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ABSTRACT

LAWRENCE DURRELL'S AVIGNON QUINTET:
A BOOK OF MIRACLES

By
Helen Mary Kay

Lawrence Durrell's interest in Gnosticism achieves its
most complete formulation in The Avignon Quintet, where a
Gnostic structure of thought informs the spiritual progress
of the protagonists. Conversely, their Nazi antagonists, who
seek to emulate Gnosticism, actually invert its principles,
with the result that National Socialism embodies the worst
traits of Judeo-Christianity. Gnosticism also supplies the
foundation for alchemy, in which Jung has discovered a
kinship with the individuation process. The attempt to
transmute base metals into gold signifies man's desire to
redeem the divine spirit from its imprisonment in matter. It
is therefore, Jung argues, a symbolic statement of the
psychological imperative to recover the content of the
unconscious and, through its reconciliation with the
conscious mind, create an integrated psyche. Aubrey
Blanford, the narrator of the Quintet, illustrates this
psychological and spiritual movement from fragmentation to

self-realization. Sexual love, as the primary alchemical







coniunctio and traditional Gnostic means to man's
fulfillment of his own capacity for godhead, effects the
transformation.

The protagonists eventually converge upon Avignon, to
find the Templar treasure for which they have all been
searching. The resolution of their political, theological
and sexual differences culminates in the production of the
quincunx, and hence the ultimate reconciliation of matter

with spirit. Blanford is now able to realize his role as

Logos, and so to "write" the Quintet. In Monsieur, he

creates a "fictive" representation of the "real" events
which comprise the remaining volumes. Thus the structure of
the novels echoes their content; from the prima materia of
the first come the four differentiated versions of the
succeeding novels, which lead, when read together, to the
apprehension of "reality prime." Just as the characters
discover the quincunx which designates the location of the
Templar treasure, so does the reader discover the quincunx
which the novels form. As the sign for Mercury, who is also
Hermes Trismegistus and the Egyptian Thoth, the quincunx
clearly designates the hermetic elements of the spiritual

illumination which Durrell advocates.
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INTRODUCTION

Lawrence Durrell is both a prolific and versatile
writer. Since the publication of his first full length work
in 1935, he has produced novels, travel books, several
volumes of humor and a substantial collection of poetry. He
has also tried his hand at detective fiction, verse drama
and the autobiographical essay, as well as venturing briefly
into literary criticism. In addition to this already
prodigious output, Durrell's anecdotes and correspondence
are the subject of some four editions. In all, he has
twenty-three works of prose, three plays and nearly twenty
volumes of poetry to his name.!

The extent and variety of Durrell's writing reveal a
man as eclectic as he is industrious; a man whose interests
embrace wine, women and material pleasure as passionately as
the more intellectual pursuits of philosophy, psychology and
religion. These somewhat diverse concerns are reflected in a

number of his novels, where the conflict between hedonism

and mysticism is a recurring theme. The Avignon Quintet, in

particular, explores the antithetical relation of spirit to

matter. All the oppositions it addresses, whether they be







mental, sexual or political in nature, prove ultimately to

be aspects of this fundamental dichotomy.

maturity. Not only is it the last of his works to be
completed, but it is also the final articulation of issues
which have continued to engage him throughout his entire
artistic career.2 Lee Lemon remarks that, in "a lesser
writer, . . . such repetitions indicate a paucity of
imagination . . . . In Durrell, as in other great writers,
it indicates rather a persistence of vision" ("The Uses of
Uncertainty" 41). Durrell has indeed been faithful to that
vision. With the completion of the Quintet, he has fulfilled
the ambition he first formulated in 1937.

Writing to Henry Miller of his gratitude for Miller's
exuberant comments on the manuscript of The Black Book,
Durrell observes that he has "planned AN AGON, A PATHOS, AN
ANAGNORISIS. If I write them," he adds, "they should be The
Black Book, The Book of Miracles, The Book of the Dead"

(Wickes, A Private Correspondence 83). Some three months

later, in July 1937, he had changed their sequence, telling
Miller that "the B.B. [would] come out, and be followed by
the Book of the Dead, the Book of Miracles, etc." In the
same letter, he defends himself from Miller's criticism for
agreeing to the publication by Faber and Faber of an
expurgated edition of The Black Book: "You see, I CAN'T
WRITE REAL BOOKS ALL THE TIME," he explains. "It's like an

electric current: increase the dose very gradually. Already






the B.B. has played havoc with me." Significantly, Durrell
then predicts the pattern his own work was to follow. "Once
every three years or more," he remarks, "I shall try to
compose for full orchestra. The rest of the time I shall do
essays, travel books...." From an early age, therefore,
Durrell has expressed the intention to create a series of
related novels which would represent his "real" work, as
distinct from the "kind of literary gardening" designed to
produce an income and preserve his health (Wickes, A Private

Correspondence 104-105).

By the spring of 1945, he was already engaged in the
second part of this sequence. Writing from Egypt to inform
Miller of his progress, he reports, "I have drafted about
twenty pages of the new version of the Book of the Dead--
it's about incest and Alexandria, inseparable ideas here,

but will take me a year or so to do" (Wickes, A Private

Correspondence 201). In July 1947, Durrell had "about 200

pages of material and a mass of notes" (Wickes 245), but
personal circumstances then intervened to prevent him from
finishing. In the years which followed--an unhappy time for
Durrell, as he coped with his wife's collapse, the
subsequent responsibilities of single parenthood and a
political profession--the opportunity to complete his book
steadily receded. This enforced period of gestation, during
which he revised the title, hoping now "to make Justine a

worthy successor to The Black Book" (Wickes 298), ended in

1956. Only a year later Justine was published and, by 1960,







Durrell had concluded all four volumes of The Alexandria

Quartet. Fifteen years after its inception, he had at last
produced his "Book of the Dead."

The success of the Quartet transformed Durrell from an
obscure novelist into an author of international repute. His
critical reception was mixed, but he was clearly recognized
as a writer who could not be ignored. In fact, the more
positive responses ranked him with Joyce and other
acknowledged giants of the literary world. Profiting from
this acclaim, Durrell turned his full attention to writing.
No longer beset by the monetary difficulties which had
previously diverted his energy, he began, early in 1960, to
envisage his next task. A letter to Richard Aldington, his
neighbour and recently acquired friend, expresses the desire
to "try a big comic book if I could; something like the

Satyricon!" (MacNiven and Moore, Literary Lifelines 129).

With the publication of Tunc and Nunquam, in 1968 and 1970

respectively, Durrell achieved his aim. The Revolt of

Aphrodite, as the two volumes were called collectively, was
partly inspired by the work of Petronius, although it was
equally an experiment in science fiction. Ironically,
however, this "double-decker" novel, in which he attempted
"to take a culture-reading" ("Postface," Nunguam), did not
secure his reputation. It was generally regarded as an
interesting failure, and Durrell himself as an author in
decline.

Yet, even in the process of conceiving The Revolt of







Aphrodite, Durrell seems to have been contemplating a more
serious project. The very letter which indicates his
intention to write a comedy reveals a concurrent
preoccupation with "Jung's work on alchemy and
psychoanalysis in which the search for the Philosopher's
Stone is studied." Durrell explains that he is "trying to
use these things like crude symbolisms" and, thinking always
of how his reading may be turned to advantage in his
writing, remarks that he "may later do a book on Da Capo in

Smyrna; we shall see" (Literary Lifelines 129). Now

Capodistria, to whom he thus refers, is the satanic figure
whose interest in Paracelsus provides a subsidiary theme of
Clea. It is obvious, therefore, that Durrell was already
speculating upon a sequel to The Alexandria Quartet, and
hence a work to conclude his related series of "real"
novels.

