





✩ I ✩

THE INFANT PRODIGY




JEAN-ARTHUR RIMBAUD was bom in Charleville, in the Ardennes, October 20th, 1854. Charleville and Mézières are twin cities whose every alley he explored and where he passed his impatient boyhood. Mézières, fortress and seat of the prefecture, its ancient citadel enclosed within ramparts once defended by the Chevalier Bayard, had become the home of bureaucrats and petty officials, and slept peacefully in the shadow of her tall cathedral. Charleville, her young rival, was already richer and more populous, proud of her commerce and industry, flourishing under the rule of her garrulous and enterprising middle classes. Neither city can claim Rimbaud as her own. He did not love them.

Both towns are situated on the banks of a lovely river, whose silver meanderings his eye would follow longingly—eternal invitation to wander! The Meuse, coming from the east at this point, just touches Mézières and then swerves aside; it winds around the peninsula of Saint-Julien, digresses whimsically, and then returns a second time to caress its moldy ramparts. From there it flows on toward Charleville, gains the passes of the Ardennes, and flows toward the north amid the blue rocks, the grottoes and the woods of its romantic valley. Insensitive in general to the misty harmonies of his native soil, Rimbaud retained only one memory: the song of the river, the call of the waters in flight toward the unknown.

With every fiber in his body he would respond to this imperious call. Like Verlaine, he was an army officer’s son; and the spirit of his father, a Burgundian of Provençal extraction, clashed sharply with the rigid self-restraint of the old Ardennes folk. The father was an adventurer, with all the daring and vivacity of the country of wine and sunlight. Awarded a commission by the Duc d’Aumale after serving in the ranks, Captain Rimbaud had campaigned in Algeria with the Chasseurs d’Orléans, and had led, before his marriage, the free and boisterous camp life of a soldier in Northern Africa. On his return to France, he found that he got on very poorly with his wife, whose severity sorely tried his impulsive and restless nature. Immediately after the birth of his second son, Arthur, he left France to take part in the Crimean War. Returning again, he dragged his growing family moodily from garrison to garrison, until he quit them finally for the Italian campaign. In 1860 his wife obtained a permanent separation, and came back to Charleville, where her fifth child, Isabelle, the poet’s favorite sister, was born.

The poet was destined to have more than one feature derived from his father: the high swelling forehead, the keen blue eyes, light auburn hair, short nose slightly uptilted, full and sensual lips. From his father also he would inherit an unhealthy instability, a capricious and violent temper, an insatiable curiosity, and a taste for travel and foreign languages.

From his mother, however, Rimbaud inherited qualities typical of the Ardennes. This tall, thin woman fitted into the rugged setting admirably; the gloomy horizons, the neutral tones of the landscape, the rude climate suited her temperament. What did she give to her son? First, her height; her long gnarled hands, her sharp voice, her firm cheeks which seemed bitten by the north wind, and last, and above all, her boundless pride, her obstinacy, her iron will.

A daughter of great landed proprietors of the Basse-Ardennes, she was a woman of steel, haughty, avaricious, bigoted, commanding. She never permitted any difference of opinion in her family. She was incapable of any yielding or spontaneous gesture. There was nothing sentimental about her; she was never seen to smile. In the vexations of their sad conjugal life, her husband was certainly not always in the wrong.

She was to exercise an absurd tyranny over her child, and under her he would serve his apprenticeship of revolt. Before setting himself against religion, against society, against literature, he would rebel against the family—through her.

Amazingly enough, she was to triumph in the end. Rimbaud’s spirit would become a sad battleground on which opposing forces would confront each other ceaselessly: forces of expansion—the vagabond restlessness of the father, the desire to squander his energies, to accumulate experiences—pitted against the spirit of conservation and peasant-like craft—the joys of acquisition and ownership, the delight in profit-taking, and finally, that thirst for property, that longing for money which was, at bottom, the hollow echo of his mother’s spirit in him.

The first half of Rimbaud’s life would be dominated by the spirit of adventure, but during the second half (whatever reasons he might have for renouncing literature and fleeing into the desert) he was destined to become as “avaricious as the sea,” and would drag his horde of gold along in his colonist’s belt despite weariness and pain.

In turn a desperate idealist and a furious positivist, he would heed alternately the call of his opposing hereditary instincts. As an adventurer in ideas he was to end in an impasse, against a stone wall. But when you find him, an earthly adventurer, penetrating into the heart of burning Ethiopia with his caravans, do not attribute his daring to supreme courage. He no longer enjoys the sense of danger. Under his Bedouin tent he piles his gold high, and his mother, from afar, smiles at him.

