SIN TIRO, MEN CHUAJANI;


LIRENAS, BERJARAS TIRI OCHI BUSNE,


CHANGERI, TA ARMENSALLE





INTRODUCTION



Those of us born in South London council blocks and raised in small New Zealand timber towns tend not to identify with the lives of the privileged – even if the privilege is tinged with melancholy, tainted with dissipation, or stifled by suffocating class mores. Of course, we don’t have to identify with a character or a writer to appreciate them, but I’ve often found it hard to feel much empathy with the women of Bloomsbury; both writers and characters are too often unaware of their good fortune in possessing a hall in which to place a pram, no matter how sombre an enemy that pram might be. It has been a pleasure then, to find characters I feel for in Challenge. Yes, Julian and Eve are ruled by extreme passions, but which of us hasn’t been self-obsessed and high-minded at nineteen or twenty-one? The arrogance of youth is always infuriating, that of beautiful and privileged youth even more so, but it is hopeful as well as painful, and – remembered – something of a loss.


In his foreword to the 1974 edition (when the novel was eventually first published in Britain), Nigel Nicolson notes a concern about the improbability of the plot. Having spent much of 2011 watching the youth of Tahrir Square stand up to the oppressive Egyptian regime, and seen the same across the Arab Spring, it does not seem so improbable that an idealistic young man might make a youthful general. A more troubling concern might be Sackville-West’s unrelenting portrayal of the islanders as noble savages. In common with many writers of her time and class, the characters of Challenge speak and hold a wide array of jingoistic, classist and sexist beliefs. They are jingoistic even as Sackville-West attacks British Imperial hypocrisy in finely detailed scenes of colonial pretension. They are sexist despite – and perhaps because of – the presentation of Woman as wild, excessive and inherently dangerous. Modern readers are less likely to accept some of these characters’ jarringly dated attitudes than they are a narrative concerning two headstrong young lovers, and yet there is still a great deal here of value.


Nigel Nicolson is clear that the novel is written about his mother’s relationship with Violet Trefusis. Many writers plunder their lives for fiction and, in a time when it was virtually impossible for the two women to be open as lovers, it is understandable that Sackville-West chose to write a heterosexual rather than a lesbian relationship. Even then, Nicolson tells us his mother was persuaded not to publish in Britain in 1920 for fear of the scandal it would cause. Yet, while it might be tempting to recall Radclyffe Hall’s more restrained The Well of Loneliness (published in 1928) and to read Challenge as an exploration of a somewhat clichéd lesbian relationship – Eve as all-knowing, all-entrancing femme and Julian as passionate, political butch – it’s clear that if gender roles are vital to their relationship, youth is the prime motivating factor. For every scene in which Julian casts Eve as Woman, with all her strengths and frailties, there are many more where what truly matters is their youth.


Where Sackville-West excels is in evocation of place. Kato’s overstuffed flat, each exquisite ornament minutely detailed, is juxtaposed against the land and views, scents and sensations of Mount Mylassa where Julian goes to ‘nurse his soul-sickness’. Her strength in descriptive prose comes into its own in the last third of the book, when the action moves to Aphros. Whether it is in the sunrise while the islanders wait for invasion, or in relaying the intensity of the fighting, language that can feel overblown in intimate moments between the lovers here feels entirely appropriate. Julian pictures himself taking charge on the island and, rather than a flat description of the events, Sackville-West has him jumping in memory from one scene to another, allowing his emotional state to inform the climb up through the island; she neatly combines both interior and exterior landscapes.


In many ways, Sackville-West has written a classic Greek drama. Characters reach above their place in life and are doomed to fail; impossible love must burn out rather than fade. She forces the novel to its conclusion with a traditional Greek theatre technique in which violent action occurs off-stage and when that action is related there are striking consequences. Sackville-West gives the pivotal speech to Malteios, the recently deposed President of Herakleion. His retelling of events on the mainland becomes a fulcrum scene, finally setting in motion the events that bring Julian’s love for Eve to an end, and reminding us that while the ‘show don’t tell’ maxim is useful, it is certainly not the only way to write a good story.


It is not giving anything away to say there is no happy ending. From the opening pages there is a sense that the lovers are fated; how and why is what gives the book its power. Sackville-West makes clear that Julian and Eve cannot win, but she also insists that accepting the challenge – daring to love, at all times, on the highest plane – is worthwhile. As she wrote to Virginia Woolf, in August 1928: ‘I hate safety, and would rather fail gloriously than dingily succeed.’


Stella Duffy, 2012





FOREWORD



to the 1974 Collins edition


Challenge was Vita Sackville-West’s second novel. She wrote it between May 1918 and November 1919, and it was published by George H. Doran Company, New York, in 1924. It has never hitherto been published in England. Some explanation is required why a young writer, who had already gained a reputation for her poetry and whose first novel Heritage (1919) had met with unusual acclaim, should at the last moment, when Challenge was actually printed and ready for binding, have decided to cancel publication in this country. It was not because she thought it bad. ‘I don’t care what you say,’ she wrote to Harold Nicolson, ‘it is damned good. So there. Now you can think me conceited if you like. I am pleased with it, really pleased.’ She cancelled it because family and friends feared a scandal.


