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PREFACE

LONG BEFORE SHE BECAME
FAMOUS for her Diary, Anaïs Nin fought a lonely battle to give America emotional,
poetic fiction. During the 1940s and 1950s, her most productive
period, she was either ignored by the American literary
establishment or subjected to outright hostility. But she had a
reputation for not caving in—when her high school teacher told her
to buy common magazines to learn common English, she left school
and taught herself how to read and write; when no one would publish
her, she bought a printing press and made her own books; when she
was told by publishers, critics, friends and lovers to incorporate
more realism in her work, she not only stuck to her own methods,
she wrote pamphlets and gave lectures explaining the meaning and
value of her fiction, the culmination of which is here in
The Novel of the Future.

This is a battle cry, a call to arms, a
rebellion against conventional fiction in which realism outweighs
imagination and violence takes the place of emotion. It is as
relevant today, if not more so, as it was in 1968, when it was
first published. It is a blueprint for young writers who, Nin
hopes, will help create a more sensitive America.

—Paul Herron, Editor












This book is dedicated to
sensitive Americans.

May they create a sensitive
America.












Realism is a bad word. In a
sense everything is realistic. I see no line between the imaginary
and the real. I see much reality in the imagination.—FREDRICO
FILLINI from Interviews with Film
Directors







 


 INTRODUCTION

WHEN I FIRST began to write
ﬁction I had no intention of explaining or theorizing about
writing. I was not involved with teaching and considered myself an
independent writer. In Paris, in the thirties, many writers around
me were breaking the molds of the conventional novel and
experimentation was encouraged. More than that, French literature
at that time was dedicated to war against the cliché, the obvious,
the traditional, and the conventional—all energies were engaged in
innovation. Even those who were not dogmatic surrealists were
inﬂuenced by its spirit. Chapters of House
of Incest were included in the last number
of Transition. I
did not realize that with war and emigration to America would come
a totally different kind of struggle. In France we felt a part of a
pioneering group, but in America we found ourselves isolated and in
the minority. Literature was for the masses, it was in the hands of
the social realists, dominated by the social critics, all more
concerned with politics than psychology or human beings in
particular. In America the aim was not to be original,
individualistic, an innovator, but to please the majority, to
standardize, to submit to the major trends.

The climate of the forties
was insular, provincial, antipoetic, and anti-European. Only a very
small group were interested in surrealism. The majority associated
it only with Dali’s pranks.

When I submitted
Winter of Artiﬁce and the
stories from Under a Glass
Bell, I was told that no one would be
interested in books dealing with life in Paris, and that the style
was too esoteric and subjective. Today, of course, such statements
sound humorous. But they were humorless in 1940. My answer was to
buy a printing press and handset and print three hundred copies of
the two books which were sold by the Gotham Book Mart.
Under a Glass Bell attracted the attention of Edmund Wilson, and because of his
review a publisher cautiously published Ladders to Fire.

The book was received with
direct attacks on surrealism. The label stuck for years as an
expression of ostracism. Very few in America then had read the
surrealists. André Breton’s Nadja
had not yet been published in English.

But my difficulties with
publishers and critics were slight compared to my difficulties with
close friends and people whose opinion I respected. When I
wrote Stella (which was to be the beginning of a long novel, but which
turned out to be a novelette), it was my ﬁrst attempt to extend the
poem, to carry into prose the poetic condensations and abstractions
of the poem. I found myself with a group of friends who questioned
the “reality” of Stella
because I had left out so much of the realistic
trappings and concentrated only on those having a direct relation
to the emotional drama: Stella’s clothes, her spiral stairway, a
telephone. The questions were sharp and demanded lucid answers. It
was at this moment that I began what seemed at ﬁrst a purely
defensive interpretation of abstraction, of deleting the
unessential, the upholstery, the commonplace, and the obvious. I
wrote a pamphlet called Realism and
Reality.[1]

Stella was reprinted in full in Harper’s
Bazaar. I was invited to lecture at
universities. I found myself answering more questions and probings.
I found it necessary to solidify my attitude, to formulate a
theory. The theory was not an innovation in terms of French
literature, but it was to an America which was almost completely
Anglo-Saxon in matters of writing in spite of its many expatriates
(Annette Baxter wrote an interesting study on the fact that after
ten years in France Henry Miller remained a thoroughly American
Writer). Surrealism was an unpopular term in the 1940s. Even
recently it was confused by academic critics with baroque horror
stories.

