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ON PROUST AND DOSTOEVSKY by
Anais Nin




From an unpublished letter
to Henry Miller

 


Much of the voluminous
early correspondence between Anais Nin, who was living in
Louveciennes, and Henry Miller, whom she had met late in 1931 and
who then was briefly working at the Lycée Carnot in Dijon, revolved
around literary matters, and their mutual effort to capture the
elusive essence of Miller’s second wife, June. The present letter,
previously unpublished, was part of the reservoir from which the
two collections—Henry Miller: Letters to
Anais Nin, and A
Literate Passion: Letters of Anais Nin and Henry Miller,
1932-1953, both edited by Gunther
Stuhlmann were drawn. Ed.

 


[Louveciennes] February 11,
1932

WHAT DO OTHERS DERIVE from
Proust who have not known the particular experience he is
preoccupied with? A method! The thread of Ariadne, the sondage, by
association, the enchevêtrement...I think many people
have not only misunderstood the experience itself, but failed to
respond to the feelings too, and Proust has not meant anything to
them but an intricate obsession which has achieved its end: an
understanding so taut that it has gone beyond the human, that it
has exhausted the subject. I would say that after that you should
not add a word, but wait, it is not words that must be added: there
is to my mind something wrong with the subject. Albertine is not
enough. The expansion of the understanding and penetration of
Proust is enormous, but the subject is relatively small. One can’t
help realizing it after, when the wonder of the manner dissolves a
little. That is its only limitation. As you said first when you
were not so moved, it is not profound in reality, not as much as it
seems.

Henry, there is so much
left for you to do! I shared your emotion and your pain at reading
Proust. We find June in everything, everywhere. We are looking for
her, I suppose. But there are only fragments. There is so much that
is extremely puerile in Proust, for, after all, he was a woman. I
can very well believe that he could substitute a woman for a man.
He knew the invert feelings and dramas; they are of about the same
nature, as far as I know. Feelings are the same between two
homosexuals as between women. He made Albertine woman; that was
very simple for him. He had so much of the woman in him; he could
easily transpose the whole thing, fill in the details, imagine his
man a woman. I can quite believe that. His genius for detail, and
much of their puerility, is woman; also his genius for
indirectness, for infiltration, for circumlocution.

You know, what strikes me
about all abnormality is that it is all removed from the
essentially masculine realm and transferred to the essentially
feminine. I mean that homosexuals are not abnormal men, merely, but
that they are filled with feelings and instincts that belong
essentially to the woman. I have known homosexuals very well, very
deeply. It all belongs to that world I was writing you about only
yesterday, the attitudes, the feelings, the nature of their
voluptuousness, their “slipperiness,” their abstractions,
vaguenesses, evasions, etc. When you tell me your reaction to
[Hubert] Wilke [A New York acquaintance of June Miller.
Ed.], it makes me realize
again what I said to you yesterday, that you want to fight all
that, that you hate it, that you are interested in it but without
sympathy for it. It has made you suffer, it will always make you
suffer. You rail against it. You are going to curse it. Yes, you
are right, you can no more answer yourself to such feeling (as
Wilke’s) than you can answer the love of a woman you don’t want.
Sometimes this “intransigeance” appears to me almost comical,
coming from you, because it is the only demarcation you have drawn,
the only limitation. Your life has no boundary lines, no formal
“stop” points. You are not set against anything; you are quite free
in every other way but against that abnormality, in men or women,
against that you balk. At the same time you hate the “normal” man
as much as Gide hates him, because of his limitations.

I understand what you
fight, Henry. It is not the abnormality of
the world, you know, but the effeminization of the whole world:
And you alone can do it, because although you are such a man, you
are not a man like that Alan in my book who does not understand
anything but his own superb male-domination. I always get back to
your understanding, damn it. I hope you don’t mind this explaining
of yourself. If you do I won’t do it anymore. It is strange that
when I first sit down to write you I want to tell you about some
feelings.

