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A NOTE ON THE TEXT




The full manuscript of Joyce Carol Oatess journals, which totals more than 4,000 single-spaced typewritten pages, is housed in the Joyce Carol Oates Archive at Syracuse University Library. Because the journal is so voluminous, much good material unfortunately has been excluded, and the present edition is limited to the ten-year period 19731982. Although Oates did keep a handwritten journal prior to 1973, this manuscript unfortunately no longer exists; as the early entries for 1973 make clear, at age thirty-four Oates decided to take up journal-writing in earnest, as an experiment in consciousness that continues to the present day.

Confronting such a huge mass of material was of course, to the editor, somewhat daunting, and the uniformly high quality of the journal entries made many of the cuts especially painful; however, the selections published here are intended to provide an accurate overview of Oatess primary concerns during a given year. Entries that focus on her work, her writing process, and philosophical concerns have naturally been included, while more ephemeral notations (for instance family news, or academic gossip) have been excised. The editors deletions, which have been made not only because of the manuscripts length but also, in some instances, to avoid embarrassment to living persons, are indicated by ellipsis dots placed in brackets. Ellipses not in brackets are Oatess own: she uses ellipsis dots frequently, especially during these years, as a stylistic device in her writing.

Footnotes have been kept to a minimum to avoid distracting the reader from the text; they serve primarily to provide bibliographical information and to reference less well-known persons mentioned in passing.

The editor wishes to thank Kathleen Manwaring of the Syracuse University Department of Special Collections, who promptly answered queries about the manuscript and provided photocopies. Thanks are also due, of course, to Joyce Carol Oates herself for her assistance in preparing this edition.

Greg Johnson

Atlanta, Georgia







    

INTRODUCTION: JOURNAL 19731982


A Charm invests a face

Imperfectly beheld

The Lady dare not lift her Veil

For Fear it be dispelled




But peers beyond her mesh

And wishesand denies

Lest Interviewannul a want

That Imagesatisfies




EMILY DICKINSON (1862)






Motives for keeping a journal or a diary are likely to be as diverse as their keepers; but we may assume that like most of our motives, they are largely unconscious.

Impulsively begun, in its earliest, fragmented form in winter 197172 in London, England, during a sabbatical leave from the University of Windsor, during a time of lingering homesickness, this journal had seemed to me at the start a haphazard and temporary comfort of sorts, that would not last beyond the strain of the sabbatical year, or beyond the mood of loneliness, dislocation, and general melancholy-malaise that seemed to have descended upon me at the time; yet, astonishingly, though the melancholy-malaise cloud has evaporated and recrystallized countless times since, the journal has endured, and is now thousands of pages housed in the Syracuse University Library Special Collections.

From the start it was my understanding with myself that the journal would remain haphazard and spontaneous and would never be revised or rethought; it would be a place for stray impressions and thoughts of the kind that sift through our heads constantly, like maple seeds giddily blown in the wind, in spring; the journal would be a repository of sorts for experiences and notes for writing, but not a place in which to vilify others. There are journal-keepersSylvia Plath most famously comes to mindwho use their writing skills as scalpels to cruelly cut up anyone who comes into their paths, teachers, friends, even relatives and spouses; but I could not bear to think of this journal as in any way an instrument of aggression. So if the reader is looking for cruelmaliciouswickedly funny portraits of contemporaries, he/she is not likely to find them here.

At least, I hope that this is so. As Ive never revised this journal, so I rarely reread it. As I rarelyif I can help it, neverreread old letters of mine. To revisit the past in this way is somehow so excruciating, I havent the words to guess why.

What I have seen of this edited/abridged journal, so capably presented by Greg Johnson, affects me too emotionally to make its perusal rewarding: revisiting the past is like biting into a sandwich in which, youve been assured, there only a few, really a very few, bits of ground glass.

(Why? Does the journal of the 1970s/1980s return me to a time in which, for instance, my parents were alive?and seemed, to me at the time, as if there would never be a time in which they would not be alive? And yet: now I am in that unthinkable time.)

(Why? Does the uncensored journal reveal too much of me, as my crafted fiction does not? Or is it simply that the self revealed, this Joyce Carol of bygone days, is a self with which I cant any longer identify, or, perversely, identify too strongly?)

The risks of journal-keeping! Once the journal is read by others, it loses its own original identity: the (secret) place in which you write to yourself about yourself without regard for any other. What a folie--deux, our engagement with ourselves, and our wish to believe that this engagement is worth the lifelong effort it requires, as if, assigned at birth to a specific self, we must gamely maintain, through the years, an abiding faith in it: like venders pushing carts, heaped with the spoils of ego, each obliged to promote his/her goods in a bazaar teeming with mostly indifferent strangers, a few potential customers, and too many rival venders! As Emily Dickinson so wittily observes, it may be an unwise move to lift the veil and dispel the image of mystery. (And no one was more adroit at maintaining a veiled existence, in the cultivation of a white-clad romantic-poetess facade, than Emily Dickinson herself.)

Is the keeping of a journal primarily a means of providing solace to the self, through a speaking voice that is ones own voice subtly transformed? A way of dispelling loneliness, a way of comfort? The obvious motive for much of literature is the assuaging of homesickness, for a place or a time now vanished; less obviously, to the reader kept at a little distance by the writers coolly crafted art, the motive may be to assuage hurt and/or to rationalize it. The paradox is: the more we are hurt, the more we are likely to take refuge in the imagination, and in creating a text that has assimilated this hurt; perversely, if we choose to publish this text, the more likely we are to invite more hurt in the way of critical or public opprobrium, forcing another retreat into the imagination, and the creation of yet another text; and so the cycle continues: The Career.

Homesickness, which involves both mourning and memorialization, is a powerful motive: I can recall those bleak wintry days in London when the sun, if it had appeared at all, began to setimprobably, horriblyat about 2:30 P.M., and in our drafty flat (the very word flat strikes the ear jeeringly, unlike our more benign American apartment) we would gaze across a busy, buzzing roadway into a corner of Hyde park all dun-colored in winter and desolate of the most intrepid tourists and vagrants, and we would observe to each other that the sun had, or had not, appeared yet that day, and that it had begun at last to rain, or looks like rain, or had teasingly ceased raining for a while; in this setting, at a makeshift deskin fact, our dining room table, from which my (manual, Remington) typewriter and stacks of papers had to be continually removed, and returned, and removed again in a domestic routine not unlike that of Sisyphus rolling his rock, but less heroicit seemed quite natural to write in a journal, the most haphazard and wayward of excuses for writing; and, unmoored as I felt in London, homesick for my Windsor home that had seemed, in Windsor, so confining, yet more homesick for the city across the river from Windsor where Id lived as a young wife and university instructor for seven years, Detroit, to begin a novel set in Detroit. You will be confirmed in your suspicion that writers are demented if I reveal how, while living in the heart of one of the worlds great cities, for hours each day, and I mean hours, each day, I chose to immerse myself in a novel* so specifically set in Detroit it necessitated a hallucinatory sort of imagining that propelled me along the streets and expressways of Detroit more or less continuously for months. (Did I need a map? No! Only shut my eyes and I can see Detroit still in my head.) In such ways, journal and novel, the most random of writing and the most planned, I seem to have been comforted by connecting with a lost and endangered American self, in this London exile, solely through language.

