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France in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries offers an unusually rich and rewarding field for students and lovers of poetry. It is an intense battleground of diverse aesthetic ideas, and yet also presents fascinating lines of continuity and patterns of influence. Through Eliot and Pound above all, those influences have extended beyond the borders of France into the work of many modern poets writing in English. The immense reading assignment preceding the compilation of this book has been partly a labour of love, reopening all kinds of familiar and half-forgotten doors, but it has also revealed many new and unsuspected delights, and kindled many fresh enthusiasms.

This anthology of fifty-six poets writing in French between 1820 and 1950 departs a little from the Penguin tradition. Each set of poems is preceded by an introduction to their author, his life and his affinities, his aesthetics and his place in the evolution of poetry. Certain significant literary movements are also signalled and briefly characterized. The tendency of ‘-isms’ to suck in individuals who deserve to be treated as individuals is well known, and I hope that patterns of adherence and independence are clear. If the book is read in chronological order, a pattern of development should emerge without the need for a lengthy historical preamble, and those who enter the world of French poetry at an arbitrary point should find enough signposts.

Before the challenge of translation can be met, the process of selection presents some stimulating – and sometimes agonizing – problems. Which poets, and why? Which poems, and why? Is it possible to determine universal and consistent criteria for choice, or must they be pragmatic? Should selection be on a ‘greatest hits’ basis, or should an editor consciously, even iconoclastically, seek less polished and less well-known works, juvenile and senile productions, and throw out the most prestigious items on the grounds that they can take care of themselves? Or is it important to represent all periods in a poet’s career? Given both limited space and the awareness that such an anthology may have some influence in shaping literary perceptions, how is it possible to reconcile the claims of interesting ‘minor’ poets with the need to ensure an adequate and undistorted representation of the work of established giants? Should all literary movements be represented, however undistinguished or ephemeral? Should the maximum possible number of poets perhaps be included in a ‘smorgasbord’ approach that would provide no real landmarks, and no implicit evaluation? Where is the line to be drawn, if at all, in the incorporation of prose-poems?

There are many tightropes to be walked here. Experience has taught me that only the pragmatic approach works, for the conditions surrounding the editorial balancing act alter from poet to poet and period to period. Instinct and personal predilection must come into play, as well as an awareness of the judgements of posterity; enthusiasm and objectivity have to find a fresh working relationship in each individual case. To take as an example the question of representing all phases of a poet’s career: only a masochist (or a dedicated researcher) would want to read now the verse which Lamartine or Musset trundled out long after the emotional traumas that produced their best work, or share Verlaine’s descent into self-parodying mediocrity; it seems essential on the other hand to perceive the linear evolution of Laforgue or Rimbaud, and the imaginative breadth of Baudelaire or Apollinaire.

Many fine poets, of course, have had to be excluded. The names of a good number of them are mentioned in the chapters on Romanticism, on the Parnassians, on Symbolism, on Cubism, and on the Surrealists. Choices and compromises have to be made: Lautréamont, for example, must do duty for the whole satnic, self-destructive fringe of Romanticism; Anna de Noailles and Catherine Pozzi, briefly, for the relative abundance of women poets in the early decades of this century; Cendrars for the cosmopolitan spirit of compulsive travelling (to the exclusion of Larbaud, a dilettante by comparison with Cendrars, whose work blazes like his name with love, anguish, irony, originality of perception and of technique). That dated and clumsy optimist of the age of technology, Jules Romains, is similarly eclipsed by the fire of Verhaeren’s vision. And no doubt certain inclusions will be controversial, but sometimes it is important to include a poet scorned by some of his successors, yet whose work nevertheless is symptomatic of something interesting in his times.

In this comprehensive panorama of French poetry through a 130-year period, it has also been impossible to include some poets who had certainly established a reputation by 1950. This is the date at which I have drawn the line, allowing readers to see the emergence of Michaux, Ponge and Char as major and innovative post-war poets (1945, originally seen as an end-point, would have been less satisfactory, for it would have interrupted the linear development of poetry at a fairly low point in qualitative terms, however passionately felt much Resistance poetry undoubtedly is). There is, sadly, no room for Queneau, Follain, Tardieu, Guillevic, La Tour du Pin, Emmanuel, Albert-Birot, Bousquet, Mac Orlan, Daumal, Fombeure and others, in addition to those mentioned in my presentational chapters.

And of course this anthology has to stop short of an impressive list of fine contemporary poets who first captured major attention in the 1950s and ’60s: Bonnefoy, Bosquet, Dadelsen, Deguy, du Bouchet, Dupin, Gaspar, Jabès, Jacottet, Mansour, Pleynet, Réda, Renard, Roubaud and others, whose work I hope readers will explore for themselves.1 For some of them, poetry remains a means, an existential or spiritual quest; for others, it is an end in itself, a self-referential, Mallarmé-haunted, self-analytical play of language.

To avoid distorting the historical perception of the state of poetic composition, it also seemed logical to draw that 1950 line right across the board, even for those contemporary poets who have been included (the point is stretched only very slightly for Césaire’s revised version of Ode à la Guinée, and for Char’s L’inoffensif and Front de la rose).