 


THE DIFFERENCE between June
and me is that she is constantly creating mysteries, and that I am
willing to sit down and thrash things out with you. For a moment,
you know, the fullness of your letter astonished me. I am not used
to living in letters. I live secretly in my journal. Other people’s
letters are parsimonious, as you know. They never meant anything to
me. Your letters are rich, and in answer to them I immediately
decided to give up all that was in my mind. And the first thing
that came to my mind was joy, a joy at the notes in the back of
your letter, a joy at the running and rushing of it, a joy at your
own plunging, and the fullness of it. Satisfying, satisfying. I
must tell you so. I must tell you I was glad when you told me to
beware of your reason. Very well, I will not beware. I will tell
you that in my devotion to June there is a great repudiation of
reason, of all that I am myself.

But wait, let us go back
for a moment to ideas, to Dostoevsky and to André Gide. I told you
once something in Dostoevsky irritated me. It is something in his
method of telling. Why let all the great portentous characters act
always so mystifyingly and then observe them through the eyes of
conventionality? Why the remarks of ordinary people through a
thousand pages rather than grapple directly and courageously with
the enigma itself and at least observe every act and movement of
its life? What does it mean, the remarks of the servants and the
village people? Who the devil cares about their comments? Get at
the character itself, get close to it, don’t have it appear every
six months and we knowing only what the fools know, and no more. I
felt the same irritation in The Idiot. Almost as if Dostoevsky
didn’t dare to grasp his characters entirely, as if he himself
could not coordinate the vast chaos, and let us wallow in it, for
we do wallow. A great deal is implicated and suggested to us, as in
The Idiot, but it is too indirect.

Dostoevsky divined
psychology, sensed it all with uncanny genius, but he did not grasp
it with his two hands. The characters who interest us: Nastasia,
the Idiot, Stavrogin, etc. are always eluding us, haunting the
book, but the bulk of the book, the full descriptions, go to the
insignificant ones: and who cares about Stepan—yet we get cartloads
of Stepan, while Stavrogin disappears for two years and we are
given the local gossip, the newspaper’s news, clippings from the
society column. Dostoevsky is guessing at something so fantastic
that he writes like a medium. Voilà le
diable! And everybody is awed. Even
Dostoevsky is awed. He crosses himself before the devil he has
loosened. Not to terrify the world, he hints always at the
physical détraquement so as not to imply a full, healthy monstrousness, the free
unconscious, but not free because of epilepsy, drunkenness, or any
other fit, just free, as it is in Russians. There is that
superstitious terror of life’s madnesses and incongruities even in
the great genius recorder, the man-god himself, playing audaciously
with all the ideas we have ever had, but playing almost
irresponsibly, as one does with witchcraft, perhaps not with just
enough mind to be fully aware of all the secrets.

 


DON’T MIND ALL THIS. It is
terribly, terribly French. It is the effort of clarity fighting
obscurity. Afterwards I read Gide, and he said it better:
“Enfin, pour tous dire, Dostoevsky n’est
pas a proprement parler un penseur; c’est un
romancier.” In fact, when Dostoevsky
explained his ideas, adds Gide, it was most disappointing. He
leaves, says Gide, a great deal of shade, of chaos, of unexplained
things. And it is wonderful, I see it now, very wonderful. It is
life. It is you too. It is the opposite of the French passion for
clarity, which leads to stylization. Gide tells so well how the
French gives an artificial perfection to a piece of psychology, to
a character, in order to get coherence. He does not hesitate to
leave out the extra details which are illogical, disconcerting,
unexplainable. And do you know, that is death, too. Stylization is
beautiful. I love it, both in painting and in writing, but it is
certainly a direction towards death, towards something chiselled
and static. And great men like Gide, intelligent enough, have known
enough to bow before the chaos, the obscurantism of
Dostoevsky.

“Dostoevsky...respecte et
protège leurs ténèbres...”

