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Much has been said about “Jackie Style,” “Audrey Style,” 
and even “Sophia Style.”  These women -- so famous they are 
recognized by their first names -- are international 
sartorial icons.  But how can one get excited about a 
pillbox hat or a bateau neckline when one has Anais Nin 
naked from the waist up and with a birdcage on her head?  
Or wearing a miniskirt and go-go boots at 68?  Or gliding 
along urban streets dressed in flowing gowns and gold 
slippers?  Anais Nin’s style could knock the Jackies of 
this world right off their pedestals, and yet her passion 
for clothing had a painful birth. 
  
 An examination of Linotte: The Early Diary of Anais 
Nin 1914 – 1920, which she began at age eleven as a series 
of letters intended for her father, reveals the inception 
of lifelong themes.  They include Nin’s struggle with the 
intense sorrow caused by her father’s abandonment of the 
family, her painful longing for love, and her worship of 
beauty.  Significantly, Nin’s first diary also chronicles 
the launch of her interest in clothes, an obsession that 
seemed to grow right along with her writing.  
  
 Looking back on her life, Nin said that as a child she 
realized “life would be more bearable if [she] looked at it 
as an adventure and a tale” (vii).  Notably, when her 
father left Nin’s mother, Nin felt that he had left her.  
She felt betrayed, broken-hearted, and worried that the 
parting was her fault (64, 85).  But as she, her mother, 
and brothers sailed away from Europe, Nin gradually began 
transforming her pain.  If life was to be a story and she 
was to be an actor in a drama, she would most certainly 
need distinctive costumes.  
  
 “Today I almost finished my scarf…” (10).  This is the 
very first mention Nin makes of clothing in her diary and 
it is recorded in August 1914 while she is on the ship 
heading for America.  Just a few days later, she writes: 
“My shawl is nearly finished, just one row still to be 



added.  I have decided it will be for Maman because 
Grandmother can’t wear a color like blue” (12).  Soon the 
family arrives in America and young Nin is overcome with 
depression.  She believes her new home is ugly, but she 
consciously transforms this perception and thereby begins 
transforming her life (30).  “Work prevents me from having 
the painful thoughts that I used to have[,]” she explains, 
and indeed she keeps busy by helping her mother run their 
household (52).  Often she feels intense sorrow and cries, 
but she tells her diary she is distracting herself with 
thoughts of a boy and this “calms [her] pain” (92-93).  
With remarkable insight, Nin realizes she has developed a 
method for coping and she advises her diary:  “Close your 
eyes to ugly things” (107).  And so at age eleven, Anais 
Nin has consciously and pointedly decided to give her life 
over to “dreams” (96). 
  
 Soon Nin is worried about her intention to disengage 
from “reality.”  She asks herself whether she is  

…becoming vain and frivolous?  Am I full of the wish 
to be admired? …  I am a little bird, I say, who has 
neither strength nor energy, no nest, no place where I 
can lean and learn to be reasonable.  My diary will be 
my anchor and a harbor for my thoughts. (68) 

But as the diary reveals, she continues to throw herself 
headlong into “dreams” and begins designing a beautiful new 
life.   
 
 While settling in America, some of Nin’s first 
expressions of joy describe her clothes.  She writes: “I am 
delighted!  Godmother just made me a present of a pretty 
red flannel kimono.  It’s so warm, so soft!” (20).  Two 
pages later she records a gift of “4 pairs of long black 
stockings and one yellow pair” (22).  And after a lecture 
on the life of Marie Antoinette to benefit the children of 
Brittany, Nin creates a detailed description of the 
costumes worn by a model during the lecture (31). 
  
 And then begins the campaign of Nin’s “Maman,” one 
intending, it seems, to give young Anais Nin the happy 
girlhood that had been compromised by her father.  On a 
Friday in February 1915, Nin writes,  

Maman went out with me by myself and bought me some 
beautiful black shoes with rubber souls to keep me 
from the damp.  I was very pleased and kept looking at 
them, but Maman hadn’t finished.  She also bought me a 
pretty dress in navy-blue serge with light-blue 
trimming at the neck and a smart white collar. (49)   



Nin continues faithfully recording each acquisition:  “I 
received a pretty white jacket from Godmother and a hat for 
school.  Maman is going to buy me another one for dressing 
up” (60).  And then, the arrival of a trunk from rich 
relatives: “Maman received a trunk full of clothing from 
Cuba.  I received a beautiful pair of shoes and a jar of 
‘guava cream,’ a specialty of Havana” (61-62). 
  
