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ABSTRACT 

French p o e t r y o f t h e second h a l f o f the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y d i f f e r e d 
f r o m e a r l i e r p o e t r y i n b o t h t h e scope and s u b t l e t y o f i t s t r e a t m e n t o f 
contemporary r e a l i t y . T h i s p o e t i c p r a c t i c e was based on a body o f a e s t h e t i c 
and o t h e r p h i l o s o p h i c a l t h i n k i n g as w e l l as a g e n e r a l awareness o f the 
d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t i e s o f the new age. Mo d e r n i s t p o e t s l i k e B a r b i e r , 
Du Camp and some o f t h e Romantics had c o n c e n t r a t e d t h e i r e f f o r t s on the 
s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d e s c r i p t i o n o r d i s c u s s i o n o f modern phenomena, events o r 
s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s i n much t h e same way as some contemporary p a i n t e r s . 
Many poets f e l t a deep a n t i p a t h y towards the modern age; some such as 
Leconte de L i s l e a v o i d e d i t i n t h e i r work almost c o m p l e t e l y , b u t o t h e r s 
c o n t r a s t e d i t w i t h a p r i m i t i v i s t v i s i o n and the r e s u l t i n g t e n s i o n i s one 
o f t h e dynamic aspects o f t h e i r p o e t r y . A f t e r 1870 t h i s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 
s t r i k i n g i n t h e case o f Rimbaud. 

A major new approach t o t h e t r e a t m e n t o f contemporary r e a l i t y i n 
a r t had been f o u n d i n the a e s t h e t i c t h e o r y and p o e t i c p r a c t i c e o f B a u d e l a i r e 
w h i c h was o f t h e utmost i n f l u e n c e upon t h e succeeding g e n e r a t i o n . I n 
B a u d e l a i r e ' s work was perhaps the f i r s t i n d i c a t i o n o f a r e a l i s a t i o n o f the 
a e s t h e t i c v a l u e n o t merely o f g e n e r a l l y modern b u t o f s p e c i f i c a l l y t r a n s i 
t o r y phenomena. T h i s may be seen as l y i n g a t t h e base o f the p e r s p e c t i v e s , 
themes and language o f t h e most i m p o r t a n t p o e t r y produced i n France i n 
the y e a r s 1870-1887 w i t h t he near t o t a l e x c e p t i o n o f t h e work o f Mallarme'. 

I n t h a t p e r i o d poets p r o g r e s s e d f r o m the r e a l i s t i c t r e a t m e n t o f 
m o d e r n i t y t o the c r e a t i o n o f a r a d i c a l new f l e x i b l e p o e t i c language t o 
evoke a r e l a t i v i s t , i n d i v i d u a l and u t t e r l y modern c o n c e p t i o n o f the most 
f l e e t i n g and e l u s i v e e x p e r i e n c e s and phenomena o f mind, emotion and 
s e n s a t i o n . One i m p o r t a n t i n g r e d i e n t i n the new p o e t i c language was the 
spontaneous and a f f e c t i v e element o f o r d i n a r y speech, the v a l u e o f which 
had been p a r t l y a p p r e c i a t e d t h r o u g h t he cenacle performances. 

The t r a n s i t i o n f r o m s u p e r f i c i a l modernism t o i m p r e s s i o n i s m and then 
t o a s y n t h e s i s o f e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y and emotion was c l o s e l y matched and 
p o s s i b l y encouraged by developments i n p a i n t i n g . 



PREFACE 

My thanks are p a r t i c u l a r l y due to my supervisor Dr. E. J. Kearns whose 
f a i t h i n the value of the work undertaken i n t h i s t hesis has never 
wavered. 

The Thesis as i t i s now prepared i s a r e v i s i o n of the Treatment of 
Contemporary Reality i n Nineteenth Century French Poetry, subsequently 
accepted f o r p u b l i c a t i o n w i t h m o d i f i c a t i o n s , as a series of essays. The 
advice of Professor C. A. Hackett i n the work of r e v i s i o n has been 
invaluable. Eventually I came to share his view t h a t the form of the 
o r i g i n a l version was not e n t i r e l y s u i t e d to presentation as a doctoral 
t h e s i s . I was also pleased t o have the opportunity t o f o l l o w Professor 
Hackett's advice t h a t , given the importance ( i n both senses of the French 
word) of my subject, what was needed was not an abridgement but a 
concentration of scope w i t h more space given t o analysis and discussion 
of examples. I t i s hoped t h a t the new thematic design of the thesis has 
f a c i l i t a t e d such discussion. The whole of the c e n t r a l body of the thesis 
has been completely r e w r i t t e n . Suggestions received i n d i r e c t l y from 
Professor C. Chadwick have also been most h e l p f u l : most of the mater i a l 
o r i g i n a l l y included on Mallarme has now been deleted as have those parts 

A f 

of the discussions of the r o l e of the oenacles and of poetic p r i m i t i v i s m 
t h a t were only peripheral t o my main argument (the remaining sections on 
these topics have been extensively r e w r i t t e n ) ; the section on the r o l e of 
the novel has been replaced by a few pe r t i n e n t remarks i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n ; 
the section on Baudelaire has been condensed to a quarter of i t s former 
length; no attempt i s now made, beyond a few l i n e s i n the conclusion, to 
examine the impact of poetic developments i n the years 1870-1887 upon the 
subsequent period. The b i b l i o g r a p h i c a l appendix of p e r i o d i c a l s relevant 
to the subject of t h i s t h e s i s has been replaced by a section of the 
bibliography proper l i s t i n g only those p e r i o d i c a l s consulted i n the 
w r i t i n g of the t h e s i s . 

This r e v i s i o n i s , t h e r e f o r e , only 25,000 words shorter than the o r i g i n a l 
version but much more f i n e l y focused and, i t i s hoped, c l e a r l y s t r u c t u r e d . 



N e v e r t h e l e s s I s h o u l d l i k e t o th a n k my examiners f o r r e a d i n g a d o c t o r a l 

t h e s i s o f a l e n g t h more commonly a s s o c i a t e d w i t h French d o c t o r a t s d ' I t a t 

t h a n w i t h most produced i n l i n e w i t h t h e r e g u l a t i o n s o f B r i t i s h u n i v e r s i t i e s . 

I hope I have n o t added f u r t h e r j u s t i f i c a t i o n t o t h e o l d Greek prov e r b 

' b i g book, bad book'. I have t a k e n t h e view t h a t t h e t r u e importance o f 

my s u b j e c t l a y i n i t s comprehensive i m p l i c a t i o n s and have sought t o do 

i t j u s t i c e . The c o n s t r a i n t s o f p u b l i s h e r s make u n d e r t a k i n g s o f t h i s s i z e 

almost i m p o s s i b l e today and I have t h e r e f o r e t a k e n advantage o f t h e 

p a t i e n c e o f my examiners and an : : u n d e r s t a n d i n g t h a t t h e d o c t o r a l 

t h e s i s i s an o p p o r t u n i t y f o r p u t t i n g o u t boats t o s a i l , and n o t n e c e s s a r i l y 

t h e d e f i n i t i v e f o r m o f a p a r t i c u l a r i d e a . 

T h i s t h e s i s has been produced i n what were a t times e x t r e m e l y 

d i f f i c u l t c i r c u m s t a n c e s ; t h e o r i g i n a l d r a f t o f t h e v e r s i o n f i r s t 

s u b m i t t e d was l a r g e l y completed i n l a t e 1971. A l t h o u g h i t has been 

p o s s i b l e , t o a l i m i t e d e x t e n t , t o b r i n g i t up t o date s i n c e , o n l y a s m a l l 

number o f r e f e r e n c e s t o works p u b l i s h e d s i n c e 1971-1972 have been i n c l u d e d , 

u s u a l l y i n f o o t n o t e s . A t a l a t e s t a g e i t was n o t f e a s i b l e t o make use 

o f some i m p o r t a n t works a t a l l such as Luc Badesco's La Generation p o e t i q u e 

de 1860 ( t h e 1100 dense pages o f w h i c h have made me f e e l more c o m f o r t a b l e 

about my own demands on t h e r e a d e r ' s c o n c e n t r a t i o n ) and P. Stephan's 

Paul V e r l a i n e and t h e decadence w h i c h , more t h a n once, p r o v i d e s a 

v i n d i c a t i o n o f p o i n t s I had r a i s e d i n t h e f i r s t s u b m i t t e d v e r s i o n o f t h i s 

t h e s i s ; most p a r t i c u l a r l y by examining many o f t h e minor poems and 

p e r i o d i c a l s t h a t I had seen as v i t a l t o an u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h e major p o e t r y 

o f 1870-1887, and even t r e a t i n g , a l b e i t f l e e t i n g l y , t h e n o t i o n s o f modernism 

and i m p r e s s i o n i s m i n p o e t r y . 

December 1976 



ADDMM AND COKRIGMM 

p.260j Note 51as 

The a t t i t u d e of those factions of Parisian society who put the i r 

stomachs before t h e i r country was satirised i n poems and a r t i c l e s 

of the period such as /Em±le Dereux's 'Paris, pour un b i f t e c k 1 ; 

Vive l a Paix! l a Prance est aux encheres... 
Allons, Brebant, tourne ta casserole, 
Pour un bifteck on va rendre Paris. 

( B i b l . Arsenal,14388). 

The Goncourts' Journal provides confirmation of t h i s . The 

restaurateur Brabant made himself a reputation f o r his s k i l l at 

providing high quality cuisine despite the rigours and shortages 

of the siege. Renan and Paul de Saint-Victor, as well as the 

Goncourts, were among those combining l i t e r a r y and gastronomic 

interests who frequented his restaurant. 
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v i i 

INTRODUCTION 

The o b j e c t o f t h i s s t u d y i s t w o - f o l d . F i r s t , i t i s i n t e n d e d 

t o demonstrate t h a t t h e l i n k s between French p o e t r y and t h e age i n 

which i t was produced, i n t h e p e r i o d 1870-1887, are much c l o s e r than 

i s c u s t o m a r i l y supposed. There has been a widespread tendency t o 

equate t h i s p e r i o d i n French p o e t r y almost e x c l u s i v e l y w i t h t h e r i s e 

o f Symbolism - a t e r m w h i c h , r i g h t l y o r w r o n g l y , c o n j u r e s up verse 

i n s p i r e d by e l u s i v e p h i l o s o p h i c a l e n t i t i e s , dream, f a n t a s y o r myth. ( 1 ) 

Above a l l i t i s a s s o c i a t e d w i t h escape from everyday r e a l i t y i n the 

modern age and, as a f r e q u e n t consequence, h e r m e t i c i s m . The main reason 

f o r such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f t h e p o e t r y o f these two decades i s , w i t h o u t 

doubt, t h e g r e a t n e s s o f Mallarme; h i s r e j e c t i o n o f contemporary r e a l i t y 

was l a r g e l y uncompromising. Yet he was n o t r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f t h e p o e t r y 

o f t h e p e r i o d - n o t even t h e g r e a t p o e t r y . H is work i s an o u t s t a n d i n g 

(1) I s i t n o t p o s s i b l e t h a t a p i c t u r e which t a k e s account o f such a s m a l l 
area o f t h e i n t e l l e c t u a l , a r t i s t i c and m a t e r i a l environment and 
i n t e r e s t s o f n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y French poets c o u l d be u s e f u l l y a l t e r e d 
o r supplemented ? So much French p o e t r y o f t h e second h a l f o f t h e 
n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y i s r e l a t i v e l y n e g l e c t e d - C o r b i S r e , Laforgue and 
even V e r l a i n e are c o n s i d e r e d as secondary f i g u r e s and Rimbaud's 
superb verse p o e t r y i s passed over as a p r e l u d e t o t h e I l l u m i n a t i o n s -
t h a t one su s p e c t s t h a t h e r m e t i c i s m and m e t a p h y s i c a l e x p l o r a t i o n have 
become r e g a r d e d t o o e x c l u s i v e l y as t h e q u a l i t i e s which c h a r a c t e r i s e t h e 
b e s t p o e t r y o f t h e p e r i o d . 

Of t h e more r e c e n t a t t e m p t s a t a d e f i n i t i o n o f Symbolism perhaps 
t h e most u s e f u l has been P r o f e s s o r Chadwick's d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n o f 
t r a n s c e n d e n t a l and human Symbolism. I t i s t r u e t h a t some o f t h e p o e t r y 
d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s t h e s i s c o u l d be regarded as p a r t o f t h e l a t t e r 
c a t e g o r y , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t h e s e c t i o n devoted t o p o e t i c s y n t h e s i s . 
However, as P r o f e s s o r Chadwick has h i m s e l f suggested, by and l a r g e b o t h 
t y p e s o f Symbolism a r e s t i l l c h a r a c t e r i s e d by a d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h 
r e a l i t y as t h e o b j e c t o f a r t i s t i c a c t i v i t y : 

Symbolism can, t h e n , be f i n a l l y s a i d t o be an a t t e m p t t o 
p e n e t r a t e beyond r e a l i t y t o a w o r l d o f i d e a s , e i t h e r t h e 
id e a s w i t h i n t h e p o e t , i n c l u d i n g h i s emotions, o r t h e Ideas 
i n t h e P l a t o n i c sense t h a t c o n s t i t u t e a p e r f e c t s u p e r n a t u r a l 
w o r l d towards w h i c h man a s p i r e s . 

(Symbolism, p. 6.) 



" ' \ 

v i i i 

example o f i s o l a t e d o r i g i n a l i t y o f t h e h i g h e s t o r d e r . I n t h e l a t e 

1880s and t h e 1890s i t s p r i n c i p l e s were watered down by a c l u s t e r o f 

minor d i s c i p l e s o f t e n r e l y i n g on t h e r e l a t i v e l y easy o p t i o n s o f f a n t a s y 

and l e g e n d as t h e substance o f t h e i r own v e r s e . None o f t h e o t h e r 

g r e a t p o e t s o f t h e years 1870-1887 ( V e r l a i n e , Rimbaud, C o r b i e r e and 

L a f o r g u e ) were Mallarme's d i s c i p l e s , n o r even r e m o t e l y Mallarmean i n 

t h e i r p o e t i c p r a c t i c e . I t i s t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r ' s c o n t e n t i o n t h a t i t 

i s i m p o s s i b l e t o a r r i v e a t a j u s t a p p r e c i a t i o n o r even an adequate 

e x e g e t i c a l u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f t h i s q u a r t e t o f poets w i t h o u t s e e i n g t h e 

i m p o r t a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s between t h e i r work and contemporary r e a l i t y . 

Perhaps t o o o f t e n p o e t r y o f t h i s p e r i o d has been examined t h r o u g h what 

are more p r o p e r l y t h e methods o f metaphysics o r p s y c h i a t r y ( 2 ) . I t i s 

hoped t h a t t h i s s t u d y w i l l show, beyond doubt, t h a t much o f t h e b e s t p o e t r y 

f i n d s i t s p e r s p e c t i v e s , i t s themes and d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f i t s language 

i n a l e s s e t h e r e a l r e a l m t h a n i s o f t e n supposed - t h e modern, changing 

w o r l d . Such a view n e c e s s i t a t e s a r e - e x a m i n a t i o n ( o r i n some cases, a 

f i r s t e x a m i n a t i o n ) o f a s u b s t a n t i a l body o f minor p o e t r y produced b o t h by 

t h e poetae m i n o r e s , and i n l e s s c o n s e q u e n t i a l moments by t h e major poets 

themselves, w h i c h may t h r o w l i g h t upon the m o t i v e s f o r ^ a n d t h e manner o f , 

the t r e a t m e n t o f contemporary r e a l i t y i n o t h e r poems o f g r e a t e r q u a l i t y . 

T h i s r e - e x a m i n a t i o n i n d i c a t e s c l e a r l y t h a t t h e t r e a t m e n t o f contemporary 

r e a l i t y was a c e n t r a l p r e o c c u p a t i o n o f many poets i n these y e a r s . 

Second, i t i s suggested t h a t a c a r e f u l c o n s i d e r a t i o n o f t h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between p o e t r y and contemporary r e a l i t y w i l l p r o v i d e evidence f o r a new 

approach t o t h e e v o l u t i o n o f p o e t r y i n French i n t h e g e n e r a t i o n e x t e n d i n g 

f r o m t h e p u b l i c a t i o n o f Les F l e u r s du Mai t o Laforgue's D e r n i e r s Vers. I t 

i s a g e n e r a l i s a t i o n - b u t a f a i r l y a c c u r a t e one - t h a t t h i s e v o l u t i o n has 

u s u a l l y been seen as a d e v e l o p i n g s e l f - c o n s c i o u s a t t e m p t t o r e g a r d p o e t r y 

as m y s t e r y o r even r e l i g i o n , a means o f a t t a i n i n g something c l o s e t o 

a b s o l u t e t r u t h . T h i s s t u d y does n o t c h a l l e n g e such a p a t t e r n ; i t seeks t o 

(2) Rimbaud's p o e t r y , i n p a r t i c u l a r , has even been t r e a t e d as a branch o f 
o c c u l t s c i e n c e . 
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complement i t w i t h a n o t h e r . ( W i t h w h i c h , we b e l i e v e , t h e u s u a l l y 

accepted p a t t e r n i s sometimes confused.) We make no apology f o r t h e 

s c a n t a t t e n t i o n g i v e n t o t h e ' m y s t i c a l ' c h a i n o f development h a v i n g 

as i t s main s t a r t i n g - p o i n t B a u d e l a i r e ' s 'Correspondances' sonnet, and 

Mallarme as i t s l e a d i n g r e p r e s e n t a t i v e i n t h e p e r i o d under s c r u t i n y . 

T h i s has r e c e i v e d and c o n t i n u e s t o r e c e i v e a d m i r a b l e c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n . 

The complementary p a t t e r n suggested here i s based on a growing concern 

n o t w i t h metaphysics b u t w i t h t r a n s i t o r y r e a l i t y , w i t h ' c a p t u r i n g ' and 

f o r m u l a t i n g e x p e r i e n c e s o f such a r e a l i t y . T h i s , t o o , has i t s main 

s p r i n g b o a r d i n B a u d e l a i r e ' s work - b u t i n t h i s i n s t a n c e i t i s t h e 

p o e t ' s i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f m o d e r n i t y and i t s e q u a t i o n w i t h ' l e t r a n s i t o i r e ' 

t h a t i s o f key i m p o r t a n c e . A l t h o u g h t h e r e are a n t i c i p a t i o n s and i n t u i t i o n s 

i n B a u d e l a i r e ' s work o f almost a l l t h a t was t o f o l l o w t h e most i m p o r t a n t 

advances i n t h e proposed p a t t e r n t o o k p l a c e between 1870 and 1887, which 

i s why t h a t p e r i o d has been s e l e c t e d f o r e x a m i n a t i o n . These advances 

are concerned w i t h t h e c r e a t i o n , i n response t o new t h e m a t i c m a t e r i a l , 

o f a p o e t i c language c a p a b l e , when c a l l e d upon, o f f o r m u l a t i n g t h e most 

e l u s i v e and d i s c u r s i v e l y i n e x p r e s s i b l e f a c e t s o f t h e human e x p e r i e n c e o f 

e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y i n an epoch w h i c h was i t s e l f c h a r a c t e r i s e d by change, 

impermanence and movement. ( 3 ) 

(3) T§odor de Wyzewa w r i t i n g i n 1886, c o u l d speak i n exaggerated terms o f 
t h e d i s c o v e r y o f t h e new p o e t i c language as t h e b i r t h o f p o e t r y i t s e l f 
as opposed t o mere v e r s e w h i c h had f o r so l o n g u n w o r t h i l y t a k e n upon 
i t s e l f t h e t i t l e o f p o e t r y . Such a view i s n o t d i s t a n t from t h a t , o f t e n 
expressed i n B r i t i s h s c h o o l s , t h a t t h e r e had been no t r u e l y r i c p o e t r y 
i n France a f t e r V i l l o n u n t i l Les F l e u r s du Mai: 

La litt§rature a p r o d u i t un a r t symphonique, l a Poesie, evoquant 
1'emotion p a r l'agencement m u s i c a l des rythmes e t des s y l l a b e s . 

A i n s i entendue, l a Poesie f u t t r e s p o s t e r i e u r e a l a forme du 
v e r s - q u ' e l l e n ' i m p l i q u e pas necessairement - e t aux e c r i v a i n s 
qu'on nomme l e s p o e t e s . Le vers a v a i t e t e , d'abord, un a p p a r e i l 
mnemonique ... 

D o i s - j e d i r e que n i C o r n e i l l e , n i M o l i e r e , n i l a p l u p a r t des 
e c r i v a i n s en v e r s de n o t r e s l e c l e ne f u r e n t v r a i m e n t des poetes? 

Une c o n v e n t i o n l e s f o r f a i t a deformer l e u r s pensees pour l e s 
s o u m e t t r e a. un rythme f i x e ... D o i s - j e d i r e encore que j e 
n ' a t t r i b u e p o i n t a l a p o e s i e l e s pensees d i t e s p o e t i q u e s , t o u t e 
pensee me p a r a i s s a n t p l u s f a c i l e a e x p r i m e r en prose? ... 

(Nos M a l t r e s , p. 45 e t s e q . ) . 
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T h i s second aspect o f o u r argument i s more c o n t e n t i o u s t h a n the 

f i r s t b u t t h e one develops n a t u r a l l y from t h e o t h e r . A l t h o u g h t h e r e 

i s room f o r debate on our t h e o r y o f p o e t i c e v o l u t i o n , we are convinced 

t h a t doubts on p a r t i c u l a r p o i n t s would n o t i n v a l i d a t e t h e o v e r a l l 

p a t t e r n suggested. Moreover, t h e y would n o t a f f e c t a t a l l t h e f i r s t 

p a r t o f o u r argument w h i c h we hope we have p r o v e d beyond d i s p u t e . 

i n t e r r e l a t e d responses by t h e poets t o contemporary r e a l i t y . The f i r s t 

was a p s y c h o - s o c i a l response u s u a l l y r e f l e c t i n g a n x i e t y and u n c e r t a i n t y 

( b u t sometimes a l s o e x c i t e m e n t ) i n t h e face o f a w o r l d i n t h e process o f 

r a p i d t r a n s f o r m a t i o n and, more o f t e n than n o t , e x p r e s s i n g r e b e l l i o u s n e s s 

and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n . T h i s i s seen p r i m a r i l y i n t h e c h o i c e and manner 

o f t r e a t m e n t o f themes r e l a t i n g t o contemporary r e a l i t y . The second 

response was a e s t h e t i c and was concerned w i t h t h e r e n o v a t i o n o f French 

p o e t r y t h r o u g h e x p e r i m e n t s aimed a t t h e c r e a t i o n o f a more f l u i d , f l e x i b l e , 

spontaneous and p s y c h o l o g i c a l l y and s e n s o r i a l l y a u t h e n t i c p o e t i c medium. 

O b v i o u s l y i t i s n o t always p o s s i b l e n o r d e s i r a b l e t o s e p a r a t e these two 

responses. On t h e one hand, f o r i n s t a n c e , t h e c h a l l e n g e t o t h e t r a d i t i o n a l 

p o e t i c language was i t s e l f , f r e q u e n t l y , an a c t o f r e b e l l i o n a s s o c i a t e d 

w i t h more g e n e r a l a n t i - e s t a b l i s h m e n t a t t i t u d e s . On t h e o t h e r hand, t h e 

s e l e c t i o n o f p a r t i c u l a r themes was o f t e n d i c t a t e d by a e s t h e t i c r a t h e r 

t h a n p s y c h o - s o c i a l m o t i v e s . T h i s i s e s p e c i a l l y t r u e o f s u b j e c t s whose 

i n t r i n s i c t r a n s i t o r i n e s s p r e s e n t e d a c h a l l e n g e t o t h e poet. 

The s u b j e c t o f t h i s t h e s i s has n o t h i t h e r t o r e c e i v e d e x t e n s i v e o r 

c o h e r e n t a t t e n t i o n f r o m s c h o l a r s w o r k i n g i n the f i e l d o f l a t e n i n e t e e n t h -

c e n t u r y French l i t e r a t u r e . One reason f o r t h i s n e g l e c t ( t h e importance 

o f Mallarme) has a l r e a d y been suggested; o t h e r p o s s i b l e reasons w i l l be 

d i s c u s s e d below. Of course an e x a m i n a t i o n o f t h e p o e t i c t r e a t m e n t o f 

a l l t y p e s o f modern and ephemeral phenomena, even i n a f a i r l y s h o r t 

The double o b j e c t o f o u r s t u d y corresponds, t o two 
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p e r i o d , would be an u n d e r t a k i n g t o o v a s t f o r a d o c t o r a l t h e s i s ( o r 
a s i n g l e book o f any k i n d ) and t h u s t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y i s c o n f i n e d 
(except where a c e r t a i n amount o f o v e r l a p i s b o t h i n e v i t a b l e and 
d e s i r a b l e ) t o one o f t h e two main v a r i a n t s o f ephemeral e x p e r i e n c e , 
t h a t w h i c h emanates f r o m t h e ever-moving t e m p o r a l c o n t e x t i n which 
t h e poet i s s i t u a t e d o r i n o t h e r words t h e e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y w hich i s 
contemporary t o him. The o t h e r main source o f such e x p e r i e n c e - t h e 
i n n e r w o r k i n g s o f t h e p o e t ' s mind, e l u s i v e emotions, spontaneously 
suggested images and so on - w i l l have t o be l e f t t o o t h e r s c h o l a r s b e t t e r 
equipped t h a n t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r . J e a n - P i e r r e R i c h a r d has a l r e a d y made 
s e v e r a l i m p o r t a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n s t o t h e s t u d y o f t h i s problem, 

* * * * * * 

The r e l a t e d concepts o f t h e modern and ephemeral were b a s i c t o 

t h e n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y w o r l d - p i c t u r e and have l o n g been g i v e n t h e p l a c e 

t h e y deserve by h i s t o r i a n s o f i d e a s and o f a r t . That they w i l l 

e v e n t u a l l y be so t r e a t e d by h i s t o r i a n s o f French p o e t r y , whether o r n o t 

i n a n y t h i n g l i k e t h e f o r m essayed i n t h i s t h e s i s , i s almost c e r t a i n . One 

reason f o r t h e d e l a y i s p r o b a b l y a m i s u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f what c o n s t i t u t e s 

' u n i v e r s a l ' s i g n i f i c a n c e i n a r t and l i t e r a t u r e . The argument runs as 

f o l l o w s : i f t h e s o l e f u n c t i o n o f an a r t i s t ' s work i s t h e r e c r e a t i o n o f 

t r a n s i t o r y s e n s a t i o n t h e n t h a t work i s s c a r c e l y w o r t h t h e a t t e n t i o n o f 

t h e s e r i o u s r e s e a r c h e r ; i n d e e d i t may n o t be a r t a t a l l . Such was t h e 

o p i n i o n o f c r i t i c s h o s t i l e t o p i c t o r i a l I m p r e s s i o n i s m i n t h e 1870s and 

1880s and such has been t h e o p i n i o n o f c r i t i c s u nsympathetic t o t h e p o e t r y 

o f (among o t h e r s ) V e r l a i n e ( f o r i n s t a n c e Benda) o r o f Rimbaud (amongst more 

r e c e n t c r i t i c s one t h i n k s p a r t i c u l a r l y o f Gutmann). On t h e o t h e r hand 

c r i t i c s who have a d m i t t e d , o r been f o r c e d t o a d m i t , t h e greatness o f an 

a r t i s t l i k e Monet have sometimes done so on t h e grounds t h a t he was 

r e a l l y s e e k i n g a f t e r ' u n i v e r s a l s ' and succeeded i n f o r m u l a t i n g them, t h a t 

he was n o t i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e i n s t a n t a n e ous f o r i t s own sake a t a l l . 

E i t h e r way t h e argument i s e q u a l l y f a l l a c i o u s . There i s no r e a l c o n f l i c t 
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between t h e t r e a t m e n t o f ephemeral s u b j e c t s and t h e quest f o r u n i v e r s a l s ; 

a f t e r c l o s e on one hundred and t h i r t y years t o d i g e s t B a u d e l a i r e ' s wise 

words on t h i s v e r y q u e s t i o n i n t h e S a l o n de 1846 one would have hoped 

f o r an end t o t h i s p a r t i c u l a r e r r o r . Almost a l l a r t i s concerned w i t h 

u n i v e r s a l s and l a t e n i n e t e e n t h - c e n t u r y a r t and l i t e r a t u r e i n France was 

no e x c e p t i o n ; b u t t h e e x p e r i e n c e s i t t r i e d t o p i n down, t o c r y s t a l l i s e f o r 

e t e r n i t y , were ever more evanescent and f l e e t i n g . E xperiences were v a l u e d 

f o r t h e q u a l i t y o f t r a n s i t o r i n e s s b u t they were g i v e n u n i v e r s a l s i g n i f i c a n c e 

by t h e i r f o r m u l a t i o n i n a r t . I t i s m a n i f e s t l y n o n s e n s i c a l t o say, f o r 

i n s t a n c e , t h a t Monet was n o t i n t e r e s t e d i n t h e s p e c i a l q u a l i t i e s o f 

p a r t i c u l a r moments i n t h e Rouen c a t h e d r a l p a i n t i n g s - t h e whole reason 

f o r p a i n t i n g t h e s e r i e s was an i n t e r e s t i n t h e t e m p o r a l fragment. (4) 

(4) The example o f Monet prompts us t o i n d i c a t e t h a t o c c a s i o n a l l y i n t h i s 
t h e s i s , n o t a b l y i n P a r t Two, Chapter Four, p a r a l l e l s w i l l be made 
between developments i n p o e t r y and those o f p a i n t i n g i n the same p e r i o d ; 
i n one o r two i n s t a n c e s even t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h e d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e o f 
p a i n t i n g w i l l be suggested. I t i s perhaps as w e l l t o s t a t e i n g e n e r a l 
terms t h e e x t e n t t o w h i c h such p a r a l l e l s are h e l d i n t h e p r e s e n t s t u d y 
t o be u s e f u l - o r even s e n s i b l e . 

Any comparison o f one a r t - f o r m w i t h another i s f r a u g h t w i t h danger. 
Croce's A e s t h e t i c suggests t h a t any t a l k o f p a r a l l e l s between t h e a r t s i s 
i n a p p r o p r i a t e except i n a v e r y g e n e r a l way: ' I s i n g o l i f a t t i e x p r e s s i v i 
sono a l t r e t t a n t i i n d i v i d u i , l ' u n o non r a g g u a g l l a b i l e con l ' a l t r o se non 
genericamente'. (B. Croce, E s t e t i c a come s c i e n z a d e l l ' e x p r e s s i o n e 
p. 78. Compare P. F r a n c a s t e l , P e i n t u r e e t S o c i g t e , p. 133: 'La 
c o n c i l i a t i o n e s t f a c i l e s u r l e p l a n des i d e e s vagues'.) On t h e o t h e r hand 
many s c h o l a r s and c r i t i c s have been convinced t h a t such comparisons are 
val}.d. M a r i o Praz has r e c e n t l y w r i t t e n t h a t 'a glance a t an o l d 
t r a d i t i o n d a t i n g back as f a r as Homer's d e s c r i p t i o n o f A c h i l l e s ' s s h i e l d 
w i l l e a s i l y c o n v i n c e us t h a t p o e t r y and p a i n t i n g have c o n s t a n t l y 
proceeded hand i n hand, i n a s i s t e r l y e m u l a t i o n o f aims and means o f 
e x p r e s s i o n ' . (M. Praz, Mnemosyne, p. 5.) Praz's n o t i n c o n s i d e r a b l e 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t o t h e d i s c i p l i n e o f comparative s t u d i e s i s t h e emphasis 
he p l a c e s on a ' t i m e \ . S p i r i t ' w h i c h i s t o be seen a t a p a r t i c u l a r p e r i o d 
m a n i f e s t i n g i t s e l f i n a v a r i e t y o f ways i n t h e d i f f e r e n t a r t s . 
(Mnemosyne, p. 55: 'The reasons why one s h o u l d n o t speak o f a ' t i m e -
s p i r i t ' d e t e r m i n i n g and p e r m e a t i n g a l l a r t seem t o be o f t h e same o r d e r 
as t h o s e b r o u g h t f o r w a r d a g a i n s t the p o s s i b i l i t y o f a bumble-bee's 
f l y i n g : t h e volume and w e i g h t o f t h e i n s e c t , t h e smallness o f i t s w i n g 
s u r f a c e , r u l e o u t t h e p o s s i b l i t y ; s t i l l , t h e bumble-bee f l i e s ' . ) I n 
t h e case o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y Werner Hoffman has seen such common 
ground as t h e r e i s t o l i e i n t h e i n c r e a s i n g use o f r e f e r e n c e t o modern 
l i f e , t o mundane r e a l i t y , whether f o r r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l o r s y m b o l i c 
purposes. ( I n Die Kunst des neunzehnten J a h r h u n d e r t s . R e f e r r e d t o i n 
Praz, Mnemosyne, p. 178.) C e r t a i n l y t h e a t t e m p t t o show g e n e r a l 
t e n d e n c i e s a t work i n t h e a r t s o f a g i v e n p e r i o d i s more p r o f i t a b l e t h a n 

c o n t .„. 
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S c e p t i c i s m c o n c e r n i n g t h e u s e f u l d i s c u s s i o n o f r e l a t i o n s h i p s between t h e 

a r t s I'd perhaps one symptom o f a widespread a t t i t u d e i n c r i t i c a l w r i t i n g 

on Preach p o e t r y of t h e p e r i o d under d i s c u s s i o n , w h i c h h e l p s t o e x p l a i n 

( 4 ) , c o n t .,, 

t h e method adopted by P r o f e s s o r H a t z f e l d ( i n L i t e r a t u r e t h r o u g h a r t ) 
who seems t o r e g a r d t h e comparison between l i t e r a r y e x t r a c t s and 
p a r t i c u l a r works o f a r t as an e x t e n s i o n o f e x p l i c a t i o n de t e x t e . On 
r e f l e c t i o n one i s n o t s u r e whether the methods he adopts o r t h e 
comparisons he chooses t o make a r e more t o blame f o r t h e l i m i t e d 
u s e f u l n e s s o f h i s work. Comparisons between p a r t i c u l a r works o f 
a r t i n d i f f e r e n t genres a r e n o t , o f course, always i n a p p r o p r i a t e , 
b u t t h e c h o i c e must be c a r e f u l and j u d i c i o u s . The p r e s e n t w r i t e r ' s 
s y m p a t h i e s c e r t a i n l y l i e w i t h t h e ' t i m e - s p i r i t ' approach t o comparative 
s t u d i e s . 

Comparisons between t h e d i f f e r e n t a r t s a re n o t t h e fundamental 
a b s u r d i t y t h a t some h o s t i l e c r i t i c s have c l a i m e d . I t i s o b v i o u s , 
f o r example, t h a t by v i r t u e o f b e i n g l o c a t e d i n t i m e and space, 
d i f f e r e n t a r t s may r e f l e c t c e r t a i n common i n t e n t i o n s such as symnetry 
KOV assjanetry o r whether and how t h e v a r i o u s elements I n a work are 

[. c o n n e c t e d w i t h one a n o t h e r o r a r t i c u l a t e d . S i m i l a r l y one may c o n s i d e r 
t h e b a l a n c e between 'meaning* o r 'message* and t h e m a t e r i a l means o f 

,( e x p r e s s i o n o f a work. The c o l o u r s i n a p a i n t i n g may have a v a r y i n g 
degree o f c l o s e n o s s t o t h e r e a l o b j e c t s w h i c h may have been t h e 

- p a i n t i n g ' s s t a r t i n g - p o i n t . I n a poem t h e sound p a t t e r n s o r v e r b a l 
'music' may s t a n d i n a s i m i l a r r e l a t i o n s h i p t o t h e i d e a s which may 
be i t s b a s i c i n s p i r a t i o n i n d i s c u r s i v e terms. 

Our a m b i t i o n , i n f o r i n s t a n c e some s e c t i o n s o f P a r t Two, Chapter 
Four, i s t h e modest one o f d r a w i n g a g e n e r a l p a r a l l e l between p o e t r y 
and p a i n t i n g i n t h e second h a l f o f the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y i n France t h r o u | \ 
•which we hope t o show more c l e a r l y the p i c t u r e o f t h e development o f 
p :oetry i n terms o f t h e t r e a t m e n t o f contemporary r e a l i t y . I t w i l l be 
c l e a r f r o m v a r i o u s remarks t h a t we c o n s i d e r t h e p o e t s t o have been 
d i r e c t l y i n f l u e n c e d , on o c c a s i o n , by work i n t h e p l a s t i c a r t s . 



f u r t h e r t h e n e g l e c t o f t h e s u b j e c t o f t h i s t h e s i s . I t i s d i f f i c u l t 

t o d e f i n e t h i s a t t i t u d e p r e c i s e l y b u t i t may be summarised as a 

r e l u c t a n c e t o d i s c u s s p o e t r y i n i t s w i d e r c o n t e x t . The more n a i v e 

brands o f pre-war M a r x i s t c r i t i c i s m i n which every work o f a r t was 

seen t o have a d e t a i l e d r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h s o c i a l c o n d i t i o n s , and i n 

which t h e a r t i s t was l i t t l e more t h a n an i n s t r u m e n t i n t h e hands o f 

d e t e r m i n i s t f o r c e s , were bound t o produce a r e a c t i o n . I t now seems t o 

t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r t h a t t h i s r e a c t i o n has gone t o o f a r . Under t h e 

i n f l u e n c e , p a r t i c u l a r l y , o f S t r u c t u r a l i s m ( 5 ) , poems are o f t e n t r e a t e d 

as i n d i v i d u a l , i n s u l a t e d phenomena o r even s e l f - s u f f i c i e n t organisms 

t o be d i s s e c t e d . C u r i o u s l y , t h i s t e c h n i q u e has gone hand i n hand w i t h 

an ' i n c r e a s i n g tendency t o r e a d i n t o (and o u t o f ) p a r t i c u l a r poems 

o p i n i o n s as t o t h e p s y c h o l o g i c a l complexion o f t h e p o e t . O f t e n these 

are based on l i t t l e more t h a n t h e p r e c o n c e p t i o n s o f t h e exegete ( 6 ) . 

I t i s o u r c o n t e n t i o n t h a t r e l a t i o n s h i p s between p o e t r y and t h e age i n 

which i t was produced, even i n works as d i f f i c u l t as some o f Rimbaud's 

I l l u m i n a t i o n s , are o f t e n a more c o n s t r u c t i v e guide t o exegesis t h a n t h e 

l a r g e l y p e r s o n a l i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s i n v o l v e d i n maty examples o f t h e 

' p s y c h o l o g i c a l ' approach. For t h i s reason i t i s perhaps t i m e l y t o examine 

French p o e t r y o f t h e p e r i o d 1870-1887 i n i t s t o t a l c o n t e x t . 

(5) I r o n i c a l l y , i t s e l f l a r g e l y t h e p r o d u c t o f t h i n k e r s o f M a r x i s t 
sympathies. 

(6) Of c o u r s e , p r o p e r l y founded p s y c h o l o g i c a l c r i t i c i s m such as 
P r o f e s s o r H a c k e t t ' s e x e g e s i s o f Rimbaud's 'Les E f f a r e s ' can be 
o f immense v a l u e . 
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Contemporary r e a l i t y , i n t h e f o r m o f t h e modern and t h e ephemeral 

which were o f t e n i n t i m a t e l y a s s o c i a t e d , was an i n c r e a s i n g l y i m p o r t a n t 

source o f i n s p i r a t i o n i n French l i t e r a t u r e and a r t t h r o u g h o u t t h e n i n e t e e n t h 

c e n t u r y . Indeed t h i s i n t e r e s t i s one o f the most d i s t i n c t i v e f e a t u r e s o f 

t h e age. I n p a r t i c u l a r d e s p i t e such obvious i n t e r e s t i n modernism as 

t h a t r e v e a l e d i n t h e ' Q u e r e l l e des anciens e t des modernes' i n t h e 

s e v e n t e e n t h c e n t u r y and by D i d e r o t ' s p r a i s e o f Greuze and C h a r d i n i n t h e 

e i g h t e e n t h c e n t u r y , we b e l i e v e t h a t t h e degree o f enthusiasm shown by 

poets f o r contemporary r e a l i t y as a source o f i n s p i r a t i o n d u r i n g the second 

h a l f o f t h e n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r y i s u n p a r a l l e l e d i n t h e h i s t o r y o f French 

l i t e r a t u r e . ( 7 ) 

B e f o r e c o n s i d e r i n g t h i s f u r t h e r i t w i l l , we hope, be h e l p f u l t o 

g i v e a w o r k i n g d e f i n i t i o n o f t h e t e r m contemporary r e a l i t y (and i t s 

p a r t i c u l a r m a n i f e s t a t i o n s i n t h e modern and t h e ephemeral) as i t i s used 

i n t h i s t h e s i s . 

By 'contemporary' we mean, o f course, 'at t h e same t i m e as' o r , from 

t h e p o i n t o f view o f t h e w r i t e r s we s h a l l be d i s c u s s i n g , ' b e l o n g i n g t o t h e 

p r e s e n t ' . I n o u r use t h e ' p r e s e n t ' v a r i e s i n d u r a t i o n from a s i n g l e moment 

(7) Marcel Raymond made a v e r y b r i e f b u t h i t h e r t o unique e x a m i n a t i o n o f 
m o d e r n i t y i n French p o e t r y b e f o r e B a u d e l a i r e i n h i s a r t i c l e 'Le sens 
de l a modernite 1 chez B a u d e l a i r e ' ; he was even g u i l t i e r o f t h e s i n o f 
o m i s s i o n t h a n t h e p r e s e n t w r i t e r and c l a i m e d t h a t B a u d e l a i r e was 
e n t i r e l y o r i g i n a l i n t h i s r e s p e c t . He c i t e d t h e Chansons de Geste 
and A r t h u r i a n Romance from t h e Middle Ages b u t made no mention o f 
V i l l o n and t h e o t h e r medieval p o e t s o f contemporary r e a l i t y such as 
H e l i n a n d and Rutebeuf. S i m i l a r l y w h i l s t he was r i g h t i n a s s e r t i n g t h a t 
•l'humanisme de l a Renaissance e t du X V IIe s i e c l e i n s t a u r e une i d € e 
r e t r o s p e c t i v e de l a beautS', he o m i t t e d any r e f e r e n c e t o t h e e x c e p t i o n s 
t o t h i s g e n e r a l i s a t i o n . His remarks on the Romantics and m o d e r n i t y a r e 
w e l l w o r t h n o t i n g : 

Le d£sir sauveur, l ' e s p o i r d'un b i e n a u i s o i t a t o u s r a n i m e n t l e u r 
c oeur; i l s s ' a t t r i b u e n t l a m i s s i o n de donner de n o u v e l l e s r a i s o n s 
d ' e x i s t e r a une humanity re'gene're'e. Mais prenons garde que c e t 
optimisme se r a p p o r t e a l ' a v e n i r ; des reves l ' e n t r e t i e n n e n t , ou, 
dans l e cas l e p l u s f a v o r a b l e , une volonte" d ' a c t i o n s o c i a l e , de 
r e v o l u t i o n morale. En consequence, on ne p a r l e r a qu'avec l e s 
p l u s grandes r e s e r v e s d'une a c c e p t a t i o n par l e poete de l ' a c t u e l 
e t des c o n d i t i o n s de v i e r e p l i e s ... 

( a r t . c i t . , pp. 600-01) 
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t o something much loneer. eauivalent t o the 'present age 1. Thus a poet 

may recount something which happened i n his childhood and s t i l l be 

d e s c r i b i n g the present as opposed to a past age or a h y p o t h e t i c a l f u t u r e . 

I n t h i s instance 'contemporary r e a l i t y ' f r equently becomes synonymous w i t h 

'everyday r e a l i t y ' . As we s h a l l suggest, perhaps the p r i n c i p a l mechanism 

i n the t r a n s i t i o n from modernism t o impressionism i s the compression i n 

d u r a t i o n of the concept of the present; the contemporary becomes the 

instantaneous, the modern becomes the ephemeral. I n attempting to give 

a very b r i e f d e f i n i t i o n of the term ' r e a l i t y ' as we s h a l l be using i t we 

do not i n t e n d t o become involved i n a morass of epistemological problems, 

of which an adequate discussion would f i l l a l i b r a r y . We have a great 

deal o f sympathy f o r Dr. Johnson who attempted t o disprove the i d e a l i s t i c 

philosophy by ' s t r i k i n g h i s f o o t w i t h mighty force against a large stone, 

t i l l he rebounded from i t , saying ' I r e f u t e i t thus'. (8) Thus we 

r e a l i s e t h a t our terminology and the assumptions t h a t l i e behind i t are 

a source of constant dispute among philosophers. (9) However, perhaps 

one should be no more deterred by the d i f f i c u l t i e s of d e f i n i t i o n than 

the poets were themselves. I n any event, since the term Symbolism has 

proved n o t o r i o u s l y d i f f i c u l t of d e f i n i t i o n and yet has permitted the 

c o n s t r u c t i o n of the usual schema, t h i s would not appear t o be a major 

stumbling block. The most obvious problem i n the use of the term 

' r e a l i t y ' i s t h a t i t can mean so much; i t i s arguable t h a t i n some 

p h i l o s o p h i c a l systems (10) ' r e a l i t y ' i s a synonym of 'everything'. I t 

(8) Boswell, L i f e of Johnson, quoted by R. J. North i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n t o 
Sar t r e , Les Mouches, (Harrap, 1963), p. 13. 

(9) Bertrand Russell's hopes t h a t Of Human Knowledge would provide a 
u n i v e r s a l l y accepted s o l u t i o n have proved groundless. 

(10) For instance 'Naturalism' as i t was defined by C. S. Lewis i n Miracles. 
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i s not the i n t e n t i o n of t h i s t h e s i s t o suggest t h a t a l l poetry, or even 

a l l good poetry i s poetry of r e a l i t y or, more p a r t i c u l a r l y , of contemporary 

r e a l i t y . (11) Much of the greatest and best-loved poetry o f France and 

the r e s t o f the world belongs t o genres which have l i t t l e or nothing t o do 

w i t h contemporary r e a l i t y . Our l i m i t e d working d e f i n i t i o n of the term r e a l i t y 

as i t i s used i n t h i s t h e s i s i s b a s i c a l l y t h a t which i s e x t e r n a l to the 

poet, or, more p r e c i s e l y , t h a t which does not e x i s t wholly i n h i s thought 

or imagination but i s derived from or influenced by sense-data and the 

contemporary world around him. Thus a large q u a n t i t y of pure l y r i c a l 

poetry (12) cannot be considered t o be poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y as we 
i-fc 

wish t o define^hor, perhaps more obviously, can most f a n t a s t i c poetry, 

r e l i g i o u s poetry, h i s t o r i c a l poetry, dramatic poetry or epic. 

The poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y i s thus f i r s t l y d i f f e r e n t i n k i n d 

from other poetry but i t i s possible t o t h i n k of the term, on occasion, as 

implying a d i f f e r e n c e i n q u a l i t y . For the Oxford English Dictionary opposes 

what i s ' r e a l ' not only t o what i s 'nominal', 'supposed', 'abstract' and 

' i d e a l ' but t o what i s ' i n s i n c e r e ' , ' h y p o c r i t i c a l ' , 'affected' and 

' a r t i f i c i a l ' . Thus the term ' r e a l i t y ' may be extended so t h a t i t comes to 

(11) The problems of a l l o w i n g too comprehensive an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of one's 
terms are w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d by P. Matvejevitch's La Poesie de 
Circonstance which r e a l l y does amount to a study of poetry about 
everything. 

(12) Most love poetry l i e s outside the scope of t h i s t h e s i s , f o r although 
the beloved i s a contemporary external phenomenon the actual subject 
of some of the f i n e s t love poetry i s the poet's i d e a l i s a t i o n s of the 
beloved and the examination of h i s own emotions almost independently 
of the world outside. Baudelaire's love poetry i s an extreme case 
where the p h y s i c a l r e a l i t y of the beloved becomes merely the 
s t a r t i n g - p o i n t of the poet's imaginary voyages to exotic climes. 
Although, as we s h a l l see, love poetry could be 'renovated' by p u t t i n g 
i t i n a d e l i b e r a t e l y modern s e t t i n g . 
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ritean not simply t h a t which i s e x t e r n a l t o the poet but t h a t which 

' a f f e c t s ' him or forms p a r t of h i s l i f e and experience. I n t h i s 

sense we use the term r e a l i t y much i n the same way as i t i s used 

i n such common expressions as ' I t was only then t h a t poverty became 

a r e a l i t y f o r him'. I t i s on these grounds t h a t we have been able 

to d i s t i n g u i s h between, f o r example, occasional poetry w r i t t e n at the 

i n v i t a t i o n of a s o c i e t y t o commemorate a p a r t i c u l a r event (the d r i l l i n g 

of the f i r s t a r t e s i a n w e l l i n France) or person (Abraham L i n c o l n ) , and 

poetry which r e f l e c t s the genuine involvement of the poet w i t h a 

contemporary event or phenomenon ( f o r instance Verlaine and the modern 

i n d u s t r i a l c i t y i n 'Charleroi' or Rimbaud and everyday pleasure i n 

'Au Cabaret-Vert'). The former k i n d of poetry i s not discussed i n t h i s 

t h e s i s . 

Linda Nochlin, whose book appeared a f t e r the i n i t i a l d r a f t of t h i s 

t h e s i s was w r i t t e n , has summed up the various a t t i t u d e s a r t i s t s who 

claim t o t r e a t contemporary r e a l i t y may i n f a c t hold: 

Generally speaking, there are three ways of being contemporary 
open t o a r t i s t s and w r i t e r s . I n the f i r s t place, one may 
attempt t o express the i d e a l s , achievements and asp i r a t i o n s of 
one's own times i n the symbolic or a l l e g o r i c a l r h e t o r i c of 
t r a d i t i o n a l a r t or l i t e r a t u r e . I n the second place, one might 
i n s i s t t h a t contemporaneity i m p l i e d an actual c o n f r o n t a t i o n w i t h 
a serious unidealized embodiment o f the concrete experiences, 
events, customs and appearances c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of one's own 
epoch, whether t h i s be w i t h a s p i r i t of moral urgency or of 
phenomenological i n d i f f e r e n c e t o the s o c i a l and human values 
involved. F i n a l l y , one can conceive of being a r t i s t i c a l l y of 
one's times as a c t u a l l y implying being i n advance of them, an outlook 
which has conditioned the hermetic conception of contemporaneity 
p r e v a i l i n g w i t h i n our avant-gardes at l e a s t since the beginning 
of t h i s century. (13) 

I t i s t o the second group t h a t the best poets of contemporary r e a l i t y u s u a l l y 

belong. 

(13) Realism, pp. 105-106. 
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The modern i s t h a t which forms p a r t of the c o l l e c t i v e experience 

of a soc i e t y and which i s u s u a l l y held by t h a t society t o d i s t i n g u i s h 

i t from what has gone before. 

As f a r as a r t and l i t e r a t u r e are concerned, however, i t i s also 

possible f o r c e r t a i n themes and mot i f s t o be considered modern simply because 

they are a conti n u i n g aspect of l i f e so ordinary t h a t they have previously 

been regarded as ina p p r o p r i a t e f o r a r t i s t i c treatment. I n t h i s sense even 

Vigny's 'mouchoir' was shockingly modern. I n such instances one i s 

concerned not so much w i t h the chronological modernity of the theme or 

subject but w i t h the modernity of r e g i s t e r r e s u l t i n g from i t s treatment. 

N a t u r a l l y the modern i s a p e r p e t u a l l y evolving concept (an ev o l u t i o n 

which seems t o have accelerated i n the twen t i e t h century where the 

modern i s o f t e n i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the merely fashionable), i n i t s e l f a 

reminder of the passage of time and o f the ephemeral nature of a 

p a r t i c u l a r w o r l d - p i c t u r e , of human achievement and of existence i t s e l f . 

The equation of the modern w i t h the ephemeral by w r i t e r s such as 

Baudelaire and Laforgue i s t h e r e f o r e l o g i c a l l y sound. 

Our t h e s i s i s not p r i m a r i l y intended to provide an a n a l y t i c a l 

catalogue (along the l i n e s o f , f o r example, P i e r r e Jourda's excel l e n t 

study of exoticism i n French l i t e r a t u r e ) of various phenomena pe c u l i a r 

to the p e r i o d under discussion as they occur i n poetry - s c i e n t i f i c 

and t e c h n o l o g i c a l discoveries, h i s t o r i c a l events and references t o 

contemporary p u b l i c f i g u r e s - but r a t h e r the study of the expression 

of contemporary r e a l i t y i n a much wider sense, t h i s expression stemming 

from the awareness of l i v i n g i n a d i s t i n c t i v e age worth w r i t i n g about 

i n i t s e l f , and from the c o n v i c t i o n t h a t everyday l i f e was a subject as 

f i t f o r poetry as a Golden Age i n the past ( t o which i t was o f t e n 

contrasted) or an i d e a l i s e d f u t u r e . Our t h e s i s i s a study of t h i s 

expression of a new-found i n t e r e s t i n t r a n s i t o r y and elusive aspects of 
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l i f e as opposed t o the s t a t i c or 'universal' aspects so e s s e n t i a l a 

p a r t of c l a s s i c a l a r t . 

The poet of contemporary r e a l i t y i s thus fascinated by modernity, 

w i t h a l l i t s associations of speed and impermanence, by everyday l i f e 

w i t h i t s passing d e l i g h t s and sorrows, by the necessarily t r a n s i t o r y 

experiences of sensation and by the workings of the t o t a l consciousness 

as i t grapples w i t h m e r c u r i a l and changing r e a l i t y . 

The p r i n c i p a l aspects of contemporary r e a l i t y which fascinated 

the poets of 1870 - 1887 were i t s ordinariness ( t o be contrasted w i t h 

the occasional pomposity of e a r l i e r poetry and w i t h rules and t r a d i t i o n 

g e n e r a l l y ) , i t s t r a n s i t o r i n e s s (which contrasted w i t h the s t a b i l i t y 

and order o f c l a s s i c a l a r t a s p i r i n g t o permanence through non-

p a r t i c u l a r i s a t i o n of theme and language), i t s newness (which provided an 

escape from well-worn m o t i f s and cliche s ) and i t s relevance (which 

o f f e r e d the hope of a reunion between poetry and s o c i e t y ) . 

We must now r e t u r n t o the question of the general nineteenth-century 

preoccupation w i t h the modern and ephemeral against which the s p e c i f i c 

i n t e r e s t s o f the poets o f 1870 - 1887 are t o be seen. Relevant works 

and pronouncements by both a r t i s t s and w r i t e r s punctuated the e n t i r e 

century from Romanticism onwards. 

Despite Marcel Raymond's caution, noted above, i t i s i n s i d e the 

Romantic movement t h a t one f i n d s the f i r s t serious theories of modernism 

i n the nineteenth century. Emile Deschamps claimed t h a t i t was the 

duty of w r i t e r s t o be of t h e i r own times 'avant t o u t et en t o u t ' . This 

concept i s l i n k e d w i t h Hugo's demand ( l a r g e l y unheeded i n h i s own work) 

t h a t w r i t e r s should u t i l i s e common speech and ordinary language. Two 

f a c t o r s should be borne i n mind i n attempting t o explain why the Romantics 



should have propounded any ideas on modernism. The f i r s t i s their 

s o c i a l concern manifest i n the thinking of the Saint-Simonists and 

reflected ©von i n the work of a 'throne and a l t a r ' man l i k e Balzac. 

The second, which l i e s at the base of much of tho thinking of the 

nineteenth century i s a r e l a t i v i s t attitude towards history apparent 

i n Deschaisps's Preface des 6tudea frahqalaos at 6traxig^roH,, of 1828 

and o f course, i n Comte's law of the three stages. As f a r as the poetry of 

the e a r l y p a r t of the century was concerned, although Hugo may have l a t e r 

exaggerated the degree of innovation i n h i s language, he had shown a 

remarkably precocious i n t e r e s t i n subjects drawn from modernity as e a r l y as 

1819 i n the competition piece 'Discours sur les avantages de l'enseignement 

routuel' which includes a l l u s i o n s t o the newly invented steamship as w e l l as 

to experiments w i t h balloons. (14) 

Tho work of Balzac and Stendhal was extremely important i n the 

development of l i t e r a r y modernism. Whilst Hugo had been proclaiming the 

mixing of the sublime and the grotesque i n a single work of art as a 

daring and necessary innovation, the two novelists had achieved a 

revolution of more durable consequence. They introduced into t h e i r work, 

not usually i t has to be admitted as the main characters - though Balzac 

occasionally did - random individuals from daily l i f e who were tho product 

of t h e i r immediate h i s t o r i c a l circumstances and environment. Thoy made 

these characters the subject of serious and evon tragic presentation and 

were thus responsible for one of the f i r s t major breaks with tho c l a s s i c a l 

rule of d i s t i n c t l e v e l s of s t y l e . Previously the ordinary had only been 

(14) Despite the poet's awareness of tho new world that was developing 
around him tho poem f a i l s within the tradition of eighteonth-
century descriptive, encyclopaedic verse and i a somewhat reminiscent 
of D e l i l l e ' s 'Lo Nayire' i n i t s excessive use of periphrasis. To 
some extent t h i s dichotomy between the acute awareness of 
contemporary r e a l i t y , even to the point of using i t as poetic 
subject-matter, and the f a i l u r e to treat i t i n a truly original way, 
was to remain a feature of Hugo's poetry throughout h i s career. 
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introduced i n t o l i t e r a t u r e as e i t h e r almost grotesquely comic or i n 
the context of pleas f o r the moral s u p e r i o r i t y of the simple l i f e ; 
h a r d ly ever f o r i t s own sake. They thus prepared the way f o r a r e l a t -
a v i s t l i t e r a t u r e r e f l e c t i n g the changing r e a l i t y of modern l i f e . 

Balzac's i n f l u e n c e on Baudelaire has already been noted by other 

scholars. Even a f t e r 1870 h i s treatment of modern urban l i f e continued 

to i n s p i r e both n o v e l i s t s and poets. Bourget i n p a r t i c u l a r looked back 

to Balzac as one of h i s two mentors; the other being Baudelaire. This 

was b e n e f i c i a l i n causing Bourget t o seek t r u l y modern poetry and thus 

to encourage (more by d e c l a r a t i o n than by h i s own poetic p r a c t i c e ) the 

poe t i c treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y i n the 1870s and 1880s (15). 

Stendhal, however exceptional h i s heroes, set t h e i r progress and 

t r i a l s squarely i n ' l a marche o r d i n a i r e du dix-neuvieme sie*cle', the 

per i o d of bourgeois triumph w i t h which he f e l t l i t t l e sympathy but of 

which he f e l t bound t o be a f a i t h f u l and c a r e f u l observer (16). To t h i s 

extent he a n t i c i p a t e d both Flaubert and some of the poets of contemporary 

r e a l i t y who t r e a t e d t h e i r own times despite f e e l i n g something close t o 

l o a t h i n g f o r them. Stendhal's c o n t r i b u t i o n extended t o t h e o r e t i c a l as 

w e l l as f i c t i o n a l w r i t i n g . Racine et Shakespeare appeared four years 

before the Preface de Cromwell and i s i n some ways a good deal more 

profound though i t too was excessively tendentious i n i t s dismissal of 

cla s s i c i s m ; Romanticism i s described as the l i t e r a r y expression of the 

modern conception of the b e a u t i f u l as 'L'art de presenter aux peuples 

l e s oeuvres l i t t e * r a i r e s q u i , dans l'e*tat actuel de leurs habitudes et de 

l e u r s croyances, sont susceptibles de leur donner l e plus de p l a i s i r 

p o s s i b le. Le classicisme, au c o n t r a i r e , l e u r presents l a c i v i l i s a t i o n 

(15) But i t also had the unfortunate r e s u l t of making him concentrate 
on the few thousand people of 'real importance' at a given epoch -
'le c u l t e de l a v i e mondaine'. Such an exercise was t r u l y the 
prerogative of a n o v e l i s t and i t f i n i s h e d Bourget as a poet. 

(16) c . f . J. Atherton, Stendhal, pp. 69-83. 
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q u i donnait l e plus de p l a i s i r p o s s i b l e \ l e u r s arriere-grand-p seres' (17) 

The second Racine et Shakespeare of 1825 re a f f i r m e d w i t h even greater 

c l a r i t y Stendhal's basic tenet: t h a t the w r i t e r should be the i n t e r p r e t e r 

of h i s times by c r e a t i n g something new, t h a t beauty i s r e l a t i v e , evolving 

from one century t o another. Classicism was the Romanticism of the 

seventeenth century j u s t as Romanticism w i l l one day be considered t o be 

c l a s s i c a l . I f the a r t s are t o be v i t a l they must evolve l i k e the concept 

of beauty. One form of t h i s Standhalian r e l a t i v i s m i s t o be seen i n h i s 

novels, i n the importance attached t o the i n d i v i d u a l ' s perception and 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of r e a l i t y . I t was t h i s i n d i v i d u a l i s m which, more than 

anything else, accounted f o r the r e v i v a l of i n t e r e s t i n Stendhal i n the 

perio d i n which the major poets discussed i n Parts Two and Three of t h i s 

t h e s i s were w r i t i n g . This new appreciation was not always f r e e of 

misunderstanding : 

Son e s p r i t d'analyse, sa l u c i d i t e " f a v o r i s e n t l a f a c u l t e de 
de'doublement e t , indirectement, l e pessimlsme, qu'il eut 
recuse"". Mais l e s oeuvres de Bourget, de Barres et de bien 
d'autres ne se concoivent pas sans sa presence. Son Journal 
est £dite", puis l a Vie d'Henri Brulard, les Souvenirs 
d'egotisme. Les anne'es 1880 sont c e l l e s de 1'observation 
psychologique, du r e t o u r sur s o i . Adolphe, Joseph Delorme, 
Volupte, Amiel f o n t p a r t i e du bien commun de l'epoque. 

