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Editor’s Note

This anthology is a celebration of a 15-year
run of the only literary journal dedicated to Anaïs Nin since 2003.
Within these pages is a representation of the contents of A
Café in Space and its contributors, who come
from far and wide, geographically and otherwise.

A little history. When Gunther Stuhlmann,
editor of ANAIS: An International Journal, passed in 2002,
there was a sudden void of a centralized forum for Nin criticism.
That same year, when I was presenting a paper at the International
Lawrence Durrell conference in Ottawa, my old mentor, Roger
Jackson, came up to me and said: “Why don’t you do it? Why
don’t you create a new Nin journal? You’re the right
guy.” I have to admit, trying to follow Gunther’s footsteps seemed
impossible at the time. He was a tour de force and arguably the
most knowledgeable person alive when it came to Anaïs Nin. He was a
god to me, a mountain. How could I possibly live up to his
achievements with his 19-year string of quality journals, filled
with contributions from the crème de la crème of Nin’s world? How
could I possibly organize a journal in time for Nin’s centennial in
2003? Where would I find contributors? Who would buy such a
journal? How could I find an audience?

The answers came from Barbara Stuhlmann,
Gunther’s widow and longtime partner. When I asked her if Gunther
had already collected work for volume 20 of ANAIS, she told
me that she had already sent contributions back to their authors,
but shared with me who they were. That was the starting point.

Then, in April 2003, I presented a paper at
a Nin centennial gathering in Santa Barbara, where I met Kazuko
Sugisaki of The Anaïs Nin Trust, Janet Fitch of White
Oleander fame, Tristine Rainer who was a close friend of Nin,
and several others. When I heard their presentations, I immediately
recognized them as material that would be perfect for the new
journal, which I called A Café in Space, the term Nin
herself used to describe the first serious Nin journal, Under
the Sign of Pisces.

The final piece of the puzzle fell into
place when Ms. Sugisaki asked me to take a look at two Nin diary
manuscripts that had been turned down by Harcourt and had laid
collecting dust for years. When I read these passages, beginning in
1939, I was stunned to find out about Nin’s rebellion against
America, to which she had been forced to return after the war came
to France, and her rebellion against her longtime lovers, Henry
Miller and Gonzalo Moré, which resulted in the beginning of an
erotic frenzy with multiple men of all ages and persuasions.
Amazingly, one day when I was visiting Barbara Stuhlmann, I came
across a series of stunning photographs of one of Nin’s first young
lovers, John Dudley—so the unpublished diary passage I chose for
Café was accompanied by never-before-seen photos.

Once the volume was completed, printed, and
shipped to customers, many of whom were former ANAIS
readers, I waited for the response. One of the very first comments
came from the man I refer to as the world’s preeminent Nin scholar
and co-editor of Under the Sign of Pisces, Benjamin Franklin
V, who said that Café was “a worthy successor” to the
journals that had come before it. At that moment, I knew that
Café was not a one-off, that there would be more volumes
with more authors, that it now had a life of its own.

During the next 15 years, Café
brought together many writers, artists, scholars, photographers and
artists who all shared a passion for Nin, or for her
contemporaries, including Miller, Lawrence Durrell, Antonin Artaud,
Louis and Bebe Barron, and many more. Through the editing process,
I personally met many people, some of whom became lifelong friends.
I have nothing but the greatest respect and gratitude for every
person who took the time and effort to contribute to this journal,
which, to me, was more than a journal, but a cause, a mission to
keep the legacy of Anaïs Nin alive within these pages. But no
matter what human history there is behind A Café in Space,
the words and ideas presented here will live on as long as there
are copies of A Café in Space in existence.

It has been an honor and privilege to have
edited this journal and to work with so many fine people along the
way.

And to our loyal readers, thank you.


A Café in Space: the Anaïs Nin Literary
Journal has been published annually by Sky Blue Press and is
edited by Paul Herron.

Our website, found at www.skybluepress.com, allows users to browse the
contents of past issues of this publication. Our blog
(http://anaisninblog.skybluepress.com) is a place where readers can
keep up to date on events and publications concerning Anaïs Nin,
and you can follow us on Twitter (@anaisninblog). It is our sincere
hope that with the journal, blog and website we will be able to
form a “café” in which Nin scholars, readers, and those with
parallel interests will gather. Nin study is hampered by a lack of
communication between those of us who engage in it, and this is a
way to address the problem. We encourage you to “spread the word”
so that we can build a strong, interconnected community of Nin
scholarship and readership.

Submissions or proposals are no longer being
taken for A Café in Space. Send other inquiries to skybluepress@skybluepress.com.

Copyright © 2019 by Sky Blue Press. All
rights reserved. Copyrights for original material remain with their
authors or their estates. No portion of this publication may be
reproduced, translated, or transmitted in any form, by any means
whatsoever, without prior written permission from Sky Blue
Press.


 

Janet
Fitch

 

No Women Writers

My introduction to Anaïs Nin

 

I would like to discuss the effect Anaïs Nin
had on me personally, and on a generation of women writers and
artists, how she affected and inspired us.

I met
Anaïs Nin in 1969. Not in the flesh, but on the page, the
way most of us encountered her. I was in junior high, fourteen
years old. One day, our English teacher was out, and we got a
substitute teacher instead, a man who maintained that there were no
important women writers. He challenged our class to think of a
single one.

I can still remember the frustration I felt
that day—I knew there had to be some, but it was a tribute to the
educational system I grew up in that I could not think of a single
one. At the time, I had not heard of Virginia Woolf, nor Edith
Wharton, not Colette or George Sand, not even Willa Cather. I had
read the Brontës, but they didn’t occur to me at that frustrating
and humiliating moment—of which there had been so many in early
life, so many “women can’t” or “women don’t”... I just wanted to
cry, because I was so inadequate, and knew so little, and was so
unable to defend my sex.

And then a girl in the front row raised her
hand, I can still see her, her frizzy ash-blonde hair, her plump
arm, waving, and she asked, What about Anaïs Nin?

 

Thank god for this girl. I still remember
her name, Abby Froelich. The teacher didn’t know what to say, so in
true adult style, he changed the subject. And I ripped off a note
which I passed up the row... WHO IS ANAÏS NIN? Abby corrected the
spelling and sent it back, saying, “Read the Diaries, they’re
incredible!”

So I had my mom take me out to the
bookstore, and buy me the Diaries of Anaïs Nin. They came as
a boxed set of four, 1931 to 1947. And on the box, there was this
extraordinary face. Not young, not old, made up almost like a mime,
very theatrical and otherworldly, but sophisticated, too, the face
of someone I had never met before, a woman who seemed both dreamy
and hugely compassionate, as if she had heard what had gone on in
the classroom that day.

So in 1969, I met Anaïs Nin for the first
time.

I remember the very first entry of the
diary...she was talking about her house outside of Paris, in a town
called Louveciennes. It was very old and run down and very, very
romantic. She described the façade of the house, which had eleven
windows, and one that was just a set of closed shutters, which had
been placed there for symmetry. In the diary she wrote, “I often
dream about the room which does not exist beyond the closed
shutter.”

I was captivated by the mind that could
think a thought like that. I was always being told to come down out
of the clouds and be practical. The women I knew were all
practical, they didn’t linger in theirdreams, but here was
permission to value the secret inner life—which of course is
what a room that doesn’t exist, behind a closed shutter really
is.

It’s a very private room, that room that
doesn’t exist—a room in a dream, like a door you see in a dream in
a house you know very well, which psychologically is your mundane
everyday conscious existence. But then there’s a door, and you go
through the door into a room you never knew was there, this is the
unknown in your own psyche.

And somehow the door was like this diary.
And this fantastic figure, this Anaïs Nin, was there opening the
door, suggesting that the life of the dream, the vivid life of the
interior, was a beautiful, meaningful life, so naturally I embraced
it as I would embrace my own secret room that didn’t exist in my
own growing awareness.

The next thing I encountered in the diary
was her description of her house, that she had painted each room a
different color, one room for each mood: “lacquer red for
vehemence, pale turquoise for reveries, peach color for gentleness,
green for repose, grey for work at the typewriter.”

