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LAWRENCE DURRELL AND THE ALEXANDRIA QUARTET: 
INFLUENCES SHAPING HIS FICTION 

BY 
AHLAM FATHY HASSAN 

ABSTRACT 

Lawrence Durrell's literary development has been 
influenced, to a great extent, by the prevailing ideas 
of the and The influence of Eliot, Einstein, 
and Freud on Durrell is very striking and has been noted 
by various critics. It should be noted, however, that 
though the impact of these men and their work can be traced 
in Durrell's oeuvre, his achievement is completely individual, 
absolutely Durrellian. There are, of course, other factors 
which contributed considerably to his creative endeavours. 
One of the most conspicuous of these is Greece, especially 
Greek landscape, which has had a profound effect on Durrell's 
life and thought. 

Durrell's greatest achievement, so far, ·is The Alexandria 
Quartet, a tetralogy of novels comprising Justine 
Balthazar Mountolive C1958); and Clea (1960). Since 
the appearance of the four volumes of the Quartet, Durrell 
has been hailed as a master of creative writing as well as 
dismissed as a pompous charlatan. The great controversy over 
the Quartet still continues, especially as the tetralogy is 
still considered by his admirers to be Durrell's magnum opus 
in spite of a number of other works preceding and succeeding 
it. MY argument, therefore, will concentrate mainly on the 
Quartet within the framework of a thesis which sets out to deal 
with influences on Durrell's life and work in a more general 
way. 

MY introductory chapter is an attempt to focus on the 
dominant Greek influence on Durrell's life and thought by giving 
a bird's eye view of his life and work. The second chapter 
examines briefly the works where the Greek influence is most 
conspicuous. Chapter III discusses the effect of the predomin
ant Western view of the orient and orientals on Durrell's out
look, with especial reference to the Quartet. Chapter IV 
examines Durrell's main sources of .about Egypt, 
books he relied on heavily when depicting the local scene in 
the Quartet. Chapter V concentrates on three works to illus
trate, through their recurrent themes, how Durrell has been 
influenced in different ways by Einstein, Eliot and Freud. The 
final chapter reiterates and sums up my thesis about Durrell. 
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CHAPTER I 

LAWRENCE DURRELL : THE EXPATRIATE 

Lawrence Durrell was born at Jullundur in India, near 

the Tibetan frontier, on the 27th of February 1912, of Protestant 

Irish-English stock. The family later moved to Kurseong where 

his father, an engineer, had a three year contract for work on 

a mountain railway. Lawrence Durrell attended the Jesuit 

College at Darjeeling. From the window of his home he looked 

out on Mt. Everest where he saw the greenest jungles and the 

whitest snow. His consciousness was saturated with the immediacy 

of a land in which magic and mystery dominate. He told Marc Alyn 

in a private interview that his family had been in India for three 

generations, and that when he was born neither his father nor his 

mother had seen England. The influence of India on Durrell is 

most noticeable in his poem 11Ci ties, Plains and People 11
: he 

gives a brief biographical sketch of the 11 mortal boy 11 who is 

the subject of the poem and who had his childhood in India, 

where he could see 11 the Himalayas like lambs there/Stir their 

huge joints11 .(
1 ) 

In 1923, when Durrell was about twelve, his father sent him 

and his younger brother Leslie to England, against his mother's 

wishes, 11 to get the hallmark 11 as his father used to say. Durrell 

has never forgotten that his father had forced him to go to 

England, and he has attributed his failure to pass any university 

entrance examination to psychological reasons. In England, he 

attended St. Olave and St. Saviour's Grammar School and, later, 

St. Edmund's in Canterbury. Durrell's image of England was 

formed during these years of childhood and adolescence and has 
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never quitted him. England bored him, conveying a sense of 

death which he subsequently described in The Black Book 

After his father's death, Durrell left school and went to 

live in Bloomsbury where he tried a number of jobs. He worked 

as a jazz pianist and composer for some time in the Blue Peter 

Night Club. He also worked for an estate agent, and ran a 

photographic studio together with Nancy Myers who was an art 

student at the time before she became Durrell's first wife in 

1935· During this period Durrell and Nancy met George Wilkinson 

and his wife Pam, and the two couples became great friends. It 

was during his stay with the Wilkinsons in a cottage· at Loxwood 

in Sussex that Durrell wrote a great part of his first novel, 

Fied Piper of Lovers (1935), at the age of twenty-three. This 

is an autobiographical novel depicting Durrell's boyhood and 

early manhood. Walsh Clifton, like Durrell, is the son of an 

engineer working in India. After a childhood in India, Walsh 

is sent to England for education. Durrell supplies a detailed 

description of life in England, revealing the boredom and bitter-

ness of the children who are sent "home" for school and have to 

stay with their relatives. 