“Nous (les Latins) places
en face de la complexité d’une me, à mesure que nous cherchons à la
representer d’instinct nous cherchons à
l’organizer.”

I stood before the
tenebrousness of June, and humbly I gave up my mind and my reason.
I very humbly adore her chaos. I also bowed before the potency of
your formless books. And yet what I tried to explain to you, when I
said you had something more than Dostoevsky, is that over the
profounder layer of genius-madness there is in you a layer of mind
which understands everything. You could write a novel and then sit
down and explain your ideas as Dostoevsky could not do. There is
more mind in you. There is more coordination, more realization. I
think so. Otherwise you would be content just to describe June. Why
are you intent on more than that, on dissecting her? Not only does
she appear as a dramatic personage, but you also have a desire to
analyze her as Proust analyzed Albertine. You have a desire for
clarity.

How close do you feel to
Gide? Not as much as to Dostoevsky, I imagine. Whereas I like the
grasp of Gide’s intelligence on things. I like Gide’s explanation
of Dostoevsky almost as much as I like Dostoevsky. Does that seem
possible to you? But how right you were, what an artist you were
when you spotted out the falseness of analysis, the anti-artistry
of it. I had told my story and should have let it alone. All that
question troubles me. But listen, Henry, to finish with me, if you
want to understand me, make out a double column—a list. Write
anything down—French mind, or anything you please, and then next to
it write the very opposite, and go right on. That is me. Then you
will see that I get such moments of tension that I must leave even
Louveciennes, and once alone, get a hold on myself again. Duality,
not sexuality, is at the root of neuroses.
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YES, JUNE IS MUCH MORE
INTERESTING than Albertine. Proust is not profound. It is, as you
say, the style, the manner. I have a feeling that you want to get
closer to June than you have in your novel, now, by more
subterranean ways. The other was the dramatic, the outward, the
visual scene, the stage. Now you want to go in deep. But do you
know what I think? That this world that June and I live in, you are
not meant to enter into it; you are meant to combat it. You are not
imprisoned like Proust, who fills his own life with the analysis of
that world. You have your own life, the values you represent, and I
think you are much more urged to combat, to ridicule, to give away
(if there is anything to give away), to even destroy if possible.
Am I right? It is not your role to accept, to realize and to love
it alone. That is my role. (And I do not mean that one cannot love
what one combats, for I know how much you love, and perhaps better
than any of us.) I tell you what we will do. I am not going to send
you my notes. I am going to try and build this world I am talking
about, now, symbolically. I am going to put it together. It will
take a little while. It will have body: it will be like a house,
with an entrance chapter and all the rest of it. Then I will show
it to you. You will read it, look it over, understand it, and
either love it or hate it, either fight it or I don’t know.
Usually, you know, a man of genius is never locked out. He divines
everything, he is clairvoyant. I stick to my first statement that
you are sentient and divinatory. I will put it this way: I have an
idea that you sense what it is all about but that you have not
seized it yet. It is a matter of language. It requires not to be
grasped with two hands, as I was saying that Dostoevsky did not
grasp with two hands. Perhaps you will do so any day now. I believe
you capable of it. Your new book was closer to Proust’s way. You
said you were going to take it up again in the new book, in another
way. Have I been too abstract? I do not mean to be evasive. You
see, I have an implicit faith in you, on account of the fact
that your understanding is more subtle than
anything you have written yet.