The act of writing in a journal is the very antithesis of writing for others. The skeptic might object that the writer of a journal may be deliberately creating a journal-self, like a fictitious character, and while this might be true, for some, for a limited period of time, such a pose cant be sustained for very long, and certainly not for years. It might be argued that, like our fingerprints and voice prints, our journal-selves are distinctly our own; try as we might, we cant elude them; the person one is, is evident in every line; not a syllable can be falsified. At times the journal-keeper might even speak in the second person, as if addressing an invisible you detached from the public self: the ever-vigilant, ever-scrutinizing inner self as distinct from the outer, social self. As our greatest American philosopher William James observed, we have as many public selves as there are people whom we know. But we have a single, singular, intractable, and perhaps undisguisable inner self most at home in secret places.

Joyce Carol Oates

February 16, 2007



* Do With Me What You Will (appropriate title!), to be published the following year, 1973.








      

one: 1973


A journal as an experiment in consciousness. An attempt to record not just the external world, and not just the vagrant, fugitive, ephemeral thoughts that brush against us like gnats, but the refractory and inviolable authenticity of daily life: daily-ness, day-ness, day-lightness, the days eye of experience.






When Joyce Carol Oates began her journal on New Years Day, 1973, she was at the height of her early fame. Only weeks before, she had been featured in a cover story for Newsweek magazine, and after the appearance of her National Book Awardwinning novel them (1969) and countless award-winning short stories, she had become one of the most widely discussed and controversial authors in the country, alternately praised and criticized for her violent themes, her turbulent artistic vision, and her immense productivity.

Her journal entries for this year, however, evince little regard for fame or the other trappings of literary celebrity. Instead, they show her sharp focus on the inner life, especially in the wake of a brief mystical experience shed had in London in December of 1970, in which she had seemed to transcend her physical being. This crucial event in her life caused her to meditate on mysticism in general, to seek out writings on the subject, to visit the Esalen Institute and the Tassajara Zen Mountain Center in California, and even to consider writing a mystical novel. During this year she is immediately concerned, however, with recording her work on new stories and on her novel in progress, How Lucien Florey Died, and Was Born; and with discussing her dreams, her reading, her travels, and her teaching.


This typically productive year was shadowed by the hostility shown toward Oates by a Detroit resident, here known as A.K., who remained angry over Oatess refusal to rig a positive review of his first novel in an influential publication; he even resorted to stalking her at the annual Modern Language Association convention at the end of the year. She was also troubled by the recurrence of a lifelong physical problem, a heart condition known as tachycardia. Even these negatives, however, provided opportunities for Oates to consider philosophical and personal patterns in her life experience by which she learned and grew.

At this time, Oates was living with her husband, the critic and editor Raymond J. Smith, in Windsor, Ontario, where she and he had been professors of English since 1968. Their riverside home was, according to Smith, a highly romantic setting, and in her journal Oates often took note of her natural surroundings and of the ceaselessly flowing river as an emblem of human experience.



January 1, 1973.The uncanny calm of freezing, layered skies. Clouds opaque and twisted like muscles. Idyllic on the river, unreal. On this New Years Day I am thinking of another winter, three years ago, in London, when my lifethe field of perceptions and memories that constitutes Joyce Carol Oateswas funneled most violently into a point: dense, unbearable, gravity like Jupiters. Another second and I would have been destroyed. But another secondand it was over. Query: Does the individual exist? What is the essential, necessary quality of (sheer) existence.

[]



A journal as an experiment in consciousness. An attempt to record not just the external world, and not just the vagrant, fugitive, ephemeral thoughts that brush against us like gnats, but the refractory and inviolable authenticity of daily life: daily-ness, day-ness, day-lightness, the days eye of experience.




The challenge: to record without falsification, without understatement or drama, the extraordinarily subtle processes by which the real is made more intensely real through language. Which is to say, through art. To ceaselessly analyze the consciousness I inhabit, which is inhabited as easily and gracefully as a snake in its remarkable skinand as unself-consciously. My heart laid bare. The stern rigors of a confessional that is always in session but can promise no absolution.



The only happiness lies in reason, says Nietzsche. The highest reason, however, I see in the work of the artist, and he may experience it as such. Happiness lies in the swiftness of feeling and thinking: all the rest of the world is slow, gradual, and stupid. Whoever could feel the course of a light ray would be very happy, for it is very swift



Nietzsches loneliness. Stoicism; and then frenzy. (Doesnt stoicism lead to frenzy, in the end?) To aspire to Nietzsches aloneness in the midst of love, marriage, family, and community. A feat not even Nietzsche himself could have accomplished.



The advantage of creating a personality, a meta-personality. The constant witness who refuses to be comfortedor deluded. Sharing in the emotions. Imposture. The sense of masquerade, carnival. Life as Eternal Delight. (As I write this the sun appearsghastly in the stony sky.) Detachment a trick of the nerves. Possibly a curse. The obvious disadvantage: the meta-personality takes on a life of its own, cerebral and cunning, contemptuous of the original self. Or: the meta-personality evolves into a curious tissue of words, transcendent while having no genuine existence at all.



Dreams last night of unusual violence. Premonitions? Preparations for the New Year? Woke exhausted, alarmed. The passivity of sleep is an affront.

[]



Mimicry of death. Dying-out of consciousness. A friend saying, with an anxious smile, that he feared falling asleep, in a waythe extinction of personality. I thought, but did not say: Perhaps its personality that then comes alive.



Tentative plans for John Martin at Black Sparrow Press to do The Poisoned Kiss, unless Vanguard objects.* John Martins lovely books. It would be appropriate for the Fernandes stories, which leapt out of the left-hand side of my personality, to be published by Black Sparrow on the West Coast, and not Vanguard in New York City.



My optimism today cant quite overcome the memory of those draining, bewildering dreams. The irony: one can experience in sleep tortures that, in ordinary consciousness, would be profoundly traumatic. And yet one isnt expected to take them seriously. Madness, no doubt, begins in dreams. And spreads, and spreads, like oil in water.



Jules Wendall, still living. Circling back. To be born again in the flesh, yearning and striving. The damnation of the soulbut the salvation of the species. The Tibetan world-contempt is really so vicious, one can only react to it with startled laughter.



January 2, 1973. Quiet days. Still thinkingor is it feelingrelivingthose amazing dreams of the other night. One dare not reveal ones dreams, for not only are they sacred but they are, to others, profoundly boring. It isnt possible even to record them in words. The transcription into prose violates them hideously. Handwritten notes might be all right, but I rather doubt it. No: words are forbidden. When the soul speaks one must only listen, not attempt to transform, analyze, comprehend.



Waves of light, sourceless. A terrible sense ofof catastropheof an ending. More than personal death; an extinction of all consciousness. Haunting. Puzzling. The point of the dream seemed to be that I had to acquiesce to powers beyond my ego, rather more readily than I do at the present time. I am rebellious, the dream seemed to indicate, and must be humbled. Will be humbled. Otherwise a demonic force would overwhelm mesomething queer and destructive.



How am I to translate this into my life?into my writing?



I have no idea. I had thought all along, humbly enough, that I was an acquiescent person.



The Soul dictates to the Ego. If the Ego begins to imagine itself autonomous, something will rise up out of the unconscious to humiliate it; or worse. The dream was unmistakable, more real than real. I dont believe Ive had more than three or four numinous (Jungs word) dreams in my lifetime.



