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Under the Volcano

Malcolm Lowry was born in 1909 in New Brighton and died in England in 1957. He was educated at the Leys School, Cambridge, and St Catharine’s College. Between school and university he went to sea, working as a deckhand and trimmer for about six months. His first novel, Ultramarine, was accepted for publication in 1932, but the typescript was stolen and it had to be rewritten from the penultimate version. It was finally published in 1933. He went to Paris and married his first wife in 1934, and wrote several short stories in Paris and Chartres before going to New York. Here he started a new novel, In Ballast to the White Sea, which he completed in 1936. He then left for Mexico. His first marriage broke up in 1938, and by 1940 he had remarried and settled in British Columbia. During 1941–4, when he was living at Dollarton, he worked on the final version of Under the Volcano. In 1954 he finally returned to England. During half his writing life he lived in a squatter’s shack, built largely by himself, near Vancouver. His Selected Letters, edited by H. Breit and Margerie Lowry, appeared in 1967 and Lunar Caustic, part of a large, uncompleted work, appeared in 1968. Margerie Bonner Lowry and Douglas Day completed, from Lowry’s notes, the novel Dark as the Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid and October Ferry to Gabriola.

Michael Schmidt is Director of the Writing School at Manchester Metropolitan University and Editorial Director of the Carcanet Press. He was born in Mexico in 1947. He is the author of Lives of the Poets (Weidenfeld) and editor of The Harvill Book of Twentieth-Century Poetry in English.





To

MARGERIE, MY WIFE


 

Wonders are many, and none is more wonderful than man; the power that crosses the white sea, driven by the stormy south wind, making a path under surges that threaten to engulf him; and Earth, the eldest of the gods, the immortal, unwearied, doth he wear, turning the soil with the offspring of horses, as the ploughs go to and fro from year to year.

And the light-hearted race of birds, and the tribes of savage beasts, and the sea-brood of the deep, he snares in the meshes of his woven toils, he leads captive, man excellent in wit. And he masters by his arts the beast whose lair is in the wilds, who roams the hills; he tames the horse of shaggy mane, he puts the yoke upon its neck, he tames the tireless mountain bull.

And speech, and wind-swift thought, and all the moods that mould a state, had he taught himself; and how to flee the arrows of the frost, when it is hard lodging under the clear sky, and the arrows of the rushing rain; yea, he hath resource for all; without resource he meets nothing that must come; only against Death shall he call for aid in vain; but from baffling maladies he hath devised escape.

SOPHOCLES – Antigone

Now I blessed the condition of the dog and toad, yea, gladly would I have been in the condition of the dog or horse, for I knew they had no soul to perish under the everlasting weight of Hell or Sin, as mine was like to do. Nay, and though I saw this, felt this, and was broken to pieces with it, yet that which added to my sorrow was, that I could not find with all my soul that I did desire deliverance.

JOHN BUNYAN — Grace Abounding for the Chief of Sinners

Wer immer strebend sich bemüht, den können wir erlösen. Whosoever unceasingly strives upward … him can we save.

GOETHE



Introduction

1

‘The novel gets off to a slow start,’ Malcolm Lowry concedes.1 Is this indeed ‘inevitable’ and ‘necessary’? Many readers find it hard to break into Under the Volcano. Their difficulty is a shadow of the trouble Lowry had in writing it. Like other major novels of its kind – Moby Dick, for instance, and Nostromo (Melville and Conrad meant a great deal to the young Lowry, and both authors struggled hard for those books); like The Rainbow, and Thomas Mann’s Dr Faustus– it can take several attempts before one really gets going. Readers who have visited the novel’s ‘terrain’ – landscapes, plazas, the very buildings – marvel at the accuracy and miasmic clarity of the evocations but wrestle with the narrative strategies. After three false starts I first read the book through when I was twenty-two, even though I grew up in the very streets that Lowry describes.

Lowry wrote Under the Volcano in emphatically rhythmic prose. When he was composing it he read passages aloud to his wife and friends. It is hard to imagine how his voice might have unfolded, for example, the tortuous sentence that opens Chapter 3. There are others even more taxing. This is not the natural, if rather fussy, elaboration of Henry James whose longest sentences retain some contact with the speaking and feeling voice. This is syntax as architecture, a strained high baroque: it is not to be understood so much as unpacked and paraphrased. It is ‘vertical’, balanced, stilled in time, not ‘horizontal’, in flow – despite the prosody.

Sometimes Lowry breaks into a long iambic run that sounds almost like natural pentameters. This repetitive, predictable pace – Shakespearean, or rather, Marlovian — is unnatural to fiction. So are the elaborate time-schemes, switch-backs and gradual accretions of information which mean that the book makes the kind of sense Lowry intends only on a third reading. He devises a style to push through recalcitrant matter; yet how recalcitrant is his matter? The plot is simple enough. Well before a third reading is complete, the reader might suspect that the problem is less structural: the problem (and pleasure) is the style itself. What is recalcitrant is character – not the dramatis personae but the character of the author who concedes that he ‘is’ his protagonists. The book points back to him again and again.

Lowry’s writing has this (and much else) in common with the work of the poets of his generation and concern – Dylan Thomas, George Barker, W. S. Graham. It was after all the age of Fitzrovia, Apocalypse and the Great Alcoholics. Thomas became his friend in London in 1932 and figures larger in Lowry’s biography than vice versa. There was also the wonderful neglected Anna Wickham, who rests in Hampstead Cemetery. Lowry is best understood in the company of poets, a fact he accepted when writing to Jonathan Cape defending his novel in 1946. The ‘irremediable’ defect of the book was that ‘the author’s equipment, such as it is, is subjective rather than objective, a better equipment, in short, for a certain kind of poet than a novelist’. He compares the difficulties of the novel’s allusiveness with those of The Waste Land.

Under the Volcano is a masterpiece because the style is, for the most part, uncannily apposite: the novelist has struggled against the odds to create it; he uses it like Theseus uses the thread to find a way back through the dizzying labyrinth, having caught and slain his principal character, that version of himself, the tragic, comic, appalling and endearing Minotaur Geoffrey Firmin. And Lowry knew that in his style he had made something unique and rather wonderful: ‘the top level of the book, for all its longueurs, has been by and large so compellingly designed that the reader does not want to take time off to stop and plunge beneath the surface’. The language, with its root system of symbolic connections and counter-references, its symmetries, its constancy of tone, is complete and sufficient in a particular way. ‘Is it too much to say that all these chords, struck and resolved, while no reader can possibly apprehend them on first or even fourth reading, consciously, nevertheless vastly contribute unconsciously to the final weight of the book?’ It is, probably, rather too much to say; yet Lowry’s intention appears to have been to endow his novel with something like a human complexity of consciousness, to make it in effect ‘creaturely’, with a mind of its own as complex and troubled as that of his principal character.