The way she had painted her house was like
pulling that dream life into the outside world—which of course is
also what the writer and the artist does. But at that time she was
only developing as a writer, as an artist. Her house was in a way a
laboratory for what she was doing inside herself. It was creating
an environment to support the inner life. Now one of my favorite
stories was the “Masque of the Red Death” by Edgar Allan Poe, where
you go through the rooms, each a different color, to arrive at the
last room, which of course (being Poe) was black with red windows.
But this was a real woman, doing it for a real purpose, to support
her inner life and to make it visible to herself.

Just to be that important to yourself was a
revelation. The women I grew up with were all about sacrificing and
repressing their needs and desires to the demands of everyday life,
a life I did not want to grow up and embody. I didn’t feel good
about growing up to be a woman. It seemed like a life of repression
of desire and personality, of self-effacement, of serving others,
of being told what you can’t do, because you’re a woman. The books
I read were about men; women only existed as the mysterious
Other. But here was a woman who took herself as the subject
of her own life, woman as subject, rather than object. Woman
looking, woman thinking—about men, about love, about fear, and
creation.

There was a strange disconnect in those
days, when all I read about was someone other than myself. I could
read Hemingway, but I couldn’t be Hemingway. I read Melville, but
who was I in Moby Dick? The inner life of his fiction had
nothing to do with my own inner life. It was like being black and
only reading white authors. You could appreciate the story, but
there was always that depressing knowledge that the only place for
you in the story was polishing shoes, or saying “yessir” in the
Pullman car, a supporting player. As a woman in that male fiction,
the only place for me was ironing a shirt, or cooking him dinner,
or being the mysterious Other, the object of love.

But in Nin’s diaries, I could imagine myself
the subject. She was the arbiter, the narrator; it was her taste,
her observations, her struggle—that was the centerpiece. Nin
allowed the possibility of a direct creative life for a woman, not
to be just the muse, but to be the creator.

And what a life. In the same entry, she
declared, “Ordinary life does not interest me. I seek only the high
moments. I am in accord with the surrealists, searching for the
marvelous.”

Now as a fourteen-year-old, I knew I’d found
a guide and a model. It was a time when everybody else was telling
me to conform, be a good girl, get your head out of the clouds, who
do you think you are? And here was someone who whispered inside my
head, take a chance, don’t be a good girl, stick your head in the
clouds, you are someone worth knowing. You could demand the
heights, if you were willing to take the chance.

So I plunged into a fascinating life—Nin’s
development as a writer, the creative friendships she made with
other artists and writers like Henry Miller and Lawrence Durrell,
Luise Rainer, Antonin Artaud, people who supported her in the life
she wanted to have, giving me a clue as to how this could be done.
And of course, the amazing erotic mind: she was neither good girl
nor bad girl but startlingly both. And this was long before the
unexpurgated diaries began to emerge, Henry and June, and
the one about her father. It was a life worth living.

The Diaries led me to the fiction, a
kind of writing I had never seen before: House of Incest,
Under a Glass Bell, novellas in Winter of Artifice,
and the beautiful interlinked novels that together are the
Cities of the Interior, with names such as Ladders to
Fire, A Spy in the House of Love, and Seduction of
the Minotaur—revealing a subterranean world of the watery or
fiery emotions, the internal terrain of the female psyche.

The fiction was, in certain ways even more
so than the diaries, a laboratory of the psyche. They are like
dreams in which everyone in the dream is yourself, in one aspect or
another. All these women were parts of Nin, and I recognized pieces
of myself in all of them. The stories were seductive and fantastic,
psychologically acute and glittered with their own intense inner
life.

I think what attracted me most about Anaïs
Nin was that her women were always struggling to break through into
an authentic life, with their sexuality and their courage and their
joy intact.

And clearly, at fourteen, and fifteen, and
sixteen, that’s what I wanted for myself, to become a woman intact
that way. Funny, they used to use the word intact to mean
virginal—so intact didn’t mean authenticity, but this sort
of sealed blankness, like a piece of paper kept clean so that a man
could eventually write himself on it. But intact for me
meant with all the portions of myself continuing to belong to
myself. Alive in all the parts, in the imagination, in the erotic
self, in relationships, your life for your own use and benefit. At
the time, that’s what Anaïs Nin meant to me.

Flash forward a few years. Now I was in
college. After changing my major a few times, I settled on history,
not only as a degree but as a profession. The historian uses a lot
of the elements of fiction writing—the characters, the drama, the
sweep of events. But you didn’t have to expose your own
vulnerabilities. You could footnote everything.

My studies led me to England, for a Junior
year abroad. It was the first time in four years (it was a second
Junior year) of being away from my college, which was very intense
and tended to focus you very intently on your academic future.
Being away was a bit like waking up from an intense, vivid
dream.

I turned twenty-one that year. And the night
before my twenty-first birthday, I woke up at about three in the
morning, dead upright, and realized I wanted to be a writer. I
didn’t want the academic life, I wanted to LIVE in the most
profound sense of the word. I wanted to experience life, that life
that Anaïs Nin had written about all those years ago. In fact, when
I pictured myself as a writer, that’s exactly what I had in mind.
Not Emily Dickenson, or Charlotte Brontë, or Sylvia Plath. For me,
“being a writer” meant freedom and self-discovery, and a life lived
in high key. It was the picture of that slight, otherworldly woman
in her cape and eyelashes. That was a future I could look forward
to.

When I decided I wanted to be a writer like
Anaïs Nin, I had not written a story yet. I had an unpleasant
experience the first time I tried, when I was nine, at the hands of
another teacher—I didn’t have much luck in my early education—so
for me, as it was for Anaïs Nin, the declaration came first, the
intention, and then the work followed.

 

There has been some controversy about Anaïs
Nin since the days I read those diaries—artists fall into fashion
and out again. Everyone likes to find the hero’s clay feet—it’s our
uneasiness about having heroes. But I’m older now, too; I’ve found
sides of my own character which I don’t like very much, either. I
don’t need my heroes to be flawless; in fact, I expect them to be
riddled with flaws and contradictions—who doesn’t have them?

But I’ve never lost my affection for the
writer who was my first inspiration. Anaïs Nin didn’t become a
writer in a time when women regularly went their own way. She had
to clear her own path, become a new kind of writer, a new kind of
woman, and as a writer who started in the 1930s, she had to wait
quite some time for an audience, for people to catch up to her.
Luckily she saw that before she died. Some writers don’t get that
lucky.

And what about Nin today?

I think that nowadays women are not quite as
focused on their perceptions as women. The results of those battles
are everywhere, so profound and deep that it’s fallen out of
consciousness. My daughter cannot believe that when I was her age,
I couldn’t take print shop, or wear pants to school, that there
were no female jockeys, cops, soldiers, airline pilots, mail
carriers, firefighters, bus drivers, news anchors, politicians and
damn few writers. And that it was routine for men to make
statements about women, what we could or could not do, and it
wasn’t bizarre for a substitute teacher to stand in front of a
class and say there are no women writers. Anaïs Nin was part of
that change. She understood when she was complimented that she
thought like a man, it wasn’t a compliment—it was saying that a
woman who thinks like a woman doesn’t think at all. She
demonstrated to a generation that a woman who thinks like a woman
thinks a great deal, and things that hadn’t been seen on the page
before.

She taught a generation of writers that a
woman’s writing doesn’t have to resemble that of a man to be
serious, that serious writing comes out of those who take
themselves seriously, that their ideas and their creative lives,
even their erotic lives, can be seen from the point of view of
subject, and not object.

 

I’ve done my little Anaïs Nin pilgrimages—I
have a picture of the house where she grew up in New York, a
three-story brownstone in the west 70s, in my office. I’ve been to
the Gotham Book Mart, where the books she printed on her own press
were sold.

And every day for the last fifteen years, I
walk my dog in the hills in Silver Lake, where I live, and often
pass a Japanese style mailbox at the crest of the hill, which I’ve
known is the house where Anaïs Nin lived with Rupert Pole in the
last years of her life. It’s the house in the film Anaïs
Observed. All you can see from the street is a long driveway
going back into the trees. But it was a little tiny shrine, that
mailbox, and I never went up that hill without stopping just to
contemplate—this is where Anaïs Nin lived.

