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Daphne du Maurier

DAPHNE DU MAURIER (1907–89) was born in London, the daughter of the famous actor-manager Sir Gerald du Maurier and granddaughter of George du Maurier, the author and artist. A voracious reader, she was from an early age fascinated by imaginary worlds and even created a male alter ego for herself. Educated at home with her sisters and later in Paris, she began writing short stories and articles in 1928, and in 1931 her first novel, The Loving Spirit, was published. A biography of her father and three other novels followed, but it was the novel Rebecca that launched her into the literary stratosphere and made her one of the most popular authors of her day. In 1932, du Maurier married Major Frederick Browning, with whom she had three children.

Besides novels, du Maurier published short stories, plays and biographies. Many of her bestselling novels became award-winning films, and in 1969 du Maurier was herself awarded a DBE. She lived most of her life in Cornwall, the setting for many of her books, and when she died in 1989, Margaret Forster wrote in tribute: ‘No other popular writer has so triumphantly defied classification … She satisfied all the questionable criteria of popular fiction, and yet satisfied too the exacting requirements of “real literature”, something very few novelists ever do.’
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The Estate of Daphne du Maurier would like to thank Ann Willmore for her help in rediscovering some of the stories in this collection.


Introduction

You reach the end of ‘The Doll’. You’re standing aghast at the door of a darkened room where ravenhaired Rebecca (and yes, her name will have misled you for a while if, like me, you were looking for clues) is in a state of wild arousal. She is on a divan, her companion, a life-size doll named Julio, leers at you with twisted wet crimson lips. You feel discomforted, disturbed, baffled. A doll with mechanical parts? Is that what the author meant? Did they even have such things in the 1920s? It is bizarre, macabre. Or perhaps you misread the story? And then you read it again and find yourself wondering about the mind of the young – very young – writer and how she came to dream up such a thing.

Daphne du Maurier was twenty when she wrote ‘The Doll’. It was the first thing she wrote in Fowey, having fled the distractions of a family life steeped in tittle-tattle and the Theatre. It’s a story of obsession, and the submerged anxieties of the young writer’s mind run through the pages like wine through water.

I was mystified by the image of Julio’s red wet lips until, while considering these stories, I read in Daphne du Maurier’s memoir Myself When Young that her first kisses, stolen ones with her cousin Geoffrey (twice-married and twenty-two years her senior), reminded her of kissing Gerald, her father. ‘The strange thing is it’s so like kissing D[addy],’ she notes, and then I thought about the name of the doll: ‘Julio’ just a syllable short of ‘Julius’, the eponymous father with an incestuous and murderous desire for his daughter in her most infamous novel, published five years later, in 1933.

The young du Maurier’s preoccupations hang close to the surface in many of the earliest stories, and certainly they’re the ones in this collection that I found the most intriguing. The fanatical love of a man for an unattainable woman, sexual shame and sexual exploitation, the opposing needs of solitude and sociability; all the themes of her later great novels can be seen here in embryonic form.

Unsurprisingly, Gerald du Maurier looms large. Daphne was not only escaping London when she begged to be allowed to stay on in Cornwall to write, but also the obsessive love of a father whose port-fuelled rages and accusations caused her anguish. Something as innocent as a child’s plaything is revealed in the night to be vulgar and shameful, and exposes, perhaps, how she was made to feel at having discovered ‘the unholy rapture’ of sex; the guilt indelible as a stain in later female characters, particularly Hesta in her second novel, I’ll Never Be Young Again, and, of course, in the supposed nymphomania of the first Mrs de Winter in Rebecca.

‘The Doll’ is not the only story with an undercurrent of the favourite daughter whose father did not want her to grow up and away from him. Perhaps the strongest story is ‘East Wind’, written when the author was nineteen. Again, it’s about a despoiling. In this case the unsullied Eden is an island, cut off from the world, with a peaceable, inbred population, content to live ‘blindly, happily, like children’. Guthrie and Jane are ‘unmindful of desire’ and all is well until the wind changes ‘like a demon let loose upon the island’. or a serpent, or the onset of sexuality, and in from the east blows a brig full of sailors and brandy. Lust is awakened and when Jane feels ‘an exquisite shudder’ she turns to see if her husband has noticed, ‘guilty for the first time’. The story ends violently as the innocent land is rent asunder by a raging sexual desire that does not go unpunished.

