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Come back, come back, dear friend, only friend, come back. I promise to be good.
—Rimbaud to Verlaine July 4, 1873
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An early draft of Une saison en enfer.
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RIMBAUD’S YOUTHFUL TERRAIN
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RIMBAUD’S ADULT TERRAIN

A NOTE ON THE TEXT
Thirty-three of Rimbaud’s letters have not been included in this edition. Thirty-two were sent to one man, Alfred Ilg, a trading colleague of Rimbaud’s during the late 1880s. These letters are of interest almost exclusively and certainly exhaustively for their enumeration of goods bought and sold. They are, for the most part, lists or descriptions of merchandise either sent or requested, which, in the editor’s opinion, is an aspect of Rimbaud’s commercial existence already more than adequately documented in the following selection. The dates of these letters are listed in an appendix at the back.
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INTRODUCTION
I
In the autumn of 1873, Arthur Rimbaud, aged nineteen, arrived at his family home in northeastern France bearing a large bundle. It contained nearly five hundred copies of his longest completed work, a seven-thousand-word prose poem entitled Une saison en enfer. The bundle originated in the Typographical Alliance of M.-J. Poot and Company, Brussels, where Rimbaud had gone to the trouble of having the poem printed in book form. Soon after his return to France, however, he threw the books into the family hearth, incinerating all but a handful of one of the most articulate documents of existential ambivalence in all literature.
This story, confirmed by Rimbaud’s youngest sister, Isabelle, who witnessed the event, neatly symbolizes one of the most compelling aspects of Rimbaud’s fame: after revolutionizing French poetry in his teens, he abandoned its pursuit, electing to live the rest of his life in the African desert. A novelist would be hard-pressed to come up with a truer image of artistic ambivalence, or an action that better revealed Rimbaud’s conflicted character, than that of the poet incinerating the work upon which his posterity now rests. Alas, the one problem with this quintessential moment of truth is that it never happened.
We know that it never happened because of a man named Leon Losseau. Losseau was a lawyer who, on a certain day in 1901, visited the establishment of M.-J. Poot and Company. He was looking not for anything relating to Rimbaud but for a rare judicial publication he suspected might have originated there. The manager, a Monsieur Deghlislage, took Losseau to the attic of the shop. Together they dug through decades of accumulated crates. Losseau, who was also an avid, knowledgeable bibliophile, later explained what happened in a journal for book collectors:
You will understand the emotion a bibliophile felt the instant he saw the contents of a filthy, stained, dusty bundle which, one among many, he had just uncovered. Hundreds of copies of Rimbaud’s Season in Hell !
Losseau hoarded his discovery for nearly a decade, quietly allowing it to increase in value. When word of the find finally got out, one man was particularly upset by the news: Paterne Berrichon, the writer most responsible for disseminating the tale of A Season in Hell ’s destruction.
Berrichon was the posthumous brother-in-law of Arthur Rimbaud, having married Isabelle in 1897, the same year he published his first biography of the poet (he published a second in 1912). In his official capacity as literary executor, Berrichon contacted Losseau to confirm the discovery. The biographer then made a shocking request: He asked Losseau to “destroy the rediscovered edition to give the appearance of truth to his invention of the destruction.”
The temptation is to think of Berrichon as simply a scoundrel, bent on nothing less than the destruction of the truth for the sake of a memorable scene. But within his fictional auto-da-fé, the ashes of a truth were buried. Once, in a letter, Rimbaud had asked a friend to “burn all the poems I was dumb enough to send you.” Berrichon had been the first to publish the letter, in a 1912 issue of La Nouvelle Revue française. Perhaps he elected, in complicity with his wife, to fill a narrative gap in Rimbaud’s life—the fate of all those missing copies of A Season in Hell—with a scene in keeping with Rimbaud’s prior behavior. Whatever his ultimate reason, in the service of trying to tell the poet’s story, of trying to have it make sense, Berrichon made an assumption. And, if we are feeling charitable, a not altogether unreasonable one.
II
The history of Rimbaud biography is one of not altogether unreasonable assumptions. In the hundred years since Berrichon’s first biography appeared, dozens of authors have tried to tell Rimbaud’s story. Between 1997 and 2001, four biographical studies—of varying length and ambition but all aimed at the general public—were published in English. Two were already in print. A seventh and eighth have just appeared in France, arguably making Rimbaud the most written-about literary figure of the past decade.
This bounty is suspicious, for although new dribbles of information appear from time to time, the facts we have about Rimbaud’s life have remained largely unchanged since Berrichon’s time. What continues to change is our idea of Rimbaud, and these ideas have often been forged out of so much nothing.