2

Legend has it that Malcolm Lowry arrived in Mexico with his American wife Jan Gabrial on 2 November, the Day of the Dead, 1936. They stepped into the calendar setting and the lurid ceremonial of his novel-to-be. Its twelve hours’ action takes place on the Day of the Dead 1938, told from the vantage of that day in 1939.

How do we steal from Hell its terror? By anticipating it on earth? In Geoffrey Firmin’s case, by suffering DTS, by going out and finding the goblins and providing them with pitchforks. Magic, cabalism and simple hallucination weaken and then displace more conventional and communal belief – unless the magic is shared with the community. It is hard to discuss the morality or generalize the meaning of a novel in which the principal character cannot stabilize himself, lacking the will and the power to do so; and in which the environment itself is ceremonially out of control. What is true at one moment is false the next.

The Day of the Dead (All Souls) is one of those Catholic–pagan festivals which defines the peculiarly baroque, pagan–Christian spiritual culture of Mexico. Its symbols dig into the literal soil where the dead lie, not always consolingly but with a brutal irony: it is only in terms of this life that the afterlife finds expression, this life heightened and ritualized. The dead hunger and thirst as the living do, but more intensely, like alcoholics. In the candle- and torch-light they are momentarily satisfied (because though they are supposed to be in eternity they linger in time) with the sugar skulls, the pulque and mescal, the sweetmeats, chanting and dancing, the release of emotion and inhibition that traditional Fiesta sanctions.

In 1950, three years after Lowry’s novel appeared, the Mexican poet Octavio Paz published The Labyrinth of Solitude, an extended essay in which he devotes a chapter to ‘All Saints, Day of the Dead’. Through its feast-days the Mexican character reveals its deeper nature to which, among English writers, only Lowry and Lawrence have gained (appalled) imaginative access:

If we make ourselves anonymous in daily life, in the whirlwind of the Fiesta we let go. We don’t just open up: we tear ourselves open. Song, love, friendship: it all ends in howling and tearing. The violence of our feast-days reveals just how far our hermeticism seals off our lines of communication with the world. We know delirium, song, outcry and monologue, but not dialogue. Our Fiestas, like our intimacies, our loves and our attempts to reorder our society, are violent breaches with the old and the established. Each time we wish to express ourselves we must break with ourselves. And the Fiesta is just one example, perhaps the most typical, of violent rupture. […] The Mexican, gloomy being that he is, confined within himself, suddenly bursts, opens his bosom and reveals himself with a degree of complacency, lingering on the shameful or terrible crannies of his intimacy. We are not frank, but our sincerity can reach extremes which would appal a European. The explosive and dramatic, sometimes suicidal way in which we lay ourselves bare and yield ourselves up, almost helpless, reveals how something stifles and inhibits us. Something impedes our being. And because we dare not or cannot confront our being, we revert to the Fiesta. It releases us into the void, a self-immolating drunkenness, a shot into the air, an artificial fire.2

‘Something impedes our being’ – and as Lowry’s protagonist realizes, the only way the impediment can be shifted, and then only tenuously, is through the renewable Fiesta of alcoholism and the soul-eating mescal which makes even absinthe seem like gripe water. Lowry understands this fact of spiritual anthropology. It is endemic in the culture where he plants his characters, and it is why Geoffrey Firmin, the British Consul, takes root there and becomes a Mr Kurtz: with all his resources of learning, linguistic genius and wit, he surrenders. He is conscious of surrendering. Here is a modern kind of tragic hero aware at every stage of his circumstances. There is no anagnorisis, no moment of recognition. The whole book is a dénouement.

3

Anyone familiar with Cuernavaca (the Quauhnahuac where Lowry sets Under the Volcano) between the 1940s and the mid-1960s will be astonished at the accuracy of Lowry’s description of the little city: the run-down, once-opulent hotel Casino de la Selva, the railway station with its air of wan expectation, the forest of blue eucalyptus; and across the gullies, the plaza, Cortez’s palace with the celebrated Diego Rivera murals, the Borda Gardens where an emperor and empress briefly enjoyed imperial romance, the Cathedral, the gulches (dug deeper in Lowry than they are in fact) and bridges, the very houses in which Firmin lived. Lowry closes the open circuit of the literal street-plan to make it possible for his characters to come full circle. He makes Quauhnahuac’s layout more like that of Dante’s Inferno. Each place he describes actually existed, and each has unstable symbolic values.

The sense of specific place, of place remembered (Lowry wrote the book largely in Canada), is more precise, if less intimate, than Joyce’s Dublin in Ulysses. It’s odd that Cuernavaca has not become a place of literary pilgrimage, with Firmin-day, a Lowry tour and Lowry bars serving the relevant potations. The film of the book starring Albert Finney was made largely nearby in Cuautla because Cuernavaca changed radically in the 1970s and is no longer recognizably the pacing-ground of Lowry’s characters. It is possible to read into his urban geography, and into the environs, elements of Cuautla and of Oaxaca, where Lowry went after his first wife left him and where he was imprisoned, less for being drunk than for getting into a political fracas with some fascists.

However he changes a scene, it is worth remembering that his imagination exaggerates and distorts, forces connections and recurrences, but it does not in general invent detail. If the book at times feels assembled, this is because it is. In its composition there was none of the flow, the release of pent-up energies which writers such as Lawrence experienced, becoming a medium, a passive agency, letting the pages flow. Lowry imposed on himself a twelve-hour structure (rather loosened by the opening chapter which looks back from the distance of a year), shorter than the time-span Joyce allows himself for Ulysses. In those twelve hours certain events coincide; at the end of the book, awkwardly, he must narrate events in the final chapter which happen a few moments before those narrated in the previous chapter. In such a fisted time-scale the leisurely, even the orderly, even the coherent, unfolding of plot is a problem.

Each chapter Lowry regarded as almost free-standing, a poetic structure with verbal and symbolic coherence, belonging to one of the four main characters, with a position in the narrative which feels more geometric than dramatic. The author quarried passages from his poems, from earlier and other writings, to fit them into Under the Volcano. The book was conceived, he reports, in 1936, and later regarded as the Inferno part of Dantesque trilogy, The Voyage that Never Ends, which he did not complete. By 1937 he had part of a first draft – 40,000 words. He did not find it ‘thorough or honest enough’ and continued his labours. He rewrote parts of the book in 1940, awaiting call-up for military service.