 


AFTER DOSTOEVSKY by Maria
Bloshteyn




Henry Miller and the End of
Literature

 


IN BLACK SRING, one of the
canonical texts written by Henry Miller during his Villa Seurat
period in the mid-1930s, Miller describes his first encounter with
Dostoevsky in the following cosmic and apocalyptic
terms:

 


And then one day, as if
suddenly the flesh came undone and the blood beneath the flesh had
coalesced with the air, suddenly the whole world roars again and
the very skeleton of the body melts like wax. Such a day it may be
when first you encounter Dostoevsky. You remember the smell of the
tablecloth on which the book rests; you look at the clock and it is
only five minutes from eternity; you count the objects on the
mantelpiece because the sound of numbers is a totally new sound in
your mouth, because everything new and old, or touched and
forgotten, is a fire and mesmerism. Now every door of the cage is
open and whichever way you walk is a straight line toward infinity,
a straight, mad line over which the breakers roar and great rocs of
marble and indigo swoop to lower their fevered
eggs.1

 


There can be little doubt
that Dostoevsky occupies a privileged spot among the multitude of
writers in Miller’s pantheon of literary
heroes.2 From Miller’s first experiments in writing, such as his
unsuccessful novel Moloch written in the 1920s, to his last short
pieces, like “Mother, China, and the World Beyond” written in the
late 1970s, Dostoevsky figures prominently both explicitly and
implicitly. Miller’s special investment in Dostoevsky is evident
even in the number of times Miller turns to him in his own critical
writings, setting Dostoevsky up as an ideal against which other
writers and poets should be measured. Furthermore, Miller’s belief
in the importance of Dostoevsky is reflected by his insistence that
other members of the Villa Seurat Circle—most notably, Anais Nin
and Lawrence Durrell—read Dostoevsky’s novels. Ultimately, the
development of Miller’s own writing career is inextricably tied to
his vision of himself as a literary successor of Dostoevsky, and to
his interpretation of Dostoevsky’s literary and philosophic
heritage.

By all accounts, Miller
began to read Dostoevsky in his late teens, after he was introduced
to him by a casual acquaintance in Brooklyn. The place and time of
the introduction (the corner of Broadway and Kosciuski Street at
about five in the afternoon) would gain mystical significance in
Miller’s eyes, invoked again and again in his many descriptions of
this fateful initiation (“I never tire of rehearsing this
introduction to Dostoevsky...it seems to me that late afternoon in
Brooklyn the sun must have stood still in the heavens for a few
moments.”³). Miller had eventually read and re-read almost all of
Dostoevsky’s major works, including every secondary source he could
get his hands on (as he once noted, “I am...always fascinated to
learn what others have to say about [Dostoevsky], even when their
views make no sense to me.”4). The writers and critics
whose views on Dostoevsky were eagerly lapped up by Miller (and in
turn, helped shape his own reading of Dostoevsky) included such
diverse and cosmopolitan characters as the anarchist Emma Goldman,
the novelists André Gide, D.H. Lawrence, and Marcel Proust, the
novelist and critic John Cowper Powys, and the Dostoevsky scholar
Janko Lavrin.

Miller himself, of course,
had always stressed the importance of the American perspective in
his reading of Dostoevsky. In fact, Miller maintained that he had a
special bond with and an insight into Dostoevsky precisely because
he was an American born and bred, a New Yorker, an urbanite who had
experienced life in a big city on social levels ranging from the
prosperous bourgeois down to the homeless derelict begging for a
dime:

 


I have understood
Dostoevsky, or rather his characters and the problems which
tormented them, better, being American born, than had I been a
European...American life, from the gangster level to the
intellectual level, has paradoxically tremendous affinities with
Dostoevsky’s multilateral everyday Russian life... Though millions
among us have never read Dostoevsky nor would even recognize the
name were it pronounced, they are nevertheless, millions of them,
straight out of Dostoevsky, leading the same weird ‘lunatical’ life
here in America which Dostoevsky’s creatures lived in the Russia of
his imagining.5

 


As an American,
Miller—perhaps without fully realizing it himself—was plugged into
the established American stereotype of Dostoevsky. It is clear, at
the very least, that in Miller’s voluminous writings on Dostoevsky
it is the American vision of the writer which forms the basis for
his own interpretations.