(18) 

Returning t o the poets of the Romantic period Musset appears as a 

s u r p r i s i n g advocate of the t u r n i n g towards contemporary r e a l i t y f o r 

i n s p i r a t i o n . He seems t o be the f i r s t French poet t o mention the railway : 

Tout est bien balaye" sur vos chemins de f e r , 
Tout est grand, t o u t est beau, mais on meurt dans votre a i r 

(Rolla, 4th part,1833) 

These l i n e s were published barely a year a f t e r the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 

the f i r s t locomotive i n France (on the Saint-fitienne t o Lyon l i n e ) . 

(17) Racine et Shakespeare^ Oeuvres Completes, XXXVII, p.39. 
(18) P o u i l l i a r t , Le Romantisme, I I I , pp. 145 - 46. 
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Musset was obviously aware of the changing l i f e around him. I t i s a 
p i t y he d i d not see f i t t o make i t more o f t e n the m a t e r i a l of poetry. 
His f a i l u r e t o do so i s i n marked contrast t o the plea f o r poetry 
r e f l e c t i n g modern ti»es made i n Un mot sur l ' a r t moderne (19) i n 1833: 
'Ou v o i t - o n un p e i n t r e , un poete occupe de ce qui se passe, non pas a 
Venise,ou a Cadix, mais \ Pa r i s , ^ d r o i t e et a gauche?' I n p r a c t i c e he 
seems t o have considered t h a t as the only t r u e r e a l i t y the poet could 
know was himself, then the analysis of the moi and t o t a l s i n c e r i t y would 
be the best basis f o r 'modern' poetry. That h i s conception of modernism, 
was, t o say the l e a s t , i t t p r e c i s e , may be gathered from the examples of 
modernist poets he upholds: Byron, Shakespeare and Juvenal. Of these 
perhaps only the l a s t can be so considered without any reserves. On the 
other handjMusset a n t i c i p a t e d much modern c r i t i c i s m i n seeing Vigny, 
Hugo and Lamartine as continuations of classicism and not r e a l l y the 
creators of modern or modernist poetry. (20) Moreover, the vagueness 
of Musset's idea of modernism i s doubtless t o be a t t r i b u t e d t o h i s 
a e s t h e t i c a l l y sound fear of d i d a c t i c i s m : 'Si l a l i t t e r a t u r e veut e x i s t e r , 
i l f a u t q u ' e l l e rompe en v i s i e r e a l a p o l i t i q u e . Autrement, toutes deux 
se ressembleront et l a r e a l i t e " vaudra toujours mieux que 1'apparence.' 
(21) 

Of the Romantic poets and t h e o r i s t s Sainte-Beuve was the staunchest 

advocate of modernism; h i s dictum ' i l f a ut e^tre de son temps' i s an 

exact echo of the words of Daumier and other a r t i s t t r e a t i n g modern times. 

Moreover, parts of the poetry i n Joseph Delorme are the e a r l i e s t consistent 

attempt i n nineteenth-century verse t o evoke modern everyday r e a l i t y (22). 

(19) Quoted i n Ph. Van Teighem, Musset, pp. 124-25. 
(20) I b i d . , ppJ25-33 
(21) A r t i c l e i n the t h i r d Revue f a n t a i s i s t e of 1831; quoted i b i d . , p.122. 
(22) See Part Two, Chapter Two, ( f ) f o r a note on Sainte-Beuve's 

importance as a precursor of the poetry of 1870 - 1887. 
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i . . . 

Considering the h i g h l y successful treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y 

i n the novels of Balzac and Stendhal one may wonder what d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n 

could remain t o make Champfleury and h i s f o l l o w e r s f e e l t h a t the cr e a t i o n 

of a R e a l i s t school of novel w r i t i n g was necessary. I t i s tempting t o 

make comparisons between Realism and Symbolism; both were of l a s t i n g value 

only as l a b e l s t o be attached t o w r i t e r s who, properly speaking, d i d not 

belong t o the movements. Even the language of t h e i r manifestos i s s i m i l a r . 

B a s i c a l l y , the m o t i v a t i o n behind the Rea l i s t movement was not aesthetic 

at a l l , i t was concerned w i t h a s o c i a l programme based on the ideas of 

Saint-Simon and contemporary w r i t e r s l i k e Proudhon. The heroes of Stenihal 

and Balzac i t was afgued, had been too extraordinary. For Realism t o lead 

to an e f f e c t i v e s o c i a l programme i t would have t o po r t r a y people and 

society as they r e a l l y were. I n p r a c t i c e t h i s amounted to a concentration 

on the humdrum l i f e of the workers and the tower middle classes. The 

d i d a c t i c nature of Realism eve n t u a l l y led t o Baudelaire's d i s a f f e c t i o n 

w i t h the movement. 

The important consequence of Realism was t h a t i t seems to have helped 

t o cause the two most important mid-century f i g u r e s i n French l i t e r a t u r e , 

Flaubert and Baudelaire, t o t u r n to contemporary r e a l i t y as the fliaterial 

f o r major works of a r t almost as a t o u r de force which would h i g h l i g h t 

the s u p e r f i c i a l i t y of the R e a l i s t approach - 'pour embeter les Realistes' 

as Flaubert himself put i t . Flaubert wrote Madame Bovary t o show t h a t 

the use of a t r u l y ordinary modern subject need present no obstacle t o 

the c r e a t i o n of a great work of a r t , even when t h a t subject was seen by 

the author t o have the r e p u l s i v e grey colour of a wood-louse (23). 

Although i t has become fashionahle t o see i n Flaubert a w r i t e r who was 

uniquely concerned w i t h u n i v e r s a l even c l a s s i c a l values i n a r t (24) the 

(23) E. and J. de Goncourt, Journal, IV, pp. 166 - 67. 
(24) c . f . E. Caramaschi, 'Le sens^de l ' a c t u e l chez Flaubert' : 'Flaubert 

ignore l e godt de l a "modernite"".. . 1'interest passionne pour 1'instant 
ephem&re... ( i l ) ... est resolument tourne" vers les valeurs du 
classicisme'. ( a r t . c i t . , p. 211). 
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t r u t h i s t h a t one of h i s i n c l i n a t i o n s was towards the r e c r e a t i o n of the 

' f e e l ' of everyday r e a l i t y ; i n a l e t t e r to Louise Colet i n 1852 he wrote of h i s 

desire t o analyse r e a l i t y , t o create i n his reader an almost physieal aware

ness of the humble r e a l i t y he was e v o k i n g (25). A year l a t e r he again 

wrote t o Louise Colet i n terms p a r t i c u l a r l y p e r t i n e n t to poetry a f t e r 1870 : 

Au t r e f o i s on c r o y a i t que l a canne \ sucre seule donnait 
l e sucre. On en t i r e a peu pres de tou t maintenant; i l 
en est de meme de l a poesie. Extrayons - l a de n'importe 
quoi, car e l l e g f t en t o u t e t partout... 

(26) 

Yet he f r e e l y admitted t o a f e e l i n g of disgust f o r contemporary r e a l i t y , 

at l e a s t of the kind depicted i n Madame Bovary : 

Croyez-yous done que c e t t e ignoble r e a l i t e dont l a 
reproduction vous degoOte ne me fasse autant qu'^. vous 
sauter l e coeur? Si vous me connaissiez davantage, vous 
sauriez que j ' a i l a v i e o r d i n a i r e en execration... Mais 
esthe'tiquement, j ' a i voulu c e t t e f o i s , e t r i e n que c e t t e 
f o i s , l a p r a t i q u e r a fond. Aussi, a i - j e p r i s l a chose 
d'une maniere herofque, j'entends minutieuse, en acceptant 
t o u t , en disant tout^ en peignant t o u t , expression ambitieuse . 

(27) 

Flaubert's heroism, p e r i l s even greater than Mallarme's, f o r i t went 

against h i s own tastes as w e l l as b a r r i n g the easy road t o success, may 

be reagrded i n the same way as Baudelaire's endeavour i n Les Fleurs du 

Mai , at l e a s t i n i t s consequences. Madame Bovary i s one of the most 

outstanding examples of the attainments of the highest a r t i s t i c i d eals 

through a recognition! of the a e s t h e t i c p o t e n t i a l of the treatment of 

contemporary r e a l i t y . C e r t a i n s t y l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of Flaubert's 

work are also t o be matched i n poetry a f t e r 1870. As Professor Ullmann 

has pointed out, by using f r e e i n d i r e c t speech 'the author i s not committed 

t o an exact reproduction of words or thoughts; yet he i s able t o dispense w i t h 

e x p l i c i t subordination and t o r e t a i n the emotive and expressive features 

(25) Flaubert, Correspondance, I I , p.345. 
(26) I b i d . , I l l , p.138. 
(27) I b i d . , IV, p.125. 

f 
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and the very i n f l e x i o n s of the spoken language* (28). Flaubert's 

a b i l i t y t o introduce the rhythms of everyday speech i n t o h i s so c a r e f u l l y 

pondered s t y l e provides a c l e a r i n d i c a t i o n t h a t such an i n t r o d u c t i o n i s 

not detrimental to the p u r s u i t of formal p e r f e c t i o n . Examples i n 

Madame BoVary abound : 

V o i l a ce qu'on ne vo u d r a i t jamais c r o i r e ! oft a l l a i t 
r i r e , au c o n t r a i r e , clabauder! (29) 

La part de l a barque n'exceda p o i n t m i l l e ecus. E l l e 
a v a i t done menti, l a bonne dame! (30) 

I I l e t r o u v a i t bien un peu g r i n g a l e t , e t ce n ' e t a i t 

pas 1^ un gendre comme i l l ' e t t t souhaite. (31) 

Flaubert thus a n t i c i p a t e d the use of everyday speech outside dialogue 

t h a t was t o be a feature of some of the best poetry of contemporary 

r e a l i t y a f t e r 1870. 

Baudelaire's c o n t r i b u t i o n t o both the theory axd p r a c t i c e of a 

poetry derived from the modern and Ephemeral was so i n f l u e n t i a l upon 

the poets a f t e r 1870 that i t i s examined separately i n the f i r s t p art 

of our t h e s i s . For the moment, however, i t i s important t o note t h a t i n 

the treatment of modernity he hoped f o r a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n o f a r t i s t and 

pub l i c through a r t based on a shared experience. He also i d e n t i f i e d the 

modern w i t h the fugace and the t r a h s i t o i r e thus a n t i c i p a t i n g the next 

generation of a r t i s t s and w r i t e r s . His e r s t w h i l e companiom_Courbet had also 

stressed the contemporaneity i f not the f u g a c i t y he f e l t necessary i n any 

kind of r e a l i s t a r t (32). Du Camp, a much lesser f i g u r e , was nevertheless 

responsible f o r i n s t i g a t i n g a whole debate on the place of modernism i n 

a r t and poetry i n the preface t o h i s Chants mddernes of 1855.(33) 

(28) S. Ullmann, Style i n the French Novel, p.117. 
(29) Madame BoVary, p.255. 
(30) I b i d . , p.25. 
(31) I b i d . , p.32. 
(32) See below, pp. 660-61, 
(33) See below, pp. 3^1"^. 
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Among the next generation, Monet pursued Baudelaire's and Courbet's 

poi n t by several times speaking of '1' impression nai've et moderne' as 

the i n t e n t i o n of l i s work. He thus combined the notions of the t r a n s i t o r y 

moment and modernity and saw t h e i r e x p l o i t a t i o n as a means of 

expressing the a r t i s t ' s personal genius as hai'vete*. The basic ideas of 

p i c t o r i a l Impressionism were being formed as e a r l y as the 1860s; something 

of t h i s ferment of ideas i s t o be seen i n ttework of the Goncourt 

brothers who wove not only important as c h r o n i c l e r s but as p r a c t i t i o n e r s 

and t h e o r i s t s of l i t e r a t u r e i n s p i r e d by the modern and the ephemeral. 

Like Flaubert, and Balzac before him, they stressed the r e l a t i o n s h i p 

between l i t e r a t u r e and the n a t u r a l sciences : 'Le roman s'est impose 

les e*tudes e t les devoirs de l a science...' (34). I n the preface t o 

Germinie Lacerteux of 1864 they s t a t e d t h a t t h i s c l i n i c a l observation -

mostly of working-class l i f e - would be the f i r s t stage i n a process of 

s t i r r i n g the s o c i a l conscience. Their aims were thus the same as the 

Rea l i s t s ' but t h e i r methods were t o be more s c i e n t i f i c , t h e i r p i c t u r e 

more honest. Soon, however, t h e i r work became less d i d a c t i c and more 

concerned w i t h aesthetic questions. With Manette Salomon of 1867 the acc

urate account of French a r i s t o c r a t i c l i f e i n the years 1840 t o 1865 i s 

less important than the advocacy of modernism and the treatment of 

t r a n s i t o r y r e a l i t y and the r e f l e c t i o n of discussions i n the embryonic 

period of Impressionism : 

Aussi o n t - i l s pu r e t r a c e r , avec une remarquable justesse, 
1'evolution de l a peinture franchise depuis l'echec de l a 
r e v o l u t i o n romantique jusqu'a l a naissance de 1'impressioiriLsme 
... Mais les Goncourt ont f a i t mieux que cela; i l s nous ont 
pas seulement r e s t i t u e ce q u i e t a i t , au moment ou i l s 
cpmposaient l e u r l i v r e , l e passe" immediat de l a pei n t u r e 
f r a n g a i s e - i l s ont de plus prevu ce q u i e t a i t encore en 
gest a t i o n . I l s nous ont presente dans Manette Salomon 
des tendances, q u i , encore indecises dans les c e r v e l l e s des 
pe i n t r e s , a l l a i e n t . . . se pr e c i s e r pour donner l a magnifique 
f l o r a i s o n de 1*impressioriisme (35). 

(34) E. and J. Goncourt, Prefaces e t Manifested l i t t e r a i r e s , p.22. 
(35) F. Fosca, Edmorid et Jules de Goiicourt, p.225. 
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A f t e r Jules's death i n 1870, Edmond continued to w r i t e i n praise of 

modern a r t . P a r t i c u l a r l y i n f l u e n t i a l were h i s support f o r Impressionsim 

and h i s studies of Japanese p a i n t i n g . A f u r t h e r extension of the 

programme i m p l i c i t i n Germinie Lacerteux was the move away from lower 

s o c i a l s t r a t a t o 'les m i l i e u x d'e'ducation et de d i s t i n c t i o n ' i n Les 

Freres Zemgahno of 1879. Novels l i k e Germiriie Lacerteux and Zola's 

L'AssommOir were held t o have been necessary t o arouse the public's 

consciousness of fellings i n contemporary l i t e r a t u r e . Now Edmond f e l t 

j u s t i f i e d i n g i v i n g a more comprehensive p i c t u r e of society and of 

modern l i f e . A s i m i l a r a t t i t u d e i s t o be perceived i n the w r i t i n g s of 

Huysmans and Zola around t h i s time. In 1877, i n a series of a r t i c l e s i n the 

Belgian review L'Actualite", Huysmans had agreed t h a t Naturalism was 

not j u s t concerned w i t h what was base, v i c i o u s o r i g l y , but w i t h a l l 

subjects. I n 1884 Zola l i k e w i s e spoke of the u n i v e r s a l i t y of Naturalism 

i n a l e t t e r t o Georges Renard. 

The uncompromising modernism of the Goncourts' novels was rendered 

even more i n t e r e s t i n g by t h e i r development of a s t y l e which can only 

accurately be described as i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c . One of the most s t r i k i n g 

devices employed by the brothers was the ' s t y l e s u b s t a n t i f . This was 

p a r t i c u l a r l y successful i n the d e s c r i p t i o n of p a i n t i n j y i n Manette Salomon. 

Professor Ullmann has w r i t t e n r e v e a l i n g l y on the f o l l o w i n g passage from 

Renee Mauperin : 

L'obscurite v e n a i t . Toute l a piece s'assombrissait. 
Couchee sur sa chaise longue. Rehee d i s p a r a i s s a i t 
dans l a vague blancheur de son peignoir. I I a r r i v a i t 
un i n s t a n t ou l'on ne d i s t i n g u a i t plus r i e n , et ou l a 
chambre se m e l a i t au c i e l . (36) 

(36) op. c i t . , p.334, quoted by Ullmann, Style i n the French.Novel, 
pp. 122 - 23. 



This d e s c r i p t i o n i s i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c i n two d i f f e r e n t ways. 
I t detaches the q u a l i t y of whiteness from the o b j e c t , sets 
i t up as an independent substance, and thereby focuses 
a t t e n t i o n on the white colour rather than the dressing-
gown. This colour w i l l take precedence over the objects 
to which i t belongs, i n the same way as i t does i n the 
impressionist s t y l e of p a i n t i n g . . . But the passage i s also 
i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c i n a d i f f e r e n t sense; i t reproduces the 
act u a l sequence of events i n the observer's mind, the 
psychological order of sense-impressions as they reach our 
eye and our consciousness. I n the dusk which i s descending 
on the room, a l l t h a t one sees at f i r s t i s a patch of misty 
whiteness; only closer inspection, or on r e f l e c t i o n , i s 
the whiteness connected w i t h an o b j e c t , Renee's dressing-
gown. The progression of speech i n time enables i t t o 
reproduce the sequence of impressions i n t h e i r impact on 
the mind. 

(37) 

I n h i s preface t o the Journal w r i t t e n i n 1872 Edmond claimed t h a t 

he and h i s brother had sought t o represent 'l'ondoyante humanite / dans 

sa verite*momentanee' and t h a t they had p r e f e r r e d ' l a phrase et 

1* expression q u i elfioussaient et academisaient l e moins l e v i f de nos 

sensations (38). This was a consequence of t h e i r b e l i e f t h a t the age was 

characterised by h y p e r - s e n s i t i v i t y , of the refinement o f , and obsession 

w i t h , Ephemeral sensation i n a changing and h e c t i c environment. 

Zola was l i k e w i s e undeniably committed t o modernism. I n d u s t r i a l and 

urban s e t t i n g s are t o be found i n some of h i s f i n e s t novels i n c l u d i n g 

Germinal and Le Ventre de Pa r i s . Yet h i s p i c t u r e of modern l i f e i s 

r a r e l y less than sombre and t o t h i s extent may be considered unrepresenta

t i v e of h i s age i n i t s t o t a l i t y . Despite moments of p e r s p i c a c i t y i n 

hi s c r i t i c a l w r i t i n g s , h i s treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y - which at 

i t s best has an epic grandeur-too i n f r e q u e n t l y went beyond d e s c r i p t i o n or 

the harrowing e x p o s i t i o n of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e t o an attempt t o evoke the 

most t r a n s i t o r y - and thereby authentic - aspects of r e a l i t y . Nevertheless 

as e a r l y as 1865 he had spoken of a l i n k between the new l i t e r a t u r e and 

(37) Ullmann, op. c i t . , p. 123. 
(38) Prefaces et Manifestes l i t t e r a i r e s , p. 172 and p. 174. 
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the speed, and anxiety of modem l i f e (39)» He was one of the earliest and 
most i n f l u e n t i a l supporters of Impressionism and Pre-Impressionism, 
p a r t i c u l a r l y of the work of Manet. However, his enthusiasm cooled x̂ hen the 
Impressionists f a i l e d to produce a p i c t o r i a l equivalent of Naturalism. 
Suggestions that an improvement i n Zola's eye-sight was the reason f o r his 
desertion of the Impressionist cause are to be viewed with suspicion(40)» 
I t was simply a question of the Impressionists going further than Zola wanted 
i n the evocation of contemporary r e a l i t y . Por him the purpose of t h e i r 
painting should have been solely the description of modern l i f e and society 
and not the evocation of even more ephemeral aspects: of contemporary r e a l i t y . 
Nevertheless his dictum 'Une oeuvre d'art est un coin de l a creation vu a 
travers un tempe'rament' (41) i s an indication of his potential, a b i l i t y to 
appreciate the basis of impressionistic and synthetic works of a r t . Nor 
should one forget Zola's awareness of impressionistic styles 

Je n'ai pas seulement soutenu les impressionnistes. 
Je les a l traduits en l i t e r a t u r e , par les touches, notes, 
colorations, par l a palette de beaucoup de rnes descriptions. 

(42) 

Zola's pronouncements as well as his work are interesting i n 
t h e i r h i s t o r i c a l context even i f superficial i n retrospect. In 1864 
i n the a r t i c l e <Du Progres dans les Sciences, et dans l a Poesie*(43) he 
spoke of the need f o r poetry to evolve with humanity. In 1868 i n 
L'LVenenient i l l u s t r e (44) he attacked the Parnassians f o r attempting 
to breath new l i f e into old mythological subjects when the nineteenth 
century offered such a f i n e store of subjects. In 'Les Poetes 
contemporains' wr i t t e n i n the l a t e 1870s (45) his hero i s Coppee. 
He thought that Verlaine might have r i v a l l e d him but apparently that poet 
has disappeared from the scene. Richepin, Bouchor and Bourget are a 
promising group. He admires Sully Prudhomme as the poet of progress and 
science he had called f o r i n I864. 

(39) & 1 'La Litterature et l a gymnastique1. Oeuvres Completes, X, p.56. 
(40) Such a suggestion was made by L i l i a n Purst i n 'Zola's a r t c r i t i c i s m ' . 
(41) Mes Haines, Oeuyres Completes, X, p.3.8. 
(42) H. Hertz7, 'Zola, temoin de l a ye'rite'. LJEurop_e, Hovember~December, 1952, 

p.32. 
(43) Journal populaire de L i l l e , Oeuvres Completes, X, p. 314.. 
(44) 20 A p r i l 1868 i n the a r t i c l e 'Nog..poetes', Oeuvres Completes, X, p. 74.2 • 
(45) Oeuvres Completes, X I I , pp. 371 - 388. 
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Zola^vas an innovator 

i n the use of f a m i l i a r and popular speech i n l i t e r a t u r e . One of h i s c r i t i c s ' 

most constant c r i e s was t h a t he had debased French l i t e r a t u r e by using the 

language of the g u t t e r ( 4 6 ) . 

Zola's d i s c i p l e Huysmans, was of great importance as an advocate of 

modernity i n g e n e r a l terms, as a n o v e l i s t , as an a p o l o g i s t of Impressionism, 

and as a l i n k between p a i n t e r s and poets. As e a r l y as 1867 he had w r i t t e n an 

essay on contemporary landscape p a i n t e r s (47). I n h i s f i r s t book Le Drageoir 

aux e p i c e s (1875), a c o l l e c t i o n of prose poems, one f i n d s many i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c 

d e s c r i p t i o n s of the d i s t r i c t s of P a r i s . Thus Huysman^s i n c l i n a t i o n s were 

already c l e a r before he came under the s p e l l of Zola 1875-76. His brochure 

Emile Zola e t 'L'Assommoir' (1877) i s remarkable f o r i t s c l a i m that Naturalism 

was not j u s t i n t e r e s t e d i n v i c e , or the sordid aspects of l i f e . The 

movement saw f i t to t r e a t any and every aspect of contemporary l i f e . I n the 

l a t e 1870s Huysmans was producing^ regularly, prose poems and a r t i c l e s on modern 

p a i n t e r s . His novel Les Soeurs Vatard (1878) c o n s i s t e d almost e n t i r e l y of 

d e s c r i p t i v e passages. He devoted a l l h i s s k i l l to the evocation of the s i g h t s , 

sounds and s m e l l s of the Montrouge d i s t r i c t , the atmosphere of a m u s i c - h a l l 

i n the Rue de l a Gaiete", a r a i l w a y s i d i n g behind the Rue Vandamme, a workshop, 

a fairground and a 'bal de b a r r i e r e * . 
became 

His novel En Manage (1881)/one of Laforgue's ' b i b l e s ' and despite i t s 

f a i l i n g s i s probably the best of h i s ' n a t u r a l i s t ' novels. I t i s e s p e c i a l l y 

noteworthy f o r the c o r r e l a t i o n made between mood and aspects of modernity. 

The l a t t e r became o b j e c t i v e c o r r e l a t i v e s of the f e e l i n g s of the w r i t e r . I t 

was t h i s aspect of the novelist's work which appealed most to Laforgue. 
A rebdurs was h a i l e d as the great expression of the s p i r i t of decadence. 

(46) I n f a c t Zola's c o n t r i b u t i o n i n t h i s f i e l d i s r a t h e r l i m i t e d - and the 
language he c r e a t e d i s f r e q u e n t l y something of a hybrid. Nevertheless 
the a t t e n t i o n given to t h i s aspect of h i s work assured i t s i n f l u e n c e on 
the young poets. 

(47) See R. B a l d i c k , The L i f e of J.-K. Huysmans. 



Despite Des E s s e i n t e s ' s misanthropy the novel n e v e r t h e l e s s contains many 

evocations of contemporary l i f e . Many of the more 'claustrophobic' s e c t i o n s 

of the novel are devoted to an amfysis of sense experiences. L i k e the 

Goncourts he saw h y p e r s e n s i t i v i t y and obsession with s e n s a t i o n as modern 

phenomena. 

I n the very important c r i t i c a l e ssays gathered i n 'L'Art Moderne' (1883) 

Huysmans saw the I m p r e s s i o n i s t s as p a i n t e r s of modern l i f e . T h i s did not 

prevent him from a p p r e c i a t i n g them as landscape p a i n t e r s and t h e i r success 

i n e v o t f i n g such t r a n s i t o r y phenomena as the play of l i g h t . He understood 

the connection between modernism and Impressionism. 

The most important advocate of the treatment of the modern and ephemeral 

i n poetry and a r t i n the period 1870 - 1887 was Laforgue whose d e f i n i t i o n of 

the modern as the ephemeral and of Impressionism as a s p e c i f i c a l l y modernist 

a r t — f o r m are of c r u c i a l i n t e r e s t to the present study. However, we would 

a l s o see Rimbaud as a p r o t a g o n i s t of modernism,not shar i n g the commonly accepted 

view t h a t the i n j u n c t i o n to be modern at the end of Uhe Saison en Enfer i s 

wholly i r o n i c . (48) 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note the continuing vigour of modernism at the end of 

our period, w e l l i l l u s t r a t e d by F e l i c i e n Champsaur's preface to Dinah Samuel 

w r i t t e n f o r the 1889 e d i t i o n . Champsaur c a l l e d the preface to h i s c e l e b r a t e d 

roman \ c l e f s 'Le Modefhisme' : 

Je n ' a i pas d'autre ambition, d'autre f i e v r e que d'une 
oeuvre ofa on sente b a t t r e , i n t a r i s s a b l e m e n t , l a v i e 
contemporaine... Le modernisme, c ' e s t en l i t t e r a t u r e , 
comme en p e i n t u r e . . . l e r e f l e t d'un s i e c l e , l'ame d'un 
temps... 
Le po<lte nouveau devra ] a i s s e r de cSte ce magasin de 
v i e i l l e s i n s p i r a t i o n s , en v o i c i d'autres, l e s chemins 
de f e r , l e te'l^graphe, l a lumi^re e*lectrique, Te telephone 
... s ' i l a une strne ornee e t neuve, ce poete f e r a s o r t i r l e 
beau moderne... 

(49) 

(48) See below, pp. l°"7~ \0<g • 
(49) F. Champsaur, pref a c e to Dinah Samuel, pp.xxi - x x i i i . 
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The r a t h e r old-fashioned p l e a f o r modernism of t h i s kind was 

r e i t e r a t e d as a r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t the mythological s u b j e c t s of 

the Symbolists who are the models f o r h i s c h a r a c t e r s . 

Against such a background perhaps one should i n t e r p r e t 

such pronouncements as R o l l i n a t ' s introductory poem to Les Nevroses, 

'Memento quia p u l v i s e s ' , as more than j u s t another avatar of a 

theme popular w i t h the Romantics and indeed already f i r m l y ensconced 

i n European l y r i c poetry s i n c e c l a s s i c a l a n t i q u i t y . T h i s r e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

i s a l l the more j u s t i f i e d i n view of the poet's preoccupation i n 

Les NeVroses with the f e b r i l e pace of modern l i f e and the 

h y p e r s e n s i t i v i t y of those t h a t l i v e i t : 

Crachant au monde q u ' i l e f f l e u r e 
Sa bourdonnante v a n i t e , 
L'homme e s t un moucheron d'une heure 
Qui veut pomper l ' e t e r n i t e . 
C'est un corps j o u i s s e u r qui s o u f f r e , 
Un e s p r i t a i l e qui se tord: 
C'est l e b r i n d'herbe au bord du gouffre, 

Avant l a mort ... 

* * * * * * 
How o r i g i n a l was the treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y , prompted by 

t h i s widespread i n t e r e s t , as a p o e t i c genre ? 

The year 1870 was marked by the p u b l i c a t i o n of a ki n d of manifesto 

i n Eugene Manuel's 'avertissement' to h i s Poemes PopUlaires. C50) 

I I e s t permis d'af f i r m e r que l a poesie, comme l e 
th e a t r e , a une tache a r e m p l i r ; q u ' e l l e d o i t , 
de plus en p l u s , dans ses p e i n t u r e s , e t r e de son 
temps, s ' a s s o c i e r a c e t t e recherche ardente des 
problemes de l a v i e moderne, e t ne pas c r a i n d r e 
de se hasarder plus avant e t p l u s bas dans 
1'expression des idee s , des passions et des 
souffranees q ui a g i t e n t l a s o c i e t e deraoeratique. 

(50) op. c i t . , p. i i i . 
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Manuel's i d e a s and h i s terminology seem, i n the l i g h t of 

subsequent developments, naive i n the extreme, yet h i s statement 

has importance as one of the most coherent pleas f o r modernism 

i n poetry a f t e r B a u d e l a i r e ' s e n t h u s i a s t i c exhortations which had, 

so f a r , been l a r g e l y ignored and Du Camp's proposals which had been 

i l l - c o n c e i v e d from the s t a r t . (51) 

Eugene Manuel tempered h i s c l a i m s f o r the o r i g i n a l i t y of h i s 

approach to poetry w i t h the remark 'Nouvelle c ' e s t beaucoup d i r e ' . 

Indeed with him we must acknowledge the f a c t that many examples of 

the treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y i n French poetry are to be 

found before the middle of the nineteenth century. However we a l s o 

f e e l j u s t i f i e d i n supporting him i n h i s c l a i m that i n most cases 

such treatment was the work only of 'une i n s p i r a t i o n passagere'.' 

I t i s s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t f o r the majority of such examples one has to 

look back i n the h i s t o r y of French poetry beyond the fi r m establishment 

of c l a s s i c i s m i n the seventeenth century. The Middle Ages i n France 

brought f o r t h a r i c h c o l l e c t i o n of poems of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

E r i c h Auerbach speaking of r e a l i s m i n l i t e r a t u r e as a departure from the 

c l a s s i c a l d o c t r i n e of d i f f e r e n t i a t e d l e v e l s of l i t e r a r y s t y l e saw t h i s 

p e r i o d as the f i r s t f l o w e r i n g of a treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y 

to be repeated, i n a d i f f e r e n t f a s h i o n , only i n the nineteenth century: 

(51) Manuel, moreover, was an i n f l u e n t i a l and respected f i g u r e i n the 
world of l i t e r a t u r e and education. Despite h i s n a i v e t e , Manuel 
n e v e r t h e l e s s encourages poets along the path of 'popularism' which, 
he says, 'peut devenir d S f i n i t i v e m e n t une des grandes v o i e s de l a 
poesie contemporaine' ( i b i d . , p. i v ) . I f 'popular' poetry was not 
i n i t s e l f to become a great genre, i t remains true that the admission 
of popularisms i n t o poetry i n the form of both s u b j e c t and language, 
and p a r t i c u l a r l y the l a t t e r , marks an important stage i n the 
development of the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y . 
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The b a r r i e r s which the r o m a n t i c i s t s and the contemporary 
r e a l i s t s t o r e down had been e r e c t e d only toward the end of 
the s i x t e e n t h century and during the seventeenth by the 
advocates of a rigorous i m i t a t i o n of antique l i t e r a t u r e . 
Before t h a t time, both during the Middle Ages and on 
through the Renaissance, a s e r i o u s r e a l i s m had e x i s t e d . 
I t had been p o s s i b l e i n l i t e r a t u r e as w e l l as i n the 
v i s u a l a r t s to represent the most everyday phenomena of 
r e a l i t y i n a s e r i o u s and s i g n i f i c a n t context. The d o c t r i n e 
of the l e v e l s of s t y l e had no absolute v a l i d i t y . However 
d i f f e r e n t medieval and modern r e a l i s m may be they are at 
one i n t h i s b a s i c a t t i t u d e . And i t had long been c l e a r to 
me how t h i s medieval conception of a r t had evolved, and when 
and how the f i r s t break w i t h the c l a s s i c a l theory had come 
about. I t was the s t o r y of C h r i s t , w i t h i t s r u t h l e s s mixture 
of everyday r e a l i t y and the h i g h e s t and most sublime tragedy, 
which had conquered the c l a s s i c a l r u l e of s t y l e s . (52) 

At the c l o s e of the Middle Ages one of France's g r e a t e s t l y r i c poets, 

F r a n c o i s V i l l o n , was w r i t i n g works which r e f l e c t very w e l l the 

atmosphere of h i s time and the v i o l e n t tenor of h i s immediate m i l i e u . 

C r i t i c s have, w i t h good reason, seen a f f i n i t i e s between the work 

and l i f e of V i l l o n and the works and l i v e s of s e v e r a l poets of the l a t e 

n i n e t e e n t h century, notably V e r l a i n e , Rimbaud, Corbiere, and Laforgue. 

V e r l a i n e and Rimbaud were a l s o i n c o n f l i c t with the law and e s t a b l i s h e d 

s o c i e t y . Rimbaud's sudden disappearance from l i t e r a t u r e i s as dramatic 

as V i l l o n ' s . V e r l a i n e and Rimbaud a l s o share V i l l o n ' s welcoming a t t i t u d e 

towards 'improper' s u b j e c t s and language. Corbiere and Laforgue have 

V i l l o n ' s i r o n i c humour and l i k e him make use of the technique of 

i n t r o d u c i n g c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s i n t o poetry t h a t i s otherwise thoroughly 

'contemporary'. There i s a s i m i l a r i t y of a t t i t u d e towards the treatment 

of contemporary r e a l i t y and genuine experience i n the work of a l l f i v e 

poets. 

In the s i x t e e n t h and e a r l y seventeenth c e n t u r i e s contemporary 

r e a l i t y remained an important source of i n s p i r a t i o n . I t i s an i n d i c a t i o n 

(52) E. Auerbach, Mimesis, pp. 489-90. 
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both of the importance of the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y i n t h i s 

p e r i o d and of the great dearth of such poetry afterwards that c r i t i c s 

i n the 1870s had to look back to t h i s time i n an attempt to e x p l a i n the 

poetry of Jean R i c h e p i n . Only one poet w r i t i n g more r e c e n t l y than 

the seventeenth century was considered to be a p o s s i b l e predecessor; 

t h i s was Baudelaire whom Lo u i s V e u i l l o t , d espite h i s h o s t i l i t y to 

La Chanson des Gueux, found time to l i s t , along w i t h Mathurin Regnier 

and F r a n c o i s V i l l o n as pioneer i n the w r i t i n g of t h i s kind of poetry. 

(53) J u l e s Lemaitre a l s o noted the i n f l u e n c e of R a b e l a i s , Theophile de 

Viau, Cyrano de Bergerac and Saint-Amant. (54) 

(53) Melanges, X I I I , p. 419 (being Vol. XXXIX of the Oeuvres Completes). 
(54) Les ContempOrains, t h i r d s e r i e s , p. 313. 
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The resorts f o r "the unparallel'led f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h contemporary 

r e a l i t y i n a r t and l i t e r a t u r e , and poetry i n p a r t i c u l a r , l i e l a r g e l y i n 

the p e c u l i a r l y d i s t i n c t i v e nature of the nineteenth ceniury i t s e l f . This 

p a r t i c u l a r Z e i t g e i s t was derived from dramatic changes i n both the i n t e l l 

e c t u a l and m a t e r i a l environment of nineteenth-century French poets. 

Two p a r t l y c o n t r a d i c t o r y tendencies may be seen i n the p o l i t i c a l and 

s o c i a l h i s t o r y of the pe r i o d I789-I9OO. The f i r s t i s a tendency towards 

p o l i t i c a l cataclysm evident i n a whole series of r e v o l u t i o n s , counter

r e v o l u t i o n s and coups d'etat. The-prelude t o some of them was a wave of 

enthusiasm and idealism among a large number of i n t e l l e c t u a l s . The sequel 

was the b i t t e r d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t of the same group. This was p a r t i c u l a r l y 

t r u e of 1848 and l8?0. - . " 

The 

second tendency was a s t e a d i l y increasing i n t e r e s t i n the f r u i t s of c a p i t a l i s m . 

This crass materialism, which characterises most of the period under 

discussion, was a k i n d of insurance and an escape from a changing world. Many 

poets and a r t i s t s r e j e c t e d i t e n t i r e l y . Some accepted i t s manifestations as 

subject-matter f o r a r t though they loathed i t a s a philosophy of l i f e . 

Some accepted i t wholeheartedly. 

I t was p r e c i s e l y during t h i s period when Erance was t r y i n g t o come t o 

terms w i t h the disappearance of the o l d p o l i t i c a l order and the c r e a t i o n of a 

new i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t y t h a t science was g i v i n g Man cause t o f e e l more and 

more i n s i g n i f i c a n t i n the face of an enormous,, and complex universe. I t i s 

easy t o t h i n k of the Copernican r e v o l u t i o n as in t r o d u c i n g a new p i c t u r e of 

the universe t h a t was t o remain l a r g e l y unaltered u n t i l such innovations 

as spectrum analysis (55) This i s f a r from being the case. The sto r y of 

eighteenth and nineteenth-centiry astronomy i s one of s t e a d i l y improving 

instruments and ever bulkier- t a b u l a t i o n s of the heavenly bodies. The o l d 

(55) The foundations of which had been l a i d by K i r c h o f f and Bunsen but not 
ex p l o i t e d u n t i l much more r e c e n t l y . 



v i s i o n of Bruno t h a t every s t a r might be a sun w i t h i t s solar system 

became g e n e r a l l y accepted i n s c i e n t i f i c c i r c l e s . More than t h i s , the 

theory was put forward i n the nineteenth century t h a t the Milky Way might 

be j u s t one of a vast number of galaxies. (56) I t was becoming i n c r e a s i n g l y 

d i f f i c u l t t o have a cosy p i c t u r e of the universe; the great c a l c u l a t i o n s of 

Laplace, which had f i n i s h e d p u b l i c a t i o n , i n the 1820s, may have been 

d i r e c t e d at e s t a b l i s h i n g the ' d e f i n i t e s t a b i l i t y ' of the universe as i t 

now i s , but they dazzled by t h e i r sheer immensity. I f anything they c o n t r i 

buted towards the general f e e l i n g about the enormity of c r e a t i o n . During 

the p e r i o d the most important single event connected w i t h astronomy, from 

the point of view of the h i s t o r i a n of ideas i n France, was the p u b l i c a t i o n , 

i n 1862, of. Camille Flammarion's La P l u r a l i t e des monks habites which had 

run t o no less than t w e n t y - f i v e popular e d i t i o n s by 1876. This was one of 

the most successful works of s c i e n t i f i c p o p u l a r i s a t i o n of the century. I t 

seems h i g h l y probable t h a t Laforguehad read Flammarion and t h a t much of h i s 

e a r l y verse i s influaroed by t h i s reading. Whatever the case^the influence of 

ideas of t h i s k i n d on Laforgue, Sully-Prudhomme, Leconte de L i s l e and others 

i s c e r t a i n : 

Songezi depuis des f b t s sans f i n d'eternites, 
Cet azur qui t o u j o u r s en tous les sens recule, 
De troupeaux de s o l e i l s el t o u t jamais p u l l u l e , 
Chacun d'eux conduisant des mondes habites 

(57) 

(56) A greater v a r i e t y of s t e l l a r s t r u c t u r e s than had ever been imagined was 
being revealed and such t h i n g s as 'tw i n - s t a r s ' could be examined i n some 
d e t a i l . On a l e v e l much more e a s i l y appreciated by the p u b l i c at large 
were the discoveries of Uranus by Herschel i n I78I and of leptune by 
Galle i n I846. 

(57) Laforgue, 'Farce ephem^re'. Another f a c t o r which c o n t r i b u t e d towards the 
new w o r l d - p i c t u r e was the r e v i v a l of i n t e r e s t i n the works of Pascal : 
'Que l'homme, etant revenu a s o i , considere ce q u ' i l est au p r i x de ce 
qui est; q u ' i l se regarde comme §*gare dans ce canton detourne* de l a 

nature; et que, de ce p e t i t cachot ou i l se trouve loge"^ j'entends 
l ' u n i v e r s , i l apprenne estimer l a t e r r e , les royaumes, les v i l l e s , et soi 
m&me a son j u s t e p r i x . Qu'est-ce qu'un homme dans l ' i n f i n i ? ' (Les 
Pense'es, Ed. Chevalier, p.48) For the question of other sources of 
Laforgue's cosmology see P. Reboul, 'La Genese du c i e l l a f o r g u i e n . ' 
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As a c o r o l l a r y of the p i c t u r e of an enormous universe was the f e e l i n g 

t h a t the world was g e t t i n g smaller, as i n a sense i t was: the f i r s t t r a n s 

a t l a n t i c cable was completed i n 1858 and even the f a r - o f f B r i t i s h colonies 

i n the Souirl» Seas were i s s u i n g postage stamps. 

The steady development of telescopes was matched by s i m i l a r progress i n 

microscopes; the advances i n t h i s f i e l d l e d not, of course, t o a sense of awe 

at the enormity of t h i n g s but t o wonder at the complexity and p e c u l i a r i t y of 

p r e v i o u s l y f a m i l i a r phenomena. 

Linked w i t h the new view of the cosmos o u t l i n e d above was what has been 

described many times as the key idea of the nineteenth century - e v o l u t i o n a r y 

theory (58)• Lanson remarked t h a t h i s generation was obsessed w i t h Darwinism. 

(59) The r e s u l t s of the obsession were far - r e a d i n g . I n an evolving world 

what j u s t i f i c a t i o n could there be f o r b e l i e v i n g t h a t an i n s t i t u t i o n (such 

as monarchy) or a p a r t i c u l a r t r a d i t i o n i n a r t (such as the Renaissance 

a t t i t u d e t o the human body or m e t r i c a l convention) has any i n t r i n s i c r i g h t 

t o d u r a b i l i t y ? Art and the a r t i s t should evolve also. I t i s / t h e nineteenth 

century t h a t one f i r s t encounters the terms ' ^ v o l u t i o n a r t i s t i q u e ' and 

•e*volution l i t t e r a i r e ' . (60) The a t t i t u d e s expressed by a r t i s t s towards 

the e v o l u t i o n a r y v i s i o n of the w o r l d - a v i s i o n r e i n f o r c e d by the p o l i t i c a l 

and m a t e r i a l development of the nineteenth century - could be summarised 

broadly i n terms of e i t h e r p e s s i m i s t i c escapism ( 6 l ) or of an o p t i m i s t i c 

b e l i e f i n progress (62), or f i n a l l y , of a wholehearted acceptance of the 

present and of the modern. (63) Needless t o say one f i n d s t h a t many of the 

(58) John C. Greene has b r i l l i a n t l y traced the (fevelopment of evolutionary 
thought from the seventeenth century up t o the discoveries of Darwin i n 
The Death of Adam. He makes i t clear that the theories of Darwin, L y e l l 
and Spencer were but the culmination of centuries of growing awareness 
of the e v o l u t i o n a r y process. Their f i n d i n g s were the confirmation, i n 
p a r t i c u l a r , of the i n t u i t i o n of many other nineteenth-century t h i n k e r s 
such as Lamarck whose ideas were extremely i n f l u e n t i a l i n Prance. 

(59) Hist o i r e de l a l i t t e r a t u r e franchise, p. 1091. 
(60) Note the t i t l e of Buret's famous EnqueHe sur 1'evolution l i t t e r a i r e of 

I8 9 I . Two years e a r l i e r V i e l e ' - G r i f f i n i n the preface t o 'Joies had s t a t e d 
t h a t 'L'art ne s'apprend pas seulement, i l se recree sans cesse: i l ne 
v i t pas que de "tra d i t i o n , mais d'evolution'. Moreas had spoken of the 
e v o l u t i o n of a r t and l i t e r a t u r e i n h i s manifesto of 18 September 1886. 

(61) Reflected i n the i n t e r e s t i n the philosophies of the East and German 
idealism, i n ' l ' a r t pour l ' a r t ' and exoticism. 

(62) Evident i n - t h e p o s i t i v i s t philosophies of Comte and, l a t e r , Spencer and 
i n the poetry of progress. 

(63) Reflected i n the occasional .joie de v i v r e of poets and a r t i s t s ike 
Rimbaud, Verlaine, Monet and Renoir. 
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poets o s c i l l a t e from one category t o another One may note es p e c i a l l y 
t h a t some of the greatest w r i t e r s of the p e r i o d are those who regret 
bourgeois progressive materialism as a way of l i f e hut t r e a t i t i n t h e i r 
works as a way of h i g h l i g h t i n g i t s p e t t i n e s s , at the same time asserting the 
a b i l i t y of a r t t o transmute any subject. (64) 

Science, through i t s implementation i n i n d u s t r i a l technology, had very 

v i s i b l e manifestations i n concrete r e a l i t y as w e l l as i n the realm of ideas 

i n the nineteenth century. The p e r i o d a f t e r I84O was one of rap$Ld -urban

i s a t i o n and the development of communications. The massive conurbations 

t h a t r e s u l t e d from the I n d u s t r i a l Revolution gave r i s e t o . completely new ways 

of l i f e and landscapes. Modern town l i f e i n a l l i t s complexity ranging 

from the v i r t u a l subsistence-level existence i n ad hoc workers' housing 

estates t o the uniquely modern atmosphere of suburbia was a completely new 

phenomenon on t h i s scale. Anatole France i n La Vie en f l e u r claimed t h a t 

Paris changed more during Haussmann's reconstruction than i n the e n t i r e p e r i o d 

d a t i n g from the regency of Anne of A u s t r i a ! (65) Yet despite u r b a n i s a t i o n 

and r e c o n s t r u c t i o n , the l i f e of the modern c i t y seensl .to leave a r t i s t s 

stunned; i t was almost wholly untreated by poets and painters u n t i l 

Baudelaire and Impressionism r e s p e c t i v e l y . Raymond Cogniat has w r i t t e n sugg

e s t i v e l y of the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the speed of modern l i f e and the develop

ment of Impressionist a r t . (66) The locomotive was the symbol par excellence 

of the new pace of l i v i n g seen as a supreme example of the t r a n s i t o r y i n the 

modern. (67) 

The i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n presented two aspects t o the a r t i s t s . , o f the 

nineteenth century as indeed i t may s t i l l do today. One was unpleasant : the 

(64) Flaubert considered the 'raw m a t e r i a l ' of Madame Bovary t o be the u g l y 
and d u l l gret colour of a wood louse. He also, on occasion, decided on 
s c h o l a r l y excapism i n Salammbfl, Herodiade and Saint J u l i e n . 

65) Oeuvres. X X I I I , p.321-322. 
66) Monet and h i s world, pp.59~6l. 

(67) See below, pp. 3^7-^8-
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desecration of the countryside, the exploitation of the working classes, the 
throwing up of f i l t h y overcrowded c i t i e s . I t was t h i s aspect which was t o 
i n s p i r e Verhaeren i n Les Y i l l e s t e n t a c u l a i r e s and which l a y at the root of 
the Parnassian r e j e c t i o n of contemporary r e a l i t y . (68) The other aspect was 
the b u s t l e and e x h i l i r a t i o n of the new l i f e which could cause Baudelaire 
t o speak of '1'hdroi'sme de l a v i e moderne' and even the u s u a l l y gloomy Darwin 
t o become an o p t i m i s t i c believer i n progress. (69) 

Beyond the more general e f f e c t s of i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n there were, of course, 

more s p e c i f i c influences on a r t and poetry. I n poetry the d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

new phenomena necessitated a new approach t o vocabulary i f the clumsiest 

periphrases rare t o be avoided. (Unfortunately on occasion they were not, as i n 

the case of Vigny's 'La Mai son du Berger'). The poet also had available a 

whole new source of imagery. I n p a i n t i n g the a r t i s t was given f r e s h subjects 

and an otherwise . ' t r a d i t i o n a l ' landscape was given a t o t a l l y d i f f e r e n t atmos

phere when the v e r t i c a l l i n e i n the p a i n t i n g was stressed not by a t r e e or the 

column of a r u i n e d temple but by a d i s t a n t f a c t o r y chimney.(70) 

The i n f l u e n c e of contemporary science and technology on nineteenth-century 

a r t may, i n conclusion, by seen t o have exerted i t s e l f i n two ways. F i r s t i t 

a l t e r e d the w o r l d - p i cture i t s e l f both on the l e v e l of ideas and on the l e v e l 

of the concrete r e a l i t y surrounding the a r t i s t . Second, i t a l t e r e d the 

a t t i t u d e towards the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of r e a l i t y . Although Seurat w i t h h i s 

search f o r a formula f o r ' o p t i c a l p a i n t i n g ' based on the repeated, systematic 

observation of colour and l i g h t ; , came closer t o the deductive methods of the 

n a t u r a l sciemces than d i d the R e a l i s t s or the Impressionists, nevertheless the 

68) c . f . G i l b e r t Highet, The C l a s s i c a l T r a d i t i o n , pp. 437-38. 
69) c . f . the passage i n h i s d i a r y r e l a t i n g t o h i s impressions of Sydney, 

quoted i n Greene, The Death of Adam, p.326. 
(70) e.g. Seurat's Banlieufcof I882. 
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l a t t e r movements i f not s t r i c t l y s c i e n t i f i c i n t h e i r methods, were t o an 

extent s c i e n t i f i c i n t h e i r a t t i t u d e s towards nature and r e a l i t y . I n waking 

t r u t h - i n the sense of experienced r e a l i t y - the aim of a r t t h e i r outlook 

was a k i n t o the s c i e n t i f i c a t t i t u d e i t s e l f . Thus Zola was able t o t a l k , i n 

h i s salon review of 1866 and i n h i s long study of Manet of the f o l l o w i n g year, 

i n terms of the a l l - p e r v a d i n g e f f e c t of the s c i e n t i f i c r e v o l u t i o n . (71) 

A consideration of the s c i e n t i f i c and tech n o l o g i c a l background I D the 

nineteenth century i n France c o n t r i b u t e s towards the p i c t u r e of the p r e v a i l i n g 

i n t e l l e c t u a l c l i m a t e . This was, i n i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e s , an age of u n b e l i e f ; 

C h r i s t i a n i t y seemed bankrupt. The Church of Rome had by the eighteenth 

century l o s t most of the enthusiasm of the Counter-Reformation and, except 

by an ever closer a l l i a n c e w i t h the p o l i t i c a l establishment, seemed unable 

t o cope w i t h the a t t a c k of the r a t i o n a l i s t s . L i t t l e e f f o r t was made t o r e 

examine C h r i s t i a n t h i n k i n g i n terms of the new wor l d - p i c t u r e . The hierarchy 

of the Church (Protestant as w e l l as Catholic) o f t e n f a i l e d t o take the 

r i g h t side i n the struggle f o r s o c i a l j u s t i c e . As an i n s t i t u t i o n the Church 

tended t o remain a l o o f from the development of modern society except i n so f a r 

as the l a t t e r was a t h r e a t t o p r i v i l e g e . Of course there was no fundamental 

reason wh y C h r i s t i a n i t y should not have provided a more a l l u r i n g s o c i a l 

programme than p o s i t i v i s m or a more v a l i d mode of mysticism and contemplation 

than i d e a l i s t philosophies. (72) .... .i 

The<ajjfc*it2wl; moral bankruptcy of the Church i n France, so v i 

v i d l y portrayed i n Le Rouge et l e Noir, seemed t o i n v a l i d a t e C h r i s t i a n i t y 

i t s e l f . Moreover the apparent f a i l u r e of the Church 'to keep pace' w i t h 

modern l i f e could make i t seem as though the very excitement and commotion 

of the l a t t e r disproved C h r i s t i a n i t y : 

(71) Oeuvres Completes, X I I , p.798, p.807 and pp. 828-32 
(72) C h r i s t i a n i t y was able t o do both things i n France a f t e r the decline of 

scientism t o the extent t h a t m i l i t a n t l a y Catholicism has been described 
as the most progressive s i n g l e t r e n d i n France since 1945• (See J. 
Ardagh, The New France , pp. 563-79)• 
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avec, l e samedi s o i r , l e tumulte des cloches de Notre-Dame dans 
les deux t o u r s sonores; l e tapage du Boul 'Mich' couvre l a voix 
des cloches, c'est t r e s p h i l o . Ĉa symbolise l a f i n du christianisme. 
Ceci a tue" cela. Ceci = les trompes des tramways; cela = l a voix 
des cloches t r i s t e s . 

(73) 

Professor Chisholm i n Toward Herodiade set out an explanation of the 

e v o l u t i o n of nineteenth-century French poetry almost e n t i r e l y i n terms of the 

influence of various 'mystical' philosophies i n c l u d i n g occultism. His book 

i s a valuable source f o r any. i n v e s t i g a t i o n of t h i s k i n d but one may question 

whether t h i s e x c l u s i v e l y p h i l o s o p h i c a l approach leads t o complete accuracy. 

A l l of the i d e a l i s t - p e s s i m i s t i c philosophies, whether they be d i r e c t 

importations from the East or of the f a m i l y of the westernised Buddhism of 

Schopenhauer, e n t a i l a c e r t a i n d i s t a s t e f o r contemporary l i f e and an awareness 

of the purposelessness of existence - at least a s i t a f f e c t s Man; a l l of them 

o f f e r 'compensation' i n the form of an escape i n t o contemplation (Schopenhauer) 

or an ejcape i n t o a r t (Leconte de L i s l e ' s i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of Indian philosophy 

or Laforgue's adaptation of Hartmann's theory of the Unconseious). This may 

mean an o u t r i g h t i d e a l i s t v i s i o n of the universe (such as V i l l i e r s de l ' I s l e 

Adam's) i n which case a r t i s a l l t h a t i s l e f t . 

That the appeal of t h i s k i n d of philosophy would not be u n i v e r s a l i n any 

country where the opium poppy does not grow i s f a i r l y obvious and i t i s easy ~-

t o understand how p o s i t i v i s m w i t h i t s roots i n the Cartesian t r a d i t i o n of 

Prance would prove t o be a very successful a l t e r n a t i v e . Comte's philosophy 

i s l i t t l e other than a t h e o r e t i c a l c o r o l l a r y of s c i e n t i f i c progress. Comte 

saw the nineteenth century as the time when the t h i r d of h i s celebrated stages 

of human development would begin t o be reached. This i s the stage at which 

Man abandons metaphysics and theology and seeks t o ex p l a i n phenomena by sc i e n 

t i f i c method observation and experiment. B e l i e f i n progress and the accept

ance of modernity were j u s t i f i e d by h i s philosophy. Of p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t 

(73) Laforgue, L e t t r e s a un ami, p. 18. 
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f o r the e f f e c t of p o s i t i v i s m on l i t e r a t u r e was the place given t o the s o c i a l 
sciences i n Comte's hierarchy of the sciences. I n f a c t h i s c r i t e r i o n f o r 
deciding whether the t h i r d stage has been reached i n Western European 
c i v i l i s a t i o n i s the ^application of s c i e n t i f i c method t o the study of society 
and morals. Henceforth s o c i e t y at_ large becomes a respectable and necessary 
f i e l d of study f'or the s c i e n t i s t and w r i t e r . Some aspects of Comte's ideas 
were taken t o . t h e i r l o g i c a l conclusion i n the f i e l d o f a r t . c r i t i c i s m 
by Taine„. I t . i s against the l a t t e r ' s determinism . which reduced a r t t o 
sequences of cause and e f f e c t , t h a t the Symbolists were t o r e b e l . Though 
p o s i t i v i s m would r e s u l t i n extreme and occasionally unfortunate approaches 
t o l i t e r a t u r e , f i r s t i n the school of Champfleury and l a t e r i n the worst of 
Zola'a Haturalism, i t without doubt also helped t o create a gen e r a l l y 
i n t e r e s t e d a t t i t u d e towards contemporary r e a l i t y and t o form the k i n d of 
i n t e l l e c t u a l atmosphere i n which Baudelaire could w r i t e Le Spleen de Paris, 
Flaubert Madame Bovary, the Impressionsists v i v i d l y depict modern l i f e on can
vas, and the poets of contemporary r e a l i t y of I87O - I887 w r i t e t h e i r 
masterpieces. 

# * * *• * * #•* #• •* * •* * 

We consider the p e r i o d 187'©:- I887 t o be the most s i g n i f i c a n t phase i n 

the w r i t i n g o f poetry i n response t o the m i l i e u discussed above. Within 

i t i s contained the careers of Rimbaud, Corbiere and Laforgue as w e l l as the 

best of Verlaine. I n these years s t y l i s t i c innovation i n the poetic t r e a t 

ment of the modern and the ephemeral came t o match thematic o r i g i n a l i t y ; the 

foundations were l a i d f o r much of the best i n French poetry since. 

The f i r s t part of t h i s study i s concerned w i t h the background t o the 

p o e t i c treatment of the modern and the ephemeral i n the period I87O - I887. 
This w i l l i n v o l v e , i n p a r t i c u l a r , an examination of two questions which have 

o f t e n been considered i n r e l a t i o n t o Symbolism. The f i r s t i s the influence 

and example of Baudel&Stre's poetic theory and p r a c t i c e t o which constant 



reference was made by poets and c r i t i c s a f t e r I87O. We hope t o have 

demonstrated t h a t Baudelaire i s a precursor of the poetry of modernity and 

immediacy at least as much as of the metaphysical a s p i r a t i o n s which partly, 

characterise some Symbolist poetry. I t i s astonishing t h a t no f u l l - l e n g t h 

study of Baudelaire's modernism e x i s t s when the concept of modernity occurs 

so r e g u l a r l y i n h i s work. This i s t o be contrasted t o the p o s i t i o n w i t h 

regard t o Baudelaire as a 'pre-Symbolist'. Here s c h o l a r l y a c t i v i t y has been 

t o the exegesis of the s i n g l e sonnet .fCorrespondanoes 1. We have argued t h a t 

Baudelaire's modernism i s r e l a t e d t o h i s mysticism t o the extent t h a t he 

b e l i e v e d t h a t r e a l i t y , however ordinary, could be a window t o the world 

beyond. The p o s i t i o n regarding the milieux i n which the young poets of the 

l870s and 1880s moved i s not completely d i s s i m i l a r . A d e s c r i p t i o n of the 

ce'nacles has long been seen as an o b l i g a t o r y part of h i s t o r i e s of the 

Symbolist p e r i o d and yet the r e l a t i o n s h i p between the cenacles and Symbolist 

poetry i s tenuous t o say the l e a s t . We have shown, we believe f o r the f i r s t 

time, t h a t the r&Le of the cebnac-Ies was important f o r the development of the 

ma.jor poetry of the p e r i o d but t h a t t h i s importance may only be perceived by 

an understanding of the influence of the clnacles upon the poetic treatment 

of the modern and the ephemeral and, more especially, upon the development of 

a new poetic r e g i s t e r . Thus conceived and revalued the r $ l e of the clnacles 

would j u s t i f y the numerous references t o i t i n l i t e r a r y h i s t o r i e s of the per

i o d . I t puts an end t o the almost embarrassing g u l f between the k i n d of 

poetry r e c i t e d at the ce^nacles and the Symbolism t o which i t i s u s u a l l y 

evoked as a necessary background. The discussion of the cenacles leads t o 

more precise remarks on the network of r e l a t i o n s h i p s and influences i n v o l v i n g 

the major poets whose work i s examined i n t h i s t h e s i s . 

Part Two consists of a d e t a i l e d discussion of the impact of contemporary 

r e a l i t y upon the perspectives,subjects and language of the poets of the 

1870s and l880s. P a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n has been paid t o the work of Rimbaud 

not only because h i s poetry i s of the highest order but because we. 'believe 

intense - Pommier has even devoted an excellent book 
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thai; such a t t e n t i o n w i l l provide proof of the value of the a p p l i c a t i o n of our 
ideas on the importance of the modern and the ephemeral i n poetry of t h i s 
p e r i o d even t o some of the most d i f f i c u l t problems of exegesis. As f a r 
as the new perspectives of the progressive poets of the second h a l f of the nine
t e e n t h century are concerned we have seen the f i r s t of these as an i s o l a t i o n 
from s o c i e t y as a whole; t h i s i n t u r n helped t o engender the whole concept of 
modernity as decadence and the r e s u l t i n g tension between awareness of the 
c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s (by no means always r e j e c t e d by the poet)of the modern age 
and p r i m i t i v i s t n o s t a l g i a ; i t i s also against t h i s backdrop of a l i e n _ a t i o n 
t h a t one must view much of the b a t t l e waged by the poets against the 
t r a d i t i o n s and r u l e s of the l i t e r a r y establishment. Their f a v o u r i t e weapons 
included spontaneous forms and i r o n i c humour. Their high regardfor 
'spontaneous' l y r i c i s m created a major problem f o r the poets. They were a l l , 
i n varying degree, i n t e l l e c t u a l s , the product of an age of m u l t i f a r i o u s l e a r 
n i n g . They were able t o r e c o n c i l e t h i s w i t h t h e i r quest f o r spontaneity 
through the technique of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n ( u s u a l l y i r o n i c ) whch enabled 
them t o reveal t h e i r l e a r n i n g and t o t r e a t contemporary c u l t u r e i n t h e i r poetry 
without appearing t o compromise w i t h the academic establishment. I n the 
f o l l o w i n g chapter we have selected those subject areas w i t h i n contemporary 
r e a l i t y which we b e l i e v e were most important t o the poets we are discussing; 
the treatment of these may be seen t o have a d i r e c t i n f l u e c e upon the 
e v o l u t i o n of the language of poetry i n the l a t e nineteenth century.. An 
awareness of the poets' i n t e r e s t i n such subjects may be of considerable 
assistance i n exegesis. The question of t h e r e l a t i o n s h i p between the t r e a t 
ment of contemporary r e a l i t y aid poetic language i s dealt w i t h i n the remaining 
two chapters of Part Two. The most obvious r e l a t i o n s i p , but no less important 
or p o e t i c a l l y f r u i t f u l f o r t h a t , i s the impact of various forms of 
contemporary speech upon the poetic r e g i s t e r - w i t h a consequent extension and 
v a r i e t y of tone. An examination of these changes leads n a t u r a l l y t o a. 
more general analysis of the e v o l u t i o n of poetic language i n the d i r e c t i o n of 
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styles better suited for the formulation of ephemeral experience than those 
available before about 1870. In particular t h i s w i l l be seen to have 
involved the development of impressionistic form i n the notation of elusive 
experiences derived from an age characterised by speed, change and an 
unprecedented interest i n the world of evanescent sensation. Even within 
poetic impressionism i t s e l f there were elements which were l i k e l y t o lead to 
reference t o ideas, emotions and even s p i r i t u a l i n t u i t i o n as well as to mere 
sense-data. There were, indeed, reactions which led sp e c i f i c a l l y to the 
incorporation of objective correlatives drawn from contemporary r e a l i t y into 
a poetic synthesis taking account of these other factors and of the desire 
to achieve satisfying a r t i s t i c harmonies - and not just richness and accuracy 
of notation. 

