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AGING by Anais Nin


 


From the transcript of the
original diary, July 1941

 


In the second summer after
their forced return to New York City, Anais Nin and her husband,
Hugh Guiler, planned to vacation on Cape Cod, where they would be
joined by Gonzalo and Helba Moré and other friends. Anais Nin had
met Luise Rainer, the German-born actress renowned for her
portrayal of a Chinese peasant in the 1936 Hollywood film
The Good Earth, at
Dorothy Norman’s Fifth Avenue salon. The present text has been
drawn from the manuscript of the unexpurgated diary volume
In Search of Lost Joys,
now in preparation, which will cover the time period
1940-1943.

 


I DID NOT FINISH writing in
the red diary book, the story of the passage through the eighth
house of astrology, the book of poisons, the book of rebellion, the
book of disillusion. All through it I still clung to the myth;
there was an undercurrent I did not touch. It was the story of our
aging, all of us, aging. I never was aware of age except for one
day in Louveciennes, before I loved Henry, when I looked at myself
in the mirror and thought: I am growing old. But that was before I
loved, and when I loved I forgot about my age again, completely. I
lived in the illusion I gave to people of my youthfulness. In
Mallorca the children called me “la niña
casada” (the married child). People were
always surprised at my real age. I did not feel it. I did not
identify myself to the Femme de Trente
Ans. Once I looked at the title of Balzac’s
book, La Femme de Trente
Ans, and I was startled. But I am
the femme de trente ans! No sense of age. I did not
notice other’s age. Conrad Moricand always lived in the past. I did
not realize it was because he was fifty. I noticed first of all
Henry’s aging. The first time that he experienced a sexual
defaillance and was
worried about it, his growing interest in mysticism and diminishing
interest in women, his first periods of physical fragility, his
desire for tranquility. Gonzalo, whom I had known as a fiery,
restless, untiring being, who could absorb alcohol and hot spicy
foods, go without sleep, collapsed gradually to what he is today, a
man who cannot drink or eat anything, who is often ill, who gets
pains, who is depressed. I saw him grow fat. Helba’s fatness became
flabby, her facial muscles sag. Hugo has a stomach, grey hairs on
his temple. Psychically, we left our youth in Europe. Facing
America, we showed the lack of suppleness, adaptability of people
of forty. I was the youngest. I struggled not to age, not to accept
physical handicaps. I took young lovers (bad sign). Henry submitted
quietly to a change of rhythm. He is always submissive. He cannot
bear late nights. His health weakened. Gonzalo had a more serious
change because he resents the failings of his body. He is earthy.
It depresses him. He has little to nourish him spiritually. Hugo
had no crisis. He is peaceful. He accepts. And I?

 


IN EUROPE I WAS ABOUT TO
ENJOY the ripeness, but here, the country of youth, I became
painfully aware of something others do not see. The young men seek
me out. They make no distinction. But I feel it. I feel estranged.
When they drink, particularly. In dancing I join and equal them. In
Harlem I am the maddest dancer of all. For John Dudley I had no
age. Physically there are no signs. My body is that of a girl. I
weigh one hundred and thirteen pounds. My waist is still
pronouncedly indented. My breasts are dainty, the tips roseate. My
skin is translucent. My hands alone have aged, but they were always
old. And there are fine wrinkles around my eyes. I have a few grey
hairs. On tired days my chin is less firm. But the experienced girl
at Elizabeth Arden said: “Apart from the lines around your eyes,
all is well. The muscles are firm.” I can deceive anyone, even a
doctor. I pass for thirty easily. My walk is easy, free, my steps
light. Outwardly there are few signs. But the feeling! The agedness
given to me by the American life, its immaturity. Everywhere
unformed beings, awkward ages. That has aged me in my awareness.
Fatigue. But mostly the crisis of accepting this limited and heavy
agedness of those I love. The passage into human life, detachment
from the dream. Luise Rainer the same. A sister. Lovely moments. We
ran away together when visiting Dorothy Norman, to talk. She took
me in her car. We slipped out of the house and drove to see the
Ocean which faced Europe. We stood on the beach edge yearning for
Europe together. Laughingly, sadly, I said to myself: For this
romantic escapade in an open car, hair flying, in the damp night, I
will pay dearly. The next days pains and overwhelming fatigue. I
left the weekend defeated, shattered. Walking today I thought I
would write a book on Aging. The tragic motif comes from my not
being physically and spiritually in harmony.

