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Foreword To New Edition

ELIZABETH BENNETT kept a diary for much of her life, often in great detail, but she was a private woman, not given to revealing much of her thoughts or feelings in public. Nevertheless, she decided in 1980 to publish not only her own surviving diary of her year with G.I. Gurdjieff at the end of his life, but also that of her later husband, JG Bennett, even though his diary entries rarely reveal him in a flattering light. The question is why, particularly since she later repented of her decision and had to be persuaded to allow the book to go into a second edition. It is difficult to say, seventeen years after she died, what her motives were, but the value of these diaries is apparent to everyone who reads them.

JG Bennett was engaged, with Gurdjieff’s help and guidance, in a titanic struggle with his own nature, which he describes in these diaries and, with more perspective, in his autobiography, Witness: The Story of a Search.* His unedited diary presented here shows something of what it means to work uncompromisingly towards one’s own transformation—as does Witness itself—and some of the self-deceptions that are possible in the process. In her own forward to the original edition of Idiots in Paris, Elizabeth refers to the contrast between the Bennett of 1949 and the man he later became. Indeed many people who have criticized him for his behavior in Paris have failed to realize that he was making a vital step towards the freedom he achieved toward the end of his life.

Elizabeth’s diary, which makes up the bulk of this book, has a different value, and in some respects a more important one. It is simply as a witness to conditions in Gurdjieff’s circle at the end of his life. Elizabeth’s diary shares with the account of Rina Hands’** the virtue of being a straightforward description with very little “self” in it. Precisely because at that time they were young in the Work, with little status (real or imagined), their accounts are largely free of egoism and distortion. In the 21st century, when there are few people left alive who “knew” Gurdjieff, it is all the more important to have such honest and impartial eye-witness accounts as the one Elizabeth Bennett presents in Idiots in Paris.

Her foreword, included in this new edition, and the diaries themselves outline far better than any later commentator can the conditions in which Gurdjieff’s pupils lived, satellites revolving round a brilliant sun. However, in this edition we have also included entries from the Elizabeth’s subsequent diary, starting on November 8 (when the earlier published editions ended) and have continued until her departure from Paris on November 22. The sun has gone, but the satellites continue to revolve, and the very analogy illustrates why people went in different directions as Gurdjieff’s day-to-day influence waned. Elizabeth’s account showed how crucial was the role played by Mme de Salzmann in holding things together at that stage, and in advising individuals, while her descriptions of movements classes in those early days after Gurdjieff’s death suggest a very powerful energy among his survivors in Paris.

These later entries also show how quickly details are forgotten or distorted, without any intention or malice, simply because people hear differently and remember with different emphasis. They serve as a warning to those who insist dogmatically on one correct view, and this applies to the survivors of any great teacher no less than to the followers of Gurdjieff himself.

On the face of it, Elizabeth herself was an unlikely witness to the last events of Gurdjieff’s life and the chaotic conditions that prevailed around him. She was born as the third and youngest child in a very conventional family. Her father taught classics at Eton, the famous British private school and her mother was an ordinary, if rather highly-strung, middle-class housewife, albeit more than twenty years younger than her husband. For most of her early teenage years, Elizabeth suffered from a long-undiagnosed condition that confined her to her bed for months at a time and meant she missed a great deal of formal schooling. On the other hand, her father had an excellent library, which Elizabeth read her way through, so that, educated or not, she became an unusually well-read adult.

Elizabeth’s ambition was to be a stage designer, but the Second World War put a stop to that. After a brief spell as a draftswoman for the Pressed Steel Company—a supplier of motor vehicle panels, among other things—Elizabeth joined the armed forces as a member of the Women’s Auxiliary Air Force (WAAF). Her experience in the WAAF changed her life, and not just because it led her to JG Bennett and Gurdjieff. On her first night in a large barracks dormitory she was fingering the coarse, military-issue blankets with some distaste when she overheard her neighbor, a working-class girl from the north of England, marveling at their quality. Elizabeth later described this sudden appreciation that there were views other than her own as an important formative experience and, as a whole, her time in the WAAF brought her out of her sheltered upbringing as surely as it ended her career as a stage designer.