When I published my novel White
Oleander, in which I think an Anaïs Nin lover can see the
influence, I told the story to a radio interviewer who offered to
put me in touch with Rupert Pole, Anaïs’s second husband, who still
lived in the house, and see if I could get to meet him and see the
place.

And so one day, some thirty years after my
first encounter with Nin on the page, I found myself walking down
that driveway, and being let in by Rupert, a lovely man I
recognized from photographs, who gave me a tour of the house.

It was smaller than I thought it would be,
and made of very humble materials, concrete block and plywood and
glass, but elegant in its simple, almost Japanese style, with the
big view over the Silver Lake reservoir. There in the living room
was the bed they had slept in, and he took me back to see her
writing room, a simple, glass-walled room that looked out into the
shady front garden. Here was her typewriter, here was her room. And
I had a thought that I sometimes do have, about living too late,
not way too late, but just late enough to have missed whatever
happened in the room just before I arrived. I could see Anaïs Nin
walking through that room, elegant in a long skirt and a white
shirt. It was a house set up for lovers, the bed right in the
living room, though I think it could be partitioned off in a pinch,
but very unconventional. It was small and modern and casual—it made
the other houses seem over-appointed, Victorian by comparison.

The charm of that day, sitting with Rupert,
talking about Anaïs and their great love, the way she kept her
journals, her relationships with her students, their circle of
friends, will always stay with me like the closing of a
circuit.

I always regretted having missed Anaïs
Nin—she spoke at the commencement at my college shortly before I
started; I was a high school student in Los Angeles at a time when
she was very accessible to young people—but I suppose the challenge
now is to renew the inspiration she embodied. Even thinking about
her for this article has rekindled my admiration, and I hope will
inspire us all again to seek the high moments and continue
searching for the miraculous.




 Lynette
Felber

 

A Heated Correspondence

Anaïs Nin and Rebecca West on writers’
community

 

The publication of the first volume of Anaïs
Nin’s Diary in 1966 was long-anticipated—the Diary
itself was legendary and so were its insider portraits of
celebrated writers and bohemian avant-garde artists. The legal
quagmire entailed in acquiring permission to publish the verbal
“portraits” of Nin’s numerous acquaintances and friends, however,
was one ofseveral logistical problems that delayed its publication
for over thirty years. Although many writers were happy to have
their portraits published, Rebecca West refused her permission to
be featured in the Diary. The heated correspondence that
followed foregrounds issues of interest to writers in general. An
exchange of their letters housed in West’s papers at the University
of Tulsa highlights the two women’s contrasting perceptions of
writers’ community. In their interchange, the two writers explore
questions about what a writer owes fellow writers in terms of
encouragement, promotion and support, both personally and
professionally. The writers reveal a variety of emotions elicited
by this issue, including betrayal, anger, criticism, and
disappointment over lack of support.

Anaïs Nin and Rebecca West knew each other
both professionally and personally. West first encountered Nin’s
work when she reviewed

D.H. Lawrence: An Unprofessional
Study, published in 1932. The two writers finally met
face-to-face during Nin’s visit to New York in 1935. Later that
year, West visited France and the two were reacquainted in Rouen
(where West’s son was at school). During this visit, West was a
guest at Nin’s home in Louveciennes, and she and her husband dined
in Paris with the now infamous but then unacknowledged love trio of
Nin, Hugh Guiler, and Henry Miller.1Nin admired West’s “rich breasts,
her gypsy skin, her ardent eyes, her humor and irony” (Fire,
p. 130). The women discovered that they had much in common besides
their writing: both had charming, irresponsible fathers who had
abandoned their families, a source of enduring trauma for each of
them. Nin would probably not have differentiated between their
personal and professional relationships; it is less certain that
West would have blurred the boundaries of this distinction.
However, Nin’s plans to publish an account of their private, social
meetings contributed to West’s disenchantment with the friendship
in the 1960s—subsequently leading her to ignore Nin’s work
professionally.

Nearly of the same generation—Nin was
thirty-two and West forty-two when they met—the two women had
markedly different careers. West got her start as a writer through
her work as a young suffragette and a contributor to Doris
Marsden’s feminist publication The Freewoman. By the age of
twenty, West was already publishing book reviews and her career as
a critic was successfully launched. By 1947, she was featured on
the cover of Time magazine as the world’s number one woman
writer, and she became a Dame of the British Empire in 1958. Nin, a
part of a bohemian circle of writers and artists, had a slowly
growing but loyal underground following of readers and fought for
decades to be publicly recognized. West’s reputation was bankable,
and many of her novels were Book-of-the-Month Club selections.
Nin’s books were deemed “uncommercial” by publishers, and while Nin
published her book on D.H. Lawrence in the 1930s, and a significant
amount of fiction in the 1940s, she did not gain an international
reputation among general readers until the late 1960s and early
1970s, with a meteoric rise to best-selling cult status after the
publication of her diaries. These contrasting career
trajectories—as well as two quite different
personalities—contributed to their antithetical perceptions of a
writer’s duty to her fellow writers and to a community of writers.
Nin’s concept of the writers’ community was facilitative and
nurturing; West’s was challenging and adversarial.

 

Nin depicts her early relationships with
writers as a network of support: she wrote of Lawrence Durrell and
Miller that “[w]e thought simply of enriching each other or giving
the other the sustenance he needed, but we also felt that we were
giving to each other. There was no idea of competition”
(Woman, p. 95). This account, written years after the fact,
may be somewhat idealized, however. At the time of her affair with
Miller, for example, Nin was gratified when West praised her
writing at the expense of her lover’s: “Rebecca definitely does not
like Henry’s writing. Thinks my preface to Tropic of Cancer
a beautifully alive thing which bears no relation to the book. ‘He
has no vision,’ she says” (Fire, p. 131). Although a tinge
of competition may stain all professional relationships, Nin’s
dealings with other writers were generally supportive rather than
critical. Her long struggle for recognition convinced her that
writers’ camaraderie and solidarity were essential. When she
finally achieved fame, Nin encouraged young writers who sought her
support. After an early and disappointing attempted correspondence
with Djuna Barnes in the 1930s, Nin had resolved to act
differently: “Djuna Barnes could have answered my letter, as I am
answering my mail today. And that is why I’m doing it. Because I
thought it was unkind of her not to answer a beautiful letter about
her work, about Nightwood ” (Woman, p. 101). Because
she believed that “craft” would come in due time and was not
necessarily taught (p. 217), Nin supported other writers by reading
and commenting favorably on their work rather than criticizing or
editing. She also used her financial resources to serve as a patron
to many writers, supplying rent money, a typewriter, a
dinner—whatever would facilitate the writing process. She
underwrote the publication of Tropic of Cancer for Miller in
the 1930s (Stuhlmann, p. xv), and when she and her friends found
conventional publication difficult to achieve in the 1940s, Nin
bought and operated a printing press in New York, producing
hand-crafted, artistic books that are valuable collectors’ editions
today.

Throughout her career, Nin refused to
differentiate between promotional writing on behalf of writers (of
which she contributed her share) and professional reviews or
criticism. Her “unprofessional” study of Lawrence was more of an
appreciation than a critical analysis. She was often unhappy with
scholars’ criticism, though she approved of Evelyn Hinz’s and Anna
Balakian’s approaches to her work. Nin either did not understand or
simply could not sympathize with the professional critic’s and
reviewer’s goals of objective analysis and honest evaluation. West,
on the other hand, was a professional reviewer from the start. Her
love affair with H.G. Wells was initiated by a jeering, provocative
review of his novel Marriage in 1912, in which she publicly
dubbed her future lover an “old maid among novelists” (“Marriage,”
p. 64). In this seemingly belittling review, West spoke the
adversarial language of professional criticism that Wells
understood. The review precipitated a relationship that began in
1913 and continued for ten years. West viewed the book review as a
form that challenges in the interest of truth. In a 1952 article,
she wrote: “A jog-trot review which questions facts is, if its
questioning is on a proper basis, part of a scheme for stripping
the earth of its wrapping of deceptive mists, which stripping can
never be entirely successful but which should be made without cease
lest those mists choke the human race” (“Art,” p. 168). Nin reacted
ambivalently to West’s acerbic professional persona; she wrote:
“Her tongue is sharp, and she does not suffer from naïveté. At her
age, will I be as sharp? Her descriptions of people are merciless”
(Fire, p. 130). But Nin apparently saw a side of West that
the critic did not often publicly reveal; Nin also wrote, “She is
hypersensitive to criticism” (p. 119), a statement that even better
describes her own vulnerability.