I still want to burn, to
run, to dance, and to love consumingly. And age marks me, handicaps
me. Above all, it marks those I love and can love. We live in the
past. Steal upon us unaware and we are remembering Paris. Once in
Paris, the first time we visited Moricand, I was struck by his talk
of the past. That night he was only intent on reliving and
recreating his life with Max Jacob and Blaise Cendrars. He gave us
minute descriptions. I asked myself: Why does he dwell so much on
the past and does not take an interest in us? Even afterwards, when
he became a friend of mine and of Henry’s, it was to share with us
the brilliancy of Max Jacob and the savagery of Blaise
Cendrars.

Or to find what quality in
Henry resembled theirs.

Now I do the same with my
new friends: Dorothy, Luise Rainer, Robert Duncan. Luise is for me
an echo of June, a sister. Dorothy is what I was before my poetic
life, when I knew only understanding and objectivity. She is
static. Luise is destroying herself, because she is without
protection. She is alone. Small and fragile, a Chinese woman. The
expression on her face which endures is one of begging. Pleading.
She begs for others to feel. Pleads: feel. All her acting is for
that end: feel. Because she feels she is hurt always. “My life is
always getting shattered.” She begs, almost, not to be hurt, to be
loved, to be believed. Poor Luise.

Again, I feel stronger,
protective. The first night at Dorothy’s salon, Luise was in
evening dress, pliant, supple, clinging, dancing. Projecting the
same personality as in her acting. She is sincere. She feels. She
is not detached from what she creates. A creation in cold blood one
cannot love. I loved Frou-Frou
before I met her. Luise. The second time, in
daylight, in shorts. A girl. The smallest neck imaginable, small
head. Being consumed. Eating voraciously to hold herself down on
earth. Dorothy static. Repelled by too many things (typically
American, small appetite for life) and honest enough to say:” I
hate myself for all that I am repelled by and cannot experience.”
Luise and I, the perverse ones, the decadent ones, the poison-laden
ones, went out alone, a natural alliance, under the virginal
maternal eyes of Dorothy. Luise so domineering. “Come down!” she
ordered when she looked up from the garden to my window, where I
stood watching her. Boy too, child, wise, needing to seduce
everyone. She was the center of attention, demanding it. I gave her
mine. Admiring the actress who can reveal herself by mimes, loving
always the physical forms of expression, and hating in myself the
profound, irrational timidity which snuffs out my projections
outside of the circle of my intimate and loved ones. Even with them
my expressions run deeply, are not exteriorized. This
exteriorization is a relief to me and my subterranean worlds, like
light opening on a mine. It enchants me. But the gift was not
total, not like mine to June, to Thurema Sokol.

The Book of
Age—le déjà vecu (the already lived). I await the moment of retreat. Each
retreat seems a victory against pain. What pain? The pain that lies
in everything. I once so prodigal. The Book of Age is the book of
caution.

I have created the
isolation in which I find myself. Life shrinks in proportion to
one’s courage.

 


THE DAY WE CAME HERE, I had
promised myself to be good to Helba, affectionate. In the terrific
heat, in the strain of the day before leaving for Provincetown, it
was I who went to get the new pile, a battery for her hearing aid.
When I brought it she wept and said: “You don’t love me anymore.”
She is not aware why. So I pretended. Even though her unwashed
face, her unkempt hair and fatness repulsed me. Now that she can
buy clothes, not inherit them, she buys only baby pink, baby blues,
like a servant girl. Then, when I had succeeded, I suddenly noticed
she was wearing a belt like mine, one of the rare gifts Gonzalo
made me and which I prized, as selected for me, and he had given
her one exactly like mine! And this poisoned me again. But I act
better, pretend better. In all justice I tried to remember the time
I bought the same kimono for Henry and Hugo. Saying: One was
pleasure, the other atonement.

I liberated myself of the
poison by talking beautifully and freely to Gonzalo: “When Helba
was very ill and needed me, I forgot myself and gave myself both to
you and to her. I have not changed in character, but now she does
not need me and I find the sharing of your intimate life painful,
as you find it painful to be with Hugo. Do not expect that of me,
Gonzalo.” I moved. him, stirred him by the humanness of my
feelings. It is so true that my suffering originated in having to
witness their life together, share in it, in moments of tragedy and
need.

