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LIFE AS A SENSUAL WOMAN by Anais Nin


 


With Henry Miller in New
York, January - March 1936

 


With the ongoing
publication of Anais Nin’s Journal of Love, the “art”—as she
sometimes called it—of the previously published edited volumes of
her original diaries can now be joined with the intimate “human”
material she was not able to publish while she and her husband,
Hugh Guiler, were still alive. The present text, revealed here,
unedited, for the first time, has been drawn from the forthcoming
volume of the unexpurgated diaries, Fire, which covers the period
from late 1934 to the spring of 1937. Ed.

 


January 18

ON BOARD S.S. BREMEN. Cabin 503C. At first I
was not going to bring you, my diary. To have to hide you, to fear
discovery. I am getting a little tired of that. I thought I would
travel more lightly, but then, at the same moment, I felt again
what a personage you are, how abandoning you was abandoning a real
part of me. Tonight, alone in my cabin, with Henry sleeping in No.
565, missing Hugh, I realized my loneliness, my weakness, my need
of you. With a pang of pleasure I took you out of the tinbox in
which I carry copies of my diary, a presence, a consolation. I
didn’t want to break down before Henry and say: “Sleep here. I am
lonely.” It is my sentimentality I have to hide from him because he
does not have that. I don’t have to hide it from you. I feel
stronger, with you on my knees. I am not made for the world, for
what I want to give or to wrestle from the world. My desires are
immense, and so is my weakness.

I present you to the
Detective. Listen to his report: I followed Anais to her apartment
at Avenue de la Bourdonnais and saw her carrying two valises full
of books from Villa Seurat. On examining these valises I saw on
them tags of a trip taken by Henry Miller on the
S.S. Veendam last June.
These valises were left in the hall. Mr. Guiler came in for lunch,
commented on their presence, but did not examine them. Anais Nin
also went to the Chase Bank yesterday afternoon and cashed a check
for 2,000 francs signed by Jack Kahane. With this she went to the
German Line and with Mr. Miller she bought a passage, cabin 565. I
heard him ask for “the nearest cabin to 503.” To Mr. Kahane she
pretended this was money for her own trip, which was of practical
necessity. She did not say it was for Mr. Miller’s book. Any day
Mr. Kahane might meet Mr. Guiler, and the fact of the 2,000-franc
check revealed.

Don’t worry, Mr. Detective,
I have already found an explanation if this happens. I will say to
Mr. Guiler this money was due Miller, his royalties, and was only
paid to me because I have more facilities for cashing checks. The
Detective thought I was very rash.

 


I wrote Henry a note of
capitulation: “I have no joy in going to New York. I cannot want
something you don’t want.”

Too great a struggle
against my femininity; tired, deep down, of struggle.

 


I will continue to record
the Detective’s adventures: Anais Nin was met at Cherbourg by Henry
Miller, shouting “Anis!” through the train window. His capacity for
enjoyment predominates. He didn’t want New York, but he loves the
good food and the luxury on board which he never had.

 


THURSDAY. The trip was a
sad one. Henry becomes a schizophrenic when traveling. I had the
same feeling of frustration, emptiness, that he gave me in
Chamonix. Only this time I have understood why. He himself told me:
“Every trip I ever took was dramatic, tragic, a shock, a failure. I
don’t feel anything.”

He was so dispersed, vague,
so unreal, that I felt I was traveling alone. A ghostly Henry,
unemotional, indifferent, not human. I sought to get near him, and
I couldn’t—no warmth, no awareness. It all became unreal, and each
night I felt alone and I thought it was because he was unhappy. One
morning at dawn I went to his cabin and slipped into his bed. He
kissed me, but it was not real to him. He took me last night, but
that, too, was unreal. No Henry anywhere. This morning we talked
about it. He spoke of the shocks each trip had been. When he came
to my cabin I kissed him tenderly and said; “I’ll be your
shock-absorber from now on. You will never get shocks again. I’m a
good shock-absorber, I’m so fat.”

But I’m glad to be landing.
This is symbolical of what makes my life with Henry so hurtful to
me because at the least move he loses his integrity, he falls
apart, his wholeness is only transitory. He becomes weak,
dispersed, without identity, emotion, or self. And this is the man
I try to keep close to, this sand, water, wax, cotton, clouds,
called Henry. He looks pale, effaced, lost. No more vitality, pale
eyes, unreality, unconvincing, floating, no will or self to collect
himself. It is worse for me than to be alone. My other trip alone
was easier. And this one, which I thought would be so happy because
I felt so whole with Henry, this one I want to forget.