Durrell's first novel, however unsuccessful it may be as 

a work of art, draws our attention to early influences on him. 

His schooldays in England have undoubtedly left an indelible 

mark •. Both Saki and Kipling had similar experiences during 

their upbringing which also had a lasting effect on their 

writing. ( 2) 

Durrell's stay in England was an unhappy period. When 

Durrell's mother and the rest of the family decided to leave 



3 

India and settle in Bournemouth, Durrell and his wife Nancy 

left Sussex and joined them for a while. But Durrell could 

not feel at home because England impregnated him with a sense 

of death and misery. He had to seek another place to live, to 

be able to see England from a distance as an expatriate. He 

told Henry Miller in a letter that England 

Wrung my guts out of me and tried to destroy 
anything singular and unique in me. so-called 
upbringing was quite an uproar. I have always 
broken stable when I was unhappy. The list of 
schools I've been to would be a yard long. I 
failed every known civil service exam. (3) 

In 1935 Durrell persuaded his family to leave England and 

to move to the Greek island of Corfu. Gerald Durrell, in his 

humorous book MY Family and Other Animals, gives a ludicrous 

but true account of his brother during his uncomfortable stay 

in Bournemouth and his insistence on seeking another place of 

residence for the whole family. Lawrence Durrell was· tempted 

to leave England by his friend George Wilkinson who had left 

for Corfu and kept sending letters describing the heavenly 

island. 

At this time an important friendship began between Henry 

Miller and Durrell. The publication of Miller's Tropic of Cancer 

(1934) had a great'effect on the shaping of Durrell's career, 

as he later confessed in a letter to Miller: 

••• It freed me immediately ••• Tropic taught me 
a valuable thing. To write about people I knew 
something about. Imagine it! I had this collection 
of grotesques sitting inside and I hadn't written 
a line about them - only about heroic Englishmen 
and dove-like girls ••• The whole collection of 
men and women opened up for me like a razor. (4) 

The friendship between Durrell and Miller was cemented when 

they met in Miller's Villa Seurat in Paris in 1937· In the same 
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year, Durrell's second novel, Panic Spring, was published 

under the pseudonym of Charles Norden. Panic Spring was 

written in Corfu, and the influence of Greece is very strong 

since the setting is a kind of Utopia, Durrell's Utopia of 

living leisurely on a Greek island. The novel, however, met 

the same unsuccessful fate as its predecessor. 

Durrell's first novel to receive critical acclaim is The 

Black Book (1938), which was ignited by Miller's Tropic of 

Cancer. As some critics have observed, however, there is 

another and more substantial influence on first 

successful novel: T.S. Eliot. A great affinity between The 

Black Book and Eliot's poem The Waste Land is easily discernible. 

Both Miller and Eliot have played a vital part in shaping 

Durrell's career. In a letter to Miller, Durrell emphasizes 

these early influences: 

As for "influences", I was asked. who my "guides 
and mentors" were and replied: "Among writers 
Miller for or rather by example and Eliot for 
advice". This is exactly it. (5) 

freed him to choose any subject he liked from real life, 

and Eliot ad vi sed him, particularly about his poems, and in

spired him with a theme for one of his books. The main themes 

of The Black Book are sex and death, and Durrell describes it 

as "a scenario of despair". It is both a poetic and naturalistic 

evocation of dead life in dead land. He ends the book on a 

pessimistic note: 

It is morning. Born in an empty house, no 
zodiac; spawned by the fish, volatile, cunning, 
durable in passion. Boy in an ark on a black 
rock. Greece lies dead among the oak leaves. (6) 

When The Black Book came out, hailed Durrell as 
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"father of the heraldic line"; twenty years later Miller 

wrote his reminiscences of "Durrell of The Black Book Days": 

A devil of a worker, for one thing. And, like 
Flaubert, a stickler for the right word, the 
precise image, the Gongora effect •••• The man 
with a nose for 'place' -who could write of 
Patmos, Corfu, Cyprus, Jerusalem, Alexandria 
and make you wonder what ancient god guided his 
footsteps, cleared his vision. (7) 

After the publication of The Black Book, Miller visited 

his friend Durrell in Corfu and wrote his travel book, The 

Colossus of Maroussi (1941), about his impressions of the 

Greek island. Durrell's own book about the same island followed 

a few years later: Prospero' s Cell (1945). A comparative study 

between these two works reveals how each writer differs greatly 

in expressing his admiration or appreciation of the island. 