The Avignon Quintet fulfills that role. Completed only
in 1985, it is the culmination of a vision first articulated
in The Black Book. Indeed, Durrell himself acknowledges
that, with the publication of the Quintet, he has finally
accomplished the plan which he formulated some fifty years
ago. Writing to James Carley, he depicts his 1literary
development in the following terms:3

an a an
Agon Pathos Anagnorisis

Cor

The Black Book The Quartet The Quinx







Durrell's conception of the Quintet as an anagnorisis,

or recognition, is a useful, and much needed, clue to its
interpretation. If The Black Book is a kind of genesis, The
Avignon Quintet is most certainly a book of revelations. In
fact, the words of Rob Sutcliffe, one of its two putative
authors, suggest the precise nature of this evolution.
Describing his exposure to Gnosticism, Sutcliffe expresses a
"dissatisfaction with [his] own rather carefully landscaped
novels with their love-motivated actors." He realizes,
however, that he is "not really ripe to write about the
Other Thing," which he has "vaguely situated in or around
the region demarcated off by the word 'God' (Monsieur 214-
214). Durrell, too, has produced "rather carefully
landscaped novels" and, in the Quartet particularly, claims
to have investigated the various forms of modern love. But
the Quintet demonstrates that, like Sutcliffe, he finally
discovered the capacity "to write about the Other Thing."

The result is a "Book of Miracles."







Notes

1 These figure exclude the letters and essays, which
appear under the name of their respective editors. However,
they do include Durrell's second novel, which was published
under the pseudonym Charles Norden, and the four volumes of
his selected or collected poetry.

2 purrell has said that he has no intention of writing
another book, and claims that he is planning his retirement
to a Tibetan monastery in southern France, where he has made
his home for the last thirty years.

3 "The Avignon Quintet and Gnostic Heresy" 240.







Chapter One

A Quincunx: The "relation of form to content."

Begun in 1974 with Monsieur: or, The Prince of
Darkness, Durrell's "quincunx" of novels which comprise The
Avignon Quintet spans eleven years in its composition. In

common with The Alexandria Quartet, the titles of the

individual volumes are generally derived from the names of
important characters, although in the helpful addition of
subtitles which summarize major themes Durrell has departed

from his earlier pattern. Thus Livia: or, Buried Alive

(1978) evokes the medieval punishment for heresy and
homosexuality, of which the Knights Templar were convicted

by Philippe le Bel; the action of Constance: or, Solitary

Practices (1982) occurs largely in the isolation of Avignon

during the Nazi Occupation; and Sebastian: or, Ruling

Passions (1984) explores "the problems of the human heart in
conflict with itself" (Faulkner, "Address upon Receiving the
Nobel Prize for Literature"). Similarly, Quinx: or, The
Ripper's Tale (1985) suggests the religious quest which
concludes, in this last volume, with the dramatic moment

when the Veil of Maya is finally removed. Neither the






volumes nor their themes exist entirely independently of

each other, however, for the narrative resembles a tapestry
in which different strands recur. In this respect, it is
like the medieval quest literature in which contemporary
romance has its origins, and better read as one text
containing five interdependent novels that "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" (Livia 11).

The approach adopted in the following pages is likewise
structured on that "cluster of themes." The first chapter
addresses those issues which inform both the style and
substance of Durrell's work. Amongst the various interests
he has expressed, and applied in his novels, are an
untutored but nonetheless extensive concern with the
concepts of modern physics and a substantial knowledge of
psychology. Durrell has also studied a number of occult
practices, in particular, the symbols which originated with
the Orphic cults, but are equally embedded in the mystical
systems of alchemy and the tarot. A preliminary discussion
of these ideas is especially valuable in ascertaining the
immediate implications of the quincunx, which functions as
the presiding symbol of The Avignon Quintet

The remaining chapters examine those themes in greater
depth. Hence Chapter Two explicates and evaluates the
Gnosticism to which several of the protagonists adhere.

Chapter Three traces its ramifications: in the alleged link
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between the Gnostics and Knights Templar, and in the Nazi
regime, which Durrell portrays as a perversion of
Gnosticism. The fourth chapter considers the related topics
of alchemy and ingividuation. It analyses the manner in
which the characters mature through a process analogous to
the alchemical procedure. Here, the evidence of Jung's
influence upon Durrell is quite obvious. The focus of
Chapter Five is Durrell's eventual synthesis of these ideas.
The convergence of protagonists whose affiliations have
earlier conflicted results in a reconciliation of the
opposites for which they stand. Collectively, they form a
quincunx and, in so doing, create the conditions for their
mystical experience of what Durrell calls "reality prime."
More immediately, Durrell suggests that the apparently
disparate models of physics and religion are mediated by the
"divine" function of number, from which the quincunx itself
is ultimately derived.

This brief statement of the direction to be pursued in
the present study indicates the extent to which Durrell’'s
themes are not simply clustered, as he disarmingly implies,
3o much as they are actually connected by a common symbolic
foundation. The complexity of those connections is reflected
in the structure of the narrative, which appears
superficially chaotic, but on closer inspection reveals a
detailed "relation of form to content." It seems profitable,
therefore, to preface the discussion of Durrell's interests,

as they apply to the Quintet, with a necessarily concise
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recapitulation of the events which supply its subject
matter.
The sequence begins with an apparently autobiographical

account by Bruce Drexel of the "conventional menage 3 trois

reversed" (Monsieur 110), in which he, Piers and Sylvie have
all become entangled. The various manifestations of their
love (heterosexual, homosexual and incestuous), together
with their exposure to the Gnostic religion in its present
eastern form, supply the content of "Monsieur," a sub-plot
which later proves to be Aubrey Blanford's fiction. This
narrative gives way to a second "autobiographical" version
of events, "The Prince of Darkness," which is allegedly
written by Rob Sutcliffe, brother-in-law to Bruce and
husband of the lesbian Pia. Eventually, however, the reader
discovers that this too is a fiction within a fiction, for
Blanford has invented Rob as an alter ego and is thus the
author of both works. Rob decries his creator, whom he names
Bloshford, "that apotheosis of the British artist, the
animated tea-cosy!" (Monsieur 178). But Bloshford-Blanford
is in turn displaced by Durrell, whose novel comprises the
two subsidiary texts and, of course, their respective
titles. His "Envoi," which concludes this composite, depicts
the relationship between the various writers as a hierarchy
of realities:
So D.
begat Blanford
(who begat Tu and Sam and Livia)