 


New York. Barbizon
Plaza. Before I landed I knew it was not
New York I had been craving but my lost companionship with Otto
Rank, and Henry’s most passionate climax, which comes when he is
tormented. I landed with realistic eyes, eyes opened on a naked New
York, on spiritual and mental solitude.

Henry continues in a kind
of catatonic state, bad headaches, etc. I feel sorry for him and
offer to sail back. I try to understand his neurosis, to help him,
but my own neurosis makes it so hard for me. My own disease, which
is doubt of love, interprets an attack of schizophrenia as
indifference. What I could understand as an analyst makes me suffer
as a woman. “I feel distance like a wound.” I woke up crying. New
York seems cold it is literally painfully cold, violent. I feel
weak, exposed, lonely. When I need strength I realize Henry is my
burden, my child.

I feel unequal to face the world.

 


January 27

PEOPLE. People coming for
strength and wisdom. And I look at them sadly and feel weak and
trembling, secretly. One patient is well and says: “I need a
friend.” Another is well and says: “I need a friend.” At one
moment, sitting in Henry’s room, listening to his friend, Emil
Conason talking, I thought: When they go away, I will telephone
Rank. I would not go to dinner with them. And I didn’t. I lay on my
bed.

Pleasure from the
admiration of the literary agent, Barthold Fles. From feeling my
power over people’s destinies. But the human voice in me wails, as
it did in Rank, to be permitted weakness. Such timidity that I get
a shock when the telephone rings.

Neurosis.

The emptiness of a world
full of power. Not enough love, I need more love. I sit having
dinner alone thinking of how I played with one patient, and with
Conason. I laugh to myself. I laugh at my own magic tricks which
don’t seem like tricks while I do them. Afterward I chuckle. Just a
little more coldness in me, a little less feeling, and I could
become diabolical, the way I play upon souls. I don’t believe an
adoring patient’s love to be real. So I play hide and seek. When I
think I am convinced she no longer needs analysis I accept to go
down and have a cocktail. But while I am powdering I think: If I
take a cocktail it will make me sick. So I must find a way out. So
I make it appear I am not sure yet. Et le
manège recommence.

With Fles I disguise myself
in my foreignness. My brother Joaquin’s visit, lunches with Mother,
all begin to seem unreal to me, remote.

 


January 31

One night, lying with
Henry, we went deeply into his mood. I understood his numbness, his
remoteness. The past was too painful. He was trying to shut it out.
I offered to sail back. I understood he was suffering. I told him
nothing mattered to me but his happiness. Then he talked out of his
own life-wisdom. “But maybe this will be good for me.” He always
accepts. I always struggle. The next morning he began to work on
Tropic of Capricorn. To alchemize the past. The pain became
creation, and at the same time his passion returned. He had been
without desire for me. The next night we went out with Fles. We
took whiskey. We sat at the bar. Henry became imbecilic. “Like
soup,” I said. The whiskey didn’t make me drunk. It made me feel
despair, weakness. The whole despair of my trip came to the
surface, anxiety, solitude, Henry’s mood of misery, my fear of the
old Henry, a thousand dark, twisted, fears, images, pushed me to
leave them. Back in the hotel I took the drug [Dr. Allendy had
given me in Paris], hoping to become unconscious. Instead of that
the anxiety. increased, my heart seemed to fail, I lay on the bed
and sobbed hysterically. God, God, bring Henry back, bring Henry
back. I got up. I listened for the sound of his door opening. I
imagined he would stay out all night, I imagined he would treat me
as he treated June. I saw a cruel Henry. I lost my strength. In
place of my heart there seemed to be a hole in my body, the vital
core missing, life crumbling, faith crumbling, strength crumbling.
I sobbed, I prayed. I cried out to Hugh. I tried to telephone Rank,
a Father! I couldn’t find his telephone number.

Two hours of nightmare.
Henry came. He was not drunk. I lay on the bed and sobbed
hysterically. Henry leaned over with the deepest, deepest concern:
“Anis, Anis, it breaks my heart to see you crying. What have I
done? I wouldn’t do you any harm. Anis, don’t, don’t.” I poured out
my fears. “I wouldn’t do that to you. You must have faith. That was
a Henry of thirteen years ago...” He was wise, he was tender. He
understood. I was torturing myself over nothing—my fear of
drunkenness, of a different Henry. He realized I felt guilty to
have brought him back into his past. But he is writing. He accepts
what life does. He says I must not try to protect him. Sobbing, I
said: “I couldn’t stand the way Fles talked to you. I saw you hurt
again, by America. I saw you crazy with hurt again, I saw you
drinking because you were hurt.”