Much has been written on the theory of translation, and I do not propose to add anything weighty to it. It is important, nevertheless, to comment on the practical strategy used here. The main purpose is to provide access to meaning by removing semantic barriers, and thus to accelerate the penetration of the poem itself by the non-French reader. My translations are, I hope, neither woodenly literal nor pretentiously literary. They seek neither to efface themselves nor to blur criteria by competing with the original for attention. Above all, they are intended as a service, and to excite interest in the original as a creative event.

The prose format implies a discipline in the rendering of sense which inhibits the verse-to-verse translator rather less, particularly if he is reshaping the original impulse into a new metrical and rhyming structure (reading of existing work in this field has convinced me that only a small number of gifted individuals can do this without producing distortion or bathos). Even so, if my translations are successful they are a step above the literal. They have decided rhythms and sound-patterns that please the ear, or at least do not displease it. They may occasionally even have a certain equivalent musicality. At times they interpret cautiously (Fargue’s ‘le trottoir tout gras de bouges’ is rendered as ‘the pavement swilling with brothels’); and in places they modify syntax and grammar or translate one word by two (Baudelaire’s smoking log sings ‘in shrill discord’ for ‘en fausset’, with its falsetto and out-of-tune connotations), or two words by one. Every small liberty thus taken has emerged as the best solution after thorough componential analysis and consideration of more literal options, and I do not think any major liberties have been taken. I have tried at all times to balance my responsibilities to the reader with those I have to the poet, to find an intuitive blend of communicative and formal levels of equivalence, for a poem, as Claudel pointed out, is not just a bag of words.

As with selection policy, pragmatism dictates the outcome. Only with Mallarmé does a mainly literal approach often seem the most productive, and even there an occasional communicative adjustment is called for. In Petit Air I, for example, I have judged it right to add a word to clarify ‘Au regard que j’abdiquai / Ici’ as ‘in the gaze which I withdrew Down here’. In the same poem, despite the third-person endings of the verbs ‘longe’ and ‘plonge’, some translators have settled on ‘toi’ as their subject. If, as I believe, ‘ta jubilation nue’ is the subject, then ‘devenue’ qualifies ‘onde’. Thus ‘your naked jubilation’ in English must come earlier in the sentence structure, and the waters subsequently mentioned ‘(have) become you’ rather than any question of ‘you having become your naked jubilation’.

It is of course much harder to take account of the semantic potential of rhythm and sound-patterns, but the effort must be made whenever possible. In Jammes’ Il va neiger, for example, a subtle change of line-order at the end produces a soft, serene, feminine ending that contrasts with the clipped aggression in the opening quatrain, and in itself expresses the personal therapy that the poet has performed. It would be wrong to translate ‘Qu’est-ce?’ by the crisp ‘t’ sounds, for example, of ‘What is it?’ It may be possible to capture at least intermittently the railway-train rhythms of Cendrars or the kaleidoscopic effects of Apollinaire and Reverdy, and the supple rhythmic plasticity of the best Parnassian poetry, such as the movement of our eyes down the creepers or the progress of the animal through the jungle in Leconte de Lisle’s Le Rêve du Jaguar. But when an experimental metre is itself part of the message, as it is in Je ne sais pourquoi… by Verlaine or in Apollinaire’s La jolie rousse, the translator is probably defeated – as he is, in a different way, by Hugo’s Demain, dès l’aube… In this beautifully understated poem, grief is projected concretely on to a lonely figure walking compulsively and rhythmically along a road. No close translation could do justice to the reinforcement of the dominant future tense by an insistent sound-pattern (the ‘ai’ sound, in various spellings, recurs fourteen times with further supportive assonance in a 12-line poem), and to the internal rhymes at rhythmically regular points. The sense that a destiny is operating here comes as much through musical versification as through images.

Ambiguities of sense have also been assessed individually: in some cases a happy equivalent can be found in English, in some I have expanded a word or phrase slightly to incorporate the ambiguity, in some I have resorted to an explanatory footnote, and in some I have simply decided to opt for one sense. Once again, the method here is pragmatic, and I hope renderings will be judged on their individual merits.

Except when absolutely necessary, I have not taken liberties with punctuation where the original poet has used it. For the translator into prose, however, a difficulty arises with the invention of free verse, and above all with the discovery by Cendrars, Apollinaire, Aragon and many others that a poem’s spatial presence on the page can be enhanced and its resonance greatly expanded through the abolition of formal punctuation, and through a reliance on the internal dynamics of rhythm and pause to shape the phrases. It seems to me that translations which supply punctuation of their own for such material are intrusive, presumptuous and disrespectful of authorial intention. A partially satisfactory alternative is to use as a marker the capital letter with which many poets continue to begin each line, though of course proper names and ‘I’ cause a small degree of confusion that cannot be helped. Where the capital letter has also been abandoned, the oblique stroke has to serve as divider. These are, I hope, acceptable conventions.

Almost all drafts of translations could be reworked for ever, unlike finished poems. Those privileged moments when the translator feels entirely satisfied with a piece of work are rare, and are more than counterbalanced by the usual awareness that, like Gautier, he is chipping away doggedly at a resistant marble block, gaining intermittent fulfilment in pursuit of something ideal. But decisions have to be made, final versions have to be typed to meet the deadline, though he would love to go on moulding them ad infinitum. As Ernest Hemingway pointed out, the typewriter sometimes fixes words before they’re ready to be fixed, but if these translations are offered now as a vehicle to carry the reader into the marvellous domain of French poetry, I hope that the journey will not be an uncomfortable one.