The novel is about her lover Violet Keppel (Trefusis). I have described in Portrait of a Marriage how Vita and Violet, childhood friends since 1904 when Vita was twelve and Violet ten, felt for each other a physical and intellectual attraction which suddenly, in 1918, burst into a flame which burnt brilliantly and disastrously for the next three years. Both were married (Vita in 1913, Violet in 1919), but no family affections were strong enough to quench their love. For months on end they played truant at Monte Carlo, and in February 1920 made up their minds to abandon everything, everyone, to spend the rest of their lives together. They eloped to France. Their husbands caught up with them at Amiens and, after an appalling exchange of reproach and counter-reproach, the runaways were recalled to sanity, and their affair gradually fizzled out.


The proofs of Challenge reached Vita when she was recovering from this ordeal in Paris. Much of the novel had been written in Monte Carlo at the height of the affair, and the agony of revising her work threw her into a new emotional turmoil. Challenge was her declaration of defiance, an apologia for her conduct. She wished to publish it as a memorial to what she had endured, as her statement of what love could and should be. She first called the book Rebellion, then Enchantment, then Vanity. She finally settled on Challenge, as a summing-up of everything she wished to convey.


She was persuaded to cancel publication by her mother, Lady Sackville, by Violet’s mother, Alice Keppel, and by their unexpected ally, Mrs Belloc Lowndes. ‘Go to see Mrs Belloc Lowndes,’ wrote Vita in her diary for 15 March 1920. ‘She wants me to cancel the publication of Challenge. She says that if Violet were dead, would I publish it? That hit me. Gossip I don’t care a damn about. So I give it up. I hope Mama [Lady Sackville] is pleased. She has beaten me.’ And in Lady Sackville’s diary: ‘Vita is plucky about her bitter disappointment when Mrs Lowndes told her about the scandal it would create.’ Violet was even more disappointed than Vita. ‘You can’t seriously mean it,’ she wrote when she heard the news. ‘It would be idiotic. The book is quite admirable. Ten times better than Heritage. Don’t relent, sigh or soften. It’s absurd, disloyal to me, and useless.’


By ‘useless’ she meant that the book’s publication would add nothing to the gossip with which London already hummed: on the contrary, it would explain to the cynics how profound, how noble, their love for each other had been. To those who knew nothing of the real circumstances it would be a simple love-story with no overtones or undercurrents. Not one in a thousand readers would recognise Violet in the character of Eve, nor Vita herself in Julian. But Vita felt the risk to be too great. At the last moment she yielded, not to shame, but to reticence. She told her publishers, Collins, that she had changed her mind, giving as her false reason her disappointment with its literary quality. Lady Sackville, on her behalf, paid Collins £150 in compensation for cancelling publication, since the book had already been advertised as forthcoming. Four years later Vita agreed to its publication in America, making one change only: for the phrase ‘Dedicated with gratitude for much excellent copy to the original of Eve’ she substituted three lines of a Turkish love-poem which nobody was expected to understand.


The novel can now do no conceivable harm to anyone, and it is fitting that it should be reborn under the imprint of the same publisher from whom it was snatched at the font more than half a century ago.


There is much autobiography in the book, as in all Vita’s novels. The scene, it is true, is set in Greece, where she had never been, and its plot was derived solely from her imagination. But she knew other parts of the Mediterranean well – Italy, Spain, southern France – and the landscape, seascape and townscape, the climate and vegetation, the throbbing life of the quays and villages, are taken from Monte Carlo and attributed to her fictional Herakleion. One can discover in her contemporary diaries and letters the originals of many incidents and minor characters in the story. Fireworks in Monte Carlo one day become fireworks in Herakleion the next. From an earlier period in her life, when she spent six months in Constantinople as the newly married wife of the Third Secretary at the British Embassy, she drew material for her satirical picture of diplomatic life, mocking at its pettiness and self-importance, its ‘coy platitudes’, scorning the social conventions of which she had been a victim, but understanding far better than Harold Nicolson had realised the subtleties of diplomatic intrigue. The professional relationships between the representatives of the different countries at Herakleion, and between the ambassadors and their staffs, are acutely observed, as is the power-game played by the Greek politicians. Some readers may find the plot slightly improbable. A young Byronic Englishman is not likely to have seduced the loyalty of a bunch of Greek islanders from their parent state, nor be accepted by them as their rebel President. But given that the novel was intended as a romantic adventure story, the detail is well worked out, and the characterisation is convincing.


It is a love story, written in the presence of the beloved, inspired by her, corrected by her (for Vita each evening would read to Violet the pages she had written during the day), and embellished by her with words and whole sentences written into the manuscript. Eve is a portrait of Violet as exact as Vita could make it, having her model always at her side. Physically Eve resembled Violet precisely. ‘She could not be called beautiful; her mouth was too large and too red.’ But she was charming, malicious, vain, witty, her eyes ‘deep-set, slanting slightly upwards, so ironical sometimes, and sometimes so inexplicably sad … Whatever she touched she lit’. Nor could Eve be called wicked. She was too adventurous for that, too brave. But she was selfish, with a jealous selfishness, which Vita not only excused but admired, since it was an animal quality, half-kitten, half-monkey, admirable because it could be cruel. The subtlety of Challenge is that an odious girl is made convincingly lovable. Eve, like Violet, is a creature who combined aristocratic hauteur with the vulnerability of a waif, a seductress who risked time and again her victim’s love by indifference, insult, and finally by betrayal. Eve is the portrait of a clever, infuriating, infinitely charming witch.