West was particularly vulnerable because of
her troubled relationship with her son by H.G. Wells, Anthony West.
She not only asked to have any reference to herself deleted from
the Diary, but she also reacted emotionally to Nin’s alleged
misinterpretation of West’s previous comments about her son. In a
typewritten letter to Nin dated November 4, 1965, West says she
will accept Nin’s offer to strike the section about her from the
published diary.2For her part,
Nin wanted to retain the portrait and responded by offering West
the option of editing the passage herself: “Take a red pencil… Can
anything be kept?” (Tulsa, Nov. 13, 1965). She also wrote to ask
West’s opinion of the Diary, and when she did not receive a
prompt answer (apparently because some correspondence was lost in
the mail), Nin wrote West an angry letter communicating her sense
of betrayal:

 

Dear Rebecca:

It was out of faith in our friendship that I
wrote to you about the diary and offered to take out anything which
displeased you. It was out of consideration for our friendship that
I took out every reference to you. I awaited a long letter you said
you wrote to me which never came. I wrote you that I had left you
out entirely from the diary. I counted on your [word crossed out,
“friendship”?] love and understanding in the past. I also
remembered you as objective and generous. But when I wrote to you
later and asked you: was there nothing in the diary you could
comment on, nothing to admire, nothing to respond to, nothing you
could recognize as you did in the past, you did not answer me. I
cannot believe you can so deeply admire [in?] cold blood, preface,
comment on so many books, and be silent about the diary in a way
which annihilates your understanding in the past. If this is true,
then I am free again of the bonds of friendship and can write about
you in the coming diaries. I can also write that you relied on my
noblesse oblige to write nothing at all, and yet failed
utterly in noblesse oblige to give to the diary even a
friend’s response. I cannot believe this until you write me
yourself. I cannot believe that what I may have written in my
twenties, may have bothered you so much, that it turned you against
me for good. If this is so I would like to know it. I have worked
in the opposite direction: I have sought to find in the past the
causes for breaks, alienations, so that I would not have to report
in thediary anything bitter or distorted. There must be a reason
for your attitude. It is not that of a friend. Before this new
aspect of you represents the Rebecca West of today, I would like to
give you an opportunity to break your silence of twenty years about
my work. It is essential to me. For my loyalties do not change, but
I know it is possible for others to change so utterly.

I hope I will find again the Rebecca West I
knew, outspoken, loving, and generous. (Tulsa, Nov. 23, 1966)

 

Nin’s use of the phrase “noblesse
oblige” seems idiosyncratic; clearly she uses the term to
indicate an obligation of generous behavior—but an obligation
grounded in friendship rather than that of social rank. A comment
in The Novel of the Future further illuminates the personal
meaning Nin attaches to this term: “People only unmask themselves
in the privacy of love or friendship. But such revelations impose
noblesse oblige. One has to treat them with care and
tenderness. A human being who reveals himself should be treated
with the same care we accord a new type of fish, a new type of
plant. He is unique and we may never see another like him. We must
protect him from injury if we are to share his life” (p. 150).
Self-revelation, Nin claims, creates a vulnerability that merits
special protection. Nin obviously felt that West’s refusal to let
her publish the portrait betrayed their friendship, the bond
created by that process of mutual self-revelation and resultant
vulnerability. Their prior reciprocal emotional exchange
necessitated, in Nin’s view, not just an obligation to act
generously with each other personally, but also as fellow writers,
to read and comment on each other’s work.

Another revealing usage in Nin’s letter is
her application of the word “objective” to West’s prior behavior.
Nin here seems to appeal to West’s role as a professional book
reviewer: if she can comment in “cold blood” on books by strangers,
cannot she comment on the work of a friend? Nin elucidates her
views on the traditional dichotomy between objective and subjective
expression in a lecture transcribed in A Woman Speaks.
Again, the personal and emotional dimension of writing means more
to Nin than any kind of objective evaluation of books: “Because the
source of our human life, the source of our personal happiness all
the time depends on this personal world… The discovery I made from
my own work was that while being accused of all these things in my
twenties and in my thirties, of being subjective, of being only
concerned with the personal world, I suddenly realized that when
you went deeply enough into the personal you touched the sources of
our human life and our humanity.” Therefore, Nin goes on to
explain, “I don’t believe there is objective criticism… I did not
write about Lawrence objectively” (Woman, pp. 86-87).

Book reviews, therefore, raised two
sensitive issues for Nin: the personal obligation of one writer to
another and the impossibility of objective criticism. She had no
sympathy for either the antagonistic culture of the professional
book review or the financial exigency of the commercial
marketplace. In 1944, Nin observed that “I have met […] with only
one insuperable obstacle: the reviewers. They side with the
commercial publishers. They will not review books by small presses
unless these small presses […] get themselves publicized” (“Anaïs
Nin,” p. 494).

Nin’s sense of betrayal may have been
fostered by some very positive early experiences with book reviews
and reviewers. Reviewers who were friends (e.g., Edmund Wilson, who
was also her lover), or who had connections with publishers, aided
the publication of her work. Gore Vidal, for example, “fought” for
publication of Children of the Albatross at Dutton, though
their relationship deteriorated after Gore published parodic
depictions of Nin in his novels (Diary 4, p. 191). Nin
received encouragement from many reviewer-friends—Wilson and West
herself wrote favorable reviews of her early works. In 1932, West
included Nin’s D.H. Lawrence: An Unprofessional Study in her
review of five books on Lawrence published in the London Daily
Telegraph. West wrote that Lawrence “has been discussed more
brilliantly and profoundly than ever before in a book by a lady
with the fascinating name of Anaïs Nin, in a volume, written in
English, though published by Titus in Paris […] People who say that
they cannot understand what Lawrence was after will find this last
a very pleasant way of finding out” (“Hero-Worship,” p.
6).3West
genuinely admired Nin’s work, but this statement also embodies the
kind of un-analytic promotion Nin herself wrote and understood.
West’s review goes on to give much more extensive and critical
treatment to a biography of Lawrence, The Savage Pilgrimage: A
Narrative of D.H. Lawrence by Catherine Carswell; in
comparison, her praise of Nin’s study is merely an aside. West also
praised Nin’s Winter of Artifice some years later, and was
quoted in print as saying “I think the whole thing quite marvelous,
particularly in its use of absolutely new material. You seem to me
to have real and unmistakable genius” (qtd. in “Anaïs Nin,” p.
493).