 


INTERESTINGLY, while
Miller’s output of critical writings on Dostoevsky, and others, was
enormous (although the promised work on “The Grand Inquisitor”
never materialized, he almost compulsively analyzed Dostoevsky and
his works in his own texts), he himself repeatedly professed that
he had no literary critical abilities. Writing to Michael Fraenkel
about one of the latter’s philosophical tractates in the early
1930s, Miller laments: “Alas, I am only too well aware that I have
no critical faculty. I have only creative instinct... violent
passions, hates, aversions, etc. What I would write about your book
would not be criticism. It would only be a register of my
emotions.”6

Many of Miller’s own
critics agree with this conviction, citing the disaster of the
abandoned D.H. Lawrence study7 [In his “Letter to Pierre
Lesdain,” dated May 3rd, 1950, included in the volume
The Books in My Life,
Miller explained the problems he had had with the aborted The World
of Lawrence: “By the time I had written a hundred pages I was so
deep into the study of Lawrence’s work that I could no longer see
the forest for the trees. There remains of this abortive effort at
least several hundred finished pages. There are a few hundred more
which need revision, and there are, of course, voluminous notes.
Two things worked together to frustrate the completion of this
work: one, the urgent desire to get on with my own story; two, the
confusion which arose in my mind as to what indeed Lawrence did
actually represent.” Ed.]. Miller biographer Mary V. Dearborn writes:

 


...when he wrote about men
he admired, his prose was uniformly riddled with encomiums, the
subject always “a great man,” his art—if he were an artist the best
of its kind. Critical writing was never Miller’s strong
suit.8

 


On the other hand, John
Parkin, a Miller scholar and author of Henry Miller, The Modern Rabelais (1990), argues that Miller’s unconventional critical writings
“a multifaceted, polytextual display of tastes, responses,
quotations, intuitions... [Miller’s] authorial voice becoming not a
scientific instrument capable of precise and objective observation,
but rather the kind of crisscross of absorbed voices that Bakhtin
was...analyzing in [Miller’s] studies of Rabelais and
Dostoevsky—“should be taken no less seriously than the more
orthodox approaches to literary criticism. Parkin
writes:

 


That these readings are
repetitive, circular, enthusiastic to the point of hyperbole is
offensive only to those who demand interpretation which is
positive, linear and sober (to the point of bathos?), and such
criticism could scarcely accommodate even the very use of language
which Miller adopts and extends.

 


WHICHEVER POSITION on the
subject one espouses, Miller’s writings on Dostoevsky make for
interesting and revealing reading, illuminating his vision of
Dostoevsky, and providing insight into his own life philosophy and
writing career. But to return to the question of
who Miller’s Dostoevsky
was, or, to put it differently, which Dostoevsky had Miller preached
to both Durrell and Nin in the 1930s? Risking some
oversimplification, it could be said that Miller’s reading of
Dostoevsky (man and writer) was always fundamentally American. His
lengthy comparisons of Dostoevsky with Balzac, Lawrence, Proust,
and Whitman among others, include all the key assumptions
underlying the vision of Dostoevsky as a social and literary
outsider who wrote autobiographical texts and paid more attention
to the “message” of these texts than he did to the craft of
writing.9

Thus, for instance, Miller
envisions Dostoevsky, the man, as an outsider, one “who obviously
preferred the lowly life, a man fresh from
prison.”10 Moreover, as a genius, “the tragic, unprecedented
artist,”11 Dostoevsky is, according to Miller, already far removed from
society and any moral order. “The man of genius is a monster, a
traitor and a criminal, among other things...the more abnormal he
is—the more monstrous, the more criminal the more fecundating his
spirit.”12 It is a matter of course that Dostoevsky’s outsider status is
a privileged one in Miller’s understanding. It is also clear—even
from the single paragraph from Black Spring first cited that Miller
saw Dostoevsky as the ultimate commentator on the condition of
humankind, whose insights were especially relevant and liberating
to contemporary Americans.