The f i n a l part of the thesis provides an example of the trends examined 

thematically i n Part Two but i n t h i s instance seen through the career and a 

work of a single poet, Jules Laforgue. I t thus resolves the d i f f i c u l t 

problem, p a r t i c u l a r l y acute i n a study of the kind undertaken i n t h i s thesis 

of s t r i k i n g a balance between the elucidation f_n general terms, of themes and 

tendencies on the one hand and the i n d i v i d u a l i t y of poets on the other(74). 

Although i t was Rimbaud who furnished more examples than any other poet f o r 

the discussion i n Part Two his career was too b r i e f and i t s circumstances 

too obscure or controversial for us to use i t as a detailed case-history of 

the developments we wish to establish. Laforgue on the contrary, may be seen 

as ide a l l y representative of both the main points of our study - the closeness 

of poetry to contemporary r e a l i t y and the evolution, i n terms of modernism, 

impressionism and synthesis, of an original and admirably serviceable poetic 

language based on the treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y . In particular i t i s 

possible to see, rather precisely, how such an evolution may be related i n the 

case of Laforgue (and by. extension other poets) to various aspects of the 

i n t e l l e c t u a l and a r t i s t i c environment. 

(74) Prom the 'architectural • point of view t h i s device may be compared to 
a book l i k e Professor Knight's excellent Racine et l a Grece i n which, 
despite the t i t l e , the study of Racine i s r e a l l y a concluding point of 
focus to a gffiieral 'study of the impact ofv QtfealC antiquity upon seventeenth 

— century Prance. 



P A R T O N E 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE EXAMPLE OF BAUDELAIRE: Modernity 
and Immediacy i n Theory and P r a c t i c e 

Even though the work of Baudelaire belongs to an e a r l i e r p eriod than 

t h a t to which t h i s t h e s i s i s making s p e c i a l reference i t i s necessary to COA-

S j j ^ t r i n some d e t a i l the a e s t h e t i c ideas and poetry of the author of 

Les F l e u r s du Mai. To a l a r g e extent the poetic p r a c t i c e of the genera

t i o n a f t e r 1870 has i t s roots i n the work of Baudelaire and may be seen as an 

e x t e n s i o n and a development of i t . The a e s t h e t i c p r i n c i p l e s which underlie 

the poetry of 1870-1887 are mostly those formulated and put into p r a c t i c e by 

B a u d e l a i r e . Almost a l l l i t e r a r y h i s t o r i a n s concerned with the period, whatever 

axe they have to grind, have reckoned h i s example and i n f l u e n c e to be c r u c i a l 

to the development of French poetry during the l a s t t h i r t y years or so of the 

nineteenth c e n t u r y ( l ) . Marcel Raymond has summarised the now orthodox 

c r i t i c a l judgement of B a u d e l a i r e ' s double i n f l u e n c e : 'On s'accorde aujouid'hui 

a c o n s i d e r e r l e s F l e u r s du Mai comme une des sources v i v e s , l a p r i n c i p a l e 

sans doute, dumowement poetique contemporain. Une premiere f i l i e r e , c e l l e 

des a r t i s t e s , c o n d u i r a i t de Baudelaire a Mallarme, puis a Valery; une autre 

f i l i e r e , c e l l e des voyants, de Baudelaire a Rimbaud, puis aux d e r n i e r s venus 

des chercheurs d 1 a v e n t u r e s ' ( 2 ) . I t i s a l s o p o s s i b l e to see i n Baudelaire the 

a p o s t l e of a t h i r d branch of modern poetry which i s not n e c e s s a r i l y attached 

to the i d e a l of p o e t i c workmanship nor to any conception of metaphysical explor

a t i o n but which may partake of e i t h e r or both these i d e a l s ; t h i s t h i r d branch 

i s t h a t which i s being examined i n t h i s t h e s i s - poetry which attempts to 

formulate human experience when confronted with the t r a n s i t o r y phenomena of 

contemporary r e a l i t y . 

(1) I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g to note, f o r i n s t a n c e , that there are more references to 
Baudelaire i n A.G. Lehmann's The Symbolist A e s t h e t i c i n France than to any 
other w r i t e r , with the exception of Mallarm£, even though the book deals 
s p e c i f i c a l l y with the period 1885-1895. 

(2) M. Raymond, De Baudelaire au Surrealisme, p. 11, 

/ 
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I f modern c r i t i c i s m has tended to accord to. Baudelaire the pre-eminence 

i n the revolution that took place, i n the poetry of nineteenth-century Prance 

i t i s also true to say that i t was. only from about 1870 onwards that ;a number, 

of poets, artists-and. c r i t i c s ; began f u l l y to appreciate his importance. Unto! 

then (and even to some extent afterwards) even his admirers seem to. have, been 

as much fascinated by his cultivated 'sa/banism' as aware of his achievement 

as a poet, c r i t i c and aesthetic thinker. In this sense i t i s not unjust to 

say that Baudelaire "belonged' to the generation of I87O-I9OO at least i n 

his capacity as patron saint. This was, more especially the case since the 

edition of Leg, ffleurs, du Mai which d e f i n i t i v e l y made Baudelaire's reputation, 

did not appear u n t i l . 1868, with the celebrated, 'Notice 1 by Gautier, The 

concern of t h i s chapter i s with Baudelaire's aesthetic ideas and poetic 

practice i n t h e i r r e l a t i o n to the role of contemporary r e a l i t y i n a r t and. 

poetry and the more immediate, influences of these; ideas, 

( i ) H^^niyersal.^and the Particular 

I n an important l e t t e r to Hugo, written on 7 December 1859» Baudelaire 

talks of the genesis of 'Le Gygne's„ *Ce qui e t a i t important pour moi, c'etaifc 

de dire: v i t e ; tout ce qu'un accident, une image peut contenir de suggestions 

et comment l a vue d'un a,nimal souffrant pousse 1* esprit vers, tous les etres 

que nous aimons, qui sont absents et qui souffrent...' ( 3 ) . The poet leaves 

no doubt as to the value to be found i n particulax aspects of everyday reality 

i n chance encounters and ' f a i t s divers* as the f i r s t l i n k i n a chain of 

suggestions and related;, images, thoughts and. experiences; which would lend any 

r e s u l t i n g poetry universal, value. As the adverb 'vite* indicates, Baudelaire 

was not so preoccupied with the ultimate universality of his poetry as to : 

neglect or f a i l to appreciate the powerful impression made on him by a 

pa r t i c u l a r experience and his immediate reaction to i t , nor to underestimate 

the poetic potential of t h i s immediacyj but this aspect of his thinking and 
a r t w i l l be: discussed, at greater length very shortly(.4) • 
jT Correspondance Generale, V I , p. 82. 
4) I n the selection devoted to 'naivete.', spontaneity and immediacy. 
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T h i s notion of a balance s t r u c k between the p a r t i c u l a r and the u n i v e r s a l , 

or r a t h e r of the attainment of the u n i v e r s a l through the p a r t i c u l a r , l i e s at the 

very hub of Ba u d e l a i r e ' s a e s t h e t i c s and h i s p o e t i c p r a c t i c e . T h i s a t t i t u d e was 

expressed i n remarkable f a s h i o n i n the Salon de 1846: 

Toutes l e s beaute's contiennent, comme tous l e s phenomenes 
p o s s i b l e s , quelque chose d ' e t e r n e l e t quelque chose de t r a n s i t o i r e , 
d'absolu et de p a r t i c u l i e r . La beaute absolue e t e'ternelle n ' e x i s t e 
pas, ou plutcJt e l l e n'est qu'une a b s t r a c t i o n e'cremee a l a surface 
des beaute's d i v e r s e s . L'element p a r t i c u l i e r de chaque beaute v i e n t 
des p a s s i o n s , e t comme nous avons nos passions p a r t i c u l i e r e s , nous 
avons notre beaute, (5) 

There i s no doubt, as the r e s t of the a r t i c l e from which t h i s quotation i s 

e x t r a c t e d shows, t h a t B a u d e l a i r e had i n mind the p a r t i c u l a r aspects of a s p e c i 

f i c a l l y contemporary r e a l i t y , f o r i t i s here that he preaches the gospel of 

modernism and exhorts a r t i s t s to pe r c e i v e and depict * 1'heroism© &e l a v i e 

moderne' ( 6 ) , to emulate B a l z a c who had crea t e d c h a r a c t e r s to match those of the 

I l i a d ( 7 ) and who had grasped ' l e cdte epique*(8) of the s o c i e t y i n which he l i v e d . 

The emphasis, i n the passage quoted, on 'passions p a r t i c u l i f e r e s ' might seem to 

suggest t h a t B a u d e l a i r e sees the a r t i s t ' s i n d i v i d u a l p e r s o n a l i t y as the true sub

j e c t of a r t , but a s l i g h t l y d i f f e r e n t and more accurate i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s that he 

r e a l i s t i c a l l y and w i l l i n g l y accepts t h a t the a r t i s t must pe r c e i v e the p a r t i c u l a r 

a spects of r e a l i t y through h i s own p a r t i c u l a r temperament and that t h i s personal 

involvement or s i n c e r i t y i s a necessary precondition of authentic a r t i s t i c a c t i 

v i t y . (The l i f e of h i s own times i s more l i k e l y to involve the e x e r c i s i n g of the 

a r t i s t ' s p a ssions than most other sources of i n s p i r a t i o n but, i n the case of 

Ba u d e l a i r e ' s own poetry, many other f r u i t f u l sources must nev e r t h e l e s s be taken 

i n t o reckoning as w e l l as t h a t of contemporary r e a l i t y . ) 

C e r t a i n l y one aspect of ' p a r t i c u l a r i t y ' as f a r as Baudelaire's own work i s 

concerned i s h i s b a s i c s i n c e r i t y ; h i s personal involvement i n the contemporary 

r e a l i t y r e f l e c t e d i n h i s own work i s almost beyond question. Valery was one of 

(5) B a u d e l a i r e , Oeuvres Completes, Ed. de l a P l e i a d e , p.950; h e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d to 
i n t h i s chapter as simply O.C. 

(6) Ibid.,p.949. 
(7) Ibid.,p.952. 
(8) Ibid.,p.949. 
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the r a r e q u e s t i o n e r s ; he saw B a u d e l a i r e ' s o r i g i n a l i t y of s u b j e c t and tone i n 
Les F l e u r s du Mai as the d e l i b e r a t e product of an attempt to do something which 
had not already been done by Lamartine, Musset, Vigny or Hugo. Marcel Raymond 
r i g h t l y accuses V a l e r y , who, i t seems c l e a r , intended no c r i t i c i s m of 
B a u d e l a i r e , f o r whom he h e l d the h i g h e s t admiration, of being 'toujours porte" 
a v o i r chez a u t r u i premeditation et c a l c u l ' ( 9 ) . Baudelaire himself wrote of ' l a 
f r a n c h i s e absolue, moyen d ' o r i g i n a l i t e * ( 1 0 ) , and at another time confessed that 
'dans ce l i v r e a t roce (Les F l e u r s du Mai) , j ' a i mis tout mon coeur, toute ma 
tendresse, toute ma r e l i g i o n ( t r a v e s t i e ) , toute ma haine. I I e s t v r a i que 
j ' e c r i r a i l e c o n t r a i r e , que j e j u r e r a i mes grands dieux que c ' e s t un l i v r e d'art 
pur . . . * ( 1 1 ) . Admittedly, Jean Prevost has w r i t t e n that s i n c e r i t y i s more or 
l e s s i r r e l e v a n t to poetry: 'La s i n c e r i t e ' n'est en poe'sie n i une q u a l i t e n i un 
defaut . . . Emphase, b a l o u r d i s e s , f a t u i t e , jeremiades sont a u s s i des formes de 
s i n c e r i t e ' ' - l e s formes qui ne r e u s s i s s e n t pas, qui ne sont pas contagieuses pour 
l e - l e c t M r . ' Yet he h i m s e l f saw i n Baudelaire's a b i l i t y , or r a t h e r compulsion, to 
i d e n t i f y h i m s e l f as completely as p o s s i b l e with h i s s u b j e c t one of the most out
standing q u a l i t i e s of the poet's work(12). 

I f B a u d e l a i r e b e l i e v e d that the a r t i s t should seek u n i v e r s a l beauty through 

h i s personal i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the p a r t i c u l a r , he a l s o considered that i n a given 

period these personal i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s must to some extent c o i n c i d e and that the 

very concept of modernity depends on what might be termed somewhat p r o s a i c a l l y a 

common pool of 'passions', or what Mario Praz was to c a l l i n another context 

' t i m e - s p i r i t ' ( 1 3 ) . As an a r t i s t belongs to h i s own times and i s therefore to an 

extent moulded by them there i s no b a s i c c o n f l i c t between Baudelaire's i n s i s t e n c e 

t h a t the a r t i s t r e f l e c t s h i s i n d i v i d u a l temperament and that he ought to r e f l e c t 

modernity(14). The importance of the a e s t h e t i c ideas expressed i n Le Salon 

(9) M. Raymond, o p . c i t . , p . l 9 . 
(10) Fusees, IV,OX. ,p. 1250. 
(11) L e t t e r to A n c e l l e of 18 February 1866. Correspondance Genelrale, V,p.279. 
(12) Jean Prevost, B a u d e l a i r e , p.161 and p.169. '? ? 
(13) Mario Praz, Mnemosyne, p.55. The l e c t u r e s , of which the book i s a compilation 

were d e l i v e r e d i n E n g l i s h , not i n I t a l i a n ; 'time s p i r i t ' i s presumably an 
a n g l i c i s e d form of the German Z e i t g e i s t . 

(14) T h i s chapter was w r i t t e n before the p u b l i c a t i o n of D.J. Mossop's Pure Poetry 
which contains an admirable summary of Baudelaire's a e s t h e t i c i n 1846 on p.72 
Here i n d i v i d u a l i s m i s d e s c r i b e d as the b a s i s of the poet's theory to which 
two f u r t h e r p r i n c i p l e s are s u c c e s s f u l l y l i n k e d : modernity and harmony. 
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de 1846 i s the r e j e c t i o n of the concept a t t r i b u t e d to A r i s t o t l e that poetry 
should d e a l with u n i v e r s a l t r u t h s r a t h e r than concern i t s e l f w ith p a r t i c u l a r 
r e f e r e n c e - a concept encouraged by seventeenth-century French c l a s s i c i s m ( 1 5 ) . 
B a u d e l a i r e ' s view i s i m p l i c i t l y that l o f t y and d i s t i n g u i s h e d s u b j e c t s are not 
necessary to poetry and th a t u n i v e r s a l beauty may be a t t a i n e d through the p a r t i 
c u l a r i t i e s of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

There i s good reason to suppose t h a t , w h i l s t never l o s i n g s i g h t of the 

balance between the u n i v e r s a l and the p a r t i c u l a r , Baudelaire placed more emphasis 

on u n i v e r s a l i t y a f t e r h i s 'discovery' of Poe i n 1852(16). Indeed, some comments 

such as the f o l l o w i n g taken from the essay on B a n v i l l e , published i n the Revue 

f a n t a i s i s t e i n August 1861, suggest t h a t he had rele g a t e d the p a r t i c u l a r to a 

very lowly p o s i t i o n i n h i s a e s t h e t i c scheme of things: 'Ensuite nous observons que 

tout mode l y r i q u e de notre ame nous c o n t r a i n t & considerer l e s choses non pas 

sous l e u r aspect p a r t i c u l i e r , e x c e p t i o n n e l , mais dans l e s t r a i t s principaux, 

geWraux, un i v e r s e l s ' ( 1 7 ) . But t h i s volte-face i s no more than apparent, f o r , 

w h i l s t i t i s t r u e t h a t B a u d e l a i r e d i d come to attach more importance to the 

u n i v e r s a l i t y and thereby the autonomy of a r t a f t e r the p o l i t i c a l d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 

of the ye a r s 1848-52, t h i s was not at the expense of the p a r t i c u l a r . The r e a l i 

s a t i o n t h a t the w r i t i n g of Le P e i n t r e de l a vie moderne(18), the i n c l u s i o n of 

(15) c . f . A r i s t o t l e , P o e t i c s , IX: 'Poetry i s something more p h i l o s o p h i c a l and 
more worthy of s e r i o u s a t t e n t i o n than h i s t o r y ; f o r while poetry i s concerned 
with u n i v e r s a l t r u t h s , h i s t o r y t r e a t s of p a r t i c u l a r f a c t s . ' I t should be 
pointed out, however, that A r i s t o t l e ' s i n t e n t i o n here i s gently to r e f u t e 
P l a t o ' s contention that poetry was dangerously d i s t a n t from t r u t h . The sage 
of Stag/considers t h a t although poetry deals with i m i t a t i o n and has the power 
to e x c i t e emotion i t can and does overcome these 'handicaps' and despite 
them r e l a t e s u n i v e r s a l t r u t h s . The admirers of A r i s t o t l e i n the Renaissance 
and the seventeenth century seem to have been unaware of such s u b t e l t i e s ; 
they were anxious to f i n d r u l e s and precepts. 

(16) I n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y B audelaire knew of Poe's work at l e a s t as e a r l y as 1847, 
but he does not seem to have been c l o s e l y acquainted with the American's 
a e s t h e t i c i d e a s u n t i l 1852. 

(17) OJC. , p.736.. 
(18) November 1859 to February 1860 would seem to have been the probable period 

of composition. 
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Les Tableaux P a r i s i e n s i n Les F l e u r s du Mai (19), and the composition of the 

prose poems of Le Spleen de P a r i s ( 2 0 ) are a l l more or l e s s contemporary with 

the e s s a y on B a n v i l i e i s enough to r e f u t e such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n . A much more 

reasonable view i s that B a u d e l a i r e i s r i g h t l y emphasising the f a c t that the 

p a r t i c u l a r merely provides raw m a t e r i a l f o r the a r t i s t who has then to transmute 

i t i n t o a s y n t h e s i s or e x p r e s s i v e harmony. The very next sentence of the passage 

quoted from the essay on B a n v i l l e reads: 'L'ame l y r i q u e f a i t des enjambees vastes 

comme des syntheses . . . ' ( 2 1 ) . S i m i l a r l y i n a passage from the Notes nouvelles 

s u r Edgar Poe of 1857 ( c i t e d by Baudelaire himself i n h i s study of Gautier of 

1859) the poet seemingly c o n t r a d i c t s the view that a l l subject-matter i s s u i t a b l e 

f o r poetry* t h i s i s i n order to s t r e s s the harmonising function of poetry: 

Ce qui exaspere surtout l'homme de gout dans l e s p e c t a c l e du 
v i c e , c ' e s t s a d i f f o r m i t e , s a disproportion. Le v i c e porte a t t e i n t e 
au j u s t e e t au v r a i , r e v o l t e 1 ' i n t e l l e c t et l a conscience; mais comme 
outrage a l'harmonie, comme dissonance, i l b l e s s e r a plus p a r t i c u l i e r e m e n t 
de c e r t a i n s e s p r i t s poetiques; e t j e ne c r o i s pas q u ' i l s o i t s c a n d a l -
i s a n t de c o n s i d e r e r toute i n f r a c t i o n a l a morale, au beau moral, comme 
une espece de faute contre l e rhythme et l a prosodie u n i v e r s e l s . (22) 

Vice r e p r e s e n t s a challenge to the a r t i s t , who has to introduce harmony where 

there was none before. The p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t Baudelaire found the ugly or the 

v i c i o u s as i n t r i n s i c a l l y u n s u i t a b l e subject-matter i s precluded, obviously, by 

the thematic content o f Les F l e u r s du Mai. I t seems t h a t Baudelaire's f a i t h i n 

the transmuting power of a r t and poetry, already present i n the idea of expressi v e 

harmony proposed i n Le Salon de 1846, did not weaken with the pa s s i n g of the 

y e a r s . I n Le Salon de 1859 he a f f i r m s that ' l a poesie l y r i q u e ennoblit tout'(23) 

and i n the study of Gautier he makes the point even more f o r c e f u l l y : 'C'est un 

des p r i v i l e g e s prodigieux de l ' a r t que 1 ' h o r r i b l e , artistement exprime, devlenne 

beaute . . . ( 2 4 ) . The consequences of t h i s f a i t h are of immense importance for 

(19) I n the e d i t i o n o f 1861. 
(20) c.1855-1865. 
(21) O.C. , p.736. 
(22) Ibid.,p.685. 
(23) Ibid.,p.1087. 
(24) Ibid.,p.695. 
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the branch of poetry examined i n t h i s t h e s i s ; B a u d e l a i r e ' s sound a e s t h e t i c theory 

provided him with a s o l i d base from which to attempt the evocation and formula

t i o n i n poetry of h i s experiences of contemporary r e a l i t y h i t h e r t o l a r g e l y despised 

as a source of i n s p i r a t i o n by poets. A l l s u b j e c t s and themes, and not j u s t 

' 1 ' h o r r i b l e ' but the everyday and the mundane too, became g r i s t for the poet's 

m i l l ( 2 5 ) . 

B a u d e l a i r e challenged the i d e a i n h e r i t e d by France from c l a s s i c a l a n t i q u i t y 

i n the seventeenth century, and upheld even more r i g o r o u s l y and to the detriment 

of poetry i n the eighteenth century, t h a t there was a standard i n beauty which 

depended very much on the s u b j e c t chosen by the a r t i s t ; c e r t a i n s u b j e c t s being 

considered taboo. For h i s p a r t he denied that absolute beauty e x i s t e d i n the 

sense h i t h e r t o adopted and introduced a notion of r e l a t i v i s m i n t o the concept of 

beauty t h a t i s connected with the general mood of h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i v i s m i n the 

Romantic period to which r e f e r e n c e has already been made(26). T h i s notion of 

r e l a t i v i s m i s inextricably bound up with h i s modernism. One of the a t t r a c t i o n s 

of modernist a r t i s the r e l a t i v e value we fin d i n i t by v i r t u e of being o u r s e l v e s 

p a r t i c i p a n t s i n modern l i f e : 'Le p l a i s i r que nous r e t i r o n s de l a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n du 

pre'sent t i e n t non-seulement a l a beaute 7 dont i l peut £tre rev&tu, mais a u s s i a 

s a q u a l i t e e s s e n t i e l l e de present'(27). Furthermore t h i s modernity i s even con

nected with the i d e a l of a r t i s t i c harmony as a l a t e r passage from Le P e i n t r e 

de l a v i e moderne makes c l e a r : 

I I s ' a g i t . . . de de'gager de l a mode ce q u ' e l l e peut contenir de 
poe'tique dans 1 ' h i s t o r i q u e , de t i r e r l'e'ternel du t r a n s i t o i r e . S i nous 
j e t o n s un coup d ' o e i l s u r nos expositions de tableaux modernes, nous 
sommes frappes de l a tendance gen^rale des a r t i s t e s a h a b i l l e r tous l e s 
s u j e t s de costumes anciens . . . l a modernite, c ' e s t l e t r a n s i t o i r e , l e 
f u g i t i f , l e contingent, l a moitie de l ' a r t , dont 1'autre e s t l ' e t e r n e l et 
l'immuable. I I y a eu une modernite' pour chaque p e i n t r e ancien; l a 
p l u p a r t des beaux p o r t r a i t s qui nous r e s t e n t des temps a n t e r i e u r s sont 
rev&tus des costumes de l e u r epoque. 

(25) Poulet has spoken of B a u d e l a i r e ' s awareness of two ' p i l e s ' of m a t e r i a l out 
of which a poet may c r e a t e a new world, these being the o b j e c t s c o n s t i t u t i n g 
e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y and the o b j e c t s accumulated and s t o r e d i n the memory. See 
P o u l e t , Etudes s u r l e temps humain, p.350 

(26) I n the i n t r o d u c t i o n . 
(27) O.C., p.1153. 
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i l s sont parfaitement harmonieux . . . Cet element t r a n s i t o i r e , 
f u g i t i f . . . vous n'avez pas l e d r o i t de l e mepriser ou de vous 
en p a s s e r . En l e supprimant, vous tombez forcement dans l e v i d e d'une 
beaute a b s t r a i t e e t indei? i n i s s a b l e . . .' (28) 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Bau d e l a i r e ' s i n s i s t e n c e on the s i n c e r e involvement of the a r t i s t with the 

t r a n s i t o r y experiences of modern l i f e i s one of the major c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of h i s 

poetry and thought. C.A. Hackett has seen Baudelaire's achievement as the t r a n 

s i t i o n from the Romantics' concern with ' l e c i e l de 1'art'(29) to Man himself or 

what Baudelaire termed the ' c i e l ' i n t e ' r i e u r 1 or ' c i e l du cra*ne', and t h i s i n prac

t i c e meant the man of h i s own time: 'He was i n t e r e s t e d i n every aspect of an 

urban age (above a l l manifested i n the l i f e of P a r i s ) , with i t s dynamic t r a n s i e n t 

elements and i t s landscapes of man-made a r t i f i c i a l o b j e c t s ; and he observed men 

and women not as u n r e a l f i g u r e s moving i n an i d e a l i z e d or imaginary world but as 

human beings r e l a t e d to t h i s new environment' (30) . I t i s not an exaggeration to 

say that the most s i g n i f i c a n t m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the p a r t i c u l a r as f a r as Baudelaire 

was concerned was modernity. 

( i i ) Modernity 

I t cannot be s t r e s s e d too s t r o n g l y t h a t B a u d e l a i r e ' s conception of the 

modern i s f a r removed from that h e l d by most of h i s predecessors and contempora

r i e s . His debt to these other pioneers of modernism does not extend much beyond 

the idea of h i s t o r i c a l r e l a t i v i s m , which n e v e r t h e l e s s did provide him with the 

e s s e n t i a l notion of modernity as something d i s t i n c t i v e . 

Although he was s u f f i c i e n t l y acquainted with the author of Les Chants 

modernes to have dedicated to him 'Le Voyage' (and to have borrowed money from 

him!) there i s an unbridgeable g u l f between Baudelaire's ideas and those of 

Du Camp(31). Even the d e d i c a t i o n i s perhaps tinged with malice, f o r i n February 

(28) O.C., pp.1163-64. 
(29) C.A. Hackett, An Anthology of Modern French Poetry, p . x x i i . The expression 

i s Hugo's. 
(30) Idem. 
(31) We are indebted to Y. Ab^s's a r t i c l e 'Baudelaire et Maxime du Camp.' 
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1859 B a u d e l a i r e wrote to A s s e l i n e a u informing him that he had w r i t t e n 'un long 

poieme de'die' \ du Camp ( s i c ) , qui e s t a f a i r e fremir l a nature, e t surtout l e s 

amateurs du progres' (32) . The remark i n Le Salon de 1859 to the e f f e c t that 

' l ' i n d u s t r i e f a i s a n t i r r u p t i o n dans l ' a r t en devient l a plus m o r t e l l e ennemie'(33) 

and the famous d e f i n i t i o n of c i v i l i z a t i o n i n Mon coeur mis a nu(34) are i n marked 

co n t r a s t to Du Camp's d e c l a r a t i o n of 1855: 'On a d i t : La s c i e n c e et l ' i n d u s t r i e 

tueront l ' a r t ? On a eu t o r t ; e l l e s l ' a i d e r o n t . . . C'est a l u i a prendre s a 

place , \ marcher en t e t e l e premier . . . e t \ guider valeureusement ses deux 

soeurs e t e r n e l l e s ' ( 3 5 ) . 

The optimism and acquiescence ( i n the i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n and a l l that i t 

stood f o r ) of Weustenraad, Du Camp and the Hugolian h e r a l d s of progress never 

seems to have tempted B a u d e l a i r e , but h i s a t t i t u d e towards the other widely-held 

view(36) - an awareness of the need f o r p r o t e s t , g r e a t e r s o c i a l j u s t i c e and even 

r e v o l u t i o n - i s not so c l e a r c u t . 

I t has been customary and c o r r e c t to consider the mature Baudelaire^at 

l e a s t ^ a s a l a r g e l y a p o l i t i c a l being whose f l i r t a t i o n with r e v o l u t i o n was b r i e f 

and d i s i l l u s i o n i n g ( 3 7 ) . Though t h i s p i c t u r e i s r e l i a b l e as f a r as i t goes, i t leads 

(32) L e t t e r of 20 February, Correspondance Generale, I I , p.274. 
(33) OX. , p. 1035 
(34) Mon coeur mis a nu, XXXII, O.C., p.1291: 'The'orie de l a v r a i e c i v i l i s a t i o n . 

E l l e n'est pas dans l e gaz, n i dans l S i vapeur, n i dans l e s t a b l e s tournantes, 
e l l e e s t dans l a diminution des t r a c e s du peche* o r i g i n e l ' . For a f u r t h e r 
d i s c u s s i o n of progress and p a r t i c u l a r l y the question of l i n k s between 
m a t e r i a l and a r t i s t i c progress c . f . O.C., pp.958-60. Given Baudelaire's 
d i s m i s s a l of 'tab l e s tournantes' A.W. R a i t t ' s r e f e r e n c e to such experiments 
i n h i s p o r t r a y a l of the background to the w r i t i n g of 'Correspondances' does 
not seem e n t i r e l y appropriate, ( c . f . R a i t t , L i f e and L e t t e r s i n France; The 
Nineteenth Century, p.83.) 

(35) Du Camp, Les Chants modernes, pp.28-29, 
(36) Represented, f o r i n s t a n c e , by B a r b i e r and Dupont. 
(37) Surely, though,not as b r i e f as E n i d S t a r k i e would have us b e l i e v e : she f i n d s 

i t d i f f i c u l t to see Bau d e l a i r e a c t i v e l y concerned i n p o l i t i c a l t h i n k i n g 
a f t e r October 1848 and suggests t h a t i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y he had adopted 
c o n s e r v a t i v e views between February and June of that year. See her 
Ba u d e l a i r e , pp.216-21. For our opinion see below. 
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a l l . too easily to the assumption that he was r e a l l y a conformist and that 

e f f o r t s to read into his l i f e and work any desire to 'e'pater le bourgeois' are 

but the product of wishful thinking on the part of left-wing commentators. 

Yet the picture of Baudelaire the model ci t i z e n i s even more; of an over

si m p l i f i c a t i o n than that of the bourgeois-baiter. I t i s more accurate to say 

that there; was a certain rebelliousness i n his character which dates, at least 

from his. adolescence and may, i n a l l probability, be traced &s f a r back as 

his mother's, second marriage.; t h i s tendency was. never to leave him. His 

rebelliousness underwent; a series of metamorphoses but, despite i t s 

v a r i a b i l i t y , i t remains of considerable importance, f o r the understanding 

of Baudelaire's attitude to modernity. 

On his return from the poetically beneficial journey to the Indies, 

the f i r s t of the metamorphoses referred to occurred. I n possession of 

his inheritance he abandoned the sordid and scruffy form of protest 

against the adult bourgeois world which he had occasionally joined as a 

student and began a much more, exclusive and expensive form of rebellion, 

that of the elegant dandy. The period of his l i f e i n the Latin Quarter, 

the voyage to the East and, dandyism (218) has been adequately covered 

i n the biographies. I t is. 

(5.8) 1839-44« Uowhere i s t h i s period better evoked than i n Starkie, op.: 
ci . t . , pp. 56^140. 
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worth remarking on two tendencies i n t h i s period which were to endure, the f i r s t 
h i s d e l i g h t i n shocking a l l those who upheld the e s t a b l i s h e d code of bourgeois 
m o r a l i t y ( 3 9 ) and the second a love of the luxurious and a r t i f i c i a l which was 
coupled with a corresponding d i s r e g a r d f o r n a t u r e ( 4 0 ) . 

The p r a i s e of the a r t i f i c i a l and the d e s i r e to shock were fe a t u r e s of the 

decadent movement of which Ba u d e l a i r e along with G a u t i e r may be considered the 

founder i n France. A.E. C a r t e r has convincingly demonstrated that Baudelaire' 

was the f i r s t to combine the three terms: a r t i f i c i a l , decadent and modern(41). 

Modernity appealed to him because i t was a r t i f i c i a l ( 4 2 ) ; i t was an age i n which 

Man had f i n a l l y moulded nature to h i s own image; and i t was, i n Baudelaire's 

opinion, decadent, f o r i n h i s time moral corruption had reached new heights (or 

depths) and the c o n f l i c t between good and e v i l was a l l the more compelling as a 

p o e t i c s u b j e c t . From the l i t e r a r y point of view Baudelaire a r r i v e d at the con

c l u s i o n that the l i t e r a t u r e of the decadent age i s d i s t i n g u i s h e d by c a r e f u l 

a r t i s t r y , mystic tendancies, and e x c e p t i o n a l and even morbid s u b j e c t s ( 4 3 ) . A l l 

these were to be f e a t u r e s of h i s own work and h i s most 'exceptional' s u b j e c t s were 

drawn from modern, decadent l i f e i t s e l f . 

(39) I t i s a great temptation to l i s t some of these remarks, which range from 
t h r e a t s to a h a p l e s s young lady that he would suspend her from h i s c e i l i n g 
i n order to k i s s her f e e t to the expression of a gastronomic penchant f o r 
the b r a i n s of young c h i l d r e n , but they are too numerous and already w e l l -
documented. 

(40) I n t h i s context i t may not be inappropriate to quote the poet's comparison 
between a woman and a dandy: 'La femme est l e c o n t r a i r e du dandy. Done e l l e 
d o i t f a i r e horreur. La femme a faim e t e l l e veut manger. S o i f , et e l l e 
veut b o i r e . E l l e e s t en r u t et e l l e veut e^tre foutue. Le beau m4rite! La 
femme e s t n a t u r e l l e c'est-V-dire abominable. Aussi e s t - e l l e toujours v u l -
g a i r e , c'est-£l-dire l e c o n t r a i r e du dandy.' (Mon coeur mis a nu, I I I , O.C., 
p.1272). Contempt f o r women was p a r t of B a u d e l a i r e ' s s a t a n i c s t o c k - i n -
trade; i n p r a c t i c e he was u s u a l l y kind and courteous. Baudelaire's view 
of nature i s , of course, more complex than a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d d i s m i s s a l ; see 
F.W. Leakey, B a u d e l a i r e and Nature. 

(41) See A.E. C a r t e r , The Idea of Decadence i n French L i t e r a t u r e , pp.8-13. 
(42) D.J. Mossop i n B a u d e l a i r e ' s T r a g i c Hero(p.192) has discussed t h i s tendency 

i n r e l a t i o n to 'Rfve p a r i s i e n ' which 'brings out to the f u l l the poet's love 
f o r a purely mineral beauty. I t brings out a l s o h i s love of the a r t i f i c i a l 
as added p u r i t y of owing more to a r t than to Nature and accords with 
B a u d e l a i r e ' s condemnation of the n a t u r a l i n h i s long essay on Constantin Guys 
to whom the poem i s addressed.' 

(43) A.E. C a r t e r , o p . c i t . , p.125. 
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I n 1844 the r e b e l underwent another metamorphosis. The appointment by h i s 

family of the ' c o n s e i l j u d i c i a i r e * to regulate h i s finances not only put a check 

on h i s spending, and thereby considerably s t r a i t e n e d h i s m a t e r i a l circumstances, 

but was a c r u s h i n g blow to h i s p r i d e . Without t h i s event the anti-bourgeois pranks 

of the preceding years might have remained j u s t t h a t . As i t was, h i s former 

bravado was now converted i n t o a very r e a l resentment of the s t a t u s quo which he 

saw epitomised by h i s s t e p f a t h e r . S i g n i f i c a n t l y i t was p r e c i s e l y at t h i s time 

that Baudelaire became in v o l v e d i n the Bohemia of s o c i a l i s t s and would-be r e v o l u -

t i o n a i r e s that was c e n t r e d on the Hotel Merciol, the Cafe Tabourey and the Cafe'' 

Momus. I t i s from t h i s period t h a t h i s f r i e n d s h i p with Dupont, Champfleury and 

Courbet dates. B a u d e l a i r e ' s depressing personal circumstances had thrown him i n t o 

the r e v o l u t i o n a r y camp. T h i s development had an important i n f l u e n c e on h i s under

standing of modernism. F i r s t , h i s contact with the R e a l i s t s , f o r a l l t h e i r l a c k • 

of s u b t l e t y , was not unconnected with the modernist manifestoes included i n h i s 

Salon reviews of 1845 and 1846, the more so as these men, l i k e another of h i s 

heroes, B a l z a c , were a l l opposed to the m a t e r i a l i s t i c e t h i c of L o u i s - P h i l i p p e ' s 

r e i g n which he had now come to despise. Second, for the f i r s t time i n h i s l i f e 

he came i n t o personal contact with r e a l m a t e r i a l deprivation and h i s i n t e r e s t i n 

the urban poor of P a r i s may be seen to have i t s roots i n t h i s experience ( 4 4 ) . 

Both the company he was keeping and h i s own deep-seated resentment made i t i n e v i 

t a b l e t h a t B a u d e l a i r e should have become involved i n the r e v o l u t i o n a r y a c t i v i t i e s 

of February and June 1848(45). I n Mon coeur mis a nu the poet was to speak of h i s 

(44) c . f . S t a r k i e , B a u d e l a i r e , pp.201-02. 
(45) There i s l i t t l e controversy over Baudelaire's p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n the February 

r i s i n g but some dispute over the extent of involvement i n the June Days. 
E n i d S t a r k i e sees Baudelaire as, at the very most, being 'dragged i n ' to 
the t r o u b l e s by h i s f r i e n d s (op.cit.,p.219) but t h i s does not f i t the 
evidence from Levavasseur which she c i t e s nor the opinion of other c r i t i c s , 
e.g. D. Higgins, i n h i s a r t i c l e ' P i e r r e Dupont, A chansonnier of the 1848 
Revolution', who t e l l s us t h a t Dupont 'helped to save Baudelaire from the 
consequences of h i s u l t r a - r e v o l u t i o n a r y behaviour i n the Journees de J u i n ' ; 
and M. Ruff who holds t h a t Baudelaire a c t i v e l y p a r t i c i p a t e d not only i n the 
February and June u p r i s i n g s but a l s o i n the s t r e e t f i g h t i n g at the time of 
the December coup d'etat of 1851. See Ruff's a r t i c l e 'La F i l i a t i o n de 
B a u d e l a i r e a Rimbaud', p.197. 
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' i v r e s s e en 1848' as 'go^t de l a vengeance' a n d ' p l a i s i r n a t u r e l de l a demoli

t i o n ' ( 4 6 ) . C e r t a i n l y t h i s view of h i s former extremism t a l l i e s with h i s a l l e g e d 

incitement of the r e b e l s to k i l l h i s s t e p f a t h e r , who was then d i r e c t o r of the 

E c o l e Polytechnique. Some biographers, and notably Enid S t a r k i e , have considered 

that h i s r e v o l u t i o n a r y fervour and s o c i a l i s t i d e a l i s m had disappeared a f t e r 

February 1848 and t h a t even by June he had grown conservative i n h i s views. T h i s 

assessment not only seems to c o n t r a d i c t some of the h i s t o r i c a l evidence, which i s 

admittedly confused, but more important i t c o n t r a d i c t s Baudelaire's fury at the 

coup d'etat of 1851(47) and, most c r u c i a l of a l l , makes i t d i f f i c u l t to account 

f o r the ' d i d a c t i c ' period i n h i s a e s t h e t i c thinking. I n f a c t , i n the years immed

i a t e l y f o l l o w i n g the 1848 Revolution, i t would not be u n f a i r to say that B audelaire 

a r r i v e d at a new conception of modernism i n terms of 'engagement'. I f he had 

r e a l l y abandoned h i s ideas of s o c i a l reform by the s p r i n g of 1848 i t i s extremely 

d i f f i c u l t to e x p l a i n why h i s most obviously humanitarian c r i t i c a l work should have 

been produced between August 1851 and February 1852!(48) The essay on Dupont 

which appeared i n the summer of 1851(49) contained an a t t a c k on the a r t f o r a r t ' s 

sake movement(50) and d e c l a r e s the author's preference f o r ' l e poete qui se met 

en communication permanente avec l e s hommes de son temps'. He a t t a c k s the e t h i c 

of wealth as e x e m p l i f i e d by the regime of L o u i s - P h i l i p p e and speaks contemptuously 

of the b o u r g e o i s i e ( 5 1 ) . The a r t of a d i d a c t i c , humanitarian poet l i k e Dupont i s 

seen as a challenge to the e l i t i s t s / L i t e r a t u r e which had gone before: 

D i s p a r a i s s e z done, ombres f a l l a c i e u s e s de Rene', d'Obermann et de 
Werther; fuyez dans l e s b r o u i l l a r d s du vide, monstrueuses creations 
de l a paresse e t de l a s o l i t u d e ; comme l e s pourceaux dans l e l a c de 
Gene"zareth, a l l e z vous replonger dans l e s fore*ts enchantees d'oft vous 
t i r e r e n t l e s fees ennemies, moutons attaques de v e r t i g o romantique. 
Le genie de 1'action ne vous l a i s s e plus de place parmi nous. (52) 

(46) O^C., p.1274. 
(47) 'Ma f u r e u r au coup d ' E t a t . Combien j ' a i essuye de coups de f u s i l . Encore un 

Bonaparte! Quelle honte!' (Mon coeur mis a nu, l o c . c i t . ) 
(48) I n c l u d i n g P i e r r e Dupont-.and L'E*cole Pa'ienne. 
(49) P u b l i s h e d o r i g i n a l l y as tft'e t wentieth part of the Chants et Chansons of 

Dupont, probably i n l a t e August 1851. 
(50) 0;Cv, pp.605-06. 
(51) Ibid., pp.606-07. More p r e c i s e l y Baudelaire a t t a c k s the way of l i f e which s e t s 

money-making above a l l e l s e . 
(52) Ibid,p.613. 
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I t i s noteworthy t h a t here, i n c o n t r a s t to the essay l a t e r devoted to him, 
Auguste B a r b i e r ' s humanitarian mission i s seen as more than compensating f o r 
h i s t e c h n i c a l inadequacies. B a u d e l a i r e goes so f a r as to claim that a f t e r 
B a r b i e r ' l ' a r t f u t desormais i n s e p a r a b l e de l a morale et de l ' u t i l i t e * ' ( 5 3 ) . 
There i s no doubt th a t h i s preoccupation with B a r b i e r stems from h i s own ambi
v a l e n t a t t i t u d e towards 'engagement' and from h i s awareness of h i s debt to the 
poet of L a z a r e ( 5 4 ) . 

The next metamorphosis of the r e b e l occured i n 1852. Sickened by the coup 

d'e^tat of 1851, and perhaps upset t h a t there seemed to be no p u b l i c f o r h i s poetry, 

B a u d e l a i r e r e v e r s e d the views he had r e c e n t l y adopted. From the over-emphasis on 

the p a r t i c u l a r which was an inherent pa r t of s o c i a l d i d a c t i c i s m he turned to a 

c o r r e c t s t r e s s on the u n i v e r s a l value of a r t i s t i c harmony. Poe's in f l u e n c e was 

d e c i s i v e i n b r i n g i n g about t h i s change. After 1852 B a u d e l a i r e ' s r e b e l l i o n became 

s p i r i t u a l and a e s t h e t i c . Having more or l e s s abandoned hopes of l a r g e - s c a l e p u b l i c 

s u c c e s s (though he was to f o s t e r the ambition of being e l e c t e d to the Academy) he 

developed a reasonably s o l i d f a i t h i n h i s conception of poetry c h a r a c t e r i s e d by 

daring and unconventional themes which would be transmuted i n t o a r t i s t i c harmonies; 

these would themselves be the r e f l e c t i o n of a higher s p i r i t u a l order. I f anything 

he made even fewer concessions to bourgeois t a s t e than before. 

++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Admiration of m a t e r i a l progress played l i t t l e p a r t i n the poet's notion of 

modernity beyond h i s preference f o r the a r t i f i c i a l but h i s b a s i c a l l y r e b e l l i o u s 

a t t i t u d e on the other hand accounted f o r a great d e a l . His treatment of modern 

l i f e was i n marked c o n t r a s t to the c l a s s i c a l b r i c - a - b r a c so beloved of the 

reading p u b l i c and even to many of the now acceptable Romantic themes. His 

i n t e r e s t i n v i c e and depravity was a challenge to accepted standards of mor a l i t y . 

His acquaintance with the misery of the P a r i s i a n poor was to have a l a s t i n g 

e f f e c t on the s u b j e c t s of h i s poems even though h i s humanitarianism was not f r e e 

(53) O.C., p.606. 
(54) c . f . our remarks on pp.3b5"5» 
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from ambiguity. Many of h i s poems devoid of any apparently important subject and 
w r i t t e n i n a non-declamatory s t y l e were a d i r e c t challenge to p r e v a i l i n g t a s t e ( 5 5 ) . 
Not l e a s t i m p o r t a n ^ h i s r e b e l l i o u s a t t i t u d e gave him the strength of char a c t e r to 
pursue h i s a e s t h e t i c i n s i g h t s , i n which h i s concept of modernity played a major 
p a r t , i n the face of m a t e r i a l f a i l u r e . 

+++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++++ 

Bau d e l a i r e ' s i n t e r e s t i n modernity spans h i s e n t i r e c a r e e r , h i g h l i g h t i n g 

some of h i s e a r l i e s t p ublished works (the Salons of 1845 and 1846) and some of the 

l a s t (Les Tableaux P a r i s i e n s and Le P e i n t f e de l a v i e moderne) . Although he was 

indebted to many other w r i t e r s , i n c l u d i n g B a r b i e r , G a u t i e r , the R e a l i s t s and 

B a l z a c ( 5 6 ) , h i s conception of modernity was i n many ways highly o r i g i n a l . At no 

time does he seem to have considered the st r a i g h t f o r w a r d d e p i c t i o n of events, people 

or s e t t i n g s . To the p i c t o r i a l or d e s c r i p t i v e methods, which could lead to r e s u l t s 

as s t a t i c and monumental as those of preceding ages, he p r e f e r r e d the evocation 

of the 'texture' of contemporary r e a l i t y , of the t r a n s i t o r y and f u g i t i v e aspects 

of modernity. 

I n Le Salon de 1846 Baudelaire spoke of the 'quelque chose d'e'ternel et 

quelque chose de t r a n s i t o i r e ' of which a l l beauty i s composed. In Quelques 

c a r i c a t u r i s t e s f r a n ^ a i s we l i k e w i s e read of Daumier's 'art . . . fugace' i n which 

t h a t a r t i s t attempts to p i n down ' l a m o b i l i t e mfeme de l a v i e ' which i s present i n 

the s u b j e c t s he takes from the contemporary scene(57). I n the l e t t e r to 

(55) B a u d e l a i r e ' s c h a l l e n g e even before 1852 seems to have been d i r e c t e d against 
the t a s t e of the bo u r g e o i s i e , f o r which up to a point they were not to blame, 
r a t h e r than a g a i n s t the bourgeoisie as a socio-economic f o r c e ; c . f . Le Bazar 
Bonne-Nouvelle (O.C.,p.873) :. 'Nous avons entendu maintes f o i s de jeunes 
a r t i s t e s se p l a i n d r e du bourgeois, et l e repre s e n t e r comme l'ennemi de toute 
chose grande et b e l l e . I I y a une chose m i l l e f o i s plus dangereuse que l e 
bourgeois, c ' e s t l ' a r t i s t e bourgeois qui a i t ^ cre'e pour s ' i n t e r p o s e r entre 
l e p u b l i c et l e ge"hie; i l l e s cache l'unV l ' a u t r e . ' T h i s t a l l i e s with the 
famous exh o r t a t i o n which opens the Salon de 1846. Both passages however, and 
e s p e c i a l l y the l a t t e r , may not be e n t i r e l y devoid of irony. 

(56) B a u d e l a i r e ' s s i m i l a r i t y w i t h B a l z a c l i e s , amongst other things, i n the ming
l i n g of C a t h o l i c i s m and Swedenborgian mysticism, the app r e c i a t i o n of the 
a e s t h e t i c value of modernity and the technique of i r o n i c c o n t r a s t . 

(57) O.C. , p.1006. 
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Arsene Houssaye which p r e f a c e s Le Spleen de P a r i s , the dream of a prose that 
would be s u f f i c i e n t l y f l e x i b l e to r e f l e c t the v i c i s s i t u d e s of the a r t i s t ' s consc
iousness i s s p e c i f i c a l l y r e l a t e d to modern urban l i f e : 'c'est surtout de l a 
f r e q u e n t a t i o n des v i l l e s enormes, c ' e s t du croisement de l e u r s innombrables 
rapports que nalM; c e t i d e a l obsedant'(58). In Le P e i n t r e de l a v i e moderne 
modernity i s defined as 'cet element t r a n s i t o i r e , f u g i t i f . . . ' ( 5 9 ) . Although 
t h i s s t r e s s on ' l e t r a n s i t o i r e ' could have been made by any w r i t e r on a r t at any 
time i t was much more l i k e l y to have been made at t h i s time because of h i s t o r i c a l 
circumstances. Claude P i c h o i s , i n the i n t r o d u c t i o n to the catalogue of the 
B a u d e l a i r e e x h i b i t i o n h e l d at the P e t i t P a l a i s from 1968 to 1969, expressed the 
view t h a t B a u d e l a i r e ' s p l a c e i n h i s t o r y was very fortunate i n a sense. He l i v e d 
i n the P a r i s which a f t e r Haussmann's r e b u i l d i n g programme became l e s s and l e s s 
f a m i l i a r ( 6 0 ) . He f e l t tha^t he was l i v i n g i n an age of t r a n s i t i o n ; the beauty of 
P a r i s was f o r him enhanced by the sense of impending change. M. Raymond has 
remarked t h a t i n B a u d e l a i r e ' s case ' l e sentiment de l a modernite' i s connected 
with ' l a conscience du v i e i l l i s s e m e n t de l a c i v i l i s a t i o n ' ( 6 1 ) . 

I n a period of urban expansion Baudelaire became the poet of the crowd (an 

e s s e n t i a l l y s h i f t i n g and changing phenomenon), the very p o s i t i o n he had seen 

Guys holding i n the realm of p a i n t i n g . Whereas the Romantics had grasped the 

notion of change on a t h e o r e t i c a l b a s i s Baudelaire made a c t u a l use of images -

e s p e c i a l l y images drawn from P a r i s 'avec s e s rues, ses monuments, ses paves 

marques par des r e v o l t e s re"centes, s e s maisons de p l a i s i r , ses a s i l e s pour l a 

meditation e t l e reVe. . . l e l i t e a u par e x c e l l e n c e de '1'animal deprave', 

l'homme*(62). 

B a u d e l a i r e ' s p e r c e p t i o n of the t r a n s i t o r y element i n contemporary r e a l i t y 

r e f l e c t s an a p p r e c i a t i o n of the r o l e of spontaneity and immediacy i n a r t which 

i s the s u b j e c t of the next s e c t i o n of t h i s chapter. 

(58) <XC., p.229. 
(59) I b i d , p . l l 6 3 ; sc« ab«VQ, 
(60) Claude P i c h o i s , 'Baudelaire parmi nous'. P e t i t P a l a i s E x h i b i t i o n Catalogue, 

pp. x i i i - x i v . . \ 
(61) 'Le Sens de l a modernite chez Ba u d e l a i r e ' , p.601, V>i*\\o*f«-t*S / % 

(62) Idem. J 
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Before closing these remarks on the place of modernity i n Baudelaire's 
aesthetics i t should be noted that there i s another aspect of his modernism which 
i s superficially less original than the emphasis on transitory experience, and 
that i s the Romantic, indeed almost classical, conception of modern l i f e as epic. 
This conception i s clear enough i n the Salon reviews of 1845 and I846 i n references 
to 'l'hexoisme' and 'le cote epique de l a vie modeme' and i n allusions to the 
towering creations of Balzac - mostly personifications of v i l l a i n y . But i f the 
straggle between wickedness and virtue was a commonplace i n the novel and drama 
i t was Baudelaire*s achievement to see i t s potential for poetry and painting, 
especially i n the relatively colourless context of modem l i f e * Like the modem 
Banish composer Carl Nielsen, who wrote of a type of beauty as being like the 
blue sparks which g l i t t e r when a sword strikes a stone, Baudelaire grasped the 
aesthetic possibilities of this struggle (63). S t i l l more important i s his s p i r i 
tual interpretation of this conflict, which i s possibly one reason why modernity 
continued to fascinate him even after the crisis of 1852. This conflict was 
reflected i n a dichotomy i n the personality of the individual: '11 y a dans 
tout homme, a toute heure, deux postulations simultanees, l'une vers Bieu, 
1*autre vers Satan* (64)* For Baudelaire contemporary reality was the theatre 
i n which the great oosmio battle was being fought out before his very eyes 
between the 'deux principes qui ont choisi le cosur humain pour principal champ 
de bataille, c'est-a-dire de l a chair aveo 1 'esprit, de l'enfer avec le c i e l , 
de Satan avec Bieu.* (65). This notion of contemporary Paris as a spiritual 
battleground i s one of the two ways i n which Baudelaire*s metaphysical concern 
encouraged him to treat contemporary reality? the other, already mentioned, i s 
the belief that phenomena i n the 'real' world can be made to give valuable 
insights into metaphysical reality* Baudelaire found i t necessary and, indeed 
perhaps logical, that the material world should have a spiritual extension for 
'ce qui est oree par 1* esprit est plus vivant que l a matiere' (66). His 
position i s olose to that of Balzac; onto a basically Catholic attitude (67) he 
superimposed the unorthodox (68) though ancient doctrine of 1 correspondences', 
i t s e l f largely derived, i n i t i a l l y at least, from his reading of Balzac (69). 

(63) See Carl Nielsen, Living Music, pp.54-58, f o r a discussion of conflict i n 
art* Nielsen refers to struggle as i t is found i n l i f e and nature and ref
lected i n works of art; he does not have i n mind, i n this instance, the idea 
of the artis t ' s mastery of d i f f i c u l t material. This much i s clear from the 
programme notes to the fourth symphony. 

(64) o»c. p.1277. 
(65) OjC., p.1223. 
(66) O.C.. p.1247» 
(67) I t i s doubtful that the notion of Catholicism as a guarantee of social 

order and justice was as important to Baudelaire as to Balzac though i n 
Fusees i s found the cryptic entry: 'Le trone et l'autel, maxime revolution-
naire'. (O.C. p.1248.) Baudelaire's attitude seems to have been more 
spiritual than Balzac*s; i n particular he seems to have seen i n Catholicism 
an explanation of and a remedy for sin. 

(68) Not altogether unorthodox, however, i f one considers the almost Platonic 
vision of St.Paul i n the First Letter to the Corinthians 13 v.12: 'For 
now we see i n a mirror, darkly; but then face to faoe: now I know i n part; 
but then shall I know even as also I have been known.' 

(69) c.f. Prevost, Baudelaire.p.41. 



( i i i ) Naivete. Spontaneity and Immedlaoy 
Baudelaire's ooncept of modernity i s related to another of his key ideas, 

that of the 'naivete' of the a r t i s t . By naivete he seems to have meant the 
special quality of individuality which characterises the work of artists, their 
own special way of looking at the world. Through his own temperament (7Q)t 
through his 'passions partioulieres', the a r t i s t arrives at the type of relative 

(69) continued. 
Opinions have varied as to how real was Baudelaire's belief i n the metaphy
sical ramifications of the theory of 'correspondences' and related questions. 
One view i s that the theory had only an aesthetic value for him? his 
pronouncements of doubt about the existenoe of God, and his blasphemies, have 
been used as evidence for such an interpretation but mostly by non-believers. 
Doubt, even frequent and monumental doubt, i s part of the experience of many 
religious mea. The weight of evidence i s that for much of the time 
Baudelaire did believe i n the metaphysical reality which he took into account 
i n framing his aesthetic theory. D.J. Jfossop has recently supported this 
view i n his Pare Poetry, p.103. L»J» Austin started categorically: 'Nul 
doute que l a poesie de Baudelaire ne porte de ce prinoipe que l a terre et 
ses spectacles sont une correspondanoe du Ciel « • » l'homme et l a Nature 
ont une origine commune dans 1'unite divine'. Austin, L'Univers poetique 
de Baudelaire, p.91* Baudelaire himself considered that fvery lyrio poet 
'en vertu de sa nature, opere fatalement un retour vers l'Eden perdu . . »' 
O.G.. p.737» which oould be defined as this original state of communion 
with the divine. 

A.&. Lehmann has discussed the way in which Baudelaire's metaphysical 
concepts affected his attitude to symbols: 

For Baudelaire the term 'Symbol' i s almost entirely . . . bound 
up with a theosophical view of the universe. A l l things whatever 
. . . are symbols, or at least potential symbols; and they are 
symbols, i f not of God, then at least of a transcendental reality 
to which the a r t i s t has special access. Symbols are phenomena; 
anything present to any of the senses . . . The poet i s not so 
much an inventor as a man discovering combinations which by their 
miraculous force compel the view that they are evidenoe of the 
overriding order and unity of a l l created things. Lehmann, The 
Symbolist Aesthetic i n Prance .p .260-61. 

The consequences for Baudelaire's attitude to the treatment of contemporary 
reality are obvious. I t i s at least as valuable a source as any other i n 
the formulation of the synthesis through which metaphysical truth may be 
glimpsed since ' a l l experience of the outside world i s symbolic, therefore 
aesthetically valuable'. Ibid, p.265. 

(70) c.f. Zola's dictum that a work of art was *un coin de l a creation: vu a 
trovers un^temperament'. (Mes Haines. O.C.. X, p.jj8.) „.,Baudelaire*s use 
of 'naivete' i s etymologioally sound. In Mallarme 'naif i s a synonym 
of ' n a t i f . 



beauty which suits him best; a great a r t i s t allows his temperament to be the 
determining factor i n the slection of subject-matter and ignores other considera
tions. This a b i l i t y to make a judicious choice of subject through the free 
exercise of the artist*s individuality, which w i l l i n turn be reflected i n the 
work of art i t s e l f , i s the hallmark of the great a r t i s t and of the possessor of 
naivete. I t has already been suggested that i t was the notion of a degree of 
similarity between the 'passions particulieres' of different artists (and pre
sumably of art-lovers) at a given epoch which made the idea of a r t i s t i c modernity 
as a f a i r l y coherent entity possible (71) • In Le Peintre de l a vie modeme 
Baudelaire suggests that the present has inherent qualities which enable a work 
of art i n which i t i s reflected to evoke an especially sympathetic response and, 
moreover, which help to guarantee a r t i s t i c harmony (72)* The a r t i s t who allows 
his naivete to determine his subject ensures a correlation between his own idea 
of relative beauty and the particular qualities of a subject and this correlation 
i s more l i k e l y to exist than not where the subject i s drawn from modem l i f e , 
f o r i t i s there that the arti s t ' s truest experience i s rooted (73)o Of 
Baudelaire's own a b i l i t y to make this correlation Jean Prevost remarked that, 
compared with Hugo, Lamartine, Vigny, Musset or Mallarme, * i l est bien plus 
qu'eux domine et emporte tout d'abord par son sujet; i l commence bien plus 
qu'eux par s'identifier aveo son sujet' (74)* Prevost discerned i n the earlier 
drafts of Baudelaire's works an effort to evoke the special qualities of a subject 
at the expense of a r t i s t i c 'finish'} 

son premier texte est moins beau, moins pur de forme, mais en 
meme temps plus particulier. plus proche, meme par ses defauts, 
du models que le poe'te se propose . . . I I semble » . . que le 
poete lorsqu'il a subi dê s impressions vives - agreables ou non -
se donne pour premiere tache de rendre exactement cette impres
sion, de l'evoquer par des vers qui en soient, non pas une 
description, mais un equivalent sentimental, (75) 

(71) See pp. 3 - 5 . 
(72) OjG., pp.1152-53 and p.1163. 
(73) That i s not to say that other areas of experience are not of great 

significance. Both Baudelaire and his idol Delacroix were immensely 
inspired by works of art and indeed works with no clearly discernible 
relationship to modem l i f e . Yet i t i s interesting to note that despite 
Delacroix's predilection for historical and literary motifs Baudelaire 
s t i l l saw i n his work the s p i r i t of his own times. 

(74) Prevost, Baudelaire, p«89« 
(75) I b i d , p.88; 'equivalent sentimental' i s what Suzanne Langer would ca l l 

•symbol*. 
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There i s a definite link i n Baudelaire's c r i t i c a l writings and i n his own 
poetic practice between the idea of the artist's sincere personal and direct 
experience of reality and the idea that the spontaneous and immediate expres
sion of this experience might be aesthetically advantageous, at least at a 
certain stage i n the development of a work of art. That i s why the object (or 
one of the objects) i n 'Le Cygne' 'e'etait de dire vite tout ce qu'un accident 
. . . peut contenir de suggestions' (76), why Daumier's art i s of necessity 
'fugace' and why Baudelaire perceived that the 'element transitoire, f u g i t i f 
of modernity could only at the artist's p e r i l be l e f t out of a work of art (77). 