The twelve chapters or ‘blocks’ (intended to recall Homer’s, Virgil’s and Milton’s twelve-book epics, as well as some of Lowry’s more recherché numerological and mystical concerns) were composed out of chronological order and revised discretely. Are we to believe the elaborate account of composition Lowry wrote to his publisher? He is not a dependable witness to facts in other areas, and manuscripts do not abound. Many were burned when his squatter’s shack in Dollarton, British Columbia went up in smoke. If we even half-believe him, then we must imagine a writer at work drafting and redrafting for the best part of nine years. Chapter 11 was the last he wrote, completed ‘in late 1944’; Chapter 3 was first written in 1940 and completed in 1942. Part of Chapter 6 was first written in 1937, revised in 1943 and then 1944. Chapter 7 was first written in 1936, he declares, and continually rewritten: in 1937, 1940, 1941, 1943 and 1944. Chapter 9 was originally written in 1937 but Lowry later changed the narrative perspective (originally assigned to Hugh). Chapter 10, begun in 1936–7, was rewritten at various times up to 1943. One imagines that when he says ‘rewritten’ he means just that: not revisions, but back to the drawing board.

Chapter 12 was composed in 1937 and more or less completed in 1940. Thus the book knew almost exactly where it was going for the last four years of its composition: the final crisis had to shudder its way back through what had come before, had to reconfigure in all its complexity the ‘inevitability’ that led to it and nowhere else. If anything contributes to the static effect of the novel, its sense of being preordained rather than inevitable, it is this. Geoffrey Firmin is given a paralysing excess of motive.
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How could a writer who himself suffered from alcoholism write so complex a novel? It was perhaps precisely the complexity of conception that made the writing possible. There is an underlying formula: the constituent parts are largely predetermined and of a manageable length. A different, a looser structure, a freer attitude to language and symbolism, would have betrayed Lowry here, as it did in some of this other prose writings, into a kind of wilfulness. His symbolism may be arbitrary in the novel, but there is nothing arbitrary about the design.

The drunkenness of Geoffrey Firmin in the twelve hours we share with him is compound. There is beer, tequila and, crucially, mescal. The drunkenness induced by mescal, which Lowry must have tasted in its most refined forms in Oaxaca, where it originates, has the effect of producing great concentration and extremely lucid depression, the kind that sees through actions and knows any action to be vain: the action of refusing to take another gulp, for example; or of welcoming the reappearance of an estranged wife; or of defending oneself when assaulted. The mescal drinker sees through possible actions and therefore does not act. His passivity is a self-conscious choice, aware of the world in which his refusal to act has its consequences and aware of the effect of his inaction on himself.

In his poem ‘Xochitepec’3 Lowry includes a literal and chilling image:


while the very last day

As I sat bowed, frozen over mescal,

They dragged two kicking fawns through the hotel

And slit their throats, behind the barroom door …



Are these classical fauns strayed into a nightmare scenario, or natural fawns being slaughtered for the hotel guests? The horror for the onlooker, frozen by his vice, bowed (as his letters when he writes are bowed), is literal and figurative, exists in a life and epitomizes a conflict between cultures. Precisely the same image recurs in the novel. In a flashback Geoffrey remembers. Yvonne was leaving him in Mexico City. He sat in the bar of the Hotel Canada drinking iced mescal, swallowing the

lemon pips, ‘when suddenly a man with the look of an executioner came from the street dragging two little fawns shrieking with fright into the kitchen. And later you heard them screaming, being slaughtered probably. And you thought: better not remember what you thought.’ It was on that night that he did not manage to meet Yvonne. It was on that night that he finally lost her.

The poem includes the death of the cats, as in the novel, and is addressed to a ‘we’ (Jan Gabrial and Malcolm Lowry) on a final night, with the creatures of that night. He is a Mr Kurtz who somehow survived and, in the middle of the next century, provides a different and if anything a bleaker testimony than Conrad’s warped protagonist does. It is bleaker because solipsistic, with the solipsism – we get it in Dylan Thomas and in Sylvia Plath as well – that allows the situation of the self, its anxieties, alarms and aberrations, to displace the ‘objective’ reality of the world. The concerns of the self appropriate and colonize what belongs to a larger history, a history not properly subject to the distortions of a subjectivity. Aware of this peril, Lowry insisted that, in Under the Volcano, Chapter 6, from Hugh’s perspective, provides a kind of objective norm against which, or upon which, Geoffrey’s subjectivity in particular can play its variations. The first chapter, too, consists largely of ‘verifiable detail’. In terms of narrative success, Chapters 1 and 6 are not the most effective, written as they were most directly against Lowry’s temperamental grain.

In a poem entitled ‘Grim Vinegarroon’ he recalls frail acts of kindness and charity reduced to meaninglessness on ‘the mescal plain’. The vinegarroon or vinagrillo (vinegar cricket) is a curious beetle-like insect that looks like a stubby black cigar with a pointy tail. It emits a smell like vinegar and its sting is said to be very poisonous. But it is lumbering and traditionally stupid and it threatens the less for that. He spares the insect: but he is the insect.


How I congratulated my compassion!

Yet was I too that grim vinegarroon

That stings itself to death beneath the stone,

Where no message is, on the mescal plain.



There is a kind of negative mysticism in his alcoholic solipsism, and it is for this reason that Under the Volcano and Lowry’s other work has appealed to critics with a spiritual bent. He was drawn to various spiritual formulae and disciplines and plants them in Geoffrey Firmin (a student of the Cabala, the occult) and within the structure of his novel. All his characters are unnaturally sensitive to coincidence, fate, symbol. He reflects, for himself as for St John of the Cross: ‘What knots of self in all self-abnegation’. The ultimate self-abnegation is death and the contemplation less of its nature than of its effect. He writes in one of his few achieved poems, ‘For the Love of Dying’,


… If death can fly, just for the love of flying,

What might not life do, for the love of dying?



Life (he quotes Baudelaire) is ‘a forest of symbols’: but where Baudelaire emphasizes the symbols and believes they might yield a consistent sense, Lowry stresses the forest, lost-ness, a dark suggestiveness rather than an interpretable meaning or pattern. As in the early poems of Dylan Thomas, so in the mature prose of Lowry metaphor generally displaces or blurs narrative, it seldom corroborates it. In the poem ‘Thunder Beyond Popocatepetl’ Lowry compares the clouds piled beyond the mountains – those towering cumulus that on rare clear days still stand behind the volcanoes – to the heart pinned by ‘the wind of reason’, ‘Till overbulged by madness, splitting mind …’ A natural phenomenon has projected upon it not a symbolic value but a physiological force: bits of the body, intensities of the spirit, of emotion, even paranoia, are forced into actual embodiment in natural phenomena. He isn’t finding metaphors in nature but magnifying the body through nature.