My main theme was that one
could only ﬁnd reality by discarding realism. I was speaking of
psychological reality to an audience conditioned to
representational social realism. With time the nature of
psychological reality became a subject of controversy.

It seemed then as if no one
in America intended to follow the direction indicated by D. H.
Lawrence, James Joyce, Djuna Barnes, or André Breton.

Each lecture expanded my
deﬁnitions, and I found myself recommending Wallace Fowlie’s book
on surrealism, pleading for experiment and individualism in a
completely conventionalized world of literature. I seemed to be
addressing deaf ears. As late as 1965 a professor admitted he had
carried Under a Glass Bell
in his knapsack but returned from war to write
another book about Henry James.

“Why not living writers?” I
asked. The answer was: “Because we have no way of evaluating
contemporary writers.” The paradox was that this was happening at a
time when people accepted abstract painting in their homes and
studied the abstractions of science, but in the jet age read novels
which corresponded to the horse and buggy. But in the last few
years works of imagination and psychological reality asserted
themselves in ﬁlms, in the theater, and in a few scattered novels.
The same lectures now touch off strong responses. I have lived to
see what writers dream of, a moment of synchronization with the
present, harmony with other writers, so that now I can begin a
study of the kind of writing young writers are engaging in today.
We are all reading works with roots in the unconscious, and I can
now highlight some ﬁne American writers who have written poetic
prose.

The purpose of this book is
to study the development and techniques of the poetic novel. I will
try to evaluate some of writers who have integrated poetry and
prose. It is not a general study of writers, nor even of the
writers I mention. It is a grouping, a relating of such writers to
trends now acceptable and recognized under other names, “expanded
consciousness,” or if you prefer, “psychedelic” with emphasis on
psyche.

To analyze and observe the
process of creation I have had to use my own work simply because
here I know the steps, the gradual evolution, and by putting it
under the microscope, can more clearly indicate the way to achieve
such an integration.







 



CHAPTER ONE

PROCEED FROM THE DREAM
OUTWARD

JUNG SAID: “Proceed from
the dream outward…”

It is interesting to return
to the original deﬁnition of a word we use too often and too
carelessly. The deﬁnition of a dream is: ideas and images in the mind not under the command of
reason. It is not necessarily an image or
an idea that we have during sleep. It is merely an idea or image
which escapes the control of reasoning or logical or rational mind.
So that dream may include reverie, imagination, daydreaming, the
visions and hallucinations under the inﬂuence of drugs—any
experience which emerges from the realm of the subconscious. These
various classiﬁcations are merely ways to describe different states
or levels of consciousness. The important thing to learn, from art
and from literature in particular, is the easy passageway and
relationship between them. Neurosis makes a division and sets up
defensive boundaries. But the writer can learn to walk easily
between one realm and the other without fear, interrelate them, and
ultimately fuse them.

Psychoanalysis proved that
dreams were the only key to our subconscious life. What the
psychoanalysts stress, the relation between dream and our conscious
acts, is what the poets already know. The poets walk this bridge
with ease, from conscious to unconscious, physical reality to
psychological reality. Their profession is to fuse them so that
they may function harmoniously. The function of the symbol is to
unite and synthesize various forms of reality. Most ﬁction writers
use dreams decoratively, without relating them to daily life, but
the contemporary writer is becoming more expert at detecting the
inﬂuence of one upon the other.

When I was eleven years old
I wrote a play which preﬁgured my life philosophy. It was a
melodrama with an unexpected climax. A blind father and his devoted
daughter live in extreme poverty in a shack. But the daughter
always describes their life, their home, their garden, their
friends in terms of beauty and comfort, creating an illusion for
her blind father to lull him. Then a doctor comes to the village
and operates on the father’s eyes. He can now see again. Tragedy?
No, when he opens his eyes to the shabby reality, he does not
collapse or feel betrayed. He tells his daughter: “It is true you
described something which was not there, but you described it so
vividly that now I can set about to construct our life as you had
dreamed it.” The dream has to be translated into
reality.