[image: image]

Even the birth of the poet, if one may believe his too obliging biographer and brother-in-law, Paterne Berrichon, had something of the prodigious about it. Mme. Rimbaud was delivered at the home of her father, M. Cuif, a retired farmer living in a comfortable apartment on the main street of Charleville (now 12 rue Thiers). “At the very hour of his arrival in this world, when the first attentions were being given him, the doctor stated that he already had his eyes wide open. And, as the nurse engaged to swaddle the infant placed him on a pillow on the floor, in order to look for some forgotten article of clothing, she was astounded at seeing him get off the pillow and crawl, laughing, toward the door of the apartment giving on the stairs.”

Really? But why should he have stopped there? The stairway should have been very tempting for a future explorer! And the street, that animated, humming thoroughfare which runs from the square of the Avenue de la Gare to the Place Ducale! Why not there, where on market days crowds of countrymen all dressed up in their blue Sunday smocks swarm behind the light carts with their green awnings?

No, we can do without these pious legends. This life he cursed so often Rimbaud did not greet with a smile. Besides, his precocity is so truly amazing that there is no need for exaggeration. That the child, put to nurse with a good nail-maker’s wife, should have played all alone in the salt bin, that he should have walked “boldly” and “without assistance” at eight months—these things have no interest for us.

When Madame Rimbaud left her husband and came back to Charleville to give birth to her daughter Isabelle, Grandfather Cuif was dead and she had to find other lodgings. She had to content herself with a flat in the old rue Bourbon. It was different from the pleasant quarter in which they had formerly lived; different from the broad street with its expensive shops, among them that of the book-dealer Letellier, whose Epinal prints and Christmas gift books had so delighted the “Poet of Seven Years.”


A sept ans, il faisait des romans sur la vie
Du grand désert ou luit la Liberté ravie.
Forêts, soleils, rives, savanes! Il s’aidait
De journaux illustrés, où, rouge, il regardait
Des Espagnols rire et des Italiennes. . . .

At seven he wove great romances about
Life in the wide desert, where ravished Liberty gleams.
Forests, suns, rivers, savannahs! He borrowed
All these from illustrated journals, where, all ruddy,
He saw the Spaniards laugh, and the Italian girls. . . .



The rue Bourbon is common and out-at-elbows. It was here that Rimbaud had his first glimpse of the famished life of poor people. He would slip away from the old flat, and “in the shadow of musty hallways,” in the little garden “with its hedge of mangy fruit trees,” he would secretly rejoin his little playmates, “sickly and bare-headed,” the children of working people:


Cachant de maigres doigts jaunes et noires de boue
Sous des habits puant la foire, et tout vieillots.

Hiding their skinny fingers, yellow-black with mud,
Beneath clothes that stank of the market, and all tattered.



The home atmosphere at this time was very depressing. Rimbaud was continually deceiving his mother in order to play with companions who were never considered “nice enough.” It was a rule that the neighbors’ children were never to enter the apartment. Mme. Rimbaud was very careful. Her two sons and her two daughters (the third daughter died at an early age) were supposed to play together “nicely” . . . and without toys! What a sorry quartet they made! But the boy scoffed at his mother’s interdictions.


Quand venait, l’oeil brun, folle, en robes d’indiennes
—Huit ans—la fille des ouvriers d’à côté,
La petite brutale, et qu’elle avait sauté,
Dans un coin, sur son dos, en secouant ses tresses,
Et qu’il était sous elle, il lui mordait les fesses,
Car elle ne portait jamais de pantalons,
Et par elle meurtri des poings et des talons,
Remportait les saveurs de sa peau dans sa chambre.

When the little girl of laborers near-by
—Eight years—came, all wild, clad in India cloth,
The little beast, and when in a corner she had leaped
Upon his back, tossing her locks, he found
Himself beneath her, and bit her little shanks,
For never did she wear pantaloons!
And then, gashed by her heels and by her fists,
He would bring back to his room the savor of her skin.



Every Sunday, as my old friend Louis Pierquin has told me, Mme. Rimbaud used to attend eleven o’clock mass in the new parish church. She appeared there majestically, with her children: the two little girls in front, Vitalie and Isabelle, holding each other by the hand; the two boys in back, Frédéric and Arthur, each one carrying a blue cotton umbrella. Soberly and decently clad, carrying herself with dignity, the mother brought up the rear. The little ones were neatly dressed, with round hats and starched white Buster Brown collars, heavy shoes, and clothes of an old-fashioned cut.

The same ceremonial order was observed when the family went to market. They were an object of curiosity to the passers-by and to the shop-keepers. On market days the Place Ducale contained within the cold and noble disposition of its twenty-four Louis Treize pavilions, a whole swarming and busy population, and this unique procession threaded its impeccable way among the tents, the piled-up merchandise, the carts of second-hand goods and early spring vegetables, under a fire of ironical comments.

