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THE ARTIST IS HIS VISION
OF LIFE by Anais Nin




On Rank, Hugh, Henry,
Rebecca West, and the writing of a diary

 


As we have seen in previous
issues, the ongoing publication of Anais Nin’s uncensored Journal
of Love continues to expand, deepen, and also authenticate the
earlier, edited volumes of her diary. The present text, selected
from the forthcoming unexpurgated and unedited volume,
Fire, adds new dimensions
to the record of her complex relationships with Hugh Guiler, her
husband, with Henry Miller and psychoanalyst Otto Rank, and to her
unending struggle to find personal salvation in the very act of
writing. Ed.

 


 


[New York, May 2, 1935]

I AM SITTING IN THE PARK
AVENUE APARTMENT, in a stereotypical American salon with
Adams-period furniture, expecting Huck [Otto Rank], who has not
been able to work since Monday. He says he is tired, tired and with
no desire to live, but it is all full of implications about his
need of me. And I hate this dependence. I could not write him. I
sent him telegrams, on which it is easier to write empty words. I
am ready to pretend again, whatever he needs, to make him well
again, to see him through his American experience which I alone
made possible because in Paris he did not have the courage to carry
it out if I had not promised to come over. I know I failed him—I
could not go all the way with him. But he demanded too much. All I
want is not to poison life anymore with tragedy. My tears are
exhausted, my capacity for suffering is exhausted. I have caught up
with Henry’s insouciance and nonchalance and
selfishness!

I can sit before a cup of
coffee while Huck is suffering, before coffee and toast, drinking
and eating slowly, leisurely, and feeling infinitely contented,
just sitting there alone, free of caring, free of pity.

I came to the end of my
pity by discovering that it was I who created my own suffering,
just as others create their suffering. I am to blame for my
attitude, for my desire to suffer. So I know now Huck has to be
left alone until he exhausts that suffering, his tragic attitude.
Poor Huck. He made me strong and now he is jealous of what he has
given me. I learn so quickly. He is old, more
inflexible.

Huck came. Hard and angry
again. He said his life had always been a mess, and would always be
a mess, that he knew all the time there was no room for him in my
life, that he did not like the role I made him play, that I had
used him.

All this was true. I could
only say: “And didn’t I give you something in return?” Yes, that he
was not questioning, but he, he had given his all, himself. He sat
there contemplating with self-pity what he had given.

I never count what I gave
Henry, nor do I ever take it back. I saw that Huck even then had
been less generous to me than I have been to Henry. But about the
love-there was nothing to say, or to deny. He knew all the time. He
left, both of us having said little. I felt no regret and I could
not even move from the couch where I sat. I let him go. I watched
him out of the window. No feeling. He had his valise with
him.

 


[May 10, 1935]

Hotel Mount Royal.
Montreal. Room 6022. Great emotion at meeting Hugh again, a tender
love. Passion from him, constant outpour of desire. A new Hugh, who
thanks me for having let him be himself by my persisting in being
myself. Has lived fully in London, is freer, gayer. Had to discover
he is treated as a sage, advisor, father, and not as a human being.
Women treat him as they treat Rank. But Hugh consoles himself,
spiritual power and sensual power are the same, just as strong. He
has a lot to talk about, is alive. I met him all perfumed, in a
white transparent nightgown. I can be more loving. His body does
not repulse me. He is attractive. It is pleasant to submit to him,
after Huck.

I think of Huck all the
time, of what I have done to him, of how he will survive. I am
haunted by him. There was nothing else to do, it’s no use trying to
protect men from the cruelties of life. They are not grateful. They
hate you for the deception. They don’t love the pretender. Yet it
is terrible to tell the truth, as I have done. He forced me to. He
knew the truth. I am deeply hurt.

My life with Hugh is
absolutely unreal, and meaningless. He touches me, moves me by his
quality, his nobility. He says: “When I return to you I return to
the only real, the only human life I have. I have learned to
appreciate you more than ever, your responsiveness and
expressiveness.”