The dream, scrutinized by
scientists in various experiments, has been found to be an absolute
necessity to man. It keeps our psychic life alive, in its own
proper climate. It sustains a life not corruptible and not
susceptible to the pressures of society. When we ceased to believe
in this spiritual underground, to nourish ourselves on feelings,
our lives became empty shells, automatic, mechanical. We only
believed in it when it showed symptoms of neurosis. Literature and
the poets continued to assert its presence as the source of
creation.

Neurosis was caused by our
attempt to separate physical and metaphysical levels, to set them
up in opposition to each other, thus engaging in an internecine
war. If it is true that we do live on several levels
simultaneously—drama and action, past and present, personal and
collective-we were given ways to unify them: one by religion, the
other by art. Separating such levels is only necessary when they
conﬂict, and separation is a result of conﬂict, how these levels
can work together in harmony is the task of our contemporary
writers.

For this the writer has to
learn the passageways. Those passageways are like the locks of
canals, feeding each other while controlling levels to prevent
ﬂooding. The discipline and form of In artists work are set in the
same system to prevent ﬂooding. The amateur drowns. The writer has
to remain open, ﬂuid, pursue and obey images which his conscious
structure tends to break or erase. The same writing which is
employed by science or the intellect will not carry these images
back and forth through the channels of the senses, where they are
effective. We categorize and catalogue and ﬁle, not so much out of
a sense of organization but out of fear. The psychologist, while
using dreams as a kind of electronic echo sounder to chart the
depths of the unconscious, is often, according to Dr. R. D. Laing,
too anxious to draw boundary lines according to deﬁnitions of
normalcy which really do not exist as ﬁnite truths but ﬂuctuate and
vary and are altered by new researches.

For the neurotic, the
merging of the subconscious and the conscious may be risky, just as
it is for the users of drugs. But for the writer who is aware of
the way in which this connection exists in reality and nourishes
creativity, the sooner he can achieve a synthesis among intellect,
intuition, emotion, and instinct, the sooner his work will be
integrated.

When one learns the
passageways, one discovers a rigorous form and pattern to the
unconscious, but one which is not apparent until all the elements
are gathered together. One learns the plots of the unconscious from
psychoanalysis. It is a detective story of the emotions. This
concept was popularized in Eric Berne’s Games People Play. Any artiﬁcial
imitation of the unconscious can be easily detected. It is absurd
and meaningless, it is chaotic and grotesque. The images are
unrelated. They do not lead anywhere.

What the psychoanalyst does
is what the novelist also has to do—probe deep enough until he ﬁnds
where the chain broke. Traumatic experiences cause such breaks. The
psychoanalyst repairs the broken links and allows the unconscious,
which has its inception in the personal experience, to merge into a
life beyond the personal.

The important thing is to
learn from the writer the ways and byways of such passageways
between conscious and unconscious. The unconscious can become
destructive if it is disregarded and thwarted. Neurosis, based on
fear, creates solitary cells to protect itself from invasion. Many
of today’s writers have assimilated the ﬁndings of psychoanalysis
and are more expert in linking the sub-conscious with the
conscious. We are beginning to see the inﬂuence of dream upon
reality and reality upon dream. Art is revealing to us the variety
of levels on which we live. This may be what we seek to express in
what we now call “multimedia.”

Almost all of Kafka’s work
takes place in a waking dream region, and Proust wrote a classical
description of the state between sleep and waking reverie in
Remembrance of Things Past.

In Winter of Artiﬁce (p. 170-75) I
sought to examine the different layers of the dream:

When I entered the dream I
stepped on a stage. The lights cast on it changed hue and intensity
like stage lights. The violent scenes happened in the spotlight and
were enveloped by a thick curtain of blackness. The scenes were
cut, interrupted, or broken with entr’actes. The
mise-en-scène was
stylized, and only what has meaning was represented. And very often
I was at once the victim and the observer. The dream was composed
like a tower of layers without end, rising upward and losing itself
in the inﬁnite, or layers coiling downward, losing themselves in
the bowels of the earth. When it swooped me into its undulations,
the spiraling began, and this spiral was a labyrinth. There was no
vault and no bottom, no walls and no return. But there were themes
repeating themselves with exactitude. If the walls of the dream
seemed lined with moist silk, and the contours of the labyrinth
lined with silence, still the steps of the dream were a series of
explosions in which all the condemned fragments of myself burst
into a mysterious and violent life, with the heavy maternal
solicitude of the night ever attentive to their
ﬂowering.