 By May of 1915, less than one year after the family’s 
arrival in America, Nin has clearly begun melding the pain 
of the loss of her father and her love of clothes: 

Two years, two years since Papa left me at Arcachon.  
A terrible betrayal seized me that day, I have never 
felt the pain of separation so deeply.  Ah, poor Papa, 
when will you come, when shall I be able to kiss you 
and carry out my filial duties toward you?  The other 
day I had a visit from a gentleman who is an uncle of 
one of Papa’s pupils; he brought two packages from 
Papa.  What a nice surprise!  As soon as he left I 
opened the first package, a box camera with films for 
Thorvald, a gold stickpin for Joaquinito and a pretty 
leather purse with my initials on it for me.  I was 
mad with joy.  Dear little Papa, how nice you are!  
Yesterday Maman bought me a beautiful blue ribbon for 
my hair and a pair of white shoes.  I am so spoiled. 
(64) 

Clothes have become an oasis of pleasure, a substitution 
for the love of an absent parent. 
  
 The list of gifts and acquisitions continues.  On 
Christmas 1915 Nin receives “a paint box and an embroidered 
collar and cuff set from my aunt, and Maman had given me, 
the day before, a scarf and a pink cotton bonnet” (101).  
She reports that on April 29, 1916 she and her mother “went 
to Franklin Simon and Lord & Taylor where Maman bought me 
shoes, stockings, ribbons and some other things” (120).  
And then, Nin prepares for a genuinely special day in June 
when she will appear as a dancer in a performance about 
Joan of Arc at the Union Square Theatre.  For this 
occasion, Nin’s mother buys her “beautiful patent-leather 
shoes and silk stockings and gloves” (172).  With the 
arrival of the big day, Nin writes that she had felt 
disgusted by the performance hall with its odors and 
atmosphere of “the worst kind who act in vaudeville,” but 
she focuses on her costume: 

a little white blouse, a long dark-green skirt with a 
little black velvet ribbon near the hem, and a black 
velvet bodice that laced in front.  A little black 



apron made me look like a peasant from Lorraine, which 
was how I was supposed to look.  I let my hair down 
and put on a white bonnet with a little black velvet 
ribbon.  …at one moment I dared to raise my eyes and 
where the audience was I saw . . . a big black hole 
and just a few faces.  That’s all.  The second time, I 
was braver and I looked:  I saw hands applauding.  
When we left the stage . . . that vague sound of 
applause haunted me for a long time.  It wasn’t for 
me, it was for all of us, and yet a voice whispered, 
“You would like that applause for yourself.” … Dearest 
Diary, isn’t that one more sign which should convince 
me that my vocation is to seek applause?  I think so, 
and I begin to dream again. . . . (172-175) 

Beautiful clothing and applause have married in 14 year-old 
Nin’s mind; the pursuit of such pleasures has become a 
means for easing her loss.    
  
 But in spite of these dreams and triumphs, Nin is not 
a happy girl.  A photo of her from around this period 
reveals an adolescent with long dark hair who wears a black 
double-breasted coat and knitted stocking cap.  What is 
notable is her serious -- even sad -- expression (158).  
But once again, Nin demonstrates she is conscious of her 
choice to immerse herself in fantasy:   

If by romantic they mean someone who dreams, I am a 
romantic, but I shall keep it a secret and never dream 
except with my diary. … Let’s quickly take off our 
crown of dreams, our coat of “what I believe” and put 
on the dirty apron of “what is happening.” (185) 

And so Nin continues focusing on what she believes, 
describing what she wore on her sixteenth birthday:   

A pretty light-blue dress, the shoulders covered with 
a big piece of blue tulle that made a charming effect.  
I wore silk stockings and narrow little shoes, also a 
coral necklace than Maman had given me for the 
occasion, and my hair was pulled back in a chignon of 
curls with a narrow blue ribbon around my head.  As 
guests, we had my friends from school and, for the 
first time, a few young men.  Among other things, we 
pretended to know how to dance and the rest of the 
party turned into a real dance.  I was delighted and I 
danced a lot.  I was spoiled, I received a large 
number of gifts and compliments. (209) 

  
 Around this time, young Nin also seems to become 
conscious of the wider world of fashion.  While walking 



along Broadway with her friend Frances, she observes the 
scene:   

I can’t describe the men, who were of all ages and 
dressed every possible way, but the women!  Heavens!  
…  We saw all those ladies walking with little tiny 
steps.  They almost all looked like painted dolls.  
Each was surrounded by several men and they looked 
terribly artificial.  The more extravagantly they were 
dressed, the more attention they got from the opposite 
sex, which would stop walking to admire them. (213)   