I think his life in London
was a beginning, like mine in Montparnasse. Not quite real yet, but
will become more and more real, as mine did. Now he is acting—as
Huck said about me—by imitating me. He thought of me while he was
doing it, he thought of my life in Paris with the artists, the life
I did not share with him. He is young, and strong, and faithful,
and loyal. Lives from day to day. At least I am just to Hugh now. I
was deeply unjust before, in my fight for integrity. I hated him.
Now I love him as I love [my brother] Joaquin. Live only from day
to day. Canoeing on the Ottawa River for our honeymoon. Jokes.
Acting little scenes of jealousy to please him.
Laughter.

Resisting the impulse to go
and take care of a sick Huck. Cannot be a mistress and a nurse,
too. Some other woman will have to be the nurse. If you give life
you also give pain. Poor lonely Huck.

Acceptance. Fatalism.
Resignation. While Hugh talks about his business, I study the
stuccoed walls. He is saying he loves power, he wants power. He has
power now, a will, a dynamism. He came back with a high-collared
emerald sweater, delicately gray-checked trousers and coat, as the
artists wear. He is living his own life. He is drawing. He gives me
freedom. He wants my body. We exchange with tenderness. He gives me
the freedom Huck would not give me, the freedom to be true to
myself, to my love for Henry. He is happy because he is free and
human with me. He is proud of me. Together we are a great force. He
has a wonderful mixture: love of power on earth and love of art.
“Rest on me,” he says.

Poor Huck. Too great a
knowledge of truth, too great a probing, destroys life which is
illusion. He has destroyed his own life by absolutism. He wanted to
be Hugh and Henry and all people to me, the whole world. One always
loses something. I am losing my great compassion, which made me
weak, my tenderness, my softness. Audacity. One has to go on. I
used to wince and be a coward. I had to hurt Huck, that was
inevitable. The hurt I cause as a woman, mistress, I want always to
efface because of my maternal love. I want to take care of the men
I hurt.

Oh, God, I am not as free
of caring as I seem to be.

 


May 11,1935

Seven Park Avenue. Apt. 61.
Desk in the sunshine. Noise of 34th Street traffic. Sun on me while
I am quietly pasting in the diary Huck’s last note: “Thanks for
your letters.” [See, “Love-Four Letters to Otto Rank,”
ANAIS, Volume 12, 1994,
pp. 39-43. Ed.] I
really could not write. It all hurts so much. I don’t know when it
will end, or how.” Pasting this quietly as if it were all very old.
I pack the turquoise jewelry to return to Huck. I sent him a
telegram because Hugh wants to see him. I feel cool, and
fatalistic, and deeply wary of struggle, and indifferent. Analysis,
happiness, makes people selfish. Even Hugh has become selfish
because he is more natural, and all the rest was pretending to be
ideal. A less ideal, less false, more honest world, each for
himself. Yet I still give to Henry.

Henry has finished
Black Spring and is
meeting William Carlos Williams. I told Henry something was broken
in me, not my spirit, not my courage, but the absolute. The
absolute. Another ideal quest. I have become resigned to reality,
that is to the fact that if I make Henry responsible as husband I
destroy Henry the vagabond, and our dreams, for the sake of human
life. But it was hard, terribly hard, to separate. Henry was as
usual, resigned, sad, gentle, caressing, defeated. He never fights
except in writing.

So here is Mrs. Guiler in a
new evening dress, with something forever shattered inside of her,
the absolute. What I wanted was Henry and life with Henry. To go
directly for what one wants, as Huck reached unwisely for me, means
to destroy it, to sink it into reality and tragedy. The rebellious
me, believing me, is broken exactly at the same moment that I broke
Huck’s over-absoluteness, intransigence, idealism.

In creation alone there is
the possibility of perfection.

 


May 14, 1935

Lunch with Rebecca West,
who is appalled by what is missing in America: “You know those rats
they brought up without magnesium or something,

and they lose their
maternal love. Well, Americans—there is some element lacking. What
is it? One doesn’t say ‘soul.’ One finds other names for it. It is
everything deep, everything deep is lacking.”