There are countless scenes in the Rimbaud myth that, like the burning of A Season in Hell, seem to offer too telling a detail. Of a poet famous for proclaiming himself a seer, biographers have claimed that he was actually born with his eyes wide open; of a poet famous for fleeing Europe, some claim he was born literally crawling for the door. Because in his teens Rimbaud indisputably had at least one homosexual relationship, he has been portrayed as indisputably gay, despite the absence of any evidence of homosexual liaisons during his adulthood and the clear suggestion of a relationship with a woman. And because a letter dating from his years in Africa mentions his needing “two boy slaves,” he has been called a slave trader (despite any shred of corroborating fact). Yet how infrequently a bibliophile appears out of the French countryside to set the record straight.
Myths deform. They obscure. At their best, biographies are a lifting of the veils. At their worst, they borrow novelistic means, dramatizing the unseen, suggesting the unknown, bridging gaps with guesses. Often the authors of such biographies fail to mention these departures from fact to their readers. As Virginia Woolf wrote in 1927:
[T]he biographer’s imagination is always being stimulated to use the novelist’s art of arrangement, suggestion, dramatic effect. Yet if he carries the use of fiction too far, so that he disregards the truth . . . he loses both worlds; he has neither the freedom of fiction nor the substance of fact.
Historical figures, rather than being revealed, become blurry; or else, made all too clear, they become fictional characters. And no figure in French literature has been more a victim of these unnecessary fictions than Arthur Rimbaud, who, when we think of him at all, continues to appear to us clothed not in the works he left behind but in the myths that won’t leave him alone.
III
Perhaps the most curious aspect of the enduring Rimbaud myth is the degree to which modern biographers both acknowledge the need for its dismantling and unwittingly contribute to its maintenance. Yes, their introductions all address Berrichon in one way or another, either with amusement or scorn, though always ultimately to assure us that their own books will not fall prey to the temptations to which their predecessor and his followers succumbed. Some go so far as to state that, thanks to Berrichon, all subsequent biographies of Rimbaud have been “devotions wherein each author provides a demonstration of his Rimbaud . . . [erecting] an idol to their own measure,” while others write that “the hagiography by . . . Paterne Berrichon, which he almost called The Charming Life of Arthur Rimbaud, is often derided but remains surprisingly influential.” In their various ways, every Rimbaud biographer makes it very clear that he will set himself apart by writing neither a devotion nor a hagiography, and resisting the whisperings that go beyond interpretation.
And yet they still succumb. How? The answer differs little from the means by which the fish we caught last summer grows in size with each subsequent telling. Take, for example, a story of Rimbaud in Paris that appears in a recent, widely praised biography. An artist named Ernest Cabaner had been hosting Rimbaud in his home in Paris. Our biographer reports offhandedly: “On another occasion, when Cabaner was out, Rimbaud found [Cabaner’s] daily glass of milk and neatly ejaculated into it.” The footnoted source for this vivid incident is a memoir written by Rimbaud’s closest school friend, Ernest Delahaye, considered by scholarly consensus a very dependable storyteller. Delahaye frequently provides transcripts of his conversations with Rimbaud, and the Cabaner story appears in one, after a fashion. Here is what one finds if one bothers to track it down. The voice below is Rimbaud’s (as reported by Delahaye):
It’s so annoying. I have a terrible reputation in Paris now. Reasons: friends’ pranks, and also my own, moreover. I thought it would be fun—it was stupid—to pass myself off as an ignoble pig. They would take me at my word. One day, I tell them that I went into Cabaner’s room while he was out and found a glass of milk that had been poured for him; that I jerked off into it, that I ejaculated into it. They laughed about it, and they went around repeating it as though it were true.
Clearly, Rimbaud is saying that he did not ejaculate into anyone’s milk, “neatly” or otherwise. To my mind, the story of Rimbaud pretending to be a wild child is more nuanced and telling than the biographer’s fictional version.
As with Berrichon’s insistence on book burning, who can say what is responsible for this bald departure from a primary source? What is sure is that it happens over and over again in Rimbaud biographies, no matter how well intentioned. Gossip and conjecture are passed off brazenly as fact when not distorted altogether.
Another biographical means to mythic ends has been to read Rimbaud’s poetry as a series of swashbuckling autobiographical snapshots. When relating a story that does have a factual basis (Rimbaud walking the roads of France, say), one biographer inserts details from poems as if they were items on a menu selling the facts of Rimbaud’s life.
Take “At the Cabaret-Vert, Five P.M.,” a first-person account by a weary traveler:
Eight days of shredding my boots
On bad roads. Then, Charleroi.
—And into the Cabaret-Vert. I ordered:
Bread and butter with lukewarm ham.
 