On the ﬁrst layer of the
spiral there was awareness. I could still see the daylight between
the fringes of eyelashes. I could still see the interstices of the
world. This was the penumbra, where the
thoughts were inlaid in ﬁlaments of lightning. It was the place
where the images were delicately ﬁltered and separated, and their
silhouettes thrown against space. It was the place where footsteps
left no trace, where laughter had no echo, but where hunger and
fear were immense. It was the place where the sails of reverie
could swell while no wind was felt… The
dream was a ﬁlter. The entire world was never admitted…. But with
the night came openness… With the night came space… The dream was
never crowded. It was ﬁltered through the prism of creation… Time
was ordained by feeling… By day I followed the dream step by step.
I felt lost and bewildered if the day did not bring its replica...
The dream was always running ahead of one. To catch up, to live for
a moment in unison with it, that was the miracle. The life on the
stage, the life of the legend dovetailed with the daylight, and out
of this marriage sparked the great birds of divinity, the eternal
moments.

As a prose poet becoming
fascinated with a rich source of images, I concentrated on
describing the dream world, perhaps tempted by the difficulties
involved. Obviously the physical world is easier to describe. The
ﬁrst misunderstanding about my work which arose and has continued
to the present was that I was writing dreamlike and unreal
stories.

My emphasis was on the
relation between dream and reality, their
interdependence.

The novelist today works
parallel to the psychologist, recognizes the duality and
multiplicity of the human personality. It should not be any more
difﬁcult to orient, to navigate, to chart all these different
elements than to guide a missile. Dream, waking dream, reverie,
fantasy, all interlock and interrelate simultaneously but on
different levels. These two ways of describing the unconscious
through the symbol and surrealism paralleled exactly the
development of the psychological study of dreams. Symbolism was
unfortunately associated with romanticism, but we are obliged to
reinstate it as the most important form of
expression of the unconscious.

A student once asked me, if
we dream in terms of symbols and if it is so intricate to
understand, why the Writer does not translate it for us into a
direct message. If the writer translated it for us we would never
learn the language. Symbolism is a language we must learn for
ourselves, because even if we do not care to interpret our dreams,
it remains a fact that we continue to act in symbolic terms.
Witness today’s headlines: “Students Soak Their Draft Cards in
Blood.”

John Hawkes, in this
passage from his novel The
Cannibal, focuses on one of these symbolic
obsessions:[2]

At the far end of the acre
was a small house, the roof curling under a foot of snow, its rear
window gazing outward twenty miles and downwards to the depth of a
thousand feet. Stella and Ernst, holding hands, silent in wondrous
amazement, turning and clapping each other in excitement, walked
over this very acre every afternoon and passed the house. A few
scrubby trees leaned dangerously over the cliffs. And every
afternoon they passed the old man on the doorstep, brittle shavings
heaped over his shoes and like yellow ﬂakes blown on the snow. I-le
grinned while he carved, looked up at them, seemed to laugh, and
hunching his shoulder, pointed backwards, behind the hut, out into
the emptiness. The crosses he carved were both small and large,
rough and delicate, some of simple majesty, others speaking
minutely of martyrdom. They too fell across his feet, mingled with
the sticks of uncarved wood—sometimes a bit of green bark was left
to make a loincloth for Christ. Those that were not sold hung
inside from a knotted wire, and slowly turned black with the grease
and smoke; but the hair was always blacker than the bodies, the
eyes always shone whereas the ﬂesh was dull. Tourists paid well for
these ﬁgures that were usually more human than holy, more pained
than miraculous. Up went the shoulder, the knife rested, and he was
pointing to the nearness of the cliffs. After the ﬁrst week, Ernie
bought one of the cruciﬁxes, a terrible little demon with bitter
pain curling about the mouth no larger than a bead, drawing tight
the small outward-turning hands. Then he began to collect them, and
every afternoon a new Christ would peer from his pocket through the
tufts of fur.

By now his prayers at
mealtime were quite audible. The setting sun stained the imperfect
windows… She touched his hand, but it was stiff and cold, smooth
and pious. She thought at ﬁrst that she could feel something of his
Bishop’s creed and was part of this furtive ritual that exerted
itself more and more, even when the evenings were rich with color.
The cruciﬁxes began to ﬁll the hotel [pp. 86, 87, 88].