 


Henry said once one had to
accept—accept. He is writing now, while I see patients in the room
next to his.

After our storm there was
peace. I had felt his love, his gentleness. He had felt my love.
What I cried out, lying on the bed was: “Henry, don’t do that to
me, don’t do that to me, I love you so.”

Do what? Drink—and from
drink to cruelty and sensuality. I expressed my fear of his
instincts.

We decided to stay, to
accomplish the practical tasks we came for. Henry has people to
see. He felt it might be good for Tropic of Capricorn-all this. My
strength came back. What a fear of pain. And Henry was surprised
that one could suffer when nothing had happened.

To descend into darkness. I
wanted it when I wanted to die, with Henry and June, but now it
gives me anguish, terror. I want to live, without pain, please oh
God, God.

 


THE DRINKING HERE is my
greatest enemy. Norman Bel February had to Geddes drink, and to
make me drink. Miriam had to get drunk, and tried to make me drunk.
I don’t enjoy getting drunk. But I also hate to kill others’
enjoyment. And it is something which must be shared. At last Henry
expressed an understanding of the fact that I lived in an Elysian
world where it was not needed. Where real relationship took the
place of it. Here, there is no relationship, a fear of it—and so to
drink! And I’m lost. It kills me physically. I couldn’t stop last
night after the champagne with Bel Geddes. My real joys are sunk in
aftermaths, hangovers, frustration. No sense of richness, fullness,
joy. Just sottish sprawling. Not to be alone, to come close to
them, I drink. But I’m not happy. I don’t belong in this world. I
love people, but to get near them must I become like them, drink
with them?

Bel Geddes was disappointed
to hear I was not alone here and wanted to take me to Harlem. I
told him about Henry. I don’t want to play comedies any
longer.

 


Went to bed at 2:30 and
dreamed: My left hand had been replaced by a new one. I looked at
it and said: How strange it is to have a hand that is not your own.
I wonder where it has been before. A swimming pool. Mocking people.
My Father in a bungalow. Big dinner being prepared. I don’t want to
upset cook but there is something I must get from my Father by
crooked means. I hide under his window. He catches me.

 


In the middle of supper at
Mrs. Thoma I suddenly remembered Henry and I say to myself: Is it
possible I have enjoyed myself for two hours without him? A life
separate from Henry is rarely achieved by me.

I sit in his room now. He
is painting a watercolor. He has been in a morbid mood and then he
draws close. I don’t know whether this is schizophrenia or
saintliness. I feel closer to people who are suffering than to
Eddie Cantor’s laughter. My disease is winning out. Melancholy is
setting in. Everywhere I can dream, my reverie in the train, in the
bus, while resting, while bathing, is a fight against
melancholy.

 


February 15

One night Henry was out,
giving me, as he often does, the feeling that he belongs to the
crowd, to the street, to exterior life, never to silence, to
himself, to me.

Waldo Frank came. I knew
because of the look in his eyes that he wanted to come close to me.
I dressed and perfumed for closeness. I don’t see him even today,
consciously. The night he came I knew he would say: “Let me come
close to you.” Those were his first words. I felt that we had met
in a strange silence, in an unformulated, mysterious manner. It
seemed very natural, very simple, very much like music, to let him
kiss me, to take my clothes off. A dream. No sensuality. No desire.
No passion. A meeting of eyes, a blind meeting below the level of
consciousness. La
Catalana. Sweetness and delicacy and
musicality. No dissonances. No strain. “I am the child who is not
afraid.” Clear, intensely bright eyes. No reality and no
sensuality, though we lay together and I thought: Henry, why do you
always leave me so alone? I did not respond sensually. But I did
not strain to act, to pretend. I was yielding and quiet like a
plant. Yielding and quiet as I had dreamed to be with men. Unafraid
and peaceful. Unafraid to yield, to show my nakedness. Henry, why
do you leave me so alone in my soul?

 


ONE NIGHT HENRY went out to
the burlesque.