Sunday was a terrible day, a day from which play and noise were strictly banished. No distractions were allowed. No relaxation. Somber grayness unrelieved, from which he could escape only ini imagination.


Il rêvait la prairie amoureuse, où les houles
Lumineuses, parfums sains, pubescences d’or,
Font leur remuement calme et prennent leur essor!

He dreamt about the loving prairie, where luminous
Billows, wholesome scents, golden down
Carry on their calm stirrings and take their flight.



Then he throws himself upon his book of adventure, with its fascinating colored engravings.


Il lisait son roman sans cesse médité,
Pleins de lourds ciels ocreux et de forets noyées
De fleurs de chair au bois sidéral déployées.

He read his novel unremittingly,
Full of thick ocreous clouds and submerged forests,
Of fleshy flowers unfolded in the starry wood.



And, in the bare blue room with its high ceilings, “bitterly damp,” behind the eternally closed shutters, his dream world prevailed, and wove its spell of enchantment about him.

However, in 1862 the family moved once again, for Mme. Rimbaud could not get on with any of her neighbors. They migrated to a somewhat more respectable neighborhood in the Cour d’Orléans, “under-the-trees,” as it is still commonly called in Charleville. It was a pleasant walk, broad and airy, lined with small private houses, and bordered with chestnut trees. At that same time the boys entered the Rossat school, a free secular academy where they began their Latin. Rimbaud was then eight years old.

In one of his notebooks of the year 1862, a curious narrative has been found, in which we see a feeling for nature that is astonishingly precocious despite a certain awkward vivacity, mingled with an instinctive revolt against examinations and books:

“The refreshing wind agitated the leaves of the trees with a rustling almost like that of the silvery waters of the brook at my feet. The ferns bowed their green heads before the wind. I fell asleep, but not before slaking my thirst at the running brook.” The tale, incoherent as it is, ends with a comical childish invective against the study of Greek, Latin, history and geography. Here we have already “the importunate child,” swearing and blaspheming, whose sarcasms were later to annoy the bourgeois . . . and the Parnassians. “Ah, saperlipote de saperlipopette! Sapristi! I shall live on my income; there’s no use wearing out one’s trousers on school benches, saperlipopettouille!”

Eight years old! One marvels.

However, wearing out his trousers on classroom benches is just what he is to do, like a very good boy. He is proud, and that explains his youthful industry, his scholastic triumphs. At ten, he entered the seventh form of the Charleville Collège.

At that time the college was situated at the Place du Saint-Sépulcre near the Meuse, a deserted and silent esplanade that bordered a convent of the same name, a seminary, and several tanneries. At the river’s bank a boat was moored. Here the boy loved to sit by himself, while waiting for the bell to admit the day scholars. Ernest Delahaye, who was his best friend and most faithful biographer, remembers having seen him there one day, “examining with a long, delighted glance the agitated rippling of the water, the torn grasses, the floating débris, the submerged weeds only half-visible, all the changing, indecisive, mysterious forms and colors.” It was here that the poet was awakened, the poet who was to write the Bateau Ivre.

But his love of solitude and revery, his more introspective tendency did not affect his application to his studies. On the contrary, he worked so rapidly and so well that he finished his seventh form in less than three months. In his Sixth form, he amazed his teachers by writing, spontaneously—Ah, saperlipopette!—a summary of all ancient history.

There is something compensatory, after all, in being the brightest student in one’s school. To be at the “head of the class” helps one forget humiliations at home, permits at least in school the exercise of that will which must so often bend beneath the maternal will.

“Rimbaud,” writes Delahaye, “whose name was destined to appear so frequently in the prize-lists of Charleville Collège, took his first prizes in catechism, and the chaplain was the first of his instructors to mention him with just pride. His brilliance in religious instruction was not due either to docility or to keenness of memory. At the age of twelve, faith burned in him; his piety was so exalted that he longed for martyrdom.

“One Sunday, as the pupils were leaving chapel, the usher being absent by some chance or perhaps too far away to see what was going on near the door, the ‘big boys’ hastened to exhibit their vivid sense of humor (so habitual when the beard first begins to prick the chin) by dabbling with delight in the font, and throwing holy water in each other’s faces . . . and other joyous impieties. Rimbaud, small as he was, reared in fury at the sight of the sacrilege; he threw himself on them, tried to push them away, took their blows, answered with clenched fists as best he could, took more, persisted, scratching and biting until the intervention of authority put everybody under discipline. This battle earned for him the soubriquet of ‘dirty little bigot,’ which he accepted with pride.”