W. H. Rees


TECHNICALITIES
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Invented in the twelfth century and named after Alexandre de Bernay, one of its first exponents, the 12-syllable Alexandrine verse line came to dominate French poetry from the middle of the seventeenth century, and classically educated Frenchmen have it in their bloodstream still today. Indeed, despite the proliferation of other metrical forms and the breakdown of regular structure into vers libres and the Claudelian verset at the end of the nineteenth century, the Alexandrine has a remarkably tenacious hold on French poets. It often appears still, sometimes openly, sometimes in semi-disguise within the rhythms that give modern verse composition and prose-poetry their shape and dynamics.

In its classical form, the Alexandrine is end-stopped by punctuation, and divided in half by a caesura, which is a pause both formal and natural, whether punctuated or not. Each half is called a hemistich. This line is an ideal expression of intellectual balance, symmetry and wholeness, of thesis, antithesis and implied synthesis. In the hands of Racine, probably its greatest exponent, it is the perfect form for the expression of tragic dilemma. Established in his time as the prescriptive model, it became in the eighteenth century (a bleak period in the history of French poetry) a hollow shell, which the Romantics were to crack, if not break, in the post-Napoleonic period. They experimented with new positions for the caesura and were particularly successful with their more musical Alexandrin trimètre, or threefold division of the line, as in: ‘Je marcherai les yeux fixés sur mes pensées’ (Hugo). Nevertheless, Hugo continued to make memorable use of the Alexandrin classique for balanced antithesis, often incorporating syntactic inversion or chiasmus: ‘Ces murs maudits par Dieu, par Satan profanés’.

There have always been lines of fewer syllables than 12, of course, but rarely more than 12 until Laforgue effectively invented free verse, and rarely an uneven number of syllables. The haunting, lyrical Impair line of 5, 7, 9 or 11 units, extolled and demonstrated beautifully by Verlaine above all, suggests to the French intellect and instinct even today a frustrating lack of shape, balance, precision and finality, and it is interesting that the most fastidious and self-conscious perfectionists among the poets, Mallarmé and Valéry, rarely used it.

Lamartine brings to the Alexandrine some fluidity and elegiac musicality, with soft consonants and mellow assonance, gently modifying old conventions. In line two of Le Lac, for example, he makes a very smooth elision immediately after the central caesura:

Dans la nuit éternelle emportés sans retour

This sliding of the last vowel of ‘éternelle’ into the first vowel of ‘emportés’ effectively dilutes the stress that would normally come at the sixth syllable, before the pause, and creates a mellifluous 12-syllable unit to be spoken in one breath. He follows it with an 18-syllable unit that brings added force and poignancy to his metaphor:


Ne pourrons-nous jamais sur l’océan des ages

   Jeter l’ancre un seul jour?



To create an effect of emotion welling up, he is using here the technique of enjambement (‘striding over’ or ‘encroaching’). Hugo and the other Romantics, and then the Parnassians, were to find in this a major instrument of rhythmic and metrical flexibility. There are two types of enjambement, which is the overflowing of a phrase from one line to the next in a suppression of end-stopping punctuation. Its effect is often to delay or hasten stress, and to attenuate the force of rhyme.

(a) Enjambement with a rejet: where the extra element is in the line following the main bulk of the whole unit, as in:


En un creux du bois sombre interdit au soleil

Il s’affaisse,…

(Leconte de Lisle)



Here the poet represents rhythmically the sinking down of a jaguar at the end of its journey back to its lair.

(b) Enjambement with a contre-rejet: where the extra element is in the line preceding the main bulk of the whole unit, as in:


Le jeune Cellini, sans rien voir, ciselait

Le combat des Titans au pommeau d’une dague.

(Heredia)



Or in:


Pour n’être pas changés en bêtes, ils s’enivrent

D’espace et de lumière et de cieux embrasés.

(Baudelaire)



Musset brings a more intimate and colloquial tone to the 12-syllable line, but Nerval constructs his evocative private mythology using alexandrins classiques almost exclusively. Hugo experiments with other metrical forms, but the Alexandrine reimposes itself continually on his work. Fenêtres ouvertes is an attempt by him at literary Impressionism but, despite the apparent fragmentation, it is revealed, when scanned, to be in Alexandrines. The same will apply, very much more powerfully, to Aragon’s magnificent 1940 poem, Les lilas et les roses, which filters the poet’s overwhelming emotion at the fall of France through a ‘whirlwind’ of surreal visual correlatives, in a superficially chaotic, unpunctuated, torrential stream of consciousness that ends arbitrarily. The rhythm breathes in and out as emotion surges in excitement or panic or subsides in unhappy peace. But not only does the poem rhyme, it is also written in Alexandrines and most of them are classical. Thus the poem is what it celebrates and pledges to continue: the spirit and historical continuity of French culture.

