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FOREWORD

 


The conflux in Paris in
1937-1938 of three “musketeers” (as they styled themselves) created
a lifelong literary and emotional bond between Anaïs Nin, Lawrence
Durrell and Henry Miller—a bond that, in subsequent years, would be
put to the test both aesthetically and personally. An accident of
what we might call geoliterature, it gives us a time capsule of
literary vision, creativity and élan which was sustained throughout
their writing careers.

On the face of it, it was
an unlikely—but not unholy—alliance: although Nin and Miller were
conducting a sexual affair, the literary styles of her
The Winter of Artifice and his Tropic of Cancer
were continents apart, like their own backgrounds:
hers cosmopolitan, French-Caribbean and deeply cultured, his
Brooklyn working-class. Into their Paris milieu, from their new
home in Corfu, came Durrell, the Anglo-Indian autodidact fledgling
writer, and his English artist wife Nancy. The outcome was
unpredictable, even though Durrell himself, years later, saw the
trio as a “confraternity.”

Paris, as the letters and
Paul Herron’s annotations reveal, would see the publication of
Durrell’s The Black Book
in 1937, Miller’s Max and
the White Phagocytes in 1938 and
Nin’s The Winter of Artifice
in 1939, financed at least in part by Nancy
Durrell’s capital: the “Villa Seurat Series,” named after the
artist colony where much of their time was spent.

As Nin observes in these
letters, Miller’s style and approach to writing were more akin to
Durrell’s. They are both “violating, invading, trespassing.” She
calls them “virile, possessive, Barbarian". Durrell, impressed
by Tropic of Cancer, had completed his third (and, to him, his first “real”)
novel, The Black Book and this had been greeted by both Nin and Miller, before their
meeting, as cognate with their own work.

Nin acclaimed
The Black Book as coming
from “inside the mystery,” as “pure poetry,” applauding “the
sensual, savage moments.” Twenty years later, she would
greet Justine in
the same vein: “Great tactile richness [...] sudden depths of
insight [...] The balance [...] between the realism and the
surrealism. Surface and depth [...] an orgy of words.” She wrote to
Durrell: “It resuscitated the young Larry of twenty-six.” This
would have been a welcome recreation of the creative nexus, since
she had foreseen, even at that time, that Durrell and Miller “will
go one way” while she would find “another, the woman’s way.” She
would see the two men continuing as friends, together in spirit,
while she would find herself in another place.

 


As an avid teenage reader
of Lawrence Durrell’s prose, my first encounter with Nin’s writing
was her diary, the first (edited) volume of which appeared in 1966,
when I had already consumed The Alexandria
Quartet. It led me towards her essays such
as “Eroticism in Women", “Notes on Feminism” and “In Favor of the
Sensitive Man” several years before I read better-known feminist
texts such as Germaine Greer’s The Female
Eunuch or Eva Figes’ Patriarchal Attitudes (both published
in 1970).

Later, discovering Nin’s
novels—which for me will always be, contrary to her own belief in
the diaries, her supreme achievement—I realized that titles such
as A Spy in the House of
Love, The
Four-Chambered Heart, The Seduction of the Minotaur and the
collection Cities of the Interior
were closely akin in their overall trajectory to
Durrell’s own exploration of labyrinths, interrelated narratives
and, ultimately, the massive undertaking of The Avignon Quintet (which Nin, had
she lived to see more than the first volume, Monsieur, would probably not have
enjoyed). The themes revealed by these evocative titles indicated
the “grand lines” which Durrell would later acknowledge as their
common literary ground.

We can encourage ourselves
to see Nin’s work from that time (The
House of Incest, The Winter of Artifice) as having
that same energy as the more violent texts of Durrell and Miller.
All of them were engaged on an assault on literary conventions and
pretensions, and on the ways that the emotions could be expressed
in prose. Nin recognized the virile in The
Black Book, “the force, the vigor, the
élan, the vital motion.” She saw it as a “riotous joy,” a “life
spurt” that Durrell shared with Miller. More than that, they each
saw a nexus between the emotions and the writing, between
psychology and art, which had been absent from European literature
since Dostoyevsky and from America since the time of Poe. When Nin
wrote in her diary at that time “I am in love with a new, as yet
uncreated world", it might well have been penned by any of the
three, especially in Miller’s Black
Spring, the sensitive successor to
Tropic of Cancer or
Durrell’s story “Asylum in the Snow.”

Nin also saw that “The real
healer is the artist.” Even at their most destructive (she called
Miller “an anarchist”) each musketeer would employ the “healing
quality of art.”

Nin was absolutely correct
when she saw in Durrell (as she told him in 1958) “a wounded man.”
Before that, “I see two Lawrences—one unconscious and objective,
the other unconscious and internal.” It was partly this duality in
Durrell which caused the wound, and which he strove all his life to
integrate; the other cause, as in Nin’s similar case, was a lost
childhood. Healing was not only the purpose of art for the reader
but for the artist, too.