After eighteen months as a plotter in the intense atmosphere of RAF operations rooms, Elizabeth suffered a failure of nerve one evening as she was guiding home a stricken plane and, rather than risk a repeat if she resumed her work in the “ops room,” she applied for a commission in the WAAF.

After a variety of postings, Elizabeth found herself at an RAF depot in Worcestershire where, in the officers’ mess, she fell into conversation with a wing-commander who turned out to be a student of Gurdjieff’s ideas, and a member of JG Bennett’s groups in London. After giving her a few introductory lectures to read, this officer introduced Elizabeth to Bennett, and at the end of her military service she became one of the first dozen people to move into the research community at Coombe Springs that the Bennetts set up in 1946.

The rest of the story that led Elizabeth to Gurdjieff is outlined in her foreword, though her account underplays some of the factors that were an unusually favorable preparation for life in Gurdjieff’s unconventional circle. Her long, early illnesses had taught her about suffering, her experience in the WAAF had given her an understanding of a wide variety of people and how to deal with them, and her two years or more in the intense conditions of Coombe Springs had shown her how to work with others in search of her own spiritual transformation.

Somewhere in her non-education Elizabeth had learned to write, and her diaries are both vivid and concise. The original entries are written in a clear, confident hand and page after page unfold without crossings-out or corrections. The very way they appear on the page shows a forthright approach to the events she records and a lack of interest in embellishment. To anyone who knew her, the diaries are an accurate reflection of the woman herself: honest, self-effacing and dedicated to the Work.

Taken together, the Paris diaries of JG and Elizabeth Bennett give a picture of what it means to put work on oneself first, in both the major and minor decisions of one’s life. They also give a clear account of what it meant to work with Gurdjieff himself. The diaries, and particularly Elizabeth’s, show how he was able to take the most trivial occasion and turn it into an opportunity to work. For the clarity of these accounts we of later generations have good reason to be grateful.

—George Bennett
 Massachusetts, 2008


* Santa Fe: Bennett Books, 2008.

** The Diary of Madam Egout Pour Sweet. Aurora, Oregon: Two Rivers Press, 1991.




Introduction

THE PUBLICATION of a personal diary is a hazardous business, whether or not the writer is still living. Equally, such a diary written with an eye on possible future readers is an absurdity. These two interlocking diaries were written for the writers alone—to clarify thoughts, and to record details that we might refer to in the future and which we could otherwise have forgotten. One cannot edit such diaries by incorporating explanations in the text and so on, without making them artificial and leaving the reader uncertain of the writer’s credibility. Moreover, I personally dislike footnotes and have therefore made a minimal use of them. I am left with only one practical resource—this rather long explanatory preface. It is designed to help those readers who are not familiar with the activities and environment of Gurdjieff and his followers, giving them some picture not only of the stage on which his last days were played, but also of the background of the writers of the diaries.

So then.

The philosopher George Ivanovitch Gurdjieff left Russia with some of his followers during the Revolution and after long and difficult wanderings settled in France, at the Château du Prieuré at Avon, outside Fontainebleau. He lived here, with pupils from many parts of the world, for some years, until his career there was brought to an end by a motor accident, which almost cost him his life. He then turned his attention to writing, and produced his inspired masterpiece, The First Series of the trilogy All and Everything. This work has a subtitle, Beelzebub’s Tales to his Grandson and throughout the diaries, the book, which was then in manuscript form, is referred to as Beelzebub or sometimes, if Gurdjieff is the speaker, as “First Série my writing.” There are two other books of the trilogy, Meetings with Remarkable Men and Life is Real only then, When “I Am,” since published, referred to simply as Second and Third Series.

Gurdjieff settled finally in Paris. With the outbreak of the war in 1939, he lost touch with those of his followers who were centered round JG Bennett, who did not even know if he was alive, though some other groups of his students managed to maintain some kind of contact with him.

