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Yourcenar’s final prewar  novel Le Coup de Grace, 1939, translated into English in 1957, is constructed like a classical tragedy with unities of time, place and danger.  Considered by many to be among her finest, it is set during the Russian revolution, written by a first person narrator, and treats a love triangle.  While writing the novel, she stayed in the same room of the Hotel Tramontano in Sorrento where Ibsen composed Ghosts.  Le Coup de Grace was made into a movie in 1977 by Volker Schlondorff, a German director of the New wave.  

In 1939 she came to the United States for a lecture tour, and found herself unable to return to Nazi-occupied Europe.  Going to New York, she moved in with her friend Grace Frick who was then teaching at Barnard.  Remaining in this country she contributed poetry and essays to various expatriate journals especially to “Fontaine” in Algiers and “Les Lettres francaises” in Buenos Aires.  She earned a modest living as a part time instructor of French Literature and art history at Hartford Junior College and at Sarah Lawrence College in Bronxville, New York. The English poet and critic Stephan Spender recommended her for these positions. 

The early 1940s were very dark years for Yourcenar.  When she commuted between Hartford and Sarah Lawrence, her intellectual life seemed hampered and reduced to stale repetition.  She appears to be mentally and physically exhausted in this period

In 1947 she decided to become a naturalized citizen of the United States and legally changed her name to Yourcenar.  The name Yourcenar is an imperfect anagram of the name Craavencour.  She visited Maine and fell in love with Mount Desert, an island, “high and rocky, covered in its lower regions with evergreen and oak tree”.  She and her friend Grace Frick bought a small frame house on the island off the coast of Maine.  She lived there for the rest of her life except with frequent travels throughout the United States, Canada, Europe, and Asia. 

When a trunk arrived from Switzerland with family papers and trinkets left there for keeping during the war, she found among these papers part of the manuscript for Hadrian which she had begun in 1934 following several years of extensive research on the life and times of the second century emperor.  Although Yourcenar began her career by writing poetry, she discovered that novels and short stories allowed her more flexibility in developing character, theme, and plot.  She chose a first person narrative style ─ part memoir and part confessional which she called “the portrait” of a voice.  It was her desire to present the truth as the narrator sees it, and grant free rein to her creations without judgment.  Yourcenar wanted to portray a great historical personage ─ a man deeply interested in everything. Quoting Flaubert’s unforgettable sentence, “Just when the gods had ceased to be, and the Christ had not come, there was a unique moment in history, between Cicero and Marcus Aurelius, when man stood alone.”  And a great part of Yourcenar’s life was to be spent by portraying that man

Memoirs of Hadrian was published in 1951, and translated into English in 1954 by her friend Grace Frick.  The French publishers failed to predict the novel’s commercial success, and failed to realize that it was not a true biography because the author did not take a biographer’s distance from her subject.  In Reflections on the Composition of Memoirs of Hadrian, Yourcenar states that she had a symbiotic relationship with her character, and understood that he was lying frequently, especially on his coming to power. At a dinner in Yourcenar’s honor in January, 1981, Louis Auchincloss  discussed  the subject of history and power in her fiction.  In an article he wrote in the New York Times he states that “in an age when writers of fiction dealt largely with the inner self, Yourcenar was one of the few who had treated in depth, man’s use of power over his fellow men.”

Despite rave reviews on both sides of the Atlantic, Marguerite Yourcenar did not become a household name.  This is partly because she preferred to travel or to live in her little white house in the company of Grace Frick, Zoe, her cocker spaniel, and Joseph, a tamed gray striped squirrel than was to become a “lioness” of French literary circles.  In the fifties and sixties, she wrote poetry, literary and historical essays, and worked with her Maine neighbors on environmental issues.  The publication of The Abyss in 1968 brought her fame and recognition when it was selected by the Femina Jury for their prestigious prize.  The novel vividly recounts the adventures of Zeno, a sixteenth century humanist and universal man who crisscrosses Europe during the Reformation.  In the end he is condemned because he knows there can be no lasting accord between those who ponder, and believe themselves capable of thinking of tomorrow otherwise than they do today, and those who accept the faith.

Honorary degrees soon followed ─ Smith, Bowdoin, Colby, and Harvard, as well as literary prizes and awards.   In 1969 Yourcenar lectured at Smith College as part of Gide’s centenary celebration.  Her writing had much in common with Gide.

The year 1979 brought sorrow as well as excitement to Yourcenar.  Her friend and collaborator, Grace Frick, died of Hodgkin’s disease.  It was Grace Frick who gave her a home when she came to this country with no place to live, and later shared a cottage in Maine, served her dinner, and every evening read what she had written, always respecting her solitude.  After the death of Grace Frick, Yourcenar embarked once more on her world travels, accompanied by Jerry Wilson, an American.  She was departing for a tour of the Caribbean when she learned of her election to the Academie Francaise.  President Valery Giscard d’Estang was among those who advanced her name.  Members of the Academy split into two groups: traditionalists rejected her foreign nationality and her sex, whereas modernists focused on her talent.  After a stormy session followed by a three month postponement, Marguerite Yourcenar received on March 6, 1980 twenty votes to twelve votes for the other candidate.  To the formal reception ceremony on January 22, 1981 she wore a long black velvet skirt and white blouse designed by Saint-Laurent rather than the green and gold embroidered uniform, further breaking tradition. 

In the eighties Yourcenar traveled widely in Europe, Asia, and Africa and continued to write.  Two Lives and a Dream, published in 1982, translated in 1987, is the result of many years of preparation.  Consisting of three novellas with many of the same themes of love, marriage, and relationships of man to man and man to God, it is her only original fiction of the decade.  Among the other works are Mishima: A Vision of the Void, a study of the life, values and works of the Japanese writer who died by ritual suicide in 1969. Five Modern No Plays, 1984 gives additional insight into his art.  Her essays, That Mighty Sculptor, was published in English in 1987. 

During a stop in Nairobi in 1983, the year Yourcenar was elected to the American Academy of Arts and Letters, she and Wilson were in an automobile accident.  They survived the accident, but a few years later Wilson died of viral meningitis, a loss that could not be compensated by the metals she won.  The Washington Post reported that Yourcenar had been suggested for the Nobel Prize for Literature (the award went to the British writer William Golding).  Although Yourcenar suffered a heart attack, followed by open heart surgery, she continued working.  In the last three months of her life she gave two speeches: one in Canada on “super pollution” and one at Harvard on Jorge Borges.  She was buried near the memorials to Grace Frick and Jerry Wilson.    

Who was Marguerite Yourcenar?  Her letters to Grace Frick are not to be opened until 50 years after her death.  She suffered many losses, including her mother and her nursemaid, and had to leave her beloved France and settle in America ─ a country without much civilization.  Yet she chose to spend the rest of her life in that county.  She had a precocious intellect, nurtured by her father.  Her sexual proclivities are complicated.  She made a habit of seducing women, but began and ended her life with love affairs with men much younger than herself ─ men who preferred other men.  But she spent 40 years with a woman, Grace Frick. “Every being who has gone through the adventure of living is myself”. 