Vita herself is Julian – not exactly, for she has given him qualities of disdain and leadership which she did not possess herself, and except in moments of reckless abandon she was gentler. She admired the rare Julians of this world, finding them in history more than in her contemporary world. He is an Elizabethan, the type of Sir Philip Sidney, a poet, an adventurer, a charmer when he wished to charm, arrogant when he was bored, the son whom Vita wished to have and never had, the man she would have wanted to be if she had been born a boy (and not to have been born a boy was her lifelong regret).


There is no triviality nor squalor in the love of Eve and Julian, as there was none in the love of Vita and Violet. A fierce flame rose between them, as likely to consume both of them as other people who got in the way. This was Vita’s declaration of her understanding of love: it should be lit by magnesium, clouded by pain. Hers was a romantic, rebellious nature softened by tenderness. Seldom can a novelist have expressed so clearly, in the differing characters of her hero and heroine, her conception of the capacity of the human spirit.


The literary merits of the book are strong. Vita was an instinctive novelist. She could express easily anything which her mind conceived. The manuscript (which I have at Sissinghurst) is written almost without correction, often pencilled in short bursts, as if an idea which had occurred to her in her bath must be scribbled down before dinner, lest she forget it. The narrative and dialogue are sharp and percipient, and the characters are people whom one could immediately identify in a crowd. No wonder that she was pleased with the book. She would be glad to know that this edition has saved her passionate story from disappearing irrevocably down the literary sluice.


Nigel Nicolson
Sissinghurst Castle, Kent
October 1973





PART I



Julian





I



On Sunday, after the races were over, the diplomatic, indigenous, and cosmopolitan society of Herakleion, by virtue of a custom they never sought to dispute, streamed through the turnstiles of the race-course to regain their carriages and to drive for an hour in the ilex avenue consecrated to that purpose outside the suburbs of the town. Like the angels on Jacob’s ladder, the carriages went up one side and down the other, at a slow walk, the procession invariably headed by the barouche of the French Legation, containing M. Lafarge, chief of the mission, his beard spread fan-like over his frock-coat, but so disposed as to reveal the rosette in his buttonhole, peeping with a coy red eye at the passing world; Madame Lafarge, sitting erect and bowing stiffly from her unassailable position as dictator to social Herakleion; and, on the strapontin, Julie Lafarge, repressed, sallow-faced daughter of the emissaries of France. Streaming after the barouche came mere humanity, some in victorias, some in open cabs, all going at a walk, and down the centre rode the young men of the place, and down the centre Alexander Christopoulos, who dared all and to whom all was forgiven, drove his light buggy and American trotter at a rattling pace and in a cloud of dust. The diplomatic carriages were distinguished by the presence of a chasseur on the box, though none so gorgeous as the huge scarlet-coated chasseur of the French Legation. It was commonly said that the Danish Minister and his wife, who were poor, denied themselves food in order to maintain their carriage for the Sunday drive. The rich Greeks, on the other hand, from generation to generation, inherited the family brake, which was habitually driven by the head of the clan on the box, his wife beside him, and his sons and unmarried daughters sitting two by two, on the six remaining seats behind. There had been a rush of scandal when Alexander Christopoulos had appeared for the first time alone in his buggy, his seat in the family brake conspicuously empty. There remained, however, his four sisters, the Virgins of Herakleion, whose ages ranged from thirty-five to forty, and whose batteries were unfailingly directed against the latest arrival. The fifth sister had married a banker in Frankfort, and was not often mentioned. There were, besides the brakes of the rich Greeks, the wagonettes of the English Davenants, who always had English coachmen, and frequently absented themselves from the Sunday drive to remind Herakleion that, although resident, they were neither diplomatic, indigenous, nor cosmopolitan, but unalterably English. They were too numerous and too influential to be disregarded, but when the name of Davenant was mentioned in their absence, a murmur was certain to make itself heard, discreet, unvindictive, but none the less remorseless, ‘Ah yes, the English Levantines.’


Sunshades were lowered in the ilex avenue, for the shadows of the ancient trees fell cool and heavy across the white dust. Through the ilexes, the sea glimmered on a lower level, washing idly on the shore; vainly blue, for Herakleion had no eyes for the sea. The sea was always there, always blue, just as Mount Mylassa was always there, behind the town, monotonous and immovable. The sea was made for the transport of merchandise and to provide man with fish. No one had ever discovered a purpose in Mount Mylassa.


When the French barouche had reached the end of the avenue, it turned gravely in a wide circle and took its place at the head of the descending carriages. When it had reached its starting-point, the entrance to the avenue, it detached itself from the procession and continued on its way towards the town. The procession did not follow it. Another turn up and down the avenue remained for the procession, and the laughter became perceptibly brighter, the smiles of greeting more cordial, with the removal of Madame Lafarge’s influence. It was known that the barouche would pass the race-course at its former dignified walk, but that, once out of sight, Madame Lafarge would say, ‘Grigora, Vassili!’ to the chasseur, that the horses would be urged into a shambling trot and that the ladies in the carriage would open their sunshades to keep off the glare of the sun which beat down from heaven and reverberated from the pavements and the white walls of the houses as they drove through the streets of the deserted town.