Further, Miller saw
Dostoevsky as primarily an autobiographical writer, writing through
and of his own suffering, identifiable with his characters, from
Stavrogin (“the ideal image of himself which Dostoevsky jealously
preserved,”)¹³ to Father Zosima (“alias the real
Dostoevsky").14
Notably, Miller’s interpretation of Dostoevsky’s
style—a separate issue in itself—included both the concept of
Dostoevsky resigning control over the stylistic elements in the
text (obviously related to the widely-spread belief that Dostoevsky
was a “bad” stylist), and the idea that there was something very
important gained by this supposed release of controls (a notion
advocated by Sherwood Anderson and some other American writers).
In Tropic of Cancer (1934), Miller writes, “I have made a silent compact with
myself not to change a line of what I write... Beside the
perfection of Turgenev I put the perfection of Dostoevsky.”
Elsewhere, he notes: “Wherever in [Dostoevsky’s] works there is
chaos and confusion, it is a rich chaos, a meaningful confusion; it
is positive, vital, soul-infected. It is the aura of the beyond, of
the unattainable, that sheds its lustre over his scenes and
characters—not a dead, dire, obscurity.”15

 


AT THE HEART of Miller’s
reading of Dostoevsky, however, lies a more original concept, if
the notion of originality is indeed applicable in the case of a
writer who discounted it altogether, as he did in the epilogue to
his short tale The Smile at the Foot of the Ladder: “We invent
nothing, truly. We borrow and recreate. We uncover and
discover.”16 Or, more elaborately, in The Books in
My Life:

 


Due to our slavish reading,
we carry within us so many voices, that rare indeed is the man who
can say he speaks with his own voice. In the final analysis, is
that iota of uniqueness which we boast of as “ours” really ours?
Whatever real or unique contribution we make stems from the same
inscrutable source whence everything derives. We contribute nothing
but our understanding, which is a way of saying—our
acceptance.17

 


Nonetheless, it is
noteworthy that whereas most Dostoevsky proponents argued that he
had opened an era in literature and the understanding of the
psyche, Miller professed that Dostoevsky had, through his person
and his writings, both expressed and terminated an epoch in world
history, in human mentality, and, perhaps most importantly for
Miller, in literature.

In Nexus, one of Miller’s
characters articulates this view: “As I see it, with Dostoevsky’s
death the world entered upon a complete new phase of existence.
Dostoevsky summed up the modern age much as Dante did the Middle
Ages. The modern age—a misnomer, by the way—was just a transition
period, a breathing spell, in which man could adjust himself to the
death of the soul... The beliefs, hopes, principles, convictions
that sustained our civilization are gone.”18 Similarly, in “Balzac and His
Double,” Miller writes:

 


The study of society and
the psychology of the individual, which form the material of the
novel in European literature, served to create the illusory world
of facts and things which dominate the neurotic life that began
with the 19th century and is now reaching its end in the dream of
schizophrenia... Dostoevsky gave expression to the conflict...
Indeed, it is with him that the novel
comes to an end, for after him there are no
longer any individuals to write about, nor is there any longer a
society which may be said to possess a body. [My
emphasis]19

 


BUT IF THE NOVEL—and
perhaps literature itself—comes to an end with Dostoevsky, what
“liberation” could there be for the new generations of writers?
Miller’s response to the question would be that the new writers
were now free to discard literature, with all its staid conventions
and formalities, and write life; how one called this new
life-writing was of little consequence as long as it was clear that
it was not literature in the traditional, “pre-Dostoevskian” sense.
Reflecting on his own works shortly before his death, Miller would
say,

 


I was definitely not a
novelist. Good or bad, from the very beginning of my literary
career I thought of myself as a writer, a very important writer to
be. I had no use for fiction, though many of my readers regard my
work as being largely fictive. I myself am at a loss to give it a
name. 20

 