Whereas Durrell's attitude is more romantic, singing paeans of 

praise for everything Greek, Miller's is realistic and down to 

earth as he criticises certain aspects of Corfian life, although 

he commends others. For instance, Miller admired the Corfian 

village where the Durrells stayed, but he disliked the city of 

Corfu. 

After the publication of The Black Book, Durrell taught 

at the Institute of English Studies in Athens for six months in 

1939, but he could not get on with the director; he had a 

similar job in Kalamata with the British Council till 1940. 

Then he joined the Foreign Office, and in April 1941 the invading 

German troops forced him to flee in a caique with his wife and 

baby to Crete, where they stayed for six weeks, and then to 

Egypt. The war knocked him off his perch to be "Churchill's 

prisoner" as soon as he reached Egypt. He explained in an 
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interview: 

When I came to Cairo I was Churchill's prisoner. 
I was a refugee, you see. All our passports had 
been taken away until security had cleared it, 
and it was useless my saying I was a member of the 
British Embassy in Athens. They put me in a con
centration camp for four days, at and they 
let us out slowly for interrogation. (8J 

This hostile reception in Egypt remained with him all 

through his stay there, and he, along with other Europeans, 

formed a circle embracing 11wri ters in e:x:ile 11
• Together they 

edited a magazine, entitled Personal Landscape, to express 

their views on their estrangement in a different, hostile land-
_) 

scape. In an anthology of the magazine, edited by Robin Fedden, 

he analyses in his introductory article, 11 An Anatomy of Exile 11
, 

the difficulties the European encounters in Egypt: 

First of all there are the difficulties of climate. 
Egypt was designed for Northern EUropeans to visit, 
not to live in. The winter incontestibly perfect, 
like an ideal English summer, but when one outstays 
what was once the tourist season and drags on for 
three or four years, as is inevitable in war-time, 
the disadvantages of having no real winter become 
all too apparent. 

The landscape too, though beautiful in its own 
relaxed way, is as flaccid as the year. Except for 
the deserts where only the soldiers have lived, it 
is boneless, and unarticulated. No rock, no gesture 
on the part of the earth, disturbs the heavy Nilotic 
mould which is cultivated Egypt ••• Flat, alluvial 
and spineless, the fields turn out their bumper crops 
month after month: but the northerner turns out 
nothing. (9) 

The argument confirms Durrell's view about the influence of 

landscape on individuals. 

When Durrell was set free from the concentration camp in 

Cairo in 1941, and while he was still in the Luna Park Hotel 

waiting for further orders and seeking a job, his Greek friend 

Theodore Stephanides came to welcome him and introduce him to 
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the Greek community in Egypt. This was to have an important 

influence on him and on his attitude to Egypt. Subsequently, 

Durrell worked in Cairo as a Foreign Press Officer in the 

British Embassy for almost two years before he was posted to 

Alexandria in 1944 as a Press Attache. 

During this time his first volume of poems, A Private 

Couptry (1943), was published. Though Durrell attempted to 

write poetry at an early age, he dismissed his earlier poems 

as mere juvenile attempts. Like a number of poet-novelists 

who are associated with one form of writing more than the other 

(for example, Thomas Hardy and D.H. Lawrence), Durrell's fame 

and popularity rest now on his novels and travel books more than 

on his poems, though it was originally as a poet that he made 

an impact. 

In this first book of poetry, landscape description pre-

dominates over other elements and themes; as Miss Goulianos 

observes,C 10) fifteen poems out of twenty-nine are about land

scape, mainly Greek landscape. This led one critic, Derek 

Stanford, to write of Durrell as early as 1947: "Durrell is 

the Gauguin of modern poetry, a Gauguin whose Marquesas was an 

isle of Greece".C11 ) Stanford hit on the most characteristic 

features of Durrell's poetry: its description of landscape and 

the influence of Greece. Besides landscape description, his 

themes include the intimate relationship between man and woman 

with an emphasis on the erotic side; Freud's teachings and his 

psychological interpretations of each action· of human behaviour 

are important influences here. A number of poems are concerned 

with the impact of the above-mentioned themes on the artist. In 
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fact, the themes of the poems do not differ greatly from those 

of his novels. Indeed, while reading his poems, we frequently 

come across an idea, a character or a description which is 

rendered more fully, later, in his prose work. 