For all three musketeers
(and not forgetting the ever-chivalric Alfred “Joey” Perlès) the
central metaphor was the Womb. Miller saw The Black Book as “a new womb in
which to continue the creative life", and when Nin read Durrell’s
story “Down the Styx” she told him “you have given us the WOMB once
and for all.” This common pursuit had its most provocative and
explicit expression in the “Air-Conditioned Womb” issue of
The Booster, the journal
which the four had liberated from its owners, the American Country
Club. The issue featured Nin’s “The Paper Womb,” later suggestively
retitled “The Labyrinth.”

(The fact that
The Booster included work
by William Saroyan, Hans Reichel, Brassaï, David Gascoyne, Raymond
Queneau, James Laughlin, Kostes Palamas, Mulk Raj Anand, Kay Boyle
and Dylan Thomas—the first five of whom were in Paris at that
time—indicates the extent of the “confraternity” around the Villa
Seurat.)

 


There is, in fact, a strong
analogy between Nin’s recognition of The
Black Book and Justine and her own
The House of Incest and The Winter of
Artifice: “the dream on one side, the human
reality on the other” as she recorded in her diary. In the story
“Stella” in a later edition of Winter of
Artifice we read: “This hotel room was for
him the symbol of the freedom of their love, the voyage, the
exploration, the unknown, the restlessness that could be shared
together, the surprise, the marvelously formless and bodiless and
houseless freedom created by two people in a hotel room.” It
predicts both the relationships of Darley and Justine, and of
Darley and Melissa, in The Alexandria
Quartet and that of Charlock and Iolanthe
in The Placebo,
the first draft of Tunc. And Nin’s “Sabina” in A Spy in the
House of Love forecasts Durrell’s
Livia.

 


Why was there such a great
misunderstanding between them in the 1960s and thereafter? Why did
Nin complain of Durrell’s “total lack of understanding” of her
work? We can overlook the spat over Durrell’s unfortunate preface
to the 1959 reprint of Children of the
Albatross as a clash of artistic
temperaments. More serious was her apparent belief that neither
Durrell nor Miller could embrace her feminine pursuit of the world
within. And why, too, was Nin so contemptuously dismissive of
Durrell’s later work, telling her diary that Monsieur featured “impossible human
beings,” with “words empty,” lacking “the slightest insight” into
neurosis, “lack of unity” and “no feeling for the metaphysical”—and
yet to tell Durrell himself that it was “as magical as ever”? There
was a craving for the magic of friendship: almost in the same
breath that she denounced Durrell, she told him “I value the
alliance of the Three Mousquetaires
too much”—but she valued it
nonetheless.

That she could be irritated
by Monsieur, “top
heavy with ideas” (which it is!), or by Durrell’s “intellectual
games”—the conceit on which the western narrative of the
Quintet as a whole
depends—is understandable. But Nin had also dismissed the sequels
to Justine in
the Quartet with
equal contempt. Although she acknowledged in her diary that she was
“tormented by the image of multiplicity of selves” she found it
difficult to appreciate Durrell’s similar anxiety in the
Quartet.

It is possible that Nin
never had the opportunity to study Durrell’s idea of bisexuality as
an exchange between the male side of the woman, the female side of
the man, as a “four-square” relationship. If she had known this
more explicitly she would have recognized it, as she had
seen Justine, as
“a male counterpart to my novels.”

Writing to Wallace Fowlie
in 1960 she saw the Quartet
as “a shallow world of fraudulent relationships.”
The crux of their difference, as writers, was not in fact so much
the way their gender dictated their writing, but in their approach
to character. If the Quintet
is replete with “intellectual games” it is because
Durrell admitted “I’m rather poor on character. I don’t see deeply
enough into people. I tend to make them rather puppets. Ideas
interest me rather more than people.” For Nin, the opposite was
true: insight and passion in three dimensions.

During that intense,
incandescent time in Paris, it became clear that what held them
together was less than what would keep them apart. In her diary Nin
recorded a conversation when Durrell urged her to “rewrite
Hamlet”—something he,
Miller and Michael Fraenkel were then undertaking. To which she
replied, “That is not the kind of writing I wish to do.” So Durrell
said “You must make the leap outside of the womb,” causing Nin to
realize that “We each go different ways.” And in her diary, as the
war precipitated her departure from Paris, she also wrote: “We all
knew we were parting from a pattern of life we would never see
again, from friends we might never see again. I knew it was the end
of our romantic life.”