I came home at midnight,
too tired to sleep. I tried his door—no answer. I tried to sleep.
Images came before me. Henry and his white-trash friends drinking.
Henry and whores. All night. A fever burning me. A despair. I
kneeled to pray. My feeling of loneliness immense, deep. I,
sneering at myself, working while Henry amuses himself. I, too
tired to play—just as when I was a girl and I watched my brothers
playing in the garden. I had housework to do. And after the
housework I didn’t have strength to play and laugh. And so today.
All day people coming, people who use me, treat me as a symbol, as
an oracle, people asking for strength and wisdom. And I weak
because I am only strong in two-ness, in twinship, and Henry does
not give me the feeling that he is a part of me. I prayed. I cried.
My heart beat fast. At dawn I went down to the lobby to get his
key. I wanted to be in his room. I wanted to kill him and to die.
The old man at the desk would not give it to me. It was against the
rules. At six I went down again with a story. Mr. Miller was my
brother. He was away. He had a medicine in his room for sleep. I
hadn’t slept all night. Wouldn’t he just let me take the medicine?
He sent the bellboy. The door was opened. Henry was asleep. He had
come home early. He had been asleep the first time I knocked. I was
trembling, crying. I got into his bed. He was tender. I fell
asleep.
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Crossing the Atlantic: All
alone at sea

Photo: From the collection
of Anais Nin

 


This was the moonstorm too.
All because I am giving all my strength away. Too many burdens on
my shoulders. I give all my strength away, to everyone who comes
near me. None of them bring me strength. I have no friend. I am
alone teaching, and Henry is playing. He tries to work, but he
plays at it. He doesn’t do analysis seriously. He is not capable of
it. He plays at it, and it is for himself, and people feel it, that
it is for himself.

As an analyst I imitate
God. And that brings me so near to God—to his solitude. So I feel
him near. I have felt his presence twice—in music, and in the sun
this morning. But being an analyst makes it harder to be human. The
sick ones are cripples. They are not equal to a man or a woman.
They only want a doctor, a father, a mother. I want to be human.
I’m tired of imitating God. I would rather have friends.

I have given to the point
of death. Super-humanly. And so I cracked, physically, and in my
own strength as a woman toward Henry. They drained me, the
cripples.

Henry does not give
himself. He does not care about the others. This is for himself, a
game.

Thus, as an analyst he is
egotistical and out for himself. He is playing at it—to write about
it.

Misery does not touch him.
If I did not believe that Henry is attached to me I would shiver at
his lack of love. I see his ugly side when he plays the
analyst.

He wants to prove my
technique (or Rank’s) wrong. He lacks understanding. We talk long
hours. He fumbles about experience being better than analysis. But
when he tried it, he found the neurotic incapable of entering
experience. We agree only upon one thing: Experience teaches
acceptance of the imperfect as life. Analysis carried to extremity,
as Rank carried it, leads again into an idealistic conception of a
life without neurosis. Rank thought my life with Henry neurotic
because not happy and did not understand I could not climb to a
life without difficulties because it was a life without
passion—life with Rank, for instance. Almost as bad as the idea
that pearls and automobiles are better for a woman’s happiness.
Rank pushed his belief in analysis to an expectation of a human
life without pain. But that is not always life. I have accepted my
nature with its limitations. For instance, it is my nature to give,
to love. I could not be happy being loved by Rank—being
given—though it was good for me. It took away all pain. My life
with Henry is not happy. But my nature made it, chose it.
Everything but happiness is neurosis. So speaks the man of wisdom,
not the man of experience. I learned experience from
Henry.

One night with bank people.
Dinner at the Plaza. Luxury. Music. Getting into the taxi host says
to wife: “What’s the name of the theater? The Henry Miller Theater.
Are you sure? Yes. Driver! Henry Miller Theater! I didn’t know it
was at the Henry Miller Theater!”

 


I THOUGHT I was far away
from my life with Henry. Other levels. It is as if I were in an
elevator shooting up and down—hundreds of floors. Up into God’s
cloud garden—no floors above. A planetarium. Sun. And bars of
shadow on the walls of a room. A bower. Why? Lying in bed as I was
lying in the hospital, the presence of God in light and then in
darkness. A bower. Why? Something to lie on, to lie on.
Faith.

White Lights.
Going up! Henry in his room is writing to Michael
Fraenkel, the same words about playing at being God, preferring to
be human. He is writing a great deal about analysis. He is painting
watercolors and studying music. This makes me blissfully,
ecstatically happy, I don’t know why. Music. He is spending hours
studying music. It seems to me that it is through music that we
rise in swift, noiseless elevators to the planetarium,
together.