Our biographer explicates it thus:
The next day [Rimbaud] crosses the border. . . . [H]e passes before an establishment with the surprising sign “Au Cabaret-Vert.” Starving, he orders a solid meal: bread and butter, some ham. . . .
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The manuscript of Rimbaud’s “At the Cabaret-Vert, Five P.M.”
And when not caulking narrative holes with poetic details, many biographers choose to read Rimbaud’s poems as psychological broadsheets upon which the poet’s innermost feelings and desires are written in large capital letters. As such, A Season in Hell becomes an “autobiographical project.” These fashionably narcissistic readings are, inevitably, introduced by the biographer’s halfhearted calling-into-question of such styles of interpretation:
Of course, as a precaution, A Season in Hell can be attributed purely and simply to Rimbaud’s imagination. [But] it is not difficult to . . . consider Verlaine as the “Foolish Virgin” and Rimbaud himself as the “Infernal Bridegroom.” What personal diary could better describe the state of their daily relationship?
But such a “precaution” is only a formality: our biographer’s giddiness at peeking into Rimbaud’s presumptive “diary” is transparent enough. It may be “not difficult” to read the poem as something written under the covers by flashlight, but it is horribly limiting. It binds Rimbaud’s poetry in a corset, allowing the poem to be read in only one way: as A Season in Hell: The Love Story. This ignores more pedestrian, but probably more accurate, alternatives, such as the one suggested by Rimbaud in a letter to his friend Delahaye:
My fate rests with [A Season in Hell], and I’ve got to make up another half dozen horrible stories for it. And how can I invent such horrors here! . . . Soon I’ll send you money so you can buy and send me Goethe’s Faust. . . . Let me know if there aren’t any translations of Shakespeare available.
Rimbaud may be bluffing, of course, but it wouldn’t be bad to point out the language here: “stories” that he will “invent” and “make up.” One biographer who does cite the letter passes over this aspect of it, instead doggedly focusing on a possible psychological reason why Rimbaud would want the books he is requesting: “When he asks Delahaye to send him Shakespeare or Goethe . . . he has in mind not so much transposing them as finding an answer to his fundamental anguish.”
Is that the way an artist works? What about a craftsmanlike curiosity about how others have done what he would do? But, of course, biographers frequently claim to know what Rimbaud “has in mind,” just as they know that the poet would have read in order to answer “his fundamental anguish.” Again and again, Rimbaud’s biographers find it difficult to resist popping into the heads of their helpless victims, sprinkling unsubstantiated psychoanalytic verities like fairy dust: “Madame Rimbaud became even more authoritarian, a comforting role for her. . . . The failure of her marriage destroyed her most beautiful illusions.” “Verlaine was . . . still dreaming of a reconciliation with [his wife]—too obvious an example of an unresolved Edipus [sic] complex.” “Rimbaud and Verlaine made use of their hearts as if they were soulless objects. They didn’t realize that they were thereby destroying in themselves the very substance of love.”
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From Rimbaud’s school notebook, age eleven.
With such interpretive hooey filling out so many biographies, it is no wonder that their authors end up differing on what one might think are the most basic details: some say Rimbaud was left-handed, others right-handed.
IV
Naturally, much of this misreading revolves around details more salacious than hands. Descriptions of body parts and bodily functions prove no less popular in literary biography than they were in high-school conversation. Naturally, we are mature enough to take this at face value, appreciating it as a function of human curiosity and nothing more. The trouble, of course, is the degree to which this sort of abundance creates its own lack, skewing whatever possible hope we might have of coming to a more balanced understanding of this life long past. However much we may be like Rimbaud, his life was most remarkable for the ways it was altogether unlike our own.
As such, it is not generally appreciated how methodical a student of poetry Rimbaud was. It is more pleasant, in the romantic sense, to suppose Rimbaud tossed off verses the way we like to think he tossed down drinks. But the evidence is clear that the wild metrical and musical departures of his middle and late poems were built on the back of the most conventional beginnings, a succession of conventions he adopted and shredded over and over again. The cult surrounding Rimbaud’s assertion that “the Poet makes himself into a seer by a long, involved, and logical derangement of all the senses” has obscured the inconvenient fact that Rimbaud made himself a poet by a long, involved, and sober study of the history of poetry.
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From Rimbaud’s school notebook, age eleven.
The rigor of Rimbaud’s evolving method is apparent in the earliest examples from his pen. Around his eleventh year, while exhibiting a normal schoolboy’s zest for doodling, he also compiled, on the backs of the pages he filled with pictures, a sort of commonplace book in which he transcribed passages from his reading: animal fables out of Phaedrus, swaths from the Vulgate Bible, bits of Herodotus.
But these columned entries aren’t rendered verbatim: Rimbaud expands and contracts his sources, plays with lines, exhibits a very early, very organic sort of literary criticism. This early workbook, then, lays the foundation for much that follows, most immediately a group of eight pieces he wrote in school in his early teens. In them, we see Rimbaud follow a Johnsonian apprenticeship of rigorous imitation: a prose piece in the style of Villon, an elaboration of a story from Horace’s Odes, translations of various authors. Thus was crystallized a method of appropriation and play that Rimbaud would use throughout his writing life, until, at its end, Rimbaud the borrower finally became every bit the independent artist.
And it seems to me that the singular, indisputable hallmark of Rimbaud’s life, both creative and lived, was the desire for independence. This imperative may reasonably be intuited from the thumbnail of his chronology without resorting to Berrichonism. For no one disputes that at a very early age Rimbaud ran away, repeatedly, as many children do. Precisely why need not concern us. The answer is the same for all such children: unhappiness, of some kind. The act of leaving the known in favor of the unknown is suggestive enough. And Rimbaud’s actions remained suggestive, especially his endless running throughout his life, through France and England in his teens, across Europe in his twenties, and into and across Arabia and Africa, where he met the beginning of his early end and perhaps some kind of happiness, but who can say.