His faith did not last. He himself admitted that he was locked up “in the garret” at the end of that year, for having been discovered by his mother reading an impious book. The yeast of liberty began rising in him:


Et la mêre fermant le livre du devoir
S’en allait, satisfaite et tres fière, sans voir
Dans ses yeux bleus et sous le front plein d’éminences
L’âme de son enfant livrée aux rêpugnances.

And his mother, closing the book of duty
Went off, contented and quite proud, never seeing
In his blue eyes and in his brow’s eminence
The soul of her child delivered to repugnance.



Without seeing? It was not long before she began to open her eyes. Her son’s will clashed with her own at every turn. They defied each other, they fought constantly. The struggle went on every day, sometimes muffled, sometimes open. One day Rimbaud expressed a desire to study music, the piano. She refused flatly. “It’s only a caprice, a whim on your part! We have enough expenses!” The lad refused to admit that he was beaten. During his mother’s absence one day, alone, and clinging to his idea, he cut up the dining-room table in the shape of a piano. On his mother’s return, what a storm, what scoldings! Rimbaud would not give in. “If you don’t rent a piano for me, you had better look after your other furniture.” Finally she had to capitulate, for she was a careful housekeeper.

Fortunately, the school relieved her of her son the greater part of the day. Besides, the child was brilliantly successful at his studies. While his elder brother, Frédéric, was left back in the sixth Form, Arthur skipped the fifth, and was ranked, almost immediately, among the best students of the fourth. He acquainted himself rapidly with Latin prosody, and became passionately interested in Virgil.

His instructor was a severe old man, M. Pérette, nicknamed “Father Bos,” because of the vigor with which he used to scan the accusative plural, while hammering out the rhythm with his fist on the armchair: “Flammarumque globos . . . debellare superbos, etc.” Scolding and pedantic, he was the butt of Rimbaud’s waggish tricks. As the teacher was hard of hearing, the boy amused himself by punning over his recitations and mutilating his Latin. The end of Virgil’s verse: “debellare superbos,” was transformed, to the great amusement of the class, into “degueulare superbos.” But despite his tricks, Rimbaud had won the affection of the principal, M. Desdruets. However, even that respectable administrator, who looked so much like Mirabeau and had the grand manner of the Old Regime, was sometimes given to doubts about him. “Nothing of the usual sort,” he used to say, “will take root in that brain. He will have either a genius for good or a genius for evil.” But secretly he hoped that under his tutelage the child would develop into a good genius, and so he encouraged and stimulated him in his work.

On the other hand, M. Pérette did not share either the illusions or the kindness of the principal. “I don’t like his eyes and his smile,” he would grumble, shaking his head with its white whiskers, and looking over the rims of his spectacles. “As smart as you like, but he’ll come to no good end.”

At that time the Charleville Collège used to admit within the enclosure of its red brick fences, behind its moldy and polished walls, the pupils of the little seminary next door. They would come, dressed in their cassocks, to take certain courses. Between them and the collegians there was bitter rivalry, and Rimbaud used to take pride in eliminating these formidable competitors, among whom was—curiously enough—the future popular novelist Jules Mary. And of course they all detested Rimbaud cordially.

His former instructor, Georges Izambard, of whom I shall soon speak again, tells the following anecdote. “One day, when the class was assembled in the amphitheater, during the dull calm of Latin composition, a sharp voice arose from one of the higher tiers: ‘Monsieur, Rimbaud is cheating! He just passed a paper to his neighbor.’ I leaped forward, grabbed the evidence and held it out to prove to the class that there was nothing suspicious in it. But Rimbaud had already half lifted himself from his seat, and with a grand, sweeping gesture had thrown his Thesaurus at the babbler’s head. . . . ‘Oh,’ I said, in a tone of suppressed anger, which relieved me from having to take sterner measures (for, had I been a student, I should have done the same thing). My Rimbaud sat down again, stoical and disdainful, with the air of one who sings under torture. The incident had no further consequences.”

After all, who could not forgive him? He astonished both his instructors and his fellow-students by his prodigious gifts. To be sure, he rebelled against mathematics, or rather, he despised it—and yet how passionately he was to devote himself to it twenty years later. But what brilliant feats in literature! During the science classes, in which he was not very much interested, he used to do the required exercises in Latin verse for his friends. “While one of us would be demonstrating some geometry theorem at the blackboard,” wrote one of his class-mates, “Rimbaud would patch together in a moment a number of Latin verses. Each boy got his own. The subject was the same, but the composition, the ideas, the development were so varied that the instructor could not see the hand of the same workman in each. It was a wonderful tour de force.”