who begat Sutcliffe
who begat Bloshford (Monsieur 296)
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In the ensuing volumes Blanford decides to abandon the
fictive enterprise, recognizing that he has distorted the
complexities on which it was based. He determines instead to
~cooperate with Sutcliffe, who appears to symbolize the
affective part of his temperament, in telling "the true
story of your love, our love, for Constance and indeed for
Livia despite what she did to you, to us, to me" (Livia 7).
He narrates the details of his disastrous marriage to Livia
and subsequent relationship with her sister Constance, both
of whom have supplied aspects of Pia and Sylvie. Each of his
earlier fictive characters is revealed, in fact, as having
one or more counterparts in "reality." Thus Akkad, the
Gnostic businessman from Monsieur, is a fusion of the
genuinely ascetic Affad with the rather more worldly Prince
Hassad; Trash and Thrush are virtually interchangeable, as
the disruptive female lovers of Pia and Livia respectively;
while Rob Sutcliffe is derived in part from Sam, husband to
Constance, and in part from Blanford himself. However, the
boundaries between fiction and reality are not to be so
easily maintained, for Rob resolutely refuses to stay
conveniently relegated to the world of Blanford's fiction,
and reappears in Constance entirely independent of his
creator's wishes. Any demarcation of material reality is
proved to be unstable, as, indeed, is the existence of
personality, for "people are not separate individuals as
they think, they are variations on themes outside

themselves" (Constance 378).
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The activities of the protagonists, real and fictive,
unfold against the panoramic backdrop of World War II. Both
Sam and Aubrey Blanford are casualties of the war, though
the latter survives, crippled in body, as he is in his
emotions, until he can be healed through his love for
Constance. Meanwhile Livia, who has previously deserted
Blanford to enlist in the Nazi party, is literally blinded,
a fate which echoes the metaphorical blindness she has
displayed for much of her life. Finally, she commits
suicide, disillusioned by the Nazis, who have executed her
brother Hilary. On a broader perspective, Hitler's
persecution of the Jews is linked with the persecution of
the Knights Templar, both being inversions of a spiritual
quest that result in its opposite, an inquisition conducted
for material gain. Yet the war is only one symptom of a
world-wide spiritual disease, against which the protagonists
fight by resorting to various systems of knowledge, or
"gnosis." Thus Constance becomes a psychoanalyst, while her
lover, Sebastian Affad, is a Gnostic. But each is humbled by
the discovery of the limitations of his or her system of
belief, and forced eventually to acknowledge that no single
system can prevail. If there is a solution, it lies only in
rejecting the principle of exclusion, and remaining open to
multiple possibilities.

The palimpsestic quality of Durrell's narrative, in
which one "truth"™ continually replaces or contradicts

another, is hardly surprising to those familiar with The
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Alexandria Quartet, where Darley is forced to revise both

his understanding of events and his story. There, however,
it is the individual volumes which supplant each other,
whereas the Quintet lacks such obvious demarcations. The
assumption of some reviewers has been that Durrell's most

recent work is therefore a roman fleuve.! The term suggests

a narrative as meandering as the river from which it takes
its name; a linear chronicle that functions through
association of ideas rather than a strict architectural
form. But, when the Quartet was likewise classified, Durrell
denied it, claiming to have "adopted, as a rough analogy,
the relativity proposition." He insisted, moreover, that
"even if the group of books were extended indefinitely the

result would never become roman fleuve" ("Preface," The

Alexandria Quartet).

Both the vehemence of his remark and the internal
evidence of the Quartet itself are enough to indicate the
importance to Durrell of form. His correspondence with Henry
Miller, initiated in 1935 with an ecstatic response to

Tropic of Cancer, confirms Durrell's long struggle to become

a "conscious artist" (Wickes, A Private Correspondence 224).

From a young disciple's lavish praise for that "freedom from
literary canons of style which was necessary to write the
Tropic of their age" (Wickes 6), he shifts to condemnation
of "the American artist [who] has no sense of form" (Wickes
247). By 1949, nearly a decade before the publication of the

Quartet, Miller's Sexus is the object of his criticism, for
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its "moral vulgarity" and "chunks of puerile narrative."
"This book," concludes Durrell, "needs taking apart and
regluing"” (Wickes 265). Clearly, the divergence between
patron and pupil, tempered though it is by mutual respect
and affection, emerges as a result of Durrell's increasing
artistic and technical discipline.

Yet neither a history that demonstrates his profound
concern with form nor his warning in the "Preface" to the

Quartet has ameliorated the confusion which The Avignon

Quintet apparently elicits. The reason may be partly
attributable to our expectations as readers, since, as Alan
Warren Friedman observes, "only a few multivolume novels
seem capable of this sort of length without assuming the

form of the roman fleuve." Amongst such novels he includes

Proust's A la recherche du temps perdu, which has been one

of Durrell's acknowledged sources of inspiration, Faulkner's
Yoknapatawpha cycle and Salinger's Glass family saga, "all
complexly dynamic in their unfoldings, highly wrought and
richly imaginative fictional constructs™ ("The Modern
Multivalent Novel" 126). The characteristics Friedman
identifies within those three works are, in fact, equally
true of the Quintet. Furthermore, Durrell himself has
reiterated the claim he made for the Quartet, remarking that

the Quintet also "ne deviendra jamais un roman fleuve"

(Durrell's italics).2 But a second source for this confusion
about its form may perhaps be traced to the observations of

Rob Sutcliffe, whose avowed aim in collaborating with







16

Blanford, the primary narrator of the Quintet, is
that ideal book--the titanic do-it-yourself kit,
le roman appareil. After all, why not a book full
of Spare parts of other books, of characters left
over from other lives, all circulating in each
other's bloodstreams--yet all fresh, nothing
second-hand, twice chewed, twice breathed.
(Constance 122-123)
The description is a little misleading in its suggestion
that the reader must assemble the novel--except insofar as
that is entailed by any act of interpretation. In Durrell's
work, at least, there is a structure so carefully designed
that permutations of identity and reality occur without loss
of authorial control. The result is, rather, as Blanford has

planned all along, "a roman gigogne" (Livia 11). It is often

dangerous to attribute to a writer the intentions of his
character, but Blanford, like his predecessors Darley and
Pursewarden, does frequently function in this manner. His
claim within the text is reinforced by Durrell's statement
that he "was intending to go over five books this time . . .
a telescopic form, what the French call gigogne."3

One characteristic of the roman gigogne is its emphasis

upon structure as an integral aspect of meaning; hence the
importance of determining in what form The Avignon Quintet
has been written. The issue is as central to the reader's
understanding of the novels as it is to the putative
authors' ambitions for them. Indeed, it is actually Rob
Sutcliffe who first questions "the relation of form to
content." Blanford tells him that the "books would be roped

together like climbers on a rockface, but they would all be
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independent. The relation of the caterpillar to the
butterfly, the tadpole to the frog. An organic relation"
(Livia 11). Clearly, Durrell envisages a dynamic kinship
between structure and subject matter, between the individual
texts and the whole. Additional illumination of the analogy

can be gleaned from A Key to Modern British Poetry, in which

Durrell compares the way ideas work with the activities of

the siphnophora. This single cell organism was alleged at

one time to join up with other such cells, thereby forming
an equally complete but entirely different animal. The
originally self-sufficient cell then performed only one of
the biological functions of the larger entity and ceased to
remain separable. "So," says Durrell, "it is with ideas.
Existing singly, they also have the power to modify, and
form greater wholes in other contexts."¥ In this sense, both
the books and the ideas that inform them are "organic."