Deserted, for that part of the population which was not within doors strolled in the ilex avenue, looking at the carriages. A few lean dogs slept on door-steps where the shadow of the portico fell sharply dividing the step into a dark and a sunny half. The barouche rolled along the wide quay, where here and there the parapet was broken by a flight of steps descending to the water; passed the casino, white, with palms and cacti growing hideously in the forecourt; rolled across the square platia, where a group of men stood lounging within the cool and cavernous passage-way of the club.


Madame Lafarge stopped the barouche.


A young man detached himself from the group with a slightly bored and supercilious expression. He was tall beyond the ordinary run of Frenchmen; had dark eyes under meeting eyebrows in an ivory face, and an immensely high, flat, white brow, from which the black wavy hair grew straight back, smoothed to the polish of a black greyhound. ‘Our Persian miniature,’ the fat American wife of the Danish Minister called him, establishing herself as the wit of Herakleion where anyone with sufficient presumption could establish him or herself in any chosen role. The young man had accepted the title languidly, but had taken care that it should not die forgotten.


Madame Lafarge said to him in a tone which conveyed a command rather than proffered a favour, ‘If you like, we can drive you to the Legation.’


She spoke in a booming voice that burst surprisingly out of the compression of a generously furnished bust. The young man, accepting the offer, seated himself beside Julie on the strapontin opposite his chief, who sat silent and majestically bearded. The immense chasseur stood stiffly by the side of the carriage, his eyes gazing unblinkingly across the platia, and the tips of his long drooping whiskers obscuring the braid of his scarlet collar. Madame Lafarge addressed herself to the group of men, –


‘I did not see you at the races?’


Her graciousness did not conceal the rebuke. She continued, –


‘I shall hope to welcome you presently at the Legation.’


With a bow worthy of Theodora, whom she had once been told that she resembled, she gave the order to drive on. The loaded barouche, with the splendid red figure on the box, rolled away across the dazzling square. The French Legation stood back behind a grille in the main street of the town, built of white stucco like the majority of the houses. Inside, it was cool and dark, the Venetian blinds were drawn, and the lighted candles in the sconces on the walls reflected pleasantly, and with a curious effect of freshening night, in the polished floors. Gilt chairs were arranged in circles, and little tables stood about, glitteringly laden with tall tumblers and bottles of coloured sirops. Madame Lafarge surveyed these things as she had surveyed them every Sunday evening since Julie could remember. The young man danced attendance in his languid way.


‘The chandeliers may be lighted,’ her Excellency said to the chasseur, who had followed.


The three stood watching while the candles sprang into little spears of light under the touch of the taper, Madame Lafarge contrasting displeasedly the lemon sallowness of her daughter’s complexion with the warm magnolia-like pallor of the secretary’s face. The contrast caused her to speak sharply, –


‘Julie, you had better go now and take off your hat.’


When her submissive daugher had gone, she said, –


‘Julie is looking ill. The summer does not suit her. But what is to be done? I cannot leave Herakleion.’


‘Obviously,’ murmured the secretary, ‘Herakleion would fall all to pieces. Your Sunday evenings,’ he continued, ‘the races … your picnics …’


‘Impossible,’ she cried with determination. ‘One owes a duty to the country one represents, and I have always said that, whereas politics are the affairs of men, the woman’s social obligation is no less urgent. It is a great career, Armand, and to such a career one must be prepared to sacrifice one’s personal convenience.’


‘And one’s health … the health of one’s children,’ he added, looking down at his almond nails.


‘If need be,’ she replied, with a sigh and, fanning herself, repeated, ‘If need be.’


The rooms began to fill. A little middle-aged Greek, his wrinkled saffron face curiously emphasised by the beautiful whiteness of his hair and moustaches, took his stand near Madame Lafarge, who in speaking to him looked down on the top of his head over the broad plateau of her bust.


‘These cool rooms of yours,’ he murmured, as he kissed her hand. ‘One cannot believe in the heat of the sun outside.’


He made this remark every other Sunday.


Lafarge came up and took the little Greek banker by the arm.


‘I hear,’ he said, ‘that there is fresh trouble in the Islands.’


‘We can leave it to the Davenants,’ said Christopoulos with an unpleasant smile.


‘But that is exactly what I have always urged you not to do,’ said the French Minister, drawing the little Greek into a corner. ‘You know the proverbial reputation of the English: you do not see them coming, but they insinuate themselves until one day you open your eyes to the fact that they are there. You will be making a very great mistake, my dear friend, if you allow the Davenants to settle disputes in the Islands. Have you forgotten that in the last generation a Davenant caused himself to be elected President?’


‘Considering that they are virtually kings, I do not see that the nominal title of President can make a vast difference.’


Lafarge sent his eyes round the room and through the doorway into the room beyond; he saw the familiar, daily faces and returned to the charge.