The unconscious cannot
express itself directly because it is a composite of past, present,
future, a timeless alchemy of many dimensions. A direct statement,
as for an act, would deprive it of its effectiveness. It is an
image which bypasses the censor of the mind, affects our emotions
and our senses. An act has to be interpreted on two levels—one as
action, the other as meaning. The now has its roots elsewhere, in
the past. This fascinating underworld of symbolic act has always
been known to the poets. It was Freud who complained that every
time he made a discovery he found some poet who had been there
before him.

In science we use symbols.
Why not in poetry then? Why should the psychoanalyst be the only
one able to interpret our dreams and our symbolic acts? Just as
mathematical symbols have proved an essential tool in the
development of modern science, so poetic symbols are today more
than ever necessary in writing novels, not because they are poetic,
or mysterious, but because they alone are capable of dealing with
the relativity of truth about character.

The mood I fall into when I
am truly possessed by my work is one which resembles the trances of
the mystics. I shut out the outer world to concentrate on what I
see and feel. There is no doubt that the act of creation is very
similar to the act of dreaming. The difference is that it includes
an activity which has been difficult to analyze. It is not only the
power to summon an image, but the power to compose with this image.
The second faculty, the faculty of active creation, is what is
missing from the use of drugs. Drugs induce passivity. Passivity,
like the passivity of India induced by religion, is destructive
both to human life and to art.

A SPADE IS A SPADE IS A
SPADE IS A SPADE

By a process which I am not
equipped to analyze, American literature became the most literal,
the most one-dimensional in the world. Academics still interpret
the symbolism of Moby
Dick, but modern students in the ﬁfties
could not understand the symbolism of D. H. Lawrence. Symbolism was
simply the emotional, spiritual meaning of our acts! There is
symbolism in everything we do—sending ﬂowers to the dead, having
Thanksgiving dinners, celebrating Passover, religious rites,
shaking hands, even in delinquents’ spitting at passengers in the
subway.

Many American poets,
according to Karl Shapiro, wrote prose, not poetry. Prose is
literal. Poetry is dimensional. Why should we want to penetrate
this realm of the dream? Because it
contains the key to a knowledge of ourselves. Adventuring into the irrational is frightening to some
writers. The realm into which the writer may take us may cause us
to lose the self 'we are familiar with. We fear to be changed,
inﬂuenced, to be immersed in experience, beyond control of the
intellect. For it is true that poetry has a subliminal inﬂuence. It
inﬂuences by contagion, empathy, as music does.

Some of the excesses of the
young in this explosion of imagination and originality are due to
the long repression of these faculties, the standardization
achieved by commercial interests, the regimentation which had
reached a point of absolute monotony. Art establishes its own
controls. Form is a selection, not repression. We cannot disregard
the irrational, for we cannot reach a profound order without ﬁrst
exploring and organizing these irrational forces which continue to
motivate human beings blindly, compulsively. We are forced to admit
that what we considered a suppression of the irrational self by the
mind was a delusion. It cannot be suppressed because it is also the
source of feeling, life, creation, and religion, but it can be
controlled by understanding.

Beginning with Freud,
continuing with Otto Rank, and following more recently the
pioneering R. D. Laing, we are uncovering charades and masquerades.
Our personal responsibility lies in our ability to control each
wave of anger, distortion, hatred, which we send out into the world
like homemade bombs.

Dreaming is indispensable
to man. Man has to learn to live outside
and beyond history as well as in it, or he will be swept like
hysterical sheep into its errors (such as the horrors of Nazism).
He needs a spiritual island where he can renew his strength, his
shattered values, his traumatized emotions, his disintegrated
faiths. It is the lack of such laboratories of the psyche which
brings despair, pessimism, hysteria. An inner life, cultivated,
nourished, is a well of strength. To confuse this with the much
persecuted ivory tower is to lack understanding of the inner
structure we need to resist outer catastrophes and errors and
injustices. If we insist on living inside of history as if we were
nonexistent ciphers, we add nothing to history.