In his poems Durrell is always lurking behind a mask to 

conceal any private incidents or any personal element; never-

theless, the reader can easily discern some autobiographical 

elements. His landscape descriptions, for instance, are mainly 

projections of his own feelings, as they reveal his love of 

certain places and his dislike of others. "The mortal boy", 

whom Durrell refers to in his poem "Cities, Plains and People", 

no doubt relates to himself during his childhood in India. His 

innocent unawareness of life is described at the beginning of 

the poem: 

Once in idleness was IDY beginning, 

Night was to the mortal boy 
Innocent of surface like a new mind 
Upon whose edges once he walke& 
In idleness, in perfect idleness. (42) 

Here the boy is an integral part of the landscape, sharing its 

idleness. The poet also refers to the Tibetans' "prayer-wheel", 

and to his early schooling in that part of the world: 

On draughty corridors to Lhasa 
Was my first school. (13) 

When the boy was sent to London, he saw 

Death like autumn falls 
On the lakes its sudden forms, on walls 
Where everything is made more marginal 
By the ruling planes of the snow. (14) 

His poem "Joss" portrays the birth of an artist in India 

and his rebirth in Greece. The details of the poem are plainly 

autobiographical. Searching for the sublime, the poet reaches 
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Greece, which has a great healing power: 

A second childhood, born again in Greece, 
0 the benign power, the providing power 
Is here too with its reassurance honey. (15) 

There is a difference, however, when Durrell, the expatriate, 

describes his native country; the picture is utterly mundane: 

The colonial, the expatriate walking here 
Awkwardly enclosing the commonwealth of his love 
Stoops to this lovely expurgated prose land 
Where winter with its holly locks the schools 
And spring with nature improvises 
With the thrush on ploughland, with the scarecrow. (16) 

Durrell's poems about Egypt portray an uncreative artist 

who i's shackled by a dominating landscape. Alexandria was a 

sort of rehabilitation for him, partly because of its large 

Greek population at that time. Yet, on the other hand, he hated 

that part of the city which was purely Egyptian and tried to 

forget it by indulging himself deeply in Greek life and thought. 

This was dictated partly by the ancient spirit of place, since 

Aiexandria was originally founded by Alexander the Great, and 

partly by his Greek friends and the poems of C.P. Cavafy, the 

Greek Alexandrian poet who spent most of his life in that city. 

His while in Egypt reveals a discontented, 

resentful person who was forced to stay, impatiently waiting 

for release. He wrote to.Anne Ridler from Cairo in 1942: 

I haven't felt like writing a line to anyone, 
being so dead to the world in this copper-pan 
of a blazing town with its pullulating stinking 
inhabitants - Middle East is Far enough east 
for me. (17) 

The same sense of exasperation is expressed in another letter 

from Alexandria to Diana Gould in March 1944: 

••• Meanwhile we sing your duck song in tragic 
voices Gwyn and I by Mareotis and wonder how 
soon we can get out of this country. (18) 
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When the war was beginning to come to an end, Durrell wrote 

to Henry Miller from Alexandria in August 1944: 

Now the war seems to have taken a definite turn 
and we hope that it will be over in a month or 
so, I am written down for Greece. I terribly 
need to recover my sanity a bit- disoriented 
and bruised a bit still, and haven't seen anything 
but sand and palms for two years. (19) 

Both the war and the instability of his married life (his first 

wife and daughter departed for Palestine in 1945) added to his 

depression; but, ironically, it was the experience of these 

years of his life recorded and transformed in his famous novel 

about Alexandria that has established his reputation as a novel-

ist. 

Leaving Egypt for Rhodes in late 1945, Durrell was able to 
I 

breath deeply again, and he conveyed his sense of relief in a 

letter to Miller: "Can't tell you what a feeling of a cloud 

lifting to get out of Egypt". ( 20) Durrell worked in Rhodes as 

a Public Information Officer during the years 1945-1947. How 

he felt on the island of Rhodes is illustrated in his book 

Reflections on a Marine Venus, which will be briefly discussed 

later. While on Rhodes he finished Cefalu ('1947), which was 

later republished as The Dark Labyrinth ('1961), the novel he 

describes apologetically as a "pot boiler". 

as, 

In 1945, in a letter to Miller, Durrell sums up the novel 

a queer cosmological tale about seven modern 
European tourists who get lost in the labyrinth 
in Crete where the minotaur has begun to make a 
comebacb. ( 21) 

The novel has affinities with the detective story and is liberal 

in its use of symbols; for instance, the names of the characters, 



11 

such as Campion, Baird, Fearmax, and Virginia, are symbolic. 

It is described by Durrell as "an extended morality, but 

written artlessly in the style of a detective story. Guilt, 

Superstition, The Good Life, all appear as ordinary people".C 22 ) 

The setting of the novel is a Greek island which stands for re-

birth, whereas England stands for death and decay. In The Dark 

Labyrinth, Durrell wavers between a hilarious entertainer and an 

heraldic seer. 