Some biographers, though, prefer to see these departures as a disorder with a clear source. They read them as the manifestation of an absence: Rimbaud’s father—an officer in the army stationed in north Africa—left the family for good when Rimbaud was still a small child. Rimbaud’s peregrinations, as apparently rudderless as his famous drunken boat, may then be read as a melancholy search for the father. Very like a myth. And seductively so.
But the problem is where this seduction leads. For the search for the father, in these biographical assemblages, soon undermines the seriousness of Rimbaud’s artistic ambitions. The latest mythic turn to gain currency in the school of psychobiography is the idea that Rimbaud wrote poetry principally to please men he sought out as father replacements: his teacher, Georges Izambard, and the poets and musicians of Paris, not least of whom was Paul Verlaine. Rimbaud’s wild productivity becomes, diagnostically, part of a larger pathology; his complete works, many thousands of lines of verse and prose that changed poetry in French and English for good, written over a mere five years, the final five years of his teens, were, the argument goes, wrought to win the admiration and love of his teachers and mentors.
While the other myths—of drugs, of debauch, and so on—are trivial and transparent enough to us now that they recede into the blurry background of the expected, the idea that Rimbaud was not diligent in his pursuit of his goals is the most in need of correction, for Rimbaud was, without question, wildly, soberly ambitious, in poetry, in everything.
As his letters teach us.
V
Rimbaud was a French poet, and, naturally, much of the source material that biographers draw upon for their accounts has not made it into English. Therefore, without a deep knowledge of French and unimpeded access to an excellent research library, those sources are out of reach for an interested English-language reader. The sources include memoirs by various friends, such as Delahaye and Izambard, but most important of them all is Rimbaud’s own correspondence, only a fraction of which has been translated into English.
And once you have read these letters, this absence will seem, initially, troubling. But only initially, because to read them makes abundantly clear why they haven’t appeared in English: they problematize many of our ideas of Rimbaud. They muddle the sexy myth by clarifying the sober man.
In their own way, the two hundred fifty Rimbaud letters are as important a body of information about Rimbaud as van Gogh’s more voluminous correspondence is about him. The fundamental difference between these two groups of letters—both written largely during the 1880s by willful men, wanderers, who would die painfully a year apart, each at thirty-seven years of age—is their subject matter.
Van Gogh’s letters are a testimonial to an idea of the artist; in many ways they are the modern foundation for that idea: a being who lives in poverty and obscurity, frequently in squalor, with few friends and even less encouragement, but who nevertheless works himself to death while obeying an inner imperative to make. Rimbaud’s correspondence is an evolving document of a certain kind of endurance, a will no less manifest than van Gogh’s own, but directed toward very different ends: to make himself rich. These differences alone, however, do not explain why van Gogh’s letters have been available in English for fifty years, while Rimbaud’s have not been available until now.
The easy and, I believe, utterly incorrect reason goes to the question of the letters’ quality. Perhaps, one might suppose, the letters aren’t very interesting. If one approaches them with the expectation of salaciousness, with a thirst for literary gossip, with the hope of discovering hidden troves of unpublished verses, with a deep interest in Rimbaud’s sexuality, with a hunger for the confessional—yes, one would be guaranteed disappointment. There is little of that register in Rimbaud’s correspondence. Rather, a sober impatience running from first letter to last. And it is the uniqueness of this tone—a relentless striving—that so informs our understanding of Rimbaud, both as poet and trader.
Only thirty of Rimbaud’s letters were written during the period when he was writing poetry. The remainder document the last sixteen years of his life, as he first traveled Europe seeking work and then settled into Arabia and East Africa, where he would live the remainder of his years as a buyer and seller of various goods. While van Gogh literally wrote volumes on the subject of his art, Rimbaud wrote only a handful of lines on his. Due to their paucity, these thirty letters have been pored over and over-thought, are treated as Talmudic texts. And it is not that those letters—the  seer letters, as they have come to be called by scholars and readers alike—are not interesting. Rather, they can only be viewed as a very small fraction of Rimbaud’s thoughts on poetry, for his poetry exhibits so many more faces than simply that of the mystic. It is all too clear that in the absence of information, what little we have has swelled in significance for being the only thing in sight.
Take, in contrast to that scarcity, the sizable remainder of Rimbaud’s African correspondence and its unifying theme: his frustration with his fate. Rimbaud complains, whines, roils, and fulminates through a dozen years in Africa and Arabia. I suspect that some have seen this strain as a kind of monotony, and have therefore judged a comprehensive presentation of the letters to be unnecessary. This is an error, I think, for if we read carefully, there is not a monolithic theme, but rather many variations. And those variations begin in the language in which their writer sets them.
For despite the vessel of a less vaunted form, the letters are nonetheless written by one of the most important poets in history. Rimbaud cannot write without frequent great beauty, and therefore we might read to find beauty alone: “Vernal ovens beckon; skins stream, stomachs sour, heads cloud, business is horrible, news is bad.” Or to find evidence of Rimbaud’s dry wit: “Think of me as a new Jeremiah, with my endless lamentation; there’s nothing fun about my situation.” Or we might read to find those occasions when Rimbaud looks up from the lap upon which his sorrows lie heaped and sees a vision of life that we have been taught not to expect of him:
To what end these comings and goings, this exhaustion, these adventures among strange races, and these languages that fill my memory, and these nameless pains if I cannot, one day, after a few years, manage to rest in a locale that I more or less like and make a family, at least have one son whom I can spend the rest of my life raising as I see fit, adorning and arming with the most complete education one can currently imagine, and whom I will watch become a renowned engineer, a man made rich and powerful by his knowledge of science? But who can say how long my days amid these mountains will last?