 


There was one major reunion
of the “musketeers,” when Durrell spent the early part of 1974
lecturing at the California Institute of Technology (CalTech) at
Pasadena and was able to visit Miller and Nin. This was an occasion
when deep affection for their common interest in the role and power
of literature overcame any personal difference of character or
literary style. And he could invite Nin to talk with his seminar
students on his last teaching day, March 16, on Sons and Lovers. She would have
enjoyed his using the example of Lawrence (on whom she had written
her own book, very early) to demonstrate that “popularization and
vulgarization of psychoanalysis” had obscured the fact that mothers
“knew about transference long before Freud” and that “the mothers
who behave like praying mantises are themselves gravely wounded
somewhere, mostly always in the failure of their marriage and often
sexwise.”

As Durrell said in the
“eulogy” which concludes this volume, “I could not help but marvel
at the frightening tenacity and singleness of purpose which drove
her on, kept her on course [...] So we have lost our woman
Musketeer, and the loss is psychically a heavy one for this small
group of friends! She was our Aramis—the slim and delicate and
aristocratic one, the born duelist.”

The eulogy is suffused with
the love of association, of belonging, which each of the musketeers
had missed in their questing lives; it shows how much each had been
in thrall to their common bonds.

When I began my study of
Durrell, he wrote to me, “We are all such different writers. How to
explain our sound solidarity and affection? It was not because of
any identity of ideas on style, philosophy, art, etc. I was often
irritated by Anaïs and she by me. YET DESPITE RESERVATIONS WE WERE
QUITE UNSHAKEABLE FRIENDS AND WOULD HAVE GONE THRU FIRE FOR EACH
OTHER! It is most curious. We disagreed violently on details but on
the grand lines we were quite solidly linked.”

So be it.

 


Richard Pine, Durrell
Library, Corfu

Greek Independence Day,
2020


INTRODUCTION

 


Anaïs Nin (1903-1977) was
born to parents of Cuban descent in Neuilly-sur-Seine, France. Her
father, Joaquín Nin, a celebrated pianist and composer, had a
European touring schedule that kept the young family on the
move—besides the Paris area, they also lived in Germany and
Belgium, and spent time in Cuba. In 1913, after Joaquín relocated
the family to the South of France where the young Anaïs could
recuperate from a near-fatal abdominal infection, Joaquín abandoned
his wife Rosa for a teenaged lover, whom he would later marry.
Suddenly destitute, Rosa took Anaïs and her two younger brothers
(Thorvald and Joaquín Jr.) to Spain, and then New York where she
eked out a living with the help of Cuban relatives. On the slow
nautical journey to America, the eleven-year-old Anaïs began one of
the most important diaries in literary history, more than 35,000
pages by the end of her life.

Anaïs dropped out of school
at sixteen and rejected the strict Catholic upbringing Rosa foisted
upon her; she married a man she called the “banker-poet,” Hugh
(Hugo) Guiler, in 1923 and moved with him to Paris the following
year after he took a bank job there and helped support the Nin
family. In Paris, Anaïs morphed from dutiful wife to erotic
adventuress and avant-garde writer; this period was highlighted by
her romantic and literary affair with the rogue American writer
Henry Miller.

By the time she composed
her first letter to Lawrence Durrell, Anaïs Nin was thirty-three
years old, had been in France for more than a decade, was the
author of two books, D.H. Lawrence: An
Unprofessional Study (Titus, 1932)
and The House of Incest
(Siana Editions, 1936), and had been Miller’s
lover for five years. At the same time, Lawrence Durrell, a
twenty-four-year-old English writer, was living in Corfu, was newly
married to Nancy Myers, and was developing his literary voice
partly under the mentorship of Miller.

The story behind this
collection of letters begins with Miller and his revolutionary
novel Tropic of Cancer (Obelisk Press, 1934), for which Nin had written the preface.
When Durrell was given a copy in 1935 by Barclay Hudson, a mutual
friend of his and Miller’s, he was so impressed that he wrote
Miller a fan letter; when Miller responded, the groundwork was laid
for a life-long friendship that included Nin as well.

 In
late 1936 Miller sent Durrell a copy of Nin’s “prose poem”
The House of Incest, to
which Durrell responded favorably “in spite of the technique” and
the “silly title”;[1] but it was Nin who initiated the correspondence by reacting
enthusiastically to Durrell’s prose piece “Christmas Carol,” which
is where this collection begins.

During the remainder of the
1930s, Miller, Nin and Durrell forged a literary alliance; they
called themselves the “three musketeers,” analyzing, criticizing
and encouraging each other’s work and eventually executing a
publishing plan called the “Villa Seurat Series,” named after the
Montparnasse street where Miller lived and where the three often
met when Durrell visited Paris in 1937-1938. With funding from
Nancy Durrell, Jack Kahane of the Obelisk Press brought out
Durrell’s The Black Book
in 1937; Miller’s Max and
the White Phagocytes in 1938; and
Nin’s The Winter of Artifice
in 1939, just before Kahane’s death and the
beginning of World War Two.