Reason remains although your mind forsakes

It; and white birds higher fly against the thunder

Than ever flew yours, where Chekhov said was peace,

When the heart changes and the thunder breaks.



What is Chekhov doing here? No writer is more unlike Lowry than he, and yet Lowry loved him, as he loved a much closer tutelary spirit, Dostoevsky, and Gogol whose Mr Chichikov, along with Melville’s Ahab and with Don Quixote, contribute to the threadbare tweed of Geoffrey Firmin.

Lowry wrote a poem – a kind of obscure epigraph – which he entitled ‘For Under the Volcano’:


A dead lemon like a cowled old woman crouching in the cold.

A white pylon of salt and flies

taxiing on the orange table, rain, rain, a scraping peon

and a scraping pen writing bowed words.

War. And the broken necked streetcars outside

and a sudden broken thought of a girl’s face in Hoboken

a tilted turtle dying slowly on the stoop

of the sea-food restaurant, blood

lacing its mouth and the white floor –

ready for the ternedos tomorrow.

There will be no morrow, tomorrow is over.



Tomorrow is over but the poem isn’t. It runs on, the images configure and reconfigure, giving out different hints of meaning, none stable and none final, except that there is no tomorrow. In a letter he draws attention to the fact that he stole from a poem the image used in Chapter 12 of Under the Volcano where he likens the ‘groans of dying and of love’. Is it spiritual or creative bankruptcy that provokes this bleak recycling?
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Clarence Malcolm Lowry was born in New Brighton, Cheshire on 28 July 1909, the youngest of four brothers, into a well-to-do family of Liverpool cotton brokers. He had relations with his parents and siblings which in retrospect seemed troubled to him, though their recollection was that they were tolerant and supportive of an original and sometimes wayward family member. Certainly Malcolm resisted authority, a resistance which became almost pathological in later years, when he feared the representatives of established authority whether they be immigration authorities, policemen or publishers. And he mythologized his family relations. The first examples of his fiction exaggerate and fantasize his early years and ‘traumas’. It was not then and it did not become Ford Madox Ford’s ‘truth to the impression’; it was truth to a fantasy – how it might well have been, how terrible, how unjust. The fact that it wasn’t those things exactly is not recorded and the biographer must pick a path through volatile narratives grounded in physical fact but seldom in real events. All Lowry’s writing is autobiographical but it is undependable autobiography. Geoffrey Firmin is the ultimate self-justification of the undependable narrator. Lowry’s farther Arthur Osborne Lowry was dependable, supporting his son with a regular allowance through thick and thin.

Malcolm was dispatched as a boarder to a prep school at the age of eight and went on to public school near Cambridge in due course. He got deep into popular song; he played the ukelele and enjoyed jazz. Going to university was not part of his original plan but under pressure from his family he agreed to go up to St Catharine’s College, Cambridge if he could travel first to the Far East. His father arranged the passage. Lowry’s heavy drinking may have begun on board ship. The rich boy was resented by the ship’s crew as a privileged outsider, taking a job from someone who might have needed it: a Melville with privileges. The transformation that takes place in Kipling’s Captain’s Courageous did not take place for Lowry, though in retrospect he sometimes pretends that it did, that he earned the respect and acceptance of his shipmates. These experiences helped to shape the character of Hugh in Under the Volcano: Hugh the guitarist, the revolutionary, the man with an education but also with the common touch.

Lowry came back with relatively simple narrative plans which he wrote over and over until he had devised a dense and complex, wholly non-linear work, Ultramarine (1933). It was fourteen years before his next book appeared.

In late 1928 and early 1929 he attended a language crammer in Bonn. This was his (and Hugh’s) German Experience – Auden and his contemporaries had gone to Berlin. He went up to Cambridge in 1929. It was the period of I. A. Richards and William Empson, when Cambridge was waking up to contemporary writing. Everyone knew that Lowry would be a great prose writer – he made them believe in him. The evidence was slim but he was crowned in posse. He had fallen deeply under the spell of the American writer Conrad Aiken (1889–1973) who ‘saw him over’ the difficult period from 1927 to 1929. Aiken’s 1927 novel Blue Voyage lay behind Ultramarine and Aiken opened out American literature and America to the young Englishman. He was a heavy drinker, and this was a habit he shared with his protégé. Melville, one of his guiding lights, became Lowry’s star as well. Aiken encouraged the ornate and baroque in Lowry (a different mentor might have served him better). He employed montage techniques, where elements from different spheres in the same moment or time scheme are presented together, in the same sentence. The effect is more complex but less subtle than Virginia Wolf achieved in To the Lighthouse.

Lowry was also drawn to the work of the once-popular Nordahl Grieg (1902–43), the Norwegian novelist, playwright and poet killed on a bombing mission over Berlin. He was a man of action and an intellectual at the same time, and much influenced (as few English writers at the time were) by Kipling. Lowry admired and imitated him in the early 1930s, especially Grieg’s 1924 novel The Ship Sails On (translated into English in 1927). Lowry set off to visit Grieg in the early 1930s but never met him. It is an irony that Lowry set his great novel in Mexico: he had an abiding fascination with Scandinavia.

Critics perhaps make too much of Aiken and Grieg: they had their impact but it grew less. Conrad and Melville are at the heart of his imagination: Melville the Jacobean, the author of Moby Dick, and Conrad the mercilessly severe and always exotic moralist, author of Nostromo, the opening and parallel time schemes of which may lie behind elements in Under the Volcano, and Heart of Darkness. Conrad and Melville, with their emphatically male concerns and sensibilities, could not, or did not, create many convincing female characters. Nor did Lowry.

It was at Cambridge that he read the poets (in part under Aiken’s influence): Dante, Melville (prose also), Eliot, cummings, Stevens came into focus for him. And the novelists: Mann, Faulkner, Henry James he read ‘in depth’. He scraped through his university course with a low Third, having pursued his own curriculum. How extensive it was and how deeply he read may be gauged from Ultramarine, with its complex derivations.

In 1934 he married the radical young Jewish-American Jan Gabrial. She may have been a member of the Communist Party; she was trying to write a fictional account of the lives of Hungarian coal-miners (where better than Mexico to undertake such a mission?), and she certainly adjusted Lowry’s politics in global terms. She alienated him for a time from Aiken, who believed his disciple had wandered too far to the left. After her departure his sense of Mexican politics was adjusted by his close friendship with Juan Márquez. Without Jan and Juan Under the Volcano might have seemed mere solipsism, but it is the book’s uncertain politics, signalled in its setting within historical time – the defeat of the Republicans in Spain, the often bloody conflicts in Mexico at the time of Almazán, the impending World War – that make Geoffrey and Hugh and, to a lesser extent, Yvonne (Jan minus the politics, minus the intellect) emblematic. After Jan’s departure Lowry recoiled from his acquired radicalism and developed his interest in the occult; but politics were so bound up in the Mexican experience that he could not write them out of it.