Our culture’s past denial
of art locked out the nocturnal worlds so tightly that many had to
resort to dynamite, to the drugs which Huxley described as opening
the doors of perception. The dream is indispensable to psychic
health. Studies of dreamers were made and it was observed that
interruption of dreaming caused nervousness and instability.
(“Dreams are a time to be safely crazy, so that we can stay sane
during the day.”—Mrs. R. Cartwright, Director, Sleep Laboratory,
University of Illinois.) The negative aspect of dreaming only takes
place when it is disconnected from reality.

With the use of drugs
people became passive, uncreative tourists in the world of images.
The need to integrate our dream messages with our life cannot be
achieved by ﬂooding the unconscious with more images than it can
absorb, interpret, amalgamate, and correlate with its other self.
The artist pours his dreams into his work; they are contained by
the form of the work, the painting, the musical composition, the
dance or poem. The hallucinatory drugs only reveal the world of
images we contain but do not teach us interpretation, illumination,
or enlightenment. By shutting out the outside world, drugs place
one not only in confrontation with the dreaming self, but also with
one’s nightmares. The poets who have poured their nightmares into
literature (such as Lautréamont in Les
chants de Maldoror, Rimbaud in
Les illuminations, Anna
Kavan in Asylum Pieces, or Genet in any of his works) give them to us in a form
which differs as widely as the drawings of the insane differ from
the drawings of great painters.

The artist, then, summons
and induces his own imagery; he is self-propelled. What this
self-propelling accomplishes is a strengthening of his abilities to
build and create. Images and sensations have to become a work of
art, or else we cannot share them with others or create our world
according to our own plans and desires. The secret of fertility
lies in the geological depths of the dream symbol. Intellect has a
dehydrating effect upon experience. To analyze is to dissect; to
dissect means to work upon dead matter. The artist works with
living matter.

Dr. Robert Haas told me of
a painter who went to Freud and said: “You interpret dreams, and I
teach people how to dream.” A good deﬁnition of literature. Jung
deﬁned the self as a virtual point between conscious and
unconscious which gives equal recognition to both.

There is also a certain
point for the mind from which life and death, the real and the
imaginary, the past and the future, the communicable and the
incommunicable, the high and the low, cease being perceived as
contradictions.

Novalis said the world was
a generalized form of the spirit, its symbolic picture.

Pierre Mabille in Miroir du merveilleux:[3]

He who wishes to attain the
profoundly marvelous must free images from their conventional
associations, associations always dominated by utilitarian
judgment: must learn to see the man behind the social function,
break the scale of so-called normal values, replacing it by that of
sensitive values, surmount taboos, the weight of ancestral
prohibitions, cease to connect the object with the proﬁt one can
get out of it, with the price it has in society, with the action it
commands. This liberation begins when by some means the voluntary
censorship of the bad conscience is lifted, when the mechanism of
the dream is no longer impeded. Magic ceremonies, psychic exercises
leading to concentration and ecstasy, the liberation of psychic
automatism, are so many means capable of reﬁning vision through the
tensions they induce. It is a means to
enlarge faculties: they are ways of
approach to the realm of the marvelous.

This was written in the
forties.

Gaston Bachelard, the
French philosopher, wrote:[4] “The dynamic youthfulness of some old
artists would seem to prove that imagination is the principle of
eternal youth.”

Wallace Fowlie in
The Age of Surrealism[5]
reminds us of Freud’s teaching the surrealists that man is
primarily a sleeper. The surrealist must therefore learn to follow
his conscious states as when asleep he observes his dreams. The
surrealist must learn to go down into his dreams as Orpheus
descended into the underworld in order to discover his
treasures.

Fowlie says of
Ulysses: “In the last
episode of Joyce’s Ulysses
the long soliloquy of Molly Bloom the character
has ceased being real in any usual sense. She is lying down in bed
and the words which pass through her in her half dream, half
conscious state convert her into the mythical ﬁgure of woman, into
the ﬁgure of the earth itself.”

André Breton was one of the
ﬁrst literary writers to accept Freud as one of the great forces in
helping man rediscover the meaning and vitality of words and in
giving importance to dreams and the subconscious of man. Breton
felt that there is a certain point in the mind where life and
death, the real and the imaginary, the past and the future, the
communicable and the incommunicable, the high and the low cease
being perceived as contradictions. The rationalists deﬁned this as
madness, but they failed to see that it was in balancing the
dualities and interrelating them that unity became possible. One
has to break with the things that are in order to unite with the
things that may be.