The war separated the
three—Miller went to Greece for several months, staying with the
Durrells for a few weeks, later touring the Peloponnese peninsula
with them before he left for New York; Nin and her husband fled to
New York City; and Durrell embarked on an odyssey of new
locations—perhaps most notably Alexandria, Egypt—for the next
several years, much of the time under the employment of the British
public service. The Durrell-Miller correspondence continued during
the war, but Nin’s letters to Durrell ceased after she came to New
York and did not resume on a regular basis until 1957. Her silence
was perhaps partly due to the chaotic life she was living—feeling
lost in the harshness of the New York publishing scene, and,
lacking passion for her husband, she had begun a series of “minor”
relationships with several men, some of whom were very young; her
affair with Miller ended bitterly in 1943, and another long-term
romance, with the Peruvian communist activist Gonzalo More, ended
in 1946. Her silence was also, as Nin admits in her diary in 1957,
a result of the guilt she felt when Durrell was in need of money
during the war and she had none to give.

Nin met Rupert Pole, an
out-of-work actor sixteen years her junior, in 1947. They
immediately began an affair, and she accepted his invitation to
drive with him to California, which initiated what she called the
“trapeze life,” crisscrossing the country between Guiler in New
York and Pole in California. She would spend the next thirty years,
with a certain degree of success, keeping each “husband” unaware of
the other.

Despite her tumultuous
lifestyle, Nin meticulously kept her diary and honed her
fiction-writing skills. When no American publisher would take on
her work, she began printing her books on an old hand-press,
including a revised version of Winter of
Artifice in 1942 and the short story
collection Under a Glass Bell
in 1944. Thanks to Gore Vidal, a friend and editor
at the E.P. Dutton publishing house, Dutton brought out Nin’s
novels Ladders to Fire in 1946 and Children of the
Albatross in 1947, among other titles. But
because of poor sales she was dropped by Dutton and subsequently
found it virtually impossible to get new work published by
commercial firms. Nin’s chaotic but dogged efforts (and Guiler’s
financial support) did produce sporadic results: Duell, Sloan and
Pearce published The Four-Chambered
Heart in 1950; in a convoluted process that
Guiler financed, the New York branch of British Book Centre
distributed A Spy in the House of
Love in 1954; and Solar Barque was privately published
in 1958. When Nin signed with the small press owner Alan Swallow in
1961, she finally procured a dedicated American publisher who kept
her work in print and brought out new titles. Even then, however,
she languished in terms of acceptance in the American literary
scene, which was largely antithetical to her self-reflective,
modernist and erotic writing style.

She had long realized that
her true literary gift lay in the diary, but she struggled with
presenting it in such a way that her loved ones would not be
scandalized by revelations of her sexual and emotional liaisons.
Finally, in 1966, Harcourt Brace Jovanovich released the first
volume of The Diary of Anaïs
Nin, which covered the Paris years between
1931 and 1934, and in which her intimate life was edited out. The
timing was right: the budding youth and second-wave feminist
movements responded passionately to the account of a seeming
independent woman forging a deep and meaningful life at a time when
few women did. Suddenly, Anaïs Nin, at sixty-three years of age,
was a sensation and in demand on the college lecture
circuit.

Durrell, who worked for the
British Foreign Office throughout much of the war and beyond, doing
his writing in his spare time, reached his own critical and
commercial success in 1957 with the release of Justine, the first novel of what
would be known as The Alexandria Quartet.
Justine impressed Nin so
much that she resumed her correspondence with Durrell.

The
post-Justine years
included not only a resuscitated correspondence, but also the first
face-to-face meeting in nearly two decades at Villa Louis,
Durrell’s primitive first home in Sommières. (The reunion is
described in Nin’s letters to Guiler and Pole, which are included
here.)

As the Quartet novels kept appearing, Nin’s
opinion of the writing began to wane, even to the point where she
declared that Durrell was “a brilliant cheat who does not have a
deep knowledge of character” after the release of
Balthazar, the second
installment. Nonetheless, desperate to publicize her novels, she
asked the now-famous Durrell to write a preface to an upcoming
English edition of Children of the
Albatross; this presented Durrell with
several problems: he was in the midst of working on the
Quartet and needed time,
peace and quiet; Children
was a difficult novel for him to preface; and
Peter Owen, the publisher, was in a rush and expressed impatience
with Durrell. Not surprisingly, the preface did not measure up to
what Nin had hoped for. If there was anything she expected from her
peers, it was an understanding of her work; anything short of that
was considered a betrayal. As late as December 1973, nearly fifteen
years after the fact, Nin wrote in her diary: “The deep
disappointment at finding out Durrell does not understand me or my
work.”
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