Baudelaire uses a variety of forms, but his finest talent probably lies in the sonnet in Alexandrines. In his hands it is a vibrant object, bursting with compressed imaginative and emotional energy, with which he works a sensuous magic and gives to the poem the status of an event. The best Parnassian poetry continues to operate within the Alexandrine, enhancing its three-dimensional concrete images with supple rhythms. In Le Rêve du Jaguar, again, Leconte de Lisle makes the jungle creepers hang, suspended on the isolated conjunction ‘et’, before their 9-syllable spiralling plunge. The jaguar’s motion is given majesty by the isolated two-stress phrase ‘Il va’, before the powerfully rhythmical and internally rhyming 10-syllable unit, ‘frottant ses reins musculeux qu’il bossue’, which is almost English in its stress pattern.

It is important for the inexperienced reader to grasp the essential facts that French scansion is a matter of syllable-counting, and that stress in the English sense is very intermittent and very much attenuated in French verse. There are points in the line where a syllable will certainly be accented: in the Alexandrin classique these are the 6th and 12th, in such a way that the final word of each hemistich is likely to be a key element in what is being communicated. In the Alexandrin trimètre the 4th, 8th and 12th syllables will be most heavily accented (in so far as stress in French verse could ever be described as ‘heavy’), though the displaced caesuras are weaker than their classical counterparts.

It is in a sense more ‘monotonous’ than English poetry, lacking a thumping regular dynamic, but it achieves tonal variety through subtle action of sound-patterns (mainly assonance) and subtle interplay through pitch, tempo and syntactic position of the subordinate stresses that certainly do exist and do bring into relief other syllables in the line.

In the decasyllabic line (as used, for example, by Valéry in Le Cimetière marin), the caesura comes most often after the 4th syllable, though a 6/4 division also occurs, and there are a few poems with a 5/5 division. The octosyllable usually divides 4/4 if it divides at all, and in some of Mallarmé’s most enigmatic verse the caesura could be at any one of several points in the line.

In the absence of a strong metrical pulse, it is perhaps not surprising that in the evolution of poetry the French have found it harder than the English to dispense with rhyme, a strong unifying factor.

It is also essential to know that a mute ‘e’ in an orthodox line of French verse is counted as a syllable, except:

(a) when it ends the line.

(b) when followed by a vowel (or silent h) which starts the next word, if there is no intervening ‘-s’ or ‘-nt’ ending. If we consider again the two Baudelaire lines already quoted:


Pour n’être pas changés en bêtes, ils s’enivrent

D’espace et de lumière et de cieux embrasés,



we can see that the second syllable of être and of bêtes is counted, and the ‘e’ at the end of espace and lumière is not. The -ent of enivrent is a mute ‘e’, and is not counted.

There are elaborately detailed classical rules governing the use of the mute ‘e’ with other vowels and in elisions, as there are on hiatus (the juxtaposition of sounded vowels belonging to different syllables). They need not detain us in an anthology beginning at 1820, though they were applied rigorously during the two previous centuries.

Gautier, the Parnassians, Mallarmé and, later, Valéry were attracted by difficulty as an essential part of the creative process, and resisted the liberation offered by the Verlainian Impair line and of modernist vers libres. They enjoyed the challenge of turning shackles into virtues and singing in their chains.

But the trustful and very French assumption that ordered, declamatory language could satisfactorily express ordered perceptions, feelings and concepts broke down around 1870. Through Verlaine and Corbière to an extent, Rimbaud and Laforgue much more powerfully, the Alexandrine began to receive body-blows. The surges and rests of rhythm became progressively more important than metre, as new free verse forms emerged. These are discussed in the chapters on Laforgue, Claudel, Apollinaire, Cendrars, Perse and others. As we have seen, however, the Alexandrine has certainly remained alive in spite of a great relaxation in the old rules of rhyme and scansion, and no more so than in the fascinating interplay between nostalgia for literary ‘Ordre’ and the new spirit of ‘Aventure’ in Apollinaire’s La jolie rousse. Let us consider these five lines:


Vous dont la bouche est faite à l’image de celle de Dieu

Bouche qui est l’ordre même

Soyez indulgents quand vous nous comparez

A ceux qui furent la perfection de l’ordre

Nous qui quêtons partout l’aventure



The first line, technically 15 syllables, is virtually an Alexandrine if spoken with the antipedantic colloquial rhythm favoured by Apollinaire. Line two has 7 syllables, but 6 if it is spoken colloquially. Line three, referring to the modernists, clearly has 11 syllables. The scansion of line four is debatable, but it should I think be read as an Alexandrine, if not a classical one. The 9-syllable fifth line is emphatically, provocatively modern, even though its first 6 syllables form a classical hemistich. Lines one, two and four thus pay homage to Apollinaire’s literary ancestors with their metre as much as with the ideas they contain, once we penetrate the surface appearance of metrical anarchy. Lines three and five are already grasping the expressive freedom Apollinaire is demanding to deal with the more unformed flux of modern sensory and intellectual experience.

Finally, some notes on rhyme. Though in recent times almost anything has become possible, the essential, traditional definitions of types and patterns of rhyme need to be presented here:

Masculine rhyme: a line not ending in a mute syllable. Redefined by Apollinaire as an oral or nasal vowel,’ followed by an unpronounced consonant.

Feminine rhyme: a line ending in a mute syllable. Redefined by Apollinaire as a pronounced consonant, with or without a following mute ‘e’.

Traditional principles dictate that two different masculine or two different feminine rhymes cannot succeed one another, and also that masculine and feminine endings cannot rhyme together. Apollinaire’s modification, however, allows words traditionally incompatible to rhyme together, e.g. ciel - querelles, sommeil - vermeille.