Drugs, by shutting out the
external world, revived the faculty to dream, but this faculty is
not a mere ﬁlmstrip to be looked at passively. It has two creative
functions: one keeps the psyche alive in its proper language
(images and feelings); the other nourishes creation. Alienation
comes from a denial of the meaning of life. The day we cease to
take nourishment from the underground rivers of the psyche, we feel
life is empty. We only become aware of alienation when neurosis
sets in as the symptom of its existence.

As we toughened our young
to face “reality,” we deﬁned a “reality” that was inacceptable to
them. We desensitized them to psychological realities. We
downgraded and denigrated the artist who would have expanded their
imagination and consciousness without side effects. Consequently,
the young, trained in passivity and acceptance, have become,
through drugs, voyeurs in the world of images—not
creators.

The young would have no
need of drugs if they had been educated in the life of the senses
and emotions through art. Art has through the ages given people
their heightened sense of life, given them the key to its meaning.
The heightened sense of life was denied to the young by the taboo
on aesthetics, on the senses, and on the imagination. Proust, whom
young Americans refused to read, could “get high” on the
contemplation of a bathroom rug illumined by a ray of the sun. The
doors of our culture have been shut tight against how
we feel. The dream has
been regarded as a symptom of neurosis; aesthetics belonged to
other cultures; art was an obscene word, and surrealism was only
associated with Dali’s pranks. It was not even recognized as such
when it appeared in Nathanael West’s work or in Henry Miller’s
novels.

THE DREAM AS
ESCAPE

For a long time in our
utilitarian culture the dream was considered an escape, literature
of imagination and experiment an escape. The young could only ﬁnd a
way out of such rigidities by extreme and dangerous methods.
Semantically curious is the use of way
out as derogatory, when it means
the way out
(or “the leading [or drawing] out,” from
educare) and was once a
deﬁnition of education. We brainwashed the young as to what
constitutes reality. The young are not seeking escape but
expansion.

All the while certain
poets, painters, and musicians were opening doors to such an
expansion of consciousness. The surrealists taught a search for the
marvelous, a way of ﬁlling life and creation with surprises, a way
of heightening life and infusing it with meaning. It was not
necessary to reach such expansion by way of drugs. In America we
favored the one-dimensional writers who pictured a one-dimensional
world. We treated all lyrical ﬂights as disorders rather than
ﬂights of imagination. Imagination is permitted only in science and
in science ﬁction. Every ﬂight of fantasy has been condemned as a
departure from reality. It was only logical that the young should
turn to a synthetic way of reaching the world of the unconscious
which was sealed off to them.

Undeniably we carry within
us this vast, rich subconscious life as the ocean carries its
marine life, and when we do become aware of it and direct it, it
may, under stress, manifest its presence in a destructive way. If
one’s conscious life is too rigid, too regimented, then the surface
may crack at times, and we are unprepared for the strange emotions
or sensations we experience. These emotions become negative and
destructive. In the old collective culture there was always room
for the dreamer, the one who dreamed for the villagers, the one who
interpreted dreams, omens, and myths, told tales, and preserved the
history, ballads, and myths of the clan.

The French doctor Desoillé
developed a technique to direct dreams away from what he termed the
“descending fearful experience” (now called a bad trip) to the
ascending one which is an exercise in freedom. In our culture we
talked a great deal about freedom, but we did not
feel free. The
imagination was not free.

The dream was considered as
escape, refuge, as a delusion, a way of inaction. Its positive
qualities as revelation, as indication of a man’s potential, as a
blueprint for invention and creation were ignored by all except the
artists. The surrealists spoke of the conquest of the dream for the
enrichment of the mind, not the surrender to it. By some it was
regarded as antithetical to action, but the surrealists and the
psychologists knew that it was the source of action. Surrealist
ﬂights of imagination, invention, and wit are proofs of the
existence of deep subterranean worlds. The one who can interpret
his dreams does not need to fear being trapped in them. He is an
explorer. In House of Incest
I describe what it is to be trapped in the dream,
unable to relate it to life, unable to reach “daylight.” It was
never my intention to remain within those realms but to explore
them.