January 7, 1973. Fascinating, the human mind; unfathomable. To think that we inhabit the greatest, most ingenious work in the universethat is, the human brainand we inhabit it gracelessly, casually, rarely aware of the phenomenon weve inherited. Like people living in a few squalid rooms, in a great mansion. We dont even know what might await us on the highest floor; were stuck contemplating the patterns in the floorboards before us. Once in a while a truly alarming, profound dream/vision cracks through the barrier and were forced to recognize the presence of a power greater than ourselves, contained somehow within our consciousness.



Dreamt just before waking of a teenaged girl who wept miserably. I was half in and half out of her personality. She sat with a couple at a kitchen table, a young married couple who were friends of hers. The girl said this is the most wonderful place in the world, weeping uncontrollably. Woke, and went to work composing the scene, trying to flesh out the circumstances. Who is the girl, who are her friends, why was she crying, what would happen next? (Though perhaps this is the very last scene of the story & I must not tamper with it.)



The emotion propels the dream-images forward, into waking consciousness. Without that emotion they sink back, they disappear. Like all of us. January 9, 1973.Finished Honeybit.* The weeping girl, her friend (minus the husband: too many characters would clutter so very short a story), the kitchen table, the despair. It would have been impossible to do anything further.



Wrote until four in the afternoon, but when I was done with the story another story intruded: another dream-image? Or what? I feel besieged. If the stories came out perfectly formed, that would be one thing; one could merely type them out. But it isnt like that at all. I have only a few stray words, or an image or two, or a glimpse of someones face. Nothing is clear, nothing is sequential or logical or explained. Its exactly like trying to reconstruct a jigsaw puzzle from the single piece you have in your hand.



The other story which suggested itself is The Golden Madonna, not so sensitive a story, in my opinion, as Honeybit. A mans story; a young mans story. Playboy, possibly? So I was writing until 7:30 and it was time to start dinner and I was exhausted, completely exhausted, my vision blotched, my head aching. It would have been perfectly possible to put off The Golden Madonna until tomorrow; it isnt that urgent. But once one is writing its almost easier to continue than to stop.



What has The Golden Madonna to do with me? I would like to saynothing. And Honeybit? Perhaps something. But these stories feel to me like dream-fragments from others dreams, others lives. I am absorbed in the writing of them, as one must be, but they dont profoundly move me; theres little of my life dramatized in them. Except of course we are all part of one another, as Stephen Dedalus says, not, I think, ironically. 



The Mind, the Soul: and the Ego floats atop it like a playful bubble.

[]




January 19, 1973. Days of teaching; meeting with students; talking with colleagues. The irresistible pull of the external world. One could very easily lose oneself within it. Keeping busy is the remedy for all ills in America. Its also the means by which the creative impulse is destroyed.



Did I die, in a sense, back in December of 1970? A peculiar experience which Ill never quite comprehend, though Ive brooded over it constantly. I can say without exaggeration that a day doesnt pass without my contemplation of it. For some time afterward I felt as if my sojourn as Joyce was through; or perhaps I felt that my deathsince it will be a historical fact someday, at a later point in timewas already accomplished and absorbed into my life. No matter what I assume in trying to understand this peculiar experiencewhich refuses to reduce itself to the merely psychological and still less to the merely physiologicalI am always left baffled. The only person Ive talked to about it is Ray, and as I speak to him I seem to hear the inadequacy of my words, and I dont doubt that he finds the whole thing murky if not muddy. What is mystical experience anyway? Is it only natural, but since we lack the vocabulary to deal with it, it comes out sounding bizarre? Does one, in submission to the mystical, desperately project familiar images of belief which are then mistaken as the cause of the experience? A Christian, for instance, would see Christa Catholic might very well see Mary. I try again and again to express this utterly simple experience (it lasted only about ten minutes) in words, and I always fail. Someday I must attempt a large, ambitious, risky, even rather lurid novel about mysticism: its blessings, its curses.



Well, if I am dead from one point of view Im still alive from another. It isnt my life here, typing out these words; its a life, someones life, someone both myself and not quite myself. The Soul encompasses this particular being, but isnt limited by it. Fair enough. The Ego sees the Soul, in a sense, out of the corner of an eyethe shadow of the Soul, perhaps. The dream world quivers with the presence of the Soul. Every moment answers the question: How did I experience that moment, when I was alive? (Suddenly this reminds me of Pater: not to experience each moment fully, in this short day of sun and frost, is to go to bed before evening.)*

[]



February 17, 1973. The memory of that odd, inexplicable experience at our Dunraven flat. Must dramatize it somehow in a story, a novel. Corinne of Lucien Florey. But I despair of getting it right. Perhaps Im too close to the experience; Im too attached.



Can one really believe in the playfulness of the universe?and its beauty?



In theory, yes. Very readily.



In experience?



No, such beliefs, however passionately held, are a mockery of our ordinary perceptions. God is Love etc. An insult to those who suffer. God is God is all: the sum total of the universe. Neither good nor evil. Just an immense democracy. One alternates between embracing such a convictionand running from it in horror.



The hubris of accepting the universe.



What am I, finally, but a field of experiencesa network of events? They are held in suspension, in a sense, so long as I exist. When I am dissolved they too are dissolved. (Except of course for those that have been recorded in print.) Even so. Harmony. Disharmony. Chas. Ives. John Cage.* The music of all noises. Reading Ammons Collected Poems 19511971 []. Reading Neumanns The Origin and History of Consciousness, an ambitious book if ever there was an ambitious book. Turgid prose, however; my eyelids grow heavy. Some Rilke poems, unevenly interesting. I have a suspicion that Rilke is vastly overrated. Mystic?or narcissist. I have no sympathy for him. 



Building the structure for Corinne Andersch & Jacob Florey; a mandala. The center is the birth of Lucien Florey. Many cardinal points to be filled in slowly. Back & forth in time. Could take years. The only redemption is the intensity of occasional drama. Otherwisea mosaic, a vast tapestry.



February 21, 1973. Read of Jungs strange injunction to formulate a hypothesis concerning the possibility of an after-life.But what of those who hope for extinction? Dreadful thought, perpetual identity. Unthinkable. Reincarnation, Eternal Return: dismal. But whatever is, is right. (A bland, demonic statement.)



February 23, 1973. Anniversary; twelve yrs. one mo.  Cold & brightly blue & very icy. Red berries just outside the window. A male pheasant the other daylovely surprise.

[]



February 26, 1973. Lovely sunny sky-blue days. Immense heaps of snow. Great ice-chunks floating down the river. Warnings of possible flooding. (If you love the river when its tame, you are obliged to love it when its violent.)




Reading Alfred Kazins The Bright Book of Life.* Much thats intriguing here, but all of it is slapdash and journalistic and arbitrary. Why is Updike merely a professional? Why am I merely a woman writer?a Cassandra? Kazins literal-mindedness, his penchant for interpreting works that deal with naturalistic subjects as if they were necessarily naturalistic in vision, makes him a clumsy critic for our times. He obviously cant think of much to say about Barthelme or Gass or Burroughs.  When he came to Windsor to visit, he seemed quite nice; we had a pleasant conversation for several hours; we served him a drink or two, and then made the mistake of declining his invitation to lunch. Evidently this hurt his feelings. He left shortly afterward, and when he published his essay on me in Harpers, he mentioned in passing that I had not smiled at him once during our visit. Of course thats false, I certainly smiled, but if he remembers me as being cold and unapproachable there must be truth of a sort in it, from his point of view; Im not inclined to think he deliberately lied.