She wants my nail lacquer.
She hasn’t finished her new book because of an operation. She
thought she was not going to live: “I won’t see the Spring again!”
The human only a second thought. “Maybe I’m not human,” she said.
“I love the feelings between the two women in your book. I don’t
mind being mentally alone, as you seem to. But then I’m years older
than you. Your husband is so sweet, but I was so surprised he
should be your husband—aren’t you?”

Henry again seems dead to
me, so inert, so passive, so plantlike, mentally. I suppose I miss
Huck terrifically, to talk to. This deadness of Henry pushed me out
toward Huck. Henry is burnt out. He can only write books and
ruminate, remember. He only came alive when I tortured him by
leaving him. Will I really be able to accept my mental loneliness.
Will I be able to live just on human passion, and human
protection?

 


[Louveciennes, July 5, 1935]

Paris is a vegetable patch.
Where are my wings, my airplanes, my shops, trains, and the
luminousness of New York? I want to go away. Louveciennes is too
small for me. Henry’s life is too slow and sleepy. I’m chafing. I’m
awaiting a lover. I have to be rent and pulled apart and live
according to the demons and the imagination in me. I’m restless.
Things are calling me away. My hair is being pulled by the stars
again. I feel I must obey—what? Fickleness. I’m awaiting this MAN I
USED TO DREAM ABOUT WHILE HUCK TALKED TO ME—THIS MAN WHO WOULD
DELIVER ME FROM ALL OF THEM. Not one has been strong enough to
deliver me from the ambivalences and divisions.

Why can’t anything hold
me?
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Rebecca West: A beautiful
brightness, emotion and chaos

Photo: From the collection
of Anais Nin

 


I feel so strangely
released, no boundaries, no walls, no fears, nothing holds me back
from adventure. I feel blind, mobile, without home or axis. It is
now that I become really dangerous to the happiness of Hugh, Henry,
Mother and Joaquin. An untrammeled, unleashed tigress.

Sacrifices. I came back
from new York, away from my work and my liberty, because Hugh came
to fetch me, believing so candidly that I would return. I came back
because Henry did not want to stay in New York. I would have come
back for Huck, for my Father, for Mother and Joaquin. Not for ME.
For me, I wanted New York, my work and independence. Henry there,
the vastness of a new role to make, to recreate. I would have given
so much there, infused soul and mind into all who approached
me.

And here?

 


July 24, 1935

The day before Rebecca West
came to Paris I had a dream: I was working as a whore in a pink
chemise. Was expelled because I used too much thread. Someone
picked up the fragments of thread to hold them up to me. (I wonder
if this relates to my pattern, my need to relate things, to sew
everything together.) Rebecca and I go out together. Henry insults
her. She gives me a room with bath salts, perfumes, vanity case,
etc. Showers me with gifts. I realize she is a lesbian and that she
is waiting up for me. I use her gifts to fix myself and go to her
room but it has taken me a half hour and she got tired of
waiting.

*

The day after I got her
telegram, she came to Louveciennes with her husband. All our
afternoons and evenings were on the key of humor. I lost my
timidity and became very comical and sharp. I was able to keep on
her level of talk which is one of beautiful brightness. Her ardent
eyes. She would not sit with me in the rumble seat at first because
we looked “neglected,” but in the dark she liked it; Hugh or Harry
Andrews driving our car, responsible, while we looked at the stars.
She said Joseph Delteil’s book on Jeanne d’Arc was written by a
brassiere advertising company: “All about Jeanne’s bosom.” I sensed
her lack of faith in herself. She said she could not even bring
herself to feel like the very ugly genius regarding himself
contentedly in the mirror and saying: “To think that I have
talent.” She is hypersensitive to criticism.

The next day she and I went
shopping together (the bath salts). “What nonsense we talk about,
Anais!” Laughing and discussing lipstick. I painted her eyelashes.
She will wear a copy of my white hat. She is wearing my nail
polish. I like her body which is earthy, fulsome. Fine breasts. Tan
skin, like a Creole. At the bottom of her eyes the melancholy of
Rank, but for the world. a sparkle and humor.