Red lights.
Down. All the way down I am thinking of the
problem of spiritual symmetry. Retaliation. Revenge. Need to
balance. In the mailbox there are letters from Hugh, my cousin
Eduardo, Chiquito, Lantelme, Hanns Sachs, a note from Waldo Frank,
“Why don’t you telephone me?” A rejected manuscript. An invitation
to a cocktail party. The week’s bill. A book. White lights. Going
up! As Henry opens his door I sit on the doorstep laughing with
tiredness, and when I lie on my bed he runs his hand between my
legs and takes me with swift excitement.

 


Henry so honest, always,
about himself: “I hate work” (analysis).

“Even if it is to get
something you want?” (Publication of our books.)

“To work for what you want,
yes, that’s the honest way, but I don’t believe in
that.”

“How will you get what you
want?”

“I’ll steal it, borrow it.
Yes, plunder.” And so here ends his desire to be an analyst—again
into a farce, a humorous experience. While I keep on. Laughing,
too, but laughing at my victories, at my daily mastering of
difficulties, laughing when I win, guide, save,
discover.

I cried because I thought
maybe Henry would become Rank by some miracle. No, I was wrong.
Then, like Rank, he wouldn’t laugh, his flesh. would be without
joy, his hands without their softness. Yet, God, how I miss the
dynamism, the will, the strength. I crave it. Crave it. It is that
I have missed all the time—the force which gave me life.

 


HENRY IS JEALOUS. “Don’t go
to Harlem.” As jealous as I am. Bel Geddes got tired of
telephoning. Then mad. Then jealous. At dinner, at their house, his
wife says: “Call up Henry, make him come.” “No, Henry doesn’t
interest me.” All night he fought her. She wanted Henry to be
there, but Bel Geddes wanted me. In Harlem, dancing, I was a little
drunk and I flared up, sensually. His desire. His desire—so little
do I want of men sensually, outside of Henry. Why? Why must all my
hunger be for Henry?

 


Ecstasy. I feel it now
because my lame ducks are dancing. My cripples are singing. So I am
happy and Henry and I lie together in a frenzy and he bites. my
breasts.

 


The snow has melted. Hugh
cables: “I miss you terribly. Try to sail back on March
14.”

 


Henry’s head, when he bows
down to tie his shoes, so humble, so delicate, the skin and the
hair. There is a peculiar glow to his hair, a light, such as I saw
on Paderewski’s head. Said by materialists to be due to reflected
light on bald scalp.

 


Dreamed of this phrase:
“How strange it is to have a hand that is not your own.”

 


Alone, in bed. Deeply
contented. Henry has taken me with passion. My patients are getting
cured. I am almost a cult. I am desired, loved,
worshipped.

 


IT ISN’T that I want other
men. It’s that I have such a fear of reducing my life to an
absolute (life with Henry), that I feel I must spread out, I must
enrich, expand, to save myself from the madness of clutching. I
don’t want Bel Geddes as a man, but I want a night during which I
can forget Henry. When I deceive him I am happy. I feel prepared
for his constant wandering, spreading. Twice now, he has given me a
shock. It is when he talks about his daughter. He has heard that
she is beautiful. He thinks about her. If he had money he would
seek her out. He only hesitates because he is ashamed of his life.
When he mentions her my heart grows cold—I feel the shock, the
sudden stillness. It is like a stab. I am expected to go and see
her and unite them. Everything beautiful is expected of me. But I
am no longer the woman who was noble. I feel I could kill to defend
my only happiness on earth. I feel that now that I have convinced
the world of my goodness, under the cover of this goodness I could
commit crimes. No one would suspect me. There was a time when I
would have gone out to Henry’s daughter, loved her, served her,
given her to Henry. But now I think: Perhaps the same thing will
happen between them as happened between my Father and me. And I
want to die, to kill, to murder. Wild plans rush through my mind. I
will pretend to go and plead for Henry. I will estrange them. Then
I dream that Henry and I seek her out and she is only seven —a
child. I say: Reality is always less terrible than what I imagine.
What I imagine is this daughter sharing Henry’s life and idolized
by him, and I unable to bear this. I have to have a love for myself
alone, and Henry is the man I have to share with the whole world,
and now with his daughter. What I know about life, my Father,
myself, only gives me fear.