In the 1966 letter to West, Nin expresses
her dismay that West’s early professional support had diminished
and had been followed by a twenty-year silence. Clearly, Nin was
looking for more than just permission to publish her portrait of
West; her letter shows her seeking some commentary on the
Diary as Nin’s lifework. Deirdre Bair claims that West had
not been willing to help Nin find a publisher for the diaries in
England (pp. 214, 251, 564, n.5), and although Bair is an
unsympathetic biographer whose depiction generally places Nin in
the most unflattering light possible, her account in this case is
supported by the veiled threat in Nin’s 1966 letter. Nin intimates
that if West violates the bonds of friendship, Nin will be free to
publish what she pleases about West in future volumes. This
interpretation of her letter is confirmed by volume two of the
Diary (1934-39), in which a brief but highly factual
portrait of West appears. In this volume, Nin provides a narrative
account of their past encounters, including visits and West’s prior
positive review of Nin’s book on Lawrence. Although Nin did
retaliate, in one sense, by publishing the portrait, it was
carefully edited, and there is nothing objectionable or negative in
it. She did not mention West’s subsequent lack of cooperation
(Diary 2, pp. 31-32), and a more detailed portrait of West
was eventually published in the posthumous Fire, Nin’s
“unexpurgated” journal from 1934-37 (pp. 118-119, 129-134).
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What West actually felt about the
Diary as a literary work is unknown since she withheld any
comment on the Diary itself. Her papers in the Tulsa
collection also include a typed copy of Nin’s story “Ragtime,”
which Nin probably sent for her comments, but which bears no
annotations by West. In her correspondence with Gordon Ray,
however, who consulted with West about a couples biography of her
relationship with Wells, West made many bitter comments about Nin
(Bair, pp. 563, n.32; 609, n.44; 654, n.5). For her part, Nin
articulated ambivalence about West as early as 1936, when she
wrote: “I love Rebecca, but she is too sick, too neurotic, too
difficult as a friend” (Fire, p. 213; also see p. 293). At
the same time, West herself was less than candid (with Nin or with
herself) about her own motivations. Her reluctance to let Nin
publish her portrait was at least partially grounded in her
obsessive efforts to keep her battle with her son out of print
(Felber). She wrote Nin: “I certainly misled you if I gave you to
understand that my son resented being illegitimate and hated me—and
I shouldn’t like him to think that I had told you this. Actually
his attitude in those days was entirely different. He was proud and
fond of his father, and certainly did not hate me. He was
difficult, but the difficulty was quite of another kind, and much
less ordered—much less definable” (Tulsa, Nov. 4, 1965). Still, Nin
never published the material to which West most objected, revealing
her son’s hostility, in either the original or in the posthumous
diaries. Evidently, Nin’s sense of “noblesse oblige” (passed
down to her executors) governed her choice of material, though she
felt a right to select from it because West had breached the bond
of friendship.

Nin’s subjective, facilitative view of the
function of book reviewers and writers’ obligations to each other
in contrast with West’s more objective, adversarial one also
informs Nin’s and West’s different kinds of feminism and their
reputations among feminists today. Nin was suspicious of feminists
who try to be “like men”; she wrote disapprovingly of Rebecca West
(and Virginia Woolf) that “each write[s] like a man and I don’t
like it” (“Notes”; Bair, p. 102). The exchange of letters in the
Tulsa collection, as well as a comparison of Nin’s and West’s
personal conduct in their relationship, suggests that what Nin
meant when she accused West of writing “like a man” was, at least
in part, West’s willingness to adopt the adversarial position of
the professional reviewer. Nin, in contrast, assumed a nurturing
style of feminism, perhaps more acceptable in the late 1960s than
today. Ironically, the reputations of both women have suffered in
the contemporary feminist and academic communities. Nin is often
denigrated for arguing that women are different from men, and has
been accused of essentialism, though her belief that society’s
treatment of women needs to change shows that she did not believe
that sex roles are truly “essential,” that is, unchangeable and
inherent. Similarly, West is criticized because she became more
conservative as she grew older and is credited, at most, with a
paradoxical feminism that departed from her early radical suffrage
feminism by endorsing women’s reliance upon the feminine mystique,
including a more passive role in relation to men (Norton).

Throughout their lives in the volatile first
three-quarters of the twentieth century, Nin and West stepped
boldly through a minefield of women’s shifting roles and evolving
professional identities. Their rift in the 1960s reflects not only
their personal biases about book reviews and the writer’s duty to
fellow writers, but also foreshadows some of the differences that
characterize contemporary debates in feminist communities
today.
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Notes

 

 1 Their visits are described in
detail in Fire: p.
89; pp. 118-119; 129-133. Nin’s and West’s biographers also
describe their visits; see Fitch, p. 182; Rollyson, p. 170; and
Bair, pp. 213-214.

 2 This letter and those subsequently
quoted are housed in the largest collection of West’s papers in the
McFarlin Library at the University of Tulsa. I gratefully
acknowledge The Anaïs Nin Trust as well as a travel-to-collection
grant I received from Tulsa Studies in
Women’s Literature that made examination of
these materials possible.

 3 My thanks to the document delivery
staff at Indiana University-Purdue University Fort
Wayne—particularly Mark Schobert, Christine Smith, and Cheryl
Truesdell—for locating this elusive document.
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Twittering Machine of Paradise

 Glimpses of two
of Anaïs Nin’s Japanese daughters

 

On May 29, 2002, a well-known Japanese woman
of letters, Sumiko Yagawa, committed suicide at the age of
seventy-one. The next day, on May 30, her new book entitled
Anaïs Nin as a Young Girl, in which she introduces excerpts
of Linotte in excellent translation and offers her unique
view on “being a girl,” was published, seemingly her last will and
testament.

It was also in the spring seven years
before, on April 21, 1995, that another Japanese woman writer who
played an inerasable role in Nin’s reception in Japan passed away
from a ruptured artery at the age of fifty-six. Masako Meio was
then studying at the Steiner College in Fair Oaks, California.
Though her death was natural, it was so sudden and shocking that
some felt it was almost like a suicide.1

The two women had more than a few things in
common. Apart from being two of the best Japanese translators of
Anaïs Nin and themselves writers of unique talents, at least one
from each set of parents was a teacher, both were exceptionally
proficient in foreign language(s) for Japanese of their generation,
and they were both married to men of letters, name, and authority.
On the other hand, there were marked contrasts between them, most
notably their differing viewpoints on Anaïs Nin, which create a
multi-faceted portrait of Nin when read as a palimpsest.

Since Yagawa often mentions that Anaïs was
born in the same year as her mother, and Meio once wrote an essay
titled “The Daughters of Anaïs Nin,”2they may be rightfully considered
two of Nin’s Japanese daughters. How did Anaïs Nin influence and
inspire these two daughters from the Far East who were to die such
tragic deaths?

 

Masako Meio—A Woman with Four Names

I was introduced to the world of Anaïs Nin
through Masako Hara’s Japanese translation of volume one of The
Diary of Anaïs Nin. Not only is the translation written as if
Anaïs herself is speaking directly to us, the “Translator’s
Afterword” is, in my opinion, one of the best essays ever written
on Anaïs Nin, not only in Japanese but also in English. Hara’s
insight stands apart from the stereotypical worship/accusatory
responses to Nin, and is filled with critical sympathy of a woman
sharing the same intellectual/artistic/life stage with the author
(the translator was then in her early thirties, about the same age
as the diarist in the volume).

As early as 1974, Hara declared Anaïs Nin’s
Diary a grand fiction, that Nin’s obsessive search for “true
self” itself betrays its absence—to Anaïs Nin womanhood is more of
an “idea” than “nature,” which sounds too postmodern to have been
said in the seventies.

Though I came to know her as Masako Hara,
she laterwrote novels by the name of Masako Meio. In 1979 Meio made
a literary debut with A Glimpse of a Woman, which earned her
the prominent Bungei Literary Award. She also used the name Masako
Karatani after her marriage, as a critic/translator. When the
Japanese translation of Diary 1 was published as a paperback
edition in 1991, the translator procured herself a fourth name,
Akie Hara. While Anaïs Nin declared possession of a “thousand
faces,” Meio literally lived her life with four names, suggesting
multiplicity/fragmentation of identity, a familiar theme to Nin
readers.

Judith Butler, in discussing Willa Cather’s
crossing of gender/sexuality, makes a noteworthy point which could
explain Meio’s obsession with names as well as indicate her
literary theme:

 

For women, then, propriety is achieved
through having achangeable name through the exchange of names,
which means that the name is never permanent, and that the identity
secured through the name is always dependent on the social
exigencies of paternity and marriage. Expropriation is thus the
condition of identity for women. Identity is secured precisely in
and through the transfer of the name, the name as a site of
transfer or substitution, the name, then, as precisely what is
always impermanent, different from itself, more than itself, the
non-self-identical.3

 

Here Butler counterplots a social code that
is supposed to interfere with women’s independence/identity in the
name of propriety, and transfers it in the postmodern context. Yet
as it is manifest in Butler’s discussion, woman’s changeable name
works as a revolving door of the modern/postmodern; while it
restricts women’s identity within the bounds of paternity and
marriage, it paradoxically enables women to escape the clutching
hands of the Father.