Naivete i n Baudelaire's terminology i s more than a mere synonym of genius; 
i t implies a special understanding of the nature of genius - the freshness of 
vision which enables a great a r t i s t to formulate the immediate impression made 
on his sensibility by the particular aspect of a subject before the intellect 
has remoulded i t according to preconceived and 'academic* notions (78)• Prevost 
was of course right to say that Baudelaire's 'mimetisme' (79) led him not to 
description but to formulation of 'un equivalent sentimental' for i t was not the 
intellectual and discursive transposition of experience which constitutes des
cription that interested the poet but the impact of experience upon his total 
sensibility. 1 A l l this i s very far from saying 
that the intellect played a minor role i n Baudelaire's ideas or practice; i f 
anything the reverse i s true. What Baudelaire did reject, up to a point, were 
'intellectualised' conceptions and 'non-aesthetic' ideas as subject-matter for 
poetry and art: he attacked those who held that poetry should express scientific 
or p o l i t i c a l ideas and those who i n general considered that ideas were paramount 
i n poetry (80). A.9-. Lehmann has written of Baudelaire's realisation that 'a 
subject, a theme, are not simply colourless objects of intellectual apprehension 

(76) The i t a l i c s are ours, 
(77) OjC., p.1164. „ , 
(78) I n a very recent article which discusses naivete i n an entirely different 

context P r i s c i l l a P. Clark has offered some interesting definitions. We 
are reminded that L i t t r e 'equates the naif with sincerity, candour and 
simplicity, an individual governed by feeling rather than reason • . 
"qui retraces simplement l a verite, qui obeit a ses sentiments, qui d i t sa 
pensee sans detour", while naivete denotes that which is natural, lacking 
i n a r t i f i c e . Spontaneity of word and deed reflect the naif'a innate sin
cerity' o ("L'Ingenu':The uses and limitations of naivete'. t>«278.) One 
might also compare Du Bellay's realisation that languages possessed a 
quality which was lost i n translation and which he called 'le nai'f' or, i n 
other words, that naturalness which eluded the rational process of trans
lating. (La Beffence et I l l u s t r a t i o n de la Langue ffrancoyse. p.36») 

79) Baudelaire, p.89.? 
80) ' I I en est de l a condition de moralite imposee aux ouvres d'art comme de 

cette autre condition non moins riducule que quelques-uns veulent leur 
faire subir, a savoir d'emprimer des pensees ou des idees tirees d'un monde 
etranger a l ' a r t , des idees scientifiques, des idees politiques, e t c . . • • 
Tel est le point des esprits faux, ou du moins des esprits qui, n'etant 
pas absolument poetiques, veulent raisonner poesie.'(0.G.. p<>715o) 



to be judged by the standards of some non-aesthetic science (e.g. ethics); on 
the contrary, there enters into every such apprehension a factor of emotion, a 
factor entirely independent of any extraneous c r i t e r i a , standing on i t s own 
merits, valued for i t s e l f ' (8l) . 

I n the essay on the Exposition Universelle de 1855 Baudelaire suggested the 
tyrannical power of the'oil aoademique' with whioh a r t i s t i c education and 
tradition had invested his contemporaries, and he appears to have seen the 
a b i l i t y to abandon intellectual and academic preconceptions as one of the 
highest qualities of the a r t i s t and art-lover alike. Jean de l a Palaise, for 
instance, i s praised for the 'naivete d'impressions toute fraiohe' of his 
Contes normandes (82). The poet realised that true art could not be reduced to 
intellectual terms, could not be analysed, that 'relativement au reve pur, a 
llmpression non analyses, l ' a r t d efini, l ' a r t p o s i t i f est un blaspheme' (83). 

Nowhere i s the value of spontaneity and immediacy as clearly expressed 
as i n the essay on Guys. The reader i s asked to compare the insatiable 
curiosity of Guys with that of a convalescent who, having just returned from 

j 
the grip of death, 'aspire avec delices tous les germes et tous les effluves 
de l a vie • . •' (84). 

One of the advantages of naivete, of a childlike perception of the world, 
which i s compared to that of the convalescent i s a rich sensual curiosity and 
appreciation. Baudelaire considered that i t was 'a cette curiosity profonde 
et joyeuse qu'il faut attribuer l ' o i l fixe et animalement extatique des enfants 
devant le nouveau quel qu'il soit, visage ou pay sage, lumiere, dorure, couleurs, 
etoffes chatoyantes . . .'(85). The examples he selects i n this instance are 
themselves an indication of his own sensual appreciation. Of his poetry L.J. 
Austin has written that Baudelaire 'a tres oonsciemment exploite . . . plus 
qu'auoun de ses predecesseurs francais, l e monde des sensations' (86). The 
place of sensation i n Baudelaire's poetry i s one of the topics discussed i n 
Part Two Chapter 2(g). 
(81) A.G. Lehmann, The Symbolist Aesthetic i n France, pp.31-32 
(82) OsC., p.595. 
(83) TV»N$ is coŵ «*l\/ c«iltol «.eMKG*v& ©p t 

(84) I b i d . , p.1158 
(85) I b i d . , p.1159 . , 
(86) L.J. Austin, L'Ufttvers poetique de Baudelaire, p.193 
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The significance attached by Baudelaire to sensation, as to spontaneous 
and immediate experience and expression i n general, i s a major reason for the 
ori g i n a l i t y and subtelty of his treatment of contemporary reality. Firstly, i t 
enabled him to avoid the p i t f a l l of describing reality as the intellect conceives 
i t and to grasp the fact that contemporary reality was by definition transitory 
and elusive (and as such a f r u i t f u l challenge to the a r t i s t ) ; secondly i t contri
buted to his understanding, well i n advance of Mallarme, that poetry could not 
be the statement of ideas but should instead be suggestion or evocation; 
t h i r d l y , i n sensation and 'la vie immediate', Baudelaire found a wealth of 
experience which was independent of the intellect and which he appears to have 
considered as a reflection of metaphysical truth, thereby adding a spiritual 
dimension to his interpretation of contemporary re a l i t y , 
( i v ) Baudelaire's Poetry 

References to contemporary reality i n the shape of nineteenth-century 
Paris and i t s inhabitants are to be found i n over one f i f t h of Baudelaire's 
poems. This i n i t s e l f i s an astonishing proportion f o r a poet writing i n the 
1850s; the more so for a poet l i k e Baudelaire who saw i n reality no more than 
the key to another world. The tension i n Baudelaire's work, between fascination 
and disgust at the contemporary world prevented him from being a naive pseudo-
modernist like Hugo. He did not praise modem technology but instead expressed 
the joys and anxieties of modern man, making extensive use of the 'fabric' of 
contemporary l i f e as a source of 'objective correlatives', revealing himself as 
a powerful creator of atmosphere. 

Perhaps the best account of the scope and intention of Baudelaire's treat
ment of contemporary reality i s the one which he himself gave i n the Pro.iet 
d'Epilogue for the second edition of Lea Fleura du Mai: 

Tranquille comme un sage et doux comme un maudit, 
• • • • . • ^ • • • • • • . • • • • • • • j ' a i d i t ; 
Je t'aime, 6 ma tres-belle, o ma charmante . . . 
Que de fois . . . A 

Tes debauches sans soif et tes amours sans ame, 
Ton gout de l ' i n f i n i 

Qui partout, dans le mal lui-mSme, se preclame, 
Tes bombes, tes poignards, tes viotoirea, tes fetes, 
Tes faubourgs melancoliques, 
Tes hotels garnis, 
Tes jardins pleins de soupirs et d*intrigues, 
Tes temples vomissant l a priere en musiqme, 
Tes desespoirs d'enfant, tes jeux de v i e i l l e f o l l e , 

Tes deeouragements; 
Et tes feux d'artifice, eruptions de joie, 
Qui font l i r e l e Ciel, muet et teriebreux. 
Ton vice venerable etale dans l a sole, 
Et ta vertu r i s i b l e , au regard malheureux, 
Douce, s'extasiant au luxe qu'il deploie * . • 



Tes principes sauves et tes l o i s conspuees, 
Tes monuments hautains ou s'accrocheat les brumes, 
Tes domes de metal qu'enflamme l e soleil, 
Tes reines de theatre aux voix enchanteresses, 
Tes toosins, tes canons, orohestre assourdissant, 
Tes magiques paves dresses en forteresses, 
Tes petits orateurs, aux enflures baroques, 
Frechant 1'amour, et puis tes egouts pleins de sang, 
S * engouff rant dans I'Enfer comme des Orenoques, 
Tes anges, tes bouffons neufs aux vieilles defroques. 
Anges revetus d'or, de pourpre et d'hyacinthe, 
0 vous, soyez temoins que j 'ai f a i t mon devoir 
Comme un parfait chimiste et comme une ame sainte. 
Car j ' a i de chaque ohose extrait l a quintessence, 
Tu m'a donne ta boue et j'en a i f a i t de l'or. (87) 

Few aspects of the Paris of his day are l e f t untouched by the poet* The 
urban landscape i s evoked as never before (88), with i t s bustling pavements (89), 
i t s t r a f f i c (90), i t s hospitals (9l)» i t s barracks (92), i t s riverside 
bookstalls (93), i t s building sites (94) and i t s new gaslit nocturnal 
appearance (95)* Almost a l l sectors of the population, including the 
most disreputable, also find a place: the well-dressed bourgeois (96), 
the women of Paris dressed i n the fashion of the day (97)» prostitutes (98), 
criminals (99), the old (100), the blind (lOl), beggars (102), the ordinary 
workers (103)* Even the animals of the city are included among i t s 
inhabitants (104)* Many forms of amusement and escapism are also evoked: 
drinking i n taverns (105), the theatre (106), the cabaret-concert (107), 

(87) 0«C.t pp,179-80.A 

(88) In 'Paysage', 'Reve parisien' etc* The poems cited i n footnotes 16 to 
42 are, as here, offered as examples* No attempt has been made to 
provide an exhaustive l i s t . 
Les Foules'. 
Un Plaisant* and 'A une Heure du Matin'• 
L'Ideal' and *Le Soleil'. 
Le Crepusoule du matin', 
Le Squelette laboureur' • 
Le Cygne'• 
L'Amour du mensonge', 
Un Plaisant', 
A une Malabaraise' and 'Une Passante*. 
Le Crepuscule du""soir', 'Le Jeu' and 'Une Martyre' • 
Le Vin de 1'assassin* and 'Le Crepuscule du soir'. 
Les Petites Vieilles' and 'Les Sept Vieillards'. 
Les Aveugles*, 
A Une Mendiante rousse' • 
Le Crepusoule du matin* and 'Le Mauvais Y i t r i e r * . 
Cats i n 'Spleen*. LXXV, 'Confession' etc., the menagerie i n 'Le Cygne'* 
Le Tonneau de l a Haine' and 'Le Vin du Chiffonniers'* 
Le Crepuscule du soir' * 
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brassband concerts (108), the opera (109)* the ball (110), restaurants ( i l l ) , 
right down to the humble habit of pipe-smoking (112). 

I t would not be altogether f a i r to claim that Baudelaire concentrated 
almost exclusively on the seamier side of l i f e , sexual depravity for 
instance (113)» for even the most mundane subjects found their way into his 
poetry. What couM be more devoid of the alluring appeal of the beautiful 
or the vicious and yet so typical of modern l i f e as i t s paperasses - b i l l s , 
receipts and other papers (114)? There are even suggestions of a certain 
longing for the happiness to be found i n ordinary domestic l i f e such as the 
family evening meal (115). Baudelaire's main contribution to the poetry of 
contemporary reality i s his comprehensive evocation of modern urban l i f e which 
i n some ways has never been surpassed., His contribution i s more subtle than 
t h i s , however, for he also brought into his poetry an awareness of the 
transitory realities of 'la vie sensationnelle*. Sometimes he refers to the 
l i f e of the senses only to Illustrate his theories of synaesthesia and 
'correspondences* but he also seems to have been fascinated by sensation 
for i t s own sake and to have seen i t s importance i n the poetry of contemporary 
real i t y . 

One of Baudelaire's most striking achievements as a poet i s the blending 
of aural and visual sensations, above a l l } i n t o an impressionistic vista of 
modern urban l i f e . Taste and touch play their part but are most frequently 
found i n images; smell too i s not omitted from such vistas but i s more 
normally restricted to a triangle of l i t u r g i c a l , sexual and exotic* There 
are several such attempts to recreate the total l i f e of the city i n Baudelaire's 
poetry, some of the most outstanding being 'Les Fetites Vieilles'. 'Le Crepusoule 
du soir' and *Le Crepusoule du matin'. This last poem i s a remarkable evocation 
of the sights and sounds of Paris as i t wakes to another day. The opening two 
lines set the scene perfectly with the bugle sounding reveille i n the barracks 

(108) 'Les Petites Vieilles'„ 
(109) 'A propos d'un importun qui se disait son ami'. 
(110) 'Danse macabre'» 
(111) 'Le Crepusoule du soir'• 
(112) 'L'Albatros' and 'La Pipe*. ^ 
(113) 'Une martyre' and 'ffemmes damnees: Delphine et Hippolyte'. 
(114J 'Spleen*. LXX7I. ^ 
(115) 'Je n'ai pas oublie . . .' and 'Le Crepvtscule du soir'. 



and the lamps flickering i n the moming wind. This i s a time of transition, 
when the a r t i f i c i a l l i g h t of the lamp wages war with the natural light of day. 
The abnormal or unwholesome activities of the night give way to the working day. 
The • femmes de p l a i s i r 1 indulge i n their 'sommeil stupide* whilst Paris 'en se 
frottant les yeux, empoignait ses out i l s , v i e i l l a r d laborieux'. As i n a l l 
combats there are victims and this hour i s the lowest ebb for the weak and the 
suffering, when 'les douleurs des femmes en gesine' grow worse and when 'les 
agonisants dans le fond des hospices poussaient leur dernier rale 1. 'Le 
Crepusoule du matin' i s a miniature epic i n conformity with the plea uttered 
i n the Salon de 1846. The setting of the epic i s superbly created through 
aural and visual sensations: 

La diane chantait dans les cours des casernes . . . 
L'air est plein du frisson des choses qui s'enfuient • . . 
Comme un sanglot coupe par un sang ecumeux 
Le chant du coq. au l o i n dechirait l ' a i r brumeux . . . 
Et les agonisants dans le fond des hospices, 
Poussaient leur dernier rale en hoquets inegaux . . • 
Et le vent du matin soufflait sur les lantemes . . . 
La lampe sur l e jour f a i t une tache rouge . . . 
Les maisons oa et l a commencaient a fumer . . . 
Les pauvresses, trainant leurs seins maigres et froids, 
Soufflaient sur leurs tisons et soufflaient sur les doigts . . . 
L'aurore grelottante en robe rose et verte 
S'avancait lentement sur l a Seine deserte . . . 

n 

Baudelaire anticipated i n his own fashion the tension between the 
modem and the primitive which i s a feature of the work of the poets writing 
after 1870. The contrast between modem Paris and classical or exotic 
beauty i s found not only between poems ( l l 6 ) but within individual poems. 
In 'J'aime le souvenir de oes epoques nues' modem civ i l i s a t i o n and modem 
women are compared unfavourably with the splendid and innocent beauty of 
prehistory. The poet also expresses his dissatisfaction with the women of 
his day i n 'L'Ideal'. I n 'A une Malabaraise' the luxuriance of the tropics 

(116) Particularly between 'exotic' poems like 'La Ohevelure' and most of 
the poems i n the Tableaux Parisiens. 



i s contrasted with 'nos sales brouillards'. In each of these examples, 
as i n other poems, the contrast i s made to the detriment of modernity even 
though Baudelaire admits to the existence of 'inventions de nos muses 
tardives' (117) and to the appeal of Gavami's 'troupeau gazouillant de 
beautes d'hopital' (118). More significant perhaps i s the kind of contrast 
made between the antique and the modem i n 'Le Oygne* where no value judgement 
i s implied. The modem and the classical are juxtaposed on a basis of equality. 
The motive behind such a contrast i s aesthetic, the desire to open up an 
unexplored source of associations and to prove the validity of both traditional 
and modem subjects. I n a poem li k e 'Le Cygne' a parallel system of tonal 
contrasts (119) to match the thematic contrasts i s also found. 

This poem has more than once been referred to as the archetypal Baudelairean 
creation. I t i s indeed perhaps the best il l u s t r a t i o n of the poet's oomplex 
attitude towards theme and subject-matter. In this single poem the reader 
finds a substantial picture of modem Paris, a detailed reference to Vergil's 
Aeneid (and incidentally to Racine's Andromaque) which provides one of the 
threads of the poem and demonstrates Baudelaire's love of the myths and 
literature of classical antiquity, a symbol of exile i n the form of the swan, 
an expression of revolt (stanza seven) and, f i n a l l y , exotic colouring (stanzas 
eleven and thirteen). 

To an avowed modernist Baudelaire's extensive use of a classical source 
and the constant reference not only to incidents from the Aeneid but also to 
proper names ('Andromaque, Simois, Pyrrhus, Hector, Helenus') may have seemed 
an unnecessary intrusion upon a scene drawn from modem l i f e . This attitude 
may be further encouraged by another reference to Latin literature i n stanza 
eleven (Ovid's Metamorphoses. I 84-85). Yet, whilst i t i s true enough that 
Baudelaire was proud of his classical learning and enjoyed demonstrating his 
prowess i n this f i e l d , this may be viewed as another way of attacking the 
values of pseudo-classicism. We learn from the 'Projets de Preface' that 
the poet had at one stage intended to indicate his debt to Vergil for 'tout 
l e morceau dfAndromaque' and his motive for using the passage at a l l seems 
principally that he found i t eminently f i t t i n g . An important factor to be 
borne i n mind i s his great familiarity with Latin literature (and particularly 
the works of Ovid and Vergil) o This means that among the thought patterns 
aroused by a particular aspect of reality reminiscences of classical literature 
are as li k e l y as most. Conversely, Baudelaire's constant pre-occupation with 
literature and art might well mean that some thought about one of the l a t t e r 

117) 'J'aime le souvenir . . .'. 
118) 'L'Ideal'. ~~ 

(II9) That i s to say between different registers of language. 



might bring to hia notice an aspect of reality which would then be developed 
i n his Blind along with the original l i t e r a r y / a r t i s t i c idea. I t would be 
rash therefore to dismiss the references i n this poem as mere bric-a-brao or 
as demonstration of the poet's erudition. 

Our hypothetical modernist might also have objected to the use and 
development of the swan symbol i n the poem. Is i t not as obvious and therefore 
as reprehensible as the albatross i n the poem of that name? In fact i s i t not 
even more regrettable as a result of the incongruity with the Parisian setting? 
Most readers would not accept the validity of these objections and there are 
several reasons for refusing to do so. The treatment of the swan symbol i s 
not as banal as that of the white bird i n 'L'Albatros'. The explanation of 
the symbol i s not made i n the same 'x equals y 1 manner, but rather the swan is 
made but one example of several forms of exile and one stage i n a chain reaction 
which begins with the poet's meditation upon the fate of Andromache, or perhaps 
more correctly with the realisation that his own position while regarding the 
Seine was not unlike that of Andromache standing by the substitute Simois with 
which she tries to comfort herself. Baudelaire himself seems to indicate i n 
the poem that the pattern of thought began with the picture of Andromache but 
i t i s more than l i k e l y that the chain goes baok one more stage as has just been 
suggested. The swan symbol i s not made to bear the weight of an entire poem, 
as i s the case with the albatross, nor i s the exposition as straightforward. 
More important s t i l l i s the trouble the poet takes to incorporate the swan into 
the Parisian setting by giving i t a plausible 'raison d'etre': 'La s'etalait 
jadis une menagerie . . . un oygne s'etait evade de sa cage.' Herein lies the 
source of the possible charge of incongruity. The swan symbol was unnecessary 
to begin with but to attempt to place i t i n the Parisian setting i s positively 
foolish. So the accusation might run, but how jus t i f i e d i s i t ? The charge 
may be countered by remarking that the poet treats the swan's involvement with 
i t s immediate physical environment in such a concrete way that the reader i s 
unable to think of the swan as a purely allegorical intrusion: 

. . . ses pieds palmes frottant le pave sec 
Sur le sol raboteux trainait son blanc plumage . . . 
Baignait nerveusement ses ailes dans la poudre. 

Such descriptive phrases help minimise the risk of incongruity. Crepet and Blin 
i n their splendid c r i t i c a l edition of Les Pleurs du Mai (120) point out that 
during March I846, the very month i n which Baudelaire was contributing to i t , 
the following item appeared i n the Oorsaire-Satan: 'Avant hier, quatre cygnes 

(120) Les Pleurs du Mai, ed. J. Crepet and G. Blin, p.449. 



sauvages sont venus s'abattre sur le grand bassin des Tuileries et i l s sont 
restes a prendre leurs ebats jusqu'au moment ou on a ouvert l e robinet du 
grand j e t d'eau . . .' Of course this may just be coincidence, but i t seems 
almost certain that Baudelaire knew of this incident. The poet's le t t e r to 
Hugo which accompanied the poem seems to support this view with i t s references 
to 'un accident' - a random but actual occurence (121). Moreover i t i s worth 
recalling that the Carrousel where the poem is set i s extremely near to the 
Tuileries. 

Thus the charge of thematic incongruity i s probably without foundation. 
Needless to say there i s a deliberate contrast between the swan and i t s setting 
but this could exist, and indeed almost certainly did exist,- i n reality. 

Just as allusions to classical literature and the introduction of the 
symbol of the swan are not automatically opposed to the aesthetic of contemporary 
reality i n poetry, the evocations of the exotic i n 'Le Cygne' are also not of 
necessity to be regarded as an unwelcome or unfitting intrusion into a poem of 
modern l i f e . The eleventh stanza of the poem i s i n fact one of the most 
patently modem, the only true exotic reference being the t h i r d line. This 
i s again a perfectly legitimate contrast. Africa i s described somewhat 
preciously as 'superbe* but the adjective has value i n as much as i t suggests 
the natural pride and upright bearing of the negress (122) i f she too were s t i l l 
i n her r i g h t f u l environment l i k e the cocoa palms. The poet certainly cannot 
be accused of finding a recherche contrast here, for few things were so much 
part of his personal l i f e as the fascination with Jeanne Duval's part-African 
origins. Only i n the last two lines i s there a gradual departure from 
contemporary reality into a world of reverie with exotic oolouring lent by the 
th i r d line of the last stanza, but the poet has seen much to ponder and this 
meditation comes as a natural consequence. 

In 'Le Cygne' Baudelaire was probably s t i l l very aware of the novelty of 
modernity and of the effect of contemporary reality on his thought patterns. 
I f there i s anything i n this poem which seems 'old-fashioned* when compared to 
the work of later poets, then i t i s the rather obvious references to the 
workings of the poet's mind i n stanzas eight and nine: 

Paris change I mais rien dans ma melancolie 
H'a bouge. Palais neufs, echafaudages, blocs, 
Vieux faubourgs, tout pour moi devient allegerie, 
Et mes chers souvenirs sont plus lourds que des rocs. 
Aussi devant ce Louvre une image m'opprime: 
Je pense a mon grand cygne, avec ses gestes fous . . . 

(121) See p p. 1537-38. , 
(122) Compare 'La belle Dorothea' where the same idea i s expressed. 
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I t seems somewhat paradoxical that the poet who i s so sure of the value 

of the transitory as an ingredient i n poetry as to include i n a masterpiece 
a reference to the alterations taking place around the Louvre should feel 
obliged to state explicitly that 'tout devient pour moi allegorie'. However, 
Baudelaire's rather self-consoious awareness of the novelty of his aesthetic 
does not detraot from the poetie advance which i t s implementation constituted. 

The motives for the poet's intricate blending of olassioal themes with 
the most specifically contemporary aspects of reality are various, the desire 
to prove that modem subjeots are as potentially archetypal as those of 
olassioal literature and to show incidentally that the olassios are s t i l l 
alive (123) 5 the wish to produce an unprecedented variety of tone, a contrast 
between the elevated olassioal stanzas and the anti-poetical, colloquial parts 
of the poem, demonstrating that poetry oan and should be the expression of a l l 
levels of experience! f i n a l l y the attempt (perhaps not entirely deliberate) to 
write a poem about the writing of poetry, about the workings of the creative 
consoiousness (124). The various stages of the creative imagination as 
conceived by Baudelaire are a l l illustrated in this poem and their funotions 
described. The point of departure i s contemporary reality* whioh is quickly 
linked with remembered reality and lite r a r y associations. This leads to 
analogies - 'tout pour moi devient allegorie'. The thread of Andromache's 
exile and particularly the return to i t at the end of the poem represent partly 
an analogy with a r t i s t i c experience but also the desire to order a l l the poet's 
experiences of reality, and the analogies they prompt, into a work of art. 

Albert Cassagne realised that according to the traditional rules of 
French prosody Baudelaire's verse seemed ungainly or flat-footed (126). 

The attempt to capture the 'rhythm' of his subject or of the thoughts and 
feelings stimulated by a subject i s characteristic of the aspect of his poetry 
whioh unfavourable eritios have labelled 'prosai'sme'. Although they were guilty 
of incomprehension i s assessing the value of Baudelaire's 'prosaisine', the 
realisation that i t i s present i n his work offers an insight into the originality 
of Les Fleurs du Mai. One of the few commentators on Baudelaire to have under-
stood this element i n the poet's work was Jules Laforgue, who spoke i n terms of 
Baudelaire's 'Yankee' accent, by whioh he meant his un-Frenoh attitude to the 

(123) I t i s interesting, and i n a sense amusing, to compare the use made by 
modem poets l i k e Leo Ferre of allusions to Baudelaire with the allusions 
made by Baudelaire to the classics. 

(124) Baudelaire would thus have anticipated one of the preocoupations of modem 
literature of whioh a celebrated example i s , of course, Gide's Les Faux 
Monnaveurs. 

(12S) I n Versification et metrique de B a u d e l a i r e , p.23. Cassagne i s here 
dealing with rhyme, whioh, together with inversion, he saw as Baudelaire's main areas of weakness. * 
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language of poetry, his tendency to deflate traditional rhetoric. 

An immediate, and not unjustified, reaction to Laforgue's olaim i s one of 
incredulity. Rimbaud made the celebrated criticism of Baudelaire that his 
poetry suffered because his milieu was too a r t i s t i c , by which he probably meant 
that his knowledge of a r t i s t i c propriety made him think too much about rules, 
i n fact made him too rhetorical, too 'French'. Then there i s Laforgue's own 
poetry f u l l to the brim with innovations; how can he speak of Baudelaire's 
'Yankee' manner when he has the example of his own work to put i t surely i n 
the shade? Finally there i s Baudelaire's obvious leaning towards rhetoric, 
his love of classical mythology and literature, and the marked incongruity that 
i s sometimes to be found between his subject and his language of which an example 
i s to be found i n the very f i r s t line of the opening poem of what the reader 
expects to be the most 'modem' section of Les Fleurs du Mai - the Tableaux 
Parisiens: 'Je veux, pour composer chastement mes eclogues . „ .' Such a reaction 
seems to be j u s t i f i e d by even the most cursory perusal of Baudelaire's poetry. 

Nevertheless, a more careful consideration of the young poet's judgement 
leaves one with the feeling that i n this instance Laforgue has been a good deal 
more perceptive than perhaps the majority of subsequent c r i t i c s . The traditional 
values of French poetic language are the rule i n Les Fleurs du Mai but never 
before had there been so many exceptions i n the work of any poet. Moreover, 
these exceptions are careful, deliberate and challenging. In this light the 
f i r s t line of 'Paysage' quoted above i s seen to be heavily tinged with irony 
(one of Baudelaire's favourite weapons and one which i n the form of ironic 
contrast he shares with Balzac) and to constitute a parody of pastoral poetry* 
Despite Baudelaire's belief i n the elevated importance of the poet and the poetic 
function he has a disarming way of abandoning the role of 'mage': 'le premier, 
i l se raconta sur un mode modere de confessional et ne p r i t pas l ' a i r inspire' 
i s how Laforgue puts i t (l2&>. The l a t t e r had also grasped the intimate l i n k 
between Baudelaire's revolutionary attitude towards his poetic manner and towards 
subject-matter of which he gives a vivid summary His notes are, 
throughout, a l l the more convincing because he substantiates his argument with 
examples as well as expounding i t with s k i l l and wit: 

I I a l e premier trouve apres toutes les hardiesses du romantisme 
ces comparaisons crues, qui soudain dans l'harmonie d'une periode 
mettent en passant l e pied dans le plat: comparaisons palpables, 
trop premier plan, en un mot amerioaines, sem^le-t-il: palissandre, 
too deconoertant et ravigottant; 

•La nuit s'epaississait ainsi , . . qu'une cloisonl' 
D'autres exemples foisonnent. (138) 

(124) Melanges posthumes. p . I l l 
(l39) I b i d . , pp.111-12. 

Ibid . , p.113. 
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Laforgue does not overstate his case, for he admits that these liberties are 
taken 'dans l'harmonie d'une periode* - but they are a l l the more effective for 
that; and furthermore he goes on to say ' I I est toujours courtois aveo le l a i d . 
I I se tient Men.1 (indeed we find nothing comparable to Rimbaldian $c&-Ve-
lo^y » though when i t comes to eroticism 'Les Promesses d'un visage* i s only 
slightly more refined than 'L'ldole' and both derive much of their success from 
thei r superficial adherence to the proprieties of poetry.) Laforgue pays no 
attention to the occasional violence and overt eroticism of the older poet's 
work but overall his judgement i s f a i r . 

Laforgue also understood how Baudelaire antagonised some of his readers by 
making them feel that his poems had no real subject at a l l ; a deliberately pro
vocative device on the part of the poeti 

Faire des poesies detachess, courtes, sans suiet appreciable . . . 
qui font dire au bourgeois qui vient de l i r e 'Et apres?' (U<J) 

This device i s matched by Baudelaire's tendency to select anti-climactic endings 
fo r many of his poems: 

Aux oaptifs, aux vaincusl . . . a bien d'autres enoorl (TLe Cygne*) 
Et l a Haine est vouee a oe sort lamentable 
De ne pouvoir jamais s'endormir sous l a table. ('Le Tonneau de l a Haine') 

Returning again to Laforgue*s notes we find the following entry: 'Baudelaire, 
chat, hindou, yankee, episcopal, alchimiste' (136). Each one of these classifica
tions i s the product of true insight, but i t is the term 'yankee' which i s of 
particular interest i n the present context; i t i s explained i n the following way: 

Ses 'tres-' devant un adjectif; ses paysages oassants - et oe 
vers 'Mon esprit tu te meus avec agilite ' que les i n i t i e s detaillent 
d'une voix metallique; sa haine de 1'eloquence et des confidences 
poetiques; 

'Le p l a i s l r vapoureux fuira vers 1'horizon 
Ainsi que . . •' 

Quoi? Avant l u i Hugo, Gautier, etc. . • aurait f a i t une comparaison 
francaise, oratoire; l u i l a f a i t yankee, sans parti-pris, tout en 
restant alrien: 

'Ainsi qu'une sylphide au fond de l a coulisse' 
On voit les f i l s de fer et les truos. (13$) 

Otokar Levy has considered Baudelaire's poetry to be f i l l e d with prosaic or 
even vulgar images (lJQt). Certainly i t i s easy to add to the examples given by 
Laforgue; the following are selected more or less at random: 

(33ff) I b i d . , p.116. 
(130) I b i d . , p.118. 
(131) I b i d . , pp.118-19. 
(iSQU O.Levy, Baudelaire. Son esthetlque et sa technique l i t t e r a i r e . p.412. 



E t l e s vagues terreurs de ces affreuses nuits 
Qui compriment l e eosur eorame un papier qu'on froi s s e • . <. (133) 

La Haine est un ivrogne au fond d'une taverne, 
Qui sent toujours l a s o i f n a i t r e de l a liqueur 
E t se m u l t i p l i e r comme l'hydre de Lerne . . . ( $ • $ 

Quand l e c i e l bas et lourd pese comme un couvercle . . • (iJS) 

Le s o l e i l s'est oouvert d'un crepe * . • (13$) 

Ta gorge triomphante est une belle armoire • « . (-3?) 

Oui, ces gens harceles de chagrins de menage • • • 
Vomissement confus de l'enoxme Par i s . • • (l J 6 ) 

The e s s e n t i a l mechanism i n a l l these examples i s contrast, usually that of the 
modern and commonplace, with the c l a s s i c a l and learned. The conventional 
r h e t o r i c a l devices (339) and the c l a s s i c a l allusions are j u s t as important 
to such contrasts as modernity* When juxtaposed with modernity they lead 
to a j o l t i n g e f fect which has the advantage of surprise and ri v e t s the reader's 
thoughts and imagination on the subject of the poem* Such contrasts may also 
be regarded as symptomatic of Baudelaire's appreciation of irony as a l i t e r a r y 
device (14©) and as a quality of h i s own l i f e : 

Ne s u i s - j e pas un faux accord 
Dans l a divine symphonie, 
Grace a l a voraee Ironie 
Qui me secoue et qui me mord? 
E l l e est dans ma voix, l a c r i a r d e i (141) 

There i s a fundamental irony underlying h i s work, based on the contradiction 
between h i s Romantic and mystical aspirations, not to mention h i s love of beauty, 
and the crass and even sordid nature of h i s material environment; an irony 
expressed most obviously i n 'L'Albatros' and 'La Chambre double' and which 
characterises the situation of poets i n nineteenth-century France. 

Impropriety i s not confined to contrasting images i n Baudelaire's poetry* 
As regards vocabulary he does not hesitate to use vulgar or 'unpoetio' words, 
though the vulgarity of h i s vocabulary i s to be seen i n relation to the accepted 
standard of the day, for compared to the excesses of l a t e r poets i t i s positively 
decorous. Amongst 'improper' words and phrases used by Baudelaire are: 'suer', 

' R e v e r s i b i l i t e ' . 
'Le Tonneau de l a Haine'. 
'Spleen'* LXXVIII. 
'Le Possede'• 
'Le Beau Navire'. 
'Le Yin des Chiffonniers 1. 
Even Valery spoke of these devices as 'incontestable faiblesse' and 
'ineptie'* See Valery f Oeuvres Completes. I , Ed* de l a Pleiade, p.610. 
See Fusees, XT: 'Deux qualites l i t t e r a i r e s fondamentales: surnaturalisme 
et ironie'o 
'L'Heautontimoroumenos'. 



'puer', 'puanteur 1, «riboter', • rechigner', 'glapir', •se t o r t i l l e r ' , 33 
«se pavaner', 's'empetrer', 'se prendre aux oheveux', 'ordure', 'charogne', 
•imbecile', 'courbettes', 'savates 1, 'rabougri', 'vomissement', 'catin', 
'brule-gueule', 'chloroses', 'omnibus', 'oomme qui d i r a i t ' , 'sentant sa bourse 
a seo' and ' f a i r s epanouir l a rate du v u l g a i r a 1 . 

W o e l e r n i - y a n d • orA**+r{*i$S W e r e t -fclw, «^cJ»t>e* o j 

++++++++-H-) +++++++•( i H I •H->+++ H'++++•> H i t * •!• 
(v) The influence of the Baudelairean aesthetio on poets 

I t seems that as early as 1845 Baudelaire's modernist aesthetio must have 
had a considerable audience, f o r Banville informs us of the s t r i k i n g effect the 
Salon de 18A5 made on i t s publication . I n I859 Albert Glatigny dedicated 
h i s L'Impossible to Baudelaire and Asselineau states that Baudelaire became 
i n f l u e n t i a l at the time of the second edition of Lea Fleurs du Mai ( i . e . 1861). 
So from about 1866 onwards there was a select i f not always oomprehending audience 
fox Baudelaire's work and ideas. I n 1862 Emmanuel Des Essarts published h i s 
c o l l e c t i o n Poesies Parisiennes which has the following two quotations on the 
t i t l e page: 

'L'Ideal des chose vlvantes' 
Philoxene Boyer 

' I I y a une beaute et un heroisms modemes* 
Charles Beaudelaire ( s i c ) 

I t i s worth pausing for a while to examine th i s collection, as the t i t l e and 
quotation from Baudelaire might suggest that i t i s one of the early products of 
the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y , and indeed there i s l i t t l e doubt that Bes 
Es s a r t s intended i t as suoh (3^)« The briefest of glimpses through the volume 
su f f i c e s to show that, whatever Bes E s s a r t s ' intentions, the poems oonform very 

(iftfc) See Jonathan Mayne's introduction, p.x, to Baudelaire, The Painter of 
Modem L i f e and Other Essays. 
Asselineau, Charles Baudelaire. Sa Vie et son Ceuvre. pp.171-72. 
o.f. Mallarme i n h i s review of the collection i n Le Papillon: 'le lyrisme 
de l a r e a l i t e , t e l l e est l'intention des Poesies Parisiennes'. (Cteuvres 
Completes. Ed. de l a Plelade, p.249«) 



34~ 
exactly to the accepted and usual standards of the day regarding subject-matter. 
There are i n fac t scarcely any attempts to evoke the Parisian scene, Paris, l i k e 
some contemporary personalities, i s occasionally mentioned by name but the poet 
goes no further than that. A couple of exceptions, 'L'ldylle aur l e quai' and 
'Soupers' where the poet shows some in k l i n g of the evocation of the atmosphere of 
modem l i f e , mark the l i m i t of h i s o r i g i n a l i t y (ij^ g ). This c o l l e c t i o n helps, by 
contrast, to show j u s t how refreshingly (or shockingly) original even some of 
the minor ' r e a l i s t * poetry of the 1870s must have seemed to contemporary readers. 
Strangely enough, Mallarme i n h i s review of the collection i n Le Papjllon i n 
January 1862 seems not only to have found 'modernism' i n the poems but to have 
approved of the intention, a l l of which would suggest that he too, f o r a time, 
accepted with some enthusiasm the place given to contemporary r e a l i t y i n the 
Baudelairean aesthetic (l46) • 

I n the following years there i s continuing evidence of the admiration the 
young poets f e l t f o r Baudelaire. I n 1863 Albert Merat wrote a sonnet entitled 
simply 'A Charles Baudelaire' (l^7)» I n ^65 Mallarme himself published a 
l y r i c a l and somewhat mystical appreciation of Baudelaire as the second part of 
h i s Symphonie l i t t e * r a i r e (l4$* I n January 1866, prompted by Verlaine's a r t i c l e s 
i n L'Art to which we s h a l l shortly be referring, Sainte-Beuve t r i e d to persuade 
Baudelaire to return from Belgium to Paris where he would be hailed as an authority 
and an oracle ( l ^ j j ) . Henri Cantel's Le Mai et l e Beau, published i n November 1866, 

was dedicated to Baudelaire. Much more evidence could be accumulated to show 
that an i n t e l l e c t u a l 'network' existed s u f f i c i e n t i n size ( i f deficient i n true 
appreciation) to transmit knowledge of the Baudelairean aesthetic (usually as i t 
was expressed through the poetry) to the generation of 1870-1900. 

Pierre Reboul has said that 'Le passe-partout de ces dix annees (1870-1880) 
est sans doute l e mot "modemite" invente par Baudelaire' (!§)). His influence 

op.oit., p.34 and p.51. A • 
(^Zjfis) Mallarme says that Des E s s a r t s 'a senti que toute epoque peut etre l y r i s e e , 

et a eompris qu'on pouvait chercher 1 'ideal hors de l'antiquite, du moyen 
age, de l a Renaissance ou du s i e c l e Pompadour, dans l a conscienoieuse 
etude de son ame et dans l a franche observation de son temps'. (Oeuvres 
Completes, p.252.) 

(1A7) Published anonymously i n the co l l e c t i o n A v r i l Mai Juin. p.65* 
( l a y Oeuvres Completes, pp.263-64. 
(IZM) Sainte-Beuve, Correspondence, tome I I , pp.48-49• 
(iSW P. Reboul, Laforgue. p.17. 
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on Hichepin i s c l e a r enough (l£|) and t h i s was also responsible f o r leading 
Bourget to become a key figure i n the dissemination of the idea of modernism 
and i t s concomitant decadence. He saw i n Baudelaire the origin of the major 
tendencies of the epoch: the probing analysis of the darkest comers of the 
human personality, the obsession with sensation, the intensity of l i f e . The 
t i t l e of Goudeau's Fleurs du bitume i s an indication of the extent of Baudelaire's 
influence among the figures most clo s e l y connected with the oenacles as were the 
numerous imitations of Baudelaire which appeared i n publications l i k e Le Chat 
Noir and the even more ephemeral L'Hydropathe. Hollinat also acknowledged 
h i s debt to Baudelaire, p r i n c i p a l l y through h i s emulation of that vein of 
Baudelaire's poetry which i s concerned with physical decay and corruption but 
also through h i s references - l e s s frequent than i s often supposed - to modem 
and everyday r e a l i t y . I n 1881 Barbey d'Aurevilly counted Rollinat as a di s c i p l e 

A 
of Baudelaire (lfil). Jules Lemaitre i n h i s a r t i c l e of 1879» 'Le mouvement 
poetique en Prance*, assessed that Lamartine, Musset and Hugo were the three 
great French poets of the nineteenth century but conceded that Baudelaire's 
poetry with i t s attachment to ' l a psychologie bigame' w a s exerting a 
considerable i f regrettable influence over many young poets. I n 1882 Verhaeren 
wrote admiringly thatJ 'Baudelaire est reconnu comrae poete essentiellement 
a c t u e l , ayant mieux que personne traduit 1'amede son temps.' (l$2|X I n 1883 
Edmond de Goncourt wrote i n h i s Journal of 'les futurs noxraaliens qui appartie-
nnent a About et a Sarcey, et l e s autres sur lesquels Baudelaire et moi serions 
l e s deux auteurs qui ont l e plus d'action** (l5§) 

(!$•) I n f o r instance the poem addressed to the memory of Adrien de Juvigny 
i n La Chanson des Gueuxt 

Tu l ! a i m a i s , v ton P a r i s , charogne parfum.ee, 
Pleine tout a l a f o i s d*essences et de vers, 
Pourriture aux odeurs su b t i l e s , aux tons verts, 
Ou poussent l e s poisons meles aveo l e s roses, 
Qu rode l e troupeau tenebreux des nevroses, 
Musique ou 1'on entend sangloter des grelots 
E t tintinnabuler l e hoquet des sanglots; 
Gai camaval hante de visions farouches; 
Alcove ou l e s baisers qui se collent aux bouches, 
Voraces, font des trous comme l e v i t r i o l ; 
Absinthe a 1'opium, delicieux alcool 
Dont tu bus en gourmand l a plus atroce l i e , 
E t dont tu te grisas jusques a l a f o l i e . 

op.oit., p p. 269-70. 
( 1 0 ) A.E. Carter, Baudelaire et l a c r i t i q u e francaise. p.50. 
( l $ 3 ) Art.oito, p . l 2 T 7 

( l S ^ Quoted i n A.E. Carter, Baudelaire et l a c r i t i q u e francaise, p.56. 
(l$jj I b i d . , p»58. 
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His influence extended quite c l e a r l y to the four great poets of contemporary 
r e a l i t y of the period I87O-I887 - Corbiere, Laforgue, Rimbaud and Verlaine - W.-'V© 
can a l l to some extent be regarded as h i s disoiples. 

Although Corbiere pokes fun at Baudelaire (lfifci), the l a t t e r * s influence i s 
one of the few that seem to have any importance i n a discussion of Les Amours 
Jaunes. Naturally t h i s i s p a r t i c u l a r l y true of the Parisian poems i n the 
c o l l e c t i o n . 'Paris nocturne* seems to be offered as a tribute to the older poet. 

Laforgue's admiration for, and understanding of Baudelaire are well 
documented. His correspondence contains many references to Baudelaire and to 
the high esteem he had f o r Les Fleurs du Mai. The influence i s also reflected 
i n Laforgue's poetry: 'L'Hiver qui vient' i s p a r t i a l l y a re-writing of 'Chant 
d'automne1 o Most important of a l l , Laforgue wrote some fine notes on 
Baudelaire i n which he praises h i s mentor's use of modem subject-matter, h i s 
adoption of a quiet, uninspired tone and h i s contribution to the deflating of 
tr a d i t i o n a l rhetoric. I n t h i s l a t t e r respect Laforgue appears as one of the 
most perspioacious of Baudelaire's critics«, 

Verlaine*s debt to the poet of Les Fleurs du Mai i s obvious and he makes 
many references both dir e c t and ind i r e c t to him. One of the e a r l i e s t and most 
in t e r e s t i n g shows that Verlaine had grasped the power of Baudelaire's modernist 
poetry to convey an almost physiological awareness of the feeling of modem l i f e t 

La profonde o r i g i n a l i t e de Charles Baudelaire, c'est, a mon avis, 
de representer puissamment et essentiellement l'homme moderne; et 
par ce mot, l'homme moderne, j e ne veux pas . . . designer l'homme 
moral, politique et s o c i a l . Je n'entends i c i que l'homme physique 
moderne, t e l que 1'ont f a i t l e s raffinements d'une c i v i l i s a t i o n 
excessive, l'homme moderne, avec ses sens aiguises et vibrants, 
son e s p r i t douloureusement s u b t i l , son cerveau sature de tabac, 
son sang brule d'alcool . . . (lS&O 

Verlaine's poetry often deals with modem and everyday r e a l i t y and with the 
spontaneous workings of the consciousness, though he did not pursue t h i s as f a r 
as Rimbaud^ ̂. 5 

Rimbaud's admiration f o r Baudelaire, whom he saw as 'un v r a i dieu', i s wel l -
known. One aspect of the older poet's influence i s to be seen i n h i s use of 
modem, everyday subjects and i n the exclamation (not altogether unambiguous) 
i n Une Saison en Enfer: ' I I faut etre absolument modeme1 (ifi®. I n broad 

(l4l£) c . f . the conclusion of 'TJn .ieune qui s'en va.' 
(l®5 A r t i c l e i n L'Art 16 and 20 November and 23 December 1865, 
(if® Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes. Ed. de l a Pleiade, p.116. 
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terms the young poet adopted h i s elder's approach to images and analogies and 
probalhly appreciated t h a t what was i n question was the use of spontaneous images, 
or the product of the n o n - i n t e l l e c t u a l consciousness. He c e r t a i n l y seems t o 
have, been more tempted.by sensual and r a t i o n a l 'dereglement' than Baudelaire. 
( l 5 9 ) • '-Phis, i s what he means when he considers t h a t the c i r c l e Baudelaire 
frequented was 'trop a r t i s t e ' ( 1 6 0 ) . I t . i s , possible t o see a c t u a l "borrowings 
of themes, phrases and verse patterns from Baudelaire i n Rimbaud's poetry ( l 6 l ) . 

One of the. most f r e q u e n t l y presented chains i n the development o f modern 
French poetry i s t h a t which extends, from Baudelaire to Mallarme and eventually 
to. Yalery, W h i l s t i t i s t r u e t h a t a l l . three are l i n k e d by an admiration f o r 
Poe and the credo, of p o e t i c workmanship ( i n c i d e n t a l l y one may wonder why Gautier, 
B a n v i l l e and above a l l Heredia are not normally mentioned i n the 'craftsmanship 
chain') there, are also r a d i c a l d i f f e r e n c e s . Mallarme i s the only major poet of 
the period 1S70-1887 who l a r g e l y ignores the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y and. 
one explanation c e r t a i n l y l i e s i n the d i f f e r e n c e s between h i s a e s t h e t i c axi& 
Baudelaire's. A.G. Lehmann, w i t h considerable audacity, has challenged the 
f i l i a t i o n between Baudelaire and Mallarme', a s c r i b i n g i t t o t r a d i t i o n r a t h e r than 
t o f a c t ( 162) . According t o him, notions such as the i n t e g r i t y of the a r t i s t 
and the need f o r hard work and c a r e f u l craftsmanship could have been l e a r n t 
equally w e l l from a poet l i k e B a n v i l l e . There, are major differences between the 
Mallarmean and Baudelairean a e s t h e t i c s . Whereas. Baudelaire hs.d seen the inspired-
a r t i s t glimpsing i n t o metaphysical existence, through h i s understanding of the 
symbolic nature o f r e a l i t y s 'i vla,llarme'. .gives, an account of poetry i n which 
the poet i s permanently s i t e d i n a non-phenomenal world' ( 1 6 3 ) . Moreover 
Baudelaire's metaphysical world and Mallarme's non-phenomenal world are 'not i n 
any sense the same' ( 1 6 4 ) . The presence of m a t e r i a l r e a l i t y i s c r u c i a l to 
Baudelaire's a e s t h e t i c , whereas Ifellarme^would i d e a l l y l i k e t o see i t absent from 
h i s own poetry. Only i n h i s e a r l i e r writings., and i n a handful of the poems can 
Mallarm/be said t o have implemented the more d i s t i n c t i v e elements of the 
Baudelairean a e s t h e t i c w i t h the exception of the idea of synthesis which i s 

(159) See Part Two, Chapter Four. 
(160) I b i d , , p.25.3. Compare Rimbaud's remark on the subconscious o r i g i n of 

poetry; 'Car, JE est un a u t r e . . . j ' a s s i s t e d I ' e c l o s i o n de ma pensee... 
(Rimbaud. O.C., Ple'iade, p.250.) 

(161) See.; M. Ruff. *M-̂ jj-M.lQg_Ĵ E-. j f o " - 0 - 6 ^ * 6 a- Rimbaud', pp. 195~94« 
(162) Lehmann, The... Symbolist . A e s t h e ^ p« 60. 
(163) Idem. 
(164) Idem. 
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possibly even more ess e n t i a l to h i s work and thought than to Baudelaire's, 
( v i ) O r i g i n a l i t y and Importance of the Baudelairean Aesthetic 

I t i s not i n the d e t a i l s of Baudelaire's aesthetic of contemporary r e a l i t y 
that one finds i t s true o r i g i n a l i t y but i n the broad sweep and power of i t s 
conception. Diderot had anticipated Baudelaire i n advocating the treatment of 
modern l i f e and i n appreciating the value of 'le n a i f i n a r t i s t i c creation (l4S)« 
Baudelaire may well have borrowed h i s idea of universal beauty and relative 
beauty from Cousin, who used very s i m i l a r tems i n h i s famous Cours de 
philosophie (lffc) • Hugo had spoken of the necessity of dealing with modem l i f e 
as early as the 1820s i n prefaces to the Odes and Odes et Ballades (l$7), j u s t 
as he was to i n s i s t on the v i a b i l i t y of a l l subject-matter i n the preface to 
Les Oriental as (l6fe>)» Ideas on r e l a t i v e beauty and modernity were also to be 

(3.6S) Diderot's favourable attitude towards modem subjeots i s pa r t i c u l a r l y of 
note i n h i s writing on Greuze and Chardin though i t i s interesting to 
remark that i n the former instance he succumbs to the temptation of 
'moral* a r t avoided b^ Baudelaire even during the period I 8 4 8 - 5 I . ( c . f . 
Diderot, Oauvres esthetiques. p . 524») Diderot several times referred to 
the concept of ̂ the n a i f and nowhere more interestingly than i n one of the 
Pensees detaob.ees sur l a peinture: 

Pour dire ce que j e sens, i l faut que j e fasse un mot, ou du moins 
que j'etende l'acoeption d'un mot deja f a i t ; c'est n a i f . Outre l a 
si m p l i c i t e qu'il exprimait, i l y faut joindre 1'innocence, l a v e r i t e 
et l ' o r i g i n a l i ^ e d'une enfance heureuse qui n'a point ete contrainte; 
et alprs l e n a i f sera e s s e n t i e l a toute production des beaux-arts; 
l e na^f s e discemera dans tous l e s points .d'une t o i l e de Raphael; 
l e n a i f sera tout v o i s i n du sublime; l e n a i f se retrouvera dans tout 
ce qui sera tres beau; dans une attitude, dans un mouvement, dans 
une draperie, dans une expression* C'est l a chose, mais l a chose 
pure, sans l a moindre al t e r a t i o n . L'art n'y est plus. 

(Oaivres esthetiques. p#824.) 

The connection between naivete and childhood to be made by Baudelaire i s 
already found i n t h i s passage, though there i s a difference between the two 
writers i n the emphasis placed on the role of the subjeots f o r Diderot the 
nai'f i s a guarantee of good imitation ( c . f . Oeuvres esthetiques.p . 8 2 5 . ) . 
f o r Baudelaire the part played by the passions, by the individual temperament 
i s of greater importance, .. . 

For a discussion of Diderot's concept of the n a i f see H, M^lbjerg, 
Aspects de 1'esthetique de Diderot, pp.177-82. A valuable comparison of the 
modernism of Diderot and of Baudelaire i s made by Gita May i n Diderot et 
Baudelaire, pp.137-40, 

(1^4) For instance on p .278« 'Bbur qu'une theorie des beaux-arts s o i t possible, 
i l faut q u ' i l y a i t quelque chose d'absolu dans l a beaute . . . i l existe 
a l o r s un element individuel et un element universel©' The honour of having 
introduced the idea of r e l a t i v e beauty into French l i t e r a t u r e and thought 
should probably be accorded to Madame de Stael of whose c r i t i c a l works 
t h i s ooncept was a basic theme. 

(l$7) See Qsuvres Completes de Victor Hugo. Poesie, I , p.6 and p.12, Hugo i n 
these prefaces i s more concerned with style than with subject-matter, with 
the combination of l i b e r t y and order as opposed to mere regularity. The 
modernity suggested by Hugo ijS l i t t l e more than the s o c i a l l y u t i l i t a r i a n 
form of Romanticism: 'tout ecrivain . . . doit avoir pour objet p r i n c i p a l 
d'etre u t i l e ' , (p.6 ) . „ 

(l^fc) Oeuvres Completes de V i c t o r Hugo. Ed. Hetzel et Quantin, Poesie. II,pp.3-4 
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found i n Stendhal's work* Nor should i t be forgotten that Boileau, i n the 
heyday of French classicism told poets to take the ugly as a legitimate subject 
f o r poetrys 

I I n'est point de serpent, n i de monstre odieux, 
Qui, par l ' a r t i m i t e , ne puisse p l a i r e aux yeuxs 
D'un pinceau d e l i c a t 1 ' a r t i f i c e agreable 
Du plus affreux objet f a i t un objet aimableo (1^9) 

What distinguishes Baudelaire's aesthetic from most previous thinking which may 
seem to have a bearing on i t i s f i r s t the emphasis on everyday r e a l i t y . To return 
to Boileau f o r a moment, i t i s c l e a r that he was recommending the use of 'style* 
to cope with a subject which may be ugly, but i s not commonplace. This has always 
been a feature of l i t e r a t u r e and i t was very important i n the Greek and Latin 
sources of seventeenth-century French l i t e r a t u r e . There i s a vast difference 
between t h i s kind of subject which makes i t easy f o r the poet to use rhetoric 
and the commonplace subject which Baudelaire advocated: * . . . l a profondeur de 
l a v i e se revele tout entiere dans l e spectacle, s i ordinaire qu'il s o i t , qu'on 
a sous l e s yeux . . . ' ( l f & ) . A second distinguishing feature i s the interest i n 
the world of sensation and the non-intellectual consciousness. A third difference 
i s the coherence of h i s aesthetic which results both from h i s f a i t h i n the power 
of the a r t i s t to att a i n to absolute beauty by incorporating r e l a t i v e beauty into 
a r t i s t i c harmonies and from h i s b e l i e f that r e a l i t y offered a key to a s p i r i t u a l 
world which could be glimpsed i n the scheme of relationships established i n a 
work of a r t . , F i n a l l y , and perhaps most important of a l l , Baudelaire, unlike 
Hugo f o r instance, consistently put h i s aesthetic ideas into practice, thereby 
setting an example f a r more i n f l u e n t i a l than any precept. For the generation 
a f t e r 1870 t h i s example was of the utmost importance} Baudelaire had shown that 
the treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y i n i t s diverse forms was not incompatible 
with high a r t i s t i c achievement nor even metaphysical ambitions, but that i f any
thing i t f a c i l i t a t e d them. He had indicated a method of treating contemporary 
r e a l i t y i n poetry which transcended Realism, imitation and description. His 
aesthetic beoame the starting-point of the experiments of the poets a f t e r 1870} 

t h e i r ideas may largely be considered as products or variants of ito Their 
major contribution was to l i e i n the discovery and u t i l i s a t i o n of even more 
appropriate techniques f o r the formulation of the experiences and themes revealed 
by Baudelaire. Even allowing for Baudelaire's r e l a t i v e l y conservative technique, 
h i s own poetry contains some of the f i n e s t examples of the treatment of 
contemporary r e a l i t y . 

(lftft L'Art Poetique. I l l , 1-4. 
(110) OjC.., P.1257. 



His o r i g i n a l i t y as a poet of contemporary r e a l i t y i s perhaps most readily 
grasped by considering what h i s poetry i s not, by looking at the other attitudes 
to r e a l i t y i n mid-nineteenth-century French l i t e r a t u r e against which Baudelaire 
reacted. For the most part he avoided the picturesque description found i n one 
branch of Romanticism; he also avoided another of the Romantic approaches to 
r e a l i t y - the sooial realism of didactic intention. Nor did the p l a s t i c 
description of r e a l i t y practised by the Parnasse, and to some extent by Hugo, 
greatly a t t r a c t him. For him, as for h i s beloved Delacroix, the external 
world was a dictionary of elements to be digested and transformed by the artist» 

On the other hand he largely avoided the temptation of in t a n g i b i l i t y 
and abstraction. Reality i s almost always present i n h i s poetry and i s the 
bas i s of the evocation of mood, of self-exploration and of mystical insights. 
E a r l i e r attempts to introduce modem everyday subjects and/or a language c l o s e r 
to everyday speech into French poetry seem flat-footed i n comparison. From them 
i s usually missing that r e f l e c t i o n back from the subject into the personal 
emotions and experience of the poet and also any extension into mysticism. 
Re a l i t y i s never presented by Baudelaire as plain description, nor i s modernity 
or popularity of language ever offered as catch-penny novelty. Baudelaire*s 
awareness of the spontaneous workings of the consciousness and of the value of 
sensual experience l e d him to give unprecedented prominence to sense-impressions, 
which he saw as suggestive f i r s t of other sensations but also of feelings, moods, 
ideas and even s p i r i t u a l truths. I n addition, i n common with much of the 
poetry a f t e r 1870, h i s work derives a good deal of i t s emotive and moral 
significance from the contrast between an al l u r i n g modernity and a hypothetical 
state of innocence associated i n turn with the primitive past, with the exotic, 
with childhood and with a state of s p i r i t u a l grace. 
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THE MODERNIST MILIEUX 

(a) The Cenaoles 

The emulation of Baudelaire was only one (though perhaps the most 
important) of the a c t i v i t i e s of the groups of young poets whioh were 
to have f r u i t f u l consequences f o r the poetic treatment of contemporary 
r e a l i t y . A study of the oenacles reveals several other important factors. 

Pew h i s t o r i e s of Frenoh poetry i n the l a t e nineteenth century omit 
to mention the role of groups such as the *Hydropathest and the Zutistes* 
i n the development of the poetic revolution usually equated with Symbolism. 
Such inclusion seems to have been thought obligatory because of the 
importance attached to these movements by those who belonged to them or 
by t h e i r contemporaries and because of the wealth of documentary evidence 
and amusing anecdote which has survived as raw material f o r the researcher. 
B a s i c a l l y two approaches have so f a r been adopted by l i t e r a r y historians 
i n t h e i r investigation of the cenaoles of 1870-1887 and l a t e r ; the f i r s t 
i s the s u p e r f i c i a l reference en passant to t h e i r existence i n studies 
devoted to the work of individual poets of the period or i n studies of 
Symbolism ( l ) ; the second i s the study of these gatherings i n great 
biographical d e t a i l i n near i s o l a t i o n from t h e i r wider context (2). The 
v a l i d i t y of both these methods i s not to be denied. On the one hand i t 
may well be inappropriate to make more than a passing reference to the 
oenaoles i n a study of a s p e c i f i c poet and on the other the necessity 
f o r detailed and documented research i s obvious - i t i s a prerequisite 
f o r evaluation l i k e that undertaken by the present writer. A t h i r d 
approach, whioh has as yet been scarcely t r i e d , i s that which seeks to 
see how the cenacles may a i d an understanding of the development of 
French poetry i n the period. I t i s with suggestions for such an approach 
that the present section i s concerned. 

The only l i n k s normally stated to e x i s t between the oenacles and the 
astonishing advances i n French poetry a f t e r 1870 are that these groupings 
provided an e s s e n t i a l testing ground and forum f o r poetic innovation, that 
they gave a sense of identity and j o i n t endeavour to young poets, that by 
bringing so many writers of the younger generation together i n a disrespect
f u l atmosphere they encouraged the schism with tradition and also between 
poetry and society. A l l t h i s i s true. Moreover the somewhat embarrassing 

(1) e.g. Kenneth C o r n e l l , The Symbolist Movement. 
(2) e.g. R. de Cast eras, Avant l e Ohat-Noir. Lee Hydropathes 
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^fct&lence of the c r i t i c s when i t comes to pointing precise connections between .\; • 
groups l i k e the 'Hydropathes' and the new poetry i s e a s i l y forgivable,. An 

examination of these groups seems to indicate a bewildering confusion and 
Eclecticism of taste and membership. Ernest Raynaud indicates t h i s by the very 
•fejLtle of h i s La Melee Symboliste and substantiates the impression by h i s text which 
i s a meandering, though fascinating', c o l l e c t i o n of reminiscences from which emerges 
no c l e a r idea of a poetic programme or of an h i s t o r i c a l development. Even as 
meticulous a chronioler as Kenneth Cornell r e s t r i c t s himself to the brief comment 
that the various oenaoles 'though sometimes frivolous and eccentric... are not 
without importance i n l i t e r a r y evolution. The 'Hirsutes', the 'Zutistes', and 
l a t e r the meetings of the 'Chat noix* and 'Soirees de La Plume'. with t h e i r 
tendency to make fun of what was established and tr a d i t i o n a l , were useful f o r the 
gestation of new ideas and forms.' (3) 

I t i s probable that t h i s state of a f f a i r s i s , l i k e the awkwardness experienced 
by c r i t i c s i n f i t t i n g major poets l i k e Corbiere and Laforgue and minor poets l i k e 
Bourget into t h e i r scheme of things (4), to be attributed to that vision of poetic 
development i n l a t e nineteenth-century France i n which Symbolism i s the culmination ! 

ofj a steady progression. I t i s indeed d i f f i c u l t to explain the connection between 
th© r i b a l d and thoroughly unserious performances at the gatherings of the 'Hydropathes' 
or the contents of the Album Zutiaue and the refined declarations of Moreas or the 
exquisite and ethereal poetry of the Symbolist generation of 1886 onwards. That 

"id because there i s no r e a l l y s i g n i f i c a n t connection. On the other hand i t i s 
possible to see very c l e a r connections between the oenaoles and the treatment of 
e.oatemporary reality, i n the period and therefore with the work of most of the major 
poets writing a f t e r 1870 - with the almost t o t a l exception of Mallarme. 