‘You are pleased to be sarcastic, I know. Nevertheless allow me to offer you my advice. It is not a question of Kingship or Presidency. It is a question of a complete break on the part of the Islands. They are small, but their strategic value is self-evident. Remember Italy has her eye upon them … The Davenants are democrats, and have always preached liberty to the islanders. The Davenant wealth supports them. Can you calmly contemplate the existence of an independent archipelago a few miles from your shore?’


A dull red crept under the banker’s yellow skin, giving him a suffused appearance.


‘You are very emphatic.’


‘The occasion surely warrants emphasis.’


The rooms were by now quite full. Little centres of laughter had formed themselves and were distinguishable. Alexander Christopoulos had once boasted that he could, merely by looking round a room and arguing from the juxtaposition of conversationalists, give a fairly accurate résumé of what every one was saying. He also claimed to tell from the expression of the Danish Excellency whether she was or was not arriving primed with a new epigram. He was now at the side of the Danish Excellency, fat, fair, and foolish, but good-natured, and having a fund of veritable humanity which was lacking in most of her colleagues. The careful English of Alexander reached his father’s ears through the babel, –


‘The Empress Eugénie set the fashion of wearing décolleté in the shape the water in your bath makes round your shoulders …’


Lafarge went on, –


‘The Davenants are sly; they keep apart; they mix with us, but they do not mingle. They are like oil upon water. Where is William Davenant now, do you know?’


‘He is just arriving,’ said Christopoulos.


Lafarge saw him then, bowing over his hostess’s hand, polite, but with absent eyes that perpetually strayed from the person he was talking to. Behind him came a tall, loose-limbed boy, untidy, graceful; he glanced at the various groups, and the women looked at him with interest. A single leap might carry him at any moment out of the room in which his presence seemed so incongruous.


The tall mirrors on the walls sent back the reflection of the many candles, and in them the same spectral company came and went that moved and chattered in the rooms.


‘At least he is not on the Islands,’ said Christopoulos.


‘After all,’ said Lafarge, with a sudden weariness, ‘perhaps I am inclined to exaggerate the importance of the Islands. It is difficult to keep a true sense of proportion. Herakleion is a little place. One forgets that one is not at the centre of the world.’


He could not have tracked his lassitude to its origin, but as his eyes rested again on the free, generous limbs of the Davenant boy, he felt a slight revolt against the babble, the coloured sirops, and the artificially lighted rooms from which the sun was so carefully excluded. The yellow skin of little Christopoulos gave him the appearance of a plant which has been deprived of light. His snowy hair, too, soft and billowy, looked as though it had been deliberately and consistently bleached.


He murmured a gentle protest to the Minister’s words, –


‘Surely not, dear Excellency, surely you do not exaggerate the importance of the Islands. We could not, as you say, tolerate the existence of an independent archipelago a few miles from our shores. Do not allow my sarcasm to lead you into the belief that I under-estimate either their importance, or the value, the compliment of your interest in the politics of our country. The friendship of France …’


His voice died away into suave nothings. The French Minister emerged with an effort from his mood of temporary discontent, endeavouring to recapture the habitual serenity of his life.


‘And you will remember my hint about the Davenants?’


Christopoulos looked again at William Davenant, who, perfectly courteous but incorrigibly absent-minded, was still listening to Madame Lafarge.


‘It is a scandal,’ she was saying, resuming her conversation in the intervals of interruption occasioned by newly-arriving guests, ‘a scandal that the Museum should remain without a catalogue …’


‘I will remember,’ said Christopoulos. ‘I will tell Alexander to distract that youth’s attention; one Davenant the less, you follow me, to give us any trouble.’


‘Pooh! a schoolboy,’ interjected the Minister.


Christopoulos pursed his lips and moved his snowy head portentously up and down.


‘A schoolboy, but nevertheless he probably shares the enthusiasms of his age. The Islands are sufficiently romantic to appeal to his imagination. Remember, his grandfather ruled there for a year.’


‘His grandfather? un farceur!’ said Lafarge.


Christopoulos assented, and the two men, smiling tolerantly, continued to look across at the unconscious boy though their minds were already occupied by other things. Madame Lafarge, catching sight of them, was annoyed by her husband’s aloofness from the social aspect of her weekly reception. It pleased her – in fact, she exacted – that a certain political atmosphere should pervade any gathering in her drawing-rooms, but at the same time she resented a political interview which deprived, at once, her guests of a host and herself of a cavalier servente. She accordingly stared at Christopoulos while continuing her conversation with William Davenant, until the little Greek became aware of her gaze, and crossed the room obediently to the unspoken summons.


William Davenant moved away in relief; he knew his duty to Madame Lafarge, but performed it wearily and without pleasure. It was now over for a month, he thought, deciding that he would not be expected to attend the three succeeding Sundays. He paused beside his son, who had been captured by two of the sisters Christopoulos and who, with two Russian secretaries, was being forced to join in a round game. The sisters gave little shrieks and peals of laughter; it was their idea of merriment. They sat one on each side of Julian Davenant, on a small gilt sofa covered with imitation tapestry. Near by, listening to the game with a gentle and languorous smile upon his lips, stood the Persian Minister, who understood very little French, his fine Oriental figure buttoned into the traditional frock-coat, and a black lamb’s-wool fez upon his head. He was not very popular in Herakleion; he did not know enough French to amuse the women, so, as at present, he silently haunted the circles of the younger generation, with mingled humility and dignity.