We might read for all these reasons. But we can be forgiven if we find ourselves reading for story. An inadvertent narrative arises out of the episodic succession that its writer never could have presumed would be available to the world. Nonetheless, as a story it may be read, despite gaps of days, leaps of years. In the reader’s mind, these voids are effortlessly filled, not with rubbery biographical inventions or facile psychological putty, but by Rimbaud’s unmissable spirit, visible on every page.
That spirit is apparent in the very first letter—no more than a note, really. Written by the fifteen-year-old Rimbaud to his teacher Izambard, the boy writes to borrow some books. He says he needs one book “above all,” and another “above all,” too. That repeated “above all” is telling, typifying the inflexible, demanding person increasingly apparent as the letters move forward, in which an “above all” simmers beneath so much of what he says.
But while still in boyhood, this imperiousness takes baby steps as the boy moves from requesting books to, a few months later, forming adult opinions of them:
I have Paul Verlaine’s Fêtes galantes, in a pocket edition. Really strange, very funny; but, really, adorable. And sometimes he takes serious license.
And then, of course, on to writing work of his own, which he includes in letters he sends to poets of the day, not, I would argue, because he wants a daddy, but because he wants to get out of the small town he was born to. Later, Rimbaud would have guns and cloth and hides to sell in Africa, to keep him independent and far from home. But here, in a letter to the then-famous poet Théodore de Banville, Rimbaud at sixteen is pushing the only product he has:
Were these poems to find a place in le Parnasse, wouldn’t they sing the poet’s creed? I am unknown: so what? Poets are brothers. These verses believe; they love; they hope: that’s enough. Help me, Maître: help me find my footing: I am young: give me your hand.
And, yes, we see Rimbaud fall in love, visit its states of rapture (“Listen to your heart. . . . My life is yours. . . . I promise to be good”) and quarrel (“if you don’t want to come back or me to rejoin you, you are committing a crime, and you will repent its commission for MANY YEARS”). And, in time, we see him depart for a new life as a desert merchant, where, like a boy reborn, he once again asks for books, requests that now are demands made of his family, as if he were ordering a trained bear to bring him honey:
—It’s been two months since I wrote and I still haven’t received the Arabic books I requested. Everything must be sent via the Messageries Maritimes. Be aware.
And not just Arabic books: Topography, Geodesy, Trigonometry, Mineralogy, Hydrography, Meteorology, Industrial Chemistry, Traveler’s Manual, Instruction for Travelers’ Assistants, Cartwright’s Manual, Tanner’s Manual, The Compleat Locksmith, Operating Mines, Glassmaker’s Manual, Brickmaker’s Manual, EarthenwareManual, Metalforging Manual, Candlemaking Manual, Guide to Gunmaking—in short, a library on how to build an entire civilization, piece by piece.
Time and again we meet proof of a clear, deliberate personality, whether it manifests in the maneuverings of a businessman—
Anyway, barely having said “hello” this sycophant leaving Azzaze for Farré with his mules just as I was leaving with my camels begins to insinuate that the Frangui, in whose name I had come, had a huge debt he owed him, and he demanded my entire caravan as a security against it. I calmed him down, briefly, by offering him a pair of my glasses and some laxatives. . . .
—or in the frustration of a man for a woman he lived with for a year, perhaps two, and about whom we know almost nothing, only this:
Forgive me, but I have sent home that woman for good. I will give her a few thalers and she can leave for Obock by the dhow at Rasali where she can go where she wishes. I have seen quite enough of this masquerade. I would not have been so stupid as to bring her to Choa, I will not be so stupid as to feel responsible for returning her there.
Or in the self-pity he stores in inexhaustible supply:
I must therefore spend my remaining days wandering, in exhaustion and hardship, with nothing to look forward to but death and suffering.
Or even in the tenderness he reserves, occasionally, for his family:
I haven’t forgotten you at all, how could I? And if my letters are too short, it’s that, as I’m now always going on expeditions, I’m always in a rush at those moments when the mail is about to leave. But I think of you, and think of little but you.
Or, at last, in the resolve of the amputee confronting his end:
Where are the paths between mountains, the cavalcades and promenades, the deserts, rivers, and seas? And now living a legless existence ! Because I am beginning to understand that crutches, wooden legs, and mechanical legs are all jokes that do no better than to allow you to drag yourself around without managing to accomplish a thing. All this just when I had decided to return to France and marry this summer! Goodbye marriage, goodbye family, goodbye future! My life is over, I’m nothing more than an immobile lump. [. . .]
Were someone to ask my advice, I would tell him: you’ve come this far: now don’t let them amputate. Get hacked up, ripped apart, torn to pieces, but don’t tolerate amputation. If death comes, it’s a far better thing than life with too few limbs. Many have said as much; and if I had it to do over again, I would do it differently. Better to live a year in hell than to be amputated.
These letters are proofs in all their variety—of impudence and precocity, of tenderness and rage—for the existence of Arthur Rimbaud.
And yes, letters are an odd sort of proof. They are necessarily performances, monologues written to the expectations of a particular audience. The majority of these letters are to his family, the family he fled from, whom Rimbaud addresses as “My dear friends.” That formal distance might put us on guard, as the rhetorical equivalent of a man who went bodily far from his mother and siblings but who never severed the ties completely, who ended his letters not with the stiff posture of the salutation but the droopily tender “Yours alone.”
And certainly these letters do not tell the whole story. They do not begin to give us the depth of understanding of Rimbaud that the five thousand pages of Gustave Flaubert’s correspondence give us of him. Nor do they offer the pure reading pleasure of Vladimir Nabokov’s letters, or even the salacious entertainments of Philip Larkin’s. The story Rimbaud’s letters tell is frequently disagreeable and wildly incomplete, but honestly so, incomplete in the way life is, any life that is not ours to know from the inside.
These letters, then, cannot give us the man whole. And yet they give us significant pieces of him. They give us the opportunity, as readers, to form our own opinions. Of Rimbaud, not “Rimbaud.”
And that is not nothing.
—Wyatt Mason
May 2003