JG Bennett, who, during the war was engaged in industrial research, had met Gurdjieff in the 1920s both in Constantinople and at the Prieuré, and regarded him as his teacher. When the war ended he set up a center at Kingston-upon-Thames for the study of man as a “psychokinetic” being, the studies being based on the psychological system taught by Gurdjieff. This center was established at Coombe Springs, an Edwardian villa with seven acres of land. There were about twenty residents and many short-term visitors. I went to live there at the end of my wartime service, and was able to study Gurdjieff’s psychological and cosmological ideas and also to begin work on the “Movements.” These Movements were a system of dances or sacred gymnastics on which Gurdjieff placed much emphasis and which, among other things, enabled the pupil to observe himself as a three-natured being and as a whole. Of course I was not married to JG Bennett at that time. The Mrs. B who appears in the text is his second wife, Winifred Alice Bennett, known affectionately as Polly.

While I was living at Coombe Springs, in 1948, JG Bennett, with the help of Madame Ouspensky, renewed his contact with Gurdjieff. She was the widow of P. D. Ouspensky, author of Tertium Organum, A New Model of the Universe, and In Search of the Miraculous. I was in Paris in August of that year and so met Gurdjieff for the first time. In January 1949, I had a mild nervous breakdown as a result of seeing too much too soon, and Mr. Bennett, unable to help me himself, sent me to Paris to be near Gurdjieff. So it happened that I was launched into this strange, satisfying environment, at once ritually stylized and perpetually fluid, where Gurdjieff gave me permission to live and where I quickly recovered my emotional and physical stability. I kept a somewhat haphazard diary of my arrival and first few months in Paris, but this volume was accidentally destroyed. The second volume, published here, plunges without ceremony into the life which then revolved around Gurdjieff’s flat in the Rue des Colonels Rénard.

It is necessary to give some explanation here of the daily routine and the terms in general use, as there is no explanation in the text. I am concerned only with Gurdjieff’s day-to-day life in his flat, not with his work in Paris as a whole, of which I knew little or nothing. The days at the flat were always the same, unless, of course, Gurdjieff went away for a few days relaxation in some other part of France, as he is about to do at the start of my own diary. In the summer of 1949, large numbers of people were coming to Paris to visit him, and these people were all invited to the flat for lunch or dinner, or both. There were also many members of his French groups, his household of near people and relations, and finally, one or two long-term visitors like myself. We would go to lunch at midday. There was always a reading aloud of some part of Gurdjieff’s own writings, or occasionally from P. D. Ouspensky’s In Search of the Miraculous, called throughout the diaries Fragments, a reference to Ouspensky’s original choice of a title. The reading would last for one or two hours and then we would go to the dining room for lunch. As there was very little space, the plates were passed from the kitchen to the dining room by a chaine formed usually by the young people, or habitués, while the new guests and older people went straight into the room. The room was small and usually so packed with people that once one had found a place, one would remain wedged until the meal was over; it was not possible to get out again. Once the seats at the table were filled, and those at the little side-table, people would stand behind the chairs or sit on little stools crammed into a corner, in the fireplace and so on, while people ate with their plates on their knees, or on the chimney-piece or the piano or wherever they could.

The arrangement of the table was formal. Gurdjieff sat at the far end and beside him on his left was the Director of the feast. The Director had to see that everything went smoothly, that no one was without food or drink, and so on. He had to look after Mr. Gurdjieff, changing his plates and carrying out his instructions about various details, giving the Toasts in a clear voice when the time came. The ritual of the Toasts was drawn from what Gurdjieff called the “Science of Idiotism.” In his book, Gurdjieff: Making a New World,* JG Bennett reports that:


“[Gurdjieff] explained that in a Sufi community, which he used to visit, a method of teaching had been handed down from antiquity which consisted in tracing the path of man’s evolution from a state of nature to the realization of his spiritual potential. … ‘There are twenty-one gradations of reason from that of the ordinary man to that of Our Endlessness, that is, God. No one can reach the Absolute Reason of God, and only the sons of God like Jesus Christ can have the two gradations of reason that are nineteenth and twentieth. Therefore the aim of every being who aspires to perfection must be to reach the eighteenth gradation. … The word idiot has two meanings: the true meaning that was given to it by the ancient sages was to be oneself. A man who is himself looks and behaves like a madman to those who live in the world of illusions, so when they call a man an idiot they mean that he does not share their illusions. Everyone who decides to work on himself is an idiot in both meanings. The wise know that he is seeking for reality. The foolish think he has taken leave of his senses. We here are supposed to be seeking for reality, so we should all be idiots: but no one can make you an idiot. You must choose it for yourself. That is why everyone who visits us here and wishes to remain in contact with us, is allowed to choose his own idiotism. Then all the rest of us will wish from our hearts that he will truly become that idiot. For this alcohol was used by the ancient sages; not to get drunk, but to strengthen the power to wish.’”