! Bespite t h e i r seeming eclecticism there were important common factors between 
the various groups; the bringing together of poets and progressive a r t i s t s providing 
an opportunity f o r the former to learn about the place of contemporary r e a l i t y i n the 
painting associated with the Impressionist movement, the i n t e r e s t (usually s a t i r i c a l 
though not always) i n actualities, the use of a l l registers of speech (with a 
predilection fox popular and therefore affective language), the frequent use of 
song-forms. A l l these aspects were common to the oenaoles as was an interest i n 
more t r a d i t i o n a l poetry. Thus i t was that the i r o n i c juxtapositions of the very 
modem with the t r a d i t i o n a l , of l y r i c i s m and biting humour, of standard poetic 
vocabulary with ar#ot and popular speech, of deadly serious content with l i g h t , 
p l ayful and seemingly incongruous forms, which were to become so -typical of Laforgue 

3) The Symbolist Movement. p#15. 
4) Cornell describes Bourget as 'a poet who i s d i f f i c u l t to a l l y with any 

movement*, ( i b i d . , p.23). Throughout h i s references Cornell inoorrectly 
e n t i t l e s Bourget*s second volume Adel. 



43 

and much of French poetry and chanson i n the twentieth Gentury, were already 
' accidentally' present i n the sequence of items performed i n the programmes 
presented at gatherings l i k e the ,Hydropathes t or at the 'Chat noir*. Of 
course the more advanced of the items presented already contained within 
themselves some at l e a s t of these juxtapositions* 

The b r i e f e s t examination reveals the marked orientation of the oenacles 
towards contemporary r e a l i t y and the other tendencies cortn&c&edl vWtk %ka/v\, 
Chronologically the f i r s t grouping that merits attention f o r a study of the 
development of poetry a f t e r 1870 was not a cenaole at a l l but the gatherings 
at the salon over which presided Nina de T i l l a r d (5) and which took place 
over a period of f i f t e e n years from 1868 onwards. Her salon has rightly 
been described as the forerunner and prototype of the 'Chat noir' (6) though 
i t i s arguable that i t s importance f a r exceeds that of i t s progeny. The 
poetic movement associated with Parnassianism and Mallarmean Symbolism, with 
i t s use of myth and with i t s attachment to Idealism, drew strength from these 
meetings which were attended by Leconte de L i s l e . Heredia, Dierx, Mallarme 
and V i l l i e r s de 1*Isle-Adam; the l a t t e r i n h i s position as Nina's mother's 
escort. As well as the d i r e c t i n t e r e s t s of these poets the work of Wagner 
was a popular topic of conversation and the composer himself a v i s i t o r to the 
salon, j ^ b f greater importance than t h i s grouping as regards the a c t i v i t i e s 
at the salon and the general complexion of the membership was the supervision 
exercised by that committed modernist Charles Cios, the lover of Nina, which 
resulted i n the attendance of Coppee (who was also welcome as one of the 
Parnassian c i r c l e ) , Me ra t , B o l l i n a t , Valade, Riohepin, Nouveau, Verlaine, 
temporarily accompanied by Rimbaud, as well as several of the most celebrated 
painters of the Impressionist movement including two of the greatest 'peintres 
de l a v i e moderne': Degas and Manet. Thus both the interests and the member
ship of the salon could be divided according to the two main currents i n 
French poetry i n the period. Of the two there i s no doubt that the poetry 
of contemporary r e a l i t y was predominant i n discussions and performances. 
This tendency was i n a l l probability encouraged by the presence of men from 
the f i e l d of p o l i t i c a l thought l i k e V a l l e s and Rochefort. I t would be 
d i f f i c u l t to overestimate the importance of the regular meeting of innovators 
of technique i n both poetry and the p l a s t i c a r t s , a large proportion of whom 
were engaged i n producing work deriving i t s inspiration from contemporary 
r e a l i t y (7). 

Beginning also before 1870, at a date not known, were the dinners of the 
' V i l a i n s Bonshommes* at which Blemont, Valade and Charles Cros seem to have 
been the most regular participants, the f i r s t named forming those connections 
which were to enable him to produce the Renaissance. A number of the modernist 
poets who frequented Nina's salon were also to be seen. I t appears that the 
' V i l a i n s Bonshommes' had compiled a forerunner of the Album zutique. a 
~0TThe~speUlng~ 7vm 
(6) H.Sutton, Jean Richepin. pp.46-49» 
(7) ~Charles de Sivry's researches into popular song may also have been in f l u e n t i a l 4 * 



c o l l e c t i o n of s a t i r i c a l verse and parody, that had probably been burnt by 
Ju l y 1871. The dinners seem to have continued intermittently u n t i l at 
l e a s t November 1873 and thus f o r four years, and possibly longer, provided 
another opportunity for the r e c i t a l and discussion of poetry dealing with 
events and personalities of the day and u t i l i s i n g humour and popular speech* 

Sometimes confused with the 'Vilains Bonshommes' was the group of poets, 
responsible f o r the Album zutique i t s e l f . active i n the years 1871-72. The 
authors of the album were a loosely-knit group meeting at the Hotel des 
Etrangers under the leadership, i t seems, of Charles Cros's brother Antoine. 
Numbered i n the group were Oabaner, C a r j a t , Richepin, Valade, Ponchon, Charles 
Cros and of course Rimbaud and Verlaine. The names themselves are suffi c i e n t 
evidence of the s a t i r i c a l and modernistic nature of the a c t i v i t i e s of the 
•Cercle zutique'. The album i s a useful document i n ascertaining the nature 
of the tremendous l i t e r a r y output of the ephemeral oenaoles of these years 
most of which has been l o s t , e i t h e r because i t was not written down at a l l 
or because, l i k e the Album zutique. i t existed i n manuscript only. The 
following contribution by Rimbaud i s not untypical as regards subject: 

Les s o i r s d'ete, sous l ' o e i l ardent des devantures, 
Quand l a seve fremit sous l e s g r i l l e s obscures 
I r r a d i a n t au pied des greles marronniers, 
Hors de ces groupes noirs, joyeux ou casaniers, 
Suceurs du brule-gueule ou baiseurs du cigars, 
Bans l e kiosque mi-pierre e t r o i t ou j e m'egare, 
- Tandis qu'en haut rougeoie une annonoe d'Ibled, -
Je songe que l ' h i v e r f i g e r a l e E L l e t 
D'eau propre qui b r u i t , apaisant l'onde humaine, 
- E t que l'^pre aquilon n'e'pargne aucune veine. (8) 

The poem i s , however, of a much higher quality than many from other 
contributors to the album. The basio intention of parodying Coppee, which \ 
i s successfully f u l f i l l e d , i s subordinated to the young poet's personal 
evocation of a decidedly urban summer evening? the setting i s not only urban 
but ultra-modem, as the reference to an advertisement for a well-known brand 
of chocolate t e s t i f i e s . The contrast between the modernity of subject and 
t r a d i t i o n a l poetic vocabulary - '1'apre aquilon' - i s a feature of Coppee's 
work but one due to h i s unwillingness to f i n d a new style to match h i s new 
subjects* Here the contrast i s deliberately exaggerated and provides a 
source of humour. I t may also, consciously or unconsciously, r e f l e c t something 
more s i g n i f i c a n t than an attempt at humorous parody. Remnants of time-honoured 
poetic language are shown to be as inappropriate to modem l i f e as the trees 

(8) Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes, p.214, 



are incongruous i n an urban s e t t i n g . The s t y l e of p a s t o r a l poetry has been 

overtaken by events j u s t l i k e nature i t s e l f . F u r t h e r there i s a p o s s i b i l i t y 

t h a t ' l a seve fre m i t sous l e s g r i l l e s ' i s an image not only of nature suppressed 

i n modern l i f e but of human nature, p r i m i t i v e s e n s u a l i t y , l i k e w i s e driven below 

the s u r f a c e by the r u l e s of modern s o c i e t y . This p o s s i b i l i t y i s heightened by 

a comparison of t h i s poem wi t h t h a t other evocation of a summer evening i n 'A l a 

Musique' i n which a c o n t r a s t between the u n i n h i b i t e d p a s s i o n of the n a r r a t o r and 

the r e s t r a i n e d and h y p o c r i t i c a l behaviour of the bourgeoisie i s c l e a r l y made. 

Even i n such l i g h t - h e a r t e d undertakings as the Album zutique one f i n d s , t h e r e f o r e , 

p i e c e s epitomising some of the f i n e s t q u a l i t i e s of the poetry of contemporary 

r e a l i t y a f t e r 1870: the evocation of atmosphere, the humorous mixing of r e g i s t e r s 

of language which may be a v e h i c l e f o r expressing a e s t h e t i c or even moral i n 

s i g h t s , the extension of p o e t i c vocabulary and the t e n s i o n between the p r i m i t i v e 

and the modern. 

I n 1874 another group formed i t s e l f under the t i t l e ' l e s V i v a n t s ' . Refer

ence i s sometimes made to t h i s group i n such a way as to suggest that i t was as 

e x t e n s i v e i n s i z e as such gatherings as the 'Hydropathes'. I n f a c t , at f i r s t , i t s 

only members were Bouchor, Bourget and Richepin though l a t e r i t a t t r a c t e d four 

new r e c r u i t s : Ponchon, R o l l i n a t , V i c a i r e and the ubiquitous Charles Cros. Despite 

the very s m a l l number of ' f u l l ' members the group showed a t a l e n t f o r p u b l i c 

r e l a t i o n s and was of c o n s i d e r a b l e i n f l u e n c e . From the s t a r t the avowed aim of 

the 'Vivants* was the p o r t r a y a l i n poetry of modern l i f e ; they chose t h e i r t i t l e 

a welcome f o r h i s views i n the pages of Blemont's Renaissance a r t i s t i q u e et 

l i t t e r a i r e to which, i n 1874, he c o n t r i b u t e d an a r t i c l e condemning the s t a t e of 

French poetry and p a r t i c u l a r l y the r e f u s a l of the Parnassians to come to terms 

w i t h the l i f e around them. Out of the a c t i v i t i e s of the 'Vivants' was to come a 

number of important volumes i n c l u d i n g Richepin's La Chanson des Gueux and Bourget's 

E d e l w i t h i t s preface exhorting poets to modernism. Such work was a l s o the 

s t a r t i n g - p o i n t , or one of them, of Laforgue who g r e a t l y admired Bourget. The 

importance, and the shortcomings, of the 'Vivants's' c o n t r i b u t i o n to the develop

ment of French poetry have not been overlooked by one or two p e r s p i c a c i o u s c r i t i c s . 

P a u l F o r t and L o u i s Mandin remarked on the value of pioneering poetry t h a t was 
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more popular i n tone, t h a t r e f l e c t e d the noise and b u s t l e of modern s t r e e t s 

but they a l s o c r i t i c i s e d the 1 V i v a n t s ' f o r f a i l i n g to r e p l a c e the outworn 

technique of the P a r n a s s i a n s and thereby match t h e i r innovations i n s u b j e c t -

m a t t e r ^ ) . Kahn a l s o a t t r i b u t e d t h e i r u l t i m a t e f a i l u r e to t h e i r o v e r - r e l i a n c e 

on r h e t o r i c and t h e i r l a c k of daring w h i l s t a p p r e c i a t i n g t h e i r general i n t e n t i o n ( 1 0 ) . 

I n 1875 and 1876, at the i n s t i g a t i o n of Nina de V i l l a r d and Charles Cros, 

s e v e r a l poets c o l l a b o r a t e d i n the production of the Digains r e a l i s t e s . Nina's 

o r i g i n a l i d ea seems to have been the production of a c o l l e c t i v e volume along 

the l i n e s of the Album zutique but which would be c a r e f u l l y assembled and even

t u a l l y published. Once again one of the i n t e n t i o n s was to be parody and the 

p r i n c i p a l v i c t i m Coppee. Richepin, R o l l i n a t , Nouveau, Fremine, Antoine Cros and 

others e n t h u s i a s t i c a l l y threw themselves i n t o the t a s k . Spice was added to the 

e n t e r p r i s e by the r e j e c t i o n of items sent by Nina and by Charles Cros fo r 

i n c l u s i o n i n the Parnasse contemporain. For a time the idea of revenge i n c l i n e d 

the authors to the t i t l e Le Montparnasse contemporain f o r the c o l l e c t i o n i n 

p r e p a r a t i o n , but e v e n t u a l l y the s i m p l e r t i t l e was decided on, i n d i c a t i n g , perhaps, 

t h a t the volume was meant as something more than a l i t e r a r y joke; C h a r l e s Cros, 

at l e a s t , thought h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n important enough to include i t i n the d e f i n 

i t i v e 1879 e d i t i o n of Le C o f f r e t de s a n t a l . 

Around the time of the composition of the Diatains r e ' a l i s t e s can be s i t u a t e d 

the beginnings of the cenacle system normally a s s o c i a t e d with the years immedia

t e l y preceding Symbolism and continuing f o r some time afterwards, t h a t i s to say 

r e g u l a r meetings at a cafe' or r e s t a u r a n t with f a c i l i t i e s f o r r e c i t a l and p e r f o r 

mance - though as we have seen the ground was already w e l l prepared. The f i r s t 

c abaret of t h i s k i n d of any importance was the 'Sherry Gobbler'(11), which 

(9) H i s t o i r e de l a Poesie f r a n g a i s e depuis 1850, p.50. 
(10) La Revue blanche, September-December 1901, p.13. 
(11) T h i s would appear to be the most r e l i a b l e s p e l l i n g . 



enjoyed i t s hour of fame i n the Q u a r t i e r L a t i n from 1875 u n t i l 1878. Although 

frequented by Mallarme and V i l l i e r s de 1'Isle-Adam i t s membership was very l a r g e l y 

given over to poets t r e a t i n g modern l i f e i n t h e i r works i n c l u d i n g R o l l i n a t , 

Bouchor, Bourget, Coppee, Goudeau, Richepin, Nouveau, G i l l and thoroughgoing 

s a t i r i s t s l i k e Sapeck, Ponchon and Cohl. Andre* G i l l ' s a c t i v i t y at t h i s time was 

of c o n s i d e r a b l e importance; he has been described as the master of the whole 

'boheme' of the y e a r s 1875-1885. He was famous as a c a r i c a t u r i s t and i t i s t h i s 

aspect of h i s work which has guaranteed the s u r v i v a l of h i s name. However h i s 

l i t e r a r y output was a l s o well-known i n h i s l i f e - t i m e and i s not without i n t e r e s t 

f o r the r e s e a r c h e r . As w e l l as w r i t i n g a play i n c o l l a b o r a t i o n with Richepin he 

r e c i t e d poetry i n the cafe's and published these i n volume form, i n 1879, i n 

La Muse \ B i b i . His s a t i r i c a l and modernist poems are by no means the l e a s t 

s u c c e s s f u l of the period; of even more c r u c i a l importance are h i s attempts to 

match i n v e r s e developments i n the p l a s t i c a r t s , a tendancy of which 'Impression-

nisme' i s the most obvious example. Not only did such a poem i n d i c a t e an attempt 

at ' t r a n s p o s i t i o n d ' a r t ' , but, through i t s obvious debt to G i l l ' s f r i e n d 

V e r l a i n e i t provides an i n s t a n c e of the e a r l y r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t V e r l a i n e ' s i n t e n t i o n 

i n some of the poetry of the 1870s was e x p l i c i t l y and p r e c i s e l y i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c -

an example as yet unused by l i t e r a r y h i s t o r i a n s , presumably because of the r e l a 

t i v e i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y of G i l l ' s poetry. E a r l y i n the h i s t o r y of the ce*nacles of 

pre-Symbolism G i l l ' s work and i n f l u e n c e was o r i e n t a t e d towards the a s s o c i a t i o n 

of modernism with new modes of p o e t i c expression p a r t l y drawn from the example 

of contemporary p a i n t e r s . The 'Sherry Gobbler' meetings were a great success; 

the 'Vivants', who had p r e v i o u s l y met at an estaminet i n the rue des Boulangers 

now made i t t h e i r headquarters; many new a r r i v a l s made t h e i r way to the gatherings, 

one of whom was Kahn. The p o s s i b i l i t y of the i n f l u e n c e of the spontaneity of 

the items performed there on Kahn's c o n t r i b u t i o n to the development of f r e e v e r s e 

i s i n t r i g u i n g . 

I n 1878 Goudeau with the ready support of the other habitues of the 'Sherry 

Gobbler' had the e x c e l l e n t i d e a of u n i t i n g the various groups then e x i s t i n g i n t o 

one l a r g e cenacle c a l l i n g i t s e l f ' l e s Hydropathes'. Thus the most famous and the 



l a r g e s t of a l l the pre-Symbolist groupings had, l i k e a l l the other associations 

so f a r examined, a convinced modernist as i t s leader and d r i v i n g f orce. Goudeau 

i n h i s autobiographical Dix ans de bohe'me s p e c i f i c a l l y mentioned the importance 

of modernist poets at the meetings of the 'Hydropathes'(12). The most t y p i c a l 

items performed at the Friday evening gatherings were poems r e c i t e d by Charles 

Cros, G i l l , R o l l i n a t , Fremine and Valade. Paul Marrot would recount his 'tableaux 

de v i e * and Jean Floux and F e l i c i e n Champsaur t h e i r 'tres p a r i s i e n s ' c o l l e c t i o n s 

of verse. L o r i n was widely appreciated f o r his compelling performance of the 

items l a t e r c o l l e c t e d i n Paris-Rose. Rodenbach gave regular readings from 

Les Tr i s t e s s e s . Many c a r i c a t u r i s t s and painters also attended the gatherings 

d i s p l a y i n g t h e i r work and sometimes embarking on j o i n t ventures w i t h the poets(13). 

Of at l e a s t as much s i g n i f i c a n c e f o r the development of French poetry as the 

works performed or shown by i n d i v i d u a l a r t i s t s were the many songs sung i n 

chorus p r i n k i n g songs, p o l i t i c a l s a t i r e , t r a d i t i o n a l s o n g s ^ a l l of them characte

r i s e d by popular song-forms, r e f r a i n s and frequent humour. The attendance at 

the 'Hydropathe' gatherings was very l a r g e , usually between one hundred and f i f t y 

and three hundred. Even established c r i t i c s of the i l k of Francisque Sarcey and 

Jules C l a r e t i e were so impressed by the v i t a l i t y , enthusiasm and o r i g i n a l i t y of 

the performances t h a t they saw i n the 'Hydropathes' a symptom of the renewal of 

French l i t e r a t u r e . The membership of the 'Hydropathes' was impressive q u a l i t a t i 

v e l y as w e l l as q u a n t i t a t i v e l y , i n c l u d i n g A l l a i s , Coquelin (the celebrated per

former of monologues and e s p e c i a l l y of Cros's 'Hareng saur'), Q^pee, G i l l , Mac Nab, 

Maupassant, Monselet, Moreas, Rodenbach, Sapeck, Tailhade, V i c a i r e , Verlaine, 

Bouchor, Richepin, Kahn, A j a l b e r t , Forain, Bourget, Henri de Re'gnier, Vi e l e T - G r i f f i n , 

Blemont, Cros, Goudeau, Valade, R o l l i n a t , Raynaud, Nouveau, L o r i n and Laforgue. 

The presence of so many poets involved i n the development of free verse i n France 

i s of great i n t e r e s t ; the apparently l i g h t - h e a r t e d challenge t o accepted rules may 

(12) o p . c i t . , p.156. 
(13) Paris-Rose was an unusual example of such ' c o l l a b o r a t i o n 1 . The 

i l l u s t r a t o r C abriol was none other than L o r i n himself. 



w e l l have con t r i b u t e d "bb "the, I *\0©r-V«vt mrtoV«.,ir»OÎ  \^ [YCy\c|^ 
preSeay J?or sobered CAw4rorf«.$, ' 

The 1Hydropathes' set the p a t t e r n f o r a l l the other gatherings t h a t 

were t o f o l l o w t h e i r disappearance i n 1880: the 'Hirsutes' (September 1881 

- A p r i l 1883) which was v i r t u a l l y a continuation of the lamented 'Hydropathes' 

ev e n t u a l l y dominated by Goudeau; the celebrated gatherings at the 'Chat n o i r * 

founded i n 1881 by S a l i s and producing i t s own broadsheet Le Chat n o i r ; 'Nous 

Autres' ( i n existence i n September 1883) which was soon taken by i t s leader 

the poet-painter A u r i o l t o j o i n the gatherings at the 'Chat Noir'; 'Les 

Jeunes' (c.1882-1883) a band of lesser known youngsters; 'les Z u t i s t e s ' of 

1883 so named out of Cros's n o s t a l g i a f o r the 'Cercle zutique' w i t h much the 

same membership as the gatherings already l i s t e d ; f i n a l l y the 'Jemenfoutistes', 

again of almost i d e n t i c a l complexion. A l l these groupings, and others not 

mentioned, were marked by the same t a s t e f o r contemporary r e a l i t y and by the 

popular and s a t i r i c a l form of the works r e c i t e d at t h e i r meetings. 

I t may not be i n a p p r o p r i a t e at t h i s point t o give examples of the kind of 

poetry performed at these gatherings l i m i t i n g ourselves t o the work of poets 

f o r whom space has not been found i n the chapters which f o l l o w . I t should be 

stressed, however, t h a t the major poets of the period d i d also produce poetry 

a r i s i n g out of the l i f e of the l i t e r a r y groups and sometimes aimed s p e c i f i c a l l y 

at t h e i r f e l l o w members. Even Mallarme may be considered i n t h i s l i g h t ( 1 4 ) i n 

h i s production of the I n v i t a t i o n a l a soire'e d'inauguration de l a 'Revue 

Independante': 
La Revue avec b r u i t qu'on nomme 
INDEPENDANTE sous peu pend 
Une c r e m a i l l e r e d'or comme 
Le gaz de son l o c a l pimpant. 

Caresse' par l a r e u s s i t e 
Et regards d'extase amincis, 
Edouard Dujardin s o l l i c i t e 
Qu'apres neuf heures l e v i n g t - s i x 

Novembre, par 1'ombre endossle 
D'un h a b i t st crachats divers 
Vous honoriez, onze, Chaussee 
D'Antin, son magasin de vers. 

(14) Jean A j a l b e r t discussed the group surrounding the ̂ v u e Independante 
and Mallarme''s p a r t i c i p a t i o n i n i t i n h i s Memoires en Vrac, p. 189. 



C'est entre messieurs, sans compagne, 
Y trouvant du blanc de poulet 
Et l'on s'attend m6me au champagne 
Si d'autre r i r e ne c o u l a i t . (15) 

The task of unearthing and evaluating poetry performed at the various 

gatherings i s more d i f f i c u l t than might at f i r s t be supposed. Some of the 

most celebrated performers l i k e Sapeck have l e f t no c o l l e c t i o n . Yet i n 

March 1880 Alphonse A l l a i s wrote an a r t i c l e claiming t h a t Sapeck was one of 

the greatest i n i t i a t o r s of the new movement of anti-bourgeois s a t i r e among 

the young w r i t e r s , d escribing him as ' l ' i l l u s t r e Sapeck, l e grand maftre 

du Fumisme, l e beau r i e u r i n f a t i g a b l e qui a ose^ j e t e r au nez des bourgeois 

de l a r i v e gauche l e premier e c l a t de r i r e que l'on a i t endendu depuis l a 

guerre. Vive Sapeck.'(16) One i s l e f t t o imagine what the work of Sapeck 

and a host of others was l i k e . Other poets who have l e f t c o l l e c t i o n s have 

sometimes omitted from these the m a t e r i a l they wrote f o r these performances, 

or at l e a s t they have omitted them from the c o l l e c t i o n s of t h e i r mature years(17). 

Other poets only c o l l e c t e d t h e i r work much l a t e r , g i v i n g grounds f o r speculation 

t h a t much may have been a l t e r e d or even f o r g o t t e n . (18) Even poetry published 

more or less at the time of performance, or noted and l a t e r recorded by those 

present at the gatherings, i s d i f f i c u l t t o evaluate i n the absence of performing 

s k i l l s such as t i m i n g , tone of voice, impersonation or even ventriloquism(19) 

not t o mention musical accompaniment and the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of impromptu 

(15) W r i t t e n 1886. Mallarme^, Oeuvres Completes, pp.180-81. An amended 
version was w r i t t e n i n 1887 when the inauguration was postponed u n t i l 
March of t h a t year. 

(16) L'Hydropathe, 15th March 1880. 
(17) Bouc||or's l a t e r c o l l e c t i o n s , f o r instance, w i t h t h e i r profound r e l i g i o u s 

and p h i l o s o p h i c a l preoccupations seem worlds apart from the l i g h t -
hearted CJbians^ns_joy^u^es^ of 1874. 

(18) Raoul Ponchon, perhaps the greatest performer of a l l at the gatherings 
of the 1870s and 1880s, only published his work i n c o l l e c t e d form i n 
the 1920s. 

(19) Sapeck seems t o have possessed a l l these p r a c t i c a l s k i l l s which went 
a long way towards compensating f o r h i s small output of o r i g i n a l m a t e r i a l . 



v a r i a t i o n s . Nevertheless i t remains i n t e r e s t i n g to look at a representative 

s e l e c t i o n of t h i s poetry both here, b r i e f l y , and at greater length i n the 

second p a r t of t h i s t h e s i s i n the discussion of the work of poets l i k e 

R o l l i n a t , G i l l , Gftudeau, Cros and Valade - a l l mainstays of the cenacles. 

The poetry of Henri Chantavoine was t y p i c a l of a c e r t a i n vein of s a t i r e 

at the gatherings; i t was w r i t t e n , performed and published at the height of 

the a c t i v i t y of the 'Hydropathes'. A poem l i k e 'Jean HirOux'(20) i s a 

remarkable combination of the form of s a t i r e associated w i t h classiet$ r / | 

and a thoroughly modern s e t t i n g : 

Le f r o n t bas, o e i l e^teint e t l e geste hideux. 
Cicerone i n t e r l o p e a l a porte des gares, 
Ramasseur brevete* de vieux bouts de cigares, 
I I f a i t tous les metiers louches et hasardeux. 

A i g r i par l a mis^re et ronge par l a haine, 
I I va, r&Meur s i n i s t r e e t tene'breux, g l i s s a n t 
Aujourd'hui dans l a boue et demain dans l e sang, 
Epouvante e t rebut de l a f a m i l l e humaine. 

Refusant du t r a v a i l e t demandant du pain, 
Comme un loup en maraude i l p o u r s u i t son chemin, 
Pr&t a mordre et montrant ses nuichoires hardies; 

Et quand l'emeute gronde au sein des carrefours, 
On entend sa voix rauque, et l'on r e v o i t toujours 
Son o e i l rouge, embrase de lueurs d'incendies. 

The poem i s also i n t e r e s t i n g as an example of a combination of p o l i t i c a l and 

s o c i a l s e d i t i o n w i t h poetic conservatism exemplified by the sonnet form. This 

combination was not uncommon among the poets of the ce^nacles . indeed t o a very 

great extent i t was the major poets, l i k e Laforgue, and not the minor f i g u r e s 

who f e l t t h a t the l i g h t - h e a r t e d , spontaneous and popular forms could be used 

f o r the expression of serious subjects. 

F e l i x De*cori was another popular performer at the gatherings whose poetry, 

published i n Le Chat Noir i n 1882, represents many of the tendencies t o be 

found at them: s a t i r e , humour, sentiment and modernity. Two stanzas from 

'Les Vieux Fiacres' provide a ready example: 

(20) S a t i r e s contemporaines, 1880, 



£2 
Anemi>ques maigreurs des coussins tressautants 
Qui perdez par cent t r o u s l e c r i n de vos e n t r a i l l e s , 
Grincements enrou^s des p l a i n t i v e s f e r r a i l l e s , 
Ambulants soubresauts de debris cahotants.... 

A l o r s , s o u i l l e s , f l e t r i s , superbes de hideurs, 
Cabusse's et meurtris aux anciennes bagarres. 
Vous attendez l a n u i t pour g l i s s e r pr^s des gares 
Et P a r i s , t r o p i n g r a t , vous nomme maraudeurs. (21) 

The disappearance of the o l d coaches was a decidedly contemporary theme 

and the poet's vocabulary i s adventurously s p e c i f i c and occasionally 

popular, e.g. 'bagarres', avoiding the perip h r a s i s s t i l l prevalent amongst 

h i s contemporaries. However,the word order i s very conventional but t h i s does 

not d e t r a c t from the o v e r a l l verve of the piece. 

The sentimental note present i n the Decori poem, and . 

i n the >N&f^ ^ Paul Marrot, could occasionally s p i l l over i n t o a rather 

sugary eulogy of honest g r a f t , as was the case w i t h Jean Floux's 'La Maison 

Neuve' (22). The same tendancy i s t o be seen i n the poetry of Edmond Haraucourt, 

notably i n the celebrated 'Le Cheval de Fiacre': 

Le j o u r , l a n u i t , p a r t o u t , g l i s s a n t sur l e verglas, 
Suant sous l e s o l e i l , r u i s s e l a n t dans 1'averse, 
Tendant avec e f f o r t son nez que l e vent gerce, 
T r o t t a n t sa v i e , i l s o u f f l e , eternellement l a s . 

Sa c r i n i e r e aux p o i l s durs q u i tombe en rideaux p l a t s 
Tape son long cou sec que l a f a t i g u e berce; 
Sa peau, sous l e harnais b a t t a n t , s'use et se perce; 
Son mors t i n t e , e t l e s u i t comme son propre glas. 

Ouvrant ses grands yeux ronds, doux comme sa pensee, 
I I c o u r t , en ruminant dans sa t£te baissee 
L'oubli de l a douleur e t l e pardon du mal. 

Et l a f o u l e , devant ce heros qu'on assomme, 
Passe sans regarder l e sublime animal 

Dont nous f e r i o n s un s a i n t s i Dieu l ' a v a i t f a i t homme! (23) 

U t t e r l y conventional i n form and i n vocabulary, and i n t h i s l a t t e r respect 

i n f e r i o r t o the Decori poem, 'Le Cheval de Fiacre' i s an example of the large 

body of poetry of the time which was modern i n the s t a r t i n g - p o i n t of i t s subject 

but which happily u t i l i s e d e x i s t i n g p o e t i c devices employed by poets who were 

(21) Quoted i n R. de Casteras, Avant l e Chat-Noir, Les Hydropathes, pp.103-04. 
(22) See Part Two, Chapter Four. 
(23) L'Ame nue, 1885v 
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not c^rt&tiy concerned w i t h the sp e c i a l problems r a i s e d by t r e a t i n g contempo

r a r y r e a l i t y . This p a r t i c u l a r poem f i t s very w e l l i n t o the stream of sub-

Parnassian poetry, s u b s t i t u t i n g a horse f o r Leconte de L i s l e ' s elephants„ 

Two other forms of s e n t i m e n t a l i t y or n o s t a l g i a were commonplace among 

both the performers and the audience at gatherings l i k e the 'Hydropathes'; the 

f i r s t was n o s t a l g i a f o r the p r o v i n c i a l homes many of them had l e f t behind, the 

second the reg r e t t h a t the ga i e t y of the bohemian l i f e was only a temporary 

haven from the demands of soc i e t y w i t h which they would probably eventually have 

t o come t o terms. Both these forms are found i n the work of Charles Fremine, 

one of the leading l i g h t s of the 'Hydropathes' and of e a r l i e r groups such as 

t h a t responsible f o r the Diaains r ^ a l i s t e s . As w e l l as a poet of p r o v i n c i a l 

n o s t a l g i a he was considered t o be 'un excell e n t p e i n t r e des modernites p a r i s i -

ennes'.(24) Occasionally h i s poems p o i n t a contrast between Paris and the 

provinces, normally t o the detriment of the former; thus 'Chanson de Printemps' 

begins w i t h two and a h a l f stanzas describing the modern Paris from which he 

wishes he could depart f o r the country: 
Loin des t r o t t o i r s f l e u r i s d'ombrelles, 
Loin des quais, l o i n des boulevards, 
Loin des cafes p l e i n s de q u e r e l l e s , 
Loin des salons p l e i n s de bavards; 

Loin des p e t i t s ormes etiques 
Avec l e u r rond de f e r aux pieds, 
Loin des j a r d i n s , l o i n s des boutiques, 
Loin des bourgeois, l o i n des t r o u p i e r s ; 

Loin des moellons et l o i n des marbres, 
Loin du bitume et des pav6s, 
Je veux m'en a l l e r . . . (25) 

The themes of drunkeness and p r o s t i t u t i o n , popular w i t h Baudelaire and the 

N a t u r a l i s t s , also recurred i n the poetry of the cenacles; i n the case of Fremine 

these help t o colour the p i c t u r e of decadent Paris, f o r which, however, a c e r t a i n 

fondness i s evident i n the concern f o r p l a s t i c d e t a i l : 

(24) Quoted i n R. de Casteras, Avant l e Chat-Noir, Les Hydropathes, p.119. 
(25) Idem. 
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Une f i l l e - 1*amour me r a i l l e -
M'accroche: et me d i t sans fa-con, 
D'une v o i x que. l e vice, e * r a i l l e \ 
'Viens-tu chez moi, j o l i gar^on?' 

Deux, ivrognes epileptiques 
Me bousculent dans l e ruisseau 
Et l e s feux rouges des boutiques 
Pont du sang dans les flaques d'eau...(26) 

S^emine's d e f i n i t i v e p oetic s i t u a t i o n was t h a t of the singer of the joys, of 

p r o v i n c i a l , l i f e , where the c o n t r a s t w i t h urban l i f e i s only i m p l i c i t ( 2 7 ) . 

The most celebrated example of Fremine's other type of 'n o s t a l g i c ' poetry -

the sentimental v i s i o n of h i s and h i s companions' bohemian existence - i s , 

a p p r o p r i a t e l y enough, ' V i e i l l e bohjgne1 s 

Las. e n f i n de t i r e r l a queue 
A tous l e s diables du q u a r t i e r , 
Loin des, recors, pour, l a banlieue:, 
Hier a i f u i mon g a r g o t i e r . 

Demain! Qui. s a i t ? Ce. s o i r ? Qu'importe! 
L' b S t e l i e r q u i m'a f a i t c r e d i t , 
Gardera l a c l e f de ma porte., 
}?uis, en route! t o u t sera d i t . . . . 

- Pourtant, j e suis l o i n d'etre t r i s t e j 
Les hommes: graves en r i r o n t , 
Mais seuls de grands reves d ' a r t i s t e 
J e t t e n t de 1'ombre sur mon f r o n t ! (28) 

This was, a p a r t i c u l a r l y popular theme, among the poets, of the c a b l e s ? indeed. 

the commonest- representation o f modernity i n t h e i r work was made through t h e i r 

26) I b i d . , pp. 125-24, 'A c e l u i qui, m'a f a i t poser'. 
27) S t a b l y i n the c o l l e c t i o n Chansons, d' eW. 

(28) Quoted.in R, de e a s t e r n s A v a n t l e C h a t - l o i r r Les Hydropathes, pp. 44r45» 
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evocation of the a r t i s t s ' quarters of Paris and the l i f e they led there. 

Rene Poftsard's 'Le Moulin de l a Galette'(29) was one of a number of poems on 

a l o c a l i t y made famous by p a i n t i n g s of the same period. Eugene Torquet's Ballade 

de l a joyeuse BoheW'(30) r e i t e r a t e d Fremine's enthusiasm. I n January 1882 the 

p o p u l a r i t y of such poems was marked by the beginning of a series of Sonnets -

Montmaftre i n Le Chat Ndir i n c l u d i n g poems such as Raymond de Cazba'5 'La Modele', 

Adolphe Vautier's 'Crepuscule' and the anonymous 'L'Ambulant' which was a 

Richepinesque d e s c r i p t i o n of a s t r e e t musician. 

F o r t u n a t e l y , the cenacle poets were not always content t o repeat the poetic 

c l i c h e s and the time-worn vocabulary of t h e i r forbears. P a r t i c u l a r l y successful 

i s the combination of modernist themes and elements of contemporary everyday 

speech. This i s t o be found i n Vautier's 'CrOpuscule', so reminicent of Corbiere 

i n i t s use of slang: 

C'est l'heure ou, chez les mastroquets, 
Plus c u l o t t e s que les vieux bouges, 
Des consommateurs aux nez rouges 
Etranglent de vert? perroquets. (31) 

Another device i n the quest f o r modernity t h i s time c l e a r l y akin t o Laforgue, 

i s the mixture of modernist theme, w i t h slang (e.g. 'pekin', 'sergot', ' t r i p o t ' 

and 'cocotte') and w i t h medical and t e c h n i c a l terminology seen i n Miguel 

Fernandez's 'Nocturnites'(32), a product^from a s l i g h t l y l a t e r period^of the 

group around Baju: 

29) Le Chat Noir, 18 March 1882. 
(30) I b i d . , 14 January 1882. , 
31) I b i d . , 25 February 1882. 'Etrangler' means to swig down glasses 

i n r a p i d succession; 'perroquet' was a mixture of p a s t i s and absinthe 
or possibly p a s t i s and creme de menthe. 

(32) Le Decadent, 22 May 1886. 



Le s o i r \ l a c l a r t e ' des bees f u l i g i n e u x 
La c i t e ' re'fulgeant dans l'ebeneur de 1'ombre 
Se vet d'astres gazeux, couvre de sa peliombre 
Les pekins absinthe's au t e i n t rubigineux. 

A m i n u i t , l e sergot d'un o e i l calamiteux 
Guette, molosse a d r o i t , l e t r i p o t bas et sombre, 
Traine sa n u l l i t e , zdro dans un v a i n nombre, 
Re*flectant sur l e s Ihurs son p r o f i l malingreux. 

La cocotte e r e i n t e e , aux f a r i n e u r s de p l a t r e , 
Le visage appa^Li par un r e f l e t blematre, 
Balade effrontement ses a i r s c a t a r a c t i f s . 

P a r f o i s dans les l o i n t a i n s , un bourgeois s o l i g r a d e , 
Flaneur vesperal terminant sa promenade, 
Sternute au vent du s o i r des degouts o l f a c t i f s . 

A f u r t h e r p o i n t of i n t e r e s t i n t h i s poem i s the c a r e f u l (though not 

p a r t i c u l a r y evocative) n o t a t i o n of sense-impression*which not only helps 

give i t the cachet of decadence but i s a reminder, i n i t s use of t e c h n i c a l 

terms of l i g h t and colour, of widespread poetic r e f l e c t i o n s i n t h i s period of 

,p«*terly preoccupations: ' f u l i g i n e u x * , 'refulgeant','penombre', 'reflectaw^fc' , 

'appali', 'blematre' and rubigineux'. 

Those elements already seen i n the poetry r e c i t e d at the cenacles - modern

i t y and l a r g e l y s a t i r i c a l humour w i t h an admixture of sentiment - were t o become 

the q u a l i t i e s most r e a d i l y associated w i t h the chansonniers and cabaret poets 

so much a feature of popular c u l t u r a l l i f e i n France from the B e l l e Epoque to 

the present day. Leon Xanrof produced the f i r s t of h i s successful volumes of 

verse t o be sung t o h i s own music i n 1887: Rive gauche. This plaquette was 

s u b t i t l e d Chansons d'Etudiants which i s an accurate i n d i c a t i o n of i t s content; 

the t i t l e would serve equally w e l l f o r many of the poems produced and performed 

i n the cenacles. The c o l l e c t i o n contains fourteen songs, a l l eminently perform-

able and making good use of humorous and popular speech (R£ (Ki 

T~V\e j f* fH ^ f " t e o£ 



of ' F i l l e s de brasseries' are t y p i c a l both o f the c o l l e c t i o n and of the very 

s u b s t a n t i a l p a r t played by the carpe diem r e a c t i o n t o contemporary r e a l i t y , 

discussed" louHŝ r,' i n t h i s -t"Ka&»s ; i n the gatherings: 

Y a des f i l l e s en brasserie 
Qui n'sont pas franches du t o u t , 

Fraiches du t o u t ; 
E l l ' s vous serv'nt un' cochonnerie, 
En vous app'lant: 'mon p e t i t chou'. 

(Refrain) 
C'est pas ik qu' j ' i r a i f a i r ' l a v i e 
Quand j ' a u r a i cent sous. 
C'est pas 1̂ 1 qu' j ' i r a i f a i r ' l a v i e 
Quand j * aurai cent sous. 

Y en a peu qui soient j o l i e s , 
Qui soient beV s y en a beaucoup, 

Y en a beaucoup. 
Pour e l l ' s on f a i t des f o l i e s , 
Faut pas di s c u t e r du gout. 

Comm' 1'absinthe on f a l s i f i e 
Leur t e i n t bleV, l e u r s cheveux roux, 

Leurs cheveux roux, 
I I f a u t e*tre a t t e i n t d'myopie 
Pour d'mander un rendezvous, (33) 

Xanrof's great success at the 'Chat Noir*, the 'Cercle de l a Presse', the 'Bon 

Bock', 'La Marmite' and many other establishments was more or less contemporary 

w i t h t h a t o f the cabaret performer immortalised by Toulouse-Lautrec: A r i s t i d e 

Bruant. 

There i s a s u r p r i s i n g l y melancholy and r e f l e c t i v e a i r about much of Bruant's 

work a l l i e d w i t h a very f i n e f e e l i n g f o r the atmosphere of contemporary r e a l i t y ; 

these q u a l i t i e s are evident i n 'Fantaisie T r i s t e ' : 

I ' b r u i n a i t . . . L*temps e t a i t g r i s , 
On n'voyait pas l ' c i e l . . . L *atmosphere * 
Semblant suer au-d'ssus d'Paris, 
Tombait en bue"' su* l a t e r r e . 

I ' s o u f f l a i t que'qu'chose... on n ' s a i t d'ou; 
C' e t a i t n i du vent, n i d'la b i s e , 
Ca g l i s s a i t entre l ' c o l e t l'cou 
Et ca g l a c a i t sous not' chemise. * • x 

(33) Rive Gauche, pp.54-56, 
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Nous, marchions d'vant nous, dans I ' b r o u i l l a r d , 
On d i s t i n g u a i t des gens maussades. 
Nous, nous suivions un c o r b i l l a r d . 
Eraportant 1'un d'nos camarades. 

Bon Dieu! qu'ca f a , i s a i t f r o i d dans- 1'dos! 
Et p i s c'est qu'on n ' a l l a i t pas v i t e j 
La moell' se f i g e a i t dans l e s os, 
Ga pu3.it l'rhume e t l a b r o n c h i t e . . . . 

(54) 

Although Bruant's f i r s t volume d i d not appear u n t i l . 1889 many of h i s songs 

had already become w e l l known through h i s performances a t the 'Ghat l o i r ' and 

elsewhere. ITrancois Goppee i n p a r t i c u l a r lavished praise upon Bruant which 

i n c i d e n t a l l y shows the sympathy the o f t e n lampooned poet o f Les Humbles f e l t f o r 

the enterprises of the young poets a t the cenacles,; 'Je l e t i e n s pour un descendant, 

en l i g n e d i r e c t e et l e g i t i m e , de n o t r e V i l l o n . Men de l i v r e s q u e , r i e n d ' a r t i f i -

c i e l dans ses v e r s , d'un jet s i n a t u r e l , d'un accent s i populaire.' (55) 

Leon Guichardhas seen p a r a l l e l s between Bruant's work and the poetry of Laforgue 

(36). 

The tendency t o w r i t e poetry intended f o r performance or, a t the very 

l e a s t , having some of the q u a l i t i e s o f popular song combined, w i t h a f e e l f o r 

modernity and everyday l i f e had been evident i n the work of the e a r l i e s t 

cenacle poets of the period a f t e r 1870, notably Bouchor and Ponchons 

(34) i'rorn the two-volume c o l l e c t i o n jjans l a Rue. 
(35) Quoted i n Walch, Anthplogie t des poetes f r a n ^ d s _cont&^ox&h}B, I I , p. 510* 
(36) Jules Laforgue e t s e s poe'sies, p. 136. 

http://pu3.it


J ' a l l a i done de mon pas rapide, 
I n t e r v i e w e r , pour mon goumal, 
J'lammarion, notre i n t r e p i d e 
Astronome na-tional. 

L'heure me semblait opportune. 
C'e'tait l e s o i r . Je l e t r o u v a i 
Jih t r a i n de f a r f o u i l l e r l a Lune 
De son telescope eprouve.,, 

(37) 

Other examples are Ponchon's 'Chanson' (38) and Bouchor's 'Choeur 

de buyeurs. en h i v e r * (39) 

(37) Ponchon, 'La Fbte du s o l e i l ' , La Muse au cabaret, p. 201. 
(38) I b i d . , p. 13. 
(39) Les Chanson*.joyeuses, pp. 159-60. 
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and rBeuverie flamande 1 (40). 

A fe a t u r e of both the chaxisons find the other poetry produced i n the 

cenacles was a pre~Laforguian use of ir o n y to d e f l a t e i n p a r t i c u l a r , 

the serious treatment of love i n h e r i t e d from Romanticism. Thus i n 

Georges. H a l l ' s 'ferolee d'amour1 (.41) the poets b e a u t i f u l blonde 

mistress accepts love w h i l s t reading the newspapers 

Voyons, depeche-toi que j e tourne l a page! 

Henri. Second produced two h i g h l y amusing poems i n the same v e i n . 

I n 'Amour platonique' (42) an innocent newcomer to Paris declares: 

h i s love f o r an apparently r e f i n e d g i r l who r e p l i e s '...Je veux bien./ 

Mais, mon p e t i t , ca ne f a i t r i e n , / l \ i me devras cent sous quand meme!' 

'Sonnera 1 ' a i l et.au patchouli; i une p r o s t i t u e e ' (43) i s notable f o r 

a pun i n the f i n a l stanzas 

Tous les boutons de son corsage 
Par l e s doigts du v i c e arraches 
Oux emigre sur son visage. 

On other occasions the theme of love i s renovated by a reference 

to images drawn from everyday l i f e . Guy-Salvor's 'Kaquettes et v o l a n t s ' 

(44.) i s b u i l t around the,symbol of two g i r l s as ye t unaware of love , 

p l a y i n g badminton and b l i s s f u l l y ignorant t h a t one day they w i l l be 

l i k e rackets and t h e i r tormented lovers.; l i k e shuttlecocks. 

(40) I b i d . , pp. 163.-64.. 
(41) Houyelle Hive Gauche, 8-15 December 1882. 
(4 2 ) L e Chat Noir. 15 J u l y 1882. 
(43.) I b i d . " , 10th June 1882. 
(44) Lutece, 7-14, September I883. 
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One of the f a m i l i a r f i g u r e s at the 'Chat Noir' who i s most o f t e n 

mentioned i n studies of the Symbolist period, u s u a l l y t o her disadvantage, i s 

Marie Krysinska; her f r a g i l e grasp on immo r t a l i t y depends e n t i r e l y on the 

claims made by both h e r s e l f and her admirers that her work was instrumental i n 

the development of f r e e verse. Modern serious c r i t i c i s m has tended t o t r e a t 

these claims w i t h profound scepticism, not h e s i t a t i n g t o pass the most scathing 

judgements of her poetry which has been described as t o t a l l y without poetic 

value, being nothing other than prose given the typographical trimmings of verse. 

Yet the Polish-born poetess d i d enjoy her hour of g l o r y i n the cenacles which 

were assiduously attended by many of the pioneers of f r e e verse i n France, her 

innovations were there f o r a l l t o read, i n 1882-^83, i n the Saturday broadsheet 

Le Chat Noir and i n La Vie Moderne. Moreover these innovations came close on the 

heels of a l l the experiments made i n r e l a t i v e l y spontaneous and popular forms 

of verse by the performers at the gatherings. I t may w e l l be t h a t the time has 

not yet come f o r dispensing w i t h the once o b l i g a t o r y references t o Krysinska 

i n the manuals of nineteenth-century French poetry. An i n t e r e s t i n g feature of 

Krysinska's work, as of t h a t of many of her confreres, was the acknowledgement i t 

made t o contemporary developments i n the p l a s t i c a r t s . This i s evident i n the 

t i t l e s of some of her poems, e.g. 'Symphonie en g r i s ' , 'Nature morte', 'Marine 

sombre' and Soir en mer', i n her concentration on p l a s t i c and atmospheric 

e f f e c t s , and i n the dedica t i o n of her poems to some of the leading progressive 

a r t i s t s of the day. To dismiss Marie Krysinska's e a r l y experiments as prose 

set out i n verse i s not al t o g e t h e r j u s t i f i e d . A t y p i c a l poem of 1882 i s 

'Symphonie en g r i s ' which has features not normally associated w i t h prose -

even p o e t i c prose - notably assonance: 

Plus d'ardentes lueurs sur l e c i e l a l o u r d i , 
Qui semble t r i s t e m e n t rever. 
Les arbres, sans mouvement, 
Mettent dans l e l o i n une d e n t e l l e g r i s e . -
Sur l e c i e l qui semble t r i s t e m e n t rever, 
Plus d'ardentes lueurs. -
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Dans l ' a i r g r i s f l o t t e n t l e s apais-ements, 
Les resignations et l es inquietudes. 
Du sol consteme monte un.e ruraeur etrange, surhumaine, 
Cabalistique langage entendu seulement. 
Des Smes a t t e n t i v e s . 
Les apadsements, l e s r e s i g n a t i o n s , et l es inquietudes 
F l o t t e n t dans 1'air g r i s . . . . 

(45) 

Her l a t e r work i s closer t o normally accepted d e f i n i t i o n s of vers. 

l i b e r e though here i t has been admitted t h a t she had the examples 

of Kahn, Y i e l e - G r i f f i n and Laforgue a v a i l a b l e to her; one of the 

best of these poems i s 'I'forine c l a i r e * (46). 

This n e c e s s a r i l y b r i e f examination of the cenacles i s s u f f i c i e n t nevertheless, 

45) %thmes pittorequesg 'Symphonie en g r i s * was w r i t t e n i n November 1882. 
,46) Joies errantes, published 1894« 
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i t i s hoped, t o show the extent t o which the type of work performed at the 

gatherings l i k e the 'Zu t i s t e s ' and so on may be r e l a t e d t o the development of 

the major poetry of the period 1870-1887; the r e l a t i o n s h i p v aries from a very 

general f e a t u r e l i k e the treatment of contemporary subjects t o things much 

more precise l i k e the development of f r e e verse as a v e h i c l e f o r formulating 

the most t r a n s i e n t experiences of the consctoasness, 

The reasons f o r a serious consideration of the cenacles are several and 

a less r i g i d adherence t o the accepted schema of French po e t i c e v o l u t i o n i n 

the pe r i o d would probably have caused them t o be l i s t e d before now. The 

cenacles were important because t h e i r preoccupation w i t h modern subjects e n t a i l e d 

a departure from abstract r h e t o r i c and from the d e s c r i p t i v e and h i s t o r i c a l 

i n t e r e s t s of the Parnasse. The Juvenalian t r a d i t i o n of s a t i r e , which G i l b e r t 

Highet has said was most s t r i k i n g l y revived i n nineteenth-century France(47), 

was continued by the anti-establishment gatherings a f t e r 1870. To some extent 

i n both the treatment of modern subjects and i n t h e i r perpetuation of the 

s a t i r i c a l t r a d i t i o n the cenacle poets were the i m i t a t o r s of Hugo(48) but t h e i r 

achievement was t o f i n d an a l t e r n a t i v e form to the Hugolian t i r a d e used t o such 

e f f e c t i n Les Ch&timents. This innovation l a r g e l y lay i n t h e i r humorous t r e a t 

ment of t h e i r subjects - which i s not t o say t h a t Hugo was incapable of b i t i n g 

humour but t h a t t h i s was more c o n s i s t e n t l y t h e i r vein than h i s . I n part t h i s 

innovation may be l i n k e d w i t h the apparent lack of seriousness and commitment 

among many of the younger poets a f t e r 1870. This a t t i t u d e of d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 

w i t h i n t e l l e c t u a l a c t i v i t y of an obvious k i n d and a corresponding fondness f o r 

the simple pleasures of l i v i n g also a f f e c t e d the subject-matter of the ce"nacle 

poets by concentrating t h e i r a t t e n t i o n upon the l i f e of sensation, upon the 

more immediate aspects of r e a l i t y and upon the humble experiences of everyday 

l i v i n g . S a t i r e , humour, contemporary and ordinary subjects, n o n - i n t e l l e c t u a l 

(47) G. Highet, Juvenal the S a t i r i s t , pp.226-29 and 336-38. 
(48) For a discussion of Hugo and the s a t i r i c a l t r a d i t i o n see A. Collignon, 

' V i c t o r Hugo et Juvenal', and P. Stapfer, V i c t o r Hugo et l a grande poesie 
s a t i r i q u e en France. 
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experiences and spontaneous f e e l i n g s a l l required, f o r t h e i r f u l l e s t , expression, 

some change i n the s t r u c t u r e and language of poetry. From the s t r u c t u r a l p o i n t 

of view a s u i t a b l e medium was already a v a i l a b l e i n the form of popular song. The 

spread of societes chantantes u t i l i s i n g the features of popular song had begun 

as e a r l y as the period immediately a f t e r Beranger's success, so t h a t by 1845 

there were no less than f o u r hundred and eighty such goguettes i n the Paris area. 

This vogue had never q u i t e died out and i n the 1870s young w r i t e r s on the l e f t 

bank saw i n i t a means of gaining an audience f o r t h e i r work without the necessity 

of p u b l i c a t i o n . I t i s i n the 1870s t h a t the tru e beginning of cabarets of poetes 

re*citants may s a f e l y be placed. The encasement of a i t o p i c a l s a t i r i c a l reference 

i n the form of a popular song l e d i n e v i t a b l y to an i r o n i c e f f e c t as d i d the 

j u x t a p o s i t i o n of popular speech and slang w i t h serious subjects generally. I t i s 

not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t Kahn informs us of Laforgue's enthusiasm f o r the cabaret 

r e c i t a t i o n s and f o r the ballades and complaintes of A l l a i s , R o l l i n a t , Goudeau and 

others ( 4 9 ) . 

The poetry of the cenacles was marked, not s u r p r i s i n g l y , by an extension of 

vocabulary mostly i n the areas of popular and everyday speech but also i n the 

f i e l d of t e c h n i c a l terms; t h i s l a t t e r development i s doubtless r e l a t e d t o the f a c t 

t h a t a high p r o p o r t i o n of the poets and audiences at the gatherings were students 

of law, philosophy and medicine. Thus one may see the o r i g i n s of what i s one of 

the most s t r i k i n g aspects of Laforgue's poetry the mixing of at l e a s t three 

r e g i s t e r s of language: the t r a d i t i o n a l l y p o e t i c , everyday speech and t e c h n i c a l 

terminology. This mixture i s already t o be found i n a poem l i k e Decori's 'Les 

Vieux Fiacres' w i t h i t s t r a d i t i o n a l p o e t i c a n t i t h e s i s : 'superbes de hideurs', w i t h 

i t s use of t e c h n i c a l terms: ' a n t i q u e s ' . Similar examples could be e l i c i t e d from 

the work of a number of the cenacle poets. I n another poem already c i t e d , Fremine's 

'A c e l u i qui m'a f a i t poser', one reads of 'ivrognes e p i l e p t i q u e s ' . As t o the 

p o p u l a r i s a t i o n of p o e t i c vocabulary and tone undertaken by the cabaret poets of 

the 1870s and l a t e r , some caution and c l a r i f i c a t i o n i s necessary. I t may be 

argued, w i t h considerable j u s t i f i c a t i o n t h a t Richepin's Gueux and poems l i k e 

(49) See Kahn's a r t i c l e 'Jules LafOrgue' i n Les Nouvelles L i t t e r a i r e s , December 1928. 
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Verlaine's 'Faut h u r l e r avec les loups'(50) are i m i t a t i o n s of popular speech 

making l i t t l e advance on s i m i l a r endeavours by Moliere(51). The same may be 

said of most of the cenacle poetry; the basic conservatism of much of t h i s verse 

i s evident i n i t s word order r e p l e t e w i t h unnatural inversions and other devices 

aimed at maintaining the c o r r e c t s y l l a b l e count and b r i n g i n g the rhyme word t o 

the end of the l i n e . There i s a b i g d i f f e r e n c e between the i n t r o d u c t i o n of 

popular vocabulary and the comprehension and a s s i m i l a t i o n of the rhythms of 

ordinary speech which i s a f e a t u r e of the work of most of the major poets w r i t i n g 

a f t e r 1870 and which more than almost anything else lends t h e i r poetry the f e e l 

of the contemporary world. Nevertheless t h i s development i s connected w i t h the 

p o p u l a r i s a t i o n of p o e t i c language; moreover the sheer q u a n t i t y of poetry a f t e r 

1870 using popular vocabulary i s a symptom of the widespread d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n 

w i t h the e x i s t i n g p o e t i c medium as a v e h i c l e f o r the treatment of contemporary 

r e a l i t y . The p o e t i c r e c i t a l s at the gatherings were l i b e r a l l y interspersed w i t h 

prose items and comedy; t h i s f a c t together w i t h the greater spontaneity of the 

verse i t s e l f may w e l l have l e d t o gradual discovery of f r e e verse by Marie 

Krysinska and other habitue's of the c l n a c l e s . 

Another reason f o r the serious study of the cenacles i s , as we have already 

suggested, t h a t they represent a clear instance of the i n t e r r e l a t i o n of poetry 

and the p l a s t i c a r t s , a phenomenon of such importance i n t h i s period. 

The i n f l u e n c e of gatherings l i k e the 'Hydropathes 1 and the 'Zutistes' and 

the e a r l i e r groups on both minor and major poets a f t e r 1870 i s very marked. I t 

i s of course evident i n the works of Cros, Goudeau, Richepin, R o l l i n a t and others 

who wrote l a r g e l y f o r cenacle audiences, i n i t i a l l y at l e a s t . But i t i s also 

c l e a r i n Rimbaud's c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the Album zutique and i n the conversational 

tone and i r o n y of much of h i s verse as w e l l as the more obvious attempts t o 

provoke the bourgeois reader (who was i n r e a l i t y extremely h y p o t h e t i c a l ) . I t i s 

• \ 
(50) Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p.295. 
(51) See, f o r example, the language a t t r i b u t e d t o the peasants i n Pom Juan. 
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present i n the song-like form and s u p e r f i c i a l l i g h t n e s s of poems l i k e Verlaine's 

'0 t r i s t e , t r i s t e e t a i t mon 'ame' (52) as w e l l as the b i t i n g s a t i r e of the l a t e r 

c o l l e c t i o n s . I t i s arguably d i s c e r n i b l e i n the popular s t y l e and b i t t e r gaiety 

of poems l i k e Corbiere's 'Boheme de chic' and i n h i s attachment t o s a t i r e ( 5 3 ) . 

I n h i s case, however, there i s l i t t l e b i ographical information t o support argu

ments i n favour of actual i n f l u e n c e and one may be confronted w i t h nothing other 

than a s t r i k i n g p a r a l l e l . The in f l u e n c e of the cenacles i s , on the other hand, 

undeniable i n the case of the Laforgue of the 'Complainte de l ' o u b l i des morts' 

and other poems modelled e x a c t l y on popular cabaret forms. 

(52) Romances sans paroles ( ' A r i e t t e s oublie'es'. V I I ) 
(53) e.g. 'A un Juvenal de l a i t ' . 



b) The Major Poets ; Some Relationships and Influences 

The scope of the remarks t h a t f o l l o w i s very modest and l i t t l e claim 

i s made to o r i g i n a l scholarship. Nevertheless, i t i s f e l t t h a t the 

g i v i n g of such a context i s e s s e n t i a l . I t pursues some of the questions 

already r a i s e d i n t h i s t h e s i s and a n t i c i p a t e s l a t e r discussion, p a r t i 

c u l a r l y i n Part Two, Chapter Four, on the subject of poetic impression

ism. Three of the four poets t o whom we are paying s p e c i a l a t t e n t i o n 

are t r e a t e d now. The f o u r t h , Laforgue, i s perhaps the most i n t e r e s t i n g 

of aH to study from t h i s p o i n t of view and so his p o s i t i o n i s examined 

at length i n Part Three, Chapter Two, where the format of the case h i s 

t o r y has allowed more comprehensive treatment. 

( i ) Verlaine 

On the subject of Verlaine's r e l a t i o n s h i p s w i t h other w r i t e r s and 

a r t i s t s , two areas are of p a r t i c u l a r importance f o r our purposes: h i s 

fr i e n d s h i p w i t h Rimbaud and h i s contact w i t h the Impressionist painters 

and t h e i r c i r c l e . I n speaking of Verlaine's contact w i t h Impressionism, 

one i s i n good company; a number of c r i t i c s have gone so f a r as to t a l k 

of the poet's 'impressionism', admittedly p l a c i n g a v a r i e t y of emphases 

on the term, among them Martino, Adam, Robichez, Bo r e l , Nadal, Osmond, 

Praz, Zimmermann. The use of t h i s borrowing from the terminology of 

p a i n t i n g i s more than the r e f l e c t i o n of the whim of c r i t i c s or of t h e i r 

desire t o f i n d a word t o define the 'vagueness' which i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c 

of so much of Verlaine's best poetry. The analogy goes much f u r t h e r 

than t h a t , as some of the c r i t i c s we have mentioned have hastened to 

p o i n t out. 