Two hours alone in her
room, of intense talk, trying to cover our whole lives. She finds
me stronger than she is. She is still the victim of her pain
pattern. I am free. “You are dancing your life,” she said. All
the grands lignes of our lives the same: Hard childhood. Her father left her at
nine. She ran away with H.G. Wells at twenty. Had a child at
twenty-one. Her husband could be Hugh’s brother, and her lovers
have much of Henry. She tells me all about “Tommy.” I want to give
her strength. “You are the most remarkable woman I have known,” she
said. Emotion and chaos. She has not been as true to herself as I
have been, neither in her writing nor in her life.

Letter to Rebecca: “There
is a great deal to make clear about what you tell me. We have to
talk about it. I can only say this for the moment: Keep your faith
in the love for that is apt to waver in you. It is a part of your
faith in yourself and its occasional waverings. Don’t give too much
importance to the gestures, the letter which was not written, etc.
Keep very quiet and believe and wait. All that happens in London
depends more on you than you can ever believe. Everything is
created by the image you carry within you. If I can help you to
leap out of this once, you will really stand on the other side of
pain. There is an escape. Just as one can awaken from a nightmare.
I want to give you strength to awaken. I am keeping very close to
you. Neptune causes worry over things that never come to
pass.”

 


August 5, 1935

Sometimes I fear the diary
gives a petty image, because I leave out art and ideology, the
actual content of the talks with Rank, criticisms, books,
discoveries, ideologies. But I am not writing the book that
contains all books. I encompass only the life that goes on around
and behind the books. Finding motive of acts, in my case to excuse
and justify others. I am like the keeper of the python Rebecca West
was talking about. When questioned on how he fed the python without
endangering his life, he said: “Oh, I feed him on a stick because
he has not enough sense to see the difference between a hand and a
stick.”

 


August 12, 1935

When I look at the
whirlpools I create, the changes I bring, the transformations of
life, than I feel afraid, afraid of being abandoned. To Henry and
Michael Fraenkel, to Rebecca, to each I say the things which bring
faith. The milk that comes out of my breasts is psychoanalytical,
something beyond analysis, made of sympathy, understanding, vision
into others’ destiny.

*

Hugh, for some strange
reason, was excitedly in love with me while Rebecca was here. It is
as if seeing me live, seeing me afire, they want to make love to
this dancing figure.

*

With Fraenkel we talked
about Rebecca. He liked her as a woman, her healthiness. We talked
about my being ahead on account of my power to act, to play tricks,
to deceive, to lie, in leading a more adventurous life. I said to
Henry: “Instead of calling it tricks why don’t you use a nicer word
and call it my ‘creation’?”

 


August 22, 1935

Rebecca writes me a
merciless letter about Fraenkel’s book which, she thinks, is a
pathetic book because it has nothing in it that could not be said
in two pages. She thinks it is empty and repetitious. She feels
that neither Fraenkel nor Henry seem to have any sense of reality,
which is the basis for literature, or life for that matter. They
sit around and talk about an imaginary England, imaginary readers
of D.H. Lawrence, they shout platitudes. She does not think they
gain anything from contact with me; it is merely a tremendous waste
of energy and time, and they are takers who satisfy my maternal
instincts, but I should not be distracted and forge ahead with my
own work...

 


September 5,
1935

I found the way in which I
can pour all that I think or feel each day into a book that is not
the diary. My “Father” book [Winter of
Artifice] is written like. the diary. Of
course everything does not go into it, but almost every day I think
or act something which is related to that story.

 


September 18,
1935

Hugh is my axis and keeps
me from going mad. If I lived with Henry I would go mad. I owe Hugh
everything, all my strength and courage to live out other things. I
am so grateful to him for giving me liberty, for letting me be, and
being always there when I return, always rather scarred and
battered. My sweet, young father.