 


AGAIN, THE BOOK OF AGE. I
seek tranquility and the absence of pain. The Monster lies all
around me, gigantic in the world today. The outer image is too
horrible for human awareness. Contemplate the news—War of Germany
and Russia and you go mad.

The personal world contains
at least moments of joy and tenderness. Outside it is all brutal
sadism, carnage, madness. In the personal there are at least human
moments, moments of union and pity, tenderness and creation. The
savagery is too much for me. Perhaps this adds to aging, the
knowledge of our being a part of what is being destroyed. None of
us are worthy of a new world and we are incapable of building it.
We are not of the stuff of the new world, but of the old that is
vanishing. The change of age. In talking to Gonzalo tonight we
cleared for the first time the mystery of the demonic Gonzalo who
tormented me in St. Tropez, and whom I never saw again. Gonzalo was
then drinking absinthe made by the peasants of St. Tropez, much
stronger than the one sold in Paris, meant to be drunk only a few
drops at a time and of which he took two or three glasses every
day. And it was an absinthe-crazy Gonzalo who quarreled, was
sadistic, and insanely jealous. As I did not know this, I did not
detect the nature of his violence. I was wholly taken in. If I had
known or been more experienced, I would have treated him as a
drunkard and not abandoned myself in good faith to the scenes he
made. What useless suffering!

 


 


Finding It

 


If people really need a
thing they will find it. And when there is no pressing need, no
inner urge, there will be no finding.

Dorothy Norman, citing
Alfred Stieglitz, in a letter to Henry Miller, February 15,
1940


 



THE AUTHORESS AT
SEVENTEEN by Henry Miller


 


A letter about Anais Nin’s
early diary

 


In our previous issue,
Volume 14, 1996, we presented some of Henry Miller’s efforts, in
1937, to launch the publication of Anais Nin’s early diary,
Mon Journal, which she
had begun in 1914 on her first journey into exile in America, and
which until 1920 had been written in French. But Miller’s
enthusiasm for the youthful contemplations and confessions of the
dislocated Catholic child and precocious adolescent already emerged
in 1932 when he first encountered her diary, as this hitherto
unpublished letter, discovered among Anais Nin’s papers,
demonstrates. Anais Nin had met the French literary historian and
critic René Lalou, and his wife, in October 1932 and apparently had
shown him portions of her current as well as her childhood diary. A
new, revised edition of Henry Miller’s Letters to Anais Nin, first published
in 1964, is in preparation. Ed.

 


Oct. 10th.
[1932]

PIERRE [sic] LALOU, you say, has reviewed
your book. Now I am going to review you. I am going to review Miss
Anais Nin, authoress, in her seventeenth year, when like a dying
swan she takes leave of nature, of her girlhood, of the bright,
rosy dream of youth, when she gives voice to mystic premonitions of
the sombre and tragic life that is dawning for her, when she makes
her wonderful peroration on Romance, when she feels the pull of
knowledge, the necessity to apprehend the world realistically, when
she turns for solace to Bossuet and to the woman diarist who takes
the words from her mouth [Jacques Bénigne Bossuet (1627-1704),
French cleric and author, appointed by Louis XIV to educate his
son, the Dauphin, opposed the licentiousness of the court and
eventually the spread of Protestantism and Quietism in France.
Among his many works are the outstanding Discourse sur l’Histoire Universelle and such innovatively reasoned Sermons sur l’Honneur du Monde, his
disapproving Maximes et Réflections sur la
Comédie, and the volumes
Connaissance de Dieu et de Soi Même and
Métaphysique, which deeply impressed Anais
Nin. The “woman diarist,” of course, is Marie Bashkirtsef. (See,
for instance, Gunther Stuhlmann, “Reflections. in Another Mirror,”
in ANAIS, Volume
5, 1987.) Ed.],
who does say things more beautifully but not more truly, who is
perhaps less sincere, less mature even, than little Anais of the
white velvet gown and Alice-blue dress regarding herself in the
mirror, studying her large, round eyes and her serious, drooping
mouth, honest little Anais who apologizes to the world for wanting
to look beautiful, to be attractive, Anais the angel who examines
her conscience each night and gives us in “a Nuit Blanche” the
poignant expression of the adolescent heart, Anais the mother and
guardian of the family, wiser than her mother but uninstructed,
Anais dubious of her happiness, shunning frivolity, Anais searching
for books, for more and more books, Anais instructing everyone,
Anais typing accounts when she wants to write poems, Anais pouring
out her heart to her father, Anais so trusting, so humble, so
good.