J. Robichez has spoken of (54) 'les l i a i s o n s e t r o i t e s qui unissent 

les Paysages beiges e t les Aquarelles aux i n t e n t i o n s et aux proce'tie's 

C54) Oeuvres Poetiques (Garnier e d i t i o n ) , p. 144. 



des p e i n t r e s impressionnistes, personnellement connus de Verlaine', 

Antoine Adam quotes from Nadal's book (which contains by f a r the most 

extensive study of Verlaine's impressionism to date) a reference t o the 

s i m i l a r i t y between Verlaine's p o e t i c technique of the 1870s w i t h what 

i n p a i n t i n g was t o become u n i v e r s a l l y l a b e l l e d as impressionism. Adam 

maintains t h a t there i s more involved than a resemblance of technique. 

The claim i s made t h a t , as a r e s u l t of h i s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h f i g u r e s 

connected w i t h the movement, Verlaine became f a m i l i a r w i t h the 

aesthetic ambitions of the p a i n t e r s and, more or less d e l i b e r a t e l y , set 

about adopting t h e i r ideas and discoveries t o the a r t of poetry. This 

suggestion, i f confirmed, would c e r t a i n l y substantiate our own view t h a t 

Impressionist p a i n t i n g may have helped Verlaine and Rimbaud i n the 

eventual discovery of t h e i r most e f f e c t i v e and o r i g i n a l means of poetic 

expression. Antoine Adam also remarks t h a t the poet's contact w i t h the 

painters took place p r e c i s e l y during the p e r i o d of the f o r m u l a t i o n of 

the ideas and techniques e s s e n t i a l t o Impressionism, i n the year$1869-

74. Verlaine had i n f a c t made the acquaintance of Manet at Nina de 

C a l l i a s ' s salon. During the p a i n t i n g , by Fantin-Latour, of the p o r t r a i t 

of the e d i t o r s of Blemont's Renaissance, Verlaine was n a t u r a l l y i n the 

company of t h i s associate of the Impressionists. From Fantin-Latour, 

from Manet, from Forain, who was a great f r i e n d of Verlaine as w e l l as 

of Rimbaud at t h i s time, and from Andre G i l l , Verlaine learned about and 

appreciated the t h e o r i e s and p r a c t i c e of Impressionism. The importance 

G i l l i n t h i s context should not be overlooked as i t has been h i t h e r t o -

h i s work provided an i n t e r e s t i n g bridge between p i c t o r i a l and poetic 

impressionism, and what i s more, h i s poetry appears to show the i n f l u 

ence of discussions w i t h Verlaine. His poem 'Impressionnisme' (and 

others) demonstrates a l i n k between Verlaine's poetry and p i c t o r i a l 

Impressionism as e a r l y as the mid-1870s (56). 

(55) A. Adam, Ver l a i n e , p. 113. 

(55) 

A. Aaam, v e r i a i n e , p. X X J . 
S«& PocrV Two t (JkAHC p our C56) 



An examination of Verlaine's correspondence from the period of h i s 

f i r s t stay i n England c e r t a i n l y i n d i c a t e h i s f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the work 

of the Impressionist p a i n t e r s . Perhaps of special importance i s the 

f a c t t h a t i t i s i n these l e t t e r s t h a t Verlaine reveals h i s new 'voc

a t i o n ' as a modernist. This p a r t i a l aesthetic volte-face on the p a r t 

of the creator of the Parnassian poems included i n Poemes Saturniens 
A 

and the n o s t a l g i c evocation of the eighteenth century i n Fetes Galantes 

i s more r e a d i l y explained i f one t h i n k s i n terms of the r e v e l a t i o n of 

Impressionism. 

A f t e r a v i s i t t o the National Gallery the poet complains: 'Nulle 
y 

modernite, j e mets a m i l l e piques M o n t i c e l l i au-dessus de Turner et 

Biard au-dessus de Hogarth.' (57) This remark demonstrates Verlaine's 

desire f o r modernism i n a r t , and would even suggest t h a t h i s enthusiasm 

had momentarily warped h i s aesthetic judgement ! A perusal of the perma

nent French Gallery i n London gives r i s e t o a comment t h a t shows Ver

l a i n e ' s knowledge of the young p a i n t e r s who were c r e a t i n g the great 

p i c t o r i a l r e v o l u t i o n : 'Rien de neuf, i c i , s i ce n'est l a presence entr' 

autres tableaux fr a n c a i s (Manet, Monet, Herpignies, Renoir, etc.) du 

Coin de t a b l e de Fantin.' (58) 

Time and time again, the l e t t e r s of t h i s period show a passion f o r 

the b u s t l e and excitement of modern l i f e . I n one p a r t i c u l a r l y i n t e r e s t 

i n g passage, he contrasts modern London w i t h the s i t e s of the t r a d i t i o n a l 

C l a s s i c a l and Romantic bric-a-brac: 
grace a l ' i n o u i e c i r c u l a t i o n des v o i t u r e s , cabs, omnibus 
( i n f e c t s , par paranthese) tramways, chemins de f e r 
incessants sur des ponts de fonte splendides, de grandeur 
lourde, passants incroyablement brutaux, cr i a r d s ( l e s 
canards doivent e^tre d ' o r i g i n e anglaise) , 1'aspect des 
rues e s t , sinon p a r i s i e n (6s blaspheme!) du moins, tre*s 
d i s t r a y a n t ... Au resume, t r e s inattendu, t o u t ca e t cent 
f o i s plus amusant que les I t a l i e s , Espagnes, e t autres 
bords du Rhin. (59) 

(57) Correspondence de Paul Verlaine Messein, 1922-29, torn I p. 63. 
(58) I b i d , p.84, 
(59) I b i d , p. 43 , 



The emphasis on the 'amusant' would seem to suggest th a t the poet's main 

concern i s now w i t h the pleasure of r e a l l i f e . Devotion to the treasures 

and t r a d i t i o n s of the past i s a dusty i n t e l l e c t u a l p u r s u i t , f a r b e t t e r 

f o r the man and f o r the a r t i s t t h a t he should enter f u l l y i n t o contem

porary r e a l i t y and endow h i s works w i t h a sense of ' j o i e de v i v r e ' . 

Verlaine (together w i t h Rimbaud) sometimes seems t o have set about cover

i n g almost every square f o o t of London i n h i s e f f o r t s to gather data 

from contemporary l i f e . The d e s c r i p t i v e passages i n h i s l e t t e r s are the 

only s u b s t a n t i a l m a t e r i a l t o survive from a l l t h i s labour but he had 

intended t h a t they should form the basis of a work e n t i t l e d Croquis 

londoniens. Underwood (60) comments on t h i s period: 

Oui ce paysage londonien est completement a son go£t. 
Comme l e temps, '1'immense t o u r b i l i o n de boue' de l a 
Tamise est 'superbe', 'quelque chose comme un gigantesque 
goguenau debordant'. Le 24 septembre Londres est 
'tres bien', malgre^ sa l a i d e u r , sa p l a t i t u d e 1'absence 
des monuments, car i l y a toujours l e s 'interminables 
docks* qui s u f f i s e n t d ' a i l l e u r s a sa poe'tique de plus en 
plus moderniste'. (61) 

To some extent the events of the years 1870-71 had hastened Verlaine's 

t r a n s i t i o n t o modernism by d r i v i n g him from the Parnassian camp e n t i r e l y . 

Leconte de L i s l e and h i s f a i t h f u l f o l l o w e r s were anti-communards. Merat, 

Valade, L e p e l l e t i e r , Blemont were pro-Commune, or at l e a s t against the 

atrocious treatment of the communards. The ' V i l a i n s Bonshommes' dinners 

were s t a r t e d again and these were attended by the l a t t e r quartet as w e l l 

as by newcomers, Jean Aicard, Ernest d ' H e r v i l l y and Pierre Elzear. I n 

A p r i l 1872, Blemont and other members of the group founded La Renaissance 

a r t i s t i q u e .et l i t t e r a i r e . I t was t o t h i s group t h a t Verlaine now attached 

h i m s e l f , h i s o l d mentor, Leconte de L i s l e , henceforth spoke of him only to 

express surprise that he had not yet been shot ! 'La v i e ' became the 

(60) V. P. Underwood, Verlaine e t 1'Angleterre, p. 74, 
(61) The Verlaine quotations are from Correspondence, torn. I , p.42 & p. 46 



watchword of the new group t i r e d o f the a r t i f i c e and inhumanity of Par-

nassianism. I n a s i m i l a r s p i r i t Bourget and h i s f r i e n d s were soon to 

form the 'Vivants' as we have already seen. A. Adam has said of t h i s 

group of poets and w r i t e r s t o which Verlaine was i n t i m a t e l y l i n k e d ; 

La poesie, a le u r s yeux, d o i t exprimer l a v i e moderne, 
s a i s i e dans ses aspects pittoresques ou captee a sa 
source, dans l'ame contemporaine, i n q u i e t e , nerveuse, 
dechire'e entres les a s p i r a t i o n s vers l ' i d e a l e t les 
at t i r a n c e s de l a c h a i r . (62) 

a statement which p o i n t s both t h e i r closeness t o the Impressionist 

p a i n t e r s , who were f a m i l i a r t o t h i s group, and to Baudelaire. This same 

common ground between Baudelaire and the Impressionists i s found i n G i l l ' s 

poetry. 

Verlaine*s greatest work, the Romances sans paroles, was w r i t t e n 

during t h i s period from e a r l y 1872 t o e a r l y 1873 when h i s j c o n t a c t s w i t h 

these w r i t e r s and a r t i s t s imbued w i t h modernism were closest. These were 

also of course the years of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Rimbaud which we must 

now discuss. 

Whilst we would agree w i t h A. E. Carter when he said: 'The 

advent of Rimbaud was the c e n t r a l p o i n t of Verlalne's l i f e ... without 
t 

i t he would never have w r i t t e n Romances sans paroles and Sagesse (63)^ 

«e cannot agree w i t h those who hold t h a t a l l that i s great i n the older 

poet's work can be a t t r i b u t e d t o the d i r e c t i n f l u e n c e of Rimbaud. As we 

s h a l l hiawte cause t o remark up t o a p o i n t , Verlaine influenced Rimbaud's 

poetry and we would maintain t h a t the r o l e of Rimbaud was p r i m a r i l y t o 

l i b e r a t e Verlaine's genius and not to i n s t i l h i s own poetic ideas and 

p r a c t i c e i n h i s companion i n any d e t a i l e d sense. I t was thus t h a t 

Verlaine had i n s i s t e d on dedicating Romances sans paroles to Rimbaud 

'parce que ces vers ont ete f a i t s , l u i etant l a et m'ayant pousse beaucoup 

a les f a i r e . ' (64) Likewise Rimbaud r e a l i s e d the l i b e r a t i n g f u n c t i o n he 

C62) A. Adam, Verlaine, pp. 107-108. 
(63) A. E, Carter, Verlaine, A Study i n P a r e l l e l s , p. 67. 
(64) Oeuvres Completes de Paul Verlaine Le Club du Me i l l e u r L i v r e , torn.I 

p. 1039. 



72 
performed and i n the famous l e t t e r w r i t t e n a f t e r Verlaine had l e f t him 

stranded i n London proclaimed: 'Avec moi seul t u peux e t r e l i b r e . 1 (65) 

Antoine Blondin w h i l s t r e f e r r i n g t o some of the ways i n which 

Rimbaud may have influenced Verlaine's poetry wisely sets l i m i t s on t h i s 

i n fluence reminding us t h a t some of the poet's 'innovations' i n Romances 

sans paroles were already i m p l i c i t i n poetry w r i t t e n before he had met 

Rimbaud, and t h a t the very t i t l e of the c o l l e c t i o n demonstrates a con

t i n u i t y w i t h h i s e a r l i e r work: 

Chansons tenues, A poor i young shepherd., Street I , e t chansons 
a peine murmurees toutes l e s A r i e t t e s oubliees. On a beau-
coup p a r i ! a ce propos de 1'influence de Rimbaud. On a 
rappele son gout pour ce q u ' i l a p p e l a i t les ' r e f r a i n s n i a i s ' , 
pour l e s a r i e t t e s de Favart, q u ' i l f i t connaitre a Verlaine, 
pour l e s rythmes impairs de Marceline Desbordes-Vilmore, que 
les deux poetes l u r e n t ensemble a Londres. Mais une influence 
n'est jamais peut-etre u n i l a t e r a l e , e t , ce s o u f f l e a i l e , c ' e t a i t 
c e l u i d§ja de l a Chanson d'automne, dans les Poemes saturniens. 
Le t i t r e meme des Romances sans paroles n'a pas, certes, ete 
c h o i s i sans dessein; empruntS V Mendelssohn, i l l ' e s t aussi 
a un vers d'A Clymene, dans les Fetes galantes. (66) 

Whatever conclusion one reaches on the extent of influence i t i s 

noteworthy t h a t Verlaine became less adventurous when he l o s t h i s young 

companion. I f Rimbaud d i d not a c t i v e l y ftncourage such f r e s h concepts 

as po e t i c impressionism (whether or not we associate t h a t term w i t h con

temporary p a i n t i n g ) i n the mind of Verlaine (and i t seems most l i k e l y 

t h a t he did ) i t i s c e r t a i n t h a t h i s presence was s u f f i c i e n t to give 

V e r l a i n e confidence t o take h i s own aesthetic i n s i g h t to i t s l o g i c a l 

conclusion. The Paysages beiges are the most concentrated and con

s i s t e n t example of the poet's i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c poetry of contemporary 

r e a l i t y and they were w r i t t e n as a r e s u l t of what was probably the most 

carefree and e x c i t i n g phase of h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h Rimbaud. 

There i s a t h i r d i n f l u e n c e t h a t must be borne i n mind i n any d i s 

cussion of Verlaine and p a r t i c u l a r l y o f h i s treatment of contemporary 

r e a l i t y and t h a t i s the in f l u e n c e of Baudelaire already r e f e r r e d t o . This 

C65) qu. i n A. E. Carter, op. c i t . , p. 113. 
C66) I n 'Livre de poche' e d i t i o n of La Bonne Chanson, Romances sans 

paroles and Sagesse, p. 178 t 



antedated the i n f l u e n c e of both the modernist-impressionist c i r c l e s of 

the 1870s and of Rimbaud. I n f a c t , according to Verlaine himself, 

Baudelaire was the very f i r s t i n f l u e n c e on h i s l i t e r a r y career: 'Mes 

premieres l e c t u r e s ou pour p a r l e r plus nettement, ma premiere, toute 
ere 

premiere l e c t u r e f u t ... Les Fleurs du Mai, 1 E d i t i o n , qu'un pion 

avait. l a i s s S t r a i n e r sur sa chaise et que j e confisquai sans scrupule.' 

(67) Of the poems he wrote i n the years 1858-1862 probably the most 

i n t e r e s t i n g are those which show a c l e a r a f f i n i t y w i t h the work of 

Baudelaire: 'Aspirations', 'La Mort', 'Fadaises', 'Un s o i r d'octobre', 

and 'Nocturne p a r i s i e n ' . Verlaine's i n t e r e s t i n h i s great precursor 

went beyond reading h i s poetry f o r he also f a m i l i a r i s e d himself w i t h the 

essays of l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c c r i t i c i s m . (68) There i s good reason to 

t h i n k t h a t Baudelaire's was the most enduring of a l l the influences under

gone by Verlaine, f o r a year before he died, he t o l d an i n terviewer t h a t 

whatever was most profound i n h i s work, he owed t o Baudelaire. (69) The 

a r t i c l e on Baudelaire w r i t t e n by Verlaine i n 1865, (70) t o which r e f e r 

ence has already beeimade, would u s e f u l l y bear re-examination here. I t 

i s p a r t i c u l a r l y worth remarking t h a t Verlaine singles out f o r special 

praise both h i s precursor's e x p l o r a t i o n of the realm of sensation i n 

poems l i k e 'Le Balcon' and 'Harmonie du Soir' (71) and h i s use of the 

contemporary urban scene: 
... quel theme poetique, quel monde de comparaisons, 
d'images et de correspondances ! Quelle source i n t a r i s s a b l e 
de d e s c r i p t i o n s et de reveries ! C'est ce qu'a compris 
Baudelaire, ge"nie p a r i s i e n s ' i l en f u t ... (72) 

These were two of the themes which were t o characterise Romances sans 

(67) qu. i n A. E. Carter, op. c i t . , p. 20. 
(68) c . f . A. E. Carter, op. c i t . , p. 21. 
(69) Publ. i n L ' E c l a i r 11th January 1896. 
(70) In L'Art December 1865. 
(71) c . f . A. E. Carter, op. c i t . , p. 29, 
(72) qu. Ibid., p. 30. 



7 V 

paroles. A l t e r n a t i n g f e e l i n g s of f a s c i n a t i o n and repulsion at the l i f e 

of the senses and of the world around him were t o mark Verlaine's l i f e 

as w e l l as h i s work j u s t as they had Baudelaire's. 

I t i s c l e a r t h a t the most s i g n i f i c a n t r e l a t i o n s h i p s i n Verlaine's 

career e i t h e r d i r e c t l y l e d him to, or encouraged him, i n h i s b e l i e f i n 

the poetic value o f contemporary r e a l i t y and t h i s , of course, was to 

have a profound e f f e c t on both the subject-matter and the language of 

his poetry. 

( i i ) Rimbaud 

Rimbaud i s one of the most s t r i k i n g i n d i v i d u a l i s t s i n the h i s t o r y of 

l i t e r a t u r e ; t o attempt t o see i n h i s work the e f f e c t of the various 

l i t e r a r y influences of the 1870s would be considered blasphemous by 

many. There i s a good deal of j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r r e j e c t i n g , i n h i s case, 

the usual notions of 'influence' and ' i n t e l l e c t u a l environment'. I t i s 

known th a t the young poet heaped scorn upon the members of the various 

l i t e r a r y ce*nacles he frequented i n P a r i s , f e e l i n g t h a t t h e i r ideas on 

poetry were hopelessly antiquated and misguided. Laforgue could be f o r -
C 

given f o r h i s well-known remark: Rimbaud, f l e u r native et absolue sans 
) 

avant n i apres. (73) Despite t h i s , i t i s doubtless t r u e t h a t the concept 

of Rimbaud as a unique and t o t a l l y o r i g i n a l phenomenon i s o f t e n too 

r i g i d l y accepted. 

What were the possible influences on the poet ? Since C. A. 

Hackett wrote h i s a r t i c l e on the subject (74) there can be l i t t l e doubt 

tha t Verlaine's i n f l u e n c e was deci s i v e . I t cannot be denied t h a t i n 

the long term Rimbaud was t o give more than he received, but nevertheless 

i t was Verlaine who f i r s t i n s p i r e d Rimbaud t o make bold innovations i n 

hi s treatment of the alexandrine and also t o embrace modern everyday 
(73) Mglanges posthumes, p. 129. 
(74) I n Studies i n Modern French L i t e r a t u r e presented to P. Mansell 

Jones, pp. 163-180. 
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subjects i n h i s poetry, e.g. 'Au Gabaret-Vert 1 and 'La Maline'. C. F. 

Maclntyre (75) suggested t h a t Verlaine's poem 'L'Auberge' was one pro

duct of h i s wanderings w i t h Rimbaud i n Belgium, and was possibly 

i n s p i r e d by the two Rimbaud poems r e f e r r e d t o above. However, 'L'Auberge' 

was, i n f a c t , f i r s t published i n January 1868 i n Le Hanneton. Such 

err o r s are e a s i l y made but they have contributed towards the idea t h a t 

the exchanges between the two poets were e n t i r e l y i n one d i r e c t i o n . 

Through Verlaine, Rimbaud also became f a m i l i a r with^nascent 

Impressionist movement, s i t t i n g d a i l y w i t h Verlaine f o r the celebrated 

Fantin-Latour group p o r t r a i t . He also eagerly accompanied the older 

poet on h i s v i s i t s t o the work of the young French painters on exhib

i t i o n i n London during t h e i r stay there. The remark made by Rimbaud 

to Verlaine on a v i s i t t o the Louvre to the e f f e c t t h a t i t was a p i t y 

t h a t the Commune had not burned the whole c o l l e c t i o n has been mis

i n t e r p r e t e d as an i n d i c a t i o n t h a t Rimbaud was t o t a l l y careless of 

p a i n t i n g . (76) (We can be c e r t a i n from^Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n t h a t 

Rimbaud knew the work of Corot). I n f a c t , i t should be regarded simply 

as evidence t h a t he resented the 'accepted' forms i n p a i n t i n g j u s t as 

much as i n poetry. There i s a tendency here to f o r g e t j u s t how t r a d i 

t i o n a l the contents of the Louvre was i n the 1870s. The evidence 

a v a i l a b l e suggests t h a t Rimbaud may have appreciated the new generation 

(75) I n Paul Verlaine. Selected Poems, p, 222 TV\* e<Tcc \f c«fffcct*«l »*• H*tkeft$ artvfclfc, 
(76) The remark i s recorded i n L e p e l l e t i e r Paul Verlaine, p. 253. 

According to Richepin, Rimbaud's actual c r i t i c i s m was as f o l l o w s : 
'ga ? les hautes productions de l ' a r t ? Dessin p l a t , couleur 
fade ... Et l a v i e ? Non, l a v i e n'y est pas ! banal et i d i o t . ' 
qu. i n P i e r r e A r n o u l t , Rimbaud p. 167. 



of p a i n t e r s i n France and even possibly the pre-Raphaelites i n England. 

(77) Of p a r t i c u l a r i n t e r e s t i s the young poet's f r i e n d s h i p w i t h F o r a i n 0 

I t seems t h a t f o r a c e r t a i n p e r i o d the a r t i s t was as close t o Rimbaud as 

(77) 'Ophglie' may w e l l have been i n s p i r e d by M i l l a i s ' s p a i n t i n g , w e l l 
known i n France since the e x h i b i t i o n of 1855. See also de Graaf's 
a r t i c l e 'Arthur Rimbaud a - t - i l connu Oli v e r Madox Brown ?' The 
only s u b s t a n t i a l evidence we have w i t h regard to Impressionism i s 
Rimbaud's i n t e r e s t i n t h e i r work i n London 

, , , h i s f r i e n d s h i p w i t h Forain, and the Fantin-Latour 
s i t t i n g s . However, the subjects of some of h i s poems have a great 
deal i n common w i t h p i c t o r i a l Impressionism as does the treatment 
of such subjects e.g., *Au Cabaret-Vert' . Considerable p r e s t i g e 
was l e n t t o the argument t h a t a t the very l e a s t there i s a close 
p a r a l l e l between Rimbaud's poetry and Impressionist p a i n t i n g by 
Suzanne Bernard i n her a r t i c l e 'Rimbaud, Proust e t les Impression-
n i s t e s ' . The a r t of 4 f t % I l l u m i n a t i o n s i s seen as t h a t 'un 
p e i n t r e q u i , regardant un paysage sous un angle i n s o l i t e , d S c r i r a i t 
les objets t e l s q u ' i l s l u i apparaissent et non t e l s q u ' i l les s a i t 
e t r e „«.' ( a r t . c i t . . p . 2 5 8 ) . Rimbaud's c o l l e c t i o n i s characterised 
by the abandonment o f r a t i o n a l l i n k s , r e l a t i o n s h i p s and demar
cations; r e a l i t y i s approached w i t h near t o t a l immediacy and sub
j e c t i v i s m . Indeed, i t i s suggested t h a t there i s more i n question 
than mere p a r a l l e l i s m : ' i l n'est pas possible que par Forain, par 
Fantin ou par les autres a r t i s t e s q u ' i l s fre*quentaient, Rimbaud et 
Verlaine n'aient pas e"te° mis au courant des techniques propres a 
un groupement q u i commengait a f a i r e p a r l e r de l u i .„.' ( a r t , c i t . 
p.260). One i s reminded t h a t although Impressionism d i d not rec
eive i t s baptism u n t i l 1874, i t had existed since the Grenouillere 
p a i n t i n g s of 1869, t h a t Fantin-Latour was a member of Monet's 
c i r c l e , and had already, i n 1870, executed h i s A t e l i e r aux Batign-
o l l e s , t h a t Emile BlSmont, another of Rimbaud's f r i e n d s , was an 
admirer and defender of Monet. The influence of the Impressionists 
would help e x p l a i n not only the 'physiological s u b j e c t i v i t y ' of the 
I l l u m i n a t i o n s but also what Suzanne Bernard c a l l s Rimbaud's 'colorisme' 

Quand OB l i % l e s q u o l i b e t s de j o u r n a l i s t e s vers 1874, a 
propos des "campagnes v i o l e t t e s des f l e u r s rouges, des 
r i v i d r e s n o i r e s , des femmes jaunes ou vertes" representees 
sur l e s tableaux Impressionnistes, on comprend combien i l 
a f a l l u que notre v i s i o n de monde s o i t transformoe par 1' 
Impressionnisme pour que nous recontrions sans etonnement, 
dans les I l l u m i n a t i o n s , une 'ombre v i o l e t t e ' , ou un 'sable —' 
rose et orange' lave par un 'c i e l vineux',,ou encore l a boue 
'noire e t rouge 1 des grandes v i l l e s (evidemment a cause des 
r e f l e t s rougeyants des lampes sur l a boue, l a n u i t ) . Je ne 
puis l i r e l e paragrapbfcsuivant sans que surgisse a mes yeux 
un tableau impressionniste, ou l a matiere est traversee, 
transformee par l a lumiere: 

A l a l i s i e r e de l a f o r e t - les f l e u r s de reve t i n t e n t , 
e c l a t e n t , e c l a i r e n t - l a f i l l e a levre d'orange, les genoux 
croises dans l e c l a i r de'luge q u i sourd des pres, nudite qu' 
ombrent, traversent e t h a b i l l e n t les a r c s - e n - c i e l , l a f l o r e , 
l a mer. 

( a r t . c i t . p.261, The Rimbaud quotation i s from 
'Enfafce', I ) 
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anyone i n c l u d i n g Verlaine„ For a while they shared the same apartment 

i n the Rue Campagne-Premiere„ The two would study the paintings i n the 

Louvre together, and Forain executed several p o r t r a i t s of Rimbaud. The 

poet cannot have f a i l e d t o note the a r t i s t ' s i n t e r e s t i n always convey

ing what he was t o c a l l ' l e sens general de 1 ' a c t u a l i t e ' . Later the 

two continued t o correspond, though l i t t l e o f t h i s correspondence has 

survived. At one stage Forain acted as go-between f o r Verlaine and 

Rimbaud i n order t o deceive the former's w i f e , and he became one of the 

e a r l i e s t disseminators of Rimbaud's work. Moreover, there can be l i t t l e 

doubt t h a t the two discussed l i t e r a r y matters, Forain's attempts at 

w r i t i n g prose poems, o f which two - 'La Danse des pantins' and 

'Parisianismes-Dames du comptoir' - were published i n La Renaissance a r t -

i s t i q u e e t l i t t e V a i r e i n August i n November 1873, would suggest the 

promptings o f Rimbaud. (78) Another p a i n t e r i n touch w i t h contemporary 

developments, whom Rimbaud was to know w e l l i n London, was F e l i x Regamey 

An i n t e r e s t i n g acquaintance of t h i s period who was connected w i t h 

the Impressionist movement was Cabaner who was t o become a champion of 

the young p a i n t e r s as he also was of the works of Frangois V i l l o n . This 

musician who loved p a i n t i n g and poetry also t r i e d h i s hand at w r i t i n g 

the l a t t e r . Rimbaud met Cabaner through Charles de Sivry and Charles 

Cros w i t h whom he l i v e d i n the October of 1871. I t also seems l i k e l y 

t h a t the p a i n t e r and c a r i c a t u r i s t Michel de l'Hay join e d the t r i o i n 

t h i s p e r i o d . (79) 

In V e rlaine, Forain and Cabaner, Rimbaud had encountered three men 

able t o appreciate the value of contemporary r e a l i t y i n both p a i n t i n g 

and poetry, and i n Cros and S i v r y , two men aware of the value of the 

humour and s i m p l i c i t y of the popular song form. I t i s surely probable 

(78) At the end of 1873, Forain d i s t r i b u t e d some copies of Une Saison 
en Enfer and i n 1874 entrusted a series of manuscripts t h a t 
Rimbaud had given him t o Bertrand Millanvoye. For much of the 
inf o r m a t i o n given above, we are indebted t o D. A. de Graaf's 
a r t i c l e 'Autour de Rimbaud'.(L. V a i l l a t ' s En gcoutant Forain 
also provides u s e f u l i n f o r m a t i o n ; v. e s p e c i a l l y pp.101-3 & p . I l l ) , 

(79) v. D. A. de Graaf 'Autour de Rimbaud' ̂  j j ^ v g , j ^ , £cjw*A VUfH**! WS^fc.^l 



that these contacts stimulated, or at l e a s t confirmed, the young poet's 

i n t e r e s t i n these f i e l d s . Moreover, i t seems that Rimbaud came to know 

the poets who, at t h i s time, were famulating ideas oh modernism. I f we 

are t o b e l i e v e Jean Richepin's 'souvenirs i n e d i t s ' of Rimbaud and 

Nouveau, he, Raoul Ponchon and the p a i n t e r , J o l i b o i s , were introduced 

to Rimbaud by Forain and f o r a while shared the same accommodation as 

'camarades de boheme'. Bourget and Riehepin were c e r t a i n l y amongst the 

e a r l i e s t admirers of Rimbaud. (Richepin thought t h a t Bourget was the 

f i r s t purchaser o f Les I l l u m i n a t i o n s ) . Conversely, i t appears t h a t 

Rimbaud maintained a somewhat s u r p r i s i n g i n t e r e s t i n the work of Riche

p i n , f o r , i n 1891, he recommended some of the l a t t e r ' s prose passages 

to h i s s i s t e r a t Roche. (80) Rimbaud was also, f o r a time, on good 

terms w i t h Leon Valade, himself associated w i t h the Impressionists, and 

one of the few established poets t o admire and encourage the young poet. 

One w r i t e r whose importance f o r an understanding of Rimbaud's poe

t r y has been underestimated i s Jules Verne. His influence i s perhaps 

most d i s c e r n i b l e i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' but on a more general l e v e l , i t 

c o n t r i b u t e d t o Rimbaud's f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h the achievements of modern 

technology and h i s hope t h a t these might make possible r e a l progress f o r 

mankind. 

Before ending t h i s ŝ n&ieit&tK©̂  ©p, some of the possible personal 
influences on Rimbaud, i t would perhaps be us e f u l t o c l a r i f y a possibly 

misleading statement i n the e d i t i o n i n the PlSiade series of Rimbaud's 

complete works. (81) The confusion concerns the Album Zutique; the 

e d i t o r t a l k j o f Rimbaud's association w i t h the 'Cercle Zutique' and 

r i g h t l y discuss*his c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the album as a product of t h i s assoc

i a t i o n . The 'Cercle Zutique' should not be confused w i t h the 'Z u t i s t e s ' 

(80) This i n f o r m a t i o n i s mostly t o be found i n Revie de France 1st 
January 1927, pp. 119-43. 

(81) 'Pleiade' O.C. p. 1051, t\VtX fe4i*v«v0. 
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who did not come into existence u n t i l 1883 when the cenacle of that 

name was founded by Charles Cros, In fact the l a t t e r who had been 

concerned i n the production of the album decided on the name for 

nostalgic reasons. (82) 

In general, terras Kimbaud has much in common with the two 

sign i f i c a n t movements i n the poetry of the 1870s, the modernist-

impressionist movement and the Pamassian~Primitivist movement. In 

a way i t i s surprising to find t h i s revolutionary adolescent having 

anything i n common with the Parnassians, but a glance through 'Solei l 

et Chair* and 'Ophelie ' suffices to show that such a view i s well j u s t i f i e d . 

Of course i t would be foo l i s h to suggest that Himbaud was essen t i a l l y a 

Parnassian but i t i s c l e a r that he passed through a Parnassian phase, 

and that the p r i m i t i v i s t ingredient of Parnassianism remained a domin

ating feature i n h i s work throughout h i s b r i e f poetic career. More

over, Parnassianism becomes one of the objects of ironic c u l t u r a l 

a l l u s i o n i n h i s poetry. 

(82) Several books on the cenacles of the 1880s make this quite clear 
e.g. Ernest Raynaud's; La Mglee syrabolista. 



( i i i ) Corbiere 

Gorbiere, i s i n the remarkable position of having been more unjustly-

served by posterity than even Laforgue, though fortunately the 

situation seems to be i n the process of being remedied. (83) 

One reason f o r t h i s neglect, which has been f a r more comprehensive i n 

J'rance than i n the Anglo -Saxon countries, i s that the Breton poet 

appears an even more isolated 'fleur kative' than Rimbaud did to 

Laforgue, He has been dismissed as a 'minor poet (with) a note 

of o r i g i n a l i t y ... 

(83) One may s t i l l regret that Corbiere shares his 'Pleiade 1 volume 
with' Oros who, f o r a l l his merits, i s not a poet of the same 
magnitude as Gorbiere. The impression i s s t i l l thereby given of 
Gorbiere the minor poet; the more so as Gros.'s work appears, 
f i r s t i n the volume. 
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(whose) ... love and knowledge of the sea i s a genuine i f not very 

deep v e i n of i n s p i r a t i o n ' . (84) I n ret r o s p e c t his work i n f a c t 

appears as an organic p a r t of the development discussed i n t h i s t hesis 

away from t r a d i t i o n a l p o e t i c r h e t o r i c t o a poetry capable of formu

l a t i n g the complex and e l u s i v e phenomena of experienced r e a l i t y . To 

t h i s development h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n was outstanding even i f l a r g e l y 

unheeded. Yet one cannot t a l k of reactions and developments unless 

one presumes a knowledge on the p a r t of Corbiere of the s t a t e of 

French poetry i n the 1860s and 1870s and the t r a d i t i o n i t l a r g e l y 

perpetuated; t h i s knowledge c r i t i c s , u n t i l 1960 (and the p u b l i c a t i o n 

of Sonnenfeld's study) r a r e l y a t t r i b u t e d t o him. 

Paradoxically, although u n t i l recent years the great bulk of 

the c r i t i c a l work i n Corbiere studies has been b i o g r a p h i c a l , l i t t l e 

i n f o r m a t i o n i l l u m i n a t i n g the e v o l u t i o n of h i s aesthetic ideas has 

been unearthed, few u s e f u l reminiscences by h i s contemporaries, hardly 

any correspondence except t h a t d a t i n g from h i s childhood, p r a c t i c a l l y 

no other documentation. I t i s , indeed, u n l i k e l y t h a t any f u r t h e r 

s i g n i f i c a n t discoveries w i l l be made. One i s l a r g e l y l i m i t e d t o 

evidence w i t h i n h i s poetry i n discussing influences the poet may have 

undergone and h i s r e a c t i o n t o the poe t i c t r a d i t i o n . Some might argue 

t h a t t h i s i s not altogether a disadvantage. 

l e t us consider the 

l i t t l e evidence there i s of h i s d i r e c t contact w i t h the w r i t e r s and 

a r t i s t s who were coming t o an understanding of the value of contem

porary r e a l i t y i n ar%r. U n t i l the spring of 1872, when Corbiere went 

to j o i n 'Marcelle' i n the c a p i t a l , h i s l i f e had been spent f a r 

removed from the P a r i s i a n world of l e t t e r s ; h i s only long absence from 

(84) Charvet, A l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y of France, v. p. 83. The w r i t e r 
ungenerously concludes 'Corbiere could perhaps have become a 
great poet of the sea or of B r i t t a n y . . . ' ( I ) . 
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B r i t t a n y had been h i s t r i p t o I t a l y i n 1869. Moreover^ there i s 

no evidence t h a t he corresponded w i t h anyone i n Paris or subscribed 

to any l i t e r a r y or a r t i s t i c p e r i o d i c a l s . His c e r t a i n contacts 

w i t h the a r t i s t i c and l i t e r a r y m i l i e u of Paris before 1872 may 

be reduced t o two. The f i r s t such contact was v i a Gabriel de La 

Landelle, the maritime poet and n o v e l i s t , whose name i s usually 

evoked i n connection w i t h h i s i n f l u e n c e on Corbiere's sea poems, 

as i t w i l l also be by us. However, t h i s f r i e n d of the f a m i l y , 

whom Corbiere saw r e g u l a r l y at Morlaix and Roscoff a f t e r 1868, 

was a c t i v e i n the l i t e r a r y and s c i e n t i f i c world of Paris. A close 

c o l l a b o r a t o r of Nadar, the f r i e n d and photographer of Baudelaire, 

he was e s p e c i a l l y i n t e r e s t e d i n two manifestations of human progress -

a i r t r a v e l and the c r e a t i o n of a u n i v e r s a l language. I n 1863 he 

and Nadar had coined the word ' a v i a t i o n ' . What Corbiere may have 

l e a r n t from La Landelle one cannot say; c e r t a i n l y there i s no 

evidence i n h i s work of the poetry of progress which t h i s contact 

might have been thought t o have i n s p i r e d . On the other hand he 

may have been encouraged i n the treatment of modern l i f e i n h i s 

poetry, p a r t i c u l a r l y through any discussions about Baudelaire. 

The second contact was of longer d u r a t i o n but scarcely less elusive 

f o r the researcher. Every summer from 1863 onwards a group of 

Pa r i s i a n p a i n t e r s came t o stay at the pension Le Gad i n Roscoff 

where Corbiere had a l l h i s meals. With them he struck up a f r i e n d 

ship t h a t was t o l a s t u n t i l h i s death. Several things should be 

noted about these nine p a i n t e r s : the f i r s t i s that they were a l l 

landscapists and/or genre p a i n t e r s and thus representatives t o 

some extent of the treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y i n a r t ; second, 

as a consequence of t h e i r i n t e r e s t they excluded themselves from 

the most p r o f i t a b l e and respectable f i e l d s of p a i n t i n g - the p o r t r a i t 

and the h i s t o r y p i c t u r e ; t h i r d , as a l l t h i s may i n d i c a t e , they were 



rebels against t r a d i t i o n (and i n c i d e n t a l l y admirers of Baudelaire): 

Dans l a f r e q u e n t a t i o n des p e i n t r e s montmartrois ... 
T r i s t a n a v a i t trouve quelque s t i m u l a n t pour sa "contre-
o f f e n s i v e " , On c i t a i t La Charogne, on cha n t a i t des 
obscenites, on j o u a i t l e s matamores en g l l e t s rouges. (85); 

f o u r t h , they a l l belonged t o the a r t i s t i c m i l i e u of Montmartre and 

seem t o have been w e l l aware of the l a t e s t developments: Corbiere's 

references t o Manet and Courbet (86) must surely be a r e s u l t of 

h i s association w i t h these p a i n t e r s (an explanation based s o l e l y 

on h is reading of Baudelaire (87) does l i t t l e to c l a r i f y why these 

should be the only modern pai n t e r s he names - on the basis of a 

reading of Baudelaire he would have been f a r more l i k e l y t o have 

mentioned Delacroix, Ingres or many other painters l i v i n g or dead); 

f i n a l l y , Corbiere seems t o have found i n these painters h i s f i r s t 

audience and admirers f o r h i s t a l e n t s , both as a c a r i c a t u r i s t 

i n the moul$ of Daumier, and as a poet (88). Thus, i n conclusion, 

one may say t h a t t h i s second contact r e s u l t e d i n Corbiere deciding 

on h i s form of a n t i - t r a d i t i o n a l , humorous and r e a l i s t i c poetry 

f o r which he found both a stimulus and an encouraging response. (89) 

I n 1872 he came to l i v e i n Paris but h i s movements and 

associations there remain as t a n t a l i s i n g as before. One of h i s 

p a i n t e r f r i e n d s , Lafenestre, found him a room i n Montmartre. A 

few weeks l a t e r he moved t o accommodation i n the n i n t h arrondissement 

but kept i n close touch w i t h the p a i n t e r s and t h e i r c i r c l e . He 

i s generally supposed not t o have attended the l i t e r a r y cafes but 

(85) J. Rousselot, T r i s t a n Corbiere. p. 71. 
(86) Oeuvres Completes Ed. de l!a Pleiade h e r e a f t e r r e f e r r e d t o as 

O.C., p. 777. ('Idylle coupee'). 
(87) Such a suggestion was made by P.-O. Walzer i n h i s i n t r o d u c t i o n 

t o O.C.a p. 672. I n c i d e n t a l l y Walzer's remarks contain a s l i g h t 
oversight when he suggests t h a t only four a r t i s t s - C a l l o t , 
Raphael, Manet and Courbet - are named by Corbiere (idem.); 
Rembrandt i s also named: O.C., p. 717 and p. 777. 

(88) I b i d . , p. 672 and Rousselot, T r i s t a n Corbiere, p. 72. 
(89) The p a i n t e r s concerned were Bouquet, Besnard (not the famous 

Paul-Albert Besnard), Lafenestre, Dufour, Brenner, Degesne, 
Jacque, Noir and Hamon. Some acquired a degree of fame i n 
t h e i r l i f e t i m e , notably Dufour, Lafenestre, Hamon and Jacque. 
The l a t t e r was the l a s t s u r v i v i n g member of the Barbizon school. 
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there i s no r e a l evidence e i t h e r way. He was c e r t a i n l y an habitue* 

of the studios and of the a r t i s t i c cafes. I n the summer he returned 

to B r i t t a n y w i t h 'Marcelle' and Rodolphe and then followed them 

back t o Paris i n the autumn. Yet i n 1873 t h i s e x i l e d Breton w i t h 

apparently no l i t e r a r y connections d i d some s u r p r i s i n g t h i n g s . 

He decided t o p u b l i s h h i s poems which duly appeared i n August a f t e r 

short and almost expert n e g o t i a t i o n s and supervision. Before t h i s 

p u b l i c a t i o n , and a f t e r , he succe s s f u l l y o f f e r e d some of h i s poems 

to the review La Vie Parisienne. I n 1874 he was again successful 

w i t h two prose pieces i n the same review. Without the assistance 

of some f r i e n d s i n the l i t e r a r y world commonsense would i n c l i n e 

one t o the view t h a t a l l t h i s would have been well-nigh impossible. 

Moreover there i s the evidence of the review of Les Amours Jaunes 

i n Blemont's Renaissance - a remarkably favourable review. A book 

produced i n such inauspicious circumstances as Corbiere's poems 

( i n c l u d i n g the f a c t t h a t i t came out i n the 'dead' month of August) 

would normally have passed completely unnoticed - as indeed, at 

f i r s t , i t d i d ! The review appeared only some months l a t e r . One 

may imagine a s i t u a t i o n where Corbiere had made the acquaintance 

of the group of progressive a r t i s t s and w r i t e r s centred on the 

Renaissance who encouraged him t o p u b l i s h , and also found him the 

opening i n the Vie Parisienne. When i t looked as though h i s volume 

had been passed over i n monumental s i l e n c e Blemont took i t upon 

himself t o r i g h t the s i t u a t i o n . This extremely tenuous hypothesis 

i s supported by the vague claims of the former members of the 

'Vivants' group, a f t e r Verlaine had 'discovered' Corbiere i n 1884, 

th a t they had known of h i s work since 1873. The influence of Corbiere 

upon one member of the group, Richepin, i s now generally 
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accepted. (90) Thus there i s a p o s s i b i l i t y that Corbiere's modernistic 

poems of Paris were w r i t t e n w i t h the encouragement of the poets 

connected w i t h 'Le Vivants' who at t h a t very time were advocating 

the p o e t i c d e p i c t i o n of modern l i f e . 

Corbiere's connections w i t h the P a r i s i a n world of a r t and l e t t e r s 

were few, but the l i t t l e t h a t we know of them indicates t h a t they 

were not of a k i n d t o discourage him from t r e a t i n g contemporary 

r e a l i t y i n h i s poetry, i n f a c t j u s t the reverse. (91) 

What may one l e a r n from an examination of Corbiere's poetry 

i t s e l f ? Perhaps the most s t r i k i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of the poet 

v i s - a - v i s h i s c r a f t i s an apparently disarming modesty. He speaks 

of h i s lack of a r t i s t i c endeavour. But a moment's r e f l e c t i o n makes 

the reader r e a l i s e t h a t these declarations are p a r t of an attack on 

established l i t e r a r y values. 'Dgcourageux' traces p e r f e c t l y the 

s h i f t from apparent modesty t o an attack on such values and some

t h i n g close to the g l o r i f i c a t i o n of s e l f : 

Ce f u t un v r a i po§te: i l n 'avait pas de chant ... 
P e i n t r e : . i l aimait son a r t - I I o u b l i a de peindre ... 
0 vous tous qui gachez, magons de l a pensSel ... (92) 

(90) See O.C., p. 688 and A Sonnenfeld, L'Oeuvre pogtique de T r i s t a n 
Corbiere, Chapter Eleven. Bourget would seem t o have known 
l i t t l e about Corbiere or he would surely have enabled Laforgue 
t o a r r i v e at a new s t y l e long before 1883 when the l a t t e r 
unconsciously adopted something akin t o Corbiere's manner i n 
Les Amours Jaunes of which he was almost c e r t a i n l y unaware. 

(91) The ' t r a d i t i o n a l ' view of Corbi§re's i s o l a t i o n was expressed 
f o r c e f u l l y by Emile Henr#8t i n Poetes frangais de Lamartine 
a Val^ry: 

'Corbiere est en dehors de t o u t . I I ne ressemble a 
personne; i l ne f a i s a i t p a r t i e d'aucun cSnacle, d'aucun 
groupe; i l n 'avait pas d'amis l i t t e ^ r a i r e s , e t ayant 
vecu toute sa courte v i e en Bretagne, de 1'existence 
du marin, l e b r e f passage q u ' i l f i t avant de mourir, 
a P a r i s , ne l ' a m§lS en r i e n aux m i l i e u x des l e t t r e s de 
son temps ...' ( o p . c i t . , pp. 236-37). 

This leaves too many things unexplained: Corbiere's knowledge 
of Baudelaire, of Courbet and o f Manet; h i s f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the 
a r t of p r i n t i n g and h i s success i n g e t t i n g m a t e r i a l published; 
the favourable review i n the Renaissance. 

(92) O.C., p. 766. 



The whole of established l i t e r a t u r e i s bundled up f o r disposal i n 

the t h i r d sonnet of 'Paris'and i n the conclusion of 'Un Jeune qui 

s'en va': (93) 

Poete - Apres? ... I I f a u t l a chose: 
Le Parnasse en e s c a l i e r , 
Les De*gouteux, e t l a Chlorose, 
Les Bedeaux, les Fous a l i e r ... 

L'Incompris couche avec sa pose, 
Sous l e zinc d'un m a n c e n i l l i e r ; 
Le Na£f "voudrait que l a rose, 
Donde*I f u t encore au r o s i e r ! " 

"La rose au r o s i e r , Dondaine'." 
On a l e pied f a i t a sa chalne. 

"La rose au r o s i e r " ... - Trop tard'. -
"La rose au r o s i e r " ... - Nature'. 

On est essayeur, pgdicure, 
Ou quelqu'autre chose dans l ' a r t l (94) 

- Dfic&s: R o l l a : - l'Acad&nie -
Murger, Baudelaire: - h d p i t a l , -
Lamartine: - en perdant l a v i e 
De sa f i l l e , en strophes pas mal ... 

Doux bedeau, pleureuse en l e V i t e , 
Harmonieux tronc des moissonngs, 
Inventeur de l a larme g c r i t e , 
Lacrymatoire d'abonnls'. ... 

Moreau - j ' o u b l i a i s - HSgSsippe, 
CrSateur de 1 * a r t - h o p i t a l ... 
Depuis, j ' a i l a p h t i s i e en grippe; 
Ce n'est plus meme o r i g i n a l . 

- Escousse encore: mort en extase 
De l u i ; mort p h t i s i q u e d ' o r g u e i l . 
- G i l b e r t : p h t i s i e et paraphrase 
Rentrie, en se pleurant _a l ' o e i l . 

- Un autre incompris: Lacenaire, 
Faisant des vers en amateur 
Dans l e gout a n t i - p o i t r i n a i r e , 
Avec Sanson pour g d i t e u r . 

- Lord Byron, gentleman-vampire, 
Hystgrique du tSnSbreux; 
Anglais sec, cassS par son r i r e , 
Son noble r i r e de l§preux. 

(93) Where even Baudelaire i s not spared 1. 
(94) O.C., pp. 706-07. 



- Hugo: 1'Homme apocalyptique, 
l'Homme-Ceci-tura-cela, 
Meurt, gardenational epique; 
I I n'en reste qu'un - c e l u i - l a ! 

... Puis un tas d'amants de l a lune, 
Guere plus morts q u ' i l s n'ont v l c u , 
Et changeant de fosse commune 
Sans un discours, sans un ecu! (95) 

Corbiere's 'debt' t o Baudelaire i s very considerable. Most 

obviously i t i s t o be seen i n h i s poetry of Paris: 'Paris diurne' 

and 'Paris nocturne' were so c l e a r l y derived from 'Le Crgpuscule 

du Matin' and 'Le Crgpuscule du Soir' t h a t Corbiere d i d not include 

them i n the 1873 e d i t i o n of Les Amours Jaunes. However he d i d i n -

elude one poem which i s a d e l i b e r a t e parody of one of Baudelaire's 

most celebrated pieces; 'Bonne fortune e t fortune' i s based on 

'A une Passante'. Corbiere's poem i s a v i s i o n of t o t a l b a n a l i t y 

(or almost) i n contrast w i t h Baudelaire's l y r i c i s e d version of 

(95) I b i d , , p. 731. 



h i s encounter. Corbiere saves h i s punchline u n t i l the end. The 

reader knows t h a t Baudelaire's poem ended w i t h a mysterious exchange 

of glances and wonders i f Corbiere has been so lucky; but, no. 

Instead of holding out her hand i n love the passer-by hands him 

two sous - her smile must have been a smile of p i t y : 

Moi, j e f a i s mon t r o t t o i r , quand l a nature est b e l l e , 
Pour l a passante q u i , d'un p e t i t a i r vainqueur, 
Voudra bien crocheter, du bout de son ombrelle, 
Un c l i n de ma p r u n e l l e ou l a peau de mon coeur ... 

Et j e me c r o i s content - pas t r o p ! - mais i l f a u t v i v r e : 
Pour promener un peu sa faim, l e gueux s'enivre ... 

Un beau jo u r - quel metier'. - j e f a i s a i s , comme 5a, 
Ma e r o i s i e r e . - MStier! ... - E n f i n , E l l e passa 
- E l l e qui? - La Passante! E l l e , avec son ombrelle! 
V r a i v a l e t de bourreau, j e l a f r b l a i ... - mais E l l e 

Me regarda t o u t bas, s o u r i a n t en dessous, 
Et ... me t e n d i t sa main, et .... 

M'a donne deux sous. (Ĉ 6) 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o remark t h a t the s t i n g of the parody i s not 

d i r e c t e d at Baudelaire but at Corbiere himself whose f o o l i s h romantic 

hopes end i n t y p i c a l r e j e c t i o n and r i d i c u l e . The theme of love and 

women c o n s t i t u t e s , i n f a c t , another area of s i m i l a r i t y between the 

two poets. The i m p o s s i b i l i t y of tru e communion i n love i s the 

subject of p a r t of 'Fleuf d ' a r t ' (C$7) a s w a s °^ Baudelaire's 

'Duellum'. I n both poets the desire f o r vengeance f o r b e t r a y a l i n 

love leads t o sadism: i n ' E l i z i r d'Amor' (CJg) and, f o r example, i n 

Baudelaire's 'L?He3autontimoroume*nos'. Woman i s associated w i t h a 

sense of s i n and presented as a tempting serpent i n Corbiere's 

'Vendetta' and i n Baudelaire's 'Le Revenant'. (lftC) I n a d d i t i o n 

both poets have a common f e e l i n g of i s o l a t i o n and claustrophobia 

(Cf.6) O.C., p. 727. 
(47) I b i d . , p. 738. 
(Ĉ fc) I b i d . , p. 750. 
(q.<)) I b i d . , p. 752. 
(100) There are other s i m i l a r i t i e s i n the treatment of women. Both 

poets use animal metaphors t o evoke female sensuality - Baudelaire, 
cats ('Le Chat'), Corbiere, a horse (A l a Douce Amie'). 



expressed i n 'Le Poete contumace' (1(B|) and i n such poems by 

Baudelaire as 'Spleen'. Both poets are aware of the never-ending 

progress of time which i s dragging them t o t h e i r death, as one sees 

i n Corbiere's 'Heures' (1Q&) and i n Baudelaire's 'L'Horloge'. 

Even from the b r i e f remarks above i t w i l l be q u i t e obvious 

t h a t Corbiere was f a r from being the i s o l a t e d phenomenon he 

has sometimes been claimed t o be. He was aware of both t r a d i t i o n 

and i n n o v a t i o n i n French poetry, and even, t o a small degree, 

i n the a r t s . The p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n represented a standard against 

which he reacted w i t h a l l h i s strength but i t i n c i d e n t a l l y became 

a not i n s i g n i f i c a n t p a r t of the substance of his poetry i n the 

form of parody and c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . From the p o s i t i v e influences 

of h i s poetry he acquired a w i l l i n g n e s s t o t r e a t contemporary 

r e a l i t y and h i s own personal experience of l i f e , u n a f r a id t h a t 

he would be a v i c t i m of the p i t f a l l s of Romantic s e n t i m e n t a l i t y . 

(10|) O.C., p. 743, l i n e s ninety-one t o n i n e t y - f o u r . 
(30SD I b i d . , p. 753. 
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PART TWO 
Chapter One 

ma PERSPECTIVES 
(a) The Poet Isolated from Modern Society 

Reference has already been made to the .importance of rebellion against,, 

and divorce from, respectable bourgeois society as influences and motives in> 

Baudelaire 1s treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y . I t has been seen how t h i s 

rebellion received i t s catalyst i n the poet's contact with the semi-autonomous 

society of the Bohemia of the p o l i t i c a l , l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c i n t e l l i g e n t s i a . 

I n the l a s t chapter i t \/as shown t h a t the young poets after 1870 increasingly 

organised themselves into groups with provocative t i t l e s representing a self -

contained world, the joys of which" they celebrated i n t h e i r verse whilst 

expressing concern that one day they would be forced to come to terms with 

society at large. These are instances of a widespread tendenoy. 

There are at least" two, very good, reasons f o r examining the phenomenon 

of the poet's separation from society i n l a t e nineteenth-century Prance i n the 

context of the present study. The f i r s t i s simply that t h i s separation, however 

he construed i t , was one of the most s t r i k i n g of his experiences of contemporary 

r e a l i t y . The second i s that i t led to particular attitudes towards the t r e a t 

ment of contemporary r e a l i t y generally i n poetry. Of course the phenomenon 

was not peculiar to the late nineteenth century nor to poetry, French writers 

and a r t i s t s of o r i g i n a l i t y seem to have expected this ostracism as part of the i r 

condition since the Romantic period when i t was already a recurrent theme. 

Paradoxically, however, the Romantics s t i l l f a i r l y frequently held the b e l i e f 

(shown, f o r example, by t h e i r association with the Utopian thinkers of the period) 

that they might yet be socially relevant and that popxilarity oould bo combined 

with genuine excellence and devotion to the highest qualities of a r t , Hugo 

maintained a kind of balance between a r t i s t i c i n t e g r i t y and the quest f o r popular 

success throughout his career but t h i s obliged him to change horses with dis

turbing frequencsr. At the nineteenth century progressed such compromise became 
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increasingly unusual; indeed Hugo seems f o r a considerable time to have been 

the only master among the poets of t h i s special talent. By the end of the 

period under special scrutiny i n the present study popular success was 

considered per se to be an indication that a work of poetry was second rate* 

(Phejoung poets of the 1870s and 1880s had, i n the view of one commentator, been 

united by t h e i r 'amour desinteresse des l e t t r e s et l a haine de l a l i t t e r a t u r e 
V s S s ••" «** 
venale....... tout talent preconi.se par l a foule, f u t - i l r e e l , leur e t a i t 
suspect... Pour aocontuer l e i i r mepris de toute speculation commerciale, i l s 

s'efforcaient de se rendre ino,ccessibles au p u b l i c , ^ ( l ) . 
4 

One may perhaps detect three moments of c r i s i s i n the strained relationship 

between.poet and public each having repercussions i n France f o r the rest of the 

nineteenth century. Hie f i r s t , coining early i n the century, could be 
• • 

interpreted as a direct result of the f a l l of the ancien regime. The poet 

ceased to have an accepted place i n the system of patronage or, more accurately, . 

the aristocracy (and t h e i r imitators from the wealthier bourgeoisie) were r e -

placed as patrons by a new ascendant bourgeoisie of b l u n t l y m a t e r i a l i s t i c 

ambitions deeply sceptioal, after the p o l i t i c a l vicissitudes and rhetoric of . 

three decades, of 'ideals 1 or a l l things unpractical i n p o l i t i c s , a r t and almost • 

anything else. The poets compromised i n this s i t u a t i o n oscillated between a 

b i t t e r nostalgia f o r a primitive role as seeas and respected guide w i t h i n ancient 

societies and.ia real hope that the m a t e r i a l i s t i c bourgeois age might provide a 

new place f o r the pogt and a new set of themes f o r poetry, Baudelaire, Rimbaud, 

and Laforgue, ajuong others, were a l l , at times, to be genuinely excited by the 

prospect of a new public f o r poetry and a new age i n which they might play a part. 

(Of course, poets might take up a wide range of positions between these extremes, 

including s a t i r i c a l reference to contemporary society or the eulogy of everyday 

pleasures to the exclusion of concern f o r larger questions. Something of the 

variety of these attitudes w i l l be seen i n t h i s and the next chapter). The 

Romantics faced this f i r s t c r i s i s with considerable resilience either by providing 

( l ; E.Raynaud, 'Ohrbnique l i t t e r a i r e . 1 . Le Decadent. 15-]51 January 1888, 

http://preconi.se
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t h e i r own brand of escapism from the tedium and ugliness of everyday existence i n 
the i n d u s t r i a l age, or, conversely, j e l l y i n g themselves- with the technological 
revolution as heralds of Material and social progress, Hugo proved that i t was 
not impossible to have a foot i n both camps« 

'Big second c r i s i s , occurring i n the 1840s, saade both, positions taken up by 

the Romantics v i r t u a l l y untenable, The f i r s t aspect of the c r i s i s , clearly 

marked i n 1043, was a s h i f t i n public taste, The second aspect was the dis

illusionment consequent upon the events of 1848-52. Ilia death-knell of 

Romanticism proper was sounded by the s t r i k i n g f a i l u r e of Les Burgraves i n 1845 

The taste was no longer f o r medieval castles, Cssi&nic reveries, extraordinary 

passions and fantastic plots. The gulf between Romantic l i t e r a t u r e and a 

c i v i l i s a t i o n created by and f o r a material!stic bourgeois society had widened 

to the point where contact was only infrequently possible, Never, before the 

middle of the nineteenth century, had poets, f e l t so remote from the society i n 

which they' l i v e d , or so neglected, She large number of e x p l i c i t references to 

be found i n ITrencli poetry from Romanticism onwards to the role of the poet as 

acer t prophet, myotic or mo taphysioal suparaian i s symptomatic of t h i s situation 

and o£ the f a i l u r e of the 1848 Revolution i n which many writers' had d i r e c t l y 

involved themselves, She excessively grandiose claims of the poets are a re^- zi1-

action to t h e i r treatment i n a m a t e r i a l i s t i c society. As A, V. Raitt remarks 

i n his excellent book on V i l l i o r s de L'lsle^A&am: 

L'a,bime qui s'ouvrait entre le bourgeois et 1*artiste est un des 
phenomenes les pluc frappants do l ' h i s t o i r e c u l t i i r o l l e du siacle dernier, (z) 

The poets did not always seek compensation f o r t h i s 'abide' i n declaring them

selves superior beings content to look f o r absolute t r u t h (or a similar i d e a l ) 

i n t h e i r ivory tower ( 3 ) but sometimes turned to the attack. 

As early as 1835 i t had been Vign y's intention i n wr i t i n g Chatterton to 

demonstrate t h i s gulf between poet and public. The idea i s re-echoed i n 

Baudelaire's 'L'Albatros' and Gautier's 'L'Oisec.u Captif' ( 4 ) . The neglect 

(2) V i l l i e r s de l ' l a l e ^dam, p.lS5 0 x , . _ « 1 
( 3 ) Which was alrcat exactly what M&llaasae did, V\& CftS*. •&>\h&qTOfraWv of POCfcTV. 
(4) Poesies. (Athlone Press), p. 64, J / a I / 
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by the bourgeoisie v.xa\ t h e i r malevolence, shown V the i r readiness to use the 

weapon o f legal prosecution i n the cases o f Haud.ola.ire, Flaubert, Mendes, 

Ttichepi ,11 and many others, wore countered by ahise and irony. This i s perhaps • 

the major o r i g i n or axe iro n i c r e a l i s t lite.rati . i r o o f the period. I t i s i n this 

context that one must see t i t s creation of f i c t i o n a l characters (already a n t i c i -

pated by ?igny'o John b e l l and Stendhal's Honsieur do Ilcflal) such as 

Flaubert's Ilomais, Verlaine's llonsievir rrudhoarao and V i l l i e r s de L'Isle~Adam's 

Tribulat Bonhomet and also appreciate the provocative tone of Baudelaire's 

'Au lecteur' and the -violence o f .'uirabaud's 'Or^ie parisienne' and Lautreamont' g 

Los Ohants de Kgldoror. Although one of Baudelaire's motives f o r w r i t i n g poefe 

t r y about contemporary society was probably to show that any material could 

be made into groat a r t , he vas sometimes no more .objective than .Flaubert who 

made the same claim, Both share with Leconte do Lisle and numerous others a 

highly emotional antipathy towards the complacent society evident i n 

Baudelaire's sadistic poetry (5)'and hardly disguised by a r t i s t i o intention i n 

Flaubert's Bouvard et Pecuohet (6). 