The year 1947 witnessed yet another important event in 

Durrell's life: his second marriage, to an Alexandrian Jewess, 

Eve Cohen, whom he .. refers to in his correspondence as the dark 

lady, and who is his model for Justine. 

Enjoyment of an ideal place never lasts long for Durrell. 

He had to leave the isle of Rhodes to join the Foreign Service 

in Argentina, where he stayed from February 1947 to December 

1948. From a letter to Miller in March 1948, we gather his 

frustration: 

Climatically an inferno and morally the final 
circle of hell. Everyone with any sensibility 
is trying to get out of this place, including 
me. I think I would rather risk the atom bomb 
than stay on. (23) 

The same sense of boredom is echoed in another letter to Mary 

Hadkinson: 

Argentina is a large flat melancholy and rather 
superb-looking country full of stale air, blue 
featureless sierras, and businessmen drinking 
Coca-Cola. One eats endless beef and is so bored 
one could scream. It is the most lazy-making 
climate I have struck: not as bad as Egypt, of 
course: but I'd give a lifetime of Argentina for 
three weeks of Greece. (24) 

While working in Cordoba, Argentina, as director of the British 

Council Institute, Durrell gave a series of lectures for the 
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British Council which were later, in 1952, published as 

A Key to Modern Poetry, his only published book of criticism. 

Durrell's first verse play,, Sappho, was written in the 

late 1940's and published in 1950. The play is written in 

imitation of the classical tragedies of Sophocles, Aeschylus 

and Euripides, though it does not aspire to the same tragic 

level. The main character, Sappho, is taken from history, but 

both the character and the story are manipulated in a highly 

personal way. 

Durrell worked as an Information Officer with the British 

Embassy in Belgrade from 1949 to 1952, and it was during 1952 

that his second marriage began to break up. His second daughter, 

Sappho, was born at this time. 

From 1953 to 1956 Durrell held the post of Director of 

Public Relations in Cyprus. His travel book Bitter Lemons, 

which portrays a cr.i tical period in the hi story of Cyprus prior 

to independence, was published in 1957. He also published in the 

same year White Eagles Over Serbia, a children's detective story 

based on his experiences in Yugoslavia. 

At last Durrell decided to leave the Foreign Service and 

to devote his time completely to writing. So in 1957 he moved 

to Provence in France and settled in a cottage there with Claude

Marie Vincendon, a French woman whom he met in Alexandria and 

who later became his third wife. Justine appeared in that year, 

securing his fame and success both artistically and financially. 

Balthazar, written in six weeks, was published in 1958; Mount

olive, written in twelve weeks, followed in 195·8; and Olea, 



written in eight weeks, came out in The four novels 

constitute The Alexandria Quartet, the tetralogy which made 

Durrell very popular and elevated him in the eyes of some 

critics to the status of a major twentieth-century novelist. 

As Durrell explains in a note to Balthazar, the first 

three volumes are to be regarded as siblings, while the last 

volume, Olea, is a true sequel, since its events occur a little 

later in time. The characters are set against an exotic back

ground, Alexandria, where a number of interweaving themes are 

developed throughout the four volumes. There is the eternal 

subject of love which is the main theme; running parallel are 

the themes of the growth of the artist and of death in general, 

with special reference to the effect of place on people's lives. 

What Durrell forgot to include in his title for the·tetralogy is 

the word Greek before Alexandria; though the setting is Alexand

ria, the total atmosphere and the final flavour is Greek. As a 

matter of fact, Durrell first thought of Athens as the setting 

for his Quartet, but later shifted the action to Alexandria to 

provide him with more colour. As a Greek-oriented writer, his 

decision to choose Alexandria was dictated by his love for Greece 

and by the historical association of Greece and Alexandria. It 

is true that the founder of the city was a Greek, but Alexandria 

has long been considered an Egyptian sea-port, not a Greek resort 

or a Greek colony. For various reasons during his stay in Egypt, 

' Durrell did not mix with the locals. The result was that he 

could not familiarize himself with the customs and habits of the 

Egyptians and had to borrow this background material from various 

sources and books, supplementing the picture with more details 

from his fertile, but sometimes distorting, imagination. This 
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would be more acceptable if Durrell did not keep repeating 

to interviewers and others that the place in his Quartet is 

real, while the characters are not. 