William Davenant paused there for a moment, met his son’s eyes with a gleam of sympathy, then passed on to pay his monthly duty to influence and fashion. The Danish Excellency whispered behind her fan to Alexander Christopoulos as he passed, and the young man screwed in his eyeglass to examine the retreating back of the Englishman. The red-coated chasseur came round, gravely offering sandwiches on a tray.


‘Uneatable,’ said Alexander Christopoulos, taking one and hiding it beneath his chair.


The courage of the young man! the insolence!


‘Julie will see you,’ giggled the Danish Excellency.


‘And what if she does?’ he retorted.


‘You have no respect, no veneration,’ she chided him.


‘For maman Lafarge? la bonne bourgeoise!’ he exclaimed, but not very loudly.


‘Alexander!’ she said, but her tone said, ‘I adore you.’


‘One must be something,’ the young Christopoulos had once told himself; ‘I will be insolent and contemptuous; I will impose myself upon Herakleion; my surroundings shall accept me with admiration and without protest.’


He consequently went to Oxford, affected to speak Greek with difficulty, interlarded his English with American slang, instituted a polo club, and drove an American trotter. He was entirely successful. Unlike many a greater man, he had achieved his ambition. He knew, moreover, that Madame Lafarge would give him her daughter for the asking.


‘Shall I make Julie sing?’ he said suddenly to the Danish Excellency, searching among the moving groups for the victim of this classic joke of Herakleion.


‘Alexander, you are too cruel,’ she murmured.


He was flattered; he felt himself an irresistible autocrat and breaker of hearts. He tolerated the Danish Excellency, as he had often said in the club, because she had no other thought than of him. She, on the other hand, boasted in her fat, good-humoured way to her intimates, –


‘I may be a fool, but no woman is completely a fool who has realised the depths of man’s vanity.’


Julie Lafarge, who was always given to understand that one day she would marry the insolent Alexander, was too efficiently repressed to be jealous of the Danish Excellency. Under the mischievous influence of her friend, Eve Davenant, she would occasionally make an attempt to attract the young man; a pitiable, grotesque attempt, prompted by the desire to compel his homage, to hear herself called beautiful – which she was not. So far she did not delude herself that she had succeeded, but she did delude herself that it gave him pleasure to hear her sing. She stood now beside a little table, dispensing sirops in tall tumblers, very sallow in her white muslin, with a locket on a short gold chain hanging between the bones of her neck. Her very thin brown arms, which were covered with small black hairs, protruded ungracefully from the short sleeves of her dress.


Alexander presented himself before her; she had seen him coming in one of the mirrors on the walls. Madame Lafarge cherished an affection for these mirrors, because thanks to them her drawing-rooms always appeared twice as crowded as they really were.


Alexander uttered his request in a tone at once beseeching and compelling; she thought him irresistible. Nevertheless, she protested: there were too many people present, her singing would interrupt all conversation, her mother would be annoyed. But those standing near by seconded Alexander, and Madame Lafarge herself bore down majestically upon her daughter, so that all protest was at an end.


Julie stood beside the open piano with her hands loosely folded in a rehearsed and approved attitude while the room disposed itself to listen, and Alexander, who was to accompany her, let his fingers roam negligently over the keyboard. Chairs were turned to face the piano, people drifted in from the farther drawing-room, young men leaned in the doorways and against the walls. Lafarge folded his arms across his chest, freeing his imprisoned beard by an upward movement of his chin, and smiled encouragingly and benignly at his daughter. Speech dropped into whispers, whispers into silence. Alexander struck a few preliminary chords. Julie sang; she sang, quite execrably, romantic German music, and out of the roomful of people only three, herself, her father, and her mother, thought that she sang well. Despite this fact she was loudly applauded, congratulated, and pressed for more.


Julian Davenant, taking advantage of the diversion to escape from the sisters Christopoulos, slipped away to one of the window recesses where he could partly conceal himself behind the stiff, brocaded curtain. Horizontal strings of sunlight barred the Venetian blind, and by peeping between its joints he could see the tops of the palms in the Legation forecourt, the iron grille which gave on to the main street, and a victoria standing near the grille, in the shade, the horse covered over with a flimsy, dust-coloured sheet, and the driver asleep inside the carriage, a fly-whisk drooping limply in his hand. He could hear the shrill squeaking of the tram as it came round the corner, and the clang of its bell. He knew that the sea lay blue beyond the white town, and that, out in the sea, lay the Islands, where the little grapes were spread, drying into currants, in the sun. He returned to the darkened, candle-lit room, where Julie Lafarge was singing ‘Im wunderschönen Monat Mai.’