Jan and Malcolm Lowry travelled to Mexico where his alcoholism and despair precipitated the breakdown of their already shaky marriage. In 1940 he married Margerie Bonner, a woman he already knew. She proved the good angel who tended him, saved his manuscripts, encouraged and nursed him. On 6 April 1946 Under the Volcano was at last accepted by Jonathan Cape in London after long resistance. It was published in 1947. Lowry wrote his publisher an enormous letter which outlines precisely his intentions and seeks to justify the book movement by movement against the reservations expressed in Cape’s reader’s report. This letter is often taken as gospel by Lowry’s critics: his views are so clearly stated that we are freed from having to read with independent eyes. ‘It can be regarded as a king of symphony,’ he remarks, then catches fire: ‘or in another way as a kind of opera – or even a horse opera. It is hot music, a poem, a song, a tragedy, a comedy, a farce, and so forth.’ Fortunately, in the teeth of such nonsense, it can be regarded as a novel, unique in its characterization and in the stylistic objectives it sets itself.

Martin Seymour-Smith offers the received view: ‘Lowry succeeded only because he persisted in destroying himself with alcohol; he is consequently a disturbing as well as a tragic writer.’4 What needs emphasizing is that he fully succeeded only once, in a work which took him the better part of a decade to complete and with which he was never happy, and whose success he lived to regret and resent. His other works, for all their intermittent power, are at best peripheral. Lunar Caustic (written in 1934) is about his detention in Bellevue Hospital, New York, for alcoholism after the crisis of his first marriage.

His return to Mexico in 1945–6 with his second wife, when he stayed in the same streets and met some of the same people he had known in the blissful and then the blighted months of his first visit, provided him with material for Dark is the Grave Wherein My Friend is Laid (published-posthumously in 1968). His main place of residence from 1940 to 1954 was at Dollarton, British Columbia, where he lived a settled squatters's existence in a community he felt a part of, marginal but making its own radical centre.

He was, however, virtually an exile from the British literary world. His settings are seldom English; his sensibility, while it never took root anywhere else, lost its sense of Britain and Britain’s mission. Both the novels published during his lifetime were remaindered in his country: his success was largely a North American phenomenon. He died in England in 1957, since when his widow, friends like the Canadian poet and novelist Earle Birney, critics and scholars have endeavoured to complete some of the books Lowry left in draft. Stories, poems and novellas have emerged, intriguing for the extra shadows they add to the billowing ‘darkness visible’ of Under the Volcano.
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Malcolm Lowry has rather lost his natural context. The Canadians with some reason feel proprietary: he chose to live in Canada, and Canada has provided much of the scholarship that has been invested in Lowry and houses many of his manuscripts. Yet he is unlike any other Canadian writer. His only close friend among the Canadian literati was earle Birney. He belongs, in formal and temperamental terms, among the English writers of his generation. The novelist he most resembles is the neglected Joyce Cary: a great reviser and rewriter, though less caustic than Lowry. He wrote brilliantly about Africa. Henry Reed declares, ‘His capacity for absorbing himself in his characters and in their milieu is unparalleled (save perhaps in Henry Green) in contemporary literature’.5Reed compares Cary to Defoe. ‘We do not merely watch a “character” whose actions and reactions are discontinuous and irresponsible; we become that character.’ To this skill he gives the name ‘objectivity’, the

self-effacement which makes it possible for another self to emerge. He speaks of it also as clairvoyance.

With Cary this is a manifest of art, where with Lowry, especially in Under the Volcano, it has a pathological aspect: the character is not created but in large part confessed; the created elements are incorporated to plead, to make credible and exonerate. Lowry is in a sense Cary’s Gulley Jimson from The Horse’s Mouth, ‘rowdy, dishonest, outrageous’. Jimson ‘is presented as a nuisance, and as a grotesque … but he does profoundly represent the visionary, obsessed artist who can never be popular except among a few of his contemporaries till after he is dead. In all of these books Cary has succeeded in eliminating himself – the aim of the author of Finnegans Wake’.

Whatever the formal similarities, ‘eliminating himself’ was not Lowry’s objective. Earle Birney regards the ‘self’ as his sole subject, ‘teetering on a rope of comic fancies, between grandeur and self-pity, between exultation in his own power and agonies of self-contempt’. He adds in a flow of words his friend might have uttered in a lurid, sober moment: ‘ … his whole life was a slow drowning in great lonely seas of alcohol and guilt. It was all one sea, and all his own. He sank in it a thousand times and struggled back up to reveal the creatures that swam round him under his glowing reefs and in his black abysses.’

His writing was like his life, hence the continual revisions, the expression always approximate, not quite what he wanted. Balzac used to use his printer’s proofs as drafts and revised his novels on them, and then re-revised the revised proofs until his printers tore their hair. This is the direction Lowry comes from, hungering for the stylistic authority of Flaubert but in the end compelled to abandon the work to the printer rather than ‘complete’ it. Aware of the problem a reader would have, required to construe the text, to engage and struggle almost as the writer did, he suggests to his publisher that ‘ … a little subtle but solid elucidation in a preface or a blurb might negate very largely or modify the reaction you fear …’ In the event Under the Volcano appeared without the prefatory ‘elucidation’, and later editions which have carried elucidations have attempted to tame the book. It is wild and throws off theorist and critic. It is a book for readers who need to know less than Lowry wanted to tell them (‘the four main characters being intended, in one of the book’s meanings, to be aspects of the same man’; or ‘the humour is a kind of bridge between the naturalistic and the transcendental and then back to the naturalistic again’); who accept the fact that symbols will change their valency in changing contexts, in the lengthening shadows of afternoon; and who realize that every object, every insect, every leaf and horseman, whore and spy, was real in the world where Lowry walked and drank and was alone, and in which he invested Geoffrey Firmin, his angels and demons, his fading family and friends.

Michael Schmidt
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Two mountain chains traverse the republic roughly from north to south, forming between them a number of valleys and plateaux. Overlooking one of these valleys, which is dominated by two volcanoes, lies, six thousand feet above sea-level, the town of Quauhnahuac. It is situated well south of the Tropic of Cancer, to be exact, on the nineteenth parallel, in about the same latitude as the Revillagigedo Islands to the west in the Pacific, or very much farther west, the southernmost tip of Hawaii – and as the port of Tzucox to the east on the Atlantic seaboard of Yucatan near the border of British Honduras, or very much farther east, the town of Juggernaut, in India, on the Bay of Bengal.