After the success of the Quartet, the first version of 

Durrell's Collected Poems was published in 1960. It comprised 

his first volumes of poetry: A Private Country (1943), Cities, 

Plains and People (1946), On Seeming to Presume (1948), Deus 

Loci (1950), and The Tree of Idleness Since 1955 other 

volumes of poetry have appeared: another 

edition 1964), The Ikons and Other Poems (1966); the second 

edition of his Collected Poems Vega and Other Poems 

(1973), which included the poems published in The Red Limbo Lihgo 

and another Selected Poems (1977). Though Durrell counts 

his mature poetic career as commencing with the publication of 

A Private Country, dismissing earlier poetic works as juvenile, 

the latest and third edition of his Collected Poems:.ii 1931-1974 

includes these earliest items: Quaint Fragment : 

Written between the Ages of Sixteen and Nineteen 

Poems (1932); Ballade of Slow Decay (Christmas, 1932); 

tion Poems (1934); and Mass for the Old Year (1935). 

Poems 

Ten 

Transi-

Durrell's two other verse plays (Sappho was the first) 

appeared in the year after the completion of The Alexandria 

Quartet. An Irish Faustus came out in 1963, and Acte in 1965. 

As the title of the first of these indicates, the incidents occur 

in Ireland, Durrell departing from the historical basis of the 

Faust story. Unlike the famous sixteenth-century German Faust 

book and Marlowe's great tragic drama, Durrell's An Irish Faustus 

is a fairy-tale about a magic ring, very much like many children's 
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fairy stories concerned with a magic ring. In'the play, how

ever, instead of making use of the magic ring, Faustus pain

stakingly burns it to destroy its harmful effect. Mephisto, 

"With a face like Faustus, represents the evil side of him; 

Faustus himself is the benevolent side. Yet the conflict within 

the character is never shown; on the contrary, Faustus shows 

his good will throughout in his determination to get rid of the 

ring, ignoring worldly temptation. The end of the play, however, 

is very ambivalent; as Faustus calls on his friend Matthew, 

Mephisto arrives masked as usual and is accepted by Faustus as 

a partner in a game of cards. Faustus is depicted as a follower 

of the white art, not the black art. If Faustus accepts Mephisto 

in the end it means that he is welcoming his .values - that is, 

the black art. This is inconsistent with the 'foregoing events 

and with the character of Faustus. 

Durrell has subtitled the play "a morality in nine scenes", 

considering it a humble contribution to the Faust legend. He 

explains the "Irishness" thus: '11 Because ••• realizing that I 

could not leave a pennon on the heights already scaled by Goethe, 

Lessing and Valery, not to mention .Byron (Manfred), I thought 

it wiser to stay nearer to Kit Marlowe and dispense with the 

more classical associations'". (25) But Durrell's Irish Faustus 

is lightweight in comparison with Marlowe's play. 

Durrell's third verse play, Acte, illustrates the conflict 

between Roman and Scythian values in a sadistic atmosphere. The 

characters are free adaptations of historical figures. The 

character or Acte is based on Acte Claudia, a slave-concubine 

from Asia Minor, who was Nero's mistress until his marriage to 
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Poppaea. It was believed that Nero loved Acte dearly and 

even planned to marry her, but was bitterly opposed by his 

mother Agrippina. Acte remained faithful to him and assisted 

at his burial in the family tomb of the Domitii after his 

suicide in A.D. 68. Durrell's Acte is a princess, daughter of 

King Corvinus of Scythia; and Nero's love for her is casual 

and childlike. Nero's presence in the play and his relation 

to Acte serves two main purposes: to reveal the evil side of 

her character and to justify her tragic death at the end. The 

play also shows that creators of fiction, even when drawing on 

historical actuality, do not feel bound by the facts, but feel 

free to invent imaginary worlds on the basis of the historical 

record., 

When Durrell's wife Claude, died of cancer in 1967, he felt 

lonely and depressed, and this conditlon is manifested in his 

later poems, particularly in Red Limbo Lingo, as well as his 

later novels. 

The Revolt of Aphrodite, Durrell's double-decker work com

prising Tunc (1968), and Nunguam (1970), is a mixture of science 

fiction and far-flung fantasy. Durrell is still haunted by 

places and his characters move from Athens to France and Turkey; 

but he decided to avoid descriptions of landscape, set pieces 

and purple passages, as he revealed to Marc Alyn in an interview. 

In the same interview Durrell disclosed his object in writing 

the two volumes of the double-decker. 