He really didnt understand what I was telling him about my writinghe nodded, took notes, but had an a priori conception of what I was doing. Mixed up, I think, with leftover ideas of his from previous studies of writers of the 30s. He tries to see writers of the 60s and 70s in terms of the 30s, which is a terrible handicap for a critic. Still, hes very good at times. Very good. Though he rather disappointed me, and in a way, I supposes, insulted me (and my husband), hes still a very intelligent and thoughtful personthoughtful, I mean, in the sense of being committed to thought. What he says about Hemingway and Faulkner, though not entirely original, is nonetheless perceptive.



February 28, 1973. Have been informed that A.K. is still trying to exploit me.  Attempt to sell my letters.




How could I have known it would be such a mistake, to offer that man advice on his manuscriptto introduce him to my agentto supply a blurb when the novel appeared? Its a familiar story among writers and poets. Ugly and familiar. I helped him to begin with, and it wasnt enough; he had hopes of becoming a best-seller (erroneously thinking that I had the power to make him famous when I dont have the power to make myself famous); now he hates me bitterly and has written several stories about his feelings toward me, one of them with the title How I Killed Joyce Carol Oates. Sad.

[]



March 3, 1973. Spoke today before the Michigan Association of Psychoanalysts; on The Visionary Experience in Literature. Drew parallels between the mystics and everyone else, especially those in the service of humanity. I pretended that Freud really assumed all this.



Strange, these ostensible Freudians spoke rather like Jungians. Even like visionaries. (Especially the older analysts.) As soon as one suggests, subtly, that they areby dint of their difficult callingamong the visionary members of our species, they seem to warm to the whole idea of The Visionary. (Otherwise Im inclined to think they would irritably reduce it to oral-regressive or somesuch jargon.)



[] A very congenial, lively group. It must be difficult for themmeeting troubled people daily, and being dependent upon these troubled people for their own livelihood.

[]



March 5, 1973. [] How is a writer to contemplate his critics? To ignore them, to take them very seriously, to pick and choose among them? It would be a pity to banish all criticism simply because some of it, or most, is worthless; there are very intelligent, sensitive people writing criticism today. But just as I dont read student evaluations of my classes at the University (having been astonished and embarrassed at what I did read: praise for all the wrong reasons), I think its a good general principle not to read most of the criticism and reviews written about me. If Evelyn* is especially delighted with a review, or if I open the Times and come upon a review, naturally Ill read it; but its prudent not to seek out such things.



Invited to become a member of the National Society of Literature and the Artsbut I rather doubt that it means anything much.



March 16, 1973. Its easy enough to resist people who dislike you, but difficult to resist those who claim to like you very much, even to love you. My God, that word Love! What atrocities have been committed in its name! R.Q.s devouring, insatiable love for meincredible. A nightmare. Its necessary to resist, to struggle as if one were drowning.



The violence of certain projections. A genuine mystery. What is meant by transference in psychology.



March 17, 1973. Flooding along the river. For a while we thought we would have to evacuate the house. Rain, wind, storm, water. Great logs propelled through our backyard. I walked through the rooms of the house wondering what we should do: stay or leave? leave or stay? Should we start to pack? Should we see if the car will start? Should?



Ray didnt want to leave, and I began to wonder if maybe we should leave; his sense of calm was unwarranted, his optimism not supported by the frantic storm and the news over the radio that there was very serious flooding a few miles to the east. On the other hand, he believed that I was being unnecessarily cautioushe had no interest in packing or getting ready to abandon ship. I kept telling him that since we couldnt peer into the future, and therefore couldnt know whether it would be wise to leave, or unnecessary, we ought to do the safest thing and leave. In the end, however, we stayed. And the storm abated. And all was well, except for the damage in the backyard. And the rockiness in our heads. Were both numb, still, a trifle shocked, unreal, from the upset of those hours.




There are emergency situations when people escape with their lives only because theyve acted prudently and over-cautiously. How is one to know what to do, really? I believe that Ray wanted to stay here because he would have been embarrassed to leave, if the house wasnt flooded. He would rather have stayed and risk danger than leave and risk an insult to his ego.



A peculiar indifference to the house and our possessions, except for things like my grandmothers ring and a few other pieces of her jewelry.



March 18, 1973. Terrible fatigue today, after last night. Staggering about the house exhausted. Now I can understand why soldiers fall asleep in trenches.



A mess in the backyard. Waves came within six feet of the house. Many people did evacuate along the riversome needlessly, it turned out. Others were badly flooded.



(Unfortunately, after this near-flood we will never be worried again. The next time there are flood warnings neither Ray nor I will take them seriously.)



My God, the sense of fatigue.

[]



Another odd dream. A man in his fifties proposes that I write a novel about him, divided into segments that relate to his schedule of some kindlegal matters? I refuse, telling him Im not interested.



The teasing, playful nature of dreamsnot sufficiently understood. Very few of them are really solemn, or even serious.



Jack and Elena* have appeared in a number of dreams, four or five. Usually they appear separately. Its obvious that their story isnt complete. Once Elena was crying, appealing to me about somethingher life with Jack wasnt that peaceful, that rewarding. (But whoever said it would be?she knew very well what she was getting into.)



No, I cant write any more about these people.

[]



March 28, 1973. Teaching King Lear in English 115. Must write an essay on that terrifying, and in some ways merely terrible, play; must deal with the disturbing emotions it releases in me.* And the poor students!two or three of the most sensitive ones have been really upset by its implications.



Fantasies of the retreat. A character slips into anonymity, in order to explore the world.



Berrymans myopic self-praise. His alcoholism and general misery were, he said, the price you pay for an overdeveloped sensibility. But I had always believed the man to be underdeveloped, with a very weak sense of others existences. The two times we met he seemed already deadan inert, clayey substance, really quite frightening. He was drunk beyond drunkenness. So deathly, so chilling. His poetry means very little to me

[]



The writers need to be humble. After all, none of us invented the language.



Read Mary Shelleys Frankenstein. Unfortunate style, cluttering up a perfectly irresistible tale. I wish shed written about her own life, thoughthe life of a nineteen-year-old girl genius.



June 15, 1973.Eve of my thirty-fifth birthday. I feel both ancient & very young. A sense that Ive been this way before.




Our society is mistaken: the experience of maturing is infinitely more delightful than perpetual youth. In youth one is likely to wish to be experienced (especially if one is an attractive woman)that is, to be watched, listened to, admired; in maturity one is far more interested in experiencingin living. The acute self-consciousness of the attractive woman is crippling. Wishing to be viewed, the woman surrenders her own vision; she sacrifices herself to her own image.



Reading Eliade.* The depth of the mans knowledge and wisdom! Amazing. Delightful. Its interesting to learn that he spent so much time in India, and feels that his intellectual and spiritual self was formed there.

[]



June 27, 1973. Returned from a brief trip. Elsewhere, another personality travels in utter freedom, not bound by the myriad responsibilities here.



Perpetual dissatisfaction, perplexity. Seeking an image or images that will do justice toto whatever it is I wish to say.