 


October 14,
1935

The truth is that I am
slowly returning to my real nature, to all that I gave up loving
Henry, to my deep love of beauty, of harmony, of order, of an
imagination which does not run to waste and folly. With this,
gratitude for Hugh who lets me live my true self. An unconscious
desire not to go to Villa Seurat where every hour is wasted,
frittered away, dispersed, lost in chaos, talk, emptiness. I can’t
work there. I long for Louveciennes which I hated before. I dread
Monday. I feel I am falling apart, that Villa Seurat is eating into
my creativity. For love I return, but I know now this love is a
compromise, a cowardly yielding to love, against my soul’s need and
yearnings, against everything I need and love and am. With a
religious attitude I love Hugh, all that he lets me be, do, feel,
think, My true ideal father is Hugh. Henry, my child, and so I
shall die without a mate, without a love equal to me, a love that
will be as old as I am today.

 


October 30,
1935

Yesterday I began to think
of my writing-life seeming insufficient, doors closed to fantasy
and creation. I had written a few pages now and then. This morning
I awoke serious, sober, determined, austere. I worked all morning
on my Father story. Walked along the Seine after lunch, so happy to
be near the river. Blind to cafés, to glamor, to all this stir and
hum and color of life which aroused such great yearnings and
answers nothing. Henry is working.

He cut out the pages I
didn’t like in New York... Two things he has to beware of: One, the
ranting and moralizing of a second-rate philosopher; the other, the
personal, trivial feminine passages—the petty ones.

It is clear now that I have
more to say and will never say it as well, and he has less to say
and will say it marvelously. It is also clear that Surrealism is
for him and not for me. My style is simple in my Father book,
direct like the diary. Documentaire. His is rich and
meaningless to the mind.

 


November 2,
1935

The day after I began to
work earnestly. Fell into a grave, intense, thoughtful mood. Have
lost interest in life, in everything that touched me last month,
turning inward, writing my Father book all day, even while I walk
or go to the movies. Feeling austere, lonely, bitter, defeated.
Life failed to materialize to be what I want, so the book grows. I
look pale, withdrawn, isolate. I hate art, work, writing, but it is
the only remedy. I feel dark joys when I have worked well. Certain
pages in my Father book are deep and moving. I am thoroughly
honest. My style is bare—I never think of how I will say it—only to
say it.

 


November 13,
1935

I am terribly, terribly,
lonely, terribly lonely. Full of rebellion and hatred of Henry.
Hatred of the love that keeps me there. Why can’t I break away?
Tremendous conflict between my feminine self which wants to live in
a man-ruled world, to live with man, and the creator in me capable
of creating a world of my own and a rhythm of my own in which I
can’t find any man to live with. In this man-made world, altogether
made by Henry, I can’t live as a self. I feel ahead of him in
certain things, alone, lonely.

 


November 25,
1935

I got up this morning and
worked well, but so grimly and joylessly. Again I have to work with
discipline and order. I have to get up early. I do gymnastics, take
medicines, struggle to be strong for this labor of creation which
kills me. I hate it. But it is the only thing which makes life
bearable.

 


April 4, 1936

On the ship
[S.S. Bremen] I
suffer if I have to be alone. Distance between a long afternoon. It
so happens Henry is not one who lives close to anyone, ever. He was
always independent from his parents, his wives, never like Hugh or
Rank, the kind that melts into the other.

When I have to listen to my
desires, like the trip to New York [See, also, “Life as a Sensuous
Woman—With Henry Miller in New York, January-March,1936,” in
ANAIS, Volume 12, 1994,
pp. 3-14. Ed.], I
suffer a horrible conflict with my feminine self which is afraid to
lose its personal happiness in the drive toward fulfillment. It
turned out good for Henry; his experience with psychoanalysis
increased his understanding. He really helps me now, when I get
personal and emotional. That means that most of what I have done
for myself has enriched both Hugh and Henry. I must remember this.
But the woman in me wails and dreams of yielding, losing herself,
giving up, surrendering.

Henry fights the diary. I
say it has a simple human raison
d’être: It is a friend. It makes me feel
less alone. But Henry maintains it is harmful to me as an artist.
It is a search for truth. It kills my imagination. (Strange how I
picked out the science of psychoanalysis which could alone make me
more truthful, more sincere.)