Closer study of A Key to Modern British Poetry proves

instructive in isolating some of those ideas for, whether or
not this series of lectures delivered in Argentina in 1948
lives up to its name, it is certainly a key to the
intellectual substructure of Durrell's vision. As he remarks
himself, "the artist is often dependent on the armature of
philosophic ideas or religious concepts, and we can
sometimes surprise his intentions if we examine them" (Key

7).
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The Intellectual Substructure of Durrell's Vision

For Durrell all temporal concepts reflect the
irreversibility of process and hence the inevitability of
death; time "is the measure of our death-consciousness" (Key
4). When those ideas are revised, as they have been in
recent years through the discoveries of physics and
psychology, our concepts of 1life and death alter
accordingly, eventually to infiltrate the domain of the
arts. It is important to recognize that Durrell does not
claim to possess more than a layman's understanding of these
developments.5 Instead, he is concerned with the changes in

our epistemological paradigms that arise from them.

The Universe Outside Man

In the realm of physics, the divergence of contemporary
models from the mechanistic perception of the universe which
prevailed after Newton's day is what interests him. Durrell
suggests that the theory of relativity did not simply effect
a synthesis of earlier scientific discoveries about
radioactivity, but also "joined up subject and object in
very much the same way as it joined up space and time." The
importance of Einstein's achievement, then, 1is the
possibility it offers (on a theoretical level only) for the
reconciliation of man and his environment; it is "the
symbolic act of joining what is separated" (Key 26).

However, the theory has further implications, since it
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radically changes our notion of time. The new conception of
it, Durrell observes, is "not a past-present-future object"
but "a sort of time which contain[s] all time in every
moment of time" (Key 28-29). In addition, he argues,
relativity theory calls causality into question, while the
Principle of Indeterminacy establishes that we "cannot
observe the course of nature without disturbing it" (Key
29). The picture of the universe which emerges from these
findings is, Durrell concludes, a highly provisional one:
If reality is somehow extra-causal, then a whole
new vista of ideas is opened up--a territory
hitherto only colonized by intuition. If the
result of every experiment, of every motion of
nature is completely unforeseen and
unpredictable--then everything is perpetually
brand new, everything is, if you care to think of
it like that, a miracle. (Key 30)

Durrell is fascinated by these developments both for
their intrinsic value and as they pertain to literature. He
suggests that modernist poetry "unconsciously reproduces
something like the space-time continuum in the way that it
uses words and phrases: and the way in which its forms are
cyclic rather than extended" (Key 26). The artist struggles
to depict past, present and future--or birth, life and
death--as synchronic in each moment of time, not as a linear
progression. This portrayal of a multiple state, birth-life-
death, can be discerned, he believes, in the work of poets
such as Rilke. For Rilke,

Death is the side of 1ife that is turned away from
us: we must try to achieve the fullest

consciousness of our existence, which is the same
in the two unseparated realms, inexhaustibly

nourished by both. There is neither a here nor a
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beyond but the great unity . . . . (Key 38)
In Rilke's words, which he actually cites, Durrell sees a
mysticism that also expresses something of the philosophy
implicit in relativity theory.

Now the conception of time which results from
contemporary physics requires that we "accept two
contradictory ideas as simultaneously true." Time is
paradoxically "always-present yet always recurring" (Key
31). Durrell observes that the duality inherent in this
model was quite alien to materialist thought, although the
identity of opposites was an accepted premise long before.
He speculates, then, that, if the influence exhibited by
modern physics has effected a change in literary forms, a
second consequence has been the rediscovery of an analogous
duality in language. In other words, we acknowledge that
"the use of a phrase calls up its opposite--for if we had no
idea of evil we should be unable to measure goodness."
Statement is therefore "a relative affair," rather than
absolute in its value, as the more simple minded of our
Victorian predecessors once thought (Key 46-47). The impact
of modern physics on literature has thus been both
conceptual and semantic, Durrell concludes, for "art is only
a dialect of a language, and . . . we get a wider view of it
if we don't rope it off from everything else and try and

consider it as an isolated phenomenon" (Key H44).
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The Universe Within

The epistemological paradigm resulting from quantum
mechanics and relativity theory obviously unites the
dichotomy between mind and matter. Simultaneously, however,
in the realm of psychology a similar union was being
effected between mind and body. Freud's study of dreams
establishes that they are meaningful productions of the
unconscious mind, and the psychic disturbances of the
patient can be mediated by their interpretation. He
originally assumed that dreams express a repressed fear or
desire originating from an actual experience, recollection
of which would result in removal of the associated
inhibition. But the case history of the "Wolf Man" compelled
him to reformulate his hypothesis in a direction that
brought it significantly nearer to the concepts underlying
modern physics. The patient's childhood dream about wolves
outside his bedroom window was interpreted as the symbol of
an infantile experience in which he had observed his parents
engage in sexual intercourse in the manner of animals. Yet,
although both psychoanalyst and subject agreed as to the
validity of this interpretation, there seemed to be no
"objective correlative." That is, the patient could not
recall such an event taking place, even after the
interpretation had been negotiated, nor was there any other
evidence to confirm its truth. Freud surmised that the dream
had been a retrospective fantasy, created by the young boy

in the Oedipal stage of his relations with his father. He
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recognized, moreover, that the interpretation had achieved a
therapeutic effect precisely because his patient had
experienced the fantasy as though it were objectively true.
He concluded from this that,

If neurotics are endowed with the evil
characteristic of diverting their interest from
the present and of attaching it to these
regressive substitutes, the products of their
imagination, then there is nothing for it but to
follow upon their tracks and bring these
unconscious productions into consciousness; for,
if we disregard their objective unimportance, they
are of the utmost importance from our point of
view, since they are the bearers and possessors of
the interest which we want to set free so as to be
able to direct it on to the problems of the
present. (Three Case Histories 237)

This revision of his position is significant in a number of
respects. It accepts the indeterminacy of dream causation
and, even more importantly, acknowledges that the goal of
psychoanalysis is not the recovery of facts but the
exploration of a reality subjectively created and then
translated into the symbol system of the dream world.

The impact of this new paradigm on modern poetry is, of
course, the focus of Durrell's enquiry in A Key to Modern
British Poetry. He suggests that "the literature of our age
is distinguished by two sorts of compression which reflect
both the changes in the idea of time . . . and also the
change in our attitude to the psyche" (Key 64-65). Poetry,
that is, functions in a manner analogous to the dream, where
temporal relations are represented in a non-linear fashion
and a multiplicity of associations is compressed into one

symbol. Moreover, the multivalence of those symbols, and of
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language itself, enriches the poet's medium, for he can draw
upon meanings which have been made newly conscious. Some of
those associations are actually in conflict with each other
and thus it is the poet's task to establish a "creative
balance" between opposing forces, in much the same way that
for Jung the aim of treatment was "not a pure cause and
effect operation, but a spiritual reintegration" (Key 63).
Indeed, Durrell goes so far as to claim that this oxymoronic
function is a moral imperative; the modern artist must
shoulder "his responsibility as a creature entangled in
opposites which it is his business to resolve in the
interests of the general pattern" (Key 67).