 


ONE CAN WELL IMAGINE this
diary of a young girl being read in every land and in all the
ages—because it is the heart of a girl. One will have great
sympathy for this Latin girl who was brought up in an alien world,
this romantic child who visits the scene of Washington Irving’s
legends and describes with such delicacy and tenderness the spirit
of that countryside, who penetrates its meaning more than any
American girl of her age; one will be touched by the picture of
this sad, introspective child who examines herself afresh each day
and weighs her behavior and observes all the minutiae of life about
her; one will appreciate so much what it means to uproot a child
from its native soil, particularly a sensitive, artistic child;
what it means to deprive such a child of a father. Who could
surround that barren soil of Richmond Hill with such glamour but an
immigrant child, a yearning child saddled with responsibilities, a
sensitive child who felt queer in a world of prosaic
individuals?

Who will not rejoice with
Anais when she receives a letter from the editor of the Poetry
Department of the Delineator
requesting her to visit the office of the editor?
And who will not marvel at the impressions Anais registers when she
takes the elevator in that old Butterick Building and senses the
ramifications of that vast machinery which produces magazines and
patterns for dresses? And who that is observant will fail to notice
that Anais has little to say about the conversation between the
editor and herself, doubtless a meagre conversation coming from the
editor of the Poetry Department? And who can help but be moved when
Miss Linotte is rejected by Columbia University, when she is told
that she is merely a child and when she goes home to look at
herself and explain to herself why she makes such an impression on
the world? “Why didn’t she ask me about Pascal and Bossuet, etc.,
etc.?” Yes, why didn’t she? We would all like to know
that.

The diary of Miss Anais Nin
becomes the diary of adolescence—a universal model for all ages and
all climes. It is by its very sincerity that it achieves
authenticity and universality. Even when she becomes self-conscious
its value is not destroyed—it is the consciousness of a young girl,
not the consciousness of a mature artist giving us her
reminiscences. The faults speak even more loudly in favor of it
than the virtues; they enable us to see into the heart of her, into
the heart of every girl of seventeen that is not corrupted or
deformed. And Anais exists for us in a purity that is seldom
encountered—that is its great quality. She might equally well have
been Japanese or Malay; I am sure that some day she will be read by
Japanese and Malayan children.
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Anais Nin in 1920: To
experience and to endure

Photo: From the collection
of Anais Nin

 


On August 20th, 1920 she
writes: “I almost wish to remain seventeen always.” Now this has a
most unerring ring. Whoever can remember when he was seventeen must
also remember that feeling of standing on the brink, the dividing
line between childhood and maturity, together with its sharp,
painful realization of a dying and birth, with its most sublime and
unconscious poeticizing, its last look upon nature from whom it
will soon be divorced, its last farewell to imagination because
henceforth the imagination is sullied and artificialized. Anais
stands in the garden and takes a dying look at the world, embraces
it passionately and proclaims it beautiful, sublime, and good. And
Anais knows that each day now counts tremendously, that each day
works a chemical change, that as she is dying the world is dying
too, and that this world from which she is parting no one can know
but the poet, and she herself is both youth and poetry. And Anais
says out of the profundity of her feelings: “Had I been a man I
would have been an eternal lover!” For just a little while Anais is
both man and woman, her love is a virile love, born of art and
wedded to the world, and her despair and anguish is that no one can
love her as she loves herself, as she should rightly be loved. And
so she exclaims on the most beautiful day of her life, doubtless,
“All my heart is singing now with my longing for love.” She is in
love with love, but not as a mere adolescent, not as a girl of
seventeen, but as the embryonic artist that she is, the one who
will fecundate the world with her love, the one who will cause
suffering and strife because she loves too much! That is why Anais
is sought out, even as a child, why people regard her with a
grudging respect and admiration, why her relatives mature in years
seem childish beside her, why she is made confessor to everyone she
holds the talisman of love in her hands, she advances boldly with
it, she does not ask to be comforted or protected but to experience
and to endure the ordeal awaiting her. And that is why she must
turn to herself alone for aid and encouragement; her diary is the
mirror in which she can see herself in all aspects, in the past and
in the future, her sole judge, her sole authority.