It has often been told how impudently and with what amazing ease he carried off the first prize in Latin verse at the Academic Competition of 1869 (held by the University of Lille among the schools of Northern France.) The subject, Jugurtha, had dismayed the contestants. “What a subject, indeed! We weren’t prepared for anything of the sort! First of all we were expected to know something about Jugurtha. We had anticipated a subject of current interest, the Universal Exposition for example, etc., etc.” Tongues wagged, but no pen began to move. One can imagine the boys shut in behind their polished oaken desks, notched by successive generations of scholars, wiping their pens on their black sateen sleeves, yawning, stretching, biting their nails, whispering to each other in their surprise and their helplessness.

Rimbaud does not stir. He is silent as usual. His elbows spread out, his chin in his hand, his eyes fixed, his expression sour (as shown later in the canvas of Fantin-Latour) he writes nothing, seems asleep. The principal arrives. The good fellow is pained to see the blank paper at Rimbaud’s desk. “What? You too? Then you are no smarter than the rest?” The boy grumbles his answer, “I’m hungry.” Perfectly possible, since the contest had opened at six o’clock in the morning, and it is now nine. Let him have something to eat! One must be careful about this young colt, this thoroughbred born for the race-track. Enter then the janitor, Father Chocal, dragging his feet, his cap greasy and limp, wearing his stiff blue smock, and carrying a covered basket from which he extracts enormous slices of bread and butter. The other boys burst into laughter. Rimbaud eats contemptuously, a mischievous glint in his eye, and, having swallowed the last bite, throws himself on his paper and writes his Latin verses at one stroke:


Nascitur Arabis ingens in collibus infans. . . .


Everything, memories of his reading, of the Algerian campaign, comparisons with Abd-el-kadir, fancies of “the poet of seven years,” all this is crowded in, arranged, made definite. To the devil with the Gradus. As if he needed that cumbersome old book! Long before the end of the competition he goes up to the desk and places his manuscript before the examiner. Eighty Latin verses, “forceful and sonorous!” More than enough to save the honor of the college. The principal is delighted. But M. Pérette, when told of Rimbaud’s achievement, continues to shake his head . . . “As smart as you like, but he’ll come to no good end!”

During the same year—he was then fifteen years old—Rimbaud wrote his first (known) verses in French, the Etrennes des Orphelins.


La chambre est pleine d’ombre. On entend vaguement
De deux enfants le triste et doux chuchotement,
Leur front se penche, encore alourdi par le rêve,
Sous le long rideau blanc qui tremble et se soulève.
Au dehors, les oiseaux se rapprochent frileux
Leur aile s’engourdit sous le ton gris des cieux.
Et la nouvelle année, à la suite brumeuse,
Laissant tomber les plis de sa robe neigeuse,
Sourit avec des pleurs et chante en grelottant. . . .

The room is full of shadow. Vaguely is heard
The soft and sad whisperings of two children,
Their heads, bent forward, nod, still heavy with dream,
Under the long white curtain that flaps and trembles.
Without the chilly birds approach each other
Their wings as if benumbed under the grey-toned skies.
And the New Year, after fog and mist,
Drops the folds of her snowy robes,
Smiles through her tears and sings as she shudders. . . .


O New Year’s bells in the frosty Ardennes, O bitter dawn rising on the extinguished hearth, dreams of motherless children, little wooden shoes empty beside the fireplace, Christmas without a Christmas tree, Epiphany without the Magi, awakening without gifts! As far as one can judge from this simple, childlike, and somewhat awkward poem, Rimbaud was not yet, at the age of fifteen or sixteen, the adventurous and brutal boy described by Verlaine in les Hommes d’Aujourd’hui. To be sure, at about this time he was beginning to take long walks along the “Meuse, which, flowing so gently through the city, becomes a raging torrent as it escapes into the country—past the Culbute with its trim vistas, and the pretty woods of les Havetières.” Above all he would make excursions to the Belgian border, where, inveterate smoker that he was, he went to look for contraband tobacco in the very teeth of the revenue officers.

But if his brutality and venturesomeness at this stage were not specially marked, neither was he the perfect child, the pride of his mother, as Paterne Berrichon portrays him. He was a greedy adolescent, busy and headstrong, with a difficult character, but very studious; at once the honor and the torment of Charleville Collège. However, although his mind had bloomed splendidly, his true nature was still dormant. Two things were needed to awaken it; the influence of a perspicacious teacher, and the outbreak of the war.







✩ II ✩

THE REBEL




THE year 1869 brought a new spirit to the school in the person of Georges Izambard, a young instructor in Rhetoric. Paterne Berrichon has reproached him, very unjustly, for having incited Rimbaud to revolt. Inspired by romantic and republican ideas, which he may or may not have expounded in class, he is supposed by Berrichon to have poured his Jacobin and equalitarian theories into the receptive ear of young Rimbaud. To this accusation the teacher has given a formal denial: “I never once spoke of politics to Rimbaud. I was his friend, but also his teacher. I willingly gave him lessons—without pay—whenever he asked for them. I made him feel free to call upon me as much as he wished by explaining that I was rewarded for it all by his remarkable academic triumphs. When school was over he would often wait for me at the gate to accompany me home. Along the way we had many long conversations about poets and poetry, as that was all that interested him.”