The onset of sexuality is equally uncomfortable in ‘Tame Cat’, where a pubescent daughter is astonished to find herself unprotected by a mother who has come to view her as a rival. This time, it is Muriel du Maurier, Daphne’s mother, whose well-documented ambivalence towards her middle daughter darkens the ink on the page, so that the line spoken in gaiety, ‘You’re getting more like your mother every day. Isn’t it wonderful for you both,’ reads like a curse.

Many of these stories were written behind the forbidding walls of Cannon Hall, the family home in Hampstead, where Daphne du Maurier lived until she was twenty-two. Even after she had discovered that the only cure for her restless energy was to be permitted to remain at Fowey to write, she was expected to return to London at the end of the holidays. There, she would find herself so resentful at the curtailing of her freedom that, as she wrote in Myself When Young, she began to view everyone as though through ‘a mist of hate’ that invades these stories so palpably one can almost hear the author’s voice muttering insults between the lines (something to which anyone who tries to write while nestled in the bosom of their family can relate). ‘Goodnight, darling,’ says the narrator of ‘Nothing Hurts for Long’ to her heartbroken friend, ‘kissing her fondly, patting the blotched, disfigured face which roused in her an insane desire to laugh’.

The battle to stay on at Fowey and write was not won until after Daphne du Maurier’s twenty-second birthday. By this time her first two stories had been published, and both are included here: ‘And Now to God the Father’ concerns a vain and schmoozing clergyman who doesn’t practise what he preaches (an apprentice perhaps for the amoral vicar Francis Davey in Jamaica Inn); ‘A Difference in Temperament’, the story of a man who needs solitude and the woman who clings to his shirt tails, showcases the author’s ability to inhabit two skins at once so that the reader simultaneously experiences what is said and what is heard, a particular gift displayed years later so marvellously in The Parasites.

Some of these early stories are narrated by male characters, two of them by tired prostitutes, and hard though the author tries to disguise herself behind moustaches or the frocks of ‘black satin, too tight’, what cannot be obscured is the torment she endured while subjected to Gerald’s possessive behaviour and Muriel’s compliance over his many affairs.

‘The child destined to be a writer is vulnerable to every wind that blows,’ Daphne du Maurier wrote in Myself When Young, and these early stories show how the mind of that watchful child (with nails so badly bitten that she once needed medical attention) was buffeted and shaped by constantly looking out for storm warnings, having to scan her mother’s pas devant les enfants face whenever tragedy or danger lurked nearby. The cynicism in stories like ‘Week-End’, ‘And His Letters Grew Colder’ and ‘Nothing Hurts for Long’, where heartless males and hapless females dictate that there are to be no happy endings, shows a clear-eyed young mind with scant faith in the possibilities of love and marriage. This would be almost unbearably poignant if it were not for such deliciously humorous observations as that of the young bridegroom in ‘Frustration’ who stands at the altar viewing his bride ‘as though she were a lump of chocolate and he were a Pekinese’.

The ability to allow her readers the pleasure of experiencing the past and future as ghostly layers of the present was hers from the start, as can be seen in the strangely prescient ‘The Happy Valley’, published in the Illustrated London News in 1932. Like a ghost haunting her own future there is an omnipresence and a dream-like intuition at play here, and an almost hallucinatory vision of what was yet to come in her most famous novel as well as in her life. Here we have the first glimpse of Manderley in the wake of Daphne du Maurier’s first trespasses to its model Menabilly. ‘Why did a past I had never known possess me so completely?’ asks the narrator, a soul in torment, who only finds peace when she dreams of this place and can ‘lean her cheek against the smooth white surface of the house as though it were part of her life, bound up in her, possessed’.

Within these stories – some good, some less so, but all fascinating – are the preoccupations that would possess Daphne du Maurier for a lifetime. The psychological insight that she would later exercise while inhabiting the characters of her novels and biographies is here, but out in the open and turned much more obviously on herself.

Sex and passion married to envy and guilt, those are the things I sought from Daphne du Maurier when, like so many others, I came to her books as an unhappy teenager – the age she was when she started to write. Is it possible that a key to her popularity may be found between the lines of the stories that came first: the ones from the deep like ‘The Doll’ and ‘East Wind’? Do we all have a Julio leering within our psyche? Could the shame, made exquisite in her later work, be more general than specific? These are the things that I found myself wondering as I turned the pages penned by this young writer. A writer who was beginning to emerge from her shell while at the same time seeking a place to hide, thirsting for the solitude, the sea and the freedom to write, that the publication of these, her first stories, would eventually allow her to revel in.

Polly Samson, December 2010
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