 


IN THE HANDS OF AN ORDINARY
individual it might be regarded as a mere refuge, as an escape from
reality, as the pool of another Narcissus, but Anais refuses to let
it sink into this mould; from the very beginning of her career, a
mere child of ten, we are impressed by her earnestness, her high
resolves, her sense of her own supreme importance, her need to
develop by herself and through herself—the sign of a great
personality. Her humility, her perplexity, her torture, is
understandable: She was faced with unique problems, she was aware
of that. If she doubts her capabilities, if she mocks herself, if
she subjects her mind to those above her, it is not because she is
lacking in self-esteem but because she is terrorized by the
immensity of her sphere, the power of her influence.

She has the quality of
nobility throughout—she is a princess, as people say of her—it is
reflected in her gestures, her walk, her manner, her actions, her
thought. When she says “the basis of things is certainly not humor”
it is her Spanish blood speaking, a passionate, sombre, violent
blood which, even in the tepid climate of the American scene keeps
before its consciousness the tragic quality of life. The incidents
she relates bear no proportion to the passion with which they are
invested; she cloaks them with her own sense of tragedy, with her
own morbid heredity, with whatever it is that she carried in her
blood from the time she was born. The lot of this family is not a
heartrending one; there are scenes which remind one of typical
American scenes, scenes that have been the source of humorous
treatment by our most American writers; but with Anais one feels
that it was more serious, and when, in a realistic sketch of a
dinner a la Nin, she lays the situation starkly before us we are
actually pained—it is almost cruel in its portrayal.

 


AGAIN, WHEN SEEING the film
Humoresque she finds it difficult to understand why the Americans
enjoy it [and] she is deeply right; Americans enjoyed it
superficially, they were flattered by its immigrant quality, by the
bathos of it; but Anais feels its pathos, feels what the author
wished to convey, what she expressed in spite of herself, in spite
of her cheap technique, in spite of her callous and facile handling
of the subject. What Anais feels is that Americans had no right to
enjoy the picture because every day of their lives they were
proving themselves incapable of appreciating it, through their
indifference, their hostility to aliens, their refusal to imbibe
the serious aspects that were being offered them by their foreign
brothers and sisters. Anais sees the tragic side of it, the cruel
reality which she is living day by day in a foreign soil; she knows
intimately the drama in the homes of artists, she understands the
mother symbol as every poor immigrant child has perforce to
understand it because it is obliged to be a “little mother” first
and always. Anais senses the vulgarity of Fannie Hurst who takes
only the dramatic aspects of the artist’s life but who “leaves out
completely the message of art, its value and place in our life.” It
should be a mystery to Anais that a Fannie Hurst could write this
play but the Humoresque which Fannie Hurst wrote Anais never
saw—she saw her own Humoresque. How many roles Anais had to play as
a child! How pathetic it is to see a child watching itself on the
screen, being shown its heroism and also being shown all that it
has been rightfully deprived of. When Anais feels a thrill because
the audience is moved to tears and laughter, Anais is thrilled
because the audience is recognizing her sorrow, her suffering, her
joy, etc. And Anais knows that this audience which weeps in the
theatre displays a callous soul outside—and Anais feels this
keenly. She does not reproach them, nor revile them; no, her lack
of bitterness is even more touching than any just scorn; she wants
to open their eyes so that they can embrace her, take her in to
their world, so that she may in turn affect their world and make
them like unto her. The condemnation of America which is tacitly
recorded in these pages on Humoresque is worth attention, the more
particularly that it comes from a child.

[Here, the typed letter
stops and is followed by a handwritten note:]

I’m going on with this
tonight, and when I get back, or first thing in the morning. Was
interrupted—and now it’s too cold and damp here. The best is to
come.

Henry


 



LIVING À LA LAWRENCE by Jane Eblen Keller


 


Anais Nin’s revelations of
passional experience

 


Stability is merely an
obstacle to creative livingness—Anais
Nin

 


IN THE FALL AND EARLY
winter of 1929, at the beginning of a new cycle of cataclysm and
ruin in Europe, Anais Nin—just before she discovered D.H.
Lawrence—was
nearly twenty-seven, was nearly twenty-seven, married, respectable,
relatively affluent, and living in a comfortable apartment in
Paris. But she was tormented by restlessness and boredom.
“Something in me curses away all peace,” she wrote in the diary she
had kept since childhood.1 The empty conversations. at
polite tea parties maddened her. Her social life depressed her:
“The hollow speeches, the political flatteries, the tactful
diplomatic moves, the bromides of so-called great men...” (249) Her
friends were “irritatingly insuffisant.” (262) Her husband, a
handsome American banker, was tender but reserved and preoccupied
with business, always to Nin the hateful, cold, heartless business
of money and power. Worse, he was so exasperatingly good. “I live
with a saint,” she wrote despairingly. (266) He worshipped her with
too much reverence and not enough passion. A long,
never-quite-consummated fascination with another man (the novelist
John Erskine) had left her frustrated and full of longing for
something. “[T]his insatiable hunger of the mind, of which I am
ashamed, drives me mad,” she wrote. (256) “I am being slowly
starved.” (264)