What I wanted was to establish right from the 
start the two time-scale of the narrative: then, 
which suggests the distortion of the imaginary, 
and now, which opens the way to reality. Questions 
on one-side, answers on the other. I was determined 
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to involve the reader in the circuit, to get 
him out of his passive role as onlooker by 
making him the subject of the novel in the 
second volume, one of the characters. (26) 

The main theme is taken from Oswald Spengler's The Decline 

of the West, but Durrell supplements Spengler's prophecies with 

a few predictions of his own. Felix Charlock, the protagonist 

and narrator, calls himself "the thinking weed" and has invented 

"Abel", a talking instrument. He gets entangled with the firm 

of Merlin's, which is run by two roysterious brothers, Julian and 

Juan. They promise to propagate his inventions provided that he 

proves to be loyal to the firm by devoting his mind and time to 

its demands. Iolanthe is a young Greek prostitute who is mis

tress to both Felix and Julian and who later becomes a famous 

film-star of the same When she dies, Julian sees to it 

that a life-like creation of Iolanthe is invented, which with 

the help of Felix's "Abel" can talk in Iolanthe's real voice, 

but she behaves like a normal human being in other respects. 

By the end of Nunquam Felix is able to come out of his passivity 

and decide to destroy the firm. 

Durrell, the eternal husband, married for the fourth time 

in November 1973, his new wife being a charming French journalist

actress. At this time, he started work on a group of novels he r 

intends to form a quintet. Monsieur(1974), the first movement 

of his quintet, marks a departure from his Greek absorption, as 

the main theme concerns the beliefs of the Gnostics. Egypt 

returns as a setting and Gnosticism is strongly associated with 

the influential Egyptian character of Akkad who advocates and 

perpetuates the Gnostic ideas. In the second movement of the 

quintet, Livia (1978), Durrell's plan for the five novels is 
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revealed through one of his characters, Aubrey Blanford, 

a novelist: 

Well, squinting round the curves of futurity 
I saw something like a quincunx of novels set 
out in a good classical order. Five Q novels 
written in a highly elliptical quincunxial style 
invented for the occasion. Though only dependent 
on one another as echoes might be, they would not 
be laid end to end in serial order, like dominoes -
but simply belong to the same blood group, five 
panels for which your creaky old Monsieur would 
provide simply a cluster of themes to be reworked 
in the others. (27) 

The "highly elliptical quincunxial style" strikes the reader of 

Livia in particular, as it becomes more concentrated, while the 

purple passages and the lavishness of descriptions in his Greek 

books are done away with. So far, only two volumes of the quin

tet have appeared; the third to come is Constance in Love. 

A year before LiVia, however, Durrell's lushness of style, 

something almost ineVitable when a Greek subject or theme is 

discussed, is used to describe the island of Sicily in his 

travel book Sicilian Carousel ('1977). Jan Morris expresses her 

disappointment with the book for coming short of his former 

travel books, and considers it "a tired successor to so many 

pleasures".C 2B) The fact is that Durrell has attempted to in-

elude Sicily with his Greek islands, imposing Greekness on many 

aspects of Sicilian life. Jan Morris sums up Durrell's attitude 

extremely well in the following passage: 

Mr. Durrell is a Hellenist, and in his previous 
Mediterranean writings, Corfu to Alexandria, he 
has been pursuing his own ideals of, or tastes in, 
Greekness. He tried to do the same in Sicily, 
and often succeeded, he assures us, in recapturing 
the authentic Attic tang, the wistful melody of 
grove or ruin, that has so long enthralled him. 
But Sicilian Greekness is, like it or not, residual. 
It may be, as Mr. Durrell says, that there are 
pockets of Greek speaking Sicilians still, but 
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their culture has long been overwhelmed by 
waves of Romanness, Arabness, Normanness, 
Spanishness and Italianity. \29) 

The most recent of Durrell's travel books, The Greek 

Islands, supplies more than travel books usually do. The book 

crystallizes Durrell's views on the Greek islands; moreover, 

we enjoy the details as they, incidentally, shed light on some 

of his obscure poems when he reminisces about different places, 

giving some autobiographical details. 

Durrell's expatriate life and his extensive travels have 

greatly to the choice of themes and subjects in 

his literary work, but the place which has had the deepest and 

most lasting impact on him is Greece, especially the Greek islands. 