  
 For teenaged Nin, clothes became the occasion.  On 
April 9, 1919, Nin writes: “Maman took me downtown and 
bought me a pretty serge cape, patent-leather shoes, black 
silk stockings and gloves, and we came home very happy.”  
Two days later, she records: “I wore my cape and my 
beautiful new shoes for the first time, which meant that I 
went to my dancing lesson putting on more airs than usual” 
(218).  On April 18, she writes that “the weather was 
beautiful today and I took pleasure in letting my cape 
float in the breeze.  It’s a feeling that always makes me 
think of poets.  And a cape can make you believe that you 
are someone powerful like Napoleon, or a queen with a cloak 
of diamonds and rubies, or just a girl dressed ‘in the 
fashion of France’ (as the song says)” (219).  Soon after 
she takes another walk, specifically to see Easter hats:  
“In the street, all the ladies have new hats, pretty straw 
hats with flowers, like mine” (220).  And finally, because 
she is going on a horseback riding date with friends, young 
Nin reveals her main concern to be the clothes she will 
wear as she describes the rental of her boots and the fact 
that her mother and aunt help her dress:   

First I put on a linen blouse with a big collar and a 
black ribbon tied in a bow, then a jacket of light 
gray ‘crash,’ almost white.  A pretty little cane 
completed my disguise.  … Maman was tying my hair into 
a bun and putting powder on my face at the same time.  
But when I was ready, a murmur of admiration ran 
through the entire family…  A horseback ride is like a 
trip to fairyland …. (238) 
  

 Nin, amazingly conscious of her purposeful deferment 
of pain into a desire for admiration, begins to worry:  

One thing weighed heavily on me:  I have been very 
pleased about receiving compliments.  But the good 
priest laughed heartily, and told me it was nothing at 
all.  On the contrary, he added, it’s quite natural. 
(229)   



Nin observes that she seems to have two faces, two 
personalities -- one is that of her practical, sociable 
mother, while the other is of her “philosopher” father.  
She writes, “When I left home, I was powdered, painted and 
curled, and in the mirror I saw Maman’s image.  When I came 
back, I was pale, serious, pensive and tired, and my hair 
was disarranged, and in the mirror I saw Papa’s image”  
(230).  
  
 It becomes obvious that underneath Nin’s obsessions 
and fantasies is an original wound, a wound even greater 
than the one caused by the separation from her father.  In 
spite of the pretty dresses and the admiration, young Nin 
begins to touch on her primal insecurity, saying:  “But 
more than ever, when I look at myself in the mirror, I 
think I look sad because I am not pretty, and sometimes I 
would really like to be pretty” (241).  And so she returns 
to her preoccupation with clothes:  

It’s this evening that I am going to Emilia’s and even 
if it’s only one o’clock and we aren’t going until 
8:30, being a Nin I can’t help getting ready well 
ahead of time.  That’s why my pink checked gingham 
dress is swinging on a hanger, my patent-leather shoes 
are set out next to my pair of black silk stockings, 
my white gloves are washed, my handkerchief is 
perfumed (already) and I have in front of me a little 
pink hat, very soft and very pretty, that Maman bought 
me a few days ago. (250)        

  
  
 Nin’s interest in dress is encouraged and supported by 
her mother.  Nin describes more purchases:   

A pink ball gown with a great deal of tulle and a big 
rose at the waist, a navy-blue taffeta dress with 
funnel- or bell-shaped sleeves, an adorable black 
velvet jacket, two blouses, one made of georgette and 
the other of pink net, a pink silk skirt to go with 
the blouses and the jacket, silk stockings, and – I 
think that’s all …  [F]or those unaccountable 
frivolities for a spoiled girl, Maman spent the 
fabulous sum of $113.75.  An amazing thing! she has no 
regrets at all.  (260-261)   

Nin goes on to describe more ways her mother has indulged 
her, explaining that while she has new silk stockings, 
everyone else in the family wears old stockings that have 
holes (306).  Nin believes herself to be “extravagant,” and 
writes of an outing: “I was very glad to go to the cinema, 
if only because I could wear my little velvet hat 



embroidered with a red rose and my black jacket, which made 
a stunning outfit.  That shows how extravagant I am” (316). 
  
 Young Nin, whose life at this point is mainly 
housework, diary-writing, and fantasy, begins relating 
strongly to her absent father: 

Once I put on a floppy black bow tie, which is one of 
the things I love enthusiastically, and Maman told me 
that Papa never wore anything else – always a floppy 
black bow tie.  That seemed such an amusing discovery, 
and such a plausible reason for the liking I have for 
a black bow, that I was delighted.  The whole world 
can make fun of me …, but if Papa could wear a big 
floppy black bow tie, I am proud to share his taste 
and do the same!!!  Hurray for the artist’s bow tie! 
(328-329) 

Thus, she begins to identify with her father, to embrace 
him by means of style.   
  