 


Last night I was to go to
Donald [Friede]’s apartment at eleven. I had dinner with Henry and
we went to the movies. In the afternoon we had enjoyed each other
in bed and rested together. He was very soft, he took my hand in
the movies. And I didn’t feel like leaving him to go and be seduced
by Donald. I stayed, because he was holding my hand and because he
was tender and clutching and clinging to me.

I felt cleaved by goodness
and evil. To love or to kill. To destroy or to give life. Never
before did I stand at such a crossroad, between my primitive
emotions and my noble impulses. No one expects of me anything but
nobility. But I know now I forced myself to be noble. Deep down I
want to kill, to possess, to hold. Oh, God, oh, God. When I awoke
this morning I awoke with sweetness: I will love his daughter too,
and take her into our life. I will try to love, as I have loved
June.

I don’t mean this. I won’t
do this.

 


As soon as I forget Henry I
enjoy myself. That my deepest love should be mostly pain, that is a
disease within me. My imagination leaps always forward to imagine
torture, to imagine the worst. Even last night I imagined that the
day Henry gets his wish, which is precisely to be on terms of
fraternity with Broadway and Hollywood, I will have to leave him.
He has such childish and cheap desires. A night with Bel Geddes is
an incident for me, but Henry could spend his life with empty
people and be happy.

 


At ten in the morning I am
saying to the violinist that to withhold from living is to die and
that the more you give of yourself to life the more life nourishes
you.

 


When I made Henry a scene
because I said he should take analysis seriously for at least a
month in order to get what he wanted, though he protested the scene
had a great effect on him. It made him whole. Suddenly he began to
work, and to preach to Emil Conason about his dilettantism, and to
realize that I always keep him from falling apart.

Now he is working, not
because I believe in work as such but because I believe in
wholeness. I said to him: “You and Fraenkel would sit eternally
around a table discussing, like two Russians, all the things you
want and do nothing about them. I have desires and I must fulfill
them. It isn’t morality which pushes me to work but because there
is no other way to get what one wants.”

 


IN THE BASEMENT of the
Barbizon Plaza Hotel there is my empty trunk and empty valises
waiting for sailing time. Where the elevator strikes bottom there
is hysteria and darkness. On the Main Floor there is the luminous
Anais who rides on waves of musk and patchouli to be greeted by
gentlemen from. Norwalk, doctors from Brooklyn, artist models from
the Bronx, literary agents with slick Russian tongues, celebrities,
obscurities, poor people, timid people, bankers, bank presidents,
social workers, communists, revolutionaries, the flower of Southern
aristocracy, snobs, social leaders, musicians, commuters. Men with
big voices still stir me sensually, but most American men have
voices like women and the women have masculine voices.

 


Passing by Henry’s door I
didn’t ask myself where he was. The next morning, when Henry began
describing how he had spent the evening, I didn’t feel the icy
shock of pain when he came to the phrase: “The Matisses introduced
me to a girl—a case they wanted me to treat.” (I have had three
fears here: That Henry should get a woman patient, because I am
sure he would not resist the sexual offer as I resist the desire of
all the men I take care of; that he should drink; that he would
fall in love with his daughter.)

 


Meanwhile all around me
people are coming to life. Friends and patients. But the ones I
have left—Hugh and my Father—are sick and sad, and I cannot
resuscitate my brother, Joaquin.

 


Henry feels the power of
earning money and doesn’t want to sail back. He wants us to stay
here and work, to make the break. He is afraid of France now
because it no longer represents a haven. He shows a strange and
terrible cowardice, always a self-preservation instinct, he is
driven to this by fear, not by love. I am hoping he doesn’t mean
this, because Hugh writes me love letters which break me to pieces
and I wouldn’t leave him. Henry says: “You’re a mixture of wild
emotions and analysis.

I left Henry at the Public
Library and walked slowly back. The weather was soft and
windy.

I felt as if I were June
walking when she was sad and full of compassion.

 


 


Escape Through
Imagination

 


I believe that the novel
performs the same role in women’s lives as do the Eleusinian,
dying-god, and witchcraft rituals—a restoration through remembering,
crucial to our survival. “If women say again and again that society
denies them clear paths to fulfillment,” writes Patricia Meyer
Spacks [The Female
Imagination, New York: Knopf, 1975],
“…they also affirm in far-reaching ways the significance of their
inner freedom... That escape through writing declared possible by
Anais Nin and Anna Wulf emblemized an even larger kind of escape,
through imagination.” Women’s “escape through imagination” is not
escapist but strategic, a withdrawal into the unconscious for the
purpose of personal transformation.