Gurdjieff had a fixed ritual in proposing the Toasts of the Idiots and made constant use of the idiots in his teaching. On the Director’s left sat the man responsible for pouring drinks and distributing them to the guests. He was known as the pourer or Verseur. He had to remember what each person was drinking, so that each glass could be refilled correctly when the time came. At right-angles to Mr. Gurdjieff, at the narrow end of the table on his right, sat Monsieur Egout. “Egout” means a drain or sewer, and this position was usually occupied by what Gurdjieff called an “esteemed person.” He was given, in addition to his own plate, various extra foods and tidbits by Mr. Gurdjieff, and these of course he was bound to eat. If he was given more than he could eat, he was allowed to pass his own plate, or some part of its contents, to Monsieur Poubelle (dustbin) on his right. Round the corner of the table, at Poubelle’s right and therefore opposite to Mr. Gurdjieff, sat Bouche d’Egout, the “mouth of the sewer.” He was often offered various bonne-bouches by Mr. Gurdjieff across the table. Egout pour Sweet had a special function—to eat Mr. Gurdjieff’s pudding or dessert if he did not want it himself. He would call for Egout pour Sweet if he needed her, and from whatever place she was occupying she would reply, “présente, Monsieur,” and come forward for her treat. A young woman usually played this rôle.

Gurdjieff was truly hospitable and took great trouble, even when he was very ill, to see that his visitors were given the most considerate treatment. Part of the entertainment offered to them after the meals was provided by his music. He played one of those little hand organs so popular in the Near East: the instrument placed on his knees, one hand for the keyboard and the other working the bellows. On this he performed the most moving and unearthly music, which he varied to suit every occasion. When he was too tired or ill to play, we could listen to a recording.

The ritual was repeated exactly in the evening. Twice every day we participated in the reading, the chaine, the meal, the Toasts, the music. The flat looked exactly the same at all times; by day and by night the shutters were closed and the electric lights burning. After a time one ceased to know whether it was night or day. More than once after a meal I have emerged blinking into the hot summer sunshine in the street, when I had expected lamp-lit darkness, or been surprised by darkness when I had expected daylight. The exact repetition of the external framework left one free to attend to the shifting possibilities of the inner world. Every moment in Gurdjieff’s presence was a chance to learn, if one was sufficiently awake to take the chance.

There were several young American women there, who had come to Paris to study the Movements, with the intention that they should return to teach them in America. Among them were Tanya Savitsky, Madame Ouspensky’s grand-daughter, and Iovanna Lloyd Wright, the daughter of the architect, Frank Lloyd Wright. These young women, about six altogether, were called collectively the “calves” (“not already cow,” Gurdjieff said), and there are many references to them, singly and together, in the diaries.

The French groups had been frequent and regular visitors to the flat at 6 Colonels Rénard, but the sudden great influx of English and Americans made changes necessary, as the little flat became impossibly overcrowded. At about the time of my arrival in 1949, it was arranged that the French groups should come for dinner only twice a week. On the French nights, the conversation was almost entirely French, and the Director also—Monsieur Bernard Lemaître. On French nights, we English kept out of the way.

One small point worth mentioning is that Gurdjieff could not—or did not—pronounce the letter “h” in the English way, but used “g” instead, as in the Russian. Thus “behind” became “begind” and “Mahomet” was “Magomet.” On the other hand, “camel” for Gurdjieff became “hamel.” It must be remembered also that in 1949 none of the Gurdjieff books were yet published. In Search of the Miraculous and Beelzebub’s Tales were not published in England until 1950. Listening to the twice-daily readings was a privilege that we really appreciated. Typing the various manuscripts was also a task much sought after, and there were always plenty of volunteers.