Without casting any doubts on the sincerity of M. Izambard, it is impossible to believe that hisliberal opinions did not have a strong influence outside of the class-room. He personified, in that last year of the Empire, the courage and independence of the young republican party. The assassination of Victor Noir and the arrest of Rochefort had repercussions throughout the whole school system. La Lanterne was being read in secret by all the students and when the liberal Rhetoric instructor first crossed the threshold of Charleville Collège, he seemed like a breath of fresh air in a musty house.

He was then twenty-one years old. Enthusiastic and friendly, he soon discovered Rimbaud’s exceptional intelligence. Underneath the demeanor of the student who seemed “somewhat self-conscious, though docile and gentle, with his clean finger-nails, neat note-books, and his unusually correct exercises,” he could detect the “true intellectual, all vibrant with ideal passions.” The boy’s voracious mind appealed to him strongly, and Rimbaud returned his affection with fervor. Chafing in the confined air of his home, he attached himself to Izambard, sought him out everywhere, borrowed books of him.

Mme. Rimbaud began to take notice of this. Decidedly, she thought, this young instructor boded no good for her. One day she found her son deep in a volume by Victor Hugo (which she wrote Hugot). She tore it from his hands and reported her discovery to the principal. Then she sat down and wrote M. Izambard an oblique and somewhat hypocritical letter: “You know better than I that great care ought to be exercised in selecting books for children. And so I prefer to believe that Arthur must have obtained this one without your knowledge.”

The book in question was not Les Misérables, as she believed and as her son-in-law Paterne Berrichon afterward related. On the suggestion of the principal (who was quite sympathetic to the teacher), M. Izambard went to see Mme. Rimbaud to clear himself. The book had really been Nôtre-Dame de Paris, and he had lent it to his pupil for local color on the period of Villon. But the angry virago included all the works of Victor Hugo in a common execration. “An author who is on the Index? Imagine it! How can any one advise reading such things?” Both teacher and pupil were severely reprimanded.

Futile remonstrance, vain precautions! Rimbaud managed somehow to get hold of the books he wanted. What marvelous books! No more expurgated classics, prize-books in red-gold bindings, special editions for institutions of Christian learning, no more Annals of the Propagation of the Faith.

He was reading Juvenal and Lucretius, Rabelais and Villon, Baudelaire and Banville, Saint-Simon and Proudhon. He plunged into the history of the French Revolution, devoured Thiers’ fat volumes, Lamartine, Michelet, lingering by preference over the account of the Revolution by Louis Blanc. And soon he strutted and swelled with the pride of his young impiety and anarchism. He turned up his nose in class, cursed Napoleon who had “so stupidly made the Revolution fail of its purpose,” inserted into his themes appeals for uprisings, invocations to Robespierre, to Saint-Just, to Couthon; and he embarrassed his history professor by asking insidious questions about St. Bartholomew’s Eve or the Dragonnades. Finally, little by little, he began to cut certain courses which bored him.

On the other hand, his frequent long walks on the banks of the Meuse with M. Izambard were enlivened by interminable literary discussions. Rimbaud now heard the call of his true vocation. To be a poet—ah, yes—like Villon, whom he had portrayed with such vividness and challenge in his composition for the rhetoric class, called “Letter from Charles of Orleans to Louis XI.”

“Is it not good, Sire, under the trees, when the skies are clad in blue, when the bright sun shines, to speak sweet rondels and sing lovely ballads high and clear?” He also, like the imprisoned poet, held out his arms toward life, toward all life, saying: “Hurrah for the ladies with their high-boned collars decked in all their finery and embroidery! But hurrah also for bawdy taverns, full of the cries of drinkers banging their pewter pots together and often their rapiers!” And, as if he already had a presentiment of his own destiny, he took up the defense of all dreamers and poets—they who with eyes uplifted to the stars, stumble in the ditch. “Poets, you see, are not of this world. Permit them to live strange lives, let them be cold and hungry, let them run, love and sing. Mad children, they are as rich as Jacques Coeur, for their souls are full of songs, songs that laugh and weep, and that make us laugh and weep.”

At this time, too, he was writing verses passionately. His mathematics instructor discovered him more than once in class absorbed in the composition of some poem. He even went so far as to do into French verse the required translations from Latin poetry. In turn under Romantic and Parnassian influence, he wrote during this year Le Forgeron, Ophélie, Sensation, Soleil et chair.