Someday: an immense novel dramatizing the interlocked passions of love, the wish to destroy, the impulse toward tenderness. Mystical experience from the inside: a sympathetic characterization. Immense, melodramatic, unresolved.



(At the same time I discover that all struggles are concludedthe victory is won, there is no opposition, no strife. Perhaps this is a result of my age: the mid-point of life, approximately. From the age of thirty-three onward, a sense of the inevitable gravitational pull downward. There is difficulty in surrendering to gravity, perhapsacquiescing to fate. The ego is gradually washed away by the Spirit. Is this death, or a dissolving into something wider and deeper.



Curious, to want nothing special from the future. To sense that it is already contained in the present. So different from my attitude toward the past, especially as an undergraduate, when the future was completely questionableanything could happencould be made to happen.)



August 27, 1973.Returned from a months traveling, out West. Esalen Institute. Tassajara.* Canadian Rockies. Both Esalen and Tassajara somewhat disappointing. (Such foolish, exhibitionistic people at Esalen!and the stilted formalities of the Zen Center, where earnest young people wore heavy black Japanese-style robes in ninety-five-degree heat, in a stifling canyon. A pity, that the devotees obvious desire to acquiesce to Zen discipline has blinded them to the fact that Zen as such should transcend local, limiting rules of conduct. What is appropriate for a Zen monastery in Japan simply isnt appropriate in California in mid-summer. Also, because the Zen Center is deep in a canyon, accessible only by a narrow, dangerous road, the group is very dependent upon the telephone. And their pickup truck, which is always going into town for supplies. Back & forth constantly. I was disillusioned by seeing on their bulletin board the notice that zazen sittings would be cancelled one day because it was a holiday. I had always believed that to the Zen student zazen was a joyful experience, not a task; evidently I was mistaken.)



We saw at Tassajara and Esalen people grimly hoping to find something to believesomething meaningful. Its touching, its not an impulse anyone should wish to criticize, let alone ridicule. The only story I could write about either place would be satirical, so Ill let the whole experience pass.



Marvelous simplicity & anonymity of travel. Taking notes in small towns across America. So many people!



Meditation. Paring-back of self. & the realization that while Id conquered certain impulses toward destruction, I hadnt conquered certain equally annoying impulses toward being good.


[]



Dreams of my Grandmother Woodside.* I dont mind, she said, dying. To comfort me. All religions are the same, she had said once, years ago. Selfless love, uncomplaining, all-forgiving. My facial structure is hers; my eyes; certain traits of personality. (Sense of humor from my father; satirical & artistic interests. A certain silly playfulness. From my mother patience, affection, energy, absorption in other people. ) In my dreams my grandmother, both dead and alive, is always silent. I wake from these dreams with a terrible sense of lossalso with a sense of being loved, cherished, valuedof having a definite place in the universe.



(A pity that the recording of essentially happy events seems, in a journal, self-congratulatory.)



September 7, 1973.Excitement of new semester. The usual difficulties with the bookstoretoo many students in one classexhilaration, tending toward mania.



At home, an attack of tachycardia that left me breathless and exhausted. It lasted more than an hour, during which I had plenty of time to think ofof the usual thingsof having lived, of being prepared to die, of being thrust out of the temporal dimension altogether as if thrust out of the body. Saw splashes of light, mainly orange. Vivid visual memories. A peculiar sort of euphoria. (As if already dead?) At thirty-five I feel ready to die, to pass on to another plane of existence; but Im fully aware of how absurd this sounds. When I had my first attack at the age of eighteen, at Syracuse, I was terrified; I didnt want to die; I struggled against it, nearly suffocating. The second attack took place in a gym classa girl had run into me, hard, while we were playing basketballand was so bad I had to be taken to the infirmary. I remember turning the pages of Boswells Life of Johnson, trying to read. Tears in my eyes because, while I wasnt in pain, I thought I might die. The next attack was easier emotionally and psychologically. An attack I had at Wisconsin, once, while coughing violently, left me exhausted and drained and other-worldly. (A girl who thought I was going to die, was so upset herself that she fainted. ) Now the attacks are as surprising as always, but not as frightening. I lie down and wait for them to pass. They are quite infrequentonce a year, perhapsand no longer have the power to terrify. If you imagine youre going to die once, and give up, the second time you give up immediately, and without a struggle theres no terror.



Curious sort of euphoria. I wonder if others have experienced this.



Afterward, very tired; but a sense of peacefulness, satisfaction.



September 10, 1973.Excitement of new classes seems more intense than usual in the dept. We are all children.

[]



(Days filled with new people, mainly students. Their focus on me as Joyce Carol Oatescircus-like atmosphere. Oddly draining.)

[]



October 27, 1973.Joint professorships offered Ray and me by Syracuse;* sad to be forced to decline them.



Do With Me What You Will published. Quite a risk, offering myself like that; a work so intimate in terms of feelings, experience. Never again, probably. Not worth it.

[]



To be unmoved by excellent reviews: this isnt normal. I can see that this past year of meditation is having the result of diminishing my emotions generally. Whether its good or bad or merely necessary I cant know. Detachment from maya. Danger of no return.



(Comparable to the detachment from ones own life experienced during tachycardia. The queer euphoria that arises when one gives up.)




The person one is, one would not wish to write about. As a novelist one must value eccentricity, passion, paradox, nuisance, surprise, reversals, exasperating pity. Anyone in whom the life-force is lovely & criminal. Gathering to frenzy.



Victims of their own passion?saviors of others? Unclear.



November 10, 1973.Disturbing anticipatory dream re. Gail Godwin, whom Ive never met. Uncanny; almost unpleasant. I had the dream, and her letter came the next day.



Well.



What is one to conclude? Sheer coincidence; or, one can somehow see into the future; or, time is already complete and we merely remember; or, telepathy. (?) (She had so disturbing a psychic experience that I somehow registered it. But how likely is this explanationor any explanation?)



December 18, 1973.Planning Ontario Review.*



Someone asked me re. Publications & Im astonished at the number, all in a brief period of time. Do With Me What You Will; The Hostile Sun; Miracle Play at the Phoenix off-Broadway; stories, poems, etc. in Sparrow, Partisan, Hudson, The Critic, NYTimes Book Rev., Remington Review, Southern Review, Journal of Existential Psychology & Psychiatry, Literary Review, and even Viva. (This is really too much. When did I write all these things?)



December 29, 1973.MLA convention at Chicago; busy, enjoyable. I was used by a Feminist group without knowing it until it was too latebut dont much mind. (Scheduled to be the second of four speakers, I was moved to the fourth slot. Nearly two hours passed before I was allowed to give my talk; and of course everyone was bored and restless by then. Still, I think I was effectiveI gave up on the idea of an academic talk and simply conversed.)



A.K. showed up & thrust something at me, a tiny package. A razor blade in it, Im led to believe.* But I shrank away, surprised, and dropped it, and never did retrieve it.



He looked pale, haggard, bitter. Murderous. (Five minutes afterward Leslie Fiedler showed up to warn me about A.K. He should be considered dangerous, evidently.)



I cant believe, though, that he would really try to hurt mein a physical way.



Would he?



A waste of his energy, hatred for me. It disturbs me to learn he wishes my death but it really doesnt interest other people, nor does it help A.K. much with his life.



Embarrassing, to be the object of someones obsessional hatred. As much a nuisance of being over-loved.