The similarities to
Constance Chatterley’s state of mind at the same age—just before
she found Mellors—are obvious. Connie, at twenty-seven, was
restless and bored. She too was married to a man who was
preoccupied with his work and who revered but could never satisfy
her sexually or emotionally. She, too, felt empty after a failed
love affair, and she feared a confrontation with the knowledge that
“the only reality was nothingness, and over it the hypocrisy of
words.”2

Yet, if Anais Nin’s season
of discontent was an astonishingly close imitation of D.H.
Lawrence’s artful portrayal of Connie’s, the parallels between the
two were accidental until Nin discovered Lawrence sometime in late
December 1929. On a bleak, windy Christmas Eve she wrote that she
had read “a strange and wonderful book (Women in Love by D.H.
Lawrence), concerned...with the physical only as a transcription of
spirit. ... [Lawrence] has an occult power over human life and sees
deeper than almost anyone I know...” And, she concluded
prophetically, “Lawrence is dangerous to the mind, though, because
he flounders. He knows and he doesn’t know. At least, he doesn’t
know what to do with what he knows.” (266-7)

By the following spring,
she had read much more of Lawrence and had experienced a kind of
liberation of her own spirit. It wouldn’t be long before Nin did
know what to do with what Lawrence knew. Soon his ideas would
loosen her loins as she embarked on a remarkable series of amorous
adventures. But first, Lawrence loosened her tongue.

In April 1930, Nin wrote
that “Lawrence has loosened my tongue so much, broken down my
reticence... In his treatment of language, in the poetic intensity
of his prose, I find courage for my own writing.” (294) And at
last. she had something substantial to write about. She temporarily
set aside the stories and plays no one had yet accepted and wrote
an essay about Lawrence. It was to be her first published piece.
“D.H. Lawrence Mystic of Sex”—”a short, undistinguished essay”
according to the critics appeared in The
Canadian Forum in October 1930. With the
encouragement of Edward Titus, who had a bookstore and small
English-language press in Paris, Nin, in a white-hot blaze of
energy, spent two weeks expanding the essay, which became her first
published book and one of the early defenses of Lawrence’s work.
Titus brought it out as D.H. Lawrence: An
Unprofessional Study in 1932.

Harry T. Moore, in his
introduction to the American edition of the book, published in 1964
by the Swallow Press, pays tribute to Nin’s precocious
understanding of Lawrence. But her 110-page volume of sometimes
embarrassingly breathless prose and praise sheds at least as much
light on Anais Nin as on Lawrence. It does represent a small
milestone in Lawrence criticism but is perhaps less a belletristic
event than a personal cri de
coeur, a manifesto, a working out of a
philosophy of living to which Anais Nin would remain faithful all
her life. It is interesting that Nin’s working title for the first
essay was “When D.H. Lawrence Found Himself.” The little book that
grew out of the essay could easily be called “How I, Anais Nin,
Found Myself Through D.H. Lawrence.”

 


AS THE NEW, unexpurgated
versions of Anais Nin’s diary appear, many critics are baffled
about how to separate the facts of her life from the art she made
of living. And the problem of Anais Nin is further complicated by
the shape of mainstream feminism, which can only decry and pity
much of what she thought, did, and wrote.