We straightened out so much
between us on this trip. Henry says the figure I present to the
world is still not the real me. It is an idealized me, the Christ
in me. Henry talked to me about the mask. He tries to expose the
real me. Henry and psychoanalysis make me honest.

In New York I had an
evening to myself once. I rushed through my dinner with excitement
at all the ideas in my head. I was joyous to be alone with the
diary. I was full of things to tell. It is communion!

 


[June, 1936]

I am in such a healthy
mood. Have learned to turn away the tide of melancholy thoughts.
The demons which devour me seem to be defeated. I came back from
Morocco plump and peaceful, psychically speaking. I don’t let
myself brood. Less self-torture, anxiety, dwelling on cruel
pictures, realizing it is all in the imagination. I don’t know what
has made me so healthy. I went to Morocco without the diary.
Thoughts of defeat, dreams of suffering, emphasis on limitations,
defeats, discord, all has gone. I work with suggestion, too, I
guide my dreams.

*

Seeing how Hugh suffers at
night when he does not sleep helped me. I could see the
exaggerations, dispelled by the day.

 


August 31, 1936

Rebecca West cables to
reserve Monday night for her.

Conrad Moricand says: “You
are in an état de grace. The fairy tale is possible for you.”

He understand me, he
understands the larger wavelengths of my life, what he terms
“les ondes"—like
some divine and mysterious radio, all because of Neptune, he knows;
and I like his way of living in a dream himself.

 


September 3,
1936

Rebecca’s visit was lost.
No trace of her passage. She couldn’t live up to the drunkenness of
the visit to Rouen, she is weighed down by trivialities [In August
1935, AN, her husband, her cousin Eduardo Sanchez, and RW had
driven for a brief visit to Normandy, in “a Champagne and Bourgogne
mood,” as AN recalled in a diary entry at the time.
Ed.]. She must know where
my coat comes from, and she says at the same moment: “You will be
the greatest writer, you are so much wiser than I. You have such an
understanding of people.” She left me luminous flowers because “one
feels like giving you strange things.” And in me a feeling of
disillusion.

*

I am like the crystal in
which people find their mystic unity. Because of my obsession with
essentials, my dropping away of all details, trivialities,
interferences, of appearances, gazing into me is like
crystal-gazing. They see their fate, their potential self, secrets,
their secret self. Rebecca dropped her puerilities and became
grave. It always happens. It always happens, too, that she grows
afraid of what she sees, and runs away from it.

 


September 13,
1936

Lying in the dark with
Henry we feel no desire, but the diamond in our heads, the pineal
eye is flowing fantastically! Our voices roll and flow and ascend
and murmur: Constellations of ideas.

We started on our journey
from my conflict with the diary writing. While I write in the diary
I cannot write a book. My books are not as good as the diary. Is it
because I have not given myself to them? Is it that I try to flow
in a dual manner, to keep recording and to invent at the same time,
to transform? The two activities, the transformed and the natural
are antithetical. If I were a real diarist, like Pepys or Amiel, I
should be satisfied to record—but I am not. I want to fill in,
transform, project, deepen, I want this ultimate flowering that
comes of creation. As I read the diary I am aware of all I have
left unsaid which can only be said with creative work, by
lingering, expanding…

*

Why am I not satisfied with
a day, perhaps only because I did not make it full enough so that
it could contain the infinite? One day of the diary should be
complete, like a book, and all the spaces I skip, all the arms
missing, all the layers not illumined because I did not touch them
with my own warm fingers, love or caress them, should be there in
the dark as the mystery of life itself.

What is that bigger thing I
captured in my book on my Father that was not in the
diary?

A day so full. Is it that
the record prevents the supreme flights? Every day of record
counted against this bigger thing, or can it be made so big and
beautiful that it can become the whole thing, the infinite? Is the
flowering possible only with forgetting, with time, with the
rotting and the dust and the falsities? If I wrote in the diary for
fear of madness then it was for that same reason that the artist
created, as Nietzsche said. For since the artist is his vision of
life of the tragic and the terrible—he would go mad and only art
can save him.