Meio’s female character is driven by a
double-edged fear of, and desire for, multiple identity. Yukiko, in
Meio’s autobiographical novel A Glimpse of a Woman,
confesses that she gets bored with herself before anyone gets bored
with her and lives a “self which is scarcely born before ruptured
like an unfinished book.”4She always dreams of another way she
could have lived if she hadn’t chosen this life. She is obsessed
with a Puerto Rican “Dark Lady,” Dolores, a femme fatale who
torments her husband Leonard, an Anglo-Saxon Shakespearean.
Yukiko-Leonard-Dolores form a triangle in the manner of
Anaïs-Henry-June. Yukiko identifies herself sometimes with Dolores,
sometimes with Leonard, and has an ambivalent desire to destroy
their relationship.

The difference lies outside the triangle:
while Anaïs was married to the “generous” Hugo, Yukiko’s husband, a
visiting scholar to a university in New Haven, serves as a
criterion for Yukiko to assume value (O paternity!). Her father was
also the indignant God, the “rigid law rather than a human
father”5 (the law of
the Father!). When the severe, often violent father softens once in
a while, she feels so nervous it almost takes on an erotic air.
Yukiko is afraid she might be taking her revenge on her children
when she scolds or beats them hard. Later it is revealed that the
exotic Dark Lady Dolores is also under control and subjected to the
violence of her scholar husband, a “big man” from the United
States, the symbol of power and authority.

Noriko Mizuta, a pioneering feminist critic
in Japan, insightfully points out that Yukiko and Dolores, who are
seemingly in direct contrast with one another, are actually two
domestic women, both within the domain of patriarchy, and that the
narrative of modern women cannot escape the modern family that
produced the women themselves.

Alongside the father-daughter narrative in
the modern family romance is romantic love ideology, or what
anotherprominent Japanese feminist, Chizuko Ueno, calls the “couple
illusion,”6which is
definitely detectable in Meio’s novels.

In the “Translator’s Afterword” in the
paperback edition of the Diary 1, Meio recollects that
Japanese women of her generation looked up to Sartre and Beauvoir
as the ideal couple and were busy looking for their Sartre.
She adds, to her regret, that after Beauvoir’s death, it was
revealed that instead of being the supposed role model who sought
gender equality to the hilt, she was actually subjugated to her
great partner ideologically and sexually, serving as mother in
order not to lose him.

This could be read as the self-criticism
that put an end to Meio’s twenty-year marriage to Kojin Karatani,
“arguably the most influential critic in Japan in the past twenty
years,”7 presumably
when she was writing her last novel, The Son of the Southern
Cross. In the posthumously published novel—the last of her
autobiographical family narratives and most likely a metaphorical
“will”—we find harsh criticism of Japanese marriage, in which a
woman is doomed to play the role of mother to her husband, who is
under the spell and control of his birth mother. Meio’s character
Mioko laments falling into the trap that is Japan, entrapping
herself in marriage. Her architect husband Iwao serves on one hand
as a tyrant-father who captures Mioko’s soul by fear and is
incapable of loving his sons, on the other as a spoiled child who
declares that his doing housework is a national waste (!)
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Masako Meio

 

The feminist historian Etsuko Yamashita
reports that she received through an editor Meio’s unpublished
English essay “Glimpses of the Present-Day Japanese Women” in 1992,
in which Meio refers to Southern Cross as the epitome of her
forty-six years as a woman deeply influenced by the West.8Meio, as Yamashita tells us, calls
the behavior pattern Japanese women of her generation trapped in
the role of the Great Mother archetype a “general
hushing,”9and points to
Anaïs Nin, who declared she would “write as a woman,” as a role
model of the future generation. Meio’s prediction may come true if
we remember that Anaïs Nin continued “shedding yesterday’s woman to
pursue a new vision,”10and that the word “woman” itself,
according to Butler, is a “term in process, a becoming, a
construction that cannot rightfully be said to originate or to
end.”11

Meio defines Anaïs Nin as “a winner, a
strong woman and a woman with celestial wings.”12 It is true that Anaïs refused to
be dominated by one man, that she was determined not to be like
hermother, as is often the case with modern woman writers. She
didn’t deny motherhood totally but rather chose to be a symbolic
one. Kate Millet once called Anaïs a “Mother to Us All,”13—she was a mother not only to men
and art, as is sometimes (mis)understood, but also to women who
welcomed the publicationof the Diary, saying Anaïs wrote
their diary. It is to transgress or subvert women’s dual
stereotypes if the pleasure-seeking woman is also a “Mother to Us
All,” creating another woman, Dona Juana-Mary-Anaïs. requires a
woman with idiosyncratic ability and ambition to achieve that
state, who is free from a “fear of flying” and is determined to
devote her life to an aerial effort. In Children of the
Albatross Anaïs Nin has a research scientist explain with how
much intensity birds live their lives:

 

Their body temperatures are regularly as
high as 105 to 110 degrees, and anyone who has watched a bird at
close range must have seen how its whole body vibrates with the
furious pounding of its pulse… The bird’s indrawn breath not only
fills its lungs, but also passes on through myriads of tiny tubules
into air sacs that fill every space in the bird’s body not occupied
by vital organs. Furthermore, the air sacs connect with many of the
birds’ bones, which are not filled with marrow as animals’ bones
are, but are hollow. These reserve air tanks provide fuel for the
bird’s intensive life, and at the same time add to its buoyancy in
flight.14

 

For a human being to realize the state of a
bird would mean strenuous, perhaps almost inhuman will and energy.
The extent of freedom Anaïs Nin acquired herself was equal to the
depth of her inner darkness and secrecy. This inaccessibility to
Nin’s core of truth more than a quarter of a century after her
death and a century after her birth might partially explain why she
remains in the ambiguous or peripheral realm as a writer. Anaïs
Nin’s greatest secret, in any case, is how she could escape
insanity (unlike Zelda Fitzgerald or Chieko Takamura15), or suicide (unlike Sylvia Plath
or Sumiko Yagawa), and transform herself into a “woman with
celestial wings.”

Meio’s female character, however energetic,
talented and ambitious, often stumbles before her husband’s
judgmental statements and suffers in silence. But the writer
refused to be a hushed wife by representing herself in the novels,
in a way simultaneously playing the roles of Anaïs Nin and Nancy
Durrell as described in Diary 2: “‘Shut up,’ says Larry to
Nancy. She looks at me strangely, as if expecting me to defend her,
explain her. Nancy, I won’t shut up. I have a great deal to say,
for June, for you, for other women.”16

One feels at a loss whether to call it
tragic or inspirational, but Meio, as a writer, survived the wife
who may have sacrificed her life in the “trap that is Japan,” and
left her works to younger daughters of Anaïs Nin and of Masako Meio
herself.

 

Sumiko Yagawa: The Immortal Anti-Girl

While Meio’s interest in Anaïs Nin is
focused on Nin as woman/writer, her desire for maturity, and all
the difficulties she experiences, Sumiko Yagawa makes it clear that
her fascination with Nin comes mostly from the unexpurgated diary
of her younger days, Linotte. In Anaïs Nin as a Young
Girl, Yagawa introduces in superb translation the young Anaïs
or “Linotte” (“little bird,” a nickname given by her mother) who
seems charming and lovable to Japanese readers, while accurately
indicating that the volume of Linotte lacks description
between January 8, 1918 and March 1919 [the volume covering those
dates was lost] and that the young Anaïs restrains herself from
writing anything physical or sexual so that we don’t even know when
she had her first menstruation.
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Sumiko Yagawa

 

Yagawa names Anaïs Nin and Anne Frank as the
two true authors of literature written by and for children. The
young Anaïs is referred to as the “eldest daughter in a fatherless
family” is the “unpopular immigrant girl,” quite different from the
image of Anaïs as a young woman rich in love and talent, but akin
to Yagawa’s definition of the “anti-girl.” She expounds that the
anti-girl is a girl who cannot get along with herself and the
world, someone like Anaïs/Sumiko who believes she is ugly and
escapes into the “wordland.”17She also adds that in order to
immortalize a girl, which is only a phase in process (interestingly
in accordance with Butler’s interpretation of woman), one should
crown her with a word of negation such as “anti,” “no,” “non,” and
that a girl who doesn’t say no is no girl.