Love/hate. But I dont think the man ever loved me. Thats unlikely.



* Black Sparrow Press published several of Oatess more experimental, less commercial books in the 1970s. As it happened, however, The Poisoned Kiss would be published by Vanguard in 1975.


 Jules Wendall was a major character in Oatess novel them (1969), which had won the National Book Award in 1970.


* The story Honeybit, inspired by Oatess dream, appeared in Confrontation in fall 1974 and was collected in The Goddess and Other Women (Vanguard, 1974).


  The Golden Madonna would appear, in fact, in Playboy, in the March 1974 issue. Oates collected the story in Crossing the Border (Vanguard, 1976).


  Stephen Dedalus is the hero of James Joyces novel A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916).


* Walter Pater (183994), an essayist and philosopher who helped promulgate the idea of art and aestheticsart for arts sakeas a primary goal in human life.


  When Oates had her peculiar mystical experience in December of 1970, she and Smith had been on sabbatical from the University of Windsor and had spent the year in London.


 Oates had recently been working on a novel entitled How Lucien Florey Died, and Was Born. Though she did complete the novel, it was never published except for an excerpt, entitled “Corinne,” in the fall 1975 issue of North American Review. The only extant manuscript of this novel is now in the Joyce Carol Oates Archive at Syracuse University.


* Charles Ives (18741954) and John Cage (191292) were both experimental composers Oates admired.


  Rainer Maria Rilke (18751926) was strongly influenced by German Romanticism; in general Oates had limited admiration for Romantic poets because of their intense absorption with the self.


  Oates and Smith had been married on January 23, 1961.


* The critic Alfred Kazin (191598) published Bright Book of Life, a survey of American writers, in 1973; he had depicted Oates as a Cassandra who was absorbed in her own visions. Oates also had not cared for his interview/essay on her, Oates, which had appeared in the August 1971 Harpers.


  Donald Barthelme (193189), William Gass (b. 1924), and William S. Burroughs (191497) were experimental American fiction writers whom Oates admired, with some reservations.


  Her problems with a person here called A.K. were particularly acute during this year, as this and subsequent journal entries show.


* Evelyn Shrifte, Oatess editor at Vanguard Press.


* Jack Morrissey and Elena Howe were major characters in Oatess novel Do With Me What You Will, published in the fall of 1973 by Vanguard.


* Oatess essay Is This the Promised End?: The Tragedy of King Lear, appeared in the fall 1974 issue of the Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism and was collected in her volume Contraries: Essays, published in 1981 by Oxford University Press.


  John Berryman (191472), American poet (and suicide) in the confessional mode.


* Mircea Eliade (190786), Rumanian philosopher and novelist.


* The Esalen Institute, founded in 1962 and located in Big Sur, California, promulgated a blend of East/West philosophies, held experiential workshops, and served as a meeting place for philosophers, psychologists, artists, and religious thinkers. Tassajara was a Zen Center located in rural California.


* Oates had been extremely close to her paternal grandmother, Blanche Morgenstern Woodside, who died in the summer of 1970.


* Oates had attended Syracuse University as an undergraduate, 1956 to 1960, and maintained friendly relations with some of her former professors.


* Oates and Smith began publishing a biannual literary magazine, Ontario Review, in 1974.


  Oatess study of D. H. Lawrences poetry, The Hostile Sun, was published in 1973 by Black Sparrow Press.


  During the 1970s, Oates occasionally spoke, or was the subject of panel discussions, at the annual conventions of the Modern Language Association.


* A.K. had continued to shadow Oatess life. According to him, the package had been a packet of condoms.


 Leslie Fiedler (19172003), American critic and novelist, and a professional acquaintance of Oatess.






    

two: 1974


Balance between private, personal fulfillment (marriage, work at the University) and public life, the commitment to writing. The artist must find an environment, a pattern of living, that will protect his or her energies: the art must be cultivated, must be given priority.






This year finds Joyce Carol Oates characteristically engaged in an ambitious project: the planning and writing of her longest novel to date, The Assassins, which would be published in 1975. Her journal records her daily struggle to find the right balance between private, personal fulfillment and the demands of her art.

Though often focused on her writing life, Oates also describes lively social gatherings with her Detroit-area friends and with her University of Windsor colleagues; her travels to the Humanities Institute in Boulder, Colorado, where she read from her work, and to Yale University for a two-day stint as a Visiting Writer; her interactions with other well-known writers such as Philip Roth, Anne Sexton, and Stanley Elkin; and her teaching, which gave vent to the gregarious, sociable side of her personality and which served as an important counterweight to the necessary isolation of her life as a writer.

Though she continued to brood upon her problems with A.K. and about the philosophical issues that haunted her daily life, this years entries suggest a relatively fulfilled and well-balanced artist whose essential seriousness was leavened by her gift for irony and humor. As she noted on November 23, she made a point of telling my students regularly: mankinds talent for humor, for laughter, is possibly our highest talent.


January 4, 1974. Dreams at the turn of the year: disturbing as always. Paralysis, nightmare. Forcing myself to wakeand then the relief as consciousness floods in. Without consciousness (control of the mind, the muscles, perception) we are in a kind of infantile hell.


New classLiterature & Psychologymany students, some of them lively & provocative. Teaching is a kind of intellectual feast. A kind of party, circus, carnival; sense of motion; pleasantly crowded; filled with voices, faces, intense young minds. So many questions! Fascinating. I can see why certain friends [] cant write while they teach. They teach their very selves and nothing is left over. Its a temptation.

[]


February 3, 1974.Finished Black Eucharist, absorbing to write but not very likeable.* A quite impersonal tale.


A man is what he is thinking all day longEmerson.


A night of many dreams. In one, an angel falls to earthtouches mefrightens me with his/her terrible reality. I had been thinking to myself, like a good Zen student, that the dream-image was only an illusion in my brain, nothing to be concerned about, and the angel responded by nudging me. Its only a spectre I said but the spectre rebelled against being so categorized.


A haunting dream. Many possible meanings. Complete & lovely as a poem.



February 28, 1974.Wrote The Spectre, poem re. angel & dream.* The reality of psychic powers.


Have been informed of A.K.s continued harassment. O well: silly stuff indeed.


April 11, 1974.Seizure chosen by Borestone Awards, Best Poems of 1973. Based on the heart seizure & related observations.


April 12, 1974.Visited Kalamazoo College. Conrad Hilberry & Herb Bogard, and others; extremely congenial, pleasant.


May 15, 1974.Met Philip Roth. Went to his apartment, then out to lunch. Attractive, funny, warm, gracious: a completely likeable person. We talked about books, movies, other writers, New York City, Philips fame (and its amusing consequences), his experiences in Czechoslovakia meeting with writers. Ray and I liked him very much. His apartment on 81st St. is large and attractive, near the Met. Art gallery. He has another house (and another life, one gathers) in Connecticut. My Life as a Man: irresistibly engaging. But one wonders at Philips pretense that it isnt autobiographical.


May 20, 1974.Fake suicide note from A.K.; caused me a few minutes upset before Ray discerned it was fictitious. A pathetic hoax. Still, it might mean hes decided to leave me alone. The suicide note blamed me for his death, then went on to berate me for not having written a review of his book, etc., etc. I wrote back to him saying I was sorry, very sorry, but couldnt he leave me alonecouldnt the two of us forget about each other? Dont expect any reply.