I would like to say one more thing. Those readers who knew JG Bennett in the last twenty years of his life will be surprised by the picture of him in 1949 emerging from his own writings in this, his private diary. So certain that he knew how to work, so blind to the opportunities in front of him, so humorless, so determined that force—physical, mental, and moral—would bring him to the gates of heaven! In that month of August, 1949, he was obsessed with himself and his own subjective states, to the point of distorting Gurdjieff’s instructions so that they would fit his own preconceived picture of what was needed to bring about liberation. Nevertheless, that month was the turning-point for him. His tolerance, humility and love—his deep understanding—so plain to see at the end of his life, first began to emerge during the visit to Gurdjieff recorded in this book. Those of us, so many of us, who benefited from his later teachings should thank not only JG Bennett, but above all his teacher, Gurdjieff.

I have added nothing to the text, but I have cut out one or two passages too personal to be of interest to anyone but the writer, and one or two details of Gurdjieff’s illness and treatment. Apart from these small deletions, the manuscript is untouched.

—Elizabeth Bennett, 1980


* Santa Fe: Bennett Books, 1992, pp. 120-121.




Diaries of
Elizabeth Bennett
and JG Bennett
July – November, 1949




JG Bennett: Having in mind that I would be with Gurdjieff in Paris for a month, I decided to try to keep a record of my experience. By chance this book came into my hands.

JULY 1949

July 23

JGB: (Coombe Springs) Last night I completed a thirty-hour fast. As always, I am troubled by difficulty with attention and memory. Also I have to struggle very hard not to let other people see that I am in an irritable state. Yesterday I did not succeed at all well in this!

In the morning I had three phone calls to Paris. Mme. de Salzmann entirely approved and even praised my address to the Montessori Congress. I have now sent off a copy.

I gather that Gurdjieff did not say up to Thursday evening whether he was going to Geneva today, but I expect he will.

In the evening, I read the Katha Upanishad to the people who were here for dinner. It is noteworthy to observe the change in my feelings about the Katha. I always thought it one of the most noble poems in the world’s literature and I admired above all the force with which the second and third Vallis strike the center. But last night, for the first time, it was concrete. I constantly felt, “Yes, that is true and that is how it can and must be.”

I went to bed early, at midnight, and did not waken till nearly 6:30, so I had an unusually good sleep and feel very much refreshed.

This morning I spent an hour on my knees in the Spring House. After forty minutes, I found I had the power to reach the Collected State. Afterward the pain in my legs became too insistent. But once again toward the end, I began to sense my existence differently. I am not sure that I am doing it rightly, so I hope I shall have a chance of asking.

July 25

Elizabeth: (Paris) We all met at the café at 9:30. Mr. G was already there, smoking, drinking tea and looking at us all without saying much. When his car came round he drove away and returned a few minutes later with his straw hat changed for his red fez.

There were three cars, five people in each, and luggage on the roofs. We left Paris at 10:00. It was already hot, and the ends of the street were blurred and hazy. After driving for about one-and-a-half hours we stopped by some trees for coffee, but only for a minute or two. At about 2 o’clock we stopped for a picnic lunch, somewhere beyond Sens. We spread out coats and sat beside the road: there was a thick hedge and tall trees, and it was very hot and dusty. The toasts were drunk in Armagnac; Marianne Director. (All the calves were very thirsty, but there was nothing to drink but Armagnac.) We ate kvoorma, brioches, goat cheese and melon, and of course much candy—we had brought a whole suitcase full of candy. When the bottle was empty, Gabo put it on the top of a high post by the road, and Mr. G laughed and said that after the publication of “First Serie, my writing,” anyone seeing such a thing would say, “Mr. Gurdjieff passed this way.” He gave us—the young ones—no peace during the meal, shouting at us for not fetching things, for not eating, for eating too much, for not drinking honorably, for our idiocy in general, but when we had finished eating we sat quietly on the bank while he smoked. Mme. de Salzmann said that he had not seen Mme. Stjernval for fifteen years, and how interesting tomorrow’s meeting would be. She began to tell amusing stories of Mischa and Nikolai—how they “missed school together,” how they went to America and made friends with Irish police in New York and “did not went to school.” She was very amusing and very gay, and we all laughed and relaxed.