 


 


Reality

 


When you are at the heart
of a summer day as inside a fruit, looking down at your lacquered
toenails, at the white dust on your sandals from quiet, somnolent
streets, looking at the sun expanding under your dress and between
your legs, looking at the light polishing the silver bracelets, and
smelling the bakery odors, the petit pain
au chocolat, watching the cars rolling by
filled with blonde women like the pictures in Vogue, and then you
see the old femme de ménage
with her burnt, scarred, iron-colored face, and
you read about the man who was cut into pieces and there, before
you, is the half-body of a man on a wheeled platform, and still the
perfume of the coiffeur sings of reality.

Anais Nin in her diary,
August 4, 1935


 


A SPY IN THE HOUSE OF
LAWRENCE by Leo Hamalian




Tracing the signposts of
Anais Nin’s development as a writer

 


SOME TWENTY YEARS AGO, in
his “Foreword” to the Anais Nin
Reader, Philip Jason noticed something that
appears to be quite obvious now, even though it received scant
attention then or since: that “any Nin student [would] benefit from
determining the direction in which Nin’s reading of Lawrence headed
her."1 Few writers have left us more illuminating signposts to their
development than Anais Nin. While yet a young woman intent on
becoming a writer, she had already saturated herself in the work of
modern literary giants. As writers who affected her thought, she
names Jean Giraudoux, Pierre-Jean Jouve, and Djuna Barnes of
Nightwood and she calls
Dostoyevsky and Proust “her gods of the deep.” But the writer whom
she credits most in the launching of her career is D.H.
Lawrence.

Although his influence on
Nin has been noticed, (and deplored by some feminist critics),
there has been little systematic study of it.² If we are to
appreciate the relationship between her texts and his, we must
recognize her approach to assimilating and then disgorging his
novels and tracts. She entered into a kind of ongoing conversation
with the dissident voices in Lawrence’s work and converted them
into points of departure for her own narrative journeys.

At a crucial period in her
life, Lawrence’s novels and poetry, with their subtle and
penetrating recognition of the “dark gods” within (which she took
as a metaphor for an instinctual but enlightened unconsciousness),
helped her to clarify and to define her awakening femininity. “My
first passionate love for a writer was for D.H. Lawrence. Reading
him was a discovery for me. His descriptions of emotions,
sensations, instincts, ambivalences, all the obscure parts of
experience, were an illumination of the path I wanted to
follow."3 Waverly Root, in “The Femininity of D.H. Lawrence Emphasized
by Woman Writer,"4
lists several reasons why she felt more attracted
to Lawrence than to the French novelists: He was authentically
feminine, fundamentally intuitive, as women are alleged to be, and
sensitive, in a woman’s way, to the world. about him—feeling, that
is, before comprehending. Lawrence, she felt, had bequeathed to her
a sense of womanhood that Lucy Irigaray describes in broad terms as
multiple, decentered, and undefinable—a legacy radically different
from anything that her predecessors could give her.

In the year of Lawrence’s
death, Nin contributed a piece entitled “D.H. Lawrence The Mystic
of Sex” to The Canadian
Forum, signed “Melisendra” ("He restated
mysticism in modern terms"). [See, ANAIS, Volume 4, 1986, pp. 31-35.
This essay also gives the title to a new collection of
miscellaneous writings by Anais Nin, which will be published this
year by Capra Press in Santa Barbara, California.
Ed.] Two years later, by
1932, she had expanded that first short appreciation of Lawrence
into a book which she hoped would create a bridge between the
oppressive if “beautiful prison” of her ancient house in the Paris
suburbs and the rest of the world. While immersed in this study of
Lawrence, the twenty-eight-year-old Nin met Henry Miller. Like
Lawrence, both Miller and Nin envisioned themselves as trailblazers
in a sexual revolution, and although she soon rejected Miller’s
male perspective, she converted Lawrence’s commitment to sexual
liberation. to her own by writing fiction about the nature of
eroticism and the relationship. between identity and sexuality, a
vast territory that would be explored and charted energetically by
her successors.