Rime faible: vowel alone, not much more than assonance:

e.g. parlé - écouté, choisi - noirci.

Rime suffisante: vowel plus consonant or vice versa:

e.g. attrapé - trompé, sure - aventure.

Rime riche: three elements, comprising the rhyming syllable plus a supporting extra consonant (the consonne d’appui):

e.g. nombre - pénombre, verte - ouverte, rêne - arêne, hautaines - capitaines.

This form of rhyming has been little used since the Symbolists rejected it as cloying and ostentatious.




Rimes croisées: ababcdcd.

Rimes plates: aabbccdd.

Rimes embrassées: abbacddc.

Rimes mêlées: no regular scheme.

Rimes redoublées: recurrence of the same rhyme in more than two lines.



For a valuable extended insight into the form of French verse, and an analysis of its organic relationship with emotion, image and idea, see The Appreciation of Modern French Poetry by P. Broome and G. Chesters (published by Cambridge University Press), a companion volume to their Anthology of Modern French Poetry 1850–1950. See also two highly illuminating books by Clive Scott: French Verse Art: a study and A Question of Syllables (both published by Cambridge University Press).
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Romanticism in France

The Romantic movement brought a liberation of artistic creativity from universal standards and prescriptive constraints, so that artistic form became a more organic product of the intuitive and imaginative life of the artist. The new spirit encouraged a preoccupation with the self, its sensibilities, its sufferings and its dreams; with love, its ecstasies, its uncertainties and its torments; with time, death and eternity. It conceived the natural world as a double mirror reflecting both the will of God and the temperament of man, and thus the medium through which the two commune. It brought into the light again those cultural links with the medieval past that had remained buried through the neo-classical era. Its wilder exponents began to probe the irrational, the demonic, revealing an unhealthy morbidity in addition to a certain emotional masochism in the interests of an (an alternative tyranny for the liberated), and an increasingly unbridgeable gap developed between the artist and the ‘philistine’ middle classes. The paralysis that is the product of unrealizable dreams engendered nervous tension and mental disorder in some cases, and even a deliberate embracing of evil as the outcast’s road to the infinite.

All of this, because of Revolution, Terror and war, came later to France than to England and Germany, and the first French Romantics were able to draw from those other literary springs. They read Heine and Hoffmann with enthusiasm, they imitated the renewal of contact in those other cultures with a native lyrical and epic tradition, they followed the Lake Poets in discovering a new pantheistic mysticism in solitary contemplation of Nature, and they identified Werther, Faust and Lord Byron as archetypal heroes.

The Romantics cracked the mould that had previously constricted and refined the subject-matter of poetry. They learned how to reach a wide new audience through an enfranchised press and publishing industry, and poetry became a popular art form after perhaps two centuries as a plaything of the socio-intellectual élite. Individual spirituality, the natural world in its elemental being, the exotic, the occult, adolescent passions and frustrations, dreams and nightmares, the sublime and the grotesque of city life, all these now surged up as the currency of poetry, and the new young public was electrified.

Coupled necessarily with this liberation of subject-matter came an equally dynamic expansion of the verbal range open to the poet, and a relaxation of rhetoric. Later in the century Rimbaud and Laforgue would propel this revolution towards completion, but the Romantics certainly opened the way to modernism. A formerly rarefied sphere was invaded by both exotic and popular terminology, and by the realism of concrete nouns and adjectives. An invigorating verbosity reigned for a rime until first Nerval and then Baudelaire demonstrated the rich connotative potential of dynamic concision.

In versification the long-established Alexandrine (12-syllable) line remained dominant, but the Romantics gave it some rhythmic suppleness by mobilizing and sometimes multiplying the caesura1 and by frequent use of enjambement.1 These techniques subverted the intellectual symmetry inherent in the classical Alexandrine line, with its strict midpoint caesura and its end-stopped wholeness, in favour of a more fluid reproduction of the ebb and flow of feelings and ideas. The new poets unveiled the musical potential of language, promoting assonance and internal rhyme to complement these more natural rhythms, and to draw the reader’s sensibility more fully into the poem. Poetry became more intuitive in both creation and reception, as form and content found a more organic relationship, and a more subliminal use of language was initiated that would be perfected by Verlaine in the late 1860s. Baudelaire, for his part, would develop the Romantic intimation that we live in a forest of mysterious and interconnected signs. He senses that their significance can be glimpsed as yet only intermittently by the artist’s receptive soul, but their vast harmonious beauty is to be revealed progressively in the future.

As the Romantic movement developed in the 1830s and 1840s, there was a clear divergence in the ranks of what had always been in any case a loose-knit group of individuals rather than a cohesive school. Some, notably Hugo, Lamartine and Vigny, saw the poet as an integrated element in society, a responsible seer and spokesman for the people, with a role to play in socio-political progress. This reformist yet ‘bourgeois’ conception was rejected with increasing vehemence and contempt by those who were disillusioned with politics and for whom art had become a superior form of existence with no utilitarian application. A first generation of ‘maudits’ (Musset, Nerval, Borel, Forneret, Bertrand) began to scandalize the middle classes by their appearance, their morals, their aesthetics and their despair. Many more visionary outcasts would later follow the anti-social path, compensating for their sense of exile by an increasingly ‘occult’ view of poetic creativity as a magical operation.