In other words, Yagawa’s anti-girl, which in
her definition has nothing to do with age, is someone who cannot be
content with female gender. Any woman writer will keep this
anti-girl in an inner room of her own, as Yagawa herself (again
self-mockingly?) labels a woman writer an unhappy outcome of the
anti-girl. In the same context, Noriko Mizuta says that the girl as
archetype/double plays a crucial role for modern woman
writers.18The
archetypal girl, such as Alice or Princess Kaguya in a Japanese
fairytale, belongs nowhere in this world and therefore functions as
a messenger, just as a woman writer occupying a peripheral place in
society speaks as a medium.

Another important concept Yagawa adopts is
that of a Jungian “father’s daughter.” In Father’s Daughters:
Mari Mori and Anaïs Nin, published five years before Anaïs
Nin as a Young Girl, she takes up two woman writers, one from
Japan and the other from America, as examples of a father’s
daughter who identifies more with father than mother. Yagawa
assumes that any girl residing in the “wordland” whose best friend
is a book or a father’s daughter, which corresponds to the feminist
idea that written words are basically male property and tradition,
that the oral is female.

She regards Anaïs Nin a proficient
bilingualist who speaks men’s and women’s languages, pointing to
Henry and June in which Anaïs serves as a translator between
the two. (We can trace the translator Anaïs in Linotte, in
which she tries to reconcile the separated parents.) Yagawa herself
remembers having two accents in her family: her father’s accent
from a southern part of Japan and her mother’s Tokyo accent, which
is considered to be standard Japanese. Her father was a scholar of
English literature whose books nourished her mind, and her mother
was a “spoiled” housewife who was the anti-girl’s anti-mentor, so
to speak. Nevertheless, Yagawa later found her “mother tongue,” a
smooth Tokyo accent she inherited from her mother, a great help
when she translated children’s books. She became a professional
translator (from English, French and German into Japanese) as a
means of livelihood after divorce, and her rule was to translate
books out of which she heard her own Japanese while reading
them.

Yagawa portrays the “little bird” Anaïs as
someone who loves her hard-working mother, respects her absent
musician father, and is devoted to both, who gradually finds out
she is not ugly as told by her father, and finally finds her true
love in Hugh (Hugo) Guiler. The book ends rather abruptly in a
naïve idealization of the Anaïs-Hugo marriage, concluding that
Anaïs finally finds her lost father in young Hugo.

The ending feels not only abrupt, but also
unfinished since we know that their marriage (including its
sexuality, about which Yagawa admits Anaïs was self-repressive
until her encounter with Henry Miller) strayed far from any happy
conclusion. Yagawa’s ending is almost like a fairytale ending in
which a poor, young girl is rescued by a handsome prince. It is
perhaps more intriguing than persuasive as to why she ended her
book that way.

Yagawa admires the Anaïs-Hugo relationship
(“This mutual trust!”19) and compares it to a pair of
identical twins or a Platonic union of androgynous halves. We find
the almost identical description in her autobiographical fantasy
A Woman Called Rabbit, written “like automatic writing” six
months after a divorce from Tatsuhiko Shibusawa, a cult critic of
French literature, whose Japanese translations of Marquis de Sade
resulted in obscenity charges. In Yagawa’s Rabbit, dedicated
“To Him,” the narrator recollects her failed marriage: “We were an
ideal couple, the ‘one and only’ match, as they said and we
believed, for we were opposites. He had everything I lacked, and
vice versa. We were one, yes, we were doubles.” A listener replies,
“It’s Platonic. I envy you, having met your double.”

In such an ideal marriage as the narrator
describes it, “He was literally my master, for me to obey. If he
was to be called ‘husband,’ I should be ‘wife.’” Calling one’s
husband “master” may appear an anachronism in English, yet (believe
it or not) it is a common practice in present-day Japan. Though
some may say it is only nominal, in 1983 Yagawa wrote, in a form of
autobiographical fiction, that it was literally the case in her
marriage. More shockingly and/or metaphorically telling is the
husband’s remark “Woman is not human,” to which the wife responds,
“You are right.”

 

If woman is not human, she is inhuman. God.
A thing. A beast. Whatever… What am I? …

If he is man, I am woman.

If he is an animal, I am an angel.

If he is human, am I a human figure? …
However

If he is a child, I am his mother.20

 

We should remind ourselves that in English
as well, we let “man” represent human beings until only several
decades ago. Therefore, Shibusawa’s and Yagawa’s master-servant
relationship, in which the servant testifies she was busy and
content with being the master’s wife-mother-secretary-housekeeper,
cannot be regarded as a backward example in the Far East, but as
portraying a universal phenomenon concerning gender.

The first chapter of Rabbit is titled
“The Wing.” The “wing” is a strange little bone-like thing in the
shape of a “V.” The narrator converses with a man about it as
follows:

 

“It’s so delicate… I bet it must be thewing
of an angel figure or something.”

“Yes, a figure, and an angel… By implanting
this plastic wing inside my body, I could transform into an angel
both in name and reality. Into a fake angel flying empty-heartedly
upon the air, against nature, feet over the ground, with artificial
wings.”21

 

The wing that transfigures a woman into a
fake angel is an intrauterine device, an IUD. The narrator
discloses that in order to live up to her husband’s principle to
not seek everyone’s happiness, she had to abort burgeoning lives
that came to her as they did to everyone else, and that her husband
gave her the “plastic wing” so he can monopolize her as mother.
This is how she became, in the double meaning of the word, an
“ideal” mother embracing a fake child-husband, who is inseparably
embraced by his biological mother—exactly the same portrait of
marriage as Meio depicted.

According to an essay Yagawa wrote three
months before her death, she had to go through a series of
abortions during the nearly two decade marriage to Shibusawa: “Now
I think about it, it was always the wife who had to bleed for the
no-child principle. There was a time I almost uttered, ‘Is it not
unfair?’ But it was never voiced in the end.”22 When she broke the silence, it was
the end of their Platonic union and his paradise.

For Yagawa, the “plastic wing” was also the
killer of possible lives. If we remember once again Anaïs Nin’s
vivid description of a bird’s aerial mechanism which is fueled with
its own will to fly, Yagawa’s angel feels more like a kite or a
puppet manipulated by her lord and master. Likewise, while Nin is a
survivor of an abortion made of her own will, as detailed in
Incest, Yagawa is rather a victim of the abortions, carried
out according to her husband’s phallo-egocentric principle, which
may well be labeled another form of domestic violence.

To speak, or not to speak; that is Yagawa’s
question. In The Lost Garden, which can be regarded as a
retelling of Rabbit, the narrator FG analyzes the
monstrosity she has directed at her ex-husband. She concludes that
it does not lie in her final betrayal, but rather in the utmost
obedience with which she never said no in a decade of
marriage, something she regrets. Bearing in mind the “Author’s
Note” to The Immortal Girl, which concludes that a girl who
says no is no girl, Yagawa’s life passage was that of
anti-Bildungsroman, in which the anti-girl married to be an
obedient wife, then divorced to be the immortal girl (again).

In the coda of Garden, FG explains
the failure of her marriage to EH and feels frustrated:

 

No. This man doesn’t understand, either. Do
you know what I really want to say? More. There’s a lot more to
it…

Vain. All is vain beyond description.

FG swallows all those unvoiced words and
uttered instead: “All I want to say is—let me be silent.
Period.”23

 

The predictive passage makes us wonder if
silence was Yagawa’s last word. There is a claim that she was to
meet an editor to work on a magazine’s special edition featuring
Nin24several days
after her death, which tempts us to think her suicide was
impulsive. On the other hand, some facts—a day’s difference between
her death and the publication of Anaïs Nin as a Young Girl,
that she sent the book to many of her friends as if in time for her
own death, and that her favorite music was playing by her
body—speak otherwise.