It was this vision of
Dostoevsky as the last rather than the first prophet of the novel,
the last writer of literature, that was duly expounded by Miller to
Lawrence Durrell and Anais Nin, in letters, private conversations,
and, more generally, through his writings. Following Miller’s suit,
Nin and Durrell apparently read, or reread, Dostoevsky throughout
the 1930s, identified with Dostoevsky and his characters, and
ultimately earned the high accolades of being compared to
Dostoevsky by Miller. In this way, reflecting on Nin’s
Diary in 1937, Miller
would say, approvingly, that it reminded him of “the raw pith of
some post-Dostoevskian novel; [it] bring[s] to the surface a lunar
plasm which is the logical fruit of that drive towards the dead
slag of ego which Dostoevsky heralded.”21 After his first reading of
the manuscript of Durrell’s Black
Book, in 1937, Miller approves of the fact
that in it, Durrell “breaks the boundaries of books, spills over
and creates a deluge which is no longer a book but a river of
language...You have written things in this book which nobody has
dared to write. It’s brutal, obsessive, cruel, devastating,
appalling. I’m bewildered still...—You’ve crossed the
Equator...From now on you’re an outlaw and I congratulate you with
all the breath in my body.”22 As his highest praise of
Durrell’s writings, Miller pays him the compliment that “sometimes
this stuff seems to me to outdo
Dostoevsky.”23

 


DOSTOEVSKY, according to
Miller, was the springboard which would propel the Three Musketeers
of Villa Seurat into a new way of writing, and a new dimension of
living. Consequently, the prose produced by Durrell, Nin, and
especially by Miller during the Villa Seurat period, including
Durrell’s Black Book (1938), Nin’s House of Incest
(1936), Winter of
Artifice (1939), her diaries of the 1930s,
Miller’s Tropic of Cancer
(1934), Black
Spring (1936) and Tropic of Capricorn (1939), and his
famous short pieces of those years, in other words prose pivotal to
the oeuvre of each of these writers, may be viewed as an almost
utopian attempt to create a new post-Dostoevskian writing,
emanating from, but superseding, Dostoevsky. Whether the Villa
Seurat writers have ultimately succeeded in breaking away from
Dostoevsky is another matter altogether.
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Illuminating the
Darkness

 


Another reason why I could
not live with Dostoevsky alone, and had to find something else, is
that in D.H. Lawrence the “darkness” was mostly sexual and there is
not quite enough sexuality in Dostoevsky. Implied, yes, suggested,
shown by passions, proved by death—mais la
sexualité presque toujours dans l’ombre,
whereas it is that which Lawrence tried to bring out of the
darkness.

Anais Nin, in a letter to
Henry Miller, February 22, 1932


 


WHAT MAKES ANAIS NIN A POET?
By Anna Balakian




Substantiating the
qualities of her work

 


I HAVE PREVIOUSLY WRITTEN
about Anais Nin’s poetics, but my essays predate the unexpurgated
versions of the Diary and the sensational biographies that have
appeared of Nin. Every new literary event casts fresh light on
previous states; but these recent publications cast shadows rather
than light on her merits as a writer. Nothing that has been said
and spread about Nin shakes my belief in her importance as a
writer, but these emphases on her life rather than on her work make
it more urgent than ever to supply further substantiation of the
qualities of the work without which interest in the life would be
reduced to vulgar curiosity. As a critic of long experience and
exposure I would rank Anais Nin among a small number of writers who
have given new meaning to the notion of poetry in the twentieth
century, particularly as it affects the history of American
writing, and with the same stroke have broken down the frontiers of
the novel.

What makes Anais Nin a
poet? Although to my knowledge she never called anything she wrote
“poetry,” she has often been identified as a poet, and
House of Incest has been
called a “prose poem.”1
But the nature of what constitutes poetry in her
writings has not yet been sufficiently recognized and scrutinized.
In focusing on the poetic qualification of her work we are also apt
to get closer insight into her personal and artistic intimacy with
her husband Hugh Guiler, known in the arts as Ian Hugo, in what was
their joint beginnings in the 1920s and 1930s.
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