A third attitude, that of pure, sober, undemonstrative dedication to art as both craft and sublime activity, and as the only value worth considering in life, was to be struck by Gautier, by the Parnassians, and by Mallarmé and his disciples. These poets too would have regarded any political ‘engagement’ as a prostitution of their gifts.

Some poets of the Romantic period for whom there is no room in this anthology, but of interest to students of the movement: Casimir Delavigne, Auguste Barbier, Auguste Brizeux, Félix Arvers, Maurice de Guérin.

The following group might be called the ‘wild bunch’ of socially rebellious, even rather satanic poets. Their work is uneven, sometimes visionary and ‘automatic’, prompting the interest of the Surrealists nearly a century later: Aloysius Bertrand (a prose poet), Xavier Forneret, Pétrus Borel, Philothée O’Neddy (an anagram of Théophile Dondey), Alphonse Esquiros.


Alphonse de Lamartine

(1790–1869)

Lamartine was born into a Royalist and devout family. A solitary and sensitive youth whose health was poor, he read widely in English, German and classical literature, and was strongly influenced by the writings of Rousseau and Chateaubriand, together with the stimulus given to French Romanticism by the intellectual activity of Madame de Staël. He travelled to Italy (a sine qua non for Romantic poets) in 1811–12, and was an aide to Louis XVIII during the brief Bourbon restoration before Waterloo.

The major love affair of his life, which gave rise to his finest work, began in 1816 at Aix-les-Bains. His relationship with Madame Julie Charles was brief, idyllic and tragic. She died of tuberculosis in December 1817.

Finding some consolation in religion and in contemplation of Nature, he composed the Méditations poétiques. Published in 1820, this volume brought him rapid success, especially among young readers who responded to his new personal and spiritual note; but its quality was rarely matched in his later verse, which is more epic and philosophical in character. He moved via diplomacy into politics, and from the Catholic conservatism of his youth to a moderate and reformist Republican stance characterized by consistent idealism. He was a député from 1833, and headed the government briefly during the turbulent events of 1848, but lost popular support and ended his life in poverty, something of a literary hack.

His elegiac Méditations, with their aspiration to eternity and their atmosphere of muted grief, suggest a strong intuitive relationship with Nature and with God. While the poet-craftsman still works in an essentially classical mode of versification, the sensitive soul finds a new musical expression of its longings and its pain. Memory is associated evocatively with place, in the creation of a ‘paysage intérieur’ through soft alliteration, mellow fluidity of vowel sounds, and gentle variations on a semi-soporific Alexandrine rhythm. Though it is possible to view him as a transitional figure, Lamartine’s place as the first Romantic poet in France seems assured by a sustained tone of unaffected pathos, by harmony of form and content, and by his thematic emphases on love and loss and on the natural as a mirror of the divine. The influence of his musicality was later to be acknowledged by Verlaine and the Symbolists.

Le Lac


Ainsi, toujours poussés vers de nouveaux rivages,

Dans la nuit éternelle emportés sans retour,

Ne pourrons-nous jamais sur l’océan des âges

     Jeter l’ancre un seul jour?




O lac! l’année à peine a fini sa carrière,

Et près des flots chéris qu’elle devait revoir

Regarde! je viens seul m’asseoir sur cette pierre

     Où tu la vis s’asseoir!




Tu mugissais ainsi sous ces roches profondes;

Ainsi tu te brisais sur leurs flancs déchirés:

Ainsi le vent jetait l’écume de tes ondes

     Sur ses pieds adorés.




Un soir, t’en souvient-il? nous voguions en silence;

On n’entendait au loin, sur l’onde et sous les cieux,

Que le bruit des rameurs qui frappaient en cadence

     Tes flots harmonieux.



The Lake

And so, driven on ceaselessly towards new shores, carried beyond return into eternal darkness, shall we never cast anchor for a single day in the ocean of time?

O lake! the year has scarce run its course, and by the cherished waves that she was meant to see again, see now! I come alone to sit upon this stone where you saw her sit!

Then as now you moaned beneath these plunging rocks; you broke against their jagged flanks; the wind sprayed the foam of your waves on her beloved feet.

One evening, do you remember? we were sailing in silence, hearing over the waters and beneath the heavens only the distant rhythmic beat of oarsmen on your harmonious waves.


Tout à coup des accents inconnus à la terre

Du rivage charmé frappèrent les échos;

Le flot fut attentif, et la voix qui m’est chère

     Laissa tomber ces mots:




“O temps, suspends ton vol! et vous, heures propices,

     Suspendez votre cours!

Laissez-nous savourer les rapides délices

     Des plus beaux de nos jours!




“Assez de malheureux ici-bas vous implorent:

     Coulez, coulez pour eux;

Prenez avec leurs jours les soins qui les dévorent;

     Oubliez les heureux.




“Mais je demande en vain quelques moments encore,

     Le temps m’échappe et fuit;

Je dis à cette nuit: “Sois plus lente”; et l’aurore

     Va dissiper la nuit.



Suddenly a voice, its strains unknown on earth, struck echoes from the enchanted shore; the waters listened, and that precious voice let fall these words:

‘O timc, suspend your flight! and you, fortunate hours, stay your journey! Let us savour the fleeting delights of the finest of our days!