Clearly, the direction of Durrell's thought is
metaphysical. He sees in the convergence of physics and
psychology the possibility of "an attitude which might have
the sanction of the realistic physicist no less than the
mystic" (Key 70). It is no surprise, then, to find him
returning to Georg Groddeck, whose work he had earlier
described in a letter to Henry Miller as a "Heraclitean
adaptation of Freud which makes organic sense of the
discoveries as a system, instead of a mechanistic attachment

to Victorian physics" (Wickes, A Private Correspondence

209). In The Book of the It Groddeck articulated the view
"that man is animated by the Unknown, that there is within
him an 'Es,' an 'It,' some wondrous force which directs both
what he himself does, and what happens to him" (16). The It

expresses itself symbolically through both man's illness and
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his health, for "sickness, whether it be called organic or
'nervous,' and death, too, are just as purposeful as playing
the piano, striking a match, or crossing one's legs" (The
Book of the It 117). Thus man's physical and mental
condition are treated as an organic whole that is motivated
by a power largely beyond the limits of consciousness. When
the It conflicts with man's rational understanding of
himself, its repressed wishes, distorted and translated into
symbolic form, must be reinterpreted in the language of the
ego for reintegration of the warring opposites to take
place. Groddeck's "ego-It polarity" is, then, in Durrell's
view, "a brilliant rationalization of the Eastern mystic's
position--who seeks to free himself from the opposites of
being, and to emerge into Reality" (Key 83).

It should by now be apparent that the reconciliation of
‘opposites is a common feature of the several avenues of
thought which inform Durrell's intellectual perspective.
Seeing literature as "only one facet of the prism we call
culture," he explores physics and psychology as "different
dialects of the same language, all contributing towards an
attitude to life" (Key 1). Redefinition of the universe--
both internal and external--permits the healing of that
earlier fracture between man, his mind and his environment
Art, as a dialect of this language, shares in the moral
responsibility to resolve the conflicts in human experience
and admit the possibility of a transcendent principle that

will bridge even those differences in dialect:
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in the last resort great poetry reflects an
unknown in the interpretation and understanding of
which all knowledge is refunded into ignorance. It
points towards a Something which itself subsists
without distinction....at its highest [power] it
reflects a metaphysical reality about ourselves
and the world. (Key 90)
The Occult Perspective
Durrell's version of that metaphysical reality is the
"heraldic universe," a term he first coined in 1936. He
explains in a letter to Henry Miller that he has chosen the
word "heraldic" "because in heraldry I seem to find that
quality of magic and spatial existence which I want to tack
on to art." A very confused description of what he means by
the expression immediately follows: "I am trying to
isolate...the exact moment of creation, in which the maker
seems to exist heraldically. That is to say, time as a
concept does not exist, but only as an attribute of matter--

decay, growth, etc. In that sense then, it must be

memoryless" (Wickes, A Private Correspondence 23). The

following year he admits, "my pet [sic] is in a very muddled
state just at the moment" (Wickes 65), but by 1945 the
heraldic universe had begun to take much clearer shape in
his mind, partly through his association with a small
cabalistic group directed by one Mr. Baltazian. He writes:

What they have to say is interesting: the pure
symbol, which is non-formulable in the rational
sense. You have to grow the extra-sensory
awareness of the symbol and accommodate it in your
experience--not express it. I think I have
mastered the first two thought-forms, whose
"contemptible" representation are the circle and
the square. It is very exciting. It is as if
everything to date had taken place on the minus
side of the equation--with the intention of
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producing One-ness.
Dividing his page into two columns, Durrell then uses the
left part to explain this minus side as the necessary
psychological preparation for entry into the heraldic
universe. It is

the establishment of a non-conscious, continual
STATE or stasis: a point of cooperation with time.
In order to nourish conceptual apparatus,
moralities, forms, you imply a deficit in the
self. Alors all this WORK or STRIVING--even Yoga--
aims at finding Rest or relaxation in Time. It
aims at the ONE.

In the right-hand column, he shows how, having achieved that
STATE, the mind moves onto a different level of
consciousness, in which

NEW FORMS EMERGE. Because "contemptible" numbers
are the only way to label them, you can say 1st
State, 2nd State, 3rd State, like an etching. This
is what I have called THE HERALDIC UNIVERSE. You
cannot define these forms except by ideogram: this
is "non-assertive" form. THE HERALDIC UNIVERSE
(Wickes, A Private Correspondence 202-203

What Durrell seems to be suggesting here is the mystical
apprehension of a "One-ness" akin to Rilke's "great unity."
The preliminary stage of this process requires a suspension
of the intellect in order simply to experience.
Subsequently, in the act of "non-conscious" contemplation,
whereby the mind is emptied of all conscious knowledge, the
mystic strives to transcend the boundaries of time and
space, and enter into the eternity of the One. The
achievement of this final state results in a vision of the
universe as a totality. In effect, therefore, the heraldic

universe is, as J. Christopher Burns has remarked, the "full
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consciousness of the universe and one's self within that
universe" ("Durrell's Heraldic Universe" 377).6

It is especially important to note, moreover, that the
ideograms which first emerge in Durrell's cabalistic studies
are the circle and the square. He explains in another
context that the "rectangle is the system; the circle is the
organism. The struggle for our culture is played out between
the two forms" (Alyn, The Big Supposer 42). By "system"
Durrell makes it clear that he means all logical structures
of thought, for "the word 'system' implies a Cartesian
approach" (Alyn 40), whereas organisms possess a spiritual
dimension as living matter. In one of his numerous epigrams,
Durrell remarks that "Once an organism learns to think, it
loses the ability to regenerate an amputated limb" (Alyn
145). Presumably he intends to suggest that human evolution
has resulted in cognition at the expense of intuition, with
a corresponding estrangement from nature. Man, then, "must
try to fit the rectangle inside the circle, which represents
health, in the Pythagorean sense. Health equals balance"
(Alyn 42). The mathematically insoluble problem of squaring
the circle symbolizes the integration of the rational mind
with the capacity for intuition. As Balthazar, the foremost
exponent of Gnosticism in The Alexandria Quartet, comments
about Cavafy, the "old poet" of the city, "To the Cartesian
proposition: 'T think, therefore I am,' he opposed his own,
which must have gone something like this: 'I imagine,

therefore I belong and am free'(79-80).
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In fact, Durrell's "heraldic universe" which, in the
Quintet, he has renamed "reality prime," closely resembles

Jung's unus mundus, the one world preceding its realization

in matter. Similarly, the inner reflection which leads to
this perception of cosmic unity approximates what Jung has
termed "active imagination": that is, the undirected
exercise of imaginative meditation, "by which one may
deliberately enter into contact with the unconscious and
make a conscious connection with psychic phenomena" (Man and

his Symbols 219). Jung, too, is of the opinion that in the

"civilizing process, we have increasingly divided our
consciousness from the deeper instinctive strata of the
human psyche, and even ultimately from the somatic basis of

the psychic phenomenon" (Man and his SymbolsS 36). These

instinctive strata remain part of the unconscious, however,
and periodically manifest themselves in symbols, either
individual or collective in their nature. The latter are
what Jung calls archetypes, because they "are without known
origin; and they reproduce themselves in any time or in any
part of the world--even where transmission by direct descent
or 'cross-fertilization' through migration must be ruled

out" (Man and his SymbolsS 58). Amongst such collective

symbols, or archetypes, are the circle and square, both,
typically, functioning as representations of the Self. In
the words of Aniela Jaffe,
the circle is a symbol of the psyche (even Plato
described the psyche as a sphere). The square (and

often the rectangle) is a symbol of earthbound
matter, of the body and reality. In most modern
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art, the connection between the two primary forms
is either nonexistent, or loose and casual. (Man
and his Symbols 284)

This, she concludes, is evidence of modern man's
dissociation from his psyche.