Some aspects of the l i t e r a r y climate after 1348 are well i l l u s t r a t e d by J&£ 

i(,jteassand poetry of Leconte de L i s l e , one of the poets most gravely dis

i l l u s i o n e d by involvement i n p o l i t i c s . Of his own times he accepted gladly 

only the methods developed by scientists and used these i n the poetic re

discovery of the past. The rej e c t i o n of contemporary materialist society i s . 

i m p l i c i t i n his whole work hut only becomes a motive f o r direct satire i n a 

small number of poems such as ' Les Montreurs' and 'Aux I-Iodemes,1. The main 

characteristics of Leconte de Lisle*s work, at least as f a r as his intentions 

are concerned, are already apparent i n his f i r s t collection the Poemos Antiques 

( 5 ) e.g. 'A celle qui est trop gaie'. 
(6) I t may be said that the works we have mentioned are part of a long t r a d i 

t i o n going back to V i l l o n , or even Juvenal and Aristophanes. This i s true 
and i t i s also noteworthy that satire i s one genre which has always by i t s 
very nature made extensive reference to contemporary r e a l i t y - which i s ora 
reason why the three writers we.have j u s t named" are sometimes d i f f i c u l t to 
read; we no longer grasp the significance of a l l the allusions they make. 
Just as the s a t i r i c a l and w i t t y works of Guys, Gav&mi and Daumier are ack
nowledged to have set an example of contemporaneity that v/as followed by 
the painters associated with Impressionism, so the l i t e r a r y s a t i r i c a l 
t r a d i t i o n i s related to the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

http://Haud.ola.ire
http://lite.rati.iro
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of 1852. I n the pro face to this volume the poet informs the reader that the 

poems are intended as s c i e n t i f i c studies; his poetry i s not aimed at a popu

l a r audience hut instead sets out to be. 'archaique et savant 1. Such con-

siderations as popularity arc i r r e l e v a n t - f o r poetry i s 'la langue sacree' not 

some-thing to be offered l i g h t l y to -the vulgar masses or the 'plebe carnassiere' 

as he was to c e l l them i n 'fees Montreurs', Cue scarcely needs' to remark on 

the a f f i n i t i e s between the creole poet's viefifanon the exclusiveness'of poetry 

and the sacerdotal role of tlio poet and the Ideas of Mallarmel (7). Leconte 

do Lisle considers modem poetry 'to be decadent; the Romantics have ruined 

French poetry by the constant r e p e t i t i o n of their personal problems and 

embtions: ' i l y a dans l'aveu imblic des angoisses du coeur et de ses -voluptes 

non moins amores une van j te et une profanation & atuites'. He also attacks 

those who have used poetry f o r p o l i t i c a l or social purposes (o) and those who 

merely seek to win acclaim. Poetry had been betrayed -and the poet had lost the. 

role he enjoyed i n ancient times of 'l'educateur du -genre humain* (9). He 

concludes that poetry and science must again become one by which he means that 

poetry must become r.ioro scholarly and austere and that poetry should be recog-;' 

nised as the highest science f o r i t gives Man knowledge of beauty and of his 

relationship with nature, (lO), 
iwowmw WK> mt mm mt 

(7) This attitude begins with Romanticism but was more l i k e l y to have been, ac
quired by Mallarme from the Parnassians than from the Romantics, 

•(8) A 'misguided' aesthetic which he himself shored before I848 . Like Baude
l a i r e his vehemence would indicate a desire to purge himself of his former 
i l l u s i o n s and naiyete. 

(9) That t h i s aesthetic position i s governed to some - extent by personal em-
bitterment i s suggested by the fact that i t was precisely the position of 
teacher of the people that he had so ardently desired before I848 , He 
maintains his hope that poets may . f u l f i l that function i n society but the\ 
way he saw them performing that role was greatly changed. Prom''educating:.' 
the people through telling- j&em of a new form of society Leconto. de Lisle 
has moved to the revelation of beauty i t s e l f , through a r t , as- the only 
worthwhile form of education - an ideal better insulated from the vagaries : 

of history and p o l i t i c s , 
(lO) I n retrospect one i s forded to the conclusion that the poet's main motive 

i n concentrating one the scholarly recreation of -the past was an i n t e l l e c 
t u a l -and a r t i s t i c escapism. The escapist desire • i s clearly expressed i n "-

. the preface -bo the roernes et Poesies of 1855 written i n the fa.ee of Da. 
Camp's campaigning: T l t t t aux dieux, en e f f e t , que je me fusse r e t i r e au 
fond des antres de Samothraoe 0x1 des sanctuaires de I'lnde.' Leconte de 
Lisle had always loved the Greek myths and had once seen them as the 
symbols of republican and s o c i a l i s t ideals but af t e r 1848 his interest i n 
thorn became en t i r e l y that of the p r i m i t i v i s t , scientist and impassive poet. 

http://fa.ee
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This preface was certainly one of the factors instrumental i n provoking 
the campaign headed by liu Camp. I n turn•Laconte de Lisle used the preface to 
the Poe*mes et Poesios of 1355 to reply to Da Camp. This preface i s a re
affirmation i n even stronger terms of the ideas of 1852. The poet admits that 
lie loathes modem c i v i l i s a t i o n , that ho finds the idea of r e f e r r i n g to modern 
technological inventions i n pottry both boring and repugnanti 

Les, hymnes et^les odes inspire©s par l a vapour et la. telegraphie 
electrique m'emeuvant r,Iediocrement et toutes ces periphrases 
didaotiques n'aya^it r i e n de comraun avec l ' a r t , me dernontreraient 
pluwt^jue lea poetes deviennent d'heure en henre plus i n u t i l e s aux 
sociotos modem© s J 

With possible exaggeration lie maintains that the only creation of-poet-

classical l i t e r a t u r e or c i v i l i s a t i o n that can be held to match those of a n t i 

quity i s the figure of tho V i r g i n Mary which, for him, provided a. new kind of 

p u r i t y , grace and goodness. 

Leconte de Lisle maintained t h i s extreme position u n t i l his death i n 18M* 

Come of his attitudes were of 6 r e a t importance i n the period 1870-18^7 when 

much of his work was produced and when Farnassianism was s t i l l highly i n 

f l u e n t i a l upon even very, o r i g i n a l poets such as Rimbaud .and Mallarme? A 

deep loathing for contemporary society, materialist and p h i l i s t i n e , and the . V, 

desire to escape int o a hypothetical -past golden age of universal'- harmony or 

int o a world of pr i m i t i v e s i m p l i c i t y where sensual pleasure was not made an. 

object of g u i l t by h y p o c r i t i c a l moral codes wore features of some of the best : 

poetry a f t e r 1870. A l l these were also aspects of Leconte de Lisle's work, 

Yet his r e a l i s a t i o n and acceptance of the poet's separation -from 'contemporary 

society was not without ambiguity. The reluctance to dispense with the di s 

coveries of science i s found again i n Rimbaud and i n Laforgue where they are nob 

only a source of thematic xaaterial but also a reason f o r some optimism. ( i n 

deed Leconte de Lisle himself did not completely abandon a tenuous hope i n 

the future as the visi o n i n 'Qftin' of a future Eden made by man clearly shows). 

Laforgue's aesthetics i s based very.largely upon the idea of evolution, which 

had been treated several times by Leconte de Li s l e , and upon science's revel

ation that neither the world nor our perception of i t were stable and un

changing. Moreover, careful notation of sensual experience i n some of Le-
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conte de L i s l e ' j be tit poetxy ( l l ) may be held to have anticipated the 
fascination shown by some of the poet a aft e r IC/'O for the impressionistic 
visi o n of l i f e which was i n part a product of work by scientists l i k e 
llolraholta. Indeed, c r i t i c s at the -time want so f a r as to associate 
Parnassian!sm with Impressionist painting- (12). 

I f one of Loccirte de Lisle's xoactions to society's alienation from the 

poet was to escape from contemporary r e a l i t y there was another, outlined 

above, which had f r u i t f u l consequences fo r the poetic treatment of contempor

ary r e a l i t y . Leconte de Lisle derived real consolation f o r his f a i l u r e i n the 

realm of practical social action and. f o r the many shortcomings of late nine

teenth century French society i n the thought that the world was subject to 

perpetual change and i n the poetic evocation of t h i s transitoririees.. A pre

dictable extension of t h i s a t t i t u d e was his bel i e f , i n late l i f e , i n the 

doctrine of Maya according to which the world of our 'perception may be merely 

i l l u s o r y * 

Leconte de Lisle's at t i t u d e to contemporary r e a l i t y was far from being- en

t i r e l y negative. Yet his refusal to treat modem l i f e d i r e c t l y , except i n . 

a few instances, make?it easier to see him as a precursor of Mallc^me'and of the 

'escapist' poetry of the 1800s and 1890s (rather than the poetry of Corbiere, 

Verlaixie, Kimbaud and Laforgue which took account of the many facets of con

temporary ix-ality)and may bo d i r e c t l y contrasted with Baudelaire's attitude to 

modernity, (13) , Furthermore his b i t t e r response to the established society 

of his times did not ex-bend to an assault on the conventions of French prosody 

and poetic language except i n the use of a large and erudite vocabulary calcul

ated to proteot 'la dengue sacree' from the attention of unworthy readers. This 

meant that the task of fi n d i n g a poetic language capable of formulating t r a n s i 

tory experience had to be l e f t to younger poets. 

The cumulative process of the separation of poet and society accelerated 

111) Gee below, pp.$M-$l. 
(12) Gee below, p. 
(15) Leconte de Lisle's rejection of his own times was such that the incongruity 

of his being seen on an omnibus was a source of considerable .amusement 
to Laforgue. 



again a f t e r I87O (14). This t h i r d c r i s i s although partly the product of 

h i s t o r i c a l events may also be related to the nature of the French public's 

l i t e r a r y taste but, perhaps iaost of a l l , to the highly o r i g i n a l nature of 

poetic developments i n the period, 

A recurrence of post-revolutionary disillusionment occurred amongst the 

generation of poets born around 1850 as a result of the events of the Commune, 

which i n themselven had been more disgusting than those of I848-52, but to this 

was added the shame of defeat and loan of national pride. Young intellectuals ' 

were- less l i k e l y than ever to heed, the claims of authority of any. kind or of 

p o l i t i c a l - -idealism. Poets i n Trance from about the late 1866s- seem to have 

been more acutely aware than over that t h e i r art did not correspond to the -taste • ' 

of the age. The whole future of poetry was put• i n t o doubt by- the', phenomenal-

success of the popular novel j u s t as i n our own day the novel ,. i n i t s turn, has 1 

been threatened by cinema and -television. Figures' such as Alphone Karr, 

Paul.de Rock, Soulie, Sue, and then•Zola and, most of a l l , the banal Ohnet, 

the beat-selling French novelist of the nineteenth century, come olose to 

monopolising the book buying market. 

The appearance of the French poetic milieu after I87O i s of an almost 

aggressively introspective.community intent upon experiment i n which i t 

would be d i f f i c u l t f o r even the remaining poetry-reading public to share, •• 

To t h i s extent poets behaved very much as 'the a r t i s t i c community at large. 

The Impressionists were attacked so savagely because t h e i r work seemed to 

represent the encroachment of anarchistic lunaoy in t o a r t (15). T e r r i f i e d of 

a r e p e t i t i o n of the events of the'Commune the r u l i n g classes clung more t i g h t l y 

to the ideals of order, family l i f e and tho respectable career. Any devi

ation from t h i s pattern, i n whatever sphere, was highly suspect. Only after . 

the best part of a decade did a freer and less sombre attitude begin to make 

i t s e l f apparent. For a time there was a return among the bourgeoisie to an old. 

(14) c.fc J. LetheVe on a r t generally! 'Le divorce'qui date du Romantisme, entre 
1 »artiste et le public, aborde vers 18-60 urie phase aiguf qui s'aggravera apres 
1070. I I dure encore de nos jours mais l e public ne s'en etonne plus guere,..' 
(Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse. p.12). 

(15) l e Bien public of 25 June 1874 described Manet's Le Chemin de f e r as 'un 
tableau indSchiffrable'. La Presse on 29 A p r i l of the same year had^poken 
of the f i r s t Impressionist exhibition as the 'exposition des revoltes'. 

http://Paul.de
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prejudice which looked upon the w r i t i n g of poetry, i n i t s e l f , as a scarcely-

respectable - indeed alwost- subversive • -' occupation. This i s certainly connect--; 

ed.with, the rea&ineas of young poets to adopt noms de plume. (16) 

Not a l l of the i n a c c e s s i b i l i t y of French poetry af t e r 1870 i s to be 

a t t r i b u t e d to the conscious desire to spurn the general public and to produce 

work f o r a t i n y c u l t u r a l e l i t e , .although i t was almost certainly: one of 

Mallarme's objectives. More important than this were purely aesthetic motives.. . 

The common pursuit of the groat poets of the period was the creation of a new. 

poetic language necessary <&o formulate the experience of exploring the more 

elusive aspects of: external r e a l i t y or. of the human consciousness (or sometimes, 

i n the case of I-Iallarme^ to give -form to ' d i f f i c u l t , abstract concepts). This led . 

them, at times to a kind of poetry completely at odds with the Prench t r a d i t i o n -; 

of discursive c l a r i t y , which had been held to be necessary i n vei'se as .well as . 

prose, which was bound to puzale and antagonise the average reader, 
* -» 'X- -K- -x- -;>- •>:• •;!' •;;• •;} .. 

•.-••'•:[Che: ••realisation, of the poet's i s o l a t i o n is clearly'expressed:.in the work of 

the poets a f t e r 1870. I n Pdohepin's La Chanson dcs Gueux i t -takes the form of 

a vi o l e n t reproach; 
v • 

Le bourgeois drgere, gave, A 

3es t r o l s repas et son. bie^n-etre, 
: Et r i i ^ de voir^sur le pave 
Lee poetes trainer l a g u & b r e . ( 1 7 ) 

The following remarks from the preface to the same collection, by i r n p l i - . ,: 

cation, refer to the poets who share their.condition as well as to. the fGgeux' . 

themselves • ' • . .:..:;:,• 
La poosie brutale de, ces aventureux, de ces hardis, ; ' 
de ces enfants en revolte a qui l a .sopiete''presque 
^tou .goure f a t maiKtre, et qui 'ne trouvant pas ̂ .e ̂ a i t •'. 
a 1ft. mamelle de l a mauvaiae nourrice, mordent a meme 

_ : l a chair pour calmer leur f a i n . 

The picture of society's neglect of the poet and of the l a t t e r 1 s refuge i n the 

bohemian l i f e occurs again and again i n the work of minor poets l i k e Pc&chon, 

(l6) Of Paul Duval, Philippe J u l l i a n writes i n a book which has just appeared: 
•Le marmot ne devient Jean Lorrain qu 1a vingt ans, pour; ne pas compro~ 
mettre ce nom en l'imprimant sur un recueil poetique 1. 
Jean Lorrain ou l e Satiricon de 1900. p»l6. 

( l ? ) La Chanson des Gueux.1902 edition,p o230. 
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Boucher, Gros, lioinard, '.?ailhado, G i l l ahd Ck>uleau# In particular there i s 

much half-himorcaiR reference to the tuo fate a to which a frighteningly large 

number of poets aaccumbed i n the periods alcoholism and insanity s 

Flue lo^in, une bouteille 
Trcs v i e i l l e , 

Dent. on a bu l e cognac 
Sur l e pave qui glisse, 

Ds quiuse 
Une marche ah hoc ab hac,. 
Le spleen diabolique 

Replique; 
C'^st un f r e l e m i r l i t o n , 
L'ame ̂ x'un tros chouotte 

Poete, 
Q,a'on cmporte a Oharenton. (lG) 

The vision of the poot an 'the. material victim of society's indifference 

or exploitation did have a factual basis i n the liv e s of a number of poets of 

the period. One • of the most striking.instances i s , of course, that of V i l l i e r a 

de l ' I s l o Adam who was forced to coach boxing and work as a sparring partner to 

earn enough to eat, Romy de Gonnnont long ago considered that i t was rejection 

by mat e r i a l i s t bourgeois society t l i a t .made V i l l i or s 'I'exorciste dU reel et l e 

po r t i e r de 1«ideal' (19) V i l l i e r s found the perfect symbol.for the hour 

geois's treatment of talented a r t i s t s when he describes Tribulat Bonhomet 

deriving pleasure from wringing the necks of uwans. to hear t h e i r death song 

- ' q u ' i l est dove: d'oncourager lea a r t i s t e s ! ' (20), She idea that posthumous 

appreciation might be the moat that a poet could hope f o r lay behind the cele

brated joke i n Lutece (B, 1-Iores 'Place air;,': ,jeuneat, 14-21 June 1885) i n which 

i t v/as suggested that young poets going to f i g h t the Arabs on th e i r m i l i t a r y 

service should dex>osit t h e i r manuscripts i n a special collecting box to take 

advantage of th e i r possible death i n finding publishers. Uores had in.mind the 

recent example of Sobillot but i t , i s worth remembering that i n the Romantic 

period more than one young poot had committed 'suicide i n order to draw attention 

to his worko Verlaino gavo a clear statement of t i l l s situation i n Parnassian 

terms, i n the Poernes 3aturnlensi 

(18) Goudeau, 'Hur la-route de Gharenton'. he a Plcurs du bitume. p.147 
(19) l e bivre des Iia-at)U03,p<,91» . • 
(20) Le Tueur de Gy.'.nos, quoted i n CDecleyan, Le Nouveau I'lal du Sieele, p.333* 
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Tous beau..-;, touo purs, ̂ veo des rayons dax$lfts yeux, 
St sous leur front le reve inacheve des Meuxl 
Le mpnde, que tr o u b l a i t leur parole profonde, 
lies e x i l e , A lei^r toux i l s exilent l e mondel 
C'est qu'ils out a l a fin'compris q u ' i l ne faut plua 
Keller leur note pure aux oris^irresolxis 
Que va poussant l a foule obscene et violente, 
Et que l'isolement sied'a leur.'imarohQ lente, (2l) 

Verlaine's condition was to prove to be exceptionally d i f f i c u l t since after his 

implication i n the Commune and then the homosexual a f f a i r with Rimbaud he was : 

almnned even by most of his fellow poets: • 

Confreres mal.freres de moi, 
'-iui m'enterriez presque jadis 
Sous tout ce silence - pourquoi? -
Depuis 1'affreux soixante-dix,.,.. 

C'est ce qu'on ajppelle l a Gloire 
- Avec l e d r o i t a l a famine, : 
A l a grande Misery noire • 
Et presque j\isqu'a l a vermine -
C'est ce qu'on appelle l a Gloire1 (22) 

I t was almost inevitable that Rimbaud, too, should have shared the opinion 

of his Parnassian mentors that contemporary bourgeois society was alien to the 

poet, something to be viewed from the outside more often than not with contempt. 

Rimbaud's response to the idea that a true understanding of beauty, nature and 

the significance of the universe could only be achieved by a departure from pre

vai l i n g , conventions was, however, fa r more radical then anything the Parnassians 

would ever have contemplated, -For- i t entailed an attack on a l l preconceptions, 

including the moral, mental and .sensorial habits formed by the poet himself i n 

order to achieve the tabula rasa necessary as a precondition for yoyanoe; 

Vous revoila• professour» .On s'e doit a l a Sooiete, 
m'avez-vous d i t t vous 'fai'tes partie des corps enseignants : 
VOUB rouless dans l a bonne 'orniere. ,v,> je ra'encrapule lo-plus 
possible, Pourquoi? Je veux etre poete. et je" t r a v a i l l e . V • •" 
ne rendre Voyant,...,11 s'agit d'arriver a l'inconnu par l e 
deregleaont dĉ  tons les sens. ^ Les souffranees sont enonnes, 
mais i l faut etre f o r t , l i t r e ne 'poete, et je me suis reconnu 
poete. (23) 

The adventure described i n TJne Sajson en .lilnfer (and f o r that'matter anticipated 

i n 'he Bateau ivreVV is. one of a deliberate and self-conscious exacerbation of 

(21) .Oeuvrea Postiques Completes, p.60, 
(22) I b i d . , pp.901-02. 
(23; Oeuvres Completes. pp. 248-49. 
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the already existing alienation of the poet from society at large. The suffer
ings were indeed enormous •- so much so that a desire to return to the f o l d , 
almost a mood of x'epentance, ensued. 

In Corbie-re's case, as i n Verlaine's, there were special reasons why 

separation from society should be more complete. His iso l a t i o n was that of 

the unsightly i n v a l i d unable to do the two things he most wanted; to receive 

the love of a woman and to lead the vigorous l i f e of a Breton s a i l o r . 

Corbiere. f e l t himself to be a de place; 

I I ne naquit pax1 ciupun bout, 
Jut toujours pousse ven^~de~hout, 
Et^.fut un arl<3quin-ragout, 
Melange adultere de tout. (24) 

Tills was not e n t i r e l y the result of personal circumstanoes fo r he recognised the 

materialism of his age as a more general obstacle to his integration into society: 
S A / 

Plate epoque rapee, 
Ou chacun a du biens 
Ou, cuistre sans epee, 
Le vaurien ne vaut r i e n j (25) 

Paris epitomised f o r him the impemanence, a r t i f i c i a l i t y and materialism of 

t h i s period of urban expansions 

I I v i n t auesi l a — f ouraaliere, 
Tk^ar ou rien n'est en pio.rre, 
Ovi le s o l e i l manque djB» ton. (26) 

The theme of the a r t i s t as martyr, as victim of [society's neglect i s also 
\ 

clearly expressed by Corbierej 

~ Oui, camarade, i l faut qu*on sue 
ilpres son hamais et son art I ; * . , 
Apr^s les ailes s l e brancardj 
Vivre notre metier ~ ca tue... (27) 

I t i s a l l the more acute since he was only too aware of his own impending 

death to which there i s more -than one humorous reference i n his work j 

Et j e laisse l a vie 
Pleuvoir sans me mouiller, 
En attendant 1•envie 
De mo f a i r e empailler. (28) 

'A-) Oeuvres Completes .p.710. 
'2'}) I b i d . , p.714. 
J26I Ibid".,p.705, 
v27) Ibid.,p.779. Typically t h i s poem uses such imagery humorously, i n oonnec 

t i o n with the rejection of a painting rather than an actual' death, 
(28) Ibid.,p.715.. 



\ 102 

In..Laforgue' s poetry the poet-is; shown to be separated from his contempor--' 

aries by his r e a l i s a t i o n of the enormity and absurdity of the universe and of 

the certainty of death of -which they seem unaware; 

La plupart v i t e± meurt sans- soupeonner l ' h i s t o i r e 
3u globe, sa misere en I'eternelle^gloire,V 
3a future agonie au s o l e i l moribond. 

vortiges d'uniyers, cieux a jamais .en^et.el : 
Pden, i l s n'auront rien su, Combien ̂ Cme s'en vont 
Sans avoir settlement v i s i t e leur planete. (29) 

Los cafes ae vidaient, un bal, par i n t e r v a l l e , . 
Wenvoyaitun poignant et sautillant accord. 

Chaqtie jour est un pasl C'est v r a i , potirtant. FolieJ 
Et nous, allons sans v o i r , gaspillant notr'e v i e , 
IJous rapprochanttptijours dependant du grand, trouj 

• "Et nous 'tuons le t^mpsi' et s i dans cettp foule 
J'avais alors hurle : chaqtie. jour- q.ui s'ecoule 
Est un pas vers l a I-Iorti on rn'eut p r i s pour un fou, (30) 

To t h i s r e a l i s a t i o n was added the poet's general confusion at his role i n l i f e 

and, i n p a r t i c u l a r , his obsession with the d i f f i c u l t i e s of the . maler-female 

relationship r. a mentality admirably symbolised i n 'the "figure of; Pierrot, To.. 

a considerable extent i t i s therefore f a i r to say that his . i s o l a t i o n from 

society .sprang' from his own emotional and philosophical problems rather than 

from society's neglecti 

, ; Chacun trime, r i t , flane ou pleure, v i t enfinj 
Seul, j ' e r r e \ t^avers tout, l a levre •appes&ht'ie 
Comme d'une nausea••• immense de l a vie. (31) . ;;

; , 

Yet, as i n the case of Corbiere, society i s not l e f t blameless i n i t s re l a t i o n 

ship'to; a r t i s t s : -;';.. . :,;•;:;. .'-•" 

On les v o i t chaotic jour.,. 
...........,,bohe*mes loqv.ej^eto:, . 
Peintraa crottec,^rate's, reveurs hgmanitaires 
Aux coffres secoues de rSles cavemeux, ^ 
Bans leur ivamonse amour oubliant leurs mi seres. (32) •. 

The way to avoid material deprivation; i s to: abandon f l i g h t s of fantasy and to 

conform t o the established pattern .of:: bourgeois ambition which, i s evident'. .-< :• ; 
T2$1 foMlea :0omT)le.t.es,p,555« .. 
(JO) I b i d . , p.451. 
(31} Ibid. lp,406. 
(32) Ibid.,p.307. 
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even i n l i t e r a c y convention: 

Vaina eapoirs! Our l a t e i r o d'exil 
I I faut romper, ainsi que l a limaoe au f i l 
D 1argent! Hamper! toujours ramper! Voir des notai 
St des grranimairiens, Coppee ot des rocderesj (33) 

For, as the poet imagines his father w r i t i n g ; 

ures 

Le temps, c'eat do 1'argenjy 
.........vous otos dans, l'age ou l'on devrai 
line position.„.. (34) 

i t chercher 

I n Mallarme's reaction to the idea of the poet's is o l a t i o n l i e s the key 

to his uniqueness. Sarly i n his career his response was commonplace enough. 

I n 'A ran poete immoral 1 the healthy unconventional.! ty of the hohemian l i f e of 

a poet i s contrasted with the hypocrisy and corrupt ambition of the bourgeois 

that would seek to judge him: 

Plus d'un dans'sa vertu ridee 
Se drape et t'appelle immoral, 
Toi, qui n'as pas meme 1'idee 
D'un prospectus electoral! 

Lai/3 se chanter, o cher boherne, 
Leur chanson a tous ces pervers 
Si pervers que-pars un d'eux n'aime 
l i t que pas un ne f a i t de'vers! 

. A 
Tu ne reves pas pour t a prose 
Be xuban ro-age ou pend l a croix, 
Et preferes la^, gance rose 
D'un corset d'elace, je crois? (35) 

On a much more serious le v e l 'Le Gulpnon' i s a moving tr i b u t e to the suffering 

of the victims of indifference and i n s u l t epitomised, one suspects,: by the 

fate of Nerval: 
Quancl en face tous leur orrfccrache les dedains, 
lluls et l a barfoe, a mots bas priant le tonrierre, 
Ces heros excedes de malaises badins 

Vont ridiculement se pendre au reverbere. 

Mallarme's d e f i n i t i v e response to the .situation was, -however, unparalleled i n 

the wt;fK of the other major poets a f t e r 1870 : . a near total.aesthetic escapism 

undiluted by s a t i r i c a l references to contemporary society, by expression of a 

desire 'to belong' or by moments of optimism generated by an admiration f o r 

'jprogress. His position was even more extreme than that of Leconte de Li s l e . 

3) Poesies Completes,p.335. 
4j I.bid.,p.316. 
5) Oeuvrea Completes.OT). 19-20 

(36) Oouvras Completes,p.30 , 
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Hie separation from society was to be almost complete, for lie• wished .poetry to 

be safe from the vagaries of r e a l i t y , i t s e l f , from what he called He hasard'. 

His mature poetry was to be written f o r a t i n y e l i t e allowed access to the 

mysteries only by dint of hard work. - and then not always. I t would be con-, 

cerned with making carefully wrought synthetic formulations, of the great funda*-

mental • abstract - concepts of.being and'non-being, of -the. absolute .-and the void. 

The very exceptional deviations from' t h i s attitude w i l l be dealt with i n the 

appropriate places i n t h i s study,-' One suspects, that i t i s Mallarnie's greatness 

combined .with the thoxxnighness. of .-his - self-insulation from the society of his 

time that has led to the assumption that the major tendency i n French poetry ; 

between Baudelaire and Verhaeren was an unambiguous; rejection of external r e a l i t y . (^7, 

'.The t r u t h i s that although the minor poets and Verlaine, Rimbaud, Corbiere, . 

and Laforgue accepted, welcomed, and even sometimes widened, the gulf between 

themselves and society, t h i s was-far- from being t h e i r only reaction. 

Very often the state of a f f a i r s was a cause f o r genuine regret by the poets. 

They, wished or even sought to bfttome a part of the society by whom they had been 

ostracised, . This, vas expressed i n banal fashion by Verlaino: •• .'':; .:•'.-' 

•X- •.;«. .;(. 

Je renonce a l a poesiej 
Je vais etre riche domain. 
A d'atrtreS: je passe l a main 
Qui veut, qui vent m'etre un Sosie? 

Bel eiaploi, j'en prends a temoin 
Les bonnes heures do bale.de 
Ouy r i m a i l l a n t quelque ballade, 
Je passais-mes nuits tard et l o i n . 

Sous l a - lune luoi.de et claire 
Les ponts. luiaaient insidieux, 
L'eau.baignaxt:de f l o t s raoieux 

ie Paris.'gai'.comme Lin cimetiere 
Je renonce a tout ce bonheur 
Tilt j e Jegue, aux - jeunes jjta l y r e j 
Enfant ŝ . heritez mon de l i r e , 
Moi j 'horite un sac suborneur. 

For a l l i t s banality flteve* i s nearer the tru t h than i t s s l i g h t l y ironic 

pendant 'Keveil' .where, the poet -decides. a f t e r . a l l to keep to his vocation. 

(37) Such an assumption appears to have been made by Michaud, Cornell and 
Edmund Wilson 

(38) Oouvros Poetiques Cbmixletes.uu. 960^1 

http://bale.de
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Of course Verlaine had l i t t l e p r a c t i c a l choice by the time he was writing the 
Invectives than to l i v e o f f his reputation as a- poet. Yet there was always an 
element of the petit-bourgeois manque"in his character as i s shown by the 
oft~repeated attempts at reconciliation with his wife and his habit of l i v i n g 
jjjgi menace with the broken down prostitutes who were his companions i n the las t 
part of. his l i f e . Baudelaire had already demonstrated a similar t r a i t by \ 
seeking election to the Acadeniie and i n '-'his perpetual ef f o r t s to please his 
mother. 

Rimbaud*s personal season i n h e l l ended .with the desire to return to :'•!•" 

r e a l i t y , to his 'roots', as a 'way. -of.safeguarding' his sanity: 

Koil moi qui me sxtis d i t mage ou ange, dispense de 
•touts morale, je suis rcendu au''soi,^aveq;un devoir a ;!' :' 
chercher, et l a r e a l i t e xugueuse a etreindrej PaysanJ (39.) 

The burden of i s o l a t i o n i n the search f o r 'le Verbe' had proved too great f o r : 

'le grand maudit', 'le grand malade*. 

Cprbiere appears to have been a f f l i c t e d . w i t h the notion that he might have". 

f a l l e n between two stools - that he had l e f t his native Britanny - where he could .,•;'. 

not share the l i f e of the sailors only to find, that;he was, even more out o f 

place, i n the l i t e r a r y Bohemia of 'Paris, and had widened the gap between himself-'1' . 

and his fellow Bretons to whom nevertheless he f e l t bound to.return: 

\\Le'£. femmes 'avaiont"'-.su>-:sans-;doute--'par..';les' buses'.'.*- '••;' 
Q,u'il v i va.it en coxicubir.-YTo avec dea Ilusesl... / 

• ' ::,:;;; Uri heretiqiie onf i n . . . Quelque Barisien . 
. ' Bo Paris ou d'ailleurs. - He^asl on n'en salt r i e n . . . . 

I I avait pose l a , seul et chercbant na place 
Pour mourir seul ou pour vivre pur contumace.... 

Faisaut, d 'xm\i™peix~pres d'artiste, v '!.''• J: 
Un philosophe-d'a pou pres, ' 
Ralcur de s o l e i l ou de f r a i c , 
Sh dehors de l'humaine piote. (40) 

. Laforgue .was well' aware of, the pain that ; his• yoracious.;.'."r'e'ading'and tmceasing; 

meditation; on l i f e had caused him by separating: him from the..simple unquestioning 

happiness enjoyed by his follows and by himself, i n his childhood; 

0 souvenirs, chantezj tout mon orgue.il s'onfuit, ..;;-:: 
L't j e me sensrepris de ma .grande amertume, '••• ; ';;-•• ^ 

(39) Oeuvres Completes.p.116 . 
( 40V Oeuyres CorapletesrP.741< : 
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Ah! cos vol/: d. ns l a n u i t ch^arbrnt KoelJ lloelj 
Ti'apportcnt de l a nef rod, la-bay, a'illumine, 
Un s i tend re, un s i doux ̂ eproche matemel 
'lue mon ooeur trop gonfle crave dana .ma poi t r i n e . , , 

Et j'econte longtenps los clochea, dans l a m i i t , , . . 
Je suia le paria de l a f a n i l l o humane, 
A. qui l e vent apporte en c0£ sale redu.lt 
La poignante rumeur d'irae fete l o i n t a i n e , ( 4 l ) 

The poet envies the l i f e led by nunc and, by extension, by contented bourgeois 
U A \ 

housewives i n his home town of Tarbos 'deuce cle vingt male. ames.a peine': 
Dans l a priere, l e menage, les travaux couture; 
Et que cela sxiffiae,,, (42) 

I n his personal l i f e , as well as i n hi3•poetry, Laforgue did eventually resolve 

the problem with which he was preoccupied throughout his short career - the 

problem of the relationship between man and woman* He accepted, at l a s t , that 

marital domesticity - of which he was deeply suspicious fearing that i t was a •[ 

b i o l o g i c a l trap - for a l l ; i t s boring moments and conventionality had compensating 

advantages: . . 

Que toutes aont creature^ et que tout est routineJ 

Eh bi^n, pour aimer ce q u ' i l y a d'hi^toires 
Derxlere ces. beaux -yeux d'orpheline heroine, 
0 Ko.ture, donne-moi l a fore© et le courage 

me croire -en age, 
0 Mature, ^elevennoi le fr o n t , 
Puisque, t o t ou• tard, nous mourrona.,,. (4?) 

I n the .case of moat of the poets, t h i s aonse 'of neglect on a personal 

l e v e l did lead to occassional e f f o r t s to bridge the gulf between poetry and 

rsociety, Mallarme's position was, however, uncompromising. Yet ho did ex

perience regret ~ even - anguish - at the thought that his l i f e and energies may 

have been wasted. He could not bo sure that his struggle against r e a l i t y , 

against contingency and imp.)rmanence. had achieved anything, .Such seems to be 

the moaning of his l a s t great work: 'uh coup da des n'a.bolira .jamais l e hasard'. 

How f a r i s one j u s t i f i e d i n seeing a positive, i f intermittent, desire on 

the part of some of the major poets af t e r 1870 to reunite poetry and society? 

Baudelaire had already anticipated such•a desire i n his not altogether ironic 

reference to the bourgeois public and the need for them to aasert their own 

^41) Poesies Completes.p.327c 
42j Ibid,,p,311, 

,43) Ibid.fP .312 . 
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taste i n the introduction to the Galon (le 1845 and, more seriously, i n his 
whole concept of modernity i n a r t as an essential factor corresponding; to the 
taste of a given age. (44) 

Rimbaud' s atti t u d e towards a rayrprochemcYit between a r t and society i s more 

ambiguous than Baudelaire's. Yet there are f a i r l y clear indications i n his : work 

of a degree of optimism based upon the ideas of modernity -and progress. One of 

the most s t r i k i n g instances i s 'Adieu' (Tfno Caison en Snfer), where the poet's 

andonment of his former ambitions (d'ai firee toutes les fetes, toils les ab 

irtomphes, tous les drames.*) stems from his recognition of them as the self-

indulgence and f l i g h t s of fancy of an a r t i s t ; 'Uhe belle gloire d'artiste et de 

contenr emportee!' By implication ' a r t i s t ' is here a pejorative term: with the 

c on Motion of separation from society and r e a l i t y . (45) He had believed him

s e l f not to be bound by the s.-une code as his fellows; 'mage ou ange, dispense*de 

toute morale'. Rimbaud's response .is" two-fold. 'The f i r s t , as we have already 

noted, i s a re a l i s a t i o n of his peasant origins as a source of s t a b i l i t y . The 

second i s to look to a constructive future i n which ho would be the poet of the 

age of progress: 
A 

I I faut etre absolument moderne. 

I n language reminiscent of the Fourierism he probably acquired from the Parnas

sians, -Rimbaud sees bho new era as one of universal e f f o r t .and love laading to 

the creation of c i t i e s which w i l l be the urban age's version of t e r r e s t r i a l 

paradise; 
...Recevons tpus les i n f l t i x de vigeur et de tendresse 

St a 1'aurore, arrueos d'une arden^e patience, nous entrer^ns 
aux splendides v i l l e s . (46) 

This was not a volte facet i t had been Rimbaud's intention a l l along to 

participate i n the w r i t i n g of the --poetry which--would not only r e f l e c t the 

progress towares the age of harmony but even help to hasten i t s advance: 

(44} Gee above, pf. 
(45) Rimbaud i s almost making the same accusation against himself as he once 

made against Baudelaire in the. l e t t e r to Demsnjj of 15 May 1G71 though 
there the 'milieu 'crop a r t i s t e ' i s regarded more as an obstacle to 

1 o r i g i n a l i t y of.form, 
(46) Tliese f u t u r i s t i c c i t i e s were-, of course, to become-an important theme i n 

the Illuminations. Gee below, pp. IfSZ-G*!, 
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Le poeta., ,« sexv.it wrdamt un V">-1 b.iw^tfbenr de r/ro^.'ssj 
Cot avonir ;;.era M a t e r i a l i s t s , vous le voyea...... 

L'art etexr.al aurait sea fori';tions, coujiie les poetes sont 
oitoyens. La Poesie no rytlaaera plus 1*action; e l l e .sera en 
arrant. (47) 

SI 10 idea of universal love which had been present i n his earliest poems was 

doubtless given a towporal focus i n tho Commune, I t i s noteworthy that i n tho 

same l e t t e r to Bemeny, Himband enclosed 'Le Chant de Guerre l^Ctaica' and that 

only tv/o days e a r l i e r he Lad written to laavobard of his concern f o r the workers 

being k i l l e d i n Paris. 

One aspect of lUr.ihaud's torment which eventually drove him to self-imposed 

e x i l e , was the ©lnsiveneaa of his dream of socially relevant poetry Which would 

y e t plumb the depths of mystical truth.. Laforgue's contribution to 

rapprochement was of a di f f e r e n t and more practical hind much closer to 

Baudelaire's suggestion i n Le Pclntrc de l a vie mo^orvie noted above since i t 

was more concerned with the question of the public's appreciation of a r t , Time 
/ 

and again i n the 1101.an • • ;os Poatlnunca and i n his correspondence Laforgue states his 

conviction that i t i s 'ivauotua' a r t , the conventions codified by a miogrddad 

e l i t e , that Lv/e created the g I f between arbii.it and society. ITis solution 

i c modernism. 7:1,: w i l l make art. relevant and --..live for tho a r t i s t ' s con-

temporaries. Modernist polychrome sculpture, Inpressiouist painting, 

Baudelaire * s * Am--rivuiiiuCiiS' are among aspects of modernist art which he selects 

f o r special mention. 

One of the functions of the modor:ai::m recca'iKsnded by .Baudelaire, lUmhaud 

wid Laforgue i s thus to narrow the gulf between the poet and society but i t was 

equally a means through which bhe eatablishinont could be attacked cither by the 

device of employing r;.odcm subject and language which they lenow would be held 

to T*e improper i n poetry, o r by tho direct c r i t i c i s m of contemporary society, 

There i s not r e a l l y a contradiction here f o r a oo;/j,;on feature' i n the ideas of 

a l l throe poets i s bhat of the ,'„• operation of society at large from a r t i s t s of 

true o r i g i n a l i t y by the intervention of the l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c es t a b l i sliment 

T47T0eTiv£eT^ - - -
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o c t on inouloc-iixig aircnooua conceptions of .isiand a^groeiation i n the public 
which, tl•j.u;•, p-.:.\frotdg l/.jdtinate target, \.hat Iaral.and looks tack to with 

pa r t i c u l a r nostalgia J.::; i'.e ;/,lo of tbs poet in ancient Greece who "was i n div-:ot 

contact with his society -.nd was i t t ; teacher and priest involving' himself i n a l l 

i t r j a f f a i r s , cclohr.atijig i t s ti:nas of joy and dintx-ss. There was a time when 

'the poet and, f o r that LV... tt-..r, men generally had a clearly defined role 'vd.c:--a-v:!.s 

nature, the gods and t h o i r fellows, This v;as a time of spontaneity and slidplioih 

of l i f e and was to ho contran ted with the a t r i o tuxes and-hypocrisy of bourgeois 

•morality i n the modem world, with the doubt, cislf-qucstioning, anxiety and censo 

cf i s o l a t i o n of nine toenth'-oontuxy maiio I'hi,; con trust -as to prove to be one of 

the most s t r i k i n g cad o r i g i n a l expects of the poetic response- to contemporary 

r e a l i t y i n the second half of the century and is the subject- of the next section. 
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(b) 

Decadent Modernity and Paradise Lost 

The idea of decadence i s by d e f i n i t i o n a form of modernism since the 

concept rests on a d i f f e r e n t i a t i o n of one's own age from those that have gone 

before. The d i s t i n c t i v e q u a l i t i e s of one's own age that are i d e n t i f i e d as 

contributing to decadence are usually, but not necessarily, regarded as 

being detrimental to that age. Something of the relationship between modernism 

and decadence and the ambiguity which attaches to the l a t t e r terra i s to be seen 

i n the work of Gautier. 

One of Gautier's many roles that has been r e l a t i v e l y neglected by l i t e r a r y 

historians i s that of 'founder* of nineteenth-century l i t e r a r y 'decadence' i n 

Prance (48)» The 'Notice' on Baudelaire f o r the 1868 edition of Les Fleurs 

du Mai has long been recognised as an important d e f i n i t i o n of decadence. What 

has not always been recognised i s that t h i s famous preface i s not just the 

tr i b u t e of a loyal friend to the poet, with whom i t i s sometimes claimed he had 

fundamentally l i t t l e i n common, but a statement of ideas which had preoccupied 

him f o r over t h i r t y years and may be^seen i n his own poems, novels and c r i t i c a l 

a r t i c l e s during that period. I t i s obvious that Gautier's admiration f o r 

Baudelaire i s based on a sharing of attitudes not merely the product of affection. 

One of the main ideas of the 'Notice* and also of decadence i n general i s the 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of the modern with the a r t i f i c i a l . A. E. Carter(49) has said 

that the decadent movement 'united two fundamentally opposed ideas: a hatred of 

modem c i v i l i s a t i o n and a love of the refinements modern c i v i l i s a t i o n made 

possible, 1 Jules Lema^tre's explanation of 'baudelairisme' i n 1887(50) i n terms 

of t h i s paradox i s seen by Carter as being equally applicable to Gautier: 

On maudit l e 'Progres', on deteste l a c i v i l i s a t i o n i n d u s t r i e l l e 
de ce sieole . . . Et en meme temps, on j o u i t du pittores^ue 

(48 ) A role he probably shares with Baudelaire* c.f.pp.2.a*sd U, 
49) I n The Idea of Becadence i n French Literature, p.6. 
50; I n his a r t i c l e 'Baudelaire'. Journal des De'bats. 4 July 1887. Biscussed 

by Carter, op.cit., p.6. 
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special que cette c i v i l i s a t i o n a mis dans lp vie humaine et ^ 
des rqtsources qu'elle apporte \ l ' a r t de developper l a s e n s i b i l i t e . 

I n the poem 'Paris 1 (51) we read that the c i t y has a ' s o l e i l teme et mort', i t 

i s shrouded i n unwholesome fog. I n Fortunio(52) we are t o l d that i t s streets 
\ v 

are 'boueuses et infectes' and that i t smells of 'l'atmosphere de gaz hydrogens 
/ 

et de melasse de l a c i v i l i s a t i o n moderne'. Yet i n 1853 Gautier f e l t able to 
say, with deliberate exaggeration: 

Je n'ai vu l a mer que dans les marines de Vernetj je ne connais 
d'autres montaga© que Montmartre." Je n'ai jamais vu se lever l e 
s o l e i l , . , Je suis un Parisien complet , . . Les arbres des ^ 
Tuileries et des boulevards sont mes forets; l a Seine, raon Ocean 
• . y Je ne trouve pas l e s o l e i l de beaucoup superieur au gaz . . , 
Je deteste l a carapagne: toujours des arbres, de l a terre, du 
gazoni . . , (53) 

Gautier's decadence i s intimately linked to his contribution to modernism. 

Nof only did his paradoxical attitudes lead him to write poems l i k e 'La 

Mansarde' and 'Paris' but even to formulate a modernist aesthetic: 

; Nous acceptons l a c i v i l i s a t i o n t e l l e qu'elle est, avec,,ses 
chemins de f e r . , » ses machines,., ses tuyaux de cheminee . . . 
Le monde antique peut- etre balance par un raonde nouveau tout ^ 
resplendissant d'acier^ et de gaz, aussi beau dans son a c t i v i t e 
que l'autre dans sa reverie sereine. (54) 

I t i s quite clear that the picture of Gautier the Romantic turned neo-

cl a s s i c i s t leaves out a very important element of his work; and ideas; this 

element, decadent modernism, was i n f l u e n t i a l upon younger writers 

i n i t s own r i g h t . 

* * * -x- * * * * # * * * 

51) Dated 1831. Premieres poesies. I , pp.108-10, 
52) op,cit., pp,156-57* I n t h i s remarkable novel, published i n 1837f the hero 

may be seen as a prototype of Huysmans's Des Esseintes f o r he leads a 
t o t a l l y a r t i f i c i a l l i f e , enclosed i n a windowless house with a glass-roofed 
courtyard of t r o p i c a l plants and devices to simulate a variety of climates. 

53preface to Les Jeunes-France, v i i - i x . ^ 
54)The remark dates' from I848. Souvenirs de theatre, d'art et de c r i t i q u e , 

pp.202-03. ' 



112 

There were three interrelated conceptions of decadence as the term i s 

applied to Prance i n the l a t t e r h a l f of the nineteenth century. The f i r s t , 

which towards the end of the century wa3 surprisingly widespread, was that of 

a genuine and profoundly regrettable 1 decline i n moral and cultu r a l values 

accompanied, i n the view of some, by physical and psychological degeneration. 

This view was made to seem a l l the more convincing by reference to the sciences. 

The s c i e n t i f i c study of history i t was claimed, provided evidence of certain 

recurring symptoms v i s i b l e upon the decline and death of c i v i l i s a t i o n s . These 

symptoms were present i n late nineteenth-century Prance: loss of s e l f -

assurance, the absence of a guiding f a i t h or ideal, disrespect f o r authority, 

corruption i n high places (the Panama a f f a i r was an outstanding instance), 

reliance on less c i v i l i s e d but more v i r i l e peoples f o r defence (here the 

recruitment of North African troops and the Pranco-Russian alliance were 

obvious •evidence 1)* an unremitting taste f o r luxury, moral l a x i t y , fascination 

with perversion and decline i n physical robustness, coupled with an increase 

i n nervous diseases. A particular p a r a l l e l was drawn between Prance after 

1870 and the l a t e Roman Empire under threat from warlike northern tr i b e s . 

To t h i s catalogue of misfortunes was frequently added an alleged demolition of 

the idea of standards and good taste i n a r t to be replaced by the eccentric 

experimentation of individuals or small extremist groups. Such opinions, 

and there were many more l i k e them, were commonplace i n the periodicals and 

newspapers of the time as well as i n books, some of which w i l l be mentioned i n 

a moment. There was another kind of support f o r t h i s view of decadence 

drawn t h i s time from evolutionary science which i s also to be found i n some of 

these publications. This was even more pessimistic i n i t s implications since 

i t related not only to Prance but to the whole of Western c i v i l i s a t i o n and 

p o t e n t i a l l y to the entire human species. Darwinism and transformism had 

both shown that species disappeared. One circumstance i n which th i s occurred 

was when what had previously been an a t t r i b u t e became exaggerated to the point 
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of being a handicap. According to t h i s view Man was approaching the fate of 

the sabre-toothed t i g e r , f o r the qu a l i t i e s of mental alertness, intelligence 

and sensorial awareness which had enabled his survival were now overdeveloped; 

hypersensitivity was turning- i n t o neurosis. 

The second conception of decadence was largely a confirmation of the 

f i r s t but i t involved a d i f f e r e n t reaction to the so-called evidence. There 

were those who, rather than seeing the state of a f f a i r s as a cause fo r regret 

or fear, accepted i t and even welcomed i t . For them i t would be an age when 

the individual triumphed over the monolithic establishment. I t i s more than 

coincidence that the 'decadent' period i n Prance was contemporary with the rise 

of p o l i t i c a l anarchism, A love of the a r t i f i c i a l , indulgence i n luxury and 

sexual freedom, f o r instance, could be regarded as the f r u i t s of a new-found 

moral freedom as well as symptoms of decline. 

Closely connected with the above was the t h i r d conception of decadence -

the most r e s t r i c t e d yet the one with which posterity i s most familiar - as a 

l i t e r a r y (and a r t i s t i c ) school. 

Decadence as a l i t e r a r y movement should not be oonfused with, or rather 

l i m i t e d t o , the a c t i v i t i e s of Anatole Baju around 1886 - 1888. I n this 

respect Noel Richard's Le Mouvement Decadent, i s aftiisnomer and a disappoint

ment, Baju was an opportunist of r e l a t i v e l y l i t t l e importance who began to 

publicise Decadence at a time when, i r o n i c a l l y , the movement was already v i r t u a l l y 

e x t i n c t . Conversely A.E. Carter who r i g h t l y traces the long history of De

cadence i n France from the end of the eighteenth century i n his The Idea of 

Decadence i n French Literature pays i n s u f f i c i e n t attention to the period after 

1870, with the exception of Huysmans. Carter sees the idea of Decadence as 

the reverse of the coin which has on i t s face the image of the noble savage; 

i t i s an acceptance of the a r t i f i c i a l i t y of modem l i f e , the rejection of nature 

and an awareness of the characteristics peculiar to contemporary Man. In other 

words Decadence i s , ipso facto, a form of modernism which i s always conscious 

of the p r i m i t i v i s t alternative. The principal source? of Decadence i n the 
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nineteenth century were Baudelaire and Gautier. I n their work one finds a l l 

that one would expect: the repudiation of nature, 'satanism', praise of the 

a r t i f i c i a l , the c u l t i v a t i o n of a r t and a love-hate relationship with con

temporary r e a l i t y . Much of t h i s was to "be carried over not only into the 

Decadent movement a f t e r 1870 but into Symbolism, Mallarme was fascinated by 

a r t i f a c t s and Svend Johansen was r i g h t i n a sense when he wrote f l e s 

symbolistes ne sont pas des poetes de l a nature' (55 ) • 

I t i s possible to i d e n t i f y a Decadent movement i n Erance which i s neither 

as precise as that l i t t l e short-lived and s l i g h t l y anachronistic group centred 

around Baju nor as vague and elusive as the great current las t i n g f o r a century 

or more which i s described by Garter; t h i s movement spans the decade or so 

running from the early 1870s to the mid 1880s. Why should the idea of De

cadence have become so at t r a c t i v e i n th i s period and why should the term i t s e l f 

have gained currency? 

The defeat of Prance i n the war with Prussia and the events of the Commune 

were doubtless responsible f o r creating the climate i n which Decadence could 

f l o u r i s h : 'Au lendemain de 1870, apres une defaite qui pouvait j e t e r des 

doutes sur l'avenir de notre pays, cette ..0 idee de decadence devait trouver 

un t e r r a i n favorable. 1 (56) I n particular the f a i l u r e of the Commune and the 

right-wing government of the early 1870s combined to produce a fru s t r a t i o n 

among young i n t e l l e c t u a l s which showed i t s e l f i n the expression of 'decadent' 

attitudes. Revolutionary socialism, anti-clericalism and demands for sexual 

freedom - 'le d r o i t a l a passion integrale' - were widespread but could not be 

brought openly into the p o l i t i c a l , arena. I t was i n groups given over to the 

discussion of such views 'qu'apparait l ' e t a t d'esprit 1 'decadent' ' . . . ' ( 5 7 ) . 

The f i r s t s t i r r i n g s of the movement were, therefore, p o l i t i c a l and philosophical 

rather than l i t e r a r y . The figures associated with Decadence, with the exception 

of Baju^ i n fact adopted Naturalism as the principal expression of th e i r attitude. 
(55) S. Johansen, Le Symbolisme, p.94 • 
(56) J« Letheve, Impressionnistes et Symbolistes devant l a presse. p.172. 
(57) P» Martino, Famasse et Symbolisme. p.143, 
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The Naturalists, too, believed i n the decadence of modern society} i n the 

name of p o s i t i v i s t accuracy they depicted society as they saw i t , which involved 

a rejection of public and religious standards of morality. They described i n 

d e t a i l the workings of human i n s t i n c t , and, in particular, they reduced what 

t r a d i t i o n a l l i t e r a t u r e had called love to mere sexual i n s t i n c t . (58) Thus 

there was an i n t e l l e c t u a l rebellion with few outlets awaiting a label to give i t 

a sense of i d e n t i t y and purpose, a label which would provide f o r the i d e n t i f i 

cation of l i t e r a t u r e expressing these attitudes of challenge to authority and 

accepted standards. 

There were several sources of the term decadent, a l l of which combined i n 

the span of a few years to ensure that i t would become the label required. 

One neglected source l i e s i n writings on the disaster of 1870-71! E. Baudry's 

La Fin du monde l a t i n . A. Daliohoux's 1871s Les Premieres Phases d'une 
/ A y S / S s 

decadence. J. Patenotre's La France degeneree and of course Renan's La Reforme 

i n t e l l e c t u e l l e et morale. In I876 the term began to take ot\ specifically 

l i t e r a r y connotations when Bourget wrote i n La Vie l i t t e r a i r e : 
Arausante, s o i t , - originale, profonde, delicate, soi£, encore, -
la,poe/sie de ces temps-ci n'en est pas mo^ns une poesie de 
decadence... Nous acceptons sans humilite comme sans orgueil 
ce t e r r i b l e mot de decadence... (59) 

Bourget saw l i t e r a c y decadence as a consequence of boredom with the 'siecles 

classiques': i t was a quest f o r o r i g i n a l i t y . I n the Essais de psychologie 

contemporaine (60) he pursued t h i s theme and, i n particular, saw Baudelaire's 

poetry as a product of the decadent s p i r i t . I n fact Bourget was merely re

stating and developing what Gautier had said i n 1868 i n his essay on the 

development of modern French poetry - published s i g n i f i c a n t l y i n 1874 i» his 

Histoire du romantisme - and i n his long preface to Les. Fleurs d.u Mai. I n the 

l a t t e r Gautier compared Baudelaire to the poets of the Latin decadence and thus 

(58) P. Martino, Parnasse et Symbolisme. pp.144-45 * 
(59) A p r i l 1876 . 
(60) Published i n La Houvelle Revue i n I 8 8 I - 8 3 , and i n book^form i n 1883-85. 

Rod said of the essays that they had bgen 'un signe tres caracte'ristique 
de l'e'tat de 1 'esprit de l a jeune generation et un des l i v r e s qui ont 
exerce le plus d'action sur e l l e , . . ' (quoted i n R. P o u i l l i a r t , Le 
Romantisme. I l l , p.139). 



116 

\ 
revived memories of Nis^ard's attacks on the Romantics i n 1834 i n his Poetes 

/ 

l a t i n s de l a decadence where he accused Hugo and his followers of being degener

ate writers set on ruining l i t e r a r y standards i n Prance the way Statius and 

Lucan had corrupted those of Home (61). The l i t e r a r y i d e n t i t y of Decadence 

became even clearer with the publication of Verlaine's 'Langueurr i n Le Chat 

Noir i n 1883 with i t s celebrated opening stanza: 
Je suis 1'Empire a l a f i n de l a decadence, 
Qui regarde passer les grands Barbares blancs 
En composant des acrostiches indolents 
D'un style d'or ou l a langueur du s o l e i l danse. 

with the same poet's essays on the Poetes maudits, with Barres's discussion 

of the influence of Baudelaire ( 6 2 ) , with Eollinat's Les Nevroses i n 1883 but 

perhaps most of a l l with the publication of A rebours i n I 884 , As late as 

1889 Valery was to describe the l a t t e r work as *ma bible et mon l i v r e de 

chevet' ( 6 3 ) . Decadence as a l i t e r a r y movement thus crys t a l l i s e d i n the years 

1883-84 though the ground had already been carefully prepared. Indeed 

Decadence was now a coherent enough phenomenon to i n v i t e attack from the est

ablishment and good-natured parody from within i t s own ranks, Paul Bourde's 

'Les Decadents1 of 1885 (64) was an attack which caused the young writers to 

r a l l y together. The d e l i g h t f u l parodies i n Les Deliquescences d'Adore 

Floupette, also of 1885, in v i t e d such c r i t i c i s m - they were taken as genuine by 

many jo u r n a l i s t s - and also served as a r a l l y i n g point; they made the young 

writers aware of themselves and of t h e i r common interest of experimental 

w r i t i n g : they also made the public aware of a new poetio phenomenon. 

What were the characteristics of decadent lit e r a t u r e ? I t was held by both 

i t s praotitioners and i t s c r i t i c s to be concerned with the turbulent worlds of 

sensation and the more elusive and confused mental experiences'. I t was f a r 

removed from the healthy balanced world of classicism and was forever seeking 

new sensations to s t i r the reader; it_had a predilecM 
(61} G, Highet, The Classical Tradition, p.441* 
(62) I n Les Taches d'encre. November and December I 884 . 
(63) Quoted i n P o u i l l i a r t , Le Romantisme, I I I , p . 141 . 
(64) A r t i c l e i n Le Temps. 6 August 1885, 
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melancholy and f o r i n s t a b i l i t y . Taine, who was regarded by 

Remade i n h i s r e p l y to Huret's Enquete as one of the founders 

of decadence, saw contemporary t a s t e i n the f o l l o w i n g terms: 

R a s s a s i e e t disperse" comme i l e s t , (l'homme contemporain) 
demande a l ' a r t des s e n s a t i o n s imprevues e t f o r t e s , des 
e f f e t s nouveaux de co u l e u r s , de physionomies e t de s i t e s , 
des accents a tout p r i x q u i l e troublent, l e piquent ou 
l'amusent, b r e f un s t y l e qui tourne a l a maniere, au p a r t i 
p r i s e t a l ' e x c e s . (65) 

Bourget's d e s c r i p t i o n of Ba u d e l a i r e h i g h l i g h t s the 'morbid' aspect 

of t h a t poet's work: 

Sa s a i s o n aimfie e s t l a f i n de l'automne, quand un charme 
de mfilancolie semble e n s o r c e l e r l e c i e l qui se b r o u i l l e 
e t l e coeur qui se c r i s p e . Ses heures de d f i l i c e s sont 
l e s heures du s o i r , quand l e c i e l se co l o r e , comme dans 
l e s fonds de tableaux de V i n c i , des nuances d'un rose 
mort e t d'un v e r t presque Svaporfi. La beauts de l a femme 
ne l u i p l a i t que prScoce e t presque macabre de maigreur, 
avec une elegance de s q u e l e t t e apparue sous l a c h a i r 
adolescente, ou bien t a r d i v e e t dans l e d f i c l i n d'une 
maturite ravage"e. (66) 

L i t e r a r y Decadence may be considered as a r e a c t i o n against modern 

French bourgeois s o c i e t y - and p a r t i c u l a r l y i t s prudence - i n 

s e v e r a l ways. F i r s t , i t took to extremes f a c e t s of that very 

s o c i e t y , notably the a r t i f i c i a l i t y made p o s s i b l e by modern 

technology ( 6 7 ) . Second, i t incorporated an awareness of and a 

f a s c i n a t i o n with an a l l e g e d l y new s e n s i b i l i t y : h i g h l y nervous, 

f r e n e t i c , obsessed w i t h s e n s a t i o n and minimising the power of 

r a t i o n a l i s m and * l e bon sens'. To t h i s extent i t was a r e a c t i o n , 

l i k e much poetry of the l a t e nineteenth century, against the 

French a n a l y t i c a l t r a d i t i o n soon to be more vigo r o u s l y supported 

than ever by Lanson and o t h e r s . This r e a c t i o n was, however, 

(65) Quoted i n P o u i l l i a r t , o p . c i t . , p. 138. 
(66) E s s a i s de psychologie contemporaine, I , p.£U~> 
(67) c . f . A rebours or, e a r l i e r , G a u t i e r ' s FOrtunio. 
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always too s e l f - c o n s c i o u s to be a r e t u r n to a healthy spontaneity. I t 

had i t s o r i g i n i n a s m a l l i n t r o s p e c t i v e world of l i t t e r a t e u r s ^conscious 

of the schism between a r t and the mass of the p u b l i c : 

Peu nous importe que l e s f o u l e s ne nous comprennent pas. 
L ' e c r i v a i n soucieux de son a r t , d o i t f a i r e a b s t r a c t i o n 
de l e u r e x i s t e n c e . C'est a e l l e s de s ' e l e v e r vers l u i , 
non a l u i de s ' a b a i s s e r vers e l l e s , (68) 

T h i r d , i t was imbued with a sense of modernity and r e j e c t e d both the 

s o l i d order of c l a s s i c i s m and the now r e s p e c t a b l e Romantic re'turn to 

nature; t h e i r s u b j e c t was modern Man as he r e a l l y was, or so they 

claimed. Fourth, the decadents' f a s c i n a t i o n with the morbid, the 

macabre and the s u p e r n a t u r a l - as exemplified i n the work of Baudelaire, 

R o l l i n a t and Barbey d ' A u r e v i l l y - was an a f f r o n t to accepted t a s t e 

(as was t h e i r o c c a s i o n a l s e x u a l l i c e n c e ) . F i n a l l y , i t presented a 

r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t a l l e s t a b l i s h e d l i t e r a r y values. For t h i s reason i t was 

customary on the p a r t of c r i t i c s i n the e s t a b l i s h e d press to c a l l a l l 

poets who d i d not follow t r a d i t i o n decadent. Mallarme was often dubbed 

a decadent even by f r i e n d s and admirers. Decadent had become a compliment 

much the same as I m p r e s s i o n i s t had a decade e a r l i e r . The most obvious 

m a n i f e s t a t i o n of the decadents' r e b e l l i o n was t h e i r a t t i t u d e to language. 