The walls of the town, which is built on a hill, are high, the streets and lanes tortuous and broken, the roads winding. A fine American-style highway leads in from the north but is lost in its narrow streets and comes out a goat track. Quauhnahuac possesses eighteen churches and fifty-seven cantinas. It also boasts a golf course and no fewer than four hundred swimming-pools, public and private, filled with the water that ceaselessly pours down from the mountains, and many splendid hotels.

The Hotel Casino de la Selva stands on a slightly higher hill just outside the town, near the railway station. It is built far back from the main highway and surrounded by gardens and terraces which command a spacious view in every direction. Palatial, a certain air of desolate splendour pervades it. For it is no longer a Casino. You may not even dice for drinks in the bar. The ghosts of ruined gamblers haunt it. No one ever seems to swim in the magnificent Olympic pool. The springboards stand empty and mournful. Its jai-alai courts are grass-grown and deserted. Two tennis courts only are kept up in the season.

Towards sunset on the Day of the Dead in November 1939, two men in white flannels sat on the main terrace of the Casino drinking anís. They had been playing tennis, followed by billiards, and their rackets, rainproofed, screwed in their presses – the doctor’s triangular, the other’s quadrangular – lay on the parapet before them. As the processions winding from the cemetery down the hillside behind the hotel came closer the plangent sounds of their chanting were borne to the two men; they turned to watch the mourners, a little later to be visible only as the melancholy lights of their candles, circling among the distant trussed cornstalks. Dr Arturo Díaz Vigil pushed the bottle of Anís del Mono over to M. Jacques Laruelle, who now was leaning forward intently.

Slightly to the right and below them, below the gigantic red evening, whose reflection bled away in the deserted swimming pools scattered everywhere like so many mirages, lay the peace and sweetness of the town. It seemed peaceful enough from where they were sitting. Only if one listened intently, as M. Laruelle was doing now, could one distinguish a remote confused sound – distinct yet somehow inseparable from the minute murmuring, the tintinnabulation of the mourners – as of singing, rising and falling, and a steady trampling – the bangs and cries of the fiesta that had been going on all day.

M. Laruelle poured himself another anís. He was drinking anís because it reminded him of absinthe. A deep flush had suffused his face, and his hand trembled slightly over the bottle, from whose label a florid demon brandished a pitchfork at him.

‘ – I meant to persuade him to go away and get déalcoholisé,’ Dr Vigil was saying. He stumbled over the word in French and continued in English. ‘But I was so sick myself that day after the ball that I suffer, physical, really. That is very bad, for we doctors must comport ourselves like apostles. You remember, we played tennis that day too. Well, after I lookèd the Consul in his garden I sended a boy down to see if he would come for a few minutes and knock my door, I would appreciate it to him, if not, please write me a note, if drinking have not killèd him already.’

M. Laruelle smiled.

‘But they have gone,’ the other went on, ‘and yes, I think to ask you too that day if you had lookèd him at his house.’

‘He was at my house when you telephoned, Arturo.’

‘Oh, I know, but we got so horrible drunkness that night before, so perfectamente borracho, that it seems to me, the Consul is as sick as I am.’ Dr Vigil shook his head. ‘Sickness is not only in body, but in that part used to be call: soul. Poor your friend he spend his money on earth in such continuous tragedies.’

M. Laruelle finished his drink. He rose and went to the parapet; resting his hands one on each tennis racket, he gazed down and around him: the abandoned jai-alai courts, their bastions covered with grass, the dead tennis courts, the fountain, quite near in the centre of the hotel avenue, where a cactus farmer had reined up his horse to drink. Two young Americans, a boy and a girl, had started a belated game of ping-pong on the veranda of the annex below. What had happened just a year ago today seemed already to belong in a different age. One would have thought the horrors of the present would have swallowed it up like a drop of water. It was not so. Though tragedy was in the process of becoming unreal and meaningless it seemed one was still permitted to remember the days when an individual life held some value and was not a mere misprint in a communiqué. He lit a cigarette. Far to his left, in the north-east, beyond the valley and the terraced foothills of the Sierra Madre Oriental, the two volcanoes, Popocatepetl and Ixtaccihuatl, rose clear and magnificent into the sunset. Nearer, perhaps ten miles distant, and on a lower level than the main valley, he made out the village of Tomalín, nestling behind the jungle, from which rose a thin blue scarf of illegal smoke, someone burning wood for carbon. Before him, on the other side of the American highway, spread fields and groves, through which meandered a river, and the Alcapancingo road. The watchtower of a prison rose over a wood between the river and the road which lost itself farther on where the purple hills of a Doré Paradise sloped away into the distance. Over in the town the lights of Quauhnahuac’s one cinema, built on an incline and standing out sharply, suddenly came on, flickered off, came on again. ‘No se puede vivir sin amar,’ M. Laruelle said … ‘As that estúpido inscribed on my house.’

‘Come, amigo, throw away your mind,’ Dr Vigil said behind him.

‘ – But hombre, Yvonne came back! That’s what I shall never understand. She came back to the man!’ M. Laruelle returned to the table where he poured himself and drank a glass of Tehuacan mineral water. He said:

‘Salud y pesetas.’

‘Y tiempo para gastarlas,’ his friend returned thoughtfully.

M. Laruelle watched the doctor leaning back in the steamer chair, yawning, the handsome, impossibly handsome, dark imperturbable Mexican face, the kind deep brown eyes, innocent too, like the eyes of those wistful beautiful Oaxaqueñan children one saw in Tehuantepec (that ideal spot where the women did the work while the men bathed in the river all day), the slender small hands and delicate wrists, upon the back of which it was almost a shock to see the sprinkling of coarse black hair. ‘I threw away my mind long ago, Arturo,’ he said in English, withdrawing his cigarette from his mouth with refined nervous fingers on which he was aware he wore too many rings. ‘What I find more –’ M. Laruelle noted the cigarette was out and gave himself another anís.

‘Con permiso.’ Dr Vigil conjured a flaring lighter out of his pocket so swiftly it seemed it must have been already ignited there, that he had drawn a flame out of himself, the gesture and the igniting one movement; he held the light for M. Laruelle. ‘Did you never go to the church for the bereavèd here,’ he asked suddenly, ‘where is the Virgin for those who have nobody with?’