Critics are having a field
day of disdain over the corpse of “the atrocious Anais Nin,” as
Elizabeth Pochoda, writing in The
Nation called her.³ Katha Pollitt,
reviewing Incest in the New York Times Book
Review, admits Nin’s flair for pornography
but doesn’t fail to dwell on the “tremulous and vaporous prose,
staggering self-absorption and endless analysis of this or that
tiny flutter a of emotion.”4 Michiko Kakutani, book critic
for the New York Times, condemns the “hothouse prose...[that] hardly supports Nin’s
claims to greatness as [an] artist.”5 And Claudia Roth Pierpont, in
the New Yorker,
paints a devastating portrait of a woman of limited vision and
intelligence whose subject “is not sex, or the flowering of
womanhood, but deceit,” whose celebrated erotica are, “in
disconcerting proportion, tales of harrowing female frustration,”
and whose “career of trivial wickedness and familiar vice” is
raised to a level of even mild importance only for its sad
revelation of what can happen to a woman who “made herself into a
character rather than an author.. Madame Bovary sitting down with a
pen and the notion ‘Flaubert, c’est
moi.’”6

This sort of thing is fun
to write, and one senses that Nin’s critics are having a wonderful
time picking her apart—and not overlooking the Lawrence factor.
Pierpont leaps on it. “Lawrence’s ideal of sex as transcendent
rite,” she writes, “offered a defense and high justification” for
many of Nin’s excesses. Added to the incendiary mix, Pierpont
emphasizes, was Nin’s reading of Freud “who gave the imprimatur of
science to the same quest for physical fulfillment. that Lawrence
cast in terms of religion.” Dangerous stuff indeed in Pierpont’s
view, to be both pitied and
censured.

 


YET TO DISMISS NIN’S
EXPERIMENT in living by Lawrence as merely ridiculous, pitiable, or
evil, is to miss the exploration of a twentieth-century phenomenon
notable if only for its uniqueness. That Lawrence was a powerful
force in the evolution of British and American ideas about sex is
by now axiomatic. As V.S. Pritchett writes, he was a “great
influence, like Wells... on ordinary conduct; a whole generation
dropped the puritan tradition and made love after the fashion of
Lawrence’s new puritanism.”7 Much of the study of his
influence, literary and otherwise, focuses on the male of our
species. Many women were surely influenced as well, but Nin is the
only female to record in such detail what it was like to live, or
try to, by the ideas of Lawrence.

Her story, if occasionally
lurid, is not ultimately sordid. Lawrence may well have given her,
secondarily, a “defense and high justification” for her adventures.
But one can also argue that Nin was acting primarily on a kind of
high Lawrencean principle, one which she considered to be blazingly
truthful, courageous, liberating, and, it must be said, sometimes
exhilarating. Lawrence gave her a reason, not merely an excuse, for
much of what she did. Pritchett says that “no one could possibly
believe what Lawrence believed, and Lawrence hated people if they
tried.” But Anais Nin, I think, did believe, and a number of people
in high places are hating her for trying. If her
Diary is a kind of
addendum to twentieth-century letters, it is at least, now, an
uninhibited one with elements of daring, even courage, few women
have risked—or admitted to.

The really interesting
issues are how Nin, this most ardent disciple, reads and perhaps
misreads, Lawrence’s ideas as liberating for women; if our
assessment of her basic ideas needs to be revised as a result of
the publication of the new series of diaries, grouped under the
title “A Journal of Love,” and whether or not her decision to live
by Lawrence was satisfying to her, if not to her critics. These are
bigger topics than can be treated here. But I can suggest that her
interpretation of and belief in Lawrence are more complex than a
story of mere promiscuity and, as Elizabeth Pochoda writes,
“Olympian dishonesty,” both so eagerly condemned and with a sense
of shock and moral outrage (one is tempted to announce the arrival
of a “new” new puritanism) that isn’t all that different from that
which initially accompanied much of Lawrence’s work. Nin’s behavior
and philosophy were nonconformist and strangely naïve by
contemporary standards. But they were shaped, I would argue, around
a distinctly “modern” romantic idealism she learned from
Lawrence.

In literature and in life,
Anais Nin tried hard to break through the traditions and rituals of
classically romantic love with all its conventions and what she
would call game-playing and illusion-making. “The classics were
content to describe the romantic (neurotic) illusion which
separated the lover from his love, but in our time it was illusion
which had to be conquered to win love,” she writes in
The Novel of the Future.8 This model, established in her mind as she read and
interpreted Lawrence, replaced the old one and was based on a
breaking down of ritual, a submission to naked reality, and a
male/female fusion of love, art, and sex she believed Lawrence
posited and promised. Nin may have been silly and misguided at
times. She was also serious about her ideas, ideals, and goals, and
was thoroughly modern in her search for personal identity and
authenticity.9
Before condemning, dismissing, or even approving,
we should suspend moralistic judgment in order to look carefully at
what she set out to do.
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