I PROMISE TO BE GOOD
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How lucky you are to be out of Charleville! In all the world, no more moronic, provincial little town exists than my own. 
AUGUST 25, 1870
I RESTLESS IN EUROPE 1870–1875 
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The earliest known letter of Rimbaud’s to have survived, written when he was fifteen to his teacher Georges Izambard, late winter 1870. 
NOTE LEFT IN THE MAILBOX OF GEORGES IZAMBARD
[Charleville; undated, most likely late winter 1870]
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Arthur Rimbaud
Georges Izambard: Rimbaud’s rhetoric teacher of the period. He quickly became mentor, confidant and, eventually, ex-friend.
TO THÉODORE DE BANVILLE
Charleville (Ardennes), May 24, 1870
 
Cher Maître,
These are the months of love; I’m seventeen, the time of hope and chimeras, as they say, and so, a child blessed by the hand of the Muse (how trivial that must seem), I’ve set out to express my good thoughts, my hopes, my feelings, the provinces of poets—I call all of this spring.
For if I have decided to send you a few poems—via the hands of Alp. Lemerre, that excellent editor—it is because I love all poets, all the good Parnassians—since the poet is inherently Parnassian—taken with ideal beauty; that is what draws me to you, however naïvely, your relation to Ronsard, a brother of the masters of 1830, a true romantic, a true poet. That is why. Silly, isn’t it? But there it is.
In two years, perhaps one, I will have made my way to Paris.  —Anch’io, gentlemen of the press, I will be a Parnassian! Something within me . . . wants to break free . . . I swear, Master, to eternally adore the two goddesses, Muse and Liberty.
Try to keep a straight face while reading my poems: You would make me ridiculously happy and hopeful were you, Maître, to see if a little room were found for “Credo in Unam” among the Parnassians . . . I could appear in the final issue of le Parnasse: it would be a Credo for poets! Ambition! Such madness!
Arthur Rimbaud
Théodore de Banville: a well-established poet of the era whose posterity today rests on the collection Odes funambulesques. Rimbaud’s letter was sent care of Banville’s publisher, Alphonse Lemerre. The assistance for which “seventeen”-year-old Rimbaud (who, at writing, was actually fifteen and a half) asked would not come until autumn of 1871, when Banville became one of several poets who gave Rimbaud a room in Paris. Anch’io: an allusion to the remark by Correggio, who as he stood before Raphael’s canvas of Saint Cecilia said, “Anch’io son pittore” (“I too will be a painter”). “ Credo in Unam”: an earlier version of Rimbaud’s “Sun and Flesh.”
[image: image]
Through blue summer nights I will pass along paths,
Pricked by wheat, trampling short grass:
Dreaming, I will feel coolness underfoot,
Will let breezes bathe my bare head.
 