 Nin’s father, a pianist and composer, was known to be 
attractive, fastidious, and self-indulgent.  Sharing these 
traits seems to be a way young Nin can be close to him, and 
so she continues describing her beautiful attire and 
appearance:  

… one of my extravagances was an adorable pink dance 
dress with a lot of tulle and a beautiful rose at the 
waist, but really as simple as it is beautiful and 
original.  I wore it last night with silk stockings 
and black shoes, and a little piece of pink tulle with 
fringes of little white pearls, but not a single piece 
of jewelry because it seemed to me the rose was 
perfect by itself.  My hair, which I fixed with 
Monsita’s help, was artistically arranged in a chignon 
of curls, like the night of Emilia’s concert but even 
better.  My dress was so pretty that the whole family 
and the people in the house came to the room to see it 
and exclaim over it. (340) 

On the next page she tells her diary:  “I want to give you 
the good news that I have finally adopted the serious 
chignon as my coiffure.”  And then, nine pages later she 
confesses:   

If you like, I will frighten you with the price of my 
new ensemble.  Look: 
 
     1 Ermine         $40 
     1 Velvet Dress    29.50 
     1 coat            49.50 
                             ______ 



                                   $119.00 
 
  
  
 But at the heart of Nin’s fascination with style is a 
feeling of being closed out, barred from the party of life.  
In October of 1919, she stands in her house and watches 
people enjoying an elegant party across the street.  
Interestingly, instead of describing their appearance, she 
records her own.  She is standing, she writes, “in my 
nightgown and blue slippers, with my hair hanging down and 
the brush in my hand” (351).  She demonstrates an 
extraordinary awareness of self and continues pointedly 
making herself the central character in her story, with an 
emphasis on costume. 
  
 Perhaps inevitably, Nin’s family experiences a crash 
in their finances and her mother is terribly worried (355 – 
356).  Still, Nin finds another way to pursue her personal 
agenda, for she can build her dreams with her own hands.  
In late November of 1919 she writes:  

I have discovered that I can make hats.  Last Saturday 
I took a little black tulle from an old ball gown of 
Maman’s, the helmet of an old hat of Aunt Antolina’s, 
and a blue flower, and I made a hat that I wore to go 
to Mass.  To my great surprise, first Maman, then Aunt 
Antolina, Aunt Lolita, the neighbors, etc. etc., all 
told me that it was very pretty and added that they 
would like to know where I bought it. (383)   

  
  
 After five years, Nin has gained enough confidence to 
try to woo her father.  In a letter to him, she writes:  “I 
already wear my hair in a bun, because I feel so serious. …  
I should be a lady painter because I was born to wear a 
black velvet coat and the artist’s floppy bow tie” (389).    
But instead of luring her father to America, Nin begins to 
get attention from American boys.  While sledding with 
friends, a group of young men call her “White Cap” because 
of her white beret, and invite her to ride with them.  The 
girls who are present seem jealous and Nin overhears one 
refer to her as “the biggest flirt!” (394).  It is obvious 
young Nin’s campaign for admiration is a success. 
  
 Finally, Nin’s seventeenth birthday arrives on 
February 21, 1920.  Formal portraits are taken and Nin’s 
mother will host a party.  In more ways than one, it is 
Anais Nin’s “coming out.”  She has transformed her loss, 



set the stage for a writing career, and become beautiful 
and charming.  Pain has given her purpose.  As she and her 
mother plan her party, Nin admits the thing that interests 
her most “is the dress I will wear!” (403).  Her mother 
selects the dress in secret and when Nin sees it she is 
delighted.  And then Nin reveals the very heart of her 
psychic wound, the source of all of her creativity, her 
“raison d’etre”: 

Dearest diary, I am sure, I know by a million signs, 
that I am not ugly any more!  I have left behind the 
period of straight hair, unruly locks, shiny nose, 
sallow skin – in a word, all the horrors and horrible 
features of a schoolgirl – all that is past. … When I 
was little, I heard Papa say that I was ugly and the 
idea never left me.  I didn’t even try to see if it 
wasn’t true until now. (413-414) 
 

 
 Thus, on the occasion of her seventeenth birthday and 
after almost six years of struggle, Nin has conquered her 
father.  She has proven him wrong, but also become worthy 
of him.  She is a girl so lovely, so charming, so stylish, 
she is like one glimpsed in fairytales, for she goes on to 
write:  “I wore my fairytale dress, a crown of flowers on a 
gold ribbon, my shoes with the Louis XV heels …” (465).  
Anais Nin had made her decision, one from which she did not 
deviate, one she would not abandon.  For her it would be 
dreams and beauty, poetry and love, Grecian gowns and 
birdcages against the ugliness, miniskirts and go-go boots 
against time, gold slippers and flowing capes against the 
ravages of reality.     