M. Laruelle shook his head.

‘Nobody go there. Only those who have nobody them with,’ the doctor said, slowly. He pocketed the lighter and looked at his watch, turning his wrist upwards with a neat flick. ‘Allons-nous-en,’ he added, ‘vámonos,’ and laughed yawningly with a series of nods that seemed to carry his body forward until his head was resting between his hands. Then he rose and joined M. Laruelle at the parapet, drawing deep breaths. ‘Ah, but this is the hour I love, with the sun coming down, when all the man began to sing and all the dogs to shark –’

M. Laruelle laughed. While they had been talking the sky had grown wild and stormy to the south; the mourners had left the slope of the hill. Sleepy vultures, high overhead, deployed down-wind. ‘About eight-thirty then, I might go to the cine for an hour.’

‘Bueno. I will see you this night then, in the place where you know. Remember, I still do not believe you are leaving tomorrow.’ He held out his hand which M. Laruelle grasped firmly, loving him. ‘Try and come tonight, if not, please understand I am always interested in your health.’

‘Hasta la vista.’

‘Hasta la vista.’

– Alone, standing beside the highway down which he had driven four years before on the last mile of that long, insane, beautiful journey from Los Angeles, M. Laruelle also found it hard to believe he was really going. Then the thought of tomorrow seemed well-nigh overwhelming. He had paused, undecided which way to walk home, as the little overloaded bus – Tomalín Zócalo – jounced past him downhill towards the barranca before climbing into Quauhnahuac. He was loth to take the same direction tonight. He crossed the street, making for the station. Although he would not be travelling by train the sense of departure, of its imminence, came heavily about him again as, childishly avoiding the locked points, he picked his path over the narrow-gauge lines. Light from the setting sun glanced off the oil tanks on the grass embankment beyond. The platform slept. The tracks were vacant, the signals up. There was little to suggest that any train ever arrived at this station, let alone left it:

[image: Image]

Yet a little less than a year ago the place had been the scene of a parting he would never forget. He had not liked the Consul’s half-brother at their first encounter when he’d come with Yvonne and the Consul himself to M. Laruelle’s house in the Calle Nicaragua, any more, he felt now, than Hugh had liked him. Hugh’s odd appearance – though such was the overwhelming effect of meeting Yvonne again, he did not obtain even the impression of oddity so strongly that he was able later in Parián immediately to recognize him – had merely seemed to caricature the Consul’s amiable half-bitter description of him. So this was the child M. Laruelle vaguely remembered hearing about years before! In half an hour he’d dismissed him as an irresponsible bore, a professional indoor Marxman, vain and self-conscious really, but affecting a romantic extroverted air. While Hugh, who for various reasons had certainly not been ‘prepared’ by the Consul to meet M. Laruelle, doubtless saw him as an even more precious type of bore, the elderly aesthete, a confirmedly promiscuous bachelor, with a rather unctuous possessive manner towards women. But three sleepless nights later an eternity had been lived through: grief and bewilderment at an unassimilable catastrophe had drawn them together. In the hours which followed his response to Hugh’s telephone call from Parián M. Laruelle learned much about Hugh: his hopes, his fears, his self-deceptions, his despairs. When Hugh left, it was as if he had lost a son.

Careless of his tennis clothes, M. Laruelle climbed the embankment. Yet he was right, he told himself, as reaching the top he paused for breath, right, after the Consul had been ‘discovered’ (though meantime the grotesquely pathetic situation had developed where there was not, on probably the first occasion when one had been so urgently needed, a British Consul in Quauhnahuac to appeal to), right in insisting Hugh should waive all conventional scruples and take every advantage of the curious reluctance of the ‘police’ to hold him – their anxiety, it all but appeared, to be rid of him just when it seemed highly logical they should detain him as a witness, at least in one aspect of what now at a distance one could almost refer to as the ‘case’ – and at the earliest possible moment join that ship providentially awaiting him at Vera Cruz. M. Laruelle looked back at the station; Hugh left a gap. In a sense he had decamped with the last of his illusions. For Hugh, at twenty-nine, still dreamed, even then, of changing the world (there was no other way of saying this) through his actions – just as Laruelle, at forty-two, had still then not quite given up hope of changing it through the great films he proposed somehow to make. But today these dreams seemed absurd and presumptuous. After all he had made great films as great films went in the past. And so far as he knew they had not changed the world in the slightest. However he had acquired a certain identity with Hugh. Like Hugh he was going to Vera Cruz; and like Hugh too, he did not know if his ship would ever reach port …

M. Laruelle’s way led through half-cultivated fields bordered by narrow grass paths, trodden by cactus farmers coming home from work. It was thus far a favourite walk, though not taken since before the rains. The leaves of cacti attracted with their freshness; green trees shot by evening sunlight might have been weeping willows tossing in the gusty wind which had sprung up; a lake of yellow sunlight appeared in the distance below pretty hills like loaves. But there was something baleful now about the evening. Black clouds plunged up to the south. The sun poured molten glass on the fields. The volcanoes seemed terrifying in the wild sunset. M. Laruelle walked swiftly, in the good heavy tennis shoes he should have already packed, swinging his tennis racket. A sense of fear had possessed him again, a sense of being, after all these years, and on his last day here, still a stranger. Four years, almost five, and he still felt like a wanderer on another planet. Not that that made it any the less hard to be leaving, even though he would soon, God willing, see Paris again. Ah well! He had few emotions about the war, save that it was bad. One side or the other would win. And in either case life would be hard. Though if the Allies lost it would be harder. And in either case one’s own battle would go on.

How continually, how startlingly, the landscape changed! Now the fields were full of stones: there was a row of dead trees. An abandoned plough, silhouetted against the sky, raised its arms to heaven in mute supplication; another planet, he reflected again, a strange planet where, if you looked a little farther, beyond the Tres Marías, you would find every sort of landscape at once, the Cotswolds, Windermere, New Hampshire, the meadows of the Eure-et-Loire, even the grey dunes of Cheshire, even the Sahara, a planet upon which, in the twinkling of an eye, you could change climates, and, if you cared to think so, in the crossing of a highway, three civilizations; but beautiful, there was no denying its beauty, fatal or cleansing as it happened to be, the beauty of the Earthly Paradise itself.

Yet in the Earthly Paradise, what had he done? He had made few friends. He had acquired a Mexican mistress with whom he quarrelled, and numerous beautiful Mayan idols he would be unable to take out of the country, and he had –

M. Laruelle wondered if it was going to rain: it sometimes, though rarely, did at this time of year, as last year for instance, it rained when it should not. And those were storm clouds in the south. He imagined he could smell the rain, and it ran in his head he would enjoy nothing better than to get wet, soaked through to the skin, to walk on and on through this wild country in his clinging white flannels getting wetter and wetter and wetter. He watched the clouds: dark swift horses surging up the sky. A black storm breaking out of its season! That was what love was like, he thought; love which came too late. Only no sane calm succeeded it, as when the evening fragrance or slow sunlight and warmth returned to the surprised land! M. Laruelle hastened his steps still farther. And let such love strike you dumb, blind, mad, dead – your fate would not be altered by your simile. Tonnerre de dieu … It slaked no thirst to say what love was like which came too late.