The Greek influence on Durrell will, therefore, be discussed in 

the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER II 

THE GREEK INFLUENOE 

Lawrence Durrell has lived in Corfu, Paris, Egypt, Rhodes, 

Argentina, Yugoslavia, Cyprus and the Midi. Though his writing 

exhibits the fusion of different cultures, the most conspicuous 

among them is the Hellenistic. Since the early 1930's Durrell 

has been absorbing, almost religiously, Greek culture, both 

ancient and modern. Nine of his twelve novels deal with a 

Greek subject in one way or another;('!) three of his travel 

books, Prospera's Cell, Reflections on a Marine Venus, and The 

Greek Islands, are concerned with Greece; Bitter Lemons concen

trates on the Greek aspect of Cyprus; and in Sicilian Carousel 

he stresses the Greekness of Sicily by visiting the classical 

, sites on the island and invoking their history. It is of great 

significance that Durrell has been to and lived in many countries 

but that his travel books deal mainly with the Greek islands. 

His early and late poems abound with Greek themes; his articles 

sing of them. 

In a nostalgic article about Corfu, "A Landmark Gone", ( 2) 

written when he was in Egypt, Durrell expresses his resentment 

at being forced to leave the Greek island. He reminisces about 

his daily life there with deep affection and longing. Some of 

the passages in the article were later transplanted into Prospera's 

Cell. The article, probably written a year after leaving Corfu, 

reveals his great love for this Greek island. In "Hellene and 

Philhellene", an unsigned article published in 1949, Durrell 

examines a number of classical and modern Greek writers, drawing 

a sketch of modern Greek literature from 1821 onwards. Durrell 
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points out the great influence of the Greek classics on 

English literature, but he also hails the neglected modern 

Greek writers whom he considers of no less importance than 

their predecessors. He points out that the cultural discovery 

of contemporary Greece came about when the later Victorians 

became interested in modern Greek folk-lore, encouraged by the 

anthropological works of Sir James Frazer and Sir Edward Tylor. 

Thus, 11 the bandages of prejudice and misconception were with-

drawn. The classical scholar began to find himself no longer 

at sea in modern Greece, but very much at home 11
• ( 3) In the 

same article Durrelle.xpresses the view that both Cavafy and 

Palmas are poets of magnitude and force, and that neither of 

them had yet inspired a translator brave and accomplished 

enough to render them into English: 

Kavaphi s himself was an Alexandrian and his work 
has some of that calm grace, that exhausted repose 
which suggest the refinements of the Museum, with 
more than a touch of orientalism ••• Some of his 
work would be considered displeasing by puritans, 
for much of the subject-matter belongs to the un
translated portions of the Greek anthology. But 
in no other Greek writer does passionate experience 

so finely to the structure, the shape, 
the very grain of what he expresses. In him we 
find experience completely digested and transmuted. 
He is not a painter of emotions merely, but a great 
ironic critic of life ••• How will it ever be 
possible to render him in English? (4) 

He ends his article by affirming that, 

not only has our Philhellenism undergone a radical 
change for the better but that the modern Greek has 
become more than worthy of the admiration that was 
too often in the past reserved for his ancestors. (5) 

This love of Greece has had a great influence on Durrell's 

writing. The setting for his novel, Panic Spring, is an 

imaginary Ionian island, Macrodaphne, owned by Kostas Romanades, 

a wealthy Greek who has built himself up into a merchant and 
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financier of international power and importance. Deprived 

of friendship by the ruthless nature of his career, for even 

his wife has deserted him, he is lonely despite his success 

and wealth. So, in order to secure company and conversation, 

he has fitted up a number of villas, scattered about the island, 

which he places at the disposal of any guests who show some sign 

of originality and character. Christopher Marlowe, school

teacher, is stranded in Brindisi by the revolution which has 

broken out in Greece. In a wine shop he meets Christ, a jovial 

but mysterious boatman who offers to escort him to the island 
'• 

of Macrodaphne. There Marlowe meets other travellers whose 

paths have intersected at this remote landfall: Gorden and 

Walsh; Francis, a painter who is supposed to be researching 

textile designs in various countries of the Middle East for 

her English employers; Fonvisin, a Russian physician who has 

the knack of seducing young peasant girls and telling them eerie 

stories. All remain as guests of Kostas Romanades. Neverthe-
1 

less, nothing of consequence takes place. Throughout the spring 

and summer, the visitors bathe and talk until finally, with the 

advent of seasonal rains, Romanades dies, and the book ends with 

the rest of the characters about to depart. The book does illus-

trate, however, Durrell's idea of Utopian living, because he 

believes that a Greek island is an ideal place to live on, with 

nothing to do but eat, bathe and talk. 

The setting for The Dark Lagvririthis a Greek island, Crete, 

and, as the title indicates, its ancient history is invoked with 

the mention of the labyrinth. The story was suggested by a 

report about the Greek islands, "The Islands of the Aegean" by 

the Rev. Henry Fanshawe Tozer, as Durrell discloses in a Note 






































































































































































































































































































































































