Not a word, not a thought:
Boundless love will surge through my soul,
And I will wander far away, a vagabond
In Nature—as happily as with a woman.
 
April 20, 1870
 A.R.
 
OPHELIA
I
On calm black waters filled with sleeping stars
White Ophelia floats like a lily,
Floating so slowly, bedded in long veils . . .
—Hunting horns rise from the distant forest.
 
A thousand years without sad Ophelia,
A white ghost on the long black river;
A thousand years of her sweet madness
Murmuring its ballad in the evening breeze.
 
Through blue summer nights . . . : Rimbaud would later title the poem “Sensation.”
The wind kisses her breasts, arranges her veils
In a wreath softly cradled by waters;
Shivering willows weep at her shoulder,
Reeds bend over her broad dreaming brow.
 
Rumpled water lilies sigh around her;
And up in a sleeping alder she sometimes stirs,
A nest from which a tiny shiver of wings escapes:
—A mysterious song falls from golden stars.
 
II
O pale Ophelia. Beautiful as snow.
You died, child, borne away upon waters.
Winds from high Norwegian mountains
Whispered warnings of liberty’s sting;
 
Because a breath carried strange sounds
To your restless soul, twisting your long hair,
Your heart listened to Nature’s song
In grumbling trees and nocturnal sighs,
 
Because deafening voices of wild seas
Broke your infant breast, too human and too soft;
Because one April morning, a pale, handsome knight,
A poor fool, sat silent at your feet.
 
Sky. Love. Liberty. What dreams, poor Ophelia.
You melted upon him like snow in flame:
Visions strangled your words
—Fear of the Infinite flared in your eyes.
 
III
—And the poet says you visit after dark
In starlight, seeking the flowers you gathered,
And that on the water, sleeping in long veils
He saw white Ophelia floating like a lily.
 
15 May 1870
 Arthur Rimbaud
 
CREDO IN UNAM . . .
The sun, hearth of tenderness and life,
Spills molten love onto a grateful earth,
And, when you’re asleep in a valley, you can feel
The earth beneath you, nubile and ripe with blood;
Her huge breast, rising with the soul within,
Is, like god, made of love; like woman, made of flesh;
Heavy with sap and sunlight,
And embryonic swarms.
 
How it all grows, how it all rises.
—O Venus, O Goddess.
I long for the lost days of youth,
For wanton satyrs and beastly fauns,
Gods who, for love, bit the bark of branches
And kissed blonde Nymphs in water-lily pools.
I long for lost days: when the rosy blood
Of green trees, the water in rivers,
When the world’s sap flowed,
 
Pouring a universe into Pan’s veins.
When the green ground breathed beneath his goat’s feet;
When his lips, softly kissing his syrinx,
Sent a song of love into the sky;
When, standing on the plain, he heard
Nature respond to his call;
When the silent trees cradled the songbird,
When the earth cradled man, the blue seas
And the beloved beasts—beloved in God.
 
I long for lost days when great Cybele
In all her boundless beauty was said
To cut across magnificent cities
In a great bronze chariot, both of her breasts
Spilling the pure stream of eternal life
Unto the breach. Mankind
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known today as Muminations. December 1875; death of sister
Vitalie, of synovits. Travels: to London, Stutsgart, Milan,
Marseille, Paris, Vienna, Holland, Bremen, Stockholm,
Alexandria, Cyprus,insearch of work asa wtor, teacher,sol-
ierof forcune, and foremas

Leaves Europe, t which he will not return for cleven years.
March: employed as construction foreman in Cyprus Leaves
suddenly in June, in uncerain circumstances. Later a col-
league, Otorino Rosa, will laim in 2 memoir that Rimbaud
told him he threw  sone that inadvertently struck a worker
i the head and killed hirn.

Augustin Aden, Arabia, ired asa clerk inthe trading frm of
Mazeran, Viannay, and Bardey. November: sent to work for
the irm in Harar, Choa,in Africa

In Harar. Expedition into the interior in search of ivory.
inds the climate in the region unplessant.

Recwrns to Aden in service of the frm. Ponders a change of
employment. Promoted inscead.

Rewrns to Haras, now as director o the agency. Various ex-
peditions into the interior.

Firm in bankrupecy. Harar and Aden branches closed. Firm
recstablished in July by Alfred Bardey: Rimbaud's services
retsined. Returns to Aden.