We went on our way again, but after about half an hour we stopped beside a canal while Mr. G slept for a couple of hours, as he usually does. Some of the others also slept, some swam in the canal. I went on to the town with Mme. de S, Mrs. Pearce, Eve and Sophia, to get Mrs. P’s car attended to: it was getting too hot and inclined to boil over. I had hoped for a chance to speak to Mme. de S and I was able to, while Mrs. P was at the garage and the two girls in a café ordering drinks. Mme. de S and I sat at a table on the pavement in the shade. It was by then very hot. The delay was long, because Mr. G also had trouble with his car and stopped for some time at a garage.

The journey to Dijon was uneventful. We stayed at the Cloche d’Or. The hotel was said to be full and people were being turned away, but Mme. de S somehow ordered and was given, fifteen rooms! We had dinner in the restaurant at 10:30, at three round tables. I, by great luck, was beside Mr. G, on his right, and was able to look after him, pass things, change his plates, remind him to pass things, pour the drinks, and so on. The others at the table were Mme. de S, Mrs. P, Mme. Godet, Mme. Caruso, Miss Anderson and Gabo. Mr. G was undoubtedly very tired and hardly spoke, except a few remarks in Russian to Mme. de S and Gabo. He gave the Toasts himself, until he got bored with it and told Mrs. P to do it. He told me that he was very tired. Yes, I said, it was too far to drive in such heat, and he nodded and said Yes, and also all day gaz was very bad, but now he had taken his médicaments and was better.

After dinner five of us drank coffee in his room. The others went to bed. As soon as I had drunk my coffee and eaten the sweets he gave me I left, and I hope the others did too, so that he could go to bed.

July 26

Elizabeth: (Geneva) We left Dijon at about 9:00. The usual order—Mr. G’s car leading, Mme. Caruso’s car second, Mrs. P “behind.” N and I were with Mrs. P, also Eve and her brother, Paul. Mr. G had been out early to buy Cassis. It was very hot.

We had planned to go into Switzerland by the Col des Faucilles, but as soon as we began to climb, Mrs. P’s car boiled over, not once but repeatedly, so we were soon left behind and took the other route, less mountainous. We lunched at Les Rousses, and enjoyed our day, though of course we were sad about getting separated from Mr. G. The final disaster was a tire burst, near Coppet, between Nyon and Geneva. We arrived at about 6:30 and found the others already installed. The hotels would not stay open so late, so we dined in the station buffet— very palatial, and quite unlike Liverpool Street!

It was an extraordinary meal—the table was very wide, and I personally could not even see Mr. G, let alone hear him, as he was at the far end on the same side as I, and I was at the bottom with the other calves. So most of my account of the meal is at second hand. Dr. and Mrs. Egg were there, and Mme. Stjernval and Nikolai; also Russell Page, who joined us at Geneva and returned with us to Paris. There was an orchestra playing loudly quite near us, which made it impossible to hear Mr. G, and after a time he called the headwaiter and gave him a large tip to stop the music. Anyway, he said, it was not music, but masturbation, and all the musicians were masturbators. The head-waiter, probably expecting a compliment to the orchestra, said he did not understand this word—what did he mean? So Page was told to take the headwaiter aside and explain to him the meaning, which he did. Marianne, who told me the story, said “Think of it, an old man like that, and he didn’t know what masturbation was!” Her only reaction.

After dinner Gurdjieff went off for coffee with all the “esteemed persons” and N; Marianne and I strolled back together to the hotel. When Marianne had arranged for his thermos to be filled for the night and seen that his room was ready, we went to bed.

July 27

JGB: (Coombe Springs) On Monday night, I gave the last lecture of the series “Introduction to the Ideas of G. I. Gurdjieff.” I chose “Form and Sequence” as the chapter to read. I did not lecture very well—or rather I did not come to what I wanted to say.

Early on Monday morning as I was doing my inner task, I had the first glimpse of what it could be for “nondesires to predominate over desires.” I have always thought that was an impossible state for me. I could not even contemplate trying to achieve it—certainly not wanting to. And I could see that, however painful it might be, the liberation from desires which is so constantly taught in the Upanishads and Buddhist literature, is in fact necessary for the real self to be in command.
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