In the previously mentioned essay written
three months before her death, Yagawa acknowledges that her aim as
a writer is to “speak outof experience written in my body as
text.”25Could we go
a step further and hypothesize that she aimed to speak through her
(dead) body, turning it into her final work of art, as suggested by
the original title of Rabbit, “The Confession of a Beautiful
(Dead) Body”? If that is the case, Yagawa transcends Nin’s ambition
of creating her life as art and reaches out to break the boundary
between life and death, in the same manner as Gayatri Spivak
interprets/translates an Indian woman’s suicide: “Bhubaneswari
attempted to ‘speak’ by turning her body into a text of
woman/writing.”26

 

Before concluding this article on two
Japanese woman writers who may have been made scapegoats by the
Japanese gender system, let us strike a positive note.

The fake angel, the figure with plastic
wings, may transform into the “twittering machine” of paradise, as
in a watercolor by Yagawa’s favorite artist Paul Klee, who left a
series of angel figures, most of which were created in his last
years. The two Japanese daughters of Anaïs Nin will join their
symbolic mother in a celestial chorus, just as Yagawa depicted a
chorus of female voices in Rabbit (“Three women make a
chorus!”), and sing/speak the “language of our mothers’
land.”27

In fact, they never stop speaking in this
world as well, as long as we read their works (none of which is
translated into English, unfortunately). The third and latest
posthumous publication by Yagawa is a translation of Nin’s
Little Birds.28There is a project under way to
publish Meio’s collected essays on Anaïs Nin later this year, and
hopefully there are many more voices to come.



The women of Japan are at once the most
present and the most invisible and elusive inhabitants of any
country I have seen. They were everywhere, in restaurants, streets,
shops, museums, subways, trains, fields, hotels and inns, and yet
achieved a self-effacement which, to foreign women, is striking. In
the hotels and inns they were solicitous, thoughtful. It was as if
one’s dream of an ever-attentive, ever-protective mother were
fulfilled on a collective scale, only the mother is forever young
and daintily dressed. They were laborious and yet quiet, efficient,
ever present and yet not intrusive or cumbersome.

What kind of modern woman would emerge from
the deep, masked, long-hidden Japanese woman of old? The whole
mystery of Japanese women lay behind their smooth faces, which
rarely showed age except perhaps on peasant women battered by
nature. The smoothness remained from childhood far into
maturity.

There is a strong tendency to live
according to the code, the mores, the religious or cultural rules,
to live for a collective ideal. The one who breaks away is
described as a monster of evil. (Diary 7, pp. 6-8)
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Béatrice Commengé

 

From Saint-Germain-des-Prés to the
Acropolis

A Miller Odyssey in Paris

 

I prefer to start with the end: June 1,
1939. Henry Miller was in a café at Place d’Alésia, which he often
frequented in the company of Anaïs Nin. It was five in the
afternoon. He had come to the realization that he was “the freest
man in the world.” In front of him, a long road which started with
Greece and ended in Tibet. He asked the waiter for a notepaper,
which was entitled “Zeyer/Brasserie-Café-Tabac, 230 à 234, Avenue
du Maine.” He had left Villa Seurat for good, paid his debts,
ordered a new pair of glasses, and was delighted with the idea of
living in a hotel during his last week in Paris. He chose, for his
apotheosis, to check into the Hôtel Acropole —how could one resist
when one is about to depart for Athens? The hotel was near Porte
d’Orleans, or, more exactly, 199 Boulevard Brune, across from
Avenue d’Orleans. On the café notepaper, he gave all these details
to Anaïs, including his telephone number, “in case you need to wire
me”: VAUgirard 64 17.

I wanted to try my luck. Today the phone
numbers have lost their letters and gained three digits. I wanted
to know if by some miracle there remained a piece of the number’s
origin, an artifact from the past. Was it possible that 64 17 had
survived decades of “progress”? In 1939, one still often needed an
operator to obtain a line, so I called information: I had won, the
number still exists. I looked at the telephone keys with
perplexity. My heart started to beat a little more quickly when I
pressed the 6, the 4, the 1, the 7. I reserved a room that gives on
the street, i.e. it opens towards the south, towards Route
Nationale 20, the Dordogne, and ultimately Greece. It was from
there that I wanted to make a tour of the hôtels millériens
in Paris, to experience their spirit—and their reality.

I got out at Denfert-Rochereau subway
station. L’Avenue d’Orleans has become the l’Avenue du Général
Leclerc. The historical events that Miller fled have since caught
up with him, posting their names in his beloved quarter. I stopped
at the Café Indiana, seemingly proud with its brown and red
décor—sober, new-yorkais, anonymous. Nobody was able to tell
me when the café’s name was changed from its original
L’Oriental. Miller came here comme d’habitude below
the hotel of the same name.

On June 3, 1939, it was from L’Oriental he
wrote Anaïs that he was sending her a tourist folder on the village
of Rocamadour. He was leaving France because he had promised to
never be “the victim of the stupidity and the stubbornness of
government. He did not want “to miss the Dordogne,” he said; he did
not want to miss any of the splendor of France before he left. He
was already “on the road,” poised at one of the Portes of
Paris. And if one day he did return to his beloved city, he would
“get a good hotel room at full-pension rate,” saying that “it’s
wonderful to know you’ll eat well and regularly.” To write in the
hotel, to write and love in the hotel, as in the beginning—in two
years, he would be fifty years old—to live the hotel life was to
defy time, to live without age.

Today, the Hôtel Acropole seems to strain to
deserve its name, written in gold letters above three brilliant
stars. Its entrance is framed by two white stucco columns and a
triangular capital, a unique design in Paris. Miller does not
mention the capital, and it was useless to ask the receptionist if
it had always been there—he had no sense of that time; even his
mother had not been alive then. While walking through the tiny
hall, I immediately realized that there have been attempts to hide
the hotel’s original modesty with disguises such as marble steps
and tinted mirrors. I refused to take the elevator, preferring to
climb the wooden staircase. The corridors are decorated with film
posters from the Fifties. On my floor: Hitchcock’s To Catch a
Thief and von Sternberg’s Macao, the burning city.
Nostalgia.

Since 1939, double-paned windows have been
invented in the hope of deflecting noise directly into the sky.
Nevertheless, it seeps through, especially above this intersection,
where police whistles blow, sirens howl. But, I’d rather end the
comparisons and concentrate on that day in June 1939…the day Blaise
Cendrars ascended these steps, seeking Miller’s room to surprise
him one last time before his great departure. He who wrote that “an
American writer has been born to us” was once here, between these
walls, on a summer’s day sixty-five years ago. Perhaps they spoke
about hotel life, or of freedom…wasn’t it at the Café de la Liberté
that Miller had read a book in the French language for the first
time—Cendrars’ Moravagine? Cendrars had planted the seed of
what would become Miller’s deepest conviction: “I, the freest man
in the world, recognize that one is always chained by something and
that freedom and independence do not simply exist...action alone
frees us.”

Action, departure, crossing the seas.

 

Miller’s true departure was nine years
previous, from New York to Paris, in March of 1930. What was the
name of his first hotel, deep in the heart of the Latin Quarter? He
did not hesitate a second: when one comes upon Hôtel
Saint-Germain-des-Prés in Saint-Germain-des-Prés, why look any
further?—and a good deal to boot—500F per month, everything
included. And what was 500F in 1930? A few calculations: a
café-crème cost 2.50F in the chic places, Miller
wrote, and a good meal, 22F, and 5F for the use of the bathtub on
the floor (almost four times the price of a coffee in one of the
neighborhood bars!) When one thinks that today a
café-express at the counter (when there is one!) costs
approximately a dollar, or a Euro, that equates to his room costing
him $250 a month—but I give up on these dizzying figures. Miller
ensconced himself in his new room: “Here I am, right up under the
roof, five stories up, in a new joint. What a room. Dormer windows,
sloping eaves, paper peeling off.”Millerfelthappy “up here in
heaven.”

He was indeed in heaven. It was springtime
in Paris, everyone sitting in the terraces, “the streets sing, the
stones talk.” From his room, Miller heard the bells tolling…
“Strange sounds they make, almost Oriental at times. Some roll long
and lingeringly, some chime melodiously or break out with a
clangorous peal.” Seeming to honor the American in Paris,
the portières had been put up in his “mansard.” “They are
stiff and starched-looking and have a quaint colorful design, like
rustic tablecloths.” He hung two of his watercolors on the walls.
He was at home.
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