In Le Forgeron (written in April, 1870) in one epic page worthy of Hugo’s Chatiments, he contrasts superbly the defeated Old Regime and the victorious Revolution, on that day when Louis XVI had to don the Phrygian cap:


Et dans la grande cour, dans les appartements
Où Paris haletait avec des hurlements,
Un frisson secoua l’immense populace.
Alors de sa main large et superbe de crasse,
Bien que le roi ventru suât, le forgeron,
Terrible, lui jeta le bonnet rouge au front.

And in the vast courtyard, in those halls
Where all Paris panted with its shouting,
A shudder now swept o’er the immense populace.
Then with his broad hand, superbly filthy,
While the pot-bellied king sweated, the mighty smith
Clapped the red bonnet upon his head.


Undoubtedly this is pure Victor Hugo. But it has something else besides. Rimbaud had seen that blacksmith. One evening he had stumbled over a drunken workman lying prostrate near a doorway in a Charleville street, repeating idiotically to himself: “I’m drunk, I’m drunk.” This was the original impulse for the poem. His imagination, working over this, produced those magnificent and visionary stanzas which indicate a singularly rich and powerful inspiration: “This is drunkenness, Sire, it bubbles over the walls, it rises, it brims. . . .” The theme is developed with the aid of florid romantic metaphors, yet enhanced also by picturesque inventions of his own, and enlivened by the rude, fresh tones of a truly incendiary poetry.

Then there is Ophélie, an astonishingly brilliant translation of Latin verses on an assigned subject, which calls to mind the preciose painting of Millais. Like the canvases of the Pre-Raphaelite painter, this poem trembles everywhere with reflections and breezes, it is steeped in foliage and sunlight. But from this little pastoral there rises a song of praise to nature, a hymn of longing for freedom and infinite space.


O pale Ophélie, belle comme la neige,
Oui, tu mourus, enfant, par un fleuve emporté!
C’est que les vents tombant des grands monts de Norvège
T’avaient parlé tout bas de l’âpre liberté! . . .

O pale Ophelia, fair as the snow,
Yes, thou diest, child, borne off by a river!
The winds falling from the Norway peaks
Had whispered to thee once of bitter liberty!. . .


The same flight toward a dream world and toward the limitless, the same intoxication with nature is expressed in the poem Sensation, in which the child sings of his walks in the country around Charleville.


Par les soirs bleus d’été, j’irai dans les sentiers,
Picoté par les blés, fouler l’herbe menue;
Rêveur, j’en sentirai la fraîcheur à mes pieds,
Je laisserai le vent baigner ma tête nue.

On blue summer nights I’ll wander down the lanes,
Pricked by the wheat, treading the fine grass;
Dreaming, I shall feel the freshness at my feet
Letting the winds bathe my bare head.



This love of nature already has its philosophical justification, and in the poem Soleil et chair we read a pantheistic profession of faith. Here the influence of Theodore de Banville’s l’Exil des dieux can easily be detected. Rimbaud (he is not yet sixteen!) calls on man to emancipate himself from Christianity and return to nature. God is the great longing eternally recreating the world:


Flesh, marble, flower, Venus, in thee I believe!


Aphrodite will end by conquering “the other god” and will arise, throwing upon the vast universe


Infinite love in an infinite smile


And the world will answer, will vibrate “like an immense lyre in the shudder of an immense kiss.”

At bottom everything is contained within this fermenting soul: Rimbaud is “bohemian,” revolutionary, and pantheistic. But can anyone be a bohemian with impunity in Charleville? Deliberately he neglects his appearance, his manners—he grows nervous (the awkward age, probably?) At the period of puberty, his genius is distilled out of its youthful components; his style, formerly expressed in the vague and sad music of Ophélie, the song of the breezes, of the willows and reeds, gradually assumes a tone of great pride, a more biting, more aggressive accent. He develops a cloacal vocabulary now, filthy, brutal, abusive. In conversation he is grandly obscene, exhibiting a flair for the coarse and the scatological. He withdraws before no depths of cynicism, as can be seen from his poetry. Nothing is more striking, more characteristic than the poem written in July, 1870: Le Chatiment de Tartuffe, “yellow, drooling his faith from his toothless mouth”; and the repulsive Venus Anadyomene, half-risen from her rusty green bathtub, “showing somewhat ill-concealed deficiencies and with a hideous ulcer flowering at her anus!”

Where now are those white images of the shores of Hellas, or of the Norwegian sea, of tall Ariadne, and gentle Ophelia? Where are those sails of Theseus, those trembling willows, water-lilies, golden stars? Rimbaud has forgotten them! Savagely he tramples the gardens of Parnassus and of Romanticism, wrecking the neat flower-beds of the bourgeoisie. This “shabby student” has become a crying scandal. Notice how roughly he handles his fellow-citizens, the placid idlers who come of evenings to listen to the music at the Place de la Gare!


