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Beginning and Ending with
Tropic of Cancer
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There are many books of which 1 could say

where | was when | first opened them. These
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would be books | read for school, or very
recently maybe; but thee 1is just one for
which I can go back to the moment of initial
discovery, the time, the place, and the
feeling | had, which exploded as amt once
visceral and intellectual shudder of

excitement, an awakening, and that book 1is

Henry Miller s Tropic of Carcer.



It was fall and | was 1in college. I was

visiting Harvard Square, as | did fairly

often in those days, and I was inside the Coop,

the bookstore of the renowned university,

when | came across a paperback copy of

Miller’ s masterpiece while perusing a

tabletop display of well-known works. The

book was infamous for its soelabeled

obsceneness and unabashed sexual content,

having been banned in the United States for

twenty-seven years after its initial
publication in Paris in 1934. Certainly in
many ways less sexual than long accepted

novels by writers such as D.H. Lawrence and

Henry James, Miller s censorship was most
likely the product of his traightforwardness,
his rejection of euphemism, and his embrace
of Anglo-Saxon four-letter words for certain
anatomical

and physiological descriptions.

For me, standing there in the crowded

bookstore, something happened on the way to

the dirty words, and if they were what

originally drew me, then | remain grateful,
for the effect was transforming.

In true cover blurb lyperbolic tradition,
Miller’ s friend and correspondent, the
Indian-born British author Lawrence Durrell
embellishes the current Grove paperback
edition with the words,“ American

literature today begins and ends with the

meaning of

what Miller has done!” With due apologies

to Whitman, Thoreau, Melville, and Twain, and

later to F. Scott Fitzgerald and Ernest

Hemingway, I' Il have to offer a personal

concurrence. By the time I entered college,

Twain had stoked my imagination, as Melville

and Hemingway would later. WithThe Great

Gatsby, Fitzgerald had declared to the high

school me, this is a novel, and it is goad

but it was Miller andTropic of Cancer, with

just its first two powerful pages who said,

this is life, and it s what you can be

Thus Tropic of Cancer holds up as the tra

literary beginning for me. The end comes in
that | always seem to find my way back to it,
for inspiration or, yes, comfort, and |1

always find plenty of both to accompany the

inevitable new meanings | unearth. An

expatriate myself now, though worlds awa

from Miller s early-30' s Paris

geographically, temporally, financially,

and, most telling, artistically, it is one

more way for me to relate to the book,

my

differences all the more reason to derive

continued inspiration. I have seen in print

the work described as a confession, but 1 ve

always read it more as manifesto. Despite

being in his forties when it first hit Paris

bookshelves, Tropic of Cancer marks the

beginning for Henry Miller, just as it does

for me.

L ]

Tropic of Cancer /Henry Miller
(New York: Grove Press, c1961)
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