A second, and related, meaning resides in their history
as religious sumbols. The circle was traditionally used to
represent the deity, dormant and concealed in matter, while
the quaternity signified the differentiated aspects of the
divinity. With Christianity the image of God was
reformulated as a Trinity and the fourth element separated
to represent matter, or the lord of matter--the devil
himself. Alternatively, it was relocated in the Virgin Mary
as Mother of God on earth. The difference between the two
symbols illustrates the antithetical nature of their
underlying moral and philosophical premises, for, in its
complete division of spirit from matter, the Trinity places
God outside man, while the quaternity insists on the
essential identity of the two. Moreover, the entirely .
masculine character of the Trinity excludes the feminine
principle of the unconscious mind.7 In contrast with this
the quaternity expresses the integration of the unconscious
and acknowledges the element of evil. As Jung observes, it
"needs no particular effort of imagination to guess the far-
reaching spiritual consequences of such a development"

(Psychology and Religion 63).

Jung has also pointed out the extent to which the idea

of quaternity was "familiar among students of the Hermetic
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philosophy," whose four-horned serpent was "a symbol of

Mercury and an antagonist of the Trinity" (Man and his

Symbols 62). In fact, he goes substantially further in
concluding that "if the historical roots of our symbols
extend beyond the Middle Ages they are certainly to be found
in Gnosticism." The psychological condition prevailing
within Gnosticism, he argues, continued "under the disguise
of alchemy," with its "two parts indispensable to each
other--on the one side the chemical research proper and on

the other the 'theoria' or 'philosophia'™ (Psychology and

Religion 97-98). One of the central symbols of hermetic

alchemy was the quadratura circuli, which signified the

fusion of matter with spirit, and hence the wholeness of man
as mind and body. This is an unmistakably Gnostic notion.
Moreover, the metaphysical aspect of alchemy bears a close
correspondence to the Gnostic creation myth, according to
which the world was created by an evil demiurge, the product
of an aborted passion. Jung's formulation of these somewhat
confusing religious and alchemical views is particularly
helpful for its lucid exposition:

The anima mundi, the demiurge or the divine spirit
that 1incubated the chaotic waters of the
beginning, remained in matter in a potential
state, and the initial chaotic condition persisted
with it., Thus the philosophers, or the "sons of
Wwisdom"™ as they called themselves, took their
prima materia to be a part of the original chaos
pregnant with spirit. By "spirit" they understood
a semimaterial pneuma, a sort of "subtle body,"
which they also called "volatile" and identified
chemically with oxides and other dissoluble
compounds. They called this spirit Mercurius,
which was chemically quicksilver...and
philosophically Hermes, the god of revelation,
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who, as Hermes Trismegistus, was the arch-
authority on alchemy. Their aim was to extract the
original divine spirit out of the chaos, and this
extract was called [amongst other things] gquinta
essentia. (Psychology & Religion 98-100)

In chemical terms, this quintessence was endowed with the
power of turning ordinary compounds to gold as the perfect
(and most stable) substance; hence the pursuit of alchemy by
such characters as Chaucer's Canon's Yeoman, whose dreams of
material wealth perverted the original metaphysical meaning
of his profession. The search for the Philosopher's Stone
was more properly understood as a search for the divine
spirit, for which gold was but one more metaphor. Its
figurative character was actually obvious from its
representation as a circle, the symbolic expression of the
deity.

The source and history of such symbols is clearly known
to Durrell, both through his reading of Jung's work and his
own hermetic studies under Mr. Baltazian. In an interview
with Marc Alyn, he directly acknowledges that, in trying to
understand "the pure and dedicated quest for a new
ascetism," he "studied all kinds of religions--secret
religions as well as openly practised ones." Amongst these
were the Gnostics, whom he sees as "the original Christians,
the precursors, as it were, of the Cathars," and whose
theology supplies "the hidden weft of the Quartet" (Alyn,

The Big Supposer 17). Few people seem to have read The

that it is a "word continuum" has received far greater
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attention ("Preface,"” The Alexandria Quartet). But in this
sense, perhaps, the Quartet can be seen as having "a

preserving Heraldic structure . . . which puzzles [its]

enjoyer" (Wickes, A Private Correspondence 203). It also

illuminates Durrell's insistence that The Avignon Quintet be
read as a roman gigogne. For the quincunx is surely its
"preserving Heraldic structure," and relevant not only as an
organizing principle but also, indeed to a much greater

extent, as a part of its meaning

The Hermetic Context of the Quincunx

The word "quincunx" originates from the Roman coin
valued at five-twelfths of an as, but is more commonly used
to designate the pattern of trees planted in intersecting
diagonal lines, or extended quaternities. It is with this
aspect that Sir Thomas Browne begins The Garden of Cyrus,
his disquisition on "the quincuncial, lozenge, or network
plantations of the ancients, artificially, naturally,
mystically considered" (139). He remarks that "since even in
paradise itself the tree of knowledge was placed in the
middle of the garden, whatever was the ambient figure, there
wanted not a centre and rule of decussation" (145-146). Thus
the pattern is seen to have divine application. Within the
Christian tradition, of course, it recalls the fall of the
human race, but it is significant to note that in the
Gnostic version the tree of knowledge awakened man to the

evil of the demiurge and hence began his quest for the real
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God. Appropriately enough, then, the quincunx is also
alleged, in its cruciated character as the Greek chi, to
have been invented by Hermes Trismegistus (Browne 166),
whose cult produced the Poimandres, "an outstanding document
of gnostic cosmogony and anthropogony independent of the
speculations of the Christian Gnostics" (Jonas, The Gnostic
Religion 147). Moreover, as the alleged descendants of the
hermetic tradition, the Knights Templar are supposed to have
buried their wealth under a quincunx of trees, and in the
Quintet the various characters seek its location.

It is, however, a fundamentally human symbol in several
respects, for five is the number of digits on each hand and
foot, the number of the senses that man possesses. Moreover,
according to Plato, the quincunx symbolizes the first
hermaphrodite, divided by Jupiter into the original man and
woman, both of whom sought thereafter for the half from
which they had thus been separated (Symposium 189-193). This
idea finds its counterpart in many myths and religions
through the figure of the Cosmic Man, or Gnostic Anthropos,
who embraces and contains the whole cosmos. As an
omnipresent being the Cosmic Man expresses the unity of all
humanity beyond its individual manifestations, and hence the
harmony of the entire universe. In its bisexual nature the
symbol also "reconciles one of the most important pairs of
psychological opposites--male and female" (Man and his
Symbols 216).8 The quincunx, then, symbolizes totality both

in its shape and in its numerical significance. In the
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latter aspect, it is, as Browne points out, "the conjugal or
wedding number" of antiquity, while "in the Hebrew mysteries
and cabalistical accounts [it] was the character of
generation" (The Garden of Cyrus 184 & 185). In fact, the
use of the quincunx to signify a mystical marriage leads
logically to its designation as the quintessence, for, in
hermetic alchemy, the essence was either to be extracted, or
to be created by a sort of synthesis called the conjunctio.
The author of the "Rosarium Philosophorum," for instance,
instructs his reader: "Make a round circle of man and woman,
extract therefrom a quadrangle and from it a triangle. Make
the circle round and thou shalt have the Philosopher's
Stone."9 It is clear from his remarks that the Stone, the
quintessence and Cosmic Man are one and the same.