Continues to work for Bardey: Sels coffee and various goods.
October: ends parmership with Bardey: Allics with another
rader, Pierre Labatut, o form a caravan of arms and muni-
tions for sale o the king of Choa, Ménélik. Prepares caravan:
delays.
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‘mains briefly, flees again, mostly on foor, around the region.
Returns to Charleville in November. Schools remain closed
dueto war,

Flees to Paris in February, ecurning in March. War comes o
a close with the declaration of the Commune in Paris, o
which Rimbaud may or may not have been a witness In Ma,
writes the so-called *scer letters” Summer: writes “The
Drunken Boat” Letters o Banville and to Paul Verlai
other noted poet. Verlaine responds enthusiastically “Come,
dear great soul, we cll o you, e wait for you.”Sends money
and arranges for Rimbaud to come to Paris.

September: Rimbaud leaves for Paris, Puc up by Verlaine,
then by Banville and by Charles Cros. Becomes acquainted
with Paris litrary life. Acquires reputation for brilliance and
brattiness. Develops relationship with Verlsine, to the con-
sternation of Mathilde, Verlaine’s wife. Volatiliy.

Verlsine leaves wife, flecs with Rimbaud. Reconciles with
wi, leaves wife toves to London with Rimbaud.
Melodrama.

Winter: Rimbaud and Verlaine in London. Summer: up-
heaval, ending in July in Brussels, where Verlaine shoors
Rimbaud in the wrist. Police interrogate. Verlaine given  pe-

rectal exam, from which it s inferred he is  participant
in “unnatural practices” Sentenced to prison: (o years
Rimbaud returns to family home. Octaber: at M..|. Poor,
Brussels, Rimbaud has his Une suison e enfer printed; akes a
handful of copies, leaving over five hundred at the shop, o
which he never returns.

1874-1879 Sees Verlaine for the last time in February 1875 upon his re-

lease from prison; gives him the manuscript of the pocms
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infantry capain, and Vitaie Cuif, daughter of landowners.

Frédéric leaves Vitalie and their four children, never to re-
wm,

baud enrolled in school, frst Institut Rossa, then the
lége de Charleville. Skips a grade, exhibiting academic
gifts Wins numerous regionl and national compeitions for
schaolwork. Acquires reputation for excellence,

Begins principal period of poetic production, which, by all

signs,runs it course by 1874,

January: Georges lzambard hired by the collége to teach
hetoric. Develops a mentorial elationship with Rimbaud.
Rimbaud's irst poem is published, “Les Etrennes des orphe-
Vins” in Le Revue pour toc

‘May: Rimbaud write letter and sends poems to Théodore de
Banville, noted Parisian poe. Asks for encouragemen; no re-
sponse from Banvile i known. In July, eruption of Franco-
Prussian war

August-November: Rimbaud runs away to Paris, where he is
jailed. Upon release, retreats to Douai, home of Fzambard's
veral weeks.Fetched by lzambard at Rim-
il sscniad rdlactmsite






OPS/images/Rimb_9780307431257_epub_018_r1.jpg
(above all)

(And above all)

1f you have, and if you can lend me:

1: Historical Curiosities, volume one by (I think) Lu-
dovic Lalanne;

Bibliographical Curiosities, volume one by same;
French Historical Curiosities, by P. Jacob, frst series,
including the Feast of Fools, the King of the Ribauds,
the Francs-Taupins, and Jesters of France,

.and the second series of same.

I'll come by for them tomorrow, around ten or ten-
fifteen. —I'll be in your debr. They will be most useful.
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I PROMISE
TO BE GOOD

RIMBAUD COMPLETE
VOLUME 11

rd

TRANSLATED, EDITED, AND
WITH AN INTRODUCTION BY
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Labarut falls ilk: cancer. A new parmer, Soleillet, di
tember: caravan atlast departs.

March: finds the king in Entotto, and liquidates caravan
what Rimbaud deems disastrous disadvantage. July: back i
Aden. August: Massawa, to cash the king's checks. On to
Caio for a month, where he deposits money ata branch of a
French bank, Crédit Lyonnais. In Aden by the end of the
year.First complaints of knee pain.

Various arms caravans. Partership with César Tian, an Aden
merchant, to begin a firm in Harar

February: debiliating knee pain. March: seeks local medical
artention. Aprik unable to walk. Borne on a litter t the cosst
a welve-day i in errible weather May: Arsives Marseill
hospitalized. Mother arrives soon thereafter. May 27,right
legamputated above the knee.

July:released from the hospital, recurns to the family home in
Roche. August condition worsens, returns to Marseille. Hos-
pitalized again, for good. Weeks pass, discase spreads, fimbs
fai, delusions come.

November 9: dictates final leter, sistr Isabelle ac isside.

Joremibier 10:dies; at ven T the:mosiing.
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