Looking across the room to the door which opened on to the landing at the top of the stairs, he saw a little stir of arrival, which was suppressed in order to avoid any interruption to the music. He distinguished the new-comer, a short, broad, middle-aged woman, out of breath after mounting the stairs, curiously draped in soft copper-coloured garments, with gold bangles on her bare arms, and a wreath of gold leaves round her dark head. He knew this woman, a singer. He neither liked nor disliked her, but had always thought of her as possessing a strangely classical quality, all the stranger because of her squat, almost grotesque ugliness; although not a dwarf, her great breadth gave her the appearance of one; but at the same time she was for him the embodiment of the wealth of the country, a kind of Demeter of the Islands, though he thought of Demeter as having corn-coloured hair, like the crops over which she presided, and this woman had blue-black hair, like the purple of the grapes that grew on the Islands. He had often heard her sing, and hoped now that she was arriving in her professional capacity, which seemed probable, both from her dress, and from the unlikelihood that she, a singer and a woman of the native people, would enter Madame Lafarge’s house as a guest, renowned though she was, and feted, in the capitals of Europe. He saw Lafarge tiptoe out to receive her, saw Madame Lafarge follow, and noted the faintly patronising manner of the Minister’s wife in shaking hands with the artist.


Applause broke out as Julie finished her song. The Greek singer was brought forward into the room amid a general movement and redistribution of groups. Alexander Christopoulos relinquished his place at the piano, and joined the Davenant boy by the window. He appeared bored and languid.


‘It is really painful … as well listen to a macaw singing,’ he said. ‘You are not musical, are you, Julian? You can scarcely imagine what I endured. Have you heard this woman, Kato?’


Julian said that he had.


‘Quite uneducated,’ Christopoulos said loftily. ‘Any woman in the fields sings as well. It was new to Paris, and Paris raved. You and I, my dear Julian, have heard the same thing a hundred times. Shall we escape?’


‘I must wait for my father,’ said Julian, who detested his present companion; ‘he and I are going to dine with my uncle.’


‘So am I,’ Christopoulos answered, and, leaning over to the English boy, he began to speak in a confidential voice.


‘You know, my dear Julian, in this society of ours your father is not trusted. But, after all, what is this society? un tas de rastas. Do you think I shall remain here long? not I. Je me fiche des Balcans. And you? Are you going to bury yourself on those Islands of yours, growing grapes, ripening olives? What? That satisfied the old generations. What have I to do with a banking house in Herakleion, you with a few vineyards near the coast? I shall marry, and spend the rest of my life in Paris.’


‘You’re ambitious to-day,’ Julian said mildly.


‘Ambitious! shall I tell you why? Yesterday was my twenty-fifth birthday. I’ve done with Herakleion …’


‘Conquered it, you mean,’ said Julian, ‘squeezed it dry.’


The other glanced at him suspiciously.


‘Are you laughing at me? Confound your quiet manner, Julian, I believe my family is right to mistrust your family. Very well, then: conquered it. Believe me, it isn’t worth conquering. Don’t waste your youth on your vineyards, but come with me. Let the Islands go. They are always in trouble, and the trouble is getting more acute. They are untidy specks on the map. Don’t you hear the call of Paris and the world?’


Julian, looking at him, and seeing the laughable intrigue, was mercifully saved from replying, for at that moment Madame Kato began to sing. She sang without accompaniment, songs of the people, in a curiously guttural voice with an occasionally nasal note, songs no different from those sung in the streets or, as Christopoulos had said, in the fields, different only in that, to this peasant music, half melancholy, half emotional, its cadence born of physical labour, she brought the genius of a great artist. As she stood there, singing, Julian reflected that her song emphasised the something classical, something massive, something monumental, about her, which overshadowed what might have been slightly grotesque in her appearance. She was, indeed, a Demeter of the vineyards. She should have stood singing in the sun, not beneath the pale mockery of the candles.


‘Entirely uneducated,’ Christopoulos said again, shifting his shoulders as he leaned against the wall. ‘That is why Paris liked her: as a contrast. She was clever enough to know that. Contrasts are always artistically effective.’


He went off, pleased, to repeat his facile epigram to the Danish Excellency. Madame Lafarge was looking round to see whether the audience had approved of the innovation. The audience was waiting to hear the expression of an opinion which it might safely follow. Presently the word, ‘Uneducated,’ was on every lip. Julian remained at the window, chained there by his natural reserve and shyness; he looked up at the lighted chandeliers, and down at their reflection in the floors; he saw the faces of people turned towards him, and the back of their heads in the mirrors; he saw Armand, the French secretary, with the face of a Persian prince, offering red sirop to Madame Kato. He wished to go and speak to her, but his feet would not carry him forward. He felt himself apart from the talk and the easy laughter.


Presently Mlle Lafarge, seeing him there alone, came to him with her awkward and rather touching grace as a hostess.


‘You know, I suppose,’ she said to him, ‘that Madame Kato is a friend of Eve’s? Will you not come and speak to her?’


Released, he came. The singer was drinking her red sirop by the piano. The Persian Minister in the black fez was standing near, smiling gently at her with his usual mournful smile.


‘You will not remember me, Julian Davenant,’ the boy said in a low, shy voice. He spoke in Greek involuntarily, feeling that French would be an outrage in the presence of this so splendidly Hellenic woman. Armand had moved away, and they stood isolated, caressed by the vague smile of the Persian Minister.