In its architectonic application the quincunx also
supplies the form of the four-sided pyramid. Smirgel, the
German double-agent in Durrell's Quintet, specifically
comments upon its metaphysical properties within
architecture, where "the quincunxial shape was considered a
sort of housing for the divine power--a battery, if you
like, which gathered into itself the divinity as it tried to
pour earthward, to earth itself--just like an electrical
current does" (Quinx 131). His explanation actually refers
to the five contiguous caves which are alleged to hold the
long sought Templar treasure, but it applies equally to the
pyramid as a three-dimensional quincunx. Of course, the

spiritual significance of the pyramid shape is obvious from
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its use for the tombs of the Pharaohs, but at least one
scholar has attempted to link it directly with the cult of
Thoth, the Egyptian precursor of Hermes Trismegistus.
According to Mead's summary of the argument, Marshall Adams
claims that the long misnamed Book of the Dead, which
depicts the rituals of the mystery-cultus, was called by its

initiates The Book of the Master of the Secret House, that

Secret House being, in fact, the Great Pyramid. Mead,
himself a leading theosophical scholar at the turn of the
twentieth century, remains somewhat sceptical of Adams'
argument, but considers it an interesting hypothesis.10

Yet another unverified claim connects the Major Arcana
cards in the tarot to the hermetic tradition. Writing in

Monde Primitif in 1781, Court de Gebelin argued that the

cards constituted the Egyptian hieroglyphic Book of Thoth
and contained the sum of all mystical knowledge. As god of
wisdom and the occult, to whom was attributed the invention
of numbers and sacred writing, Thoth was clearly the
appropriate deity to invoke, but the discovery of the
Rosetta Stone in 1799 and the solution of its cipher in 1822
did nothing to confirm de Gebelin's theory. Despite the lack
of evidence, however, his argument was taken up by others
and, with the French occult revival of the nineteenth
century, became still more widely disseminated. It was
linked with, amongst others, the Knights Templar (themselves
undergoing a dramatic metamorphosis from failed military

order to practitioners of the arcane mysteries), and
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introduced to England in 1888 through the publications of
MacGregor Mathers, a founding member of the Hermetic Order
of the Golden Dawn. His fellow members Waite and Crowley
continued to advance the theory, the latter publishing a
guide to the tarot and its predictive uses, which he

actually called The Book of Thoth (Kaplan, The Encyclopedia

of Tarot 12 & 22-23). There exists, in fact, little but
romantic speculation to support the theory in this form, but
in recent years it has reappeared with modifications that
suggest a less direct connection. As late as 1975 it was
argued that the "Tarot cards, invented by some unknown in
the late twelfth or early thirteenth century, would seem to
be the sum of a system of belief in death and resurrection

up to that time" (Butler, Dictionary of the Tarot 13). The

cards, that is, borrow from the symbol systems of hermetic
alchemy and the Jewish kabbalah, which are derived, in turn,
from the Gnostics and thus the cult of Hermes Trismegistus,
or Thoth in his Egyptian manifestation.

The degree of truth in this particular version of the
theory is difficult to ascertain, but what is clear is the
importance of the number five in the tarot cards themselves.
Of the twenty two Major Arcana cards, five fall within each
suit. Moreover, five is the number signified by the suit of
Pentacles, or coins, an association which recalls the
symbolic meaning of gold in alchemy. The five Major Arcana
cards which represent the most powerful forces in this suit

include the High Priestess, Hierophant, Wheel of Fortune,
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Devil and the Tower. The High Priestess is generally
associated with wisdom in its various forms, while the
Hierophant symbolizes a religious or spiritual leader, as
his name implies. Both the Wheel of Fortune and the Tower
express the idea of mutability, of process and sudden
alteration respectively, characteristics which are also
attributed to Thoth in his role as a god of equilibrium. The
Devil, who is often depicted with an inverted pentagram,
traditionally symbolizes evil, bondage, self-destruction and
inversion. However, in more recent decks there have clearly
been attempts to link this card with the Gnostic demiurge,
who inverts the natural order by usurping the throne of
Christ. Thus Crowley incorporates the winged caduceus of
Hermes in his design and, in the B.0.T.A. cards produced by
the American occultist Paul Foster Case, the planetary sign
of Mercury marks the Devil's belly (Butler, Dictionary of
the Tarot 167). Spurious or not, the association of the
tarot with Hermes Trismegistus is persistent, and something
of which Durrell is obviously aware

In her study of the Quartet Carol Marshall Peirce in
fact observed over twenty characters and situations
corresponding to the Major and Minor Arcana of the Rider
tarot deck ("'Intimations of Powers Within': Durrell's
Heavenly Game of the Tarot" 200-213). Similarly, Ian
MacNiven argues that the card of the Devil

fits almost exactly the main themes and action of
the Quintet: the protagonists operate on half-

knowledge, especially in their often futile
applications of that incomplete science,
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psychoanalysis; black magic is suggested as a
means of combatting Hitler; . . . the pattern of
inversion covers not only man's loss of his
natural place as lord of terrestrial creation,
guaranteed in Genesis, but the many sexual
inversions which poison at least three of the
marriages; finally, the bondage theme is
everywhere: from Sutcliffe as "bondsman" to his
creator, Blanford, to the bondage of Lord Galen to
the Templar treasure, to the bondage of various
lovers to one another. ("The Quincunx Quiddified"
12)
In addition, a number of characters within Quinx have their
fortunes predicted by the gipsies through divination of the
tarot. Sabine, the renegade bourgeois daughter of Lord
Banquo, explains "the provisional nature of prophesy" (186),
but some, at least, of the predictions are confirmed in
their metaphorical validity. Thus Blanford is told that he
is "worried about a building, a structure, something like a
house which you wish to make beautiful. But it takes much
writing" (Quinx 87). He immediately interprets this as a
reference to his novel, as does the reader of that novel,
the Quintet itself. Likewise, the treasure-seekers Lord
Galen and Prince Hassad are warned that the Templar trove is
protected by dragons. They prove to be the Austrian sappers
who have mined the caves and whose emblem is indeed the
dragon. The avarice of Galen and the Prince recalls the suit
of Pentacles, as Ian MacNiven remarks ("The Quincunx
Quiddified"™ 11), for Galen, certainly, has succumbed
entirely to the lure of gold in its literal rather than its
figurative sense. He displays none of the philosophical

understanding for which his namesake, the Greek philosopher
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and physician, was renowned. In contrast, Quatrefages, whose
name "suggests 'the eating of the four'" (Carley, "The
Avignon Quintet and Gnostic Heresy" 238), the gipsies and
many of the other characters in the novels seek the far
larger treasure of illumination. In this way they remain
true to the principle of quintessence, and hence the four-
in-one of the quincunx, instead of being seduced by the

materialism of the Pentacle.