Enough unhappy beings here below invoke you: flow on, flow on for them; remove their consuming cares as you take away their days; forget the happy ones.

But I ask in vain for a few moments more, time escapes me and slips away; I say to this night: “Pass more slowly”; and dawn will soon dissolve the night.


“Aimons donc, aimons donc! de l’heure fugitive,

     Hâtons-nous, jouissons!

L’homme n’a point de port, le temps n’a point de rive;

     Il coule, et nous passons!”




Temps jaloux, se peut-il que ces moments d’ivresse,

Où l’amour à longs flots nous verse le bonheur,

S’envolent loin de nous de la même vitesse

     Que les jours de malheur?




Hé quoi! n’en pourrons-nous fixer au moins la trace?

Quoi! passés pour jamais? quoi! tout entiers perdus?

Ce temps qui les donna, ce temps qui les efface,

     Ne nous les rendra plus?




Étemité, néant, passé, sombres abîmes,

Que faites-vous des jours que vous engloutissez?

Parlez: nous rendrez-vous ces extases sublimes

     Que vous nous ravissez?



Let us love then, let us love! be quick to enjoy the fleeting hour! Mankind has no harbour, time has no shore; it flows, and we pass on!’

Jealous time, can it be that these intoxicating moments, when love pours happiness into us in long draughts, fly far from us as swiftly as days of misery?

What! can we not grasp and hold at least their impression? What! gone for ever? What! entirely lost? Will time that gave them, time that effaces them, never give them back to us?

Eternity, nothingness, past, dark chasms, what do you do with the days that you engulf? Speak: will you give back those sublime ecstasies that you steal from us?


O lac! rochers muets! grottes! forêt obscure!

Vous que le temps épargne ou qu’il peut rajeunir,

Gardez de cette nuit, gardez, belle nature,

     Au moins le souvenir!




Qu’il soit dans ton repos, qu’il soit dans tes orages,

Beau lac, et dans l’aspect de tes riants coteaux,

Et dans ces noirs sapins, et dans ces rocs sauvages

     Qui pendent sur tes eaux!




Qu’il soit dans le zéphyr qui frémit et qui passe,

Dans les bruits de tes bords par tes bords répétés,

Dans l’astre au front d’argent qui blanchit ta surface

     De ses molles clartés!




Que le vent qui gémit, le roseau qui soupire,

Que les parfums légers de ton air embaumé,

Que tout ce qu’on entend, l’on voit ou l’on respire,

     Tout dise: “Ils ont aimé!”



O lake! wordless rocks! caves! dark forest! You who are untouched or made young again by time, cherish, fair nature, cherish at least the memory of that night!

Let it be in your calmness, let it be in your storms, lovely lake, and in the face of your laughing hillsides, and in these black pines, and in these wild rocks that overhang your waters!

Let it be in the zephyr which trembles and passes on, in the sounds of your shores which your shores re-echo, in the silver-browed star which whitens your surface with its soft glimmer!

Let the moaning wind, the sighing reed, the gentle scents of your fragrant air, let all that is heard, seen or breathed, let all say: ‘They loved!’

Le Vallon


Mon cœur, lassé de tout, même de l’espérance,

N’ira plus de ses voeux importuner le sort;

Prêtez-moi seulement, vallon de mon enfance,

Un asile d’un jour pour attendre la mort.




Voici l’étroit sentier de l’obscure vallée:

Du flanc de ces coteaux pendent des bois épais,

Qui, courbant sur mon front leur ombre entremêlêe,

Me couvrent tout entier de silence et de paix.




Là, deux ruisseaux cachés sous des ponts de verdure

Tracent en serpentant les contours du vallon;

Ils mêlent un moment leur onde et leur murmure,

Et non loin de leur source ils se perdent sans nom.



The Vale

My heart, weary of all things, even of hope, will trouble fate no more with its wishes; grant me only, vale of my childhood, refuge for one day to wait for death.

Here is the narrow path through the dark valley: from these hillsides hang dense woodlands which, bending over my brow their shade of blended colours, cloak me entirely in silence and peace.

There, two streams, hidden under bridges of greenery, wind as they trace the contours of the valley; they mingle for a moment their waters and their murmur, and not far from their source they are lost without name.


La source de mes jours comme eux s’est écoulée;

Elle a passé sans bruit, sans nom et sans retour:

Mais leur onde est limpide, et mon âme troublée

N’aura pas réfléchi les clartés d’un beau jour.




La fraîcheur de leurs lits, l’ombre qui les couronne,

M’enchaînent tout le jour sur les bords des ruisseaux;

Comme un enfant bercé par un chant monotone,

Mon âme s’assoupit au murmure des eaux.




Ah! c’est là qu’entouré d’un rempart de verdure,

D’un horizon borné qui suffit à mes yeux,

J’aime à fixer mes pas, et, seul dans la nature,

A n’entendre que l’onde, à ne voir que les cieux.




J’ai trop vu, trop senti, trop aimé dans ma vie;

Je viens chercher vivant le calme du Léthé.

Beaux lieux, soyez pour moi ces bords où l’on oublie:

L’oubli seul désormais est ma félicité.



The source of my days has passed away like them; it has passed without sound, without name, with no return: but their waters are limpid, and my clouded soul will never have reflected the clear light of a beautiful day.