A study of the illness of
the heart taught us about the normal heart. A study of neurosis
taught the relation between dream and life. An increasing number of
writers are taking their inspiration from dreams.

Djuna Barnes, in
Nightwood, has a chapter
called “Watchman, What of the Night?”:[6]

“Have you ever thought of
the night?” the doctor inquired… “Yes,” said Nora,… “I used to
think,… that people just went to sleep, or if they did not go to
sleep that they were themselves, but now—…I see that the night does
something to a person’s identity, even when asleep… I never thought
of the night as a life at all…

“The night and the day are
two travels,…we tear up one for the sake of the other;… To think of
the acorn it is necessary to become the tree. And the tree of night
is the hardest tree to mount, the dourest tree to scale, the most
difficult of branch, the most febrile to the touch, and sweats a
resin and drips a pitch against the palm that computation has not
gambled. Gurus, who, I trust you know, are Indian teachers, expect
you to contemplate the acorn ten years at a stretch, and if, in
that time, you are no wiser about the nut, you are not very bright,
and that may be the only certainty with which you will come away,
which is a post-graduate melancholy—for no man can ﬁnd a greater
truth than his kidney will allow. So I, Dr. Matthew Mighty
O’Connor, ask you to think of the night the day long, and of the
day the night through, or at some reprieve of the brain it will
come upon you heavily—an engine stalling itself upon your chest,
halting its wheels against your heart; unless you have made a
roadway for it… Take history… Was it at night that Sodom became
Gomorrah? It was at night, I swear! A city given over to the
shades, and that’s why it has never been countenanced or understood
to this day… For dreams have only the pigmentation of fact… For
what is not the sleeper responsible? What converse does he hold,
and with whom? He lies down with his Nelly and drops off into the
arms of his Gretchen. Thousands unbidden come to his bed… So used
is he to sleep that the dream that eats away its boundaries ﬁnds
even what is dreamed an easier custom with the years, and at that
banquet the voices blend and battle without pitch. The sleeper is
the proprietor of an unknown land… We look to the East for a wisdom
that we shall not use—and to the sleeper for the secret that we
shall not ﬁnd. So, I say, what of the night, the terrible night?
[pp. 8o, 81, 82, 83, 84, 86, 88, 89]”

Some people, like Cousteau,
are only interested in what lies at the bottom of the ocean. Some
people are more interested in the past, in geology and
anthropology. I was bored with the deceptive surface and drawn to
the subterranean rivers which contained not the mystery of our
physical birth but of our psychic birth and the secret of its
behavior above the ground. The present, now, is an action but it
has its roots either in the past or in an invisible psychodrama.
This fascinating world has been revealed only to the psychoanalyst
or the artist. The psychoanalyst explored it; the artist
experienced and recorded it.

When Rousseau was asked why
he painted a couch in the middle of the jungle, he answered: “We
have a right to paint our dreams.” When the French postman so dear
to the surrealists was questioned about his building of a miniature
castle over a period of thirty years with stones he carried in his
pocket during his mail delivery, he answered: “When a man has to
travel for thirty years along the same road, there is no way for
him to be saved from monotony except by the creation of something
he dreamed.” The same could be said of the Watts Towers by Simon
Rhodia in Los Angeles, built patiently for thirty years out of
discards from his mason’s work. The ultimate symbol of
transformation can be seen in the way that Franz Kafka begins his
story Metamorphosis: “As Gregor Samsa awoke one morning from uneasy dreams, he
found himself transformed in his bed into a gigantic
insect.”

Rilke rejected
psychoanalysis. He feared to awaken cured, and therefore cured of
poetry. Kafka rejected it, and remained caged in a narrow world of
nightmares. Hermann Hesse accepted it, and his imagination was
expanded. Fear alone keeps us from the depths. Strindberg was far
ahead of his time. He explored the workings of the subconscious
during his sleep and saw how the personality of the single dreamer
sometimes split into many seemingly different characters. He
therefore wrote The Dream
Play, which, if it had been written today,
would be called surrealist, as surrealist as Waiting for Godot. Hermann Hesse
combined an interest in the philosophy of the East with
psychoanalysis to which he submitted, and it may have given him the
conﬁdence to break with chronological order in the long dream
passage of Steppenwolf in which the dissociation of personality lives out its
plurality with intense clarity.
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