Conclusion

What becomes increasingly apparent is the importance of
the quincunx as both a structural and a thematic device, and
the corresponding need to examine the symbol systems that
supply its meaning. Durrell is neither a modern-day Gnostic
nor a Jungian, but it is plain from the subject matter of
The Avignon Quintet that his own metaphysical ideas have
been greatly influenced by both.11 The entire direction of
his thinking is concerned with the quest for complete
apprehension "of the universe and one's self within that
universe," of the balance between unity and difference. Such
a goal leads, almost inevitably, to the quincunx, for, as
Jung observes,

unity and quaternity appears united in the
quincunx . . ., the four forming, as it were, a
frame for the one, accentuated as the centre. In
the history of symbols, quaternity is the
unfolding of unity. The one universal Being cannot
be known, because it is not differentiated from

anything and cannot be compared with anything. By
unfolding into four it acquires distinct
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characteristics and can therefore be known.
(Civilization in Transition 407)

The quincunx, then, symbolizes both the ineffable for which
there are no words, and its conscious comprehension by means
of the intellect. It squares the circle.

It is a reconciling symbol in still another sense,
however, for it also unites all the subjects in which
Durrell has expressed an interest. Within the parameters of
Gnosticism and the hermetic philosophy underlying alchemy,
the quincunx possesses a religious significance as the
symbol of the differentiated deity. But Jung's studies have
shown that it is equally to be understood as a symbol of
psychic wholeness. In psychological terms, that is, the
quincunx represents the realization, and hence fulfillment,
of the individual self. Finally, in its numerical dimension,
the quincunx participates in what Durrell has called the
"dialect" of physics, where the cosmology of the space-time
continuum has led scientists such as Alexander to suggest an
identity between space-time and "the primordial reality out
of which things have evolved" (Key 32). These ideas will be
discussed in much greater depth in the remaining chapters,
but it is important to recognize that, for Durrell, the
quincunx provides a symbolic foundation which is common to
the various systems of knowledge. It does so by reflecting
"a metaphysical reality about ourselves and the world," by
teaching us that

the opposition between the human world and the

higher world is not absolute; the two are only
relatively incommensurable, for the bridge between
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them is not entirely lacking. Between them stands
the great mediator, Number, whose reality is valid
in both worlds, as an archetype in its very
essence. (Jung, Civilization in Transition 409)
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Notes

T Nicholas Shrimpton, for example, comments in his
review of Sebastian: "He overwrites. He sentimentalises. He
has a weakness for theories (particularly about sex) of an
almost Lawrentian looniness. As if this weren't bad enough,
he works in a form--the roman fleuve--which is supposedly
outmoded. The awkward fact remains that Lawrence Durrell now
seems to be four fifths of the way through one of the great
novels of our time" ("The Whodunnit Gnostic-style" 41).
Shrimpton's ambivalence seems to be typical of many casual
readers of Durrell's work.

2 de Montremy, Jean Maurice. "Lawrence Durrell et
Variations: Avigon, troisi®me mouvement." La Croix (Paris),

1 December 1984, 2. Qtd. in MacNiven, "The Quincunx
Quiddified" 1.

3 purrell explains the term as "those clusters of
tables, you open one and it opens another and you open a
third and so on and so forth." He adds a specific declaimer
of any intention to write a roman fleuve and reiterates his
own emphasis upon form: "gradually the thing should become
on the one hand more flou, that is to say more dispersed
apparently, and much tighter in its inner organization and
lie anchored on Avignon and a very small group of people.
But it would open not in the Quartet sense but in a
telescopic sense, knuckle by knuckle so to speak" (Carley,
"An Interview with Lawrence Durrell on the Background to
Monsieur and its Sequels" 46).

4 A Key to Modern British Poetry 3. All subsequent
references to this work will be included within the text
under the abbreviated form Key.

5 See, for example, Alfred Bork's remarks in "Durrell
and Relativity" 191-203. Bork examines Durrell's exposition
of relativity theory in A Key to Modern British Poetry and
concludes that his understanding of it is derived entirely
from popular interpretations.

6 In the same article, Burns convincingly argues that
Durrell's various states, through which one must pass in
order to experience the "cosmic consciousness" of the
heraldic universe, have been influenced, at least
indirectly, by the philosophy of Plotinus. It is worth
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observing that the system advocated by Plotinus bears a
close correspondence to the Gnostic cosmology. There is a
primordial unity from which everything else emanates in
differentiated form. The last of these emanations is matter,
which implicates man. The individual is thus trapped within
a space-time world but impelled by his own longing for the
eternity of the one.

7 Jung's argument that the Trinity is entirely
masculine in character rests on the ientification of the
fourth element with the Virgin Mary. In pre-Christian symbol
systems this element usually signified the feminine
principle and, therefore, he concludes, its relocation in
Mary continues that custom. However, the result of its
exclusion from the Trinity is that the Christian formulation
of God becomes solely male. It is worth noting that Jung's
views conflict with a significant tradition in Christian
theology, according to which Sapientia, as the second person
of the Trinity, is partly female. A different version of
this idea finds expression in the androgynous quality with
which Christ is sometimes endowed.

8 This symbol of totality is common to a number of
myths and religions. In the West, for example, the Cosmic
Man is often identified with Christ, and in Jewish mysticism
reappears as Adam Kadmon. It is interesting to observe that
Leonardo da Vinci's drawing of a man with arms and legs
extended to touch the rim of a circle expresses the same
idea.

9 "Rosarium Philosophorum" (in Art. Aurif (1593), II:
261), alleged to have been written by Petrus Toletanus, and
qtd. in Jung, Psychology and Religion 67-68.

10 W. Marshall Adams, The Book of the Master, or The
Egyptian Doctrine of the nght born of the Virgin Mother
(London 1898). The information concerning his argument is
derived from Mead's discussion in Thrice-Greatest Hermes I:
68-69.

1 In his interview with James Carley, Durrell
criticized the Gnostics for their extremism, and suggested
that the heresy was "a disease caused by the Christian
context" ("An Interview with Lawrence Durrell on the
Background to Monsieur and its Sequels"™ 45). Carley also
remarks in a footnote to his subsequent article on Monsieur,
"Durrell has assured me that he is in no way a disciple of
Jung. The parallels between their ideas suggest similar ways
of treating the same material"™ ("Lawrence Durrell's Avignon
Quincunx and Gnostic Heresy" 166 n. 27).







Chapter Two

Gnosticism: the "grammar of dissent."

In deciding "to give the devil his due, so to speak,
and to call [his novel] Le Monsieur," Aubrey Blanford
acknowledges the importance of Gnosticism within The Avignon
Quintet (Monsieur 275).1 Its principles supply that "fateful
grammar of dissent" in which the characters engage (Monsieur
194), opposing the five Ms of their Judeo-Christian
inheritance--Monotheism, Messianism, Monogamy, Materialism

and merde (Mon

ur 141)--with a "theology of revelation"
that denies the reality of the material world (Lyons &
Antrim 49). This conflict in values is epitomized by
Alexandria and Avignon, the two great cities in which much
of the narrative action occurs, for they were the one time
centers of Gnosticism and of Catholicism respectively
Alexandria, with a heterogenous populace including
Egyptians, Greeks, Jews and Babylonians, became the great
meeting point between East and West. Its library housed the
most ancient expressions of Hellenistic thought, while its
museum, or university, provided a further forum for
intellectual activity. But this predominantly Greek

inheritance was gradually modified by the accretions of

uy
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Jewish philosophy, Babylonian astrology and different
Oriental mystery cults, thereby producing "the incipient

terminology of a new mysticism" (Jonas, The Gnostic Religion

- 25). In the work of men such as Philo Judaeus (a
contemporary of Christ) that language is already present,
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