Annis V. Pratt, in her
book Archetypal Patterns in Women’s
Fiction (Bloomington: Indiana University
Press, 1981) cited in Jungian Literary
Criticism. Edited by Richard P. Sugg
(Evanston: Northwestern University Press, 1993)


 



A STORY NEVER TOLD BEFORE by Erica Jong


 


Reading the new,
unexpurgated diaries of Anais Nin

 


ANAÏS NIN: the very name
conjures exoticism and eroticism. There should be a specific word
for this heady combination. In fact there is: her own name, Anaïs,
which has become a perfume, a vast library of books, an almost
museum-sized collection of photographs, and of course the archetype
of the contemporary writer as a woman.

Like any archetype, she is
loved and hated—with the same evidence being used for each
canonization, each attack.

Kate Millet saw Anaïs Nin
as the first portraitist “of the artist as a woman.” Millet
suggests that “our form is autobiography,” and she dubs Nin “A
Mother to Us All.” [See ANAIS, Volume 9, 1991, pp.
3-8. Ed.]

Why are there so few
positions in between adoration and detestation? Because Nin is seen
as a representative of woman’s psychological and sexual freedom.
The response to her depends on the reader’s degree of liberation.
For women who seek freedom—artistically and sexually she is the
pioneer, validating our quest. For women who fear freedom, she
becomes the target, evoking a furious response which may be only
anger at oneself for being unfree.

To men she is an
enigma—seductive to some for her sexual and literary sorcery (which
have the same roots and in fact become one), but repellent to
others for her manipulativeness, her old-fashioned,
nineteenth-century sexual romanticism, and the highfalutin’ tone
her writing sometimes takes. Since few men have a visceral
understanding of the problems women writers face, they may consider
Anaïs Nin’s strategies duplicitous, deceptive,
seven-veiled.

What are the problems a
woman writer faces? Let’s get this straight, once and for all.
Virginia Woolf described them brilliantly in A Room of One’s Own (1928), but half
the world, apparently, hasn’t heard.

First, there is the need
for privacy and silence—which a woman’s life often lacks. If she is
a wife or a mother, even the caretaker of a brother, father,
mother, aunt or lover, she is assumed to need no private time or
space. Writing cannot happen in a crowd.

Next, she lacks money to
support her for fulfilling herself those few guineas a year Woolf’s
hypothetical woman writer needed. The guineas are more now, but
they are usually earned by giving up time to write. Woolf’s
hypothetical woman writer had a private income—albeit small. As for
husbands, they used to support wives, but they supported them on
condition of certain services being performed—social, sexual,
maternal, culinary. It is the rare husband, even today, who can
free his wife from social appointments, family duties, child care,
and let her mind fly free. The wife who says “I’m writing. I won’t
be home for dinner,” is often the wife who is about to lose her
job. Since men still have a preponderance of the world’s money, and
women (except for a tiny elite) are dependent on men’s attitudes,
they must either change their men, tiptoe around them, lie to them,
or get divorced and live alone.

These options are more than
ever possible today. But a sense of family is hard to lose. Family
warmth grounds the dreamer. Men who dream surely need this warmth,
and their getting it is not always antithetical to their family
affections. Women who dream often have to give it up.

These are only the domestic
problems. What if a woman solves them somehow and goes out into the
world to present her creative work? She finds that her sex is a
built-in bias, that men rule the definitions of prestige, that her
gender goes in and out of style every decade or so. In the 70s—in.
In the 80s—out. In the 90s—in, for a while, but who knows for how
long? She also faces the Whore/Madonna dichotomy. Women who write
about sex are presumed to be whores. (Good women write domestic
novels, sweeping historical potboilers, romances that make no
literary claims, or biographies of historical figures. Good women
do not shake the status quo.)

There is, of course, a
little room for rebels and renegades—especially if they are dead.
Virginia Woolf is safely dead, safely modernist, safely
categorizable as “Bloomsbury.” Gertrude Stein is safely dead,
safely modernist, safely categorizable as “lesbian.” She doesn’t
shake men up because she’s clearly out of their domestic and sexual
spheres. She need not be judged by the prejudices of heterosexual
love. Woolf and Stein are both sui
generis at last.
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