Why would a homosexual care so much about a woman?his homosexuality is so brazen, so self-congratulatory. Perhaps he dreads being a latent heterosexual.


May 23, 1974.Anniversary; wine & cheese party at school; pleasant conversation with the usual people: Gene Mc. N., Al MacL., Colin A., etc.* I live in an easygoing masculine world at the University. My closest friends are men and have been for the past fourteen years, with the exception of Liz Graham and Kay Smith, whom I like very much; but theyre not colleagues.


Suicide hoax in Paradise: A Post-Love Story. Also, the general emotional field of the proposed novel, Death-Festival. (The sense that someone wants me deadfantasizes my death. Chilling. Crazy.)


May 28, 1974. Death-Festival taking form slowly; people emerging. Yvonne changes shape & character. Hugh the surprising one. Stephen still shadowy. Andrew becoming more and more witty, amusing.


Read Bells Virginia Woolf. Fine book.


How fortunate for Virginia that she had Leonard! Without him, who knows?

[]



July 7, 1974.Out West to Aspen, Colorado, to the Humanities Institute. 8000' above sea level. Many fascinating people; music festival; mountain climbers; physicists. I think this will be my last public reading since it went so well: Ill quit while Im ahead.


August 7, 1974.Death-Festival now called The Assassins. Gradually taking shape. A small mountain of notes. Hugh Petrie, cruel at first then, gradually, sympathetic. I hadnt wished to put so much of myself into him.


Synthesis of realism, symbolism; the mas. & the fem; Marxist-socialist-protest critique & depth psychology. Experience of art as religious revelation. Otherwise of no interest.


Art as the highest activity of the Soul.


September 15, 1974. School year, as always, tumultuous. ConradLawrenceFaulkner seminar looks challenging. (Too many students, however.)


First issue of Ontario Review out soon. Ray has worked very, very hard.


An avalanche of work: people: impressions: stimuli. Day following day, blending dizzily into a kind of seamless expansion of time. Timelessness? Immersed in life, one simply loses track of details.


October 15, 1974. Returned from two days at Yale. Visiting Writer. Guest of Calhoun CollegeR. and I in rooms above the Masters residencein signing the guest-book, were impressed (as one must be) by previous guests: W. H. Auden, Stanley Kunitz, Northrop Frye, Norman Mailer, acquaintance Tony Tanner of Cambridge; and others. What was not impressive was the place itselfthe incessant banging overhead, noise on the stairs and in the courtyardendearingly drunken undergraduatesphonographs turned up high (classical music, at least, but militaristic and thumping). Is this the reward of a kind of fame? And how did Auden like staying here?


Moved to the Sheraton-Hilton after a miserable, sleepless night. I, who feel uneasy with luxury, who prefer simple surroundings, am continually moving to a Sheraton-Hilton, moving out of guest accommodations and the presumably simple surroundings others like. Would have felt apologetic about it, but why?


Though we live in jest, we die in earnest.


A year ago, R. and I drove to Washington, D. C., to participate in a conference sponsored by the Kennedy Foundation. Stayed at the Sheraton-Hilton. Many floors up, but still noisy. Washington itself far more attractive than we had dared hope. Nixon in the White House then: but the White House of tourist experience is just a museum crammed with odds and ends, some very bad art, a few surprises (a Monet above a fireplace, John F. Kennedys gift to the White House). In a VIP group, taken for an endless tour by an automaton-like guide, smiling and chattery. I could have endured it, but R. gave out suddenly; insisted that we slip beneath one of the velvet ropes and escape, which we did. The joys of sudden liberation. Suddenly, unexpectedly, to slip free of a tedious obligation, to hurry out into the (autumnal) sunlight, hand in hand. Romantic lovers fleeing legitimate pain, the real thing, are not so joyfully liberated as R. and I are commonly, one might almost say daily.


Eunice and Sargent Shriver were our hosts, the conference itself quite interesting, though the paneleight or nine expertswas too large. Had the good fortune to meet Robert Coles, however.* Marvelous man. The trip to Washington was not a loss. We were gathered together to discuss the ethics of government interference with private life (attempting to control population growth among the poor or retarded), one of the very few points at which orthodox Catholicism might touch upon the standard issues of civil liberties. Discuss it we did, some of us sympathetic with the poor and deprived; others (awkwardly, they tended to be those who dealt with the poor and deprived!) more sympathetic with the welfare institutions and workers, whose problems are evidently insurmountable. Eunice Kennedy harassed but friendly; gave me a quick galloping tour about the Kennedy Center, like the White Queen pulling Alice around, hair flying. At this time, in fact this very night, Ted Kennedys son was hospitalized and his leg amputated; so the promise of our group meeting the Senator could not be fulfilled. How strange the experience was. Politicians might be fascinating; politics never. Or is it the other way around? One conservative economist from MIT [] gave a bullying passionate speech in favor of government controls rather like those Hitler might have liked. The poor? But one must have television sets; one must have material goods. The poor can only be given whats left over, [he] said.


November 13, 1974. Teaching all dayfirst-year class at elevenstudent-writers and others in for conferences in the afternoonbrief visit from a professor of religious studies (who, attending a conference recently in Washington, D.C., was astounded at the references made to my work by American professors of religion and theology!as I am also astounded)my writing seminar from four to sixnighttime suddenly upon us. The satisfactions of teaching once one is beyond being judgedin this era of unemployment, especiallyonce one can express oneself openly, honestlybut does anyone do so??? Long-distance call from the producer of William Buckleys showinviting me to Florida for one of their shows, this weekendrather short notice?unfortunately unable to accept. Have not been on television for years, for many yearsno interest in itthough perhaps my disinterest is no virtue.


There is a certain kind of womana certain kind of man also?who attempts to create virtue out of a disinterest in the energies of vice. I am guilty of no vices, but certainly guilty of having explored no vices. As for sinning, my characters can do that for me! They plunge in, they suffer, occasionally they learn, occasionally they survive. Their methods of salvation are largely their own choice, despite my obvious omnipotence. The reader of a novel cannot guess the extent to which the novelist is also a readera reader first, and then a recorder. The art-work labors to create itself; one must only not interfere. The first rule of medicine: Do no harm. But if one must harm, then do so with grace!


The spirit moves where it will. Boredom is not possible, but the absence of spirit is. Difficult to speak of such things, especially to people who are embarrassed at the very termsspirit, soul, psyche. Mind they will allow (imagining one is speaking daintily of brain), but the other terms are confusing. And yetthere are people near me, students more than others, stricken by the approach of spiritual contents far more than I: the difference between us being that I am not frightened of such contents, but in fact thrive on them, while they are intimidated, alarmed, baffled. Of course I too have been frightened in the pastand will probably be frightened againthere is the danger of complacency, of forgetting the immediate, overwhelming nature of the psychic contents. Dreams, people say, thereby attempting to dismiss these visions; but the word dreams is not appropriate when one suffers a sudden visitation from the unconscious. But the Spirit moves where it will. Biblical wisdom, commonsense psychology. One cannot force oneself to write: and I havent written a poem or a story for weeks. Nor do I miss this kind of writing. All my energies go into the novel, and there are none left over. Is this conscious choice? No. One could speak of it as a choiceemphasizing the fact that the novel is more interesting at this point in my lifebut that is ego-rationalizing, not convincing. The Spirit moveth where it listeth. We fall in love, we fall out of love: the experience of love overtakes us, conquers us, and occasionally (though not always) drifts away. It cant be retained, called back. It may come back of its own accordbut it cannot be called back, certainly not forced back. Emphasis upon the will, upon the activities of the ego, is misplaced in things of the spirit, though probably relevant in life. I dont believe in my own beliefsdoes anyone?