The freshness of their beds, the shade which wreathes them, hold me all day long on the banks of the streams; like a child rocked by an unchanging song, my soul is lulled by the waters’ murmur.

Ah! there, surrounded by a rampart of greenery, by a limited horizon, enough for my eyes, I love to direct my steps, and, alone in nature, to hear only the waters, to see only the skies.

I have seen too much, felt too much, loved too much in my life; I come to seek, still living, the calm of Lethe. Lovely place, be for me those banks of oblivion: to forget is my only happiness now.


Mon coeur est en repos, mon âme est en silence;

Le bruit lointain du monde expire en arrivant,

Comme un son éloigné qu’affaiblit la distance,

A l’oreille incertaine apporté par le vent.




D’ici je vois la vie, à travers un nuage,

S’évanouir pour moi dans l’ombre du passé;

L’amour seul est resté, comme une grande image

Survit seul au réveil dans un songe effacé.




Repose-toi, mon âme, en ce dernier asile,

Ainsi qu’un voyageur qui, le coeur plein d’espoir,

S’assied, avant d’entrer, aux portes de la ville,

Et respire un moment l’air embaumé du soir.




Comme lui, de nos pieds secouons la poussière;

L’homme par ce chemin ne repasse jamais:

Comme lui, respirons au bout de la carrière

Ce calme avant-coureur de l’éternelle paix.



My heart is at peace, my soul is quiet; the distant noise of the world dies away as it reaches me, like a faraway sound weakened by distance, carried by the wind to an uncertain ear.

From here I see life, through a cloud, fading into the shadows of the past; love alone remains, as one great image alone survives our waking from a vanished dream.

Rest, my soul, in this last refuge, as a traveller, his heart full of hope, sits before entering the gates of the city, and breathes for a moment the scented air of evening.

Like him, let us shake the dust from our feet; man never passes this way again: like him, let us breathe at the end of life’s course this calm that heralds eternal peace.


Tes jours, sombres et courts comme les jours d’automne,

Déclinent comme l’ombre au penchant des coteaux;

L’amitié te trahit, la pitié t’abandonne,

Et, seule, tu descends le sentier des tombeaux.




Mais la nature est là qui t’invite et qui t’aime;

Plonge-toi dans son sein qu’elle t’ouvre toujours:

Quand tout change pour toi, la nature est la même,

Et le même soleil se lève sur tes jours.




De lumière et d’ombrage elle t’entoure encore:

Détache ton amour des faux biens que tu perds;

Adore ici l’écho qu’adorait Pythagore,

Prête avec lui l’oreille aux célestes concerts.




Suis le jour dans le ciel, suis l’ombre sur la terre;

Dans les plaines de l’air vole avec l’aquilon;

Avec le doux rayon de l’astre du mystère

Glisse à travers les bois dans l’ombre du vallon.



Your days, dark and brief like the days of autumn, are waning like the shadow on the hillsides; friendship betrays you, pity abandons you, and you descend alone the pathway to the graves.

But nature is there, inviting you, loving you; plunge into her ever-open bosom: when for you all is changing, nature stays the same, and the same sun rises on your days.

With light and shade she surrounds you still: unbind your love from the false possessions you are losing; worship here the echo that Pythagoras worshipped, give ear with him to the heavenly harmonies.

Follow the daylight in the sky, follow the darkness on the earth; fly with the north wind in the plains of the air; with the soft beam of the star of mystery slip through the woods in the shade of the valley.


Dieu, pour le concevoir, a fait l’intelligence:

Sous la nature enfin découvre son auteur!

Une voix à l’esprit parle dans son silence:

Qui n’a pas entendu cette voix dans son cœur?



God made intelligence to conceive it: discover at last within nature her creator! A voice in the silence speaks to the spirit: who has not heard this voice in his heart?


Marceline Desbordes-Valmore


(1786–1859)

From a life of emotional torment and financial struggle Marceline Desbordes-Valmore distilled a poetry of remarkable lyrical force. Disappointed in her marriage to a mediocre actor, she drew emotional nourishment from a secret affair (probably with Henri de Latouche, a minor poet).

Her poems of love, motherhood, friendship, faith and loss were admired by more famous contemporaries, and later by Verlaine and the Symbolists who valued in her verse a delicate musicality of sound and rhythm, a freshness of imagery and an absence of rhetoric. Not highly educated, she wrote with a compulsive spontaneity: ‘The music revolved in my afflicted mind, and a steady beat structured my ideas independently of reflection.’

Major works: Elégies et Poésies nouvelles 1825, Poésies 1830, Les Fleurs 1833, Pauvres Fleurs 1839, Bouquets et Prières 1843, Poésies posthumes 1860.

Souvenir


Quand il pâlit un soir, et que sa voix tremblante

S’éteignit tout à coup dans un mot commencé;

Quand ses yeux, soulevant leur paupière brÛlante,

Me blessèrent d’un mal dont je le crus blessé;

Quand ses traits plus touchants, éclairés d’une flamme

Qui ne s’éteint jamais,

S’imprimèrent vivants dans le fond de mon âme,

Il n’aimait pas, j’aimais!



Memory

When he grew pale one evening, and his trembling voice died suddenly on a half-formed word; when his eyes, raising their burning lids, pierced me with a wound with which I thought him pierced; when his more touching features, illumined with a fire that never dies, made their
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