The town was almost directly to his right now and above him, for M. Laruelle had been walking gradually downhill since leaving the Casino de la Selva. From the field he was crossing he could see, over the trees on the slope of the hill, and beyond the dark castled shape of Cortez Palace, the slowly revolving Ferris wheel, already lit up, in the square of Quauhnahuac; he thought he could distinguish the sound of human laughter rising from its bright gondolas and, again, that faint intoxication of voices singing, diminishing, dying in the wind, inaudible finally. A despondent American tune, the St Louis Blues, or some such, was borne across the fields to him, at times a soft wind-blown surge of music from which skimmed a spray of gabbling, that seemed not so much to break against as to be thumping the walls and towers of the outskirts; then with a moan it would be sucked back into the distance. He found himself in the lane that led away through the brewery to the Tomalín road. He came to the Alcapancingo road. A car was passing and as he waited, face averted, for the dust to subside, he recalled that time motoring with Yvonne and the Consul along the Mexican lake-bed, itself once the crater of a huge volcano, and saw again the horizon softened by dust, the buses whizzing past through the whirling dust, the shuddering boys standing on the backs of the lorries holding on for grim death, their faces bandaged against the dust (and there was a magnificence about this, he always felt, some symbolism for the future, for which such truly great preparation had been made by a heroic people, since all over Mexico one could see those thundering lorries with those young builders in them, standing erect, their trousers flapping hard, legs planted wide, firm) and in the sunlight, on the round hill, the lone section of dust advancing, the dust-darkened hills by the lake like islands in driving rain. The Consul, whose old house M. Laruelle now made out on the slope beyond the barranca, had seemed happy enough too then, wandering around Cholula with its three hundred and six churches and its two barber shops, the ‘Toilet’ and the ‘Harem’, and climbing the ruined pyramid later, which he had proudly insisted was the original Tower of Babel. How admirably he had concealed what must have been the babel of his thoughts!

Two ragged Indians were approaching M. Laruelle through the dust; they were arguing, but with the profound concentration of university professors wandering in summer twilight through the Sorbonne. Their voices, the gestures of their refined grimy hands, were unbelievably courtly, delicate. Their carriage suggested the majesty of Aztec princes, their faces obscure sculpturings on Yucatecan ruins:

‘– perfectamente borracho –’

‘ – completamente fantástico –’

‘Si, hombre, la vida impersonal –’

‘Claro, hombre –’

‘!Positivamente!’

‘Buenas noches.’

‘Buenas noches.’

They passed into the dusk. The Ferris wheel sank from sight: the sounds of the fair, the music, instead of coming closer, had temporarily ceased. M. Laruelle looked into the west; a knight of old, with tennis racket for shield and pocket torch for scrip, he dreamed a moment of battles the soul survived to wander there. He had intended turning down another lane to the right, that led past the model farm where the Casino de la Selva grazed its horses, directly into his street, the Calle Nicaragua. But on a sudden impulse he turned left along the road running by the prison. He felt an obscure desire on his last night to bid farewell to the ruin of Maximilian’s Palace.

To the south an immense archangel, black as thunder, beat up from the Pacific. And yet, after all, the storm contained its own secret calm … His passion for Yvonne (whether or not she’d ever been much good as an actress was beside the point, he’d told her the truth when he said she would have been more than good in any film he made) had brought back to his heart, in a way he could not have explained, the first time that alone, walking over the meadows from Saint Près, the sleepy French village of backwaters and locks and grey disused watermills where he was lodging, he had seen, rising slowly and wonderfully and with boundless beauty above the stubble fields blowing with wildflowers, slowly rising into the sunlight, as centuries before the pilgrims straying over those same fields had watched them rise, the twin spires of Chartres Cathedral. His love had brought a peace, for all too short a while, that was strangely like the enchantment, the spell, of Chartres itself, long ago, whose every side-street he had come to love and café where he could gaze at the Cathedral eternally sailing against the clouds, the spell not even the fact he was scandalously in debt there could break. M. Laruelle walked on swiftly towards the Palace. Nor had any remorse for the Consul’s plight broken that other spell fifteen years later here in Quauhnahuac! for that matter, M. Laruelle reflected, what had reunited the Consul and himself for a time, even after Yvonne left, was not, on either side, remorse. It was perhaps, partly, more the desire for that illusory comfort, about as satisfying as biting on an aching tooth, to be derived from the mutual unspoken pretence that Yvonne was still here.

– Ah, but all these things might have seemed a good enough reason for putting the whole earth between themselves and Quauhnahuac! Yet neither had done so. And now M. Laruelle could feel their burden pressing upon him from outside, as if somehow it had been transferred to these purple mountains all around him, so mysterious, with their secret mines of silver, so withdrawn, yet so close, so still, and from these mountains emanated a strange melancholy force that tried to hold him here bodily, which was its weight, the weight of many things, but mostly that of sorrow.

He passed a field where a faded blue Ford, a total wreck, had been pushed beneath a hedge on a slope: two bricks had been set under its front wheels against involuntary departure. What are you waiting for, he wanted to ask it, feeling a sort of kinship, an empathy, for those tatters of ancient hood flapping … Darling, why did I leave? Why did you let me? It was not to M. Laruelle that these words on that long-belated postcard of Yvonne’s had been addressed, that postcard which the Consul must have maliciously put under his pillow some time on that last morning – but how could one ever be sure when? – as though the Consul had calculated it all, knowing M. Laruelle would discover it at the precise moment that Hugh, distraughtly, would call from Parián. Parián! To his right towered the prison walls. Up on the watchtower, just visible above them, two policemen peered east and west with binoculars. M. Laruelle crossed a bridge over the river, then took a short cut through a wide clearing in the woods evidently being laid out as a botanical garden. Birds came swarming out of the southeast: small, black, ugly birds, yet too long, something like monstrous insects, something like crows, with awkward long tails, and an undulating, bouncing, laboured flight. Shatterers of the twilight hour, they were flapping their way feverishly home, as they did every evening, to roost within the fresno trees in the zócalo, which until nightfall would ring with their incessant drilling mechanic screech. Straggling, the obscene concourse hushed and peddled by. By the time he reached the Palace the sun had set.

In spite of his amour propre he immediately regretted having come. The broken pink pillars, in the half-light, might have been waiting to fall down on him: the pool, covered with green scum, its steps torn away and hanging by one rotting clamp, to close over his head. The shattered evil-smelling chapel, overgrown
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