 


LAWRENCE’S NOVELS raised
issues that reverberated in Nin’s imagination. For instance in The
Lost Girl, the central figure, Alvina Houghton, marries an Italian
itinerant actor who expects complete submission from her. Her
willingness to undergo such submission suggests masochism and
complicity in the subjugation. Is Alvina consenting of her free
will? Or is she driven to that consent by outside cultural forces?
Just what is a woman’s role. in her own subjugation if indeed it is
subjugation? Nin was obsessed by these questions. The two
abandoned, unpublished novels she produced before her first
published fiction, The House of
Incest, were “bad imitations of D.H.
Lawrence,” as she told an interviewer in 1972, that dramatized a
woman’s struggle to be free.5 The others would be better. On
January 20, 1930, she noted in her diary that she had written
several stories that resembled those of Lawrence. About two months
after his death, she confessed to her diary: “Finding him has only
given me the courage of my own writing; it has made me feel less
blind.” On January 23, 1931, she exclaims: “Lawrence, Lawrence. My
God, it has meant more to me to explain him than to do my own
creation. The more I read him the more I found in him.” After
reading his Nettles, she wrote Laurentian poems of her own which
she called “Nettles.”

There is little doubt that
Lawrence’s sensibility is present in the themes, tonality, and
general outlook of Nin’s fiction as well, even though Henry Miller
contends that her style is not contaminated by an ounce of
“man-made culture.” Indeed, the imaginative power of Lawrence’s
writings created a refuge for her, where she could escape an
outside world not of her making. In her own words, he “create[d] a
reality in which you could live” both as a woman and as a writer.
Completely captivated for a time by this abstract reality, she had
the good sense to see that imitation was not necessarily a sign of
impotence but a necessary exercise in emulation, which the writer
must. work her way through rather than evade or deny.

Although Nin is not noted
for the strength of her critical writings, she initially gained
attention in Paris in 1932 when she published the first serious,
sympathetic appraisal by an American—certainly by a woman-of
Lawrence’s work. Entitled D.H. Lawrence:
An Unprofessional Study, this little book
appeared at a time when Lawrence’s reputation was starting to
decline. Written in sixteen days as a partial response to John
Middleton Murry’s attack of the previous year, it was, by her own
account, “really an act of love.” Lawrence, she later confided, had
awakened her and she had decided to write her book out of
gratitude.6

 


As a text written by a
feminist, it is perhaps unorthodox. Ninas Peter Balbert observes
accepts Lawrence’s phallic consciousness as “not only invigorating
for men but also unthreatening, even liberating, to
women.”7 Not until Hilary Simpson’s impressive D.H. Lawrence and Feminism appeared
in 1982 would this view be reiterated by a feminist
critic.

 


GUIDED BY A WRITER’S
PERSPECTIVE rather than that of a critic or scholar, Nin’s
observations are more enlightening about her own aspirations as an
artist than about Lawrence’s. She uses Lawrence to talk about
herself, much as Lawrence used the classic American writers as a
springboard for his own theories. Rather than explicating
Lawrence’s work, Nin quotes phrases and passages from it without
identifying them and she uses them to express her own ideas about
writing. This aspect of the book led Kingsley Widmer, a veteran
Lawrence critic, to dismiss her study as “a dithyrambic little
book,” marked by “narcissistic obtuseness.” But the usually
reliable Widmer misses the mark. In her sensitive appreciation of
Lawrence’s sympathetic portrayal of feminine sensuality, she shows
herself to be a remarkably insightful observer, determined to
reinterpret whatever she finds useful while shaping her own vision.
Indeed, what started out to be a critical study ended up as an
essentially creative experience which became the genesis of her
later work. Nin herself assigns it this central position in her
canon. And Evelyn Hinz, in her ground-breaking study The Mirror and
the Garden, takes this text as an invaluable entry into the
labyrinth of Nin’s sensibility.8
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