Kato set down her glass of red sirop on the top of the piano. She leaned against the piano talking to the English boy, her arms akimbo, as a peasant woman might lean in the doorway of her house gossiping in the cool of the evening, her little eyes keen and eager. The muscles of her arms and of her magnificent neck curved generously beneath her copper draperies, mocking the flimsy substance, and crying out for the labour of the vineyards. Her speech was tinged with the faint accent of the Islands, soft and slurring. It was more familiar to Julian Davenant than the harsher Greek of the town, for it was the speech of the women who had brought him up as a child, women of the Islands, his nurses in his father’s big house in the platia of Herakleion. It murmured to him now in the rich voice of the singer beneath the chandelier.


‘Eve; I have not seen her yet. You must tell her that I have returned and that she must come to my concert on Wednesday. Tell her that I will sing one song for her, but that all the other songs must be for my audience. I have brought back a new repertoire from Munich, which will please Herakleion better, I hope, than the common music it despises.’


She laughed a little.


‘It has taken me thirty years to discover that mankind at large despises the art of its own country. Only the exotic catches the ear of fashion. But Eve has told me that you do not care for music?’


‘I like your music,’ he said.


‘I will tell you why: because you are musically uneducated.’


He looked at her; she was smiling. He wondered whether she had overheard a whisper in the humming room.


‘I speak without sarcasm,’ she added; ‘I envy you your early ignorance. In fact, I believe I have uttered a paradox, and that the words education and music are incompatible. Music is the emotional art, and where education steps in at the door emotion flies out at the window. We should keep education for literature, painting, architecture, and sculpture. Music is the medium to which we turn when these more intellectual mediums fail us.’


Julian listened with only half his brain. This peasant, this artist, spoke to him with the superficial ease of drawing-rooms; she employed words that matched ill with her appearance and with the accent of her speech. The native songs were right upon her lips, as the names of architecture and sculpture were wrong. He was offended in his sensitiveness. Demeter in analysis of the arts!


She was watching him.


‘Ah, my young friend,’ she said, ‘you do not understand. I spoke to you as the cousin of Eve, who is a child, but who always understands. She is purely sentient, emotional.’


He protested, –


‘I have always thought of Eve as exceptionally sophisticated.’


Kato said, –


‘You are right. We are both right. Eve is childlike in many ways, but she is also wise beyond her years. She will grow, believe me, into a woman of exceptional attraction, and to such women existence is packed with danger. It is one of Providence’s rare pieces of justice that they should be provided with a natural weapon of self-defence. To a lion his claws,’ she said, smiling, ‘and to the womanly woman the gift of penetration. Tell me, are you fond of Eve?’


Julian was surprised. He replied, naïf again and like a schoolboy, –


‘She’s my cousin. I haven’t thought much about her. She’s only a child. I haven’t seen her yet either. I arrived from England this morning.’


They were more than ever isolated from the rest of the room. Madame Lafarge, talking to Don Rodrigo Valdez, the Spanish Minister, who had a birdlike head above his immensely high white collar, glanced now and then resentfully at the singer, but otherwise the room was indifferent. The sunlight between the cracks of the Venetian blinds had grown fainter, and the many candles were coming into their own. A few people had already taken their leave. An excited group of men had gathered round little Christopoulos, and the words ‘local politics’ shrieked from every gesture.


‘I shall not be expected to sing again,’ said Kato with a slight return to her ironical manner. ‘Will you not come with Eve to my concert on Wednesday? Or, better, will you come to my house on Wednesday evening after the concert? I shall be alone, and I should like to talk to you.’


‘To me?’ broke from him, independently of his will.


‘Remember,’ she said, ‘I am from the Islands. That is my country, and when my country is in trouble I am not indifferent. You are very young, Mr Davenant, and you are not very often in Herakleion, but your future, when you have done with Oxford and with England’ – she made a large gesture – ‘lies in the Islands. You will hear a great deal about them; a little of this I should like you to hear from me. Will you come?’


The patriot beneath the artist! He would come, flattered, important; courted, at his nineteen years, by a singer of European reputation. Popularity was to him a new experience. He expanded beneath its warmth.


‘I will come to the concert first with Eve.’


William Davenant, in search of his son, and light-hearted in his relief at the end of the monthly duty, was bowing to Madame Kato, whom he knew both as a singer and as a figure of some importance in the troubled politics of the tiny State. They had, in their lives, spent many an hour in confabulation, when his absent-minded manner left the man, and her acquired polish the woman. He deferred to her as a controlling agent in practical affairs, spoke of her to his brother with admiration.


‘A remarkable woman, Robert, a true patriot; sexless, I believe, so far as her patriotism lies. Malteios, you say? well, I know; but, believe me, she uses him merely as a means to her end. Not a sexless means? Damn it, one picks up what weapons come to one’s hand. She hasn’t a thought for him, only for her wretched country. She is a force, I tell you, to be reckoned with. Forget her sex! Surely that is easy, with a woman who looks like a toad. You make the mistake of ignoring the people when it is with the people that you have to deal. Hear them speak about her: she is an inspiration, a local Joan of Arc. She works for them in Paris, in Berlin, and in London; she uses her sex, for them and for them alone. All her life is dedicated to them. She gives them her voice, and her genius.’
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