Sur la place taillée en mesquines pelouses
Square où tout est correct, les arbres et les fleurs
Tous les bourgeois poussifs qu’étranglent les chaleurs
Portent, les jeudis soirs, leurs bêtises jalouses.

To the little square, cut into prim lawns,
A park whose trees and flowers are all correct,
The pursy citizens come, strangled by the heat,
On Thursday nights, bearing their sordid envies. . . .


They are all there, the notary with his strange watch-charms, the bespectacled well-to-do, the bloated bureaucrats, “dragging their fat wives along,” the “retired grocers who poke in the dirt with their club-headed canes,” the burgher with bright-colored buttons over his “Flemish paunch,” all those who regard the poet mistrustfully, and whom he defies with his mischievous glance. His own friends are elsewhere. . . .

July—August 1870! These are the last concerts of the military band! The war breaks out. Rimbaud’s vibrant revolutionary passion overflows. However, this year is crowned with scholastic triumphs for him. On the 17th of July he wins first prize in Latin poetry at the Academic Competition, the subject so suited to his talents being: “Sancho Panza’s apostrophe to his Ass.” Prize-day at the College has great honors for him: first prize for general excellence, first prize in Latin composition, first prize in French composition, first prize in Greek translation, etc. At this time, writes Ernest Delahaye ironically, “we students had the bright idea of sacrificing our prizes and offering their value to the government. A grandiloquent letter was addressed to the minister and covered with signatures. But Rimbaud refused to add his to the rest.” This is purely a political manifestation on his part, because at bottom he scoffs at such prizes. What do all these laurels mean to him! Nonsensical, childish trinkets! He champs at the bit still restraining him. War means deliverance, liberty for him, the greater future. He listens impatiently to the speech of the imperial prosecutor, who, while presiding over the prize-day exercises on the 6th of August, expresses the good wishes of the loyal Charleville population for their “august sovereign.” M. Izambard is already on his vacation at Douai. Rimbaud remains alone, his soul in torment, in the midst of his awards and medals.

And now comes bad news. Crowds mass before the dispatches announcing the first French reverses at Froeschviller and Forbach, but their agitation arouses only sarcasm in the young man! “The blessed people!” he writes to M. Izambard, August 25th, “these bullies with pat phrases in their mouths, act otherwise than the besieged of Metz and Strasbourg. They are frightful, these retired grocers who don the uniform again! It is sickening, it simply stinks, the way those notaries, glaziers, collectors, carpenters, and all those fat bellies with their rifles across their chests go playing at superpatriotism around the gates of Mézières. My country rises up! . . . Personally, I would rather see her sitting down; don’t shift your feet, that’s my principle . . . I am adrift, sick, furious, stupid, upset. I have longed for sunbaths, protracted walks, rest, travel, adventures, bohemianism in fact. But above all I have longed for newspapers, books . . . Nothing, nothing! Our bookshops no longer receive any shipments; Paris doesn’t care what happens to us—not a single new book! This is deadly.

“In the matter of newspapers, here I am reduced to reading the honorable Courrier des Ardennes, whose owner, managing editor, business manager, editor-in-chief and sole editor are A. Pouillard! This newspaper summarizes the aspirations, the desires and the opinions of the local population. Just think of it! It’s a nice business! A man is exiled in his own country!!!”

Izambard had left the key of his room and of his private library with Rimbaud. But this resource is quickly exhausted. “I have read all your books, all of them. Three days ago I got to les Epreuves, then to les Glaneuses—yes, I reread that thing—and then there was nothing left . . . I caught sight of Don Quixote yesterday; I spent all of two hours looking over the woodcuts by Doré. Now I have nothing more.”

Four days after the writing of this letter, the 29th of August, Mme. Rimbaud was taking a walk with her children in the meadows between Charleville and Mézières. (She had moved again, and her family was then installed not far away, on the Quai de la Madeleine, opposite the Meuse and Mont Olympe.) It was warm; there was a storm threatening. Paterne Berrichon has tried to reconstruct the scene from a symbolic interpretation of Les Illuminations: the little girls, in faded green dresses, “were reading their red-morocco bound book” under the willows, among the blossoming foliage. Erect, proud, “her parasol in her hand, treading the flowery sward,” the mother watched over her children. Suddenly Arthur got up to leave. “Where are you going?” “Back home, to look for another book.” She is not worried: their apartment is quite near. “Don’t dawdle, hurry up . . .” Hours pass. No one, no one comes. What has happened to him? . . . He does not return.

By now Mme. Rimbaud’s anxiety was unfeigned. Was he the victim of some accident or was he up
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