November 15, 1974. Lunch at a local pub-restaurant with R. and friendsmembers of the departmentfollowing a departmental meeting. Ungodly boredom of the meetingyet fascinating, that others should be so absorbed, so vitally connected. Thirty or more intelligent men and womenseated in a windowless roomfluorescent lightingcurriculum report dutifully presentedones mind tempted to wander, to fleeand yet the presence of others (seated beside my friend C.) argues that one could take these things seriously. Butat what price?


Do I differ from my colleagues at all? But how? In degree? In kind? Am I simply more scrupulous, or less?


Jammed together at lunch. Not a drinker, nevertheless I experience a distinct alteration of consciousness in the presence of otherssocially, but even in the classroom or seminara heightening, livening, intensifying sensationa kind of euphoria. (Would the drinkers attain the same heights, without drinking? But they never make the experiment.) The process is deceptive: one feels oneself fulfilled, with these shreds and bits of other people, but at the same time one is being drained.


The temptations of the world: to go on forever out there.


Recognition of excellence in a young studenttwenty-three-year-old from the Eastpleasure, awe, some little envy for his material (ah, what I could do with it!but it isnt mine). For some writers, mere existencesurvivalwill assure them success of a kind. They are born writers, they cannot miss. For others, success must be forcedeach story or poem or novel worked atworried and teased into beingfor they sense, quite correctly, that they have no natural destiny, they will have to create it. Joy certainly belongs to the former; they have merely to live their art. The latter? Joy may be forced, perhaps. I wouldnt know.


In offering all of oneself, one of course disappears. The perfect disguise: transparency. In clumsier terms, promiscuity of a physical sort allows anonymity, refuge, a possible sanctity. But it is undiscriminating: therefore unintelligent. One chooses, chooses constantly, one is always choosing, one cannot not choose, for the pose of helplessness, of inertia, is also a choice. My choice is the transparency of an I predictable in the social context in which it is foundtherefore disguised, camouflaged against the landscape. People call this the personalitybut of course it is a form of behavior, conscious in some, in others unconscious. Most people indulge in apotropaic ritual-behavior: this, they call socializing. And imagine it is only a habit, a way of passing timewhen in fact it is time itself. Nor are we generally out of it.


Returned from the University in the late afternoon, exhausted. Already it is winterthe roses in our back garden covered with snoweverything harsh, dripping, unfamiliar. Only mid-November. To fight fatigue, went to work on my novel at once: but little progress. The narrator, who must die, does not want to diekeeps talking, dancing about, begging for lifebut who will win? But I have already won. I have won innumerable times. The struggle should get easier, but in fact it gets more difficult: my characters too have grown, are more sophisticated, more cunning and inventive. They do not always want to be folded into an art-work, into a tapestry. They want their individual lives. And yetwithout the tapestry to present them, to define them, they would not exist at all. The crucial fact of art.


November 15, 1974. A Friday, a single class at elevenfifty intense minutes circling about Kafkas The Hunter Gracchus and our views generally of deaththen lunch in Detroit, introduced to Elizabeth Janeway* by my friend Kay Smith. A dismally cold, wintry, windy dayDetroit at its worstluncheon on the twenty-sixth floor of a downtown buildingmy astonishment as always upon meeting someone whose work I have read: we are all so different from our prose.


Misrepresented? No. Not represented at all.


Elizabeth Janeway warm, articulate, efficient; accustomed to travel, television shows, panels, public speaking. Promoting a recent book. A brief lunch, much to say, little time in which to say itthen Kay and Elizabeth left, Kay to drive her to the airport, I sitting on alone for ten minutes, drinking tea, staring at the snowstorm outside. Sense of envy, for lives or ways of lifelivinginaccessible to me; but inaccessible, after all, because I have chosen my own life and of necessity cannot choose another.



Balance between private, personal fulfillment (marriage, friendship, work at the University) and public life, the commitment to writing. The artist must find an environment, a pattern of living, that will protect his or her energies: the art must be cultivated, must be given priority.


Live like a bourgeois, according to Flaubert. Dont we all? Most of us, at least? Survivors.


Unwritten, untouched: the temptations of teaching, of giving oneself so completely to the vital immediacies of the classroom that nothing else remains. Commonplace but misleading, the skeptical attitude toward teaching. I cant understand it. From the first, at the University of Detroiteleven years ago!the temptation was to lose myself in the teaching, in the fascinating complexities of the students, in the oddly jovial, frantic social context of the college. Very real temptations, these, because the rewards are so immediateso emotional. After a long exhausting dayat the University from ten until after sixlittle spirit left for what is private (my own writing), yet much left for a continuation of the same bright rapid flow of consciousness. Euphoric, could teach hour after hour. And?


Goethe: People go on shooting at me when I am already miles out of range.


Some of us are never in range: never totally represented by any work of art. By the time of publication, already detachedabsorbed in something elsea strangervulnerable to personal hurt but not to artistic censure.


Is this a strategy? No. One does not choose ones nature, though perhaps the habits, the adaptations of ones nature are freely chosen.


Destiny casts a shadow backward, even upon our anatomy: upon the images we have developed of our own anatomy. The feminine as a habit, an illusion, a lazy means of adaptationto protect ones vitality, to withdraw from a tedious surface immediacy (departmental meetings) in order to meditate upon something permanent (the novel I am struggling with right now): how best to be protected from that surface immediacy? Withdrawing behind the image, behind the mask of the feminine. Of course it helps to have those inclinations: to actually be fairly quiet, soft-spoken, unaggressive, unambitious, undominant.


Lawrence says the artist is a liar. Very well. Perhaps. But if we lie, it is out of politenessor unconsciousness. Who would lie when he could tell the truth? But the truth is so rarely accessible.


November 17, 1974. Sunny, briskly mild, like a day in late March. Many birds, primarily juncos, feeding on our terrace. A rabbit appearsand then disappears. The river is placid and very blue.


Unless one makes a conscious effortalmost, an effort of the muscles, the muscular cords that control the eyesvery little of the physical world is allowed into ones written recording of a life. Why is this?that the interior world, the preoccupations of one aspect of consciousness, should crowd the exterior world out?when in fact (as we all know, Samuel Beckett no less than Arnold Bennett) the world that surrounds us most immediately is the world we look to, and which shapes our imaginative worlds to a far greater degree than we might admit. [] Life here in Windsor, on the banks of the Detroit River, in relatively tranquil surroundingsthough a short fifteen-minute ride from the Universityhas allowed me to develop aspects of myself that would not have been activated back in Detroit: absolutely futile to deny this. There, our house was broken into one day when we were gone, we returned to a messbureau drawers yanked out, clothing tossed onto the floormy modest jewelry strewn about (and very little taken: the thiefs shrewd judgment), curious bloodstains on the parquet floor of the dining room. The psychological shock of having ones house burglarizedof seeing ones possessions and intimate things thrown abouta very real experience, unforgettable, yet Ive only approached it in a poem so far. Perhaps
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