Indeed i t may be claimed t h a t t h e i r only o r i g i n a l i t y l a y i n t h i s f i e l d , 

though i t did not extend much beyond the invention of neologisms. These 

were so abundant t h a t P a u l Adam and F e l i x Feneon, under the pseudonym 

Jacques Plowert, produced i n 1888 t h e i r P e t i t G l o s s a i r e pour s e r v i r a 

1 ' i n t e l l i g e n c e des auteurs decadents e t symbolistes which contained, i n 

the continuing s p i r i t of s e l f - p a r o d y some examples from t h e i r own works ! 

(68) B a j u i n Le Decadent, 16 October 1886. 
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I t w i l l not have escaped the reader's a t t e n t i o n that we have not 

yet named the members of the 'decadent school' of poetry. The membership 

of the movement i s a s u b j e c t of some controversy; almost every book gives 

a d i f f e r e n t l i s t ; NoBl Richard d e c l i n e d to commit himself^ s e e i n g l i t t l e 

point i n producing another l i s t (69) . Yet i t does c l a r i f y matters to 

think of who a c t u a l l y belonged to the movement, indeed there i s something 

strange about d i s c u s s i n g a l i t e r a r y movement as though i t could e x i s t 

independently of i n d i v i d u a l s . The present w r i t e r would i n c l u d e R o l l i n a t , 

L o r r a i n , Roinard, the Laforgue of some of the Complaintes, Tailhade as 

w e l l as V e r l a i n e and Rodenbach on oc c a s i o n among the poets and Huysmans 

and Barbey d ' A u r e v i l l y among the w r i t e r s of prose. For contemporary 

c r i t i c s the whole of Mallarme, V e r l a i n e , Laforgue and the l i t t l e Rimbaud 

they knew was 'decadent' because t h a t word had become a synonym fo r 

incomprehensible! I n the hands of more recent c r i t i c s the term has been 

used to dispose of poets l i k e Mikhael^and even Laforgue and V e r l a i n e 

whose work r e s i s t e d most the e p i t h e t Symbolist. 

I t was the encroachment of Moreas's Sumbolism which galvanised 

B a j u i n t o h i s sponsorship of Decadence. Symbolism may w e l l have seemed too 

much concerned w i t h a r t and form - a narrowing down of the very broad 

'programme' of Decadence which i n v o l v e d philosophy, p o l i t i c s and 

psychology as w e l l as l i t e r a t u r e - f o r many of the adherents of the 

e a r l i e r movement. Baju's pronouncements are so c o n t r a d i c t o r y as to 

b a f f l e the modern r e s e a r c h e r but one argument he did use to d i s t i n g u i s h 

the 'decadents' from the 'symbolistes* was t h a t the former had been 

concerned to r e c r e a t e s o c i e t y along s o c i a l i s t l i n e s l i n k e d with progress 

and s c i e n c e , whereas he d e f i n e s a Symbolist as a man who ' s a c r i f i e r a i t 

v o l o n t i e r s a. s e s j o u i s s a n c e s tout l e r e s t e de l'Humanite'. (70) 

(69) I b i d . , p. 13. 
(70) A 0 Baju, L'Anarchie L i t t g r a i r e . pp. 9 - 11. 
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There i s more than a g r a i n of t r u t h i n t h i s p i c t u r e of Symbolism as 

a movement cut o f f from contemporary r e a l i t y . B a j u a l s o spoke of 

decadent poetry as 'une poesie v i b r a n t e e t sonore ou l'on sent passer 

comme des f r i s s o n s de v i e ' ; the r o l e of se n s a t i o n i n such poetry 

i s a l l u d e d to ( 7 1 ) . 

Decadence was a r e a c t i o n a g a i n s t stodgy bourgeois values i n 

l i t e r a t u r e and l i f e g e n e r a l l y ; i t was a l l along c l o s e l y a l l i e d with 

p o l i t i c a l movements such as anarchism and revo l u t i o n a r y s o c i a l i s m . 

I t s c o n t r i b u t i o n to l i t e r a t u r e was perhaps not as great. The decadents 

appreciated modernity and s e n s a t i o n as 's u b j e c t s ' but, with one or two 

exceptions, d i d not t r e a t them w i t h the s u b t l e t y of Baudelaire, Rimbaud 

or V e r l a i n e . On the other hand without the decadent ferment i t i s 

doubtful whether Rimbaud, V e r l a i n e , Corbiere, Laforgue or even Mallarmfi 

and B a u d e l a i r e would have so q u i c k l y found r e c o g n i t i o n . The i n f l u e n c e 

of the poet of Les F l e u r s du Mai upon the poets a f t e r 1870 was i n large 

measure due to h i s c u l t i v a t i o n by the decadents. 

I t i s i n s t r u c t i v e to look a t the ac t u a l work of some of those 

poets who were considered to be decadent i n t h e i r l i f e t i m e (and to whom 

p o s t e r i t y has attached the same l a b e l ) and to consider the place of 

contemporary r e a l i t y i n t h e i r work. 

Maurice R o l l i n a t enjoyed considerable fame and even n o t o r i e t y 

i n the e a r l y 1880s fo r h i s performances, to h i s own piano accompaniment, 

of h i s poetry a t the Chat Noir. The poetry on which h i s fame r e s t e d was 

contained i n Les N6vroses published i n 1883. I n t h i s c o l l e c t i o n he 

re v e a l e d h i m s e l f as a decadent par ex c e l l e n c e ; the poems are l a r g e l y 

made up of morbid f a n t a s i e s owing a great debt to the s a t a n i c elements 

of Les F l e u r s du Mai which are exaggerated almost beyond the reader's 

(71) I b i d . , p. 13. 
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endurance. The poet's p r i n c i p a l aim i s the exposition of his 

frenetic psychological l i f e seen as a product of an age of neurosis 

and hypersensibility. I n addition the section Les Luxures i s i n 

keeping with the decadent taste f o r eroticism. 

C r i t i c s at the time, and Rollinat himself , were struck Toy the 

modernity of the co l l e c t i o n . Yet there i s surprisingly l i t t l e reference 

to external contemporary r e a l i t y i n the poems; instead they rel y 

heavily on fantastic and imaginary thematic material involving recurring 

images of death, putrefaction and serpents. The words 'mystlre', 

'mystique' and 'etrange' are used i n profusion i n the evocation of these 

fantastic landscapes where strange music i s being played; the l a t t e r i s 

not only mentioned i n the verse but would have been supplied by Rollinat 

on the piano. Once one accepts the unreal quality of the subjects 

described the method of description i s surprisingly p l a s t i c , even 

Parnassian ( 7 2 ) . Some of the verse reads rather clumsily, for instance 

i n 'Mystere', and one may well imagine that the success of such a 

poem depended on Rollinat's inimitable perfamance. On what grounds 

was the collect i o n held to be a re f l e c t i o n of modernity? I t seems that 

neurosis i t s e l f was considered to be a modem phenomenon. 'Balzac' 

describes that novelist as the great prose poet of modern l i f e primarily 

because of his interest i n neurosis : 

Balzac est parmi nous l e grand poete en prose, 
Et jamais nul esprit so»mdeur du gouffre humain, 
N'a f o u i l l e plus avant l a moderne nevrose, 
Hi grave dans l'Art pur un plus apre chemin. 

(73) 

(72) See, f o r example, 'La Creole'. 
(73) 'Balzac' 
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There are, nevertheless, reflections of external contemporary 

r e a l i t y i n the co l l e c t i o n . 'La Belle Fromagere'. "begins as though i t 

may have i t s o r i g i n i n the poet's real experience : 

Par l a rue enfievrante ou mes pas inquiets 
Se tra^nent au s o l e i l comme au gaz, j e voyais 

Derriere une affreuse v i t r i n e 
Ou s'etalaient du beurre et des fromages gras, 
Une superbe enfant dont j'admirais les bras 

Et l a plantureuse p o i t r i n e . . . 

But the rest of the poem provides a marvelous opportunity for him 

to evoke the odours - mostly unpleasant - of the cheeses; t h i s ^ one 

may suspect^was the real raison d' e\re of the poem, the chance for a 

decadent tour de force i n descriptive w r i t i n g . 'La Marchande d'eorevisses' 

i s , on the other hand, more clearly derived from the poet's experience 

of external r e a l i t y : 

Aux portes des cafes ou s'attablent les vices, 
E l l e va tous les soirs offrant des ecrevisses 
Sur un p e t i t clayon tapisse de p e r s i l . 
Elle a l ' o e i l en amande orne d'un grand sourcil 
Et des cheveux f r i s k s blonds comme de l a p a i l l e . 
Or, ses l"evres en fl e u r qu'un sourire entre-baille, 
Tentent les carabins qui fument sur les bancs, 
Et comme e l l e a des seins d r o i t s , et que, peu tflmbants, 
Ses jupons laissent v o i r sa jambe ronde et saine, 
Chacun d'eux l u i chuchote un compliment obscene. 

'Les Bees de gaz' i s a decidedly Baudelairean vision of night i n the 

c i t y : 

Les bees de gaz des mauvais coins 
Eclairent les f i l o u s en loques 
Et ceux a^ui, pleins de soliloques, 
S'en vont jaunes comme des coings. 

Complices des r&Leurs^chafouins 
Guettant l e Monsieittt a breloques, 
Les bees de gaz des matovais coins 
Eclairent les f i l o u s en loques. 

Et coups de couteaux, coups de poings, 
Coups de s i f f l e t s , oris Equivoques, 
Spectres hideux, mouchards baroques, 
Tout ce mystere a pour temoins 
Les bees de gaz des mauvais coins. 
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I n Les Nevroses Rollinat i n most respects brought few profound 

innovations to the language of poetry. He uses some of the low terms 

found i n Baudelaire more frequently than the poet of Les Fleurs du Mai; 

i n fact his style i s perhaps best described as sub-Baudelairean. An 

exception to t h i s i s his use of technical terms which may have influenced 

Laforgue and i s the one aspect of his work which makes i t indubitably 

modern. This i s discussed i n Part Two, Chapter Three. 

Like Rollinat, Georges Rodenbach exerted considerable influence 

over the young poets of the 1880s. His introspective melancholy was one 

of the moods associated f i r s t with Decadence and then with Symbolism; i n 

certain of his poems, perhaps p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Le Re'gne du Silence, there 

are clear reminiscences of Mallarmean imagery. 

Rodenbach's most i n f l u e n t i a l work was probably the f i r s t , Les 

Tristesses of 1879• An atmosphere of gloom prevails throughout much of 

the c o l l e c t i o n ; otherwise the poet relates the anxieties and%,dness 

associated with l a t e adolescence. The collection was well received by 

Rodenbach's young contemporaries who saw i n i t a r e f l e c t i o n of t h e i r own 

i n a b i l i t y to come to terms with adult l i f e or to f i n d solace i n bourgeois 

materialism or an age of s c i e n t i f i c progress. Despite the introspective 

nature of the collect i o n i t i s f i r m l y rooted i n contemporary r e a l i t y , i n 

which i t finds objective correlatives, just as the lat e r collections, 

and especially his finest work La Jeunesse blanche, were usually to be. ' 

The tone of Les Tristesses i s set by the opening poem, 'Naissance du poete', 

i n which the poet i s seen as a born outsider who has constantly to pacify 

'la plainte interieure'. I n t h i s early work, as i n his la t e r poetry, 

Rodenbach's strength lay i n the evocation of the atmosphere of everyday 

r e a l i t y and the correlation between the l a t t e r and the emotions of the poet. 



I n 'Les Absentes' the poet contrasts childhood happiness with the death 

of two sisters as he indulges i n nostalgia whilst walking along the 

streets to the faubourgs; the recollection of everyday events i s not 

dissimilar from Coppee (the poem also contains a very hackneyed 

complaint to God) : 

Dans le ja r d i n e t r o i t nous nous roulions sur l'herbe 
Avec l e vieux g r i f f o n que son c o l l i e r genait; 
Et nous formions un groupe adorable et superbe 
Sous le grand s o l e i l d'or qui nous i l l u m i n a i t . 

Et quand nous rentrions dans l a maison, l a mere 
Grondait d'avoir s a l i l e propre t a b l i e r . 
Mais pas f o r t . . . et bientot s'apaisait sa colere 
Car nos tendres baisers l u i faisaient oublierl... 

E l l e aimait de nous v o i r coquets, et les dimanches, 
Pour a l l e r aux concerts, les petites mettaient 
Des robes en t i s s u leger, a courtes manches, 
Et des chapeaux de p a i l l e ou. des rttbans ffottaient... 

(74) 

The melancholy of the collect i o n i s largely derived from the contrast between 

nostalgia f o r the happiness of childhood and the present r e a l i t y around 

the poet which i s also evoked : 

Le faubourg est bruyant par oil je dois passer. 
Au fond des cabarets on s'apprete a danser, 
Et les orgues deja preludent aux quadrilles; 
Les ecoliers, r e n t r l s de classe, jouent aux b i l l e s , 
Et les femmes, qui sont sur des chaises de bois, 
Allaltent leurs enfants en epluchant des noix... 

<75) 

I n t h i s kind of straightforward evocation of r e a l i t y Rodenbach i s a 

precursor of Jammes. 

Les Tristesses i s marred fo r the modern reader by i t s uninhibited 

sentimentality. The poet's promise was f u l f i l l e d i n La Jeunesse blanche, 

of 1886, from which t h i s f a i l i n g has been largely eliminated and where 

the poet excels i n the evocation of the atmosphere of contemporary r e a l i t y , 

(74) Les Tristesses, p.12. 
(75) I b i d . , p.51. 
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i s a representative example : 

Morne l'apres-midi des dimanches, l'hiver, 
Dans l'assoupissement des v i l l e s de province, 
On quelque girouette inconsolable grince 
Seule, au sommet des t o i t s , comme un oiseau de f e r l 
I I f l o t t e dans l e vent on ne sait quelle angoissel 
De tres rares passants s'en vont sur les t r o t t o i r s : 
Pr&tres, femmes du peuple en grands capiichons noirs, 
Beguines revenant des saluts de paroisse. 

Des visages de femme ennuyes sont colles 
Aux carreaux, contemplant l e vide et le silence, 
Et quelques maigres f l e u r s , dans une somnolence, 
Achevent de mourir sur les chassis voiles. 

Et par I 1 e'cartement des rideaux des fenetres, 
Dans les salons des grands hostels patriciens 
On peut v o i r , sur des fonds gobelins anciens, A 

Dans de vieux cadres d'or, les port r a i t s degancetres, 

En fr a i s e de dentelle, en pourpoint de velours, 
Avec leur blason peint dans un coin de l a t o i l e , 
Qui regardent au l o i n s'allumer une et o i l e 
Et l a v i l l e ^ t o r m i r dans des silences lourds. 

Et tous ces vieux hotels sont vides et sont ternes, 
Le moyen age mort se refugie en eux; 
C'est ai n s i que, l e soir, l e s o l e i l lumineux 
Se refugie aussi dans les t r i s t e s lanternes. 

0 lanternes, gardant l e souvenir du feu, 
Le souvenir de l a lumiere disparue, 
Si t r i s t e s dans l e vide et l e deuil de l a rue 
Qu'dles semblent bruler pour l e convoi d'un Dieui 

ft v o i c i que soudain les cloches agitees 
branlent l e Be f f r o i debout dans son orgueil, 

Et leurs sons, lourds d'airain, sur l a v i l l e au cercueil 
Descendent lentement comme des pellet4esl 

The modernistic intention of Jean Lorrain's Modernites of I885 i s clear 

enough from i t s t i t l e . The collection consists of six sections - Les 

Montreurs, Modernite, Fleurs de boue,Modemites, Eternite* and Le Crepuscule -

as well as many sub-sections. Fleurs de boue i s an obvious reference to 

Baudelaire and Goudeau; they, together with Rollinat, seem to among the 

strongest influences on the collection. There i s a tendency to indulge i n 



the kind of language associated with Decadence, the p i l i n g up of 

words for strangeness of effect and the use of an exaggerated form 

of a l l e g o r i c a l w r i t i n g ( i n , f o r example, 'A l a Fange1) or the longwinded 

simile or metaphor. 'La Voix d'or* stands as a good example of this 
kind of style ^U^$uk *kl ^ *Jf +**U*J f̂ rh J ^ J 

Le f i f r e s'exaspere et 'Zim-Boum1, l a cymbale 
Tonitrue et v o i l k qu'au milieu des feoquets, 
Des o r i s , des beuglements, au halo des quinquets, 
La divine apparait. 

Sa traine triomphale 
Est d'un satin s i bleme et sa chair ideale 
S i f r e l e , qu'au milieu des enormes bouquets, 
Outrageusement blancs. des Grelotteux coquets, 
On d i r a i t un rayon de lune. 

Side'rale 
La divine s'avance et givree, en mica 
Elle parle et soudain sa voix d'harmonica 
Tinte fausse et v o i l a qu'au-dessous de l a foule 
La neige en flocons blancs tombe lente: en eclats 
De verre sa voix craque et l e public s'ecoule, 
S'e'loignant lentement de l ' a c t r i c e Verglas. 

(76) 

The t i t l e poem of the section ModErnite' deals with p r o s t i t u t i o n 

and vice i n a language very similar to that of 'La Yoix d'or' though 

i t incorporates a t r a d i t i o n a l l y rhetorical r e f r a i n addressed to modernity 

Modernite, Modernite*'. 
A travers les o r i s , les hu^es, 
L?;Impudeur des prostitutes 
Resplendit dans 1'eternite'. 

Lorrain, l i k e many of his contemporaries, seems to have regarded 

p r o s t i t u t i o n and sexual excesses of a l l kinds as the archetypal modern 

subject - perhaps s u p e r f i c i a l l y following the example of Baudelaire -

though i n a sense few subjects could be more timelessl 'Coquines' is 

ty p i c a l of Lorrain's vision of contemporary Paris : 

Avec des gestes de coquines 
Les petites femmes des bars 
Versent aux snobs des boulevards 
Des poisons verts dans des chopines. 

(76) op. c i t . , p.4» I n the section Les Montreurs 
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En jerseys collants, en basquines, 
Deux grands yeux fous, eommebagards, 
Sous desfrisons d'or c l a i r epars, 
Ce sont les sveltes arlequines. 

Des longs Pierrots en habit noir, 
Qu'avec des gestes de coquines 
Ces chattes blanches et taqmnes, 
A t t i r e n t pres de leur comptoir. 

Leurs mains perversement cctlines 
En servant ont d'heureux hasards 
Et leurs bouches rouges de fards 
Ont des paroles s i fe l i n e s , 

Qu'on est fou de ces l i b e r t i n e s 
Qui, r a i l l a n t dans l e chaud boudoir 
L'entreteneur en habit noir, 
Une f o i s seules, les coquines, 
S'entre-baisent en colombines, 
Les seins nus devant leur miroir. 

(77) 

A poem which makes a pleasant change from t h i s sotirce of inspiration i s 

'Jockey' (78) which describes the f e s t i v i t i e s a f t e r the Derby and the 

cynical thoughts of the winning jockey, Harry Lees, upon his a b i l i t y to 

make or break members of the upper classes. 

Lorrain's language i s a strange mixture of convention and decadent 

tours de force. He i s more daring than Rollinat i n the use of 

enjambement. Attempts to capture conversational speech i n , for example, 

'C rat i n ' are not very convincing, and are,, i n any case, cast i n dialogue 

form. 

Paul Roinard's collection Efos Plaies of 1886 i l l u s t r a t e s well the 

association between Decadence and p o l i t i c s . Richepin and the 'cecadents' 

are mentioned i n the dedication which prefaces the volume? i n the 

introductory 'Ballade' the poet avows his socialism and the imagery of 

gore, blood and bandages anticipates the violence and directness of much 

of the rest of the volume. 

(77) I b i d . , pp. 22-3. 
(78) I b i d . , p.89. 
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The c o l l e c t i o n l a r g e l y consists of lengthy p o l i t i c a l l y motivated 

s a t i r e s of which the f o l l o w i n g passage from 'Le Revanche' i s t y p i c a l 

i n i t s many references t o modern l i f e : ' 

Je n'ai jamais compris pourquoi tons ces b e l i t r e s , 
Qui n'ont plus gagne* l e u r argent que leurs t i t r e s , 
Qui n'ont pour t o u t e s p r i t que l e maigre t a l e n t 
De savoir a propos g l i s s e r un mot galant; 
Qui se montrent au b o i s , aux heures convenues, 
Pour se f a i r e admirer par les beautes connues; 
Qui,mettant l e u r honneur dans l e u r stupide o r g u e i l , 
Un cigare a l a bouche, un monocle dans I ' o e i l , 
Bien chausse's, bien gantes, les moustaches f f i ' ^ e s , 
Posent au boulevard comme aux Champs-Elysees; 
Pour occuper les nui'ts frequentent 1'Opera, 
Vont souper chez Peters, banquer au baccara, 
Vont o f f r i r un bouquet, avec un b i l l e t tendre, 
A quelque a c t r i c e en vogue eb q u i f a i t a t tendre.... 

Mot a l l the poetry i s as heavy-handed; ' T r i o l e t s l i b r e s ' , 'La Chanson de 

1'EpouseV and 'Gammes' (79) a r © close to popular song form. There 

are also j o i e de v i v r e poems of the k i n d popular i n such gatherings 

as the 'Hydropathes' and a k i n t o the l i b e r t i n poetry of the 

seventeenth century : 

Le champagne r u t i l e et sa b o u t e i l l e delate; 
Son bouchon c a b r i o l e en l ' a i r comme un pan t i n ; 
Le gaz en s o l e i l l e ' p e ' t i l l e , se d i l a t e , 
Et son c l a i r flamboiement d'orpa'le du matin 

C h a t o u i l l e l a p o i t r i n e et gonfle l a plus p l a t e , 
Donne au lache du coeur, de 1 ' e s p r i t au c r e t i n , 
Rend l a v i e i l l e p a i l l a r d e et l a vierge eca r l a t e , 
Car du m e i l l e u r medoc ax m e i l l e u r chambertin 

Tous les feux; de nos crus tiennent dans l e champagne... 

(80) 

Not only i n h i s aggressive socialism, h i s hedonism and h i s 

p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r d i s t a s t e f u l images of gore does the poet demonstrate 

h i s a l l e g i a n c e t o Decadence but also i n the f e b r i l e evocation of the 

sensations of a moment and the a t t a c k on sexual p r o p r i e t y which are 

(79) l b s P l a i e s , p.65, p.83 and p. 106 respectively. 
(80) 'Le Champagne', i b i d . , p.123. 



combined i n 'Echos d'un i n s t a n t ' , a scarcely disguised d e s c r i p t i o n of 

orgasm. Throughout h i s main concern i s w i t h contemporary r e a l i t y . he 

• f o W j te^lrjfcf < ? u d i v r ^ c V l y c c i ^ v t c t l £+cu\ce or <2^«*cjes »V 
Ca.\cvl«."t-eel p r o v o c a t i o n . J J 

The lack o f reluctance ( o r even enthusiasm) w i t h which some poets, 

such as those j u s t c i t e d , accepted the idea t h a t they were l i v i n g 

i n a pe r i o d of decadence should not "blind us t o the f a c t t h a t f o r almost 

a l l the major, and some of the minor, poets "between I87O and I887 t h i s was 

a cause f o r r e a l concern and dismay. Their "basic p o s i t i o n seems t o 

have been a degree of f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h t h e i r own times which was more than 

tempered by a lac k of sympathy f o r i t s materialism, p h i l i s t i n i s m and 

moral hypocfirsy. I n t h i s they had been a n t i c i p a t e d by Baudelaire 

whom Gautier, i n his celebrated preface t o Les Fleurs d u l a l had 
1 

compared t o a b i r d both t e r r i f i e d andyet compulsively a t t r a c t e d by the 

snake which seeks t o devour i t . 

I n c o ntrast t o the decadence of modernity these poets turned t o 

a v i s i o n of happiness, freedom, love and beauty, a world almost 

i r r e t r i e v a b l y l o s t , t o which they f e l t they would have 'belonged'. 

Society at la r g e i s p r i n c i p a l l y t o blame f o r the poet's a l i e n a t i o n but 

they were also o f t e n aware t h a t as i n d i v i d u a l s they had f a l l e n away from a 

s t a t e of r e l a t i v e grace and f e l i c i t y . Thus the many v a r i a t i o n s of 

paradise l o s t t o be found i n the poetry of the 1870s and 1880s, and i n the 

immediately preceding p e r i o d , f a l l i n t o two broad categories but which 

are nevertheless f r e q u e n t l y interwoven, one w i t h another. The f i r s t 

of these i s concerned w i t h reference t o a u s u a l l y h y p o t h e t i c a l golden 

age i n the past and the second w i t h n o s t a l g i a f o r simple happiness 

which the poet has experienced i n h i s own past l i f e , more o f t e n than not 



i n childhood. Much of the best work of the major poets a f t e r 1870 

i s b u i l t around the c o n t r a s t , e i t h e r w i t h i n poems or between some 

poems and others, between r e a l i t y and the d i f f e r e n t versions of 

paradise l o s t . The second of the two categories mentioned needs 

l i t t l e explanation ( i t i s indeed a l i t e r a r y commonplace) but before 

examining the work of s p e c i f i c poets i t would perhaps be wfceful t o 

consider f o r -a moment the f i r s t . The more so since t h i s question 

has n o t , t o the present w r i t e r ' s knowledge, been t r e a t e d comprehensively 

elsewhere. ' P r i m i t i v i s t ' n o s t a l g i a i s an i n t e g r a l part of the response 

t o contemporary r e a l i t y and i t merits examination here. W.M. Frohock 

has put one aspect of the question w e l l i n r e l a t i o n t o Rimbaud : 

Surely i f , i n the depths of a lew England w i n t e r , one 
expresses a n - i n t e n t i o n of going t o l i v e , say, i n the Dry Tortugas, 
one can h a r d l y be h e l d at a subsequent time t o have p r e f e r r e d 
l i f e on s o m e i s t e r i l e t r o p i c a l i s l a n d ; what the remark reveals 
i s , r a t h e r , a p a r t i c u l a r d i s p o s i t i o n towards lew England i n 
January. 

There i s no need, consequently, t o t h i n k thatRimbaud 
subscribed l i t e r a l l y t o the neopagan myth of the Parnassians. 
The a t t i t u d e he expresses i s focused upon l i f e i n the French 
provinces i n I87O. One may have no b e l i e f i n a past which, 
however p l e a s a n t l y p i c t u r e d , has the defect of never having existed, 
and s t i l l make the image of i t an excellent bludgeon w i t h which 
t o assault one's own time. 

(81) 

The e s s e n t i a l modernism 1 of t h i s n o s t a l g i a f o r another world, i t s 

i n t e r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the decadent modern age, and i n c i d e n t a l l y the 

pervading i n f l u e n c e of Baudelaire, are nowhere b e t t e r summarised than 

i n t h a t j o u r n a l i s t i c one-man band, B a r r e l s Taches d'encre : 
P l a i s i r amer et des plus doux que de serepeter t e l vers de 

Baudelaire au matin de l a n u i t parisienne, dans 1'ombre couple de 
f i a c r e s plus rares et de gaz patlissant, l e long des boulevards 
de'serte's, a l o r s qu'un e^coeurement de n e r f s surmene's, un 
souvenir des heures i n s i p i d e s , des camaraderies douteuses de l a 
l u t t e s i mesquine et s i vaine, vous envahit toujours p a r e i l et 
t r a l n a n t VLM ordeur inassouvie, quelque i r r i t a t i o n q ui s a l i t . -
Des ombres rodeuses chuchotent d'amour et d'argent; et l e degout pateux de 
c e t t e v i e , de son passe dkrde ses len&emains vous emplit et se fond 
dans une n o s t a l g i e des pays bleus et g r i s a 1'ame voltigeanfc par dessus 
l e corps au m i l i e u desharmonies. 

(82) 

(81) Rimbaud's Poetic P r a c t i c e , p.53. 
(82) op. c r t o , I,2,5December I884, p.22. 



Arthur Chisholm has seen nineteenth-century French poetry i n terms of 

r e a c t i o n t o what he c a l l s Dionysos - a p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of the Eternal 

Becoming, the Cosmic W i l l , or those forces t h a t the determinist school of 

philosophy saw as governing the universe. Although Chisholm, i n our opinion, 

a t t r i b u t e s too much importance t o the influence of philosophy (and German 

philosophy i n p a r t i c u l a r ) and not enough t o the s c i e n t i f i c , m a t e r i a l and 

p o l i t i c a l "background i n accounting f o r the awareness of 'Dionysos 1 and the 

p r i m i t i v i s t tendency i n poetry (83) he does give an excellent accotct of the 

o r i g i n , or one o r i g i n , of the l a t t e r , quoting suggestively from E. S e i l l i e r e ' s 

Pour l e centenaire du Romantisme (84) : 

With the Dionys'os ideas i s connected undoubtedly, the Romantic 
myth of the golden age, one form of which appears i n Rousseau's 
Contrat S o c i a l . According t o t h i s myth 'nos plus l o i n t a i n s 
anc'e^^tres . . . f u r e n t i n s p i r e s par une haute sagesse pri m o r d i a l e , 
dont l a source ^ t a i t une f a c u l t e ' f o r t d i f f e r e n t e de c e l l e s dont 
nous disposon aujourd'hui . . . i l conviendrait . . . de dlsigner 
une f a c u l t e s i Eminente et s i malheureusement atrophiee en nous 
par l e nom de voyance, de contemplation d i r e c t e du d i v i n , de 
v i v a n t e communication avec l'Absolu a l l i e . . . Tout cela t i e n t 
par interme'diaire du romantisme allemand d'un Novalis ou d'un 
Baader'. P r i m i t i v e man was more g i f t e d metaphysically, than we 
are, because he was nearer t o the source of l i f e and energy. And 
so, begins t h a t long romantic legend of c o l l e c t i v e poetry, of epicji 
created spontaneously "by the p a n t h e i s t i c genius of the race, a 
legend which was not shattered u n t i l q u i t e r e c e n t l y by. the splendid 
researches of Joseph Bedier, incorporated i n h i s Legendes epiques (85) 

A study of p r i m i t i v i s m i s e s s e n t i a l t o an understanding of the complex 

a t t i t u d e s of nineteenth-century French poets t o contemporary r e a l i t y . I n one 

sense the attachment t o p r i m i t i v i s m obviously accounts f o r some of the r e l u c 

tance t o t r e a t modern or everyday subjects; i t i s curious t h a t poets l i k e 

Rimbaud and Baudelaire should belong t o both the modernist and p r i m i t i v i s t 

camps and t h a t t h i s reluctance should be f a r from consistent. There are, 

perhaps, two explanations f l p C t h i s paradoxical s i t u a t i o n . A.E. Carter has 

suggested t h a t decadence, which i s one of the faces of modernism, i s 

p r i m i t i v i s m 'a rebours' : 

(83) Chishdm does not c l e a r l y d i s t i n g u i s h between those poets who saw Dionysos 
as something t o be combatted i n as much as i t was represented by determi
nism and those who d i d not consider i t i n t h i s way but r a t h e r as a source 
o f c r e a t i v e energy and even s p i r i t u a l comfort. Amongst the l a t t e r may 
be counted Laforgue. 

(84) The quo t a t i o n from S e i l l i e r e i s t o be found on pp.7-8 of t h i s work. 
(85) Chisholm, Towards He*rodiadet pp. 17-18. 



13Z 

C i v i l i s e d man, though at timejso proud of h i s c i v i l i z a t i o n , has 
never been able t o r i d himself of the sneaking fear t h a t i t i s a l l 
somehow unn a t u r a l , a r t i f i c i a l and corrupt. Whether because ©f 
obscure a t a v i s t i c - forces which c a l l him back t o the seas and 
jungles from which he emerged, or a s p i r i t of sheer c o n t r a d i c t i o n , 
he d i s l i k e s what he b u i l d s . Or r a t h e r , what he b u i l d s makes him 
uneasy. 

I t i s not s u r p r i s i n g t h a t those poets who f e l t their-, age t o be one of 

decadence and were t h e r e f o r e f a s c i n a t e d by i t should also have been r e p e l l e d 

by i t and looked back t o a Golden Age. There i s also f r e q u e n t l y actual 

common ground between the two camps i n t h e i r treatment of sensation and 

sub-conscious experience at the expense of i n t e l l e c t u a l preoccupations. 

Pew important French poets of the second h a l f of the nineteenth century 

were untouched by p r i m i t i v i s m . Verlaine produced Parnassian poems such 

as ' G a v i t r i ' and l a t e r some of the greatest poetic expressions of the 

' ^ f a m i t i v e 1 world of sensation. Corbiere i n * Saint Tupettf de Tu-pe-tu' 

and i n 'La Rapsode f o r a i n e ' h i n t s at the stratum of pagan p r a c t i c e which 

s t i l l £it&£A0^.and , more important, saw i n the l i f e of Breton s a i l o r s 

a ve r s i o n of p r i m i t i v e ' a u t h e n t i c i t y ' Cor\< (-si v. *vct i n the B r i t t a n y of 

at work i n theuniverse; a r e t u r n t o p r i m i t i v e v i s i o n i s at the heart of h i s 

theory of Impressionism. 

D i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h accepted r e l i g i o n seems t o have been a prime 

m o t i v a t i n g f o r c e i n poe t i c p r i m i t i v i s m ; t h i s accounts f o r the paganism, 

s t a t e d or i m p l i c i t , which pervades so much of the poetry of ;the period. 

I t extends f a r beyond references t o c l a s s i c a l mythology and t o p r i m i t i v e 

c u l t u r e s and i n d i c a t e s a t r u e r e v o l t against the standards of the time. 

How, then, does p r i m i t i v i s m r e l a t e t o the a t t i t u d e s of l a t e 

nineteenth-century French poets t o contemporary r e a l i t y ? F i r s t , i t 

explains why a few poets l a r g e l y , or e n t i r e l y , ignored the modern age 

i n t h e i r work. They had no l i k i n g f o r modernity e i t h e r on personal 

(86) 

•3 
1C i v e 

h i s day. Laforgue was obsessed by the p r i m i t i v e f o r c e of the 'Inconscient' 

(86) The Idea of Decadence i n French L i t e r a t u r e , pp.3-4. 
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or a r t i s t i c grounds; p r i m i t i v i s m provided a v i a b l e and ' o r i g i n a l ' 

a l t e r n a t i v e source of themes and imagery. Although i t i s possible t o 

see poetic p r i m i t i v i s m as the r e s u l t of various p h i l o s o p h i c a l influences, 

i t i s at l e a s t as important t o stress the personal experiences of the poet's 

concerned. E a r l i e r i n the osntury Lamartine and Nerval were imbued w i t h 

a sense of th e p r i m i t i v e by t h e i r t r a v e l s . Leconte de L i s l e became 

h e a r t i l y d i s i l l u s i o n e d , a f t e r the events of I848-52, w i t h the idea of 

s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l progress. Their excursions i n t o the p r i m i t i v e 

and exotic are i n one sense a form of escapism. Lautreamont appears 

t o have been a p o l i t i c a l a c t i v i s t anxious t o see the downfall of the 

Second Empire. Rimbaud had seen the dream of the Commune shattered, 

though he was i n any case immei^d i n the p r i m i t i v i s m of the Parnasse. 

Mallarme had been a f f e c t e d by personal bereavements and the struggle t o 

write-..poetry w h i l e earning a l i v i n g as a teacher. The l a t t e r point i s 

a reminder t h a t almost a l l the major po&s f e l t maltreated by the society 

i n which they l i v e d andlonged f o r a r e t u r n t o an age when the poet was revered 

as the educator of h i s people. The r o l e of d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t was so strong t h a t r 

Leconte de L i s l e envisaged a r e t u r n t o the u l t i m a t e p r i m i t i v e s t a t e - the 

end of l i f e on Earth, the wheel of - c r e a t i o n gone f u l l c i r c l e ; yet 

i r o n i c a l l y , jjfc, was a. v i s i o n dependent upon the s c i e n t i f i c cosmologies 

of the modern age : 

Tu t e t a i r a s , 0 v o i x s i n i s t r e des v i v a n t s l 

Blasphemes f u r i e u x q u i roulez par les vents, 
Oris d'epouvante, o r i s de haine, c r i s de rage, 
Effroyables clameurs de l'e'ternel naufrage. 
Tourments, crimes, remords, sanglots desespires, 
E s p r i t et chair de l'homme, un j o u r vous vous t a i r e z l 
Tout se t a i r a , dieux, r o i s , f o r c a t s et foules v i l e s , 
Le rauque grondement des bagnes ot des v i l l e s , 
Les beM;es des f o r g t s , des monts et de l a mer, 
Ce qui v o l e et bondit et rampe en cet enfer, 



Tout ce q u i tremble et f u i t , t o u t ce qui tue et mange, 
Depuis l e ver de t e r r e ecrase dans l a fange I 
Jusqu'a l a foudre errant dans l'epaisseur des n u i t s ! i 
D'un seul coup l a nature interrompra ses b r u i t s . j 
Et ce ne sera p o i n t , sous l e s cieux magnifiques, 
Le bonheur reconquis des paradis antiques, j 
H i l ' e n t r e t i e n d'Adam et d'Eve sur les f l e u r s , j 
H i l e d i v i n sommeil apres t a n t de douleurs; 
Ce sera quand l e Glebe et t o u t ce q u i l ' h a b i t e , I 
Bloc s t e r i l e arrach.4 de son immense o r b i t e , 
Stupide, aveugle, ^ p l e i n d'un d e r n i e r hurlement, 
Plus l o u r d , plus eperdu de moment en moment, 
Contre quelque univers immobile en sa force 
Defoncera sa v i e i l l e et miserable ecorce,, 
Et l a i s s a n t r u i s s e l e r , par m i l l e t r o u s brants, 
Sa flamme i n t e r i e u r e avec si's oceans, 
I r a f e r t i l i s e r de sfts reste« immondes 
Les s i l l o n s de 1'espace ou fermentent les mondes. 

(87) | 

A second reason f o r the examination of p r i m i t i v i s m i s t h a t i t helps t o j 

explain t h e treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y as a decadent c o n d i t i o n t o be j 
i 

contrasted unfavourably w i t h a h y p o t h e t i c a l Golden Age. The tension between ] 

the p r i m i t i v e and the modern, between an i d e a l past and an u n s a t i s f a c t o r y 
i 

present i s an important f e a t u r e i n the work of both Baudelaire and the major 

poets a f t e r I87O. I t f r e q u e n t l y provides the 'moral s t r u c t u r e ' of the poetry 

of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

A t h i r d connection between p r i m i t i v i s m and contemporary r e a l i t y , 

already touched on i n the reference t o Leconte de L i s l e , i s t h a t there i s a 

whole brand of p r i m i t i v i s m which i s based upon, and uses, the terminology 

of nineteenth-century science. This embraces not only the ' s c i e n t i f i c ' 

r e c r e a t i o n of past epochs but i s t o be r e l a t e d t o a n o s t a l g i a f o r the p r i m i t i v e j 

animal c o n d i t i o n . These a t a v i s t i c yearnings were given c r e d i b i l i t y by evolutionary ! 

science. This p o i n t w i l l be discussed f u r t h e r i n the next chapter (88). 

L a s t l y , p r i m i t i v i s m appears a$ another movement, along w i t h the poetry of 

contemporary r e a l i t y , which o f t e n , though not always, stresses the importance 

of the spontaneous, and d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n w i t h the r e s t r a i n t s of bourgeois 
(87) 'Solvet Seclum'. 
(88) See pp. %2J> Z.I c o d %Zl-%%0. 
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s o c i e t y ( f r e q u e n t l y associated w i t h C h r i s t i a n i t y ) . The r e h a b i l i t a t i o n of 

sensation by the p r i m i t i v i s t poets i s not only t o be conceived i n moral terms, 

however, but i n purely a r t i s t i c ones - as a re a c t i o n against centuries of 

r h e t o r i c a l a b s t r a c t i o n and i n t e l l e c t u a l preoccupation i n French poetry, 

against verse the main f u n c t i o n of which was a l l t o o often., simply mnemonic. 

P r i m i t i v i s m as w e l l as modernism was a source of the i n t e r e s t i n immediate 

experience; i n t h i s rspect i t i s h i g h l y s i g n i f i c a n t t h a t many of the poets 

whose work i s examined i n t h i s t h e s i s were b o t h p r i m i t i v i s t s and modernists. 

X * * H X X * 

'/\fv»0>\î  the poets w r i t i n g a f t e r I87O the continuing importance of 

the Parnassians as disseminators of p r i m i t i v i s m i n the midst of the age of 

modern materialism should not be neglected. 

The work of the Parnassian poets i n many ways represents the most 

obvious and s u b s t a n t i a l product of French poetic p r i m i t i v i s m . I t i s most 



probable thai; the neglect of p r i m i t i v i s m by c r i t i c s i s due t o the neglect' 

of the work of some of i t s leading exponents. (28&) A l l the various modes of 

p r i m i t i v i s m are t o be found i n the work of Leconte de L i s l e the most 

p r o l i f i c of the Parnassians proper. I n h i s case there i s u s u a l l y only 

i m p l i c i t t e n s i o n between the modern and the p r i m i t i v e i n h i s work^for 

reference t o modern i s l a r g e l y excluded (@St>)« Such references as there are 

c l e a r l y depict the nineteenth centry as an age of decadence i n the 

p e j o r a t i v e sense of the term. The clearest indictment of modern society i s 

t o be found i n 'Aux Modernes' f i r s t published i n I872. Key features 

of 'decadence' - loss of vigour, physical and moral c o r r u p t i o n , emotional 

emptiness, disregard f o r the gods and f o r nature - are a l l catalogued. 

More p a r t i c u l a r l y Leconte de L i s l e chides h i s contemporaries f o r t h e i r 

P h i l i s t i n i s m : 

Vous vivez.... sans r'eve.... 

Votre c e r v e l l e est vide autant que votre sein... 

and t h e i r thoughtless materialism : 

Hommes, tueurs de Dieux, les temps ne sont pas l o i n _ 
Ou. sur un grand tas d'or vautre's dans quelque coin 
Ayant ronge' l e s o l n o u r r i c i e r jusqu'aux roches, 
l e sachant f a i r e r i e n n i des jours n i des n u i t s , 
Noye"s dans l e ndant des supremes ennuis, 
Vous mourrez beteraent en emplissant vos poches. 

This i s not alt o g e t h e r the f a u l t of the p u b l i c at large f o r they have not 

been given the lead they should be poets, who i n ancient times had been 

the guides of t h e i r people. Instead French poets of the nineteenth century 

had pandered t o the lowest t a s t e by d i v u l g i n g t h e i r own personal l i v e s . I n 

( 0^ajOne looks forward t o a s u i t a b l e / i n t r o d u c t i o n t o the work of Heredia, 
one of the most u n j u s t l y neglected poets i n any language. 
^ almost e n t i r e l y . The decadence and c o r r u p t i o n of modern so c i e t y i s 
the e x p l i c i t subject of poems l i k e 'Aux Modernes' . Leconte de L i s l e 
p r i m i t i v i s m i s almost always n o s t a l g i c i n ,as much as Man's f o l l y i n 
accepting more s o p h i s t i c a t e d systems of b e l i e f than the p r i m i t i v e 
worship of nature i s always the bakground against which thsoe days of 
'Dies I r a e ' . There are even one or two poems dealing w i t h contem
porary events such as 'Soir d'une B a t a i l l e ' 'which evokes the b a t t l e 

f i e l d of S o l f e r i n o . 
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'Les Montreurs' Leconte de L i s l e had openly r e v e a l e d h i s contempt f o r 

t h i s brand '. of Romanticism : 

Je ne l i v r e r a i pas ma v i e a t e s hue'es, 
Je ne d a n s e r a i pas sur ton t r ^ t e a u banal 
Avec t e s h i s t r i o n s et t e s p r o s t i t u t e s . 

The q u a l i t i e s of vigour, spontaneity and a sense of awe are h i g h l i g h t e d 

i n Leconte de L i s l e ' s p r i m i t i v i s t v i s i o n i n d e l i b e r a t e c o n t r a s t to h i s 

view of modernity. 

Strange and e l u s i v e f i g u r e though he i s , i t i s not inappropriate to 

d i s c u s s the r e l a t i o n s h i p between Lautreamont's work and contemporary r e a l i t y 

i n the context of an examination of p r i m i t i v i s m i n poetry. 

From the l i t t l e t h a t may be surmised concerning Ducass5s l i f e and i d e a l s 

i t seems th a t the e x c e s s i v e v i o l e n c e which c h a r a c t e r i s e s h i s work was the 

product of d i s g u s t f o r a r t i s t i c convention and the p r e v a i l i n g s o c i a l order 

(the l a s t y e a r s of the Second E m p i r e ) . The poet's avowed hatred f o r h i s 



fellow men should not perhaps be taken at face value. I f i t were to 

be so regarded then how could one explain the poet's decision to publish 

his work for others to read and his use ofv a particular ar t i s t i c form? 

I t i s more reasonable to regard this hatred in to ways. F i r s t , i t may be 

a verbal equivalent of anarchist terrorism which is wil l ing to go to the 

extremes of destruction, without any apparent purpose. In practice this 

kind of terrorism is frequently regarded by i t s advOcateg, as a necessary 

purgative step in the creation of a better world. This supposition f i t s in 
t 

with thel i t t le that i s knowfy or rather is suspected, concerning Ducasses's 

po l i t i ca l ac t iv i t i e s . Second, the violence and perversion of the Chants de Mal-

doror are explicable in terms of the tapping of a new source of inspiration -

those levels of the consciousness that were to be f i r s t systematically 

explored by Freud. Both these suggested motivations may be seen as reactions 

to the established order in sociey and art . 

Much of the impact of the Chants de Maldororderives from the contrast 

between the starting-points of the poet's fantasies which are sometimes 

located in everyday real ity (e.g. ' I I est minuit; on ne voit pas un seul 

omnibus' ((C}!0) and 'Les Magasins de la rue Vivienne' (C||) and the violent 

imagery which ensues. This procedure makes the violence seem a l l the more 

shocking; once again we have the paradox of a poet who seems to have loathed 

contemporary society making use of material drawn from i t to lend power to his 

poetry. 

Though i t is obviously correct to say the Lautreamont had l i t t l e 

patience with the formal experiments of the Parnassians, his work is not as 

different from theirs as some cr i t i c s would have us imagine. { € $ } His 

See Alan M. Boase's introduction to The Poetry of France, IV pp.wiv-v. 
Lautreamont declared : 'Ma poesie ne consist era qu'a attaquer, par 
tous les moyens, l'homme, cette bete fauve, et le Createur, qui n'aurait 
pas du engendrer une pareillx'e vermine'. (Oeuvres Completes, p.68) 
Chant deuxieme,(Oeuvres Completes, p. 68)̂  
Chant sixieme, p.232. 
See, for 'example, P . E . Charvet, A l i terary history of France, IV, p.350. 

(9 f ) 

(QO) w 



contempt for Man, and f o r God for c r e a t i n g Man, i s quite worthy 

of Leconte de L i s l e . Moreover, there i s to be found i n h i s work 

a perverted form of the idea of sensual freedom and harmony 

with nature which i s to be seen i n the p r i m i t i v i s m of the 

Parnassians. The most obvious example i s , of course, the 

passage 'Je c h e r c h a i s une ame qui me ressembl&t' (C|3) where we 

see Man once again r e s t o r e d to 'the law of the jungle' i n a l l 

i t s savage beauty. This i s the expisode of the shipwreck and 

the slaughter of the s u r v i v o r s by sharks aided and abetted 

by Maldoror who e v e n t u a l l y consummates a union with a ferocious 

female shark; Maldoror loves the shark because he sees i n t e r 

a r e f l e c t i o n of h i m s e l f - a r e f l e c t i o n he could never see i n 

c i v i l i s e d s o c i e t y . F i f t e e n years l a t e r i n 'Sacra Fames' 

Leconte de L i s l e was to portray Man and shark united by hunger 

i n t h e i r savagery. 

Laut3j»mont*s work f i t s very much i n t o the pattern of tension 

between the modern and the p r i m i t i v e , between the w i l d f a n t a s i e s 

of tie subconscious and , extreme s e n s u a l i t y on the one hand 

and the veneer of s o c i a l confomity on the other. His work 

w i l l probably always have a place i n l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y i f only 

because i t i s one of the f i r s t i n French to t r e a t the workings 

of the subconscious and to use the 'spontaneous' imagery which 

was to be the mainstay of the S u r r e a l i s t s . To what extent he 

showed only one small and extremely unpleasant aspect of the 

p r i m i t i v e world he uncovered and to what extent he f a i l e d to 

f i n d a poetic medium adequate to the expression of the new mat

e r i a l must, i n a l l probability, remain a question of personal 

(f|3) Chant deuxieme, Oeuvres Completes, p.103. 



opinion and t a s t e . 
, * * * * * * * * * * 

One of the most important features of the poetry of 

Charles Cros i s the c o n t r a s t between the r e a l i t y of the modern 

world and the i d e a l world : 

V r a i sauvage egare" dans l a v i l l e de p i e r r e , 
A l a c l a r t d du gaz j e vegeire e t j e meurs. 
Mais vous vous y plaisez,. et vos regards charmeurs 
M'attirent a. l a mort, p a r i s i e n n e f i e r e . 
Je re've de passer ma v i e en quelque coin 
Sous l e s bois v e r t s ou sur l e s monts aromatiques, 
En Orient, ou bien pres du pole, t r e s l o i n 
L oin des journaux, de l a cohue e t des boutiques... 

Sometimes t h i s i d e a l world i s probably the product of the 

nineteenth-century preoccupation with human evolution combined 

with an i n t e r e s t i n r e i n c a r n a t i o n : 

Cor r e c t , l e z i n c e t l e s ardoises 
Des t o i t s coupent l e c i e l normalj 
Ow dort, dans l e s maisons bourgeoises, 
Je ne dors pas. Quel e s t mon mal? 

E s t - c e une v i e a n t e r i e u r e 
Qui me poursuit de ses parfums? 
Ces gens vont g r o u i l l e r tout a l'heure, 
Dispersant mes reves de'funts. 

Je me souvienjl. c ' e t a i e n t des f r e r e s 
Que, chef bien-aime, j e menais 
A t r a v e r s l e s v a s t e s bruyeres, 
Les aube^-pines, l e s genets. 

(qS) 
There i s something curious about Cros's ambivalent a t t i t u d e 

towards modernity.. G l e a r l y h i s a c t i v i t i e s as an inventor and 

many of h i s w r i t i n g s show a great enthusiasm for his own age. 

One suspects t h a t the main cause of h i s p r i m i t i v i s t n o s t a l g i a 

(CJi&i Oeuvres Completes, p.94. 
(£}§) I b i d . , p.108. 
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was h i s f a i l u r e to turn h i s genius to ma t e r i a l advantage : 

J ' a i de beaux enfants ( 1 1 a v e n i r ) , leur mere 
M'aime bien, malgre c e t t e idee amere 
Que j e ne s a i s pas gagner notre pain. 
Le monde nouveau me v o i t a sa t e t e . . . 
J ' a i tout reVe, tout d i t , dans mon pays 
J ' a i joue' du feu, de l ' a i r , de l a l y r e . 
On a pu m'entendre, on a pu me l i r e 
E t l e s gens s'en vont dormir , ebahis... 

This i s the main cause of the poet's uneasiness a t the si g h t of 

bourgeois normality. His most authentic v i s i o n of the i d e a l 

world would be constructed i n m a t e r i a l terms. This i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

i s confirmed by the unashamed b a n a l i t y of 'La Vie I d e a l e ' : 

Une s a l l e avec du feu, des bougies, 
Des soupers toujours s e r v i s . . . 

(.C|7) 

K * * V V * * 

(Cl£) I b i d . , p.200. 
(Elf) I b i d . , p.48. 
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One may i d e n t i f y perhaps three kinds of ' p r i m i t i v i s m 1 i n 

V e r l a i n e ' s work : the f i r s t , which^as s h o r t l i v e d , and s u p e r f i c i a l , 

was an emulation of the Parnassians' s c i e n t i f i c r e c r e a t i o n 

of ancient c u l t u r e ; t h i s need not concern us. The second was 

a r e f l e c t i o n of the demands of complex, r a t i o n a l existence 

i n the modern world i n favour of immersion i n the world of 

sensation or i n the simple pfeasures of everyday l i f e - both 

these aspects of the poet's work w i l l be examined i n the 

next chapter; the t h i r d i s the concern of the present chapter 

and i s a n o s t a l g i a for 'peasant' v i r t u e s which could almost 

be equated with the slogan of the E t a t F r a n c a i s and were 

a s s o c i a t e d by V e r l a i n e with h i s reconversion to Catholicism. 

I t i s a fofm of p r i m i t i v i s m unique among the major poets examined 

i n t h i s t h e s i s but which had much i n common with the p o s i t i o n 

of Barres and other i n t e l l e c t u a l s involved with the C a t h o l i c 

r e v i v a l of the 1890s. I t i n v o l v e s a c o n t r a s t , u s u a l l y made 

e x p l i c i t by V e r l a i n e , with decadent modernity. Doubtless he 

had a v a r i e t y of reasons to be d i s s a t i s f i e d with the r e a l i t i e s 

of the present, which he only seems to have suppressed for 

any length of time during the moments of g r e a t e s t excitement 

i n h i s r e l a t i o n s h i p with Rimbaud, when he seems to have been 

genuinely f a s c i n a t e d by modernity. I n h i s case the Parnassian 

dismay odb the divorce of poetry and science, between the 

f r u i t s of the mechanical age and a r t which he expressed i n the 

prologue to the Poemes Saturniens probably responded to 

a personal sense of displacement. Perhaps t h i s accounts for 

the vigour of h i s p r o t e s t : 



L*Action qu'autrefois re'glait l e chant des l y r e s , 
Trouble, enivree, en proie aux cent m i l l e de'lires 
F u l i g i n e u x d'un s i e c l e A e n e^bi^llitrm, 
L'Action a present, - o p i t i e ! - l 1 A c t i o n , . 
C'est l'ouragan, c ' e s t laytempete, c ' e s t l a , hauls-
Marine dans l a n u i t sans e t o i l e s , q u i roule <t 
E t de'roule parmi l e s b r u i t s sourds l ' e f f r o w e r t 
E t rouge des e'clairs sur l e c i e l entr'ouvert! 

T h i s sense of displacement was complicated by what was 

e v i d e n t l y an e a r l y d i s p o s i t i o n towards the bi t t e r - s w e e t sense 

of 'temps perdu". Given the f a i l u r e s and d i s a s t e r s which 

beset the poet i n h i s personal l i f e the past was for him 

l o s t time i n more than one sense - not only i r r e t r i e v a b l e 

but wasted. T h i s n o s t a l g i a , not n e c e s s a r i l y c r u c i a l i n i t s e l f , 

but expressed with unusual effectiveness/Is found i n e a r l y 

poems l i k e 'Nevermore' (Melancholia) 'Apres t r o i s ans? and 

'Collogue sentimental'. I t was to take on a new s i g n i f i c a n c e 

i n l a t e r years when V e r l a l n e was denied access to Mathilde and 

Georges. 

As e a r l y as the poems of La Bonne Chanson the countryside 

provided images appropriate to the evocation of pure happiness 

and wholesome love : 

Mais l e songeur aime ce paysage 
Dont l a c l a i r e douceur a soudain caresse 
Son reve de bonheur adorable, e t berce^ 
Le souvenir charmant de c e t t e jeune f i l e . . . 
La Corneagne qu'enfin i l a trouvee, e t l'aVie 
Que son£depuis toujours pleure e t reclame. 

This v i s i o n of a pure love i s d e l i b e r a t e l y contrasted with 

modernity : 

The whole argument of V e r l a i n e 1 s Prologue i s remarkably 
s i m i l a r to t h a t contained i n Rimbaud's l e t t e r to Demeny of 
15 May 1871 concerning the need to return to the s i t u a t i o n 
of Greek poetry i n tune with the society i n which i t was 
produced. 
Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p.142. 

(£f$) 

(CW} 



Une odeur de charbon qui b r u l e e t d'eau qui bout, 
Tout l e b r u i t que f e r a i e n t m i l l e chaines 
- Que me f a i t t o u t c e l a , puisque j ' a i dans l e s yeux 
La blanche v i s i o n q u i f a i t mon eoeur joyeux 

(10©) 

and i n p a r t i c u l a r with the modern c i t y : 

Le b r u i t des c a b a r e t s , l a fange du t r o t t o i r , 
Les p l a t a n e s deehus s ' e f f e u i l l a n t dans l ' a i r n o i r , 
L 1omnibus, ouragAn de f e r r a i l l e e t de boues, 
Qui g r i n c e , mal a s s i s e n t r e s e s quatre roues, 
E t r o u l e ses yeux v e r t s e t rouges lentement, 
Les o u v r i e r s a l l a n t au cl u b , t o u t en fumant 
Leur brule-gueule au nez des agents de p o l i c e , 
T o i t s q u i de%outtent, murs s u i n t a n t s , pave qui g l i s s e , 
B i t u m e defence, r u i s s e a u x comblant l o g o u t , 
V o i l a ma route - avec l e p a r a d i s au bout. 

(10*) 

An i d e a l i s e d p i c t u r e of the happiness of country l i f e (which his 

attempt? to put i h t o p r a c t i c e v>tere.disastrous) i s one of the main 

products o f V e r l a i n e ' s C a t h o l i c p a t r i o t i s m i n Sagesse where i t i s again 

c o n t r a s t e d w i t h the l i f e o f the modern c i t y which i s morally d e b i l i t a t i n g 

La v i e humble aux travaux ennuyeux e t f a c i l e s 
E s t une oeuvre de choix qui veut beaucoup d'amour.... 
N'entendre, n'ecouter aux b r u i t s des grandes v i l l e s 
Que l ' a p p e l , o mon Dieu, des cloches dans l a tour 

(102) 

The same p o i n t i s made again i n 'La "Grande v i l l e " ! Un t a s c r i a r d de 

p i e r r e s blanches...' and ' P a r i s i e n , mon f r e r e a jamais etonn'e...' The 

poet f e e l s moved to make an a c t of re n u n c i a t i o n : 
/ 

Ne 1'enfant des grandes v i l l e s 
E t des r e v o l t e s s e r v i l e s , 
J ' a i l a t o u t cherche 7, trouve, 
De tout a p p e t i t reve... 
Mais, puisque r i e n n'en demeure, 
J ' a i d i t un adieu l l g e r 
A tout ce qui peut changer.... 

(isa) 

(166) I b i d . , p.146. 
(16|) I b i d . , p.152-
(10X) I b i d . , p.248-
(ieji) I b i d . , p.262. 



The reward i s to be found i n those moments o f joy when the c y c l e of 

a g r i c u l t u r a l l i f e seems a t one w i t h C a t h o l i c i s m : 

Car s u r l a f l e u r des pain s e t sur l a f l e u r des v i n s . 
F r u i t de l a f o r c e humaine en teus l i e u x r e p a r t i e , 
Dieu moissonne, e t vendange, e t dispose \ ses f i n s 
La C h a i r e t l e Sang pour l e c a l i c e e t l ' h o s t i e ! 

More g e n e r a l l y the world of simple f a i t h i s c o n t r a s t e d with the 

cor r u p t i n g s o p h i s t i c a t i o n of modern thought i n ' P e t i t s amis qui sutes 

nous prouver...' I t s sequel, 'Or, vous v o i c i promus, p e t i t s amis....' 

i m p l i e s t h a t the whole o f Hance i s i n a s t a t e of p o l i t i c a l as w e l l as 

s p i r i t u a l decadence. The poet's p a t r i o t i s m i s i n s e p a r a b l e from h i s 

d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n . w i t h the p r e s e n t : 

Ge monde e s t s i mauvais, notre pauvre p a t r i e 
Va sous t a n t de tenebres, 

V a i s s e a u desempare dont 1 'equipage c r i e 
Avec des voix funebres, 

Ce s i e j e l e e s t d'un t e l c i e l tragique ou l e s naufrages 

Semblent e c r i t s d'avance. 

(1©0) 

The tragedy of V e r l a i n e ' s l i f e was t h a t i n p r a c t i c e he could only 

s u r v i v e i n the m i l i e u o f modern s o p h i s t i c a t e d P a r i s , t h a t he was unable 

to make a s u c c e s s s of eitherfois C a t h o l i c i s m or h i s attempts to l i v e 

the country l i f e . He was w e l l aware of the double i n s p i r a t i o n i n h i s 

work and even paraded i t i n a c o l l e c t i o n l i k e P a r a l l e l e m e n t . I t 

lends a poignant sense of t e n s i o n to h i s l i f e and work. 

* * * * * * * * * * * * * 

(10& I b i d . , p.291-
(30g) I b i d . , p.253-



As one might expect the case of the young poet who was more 

than anything or anyon/e e l s e , r e s p o n s i b l e f o r c r e a t i n g some of the immediate 

causes of t h i s t e n s i o n (the breakdown of V e r l a i n e ' s marriage) i s a good 

d e a l more complicated. 

I n Rimbaud's work ' S o l e i l e t C h a i r ' i s a key poem i n any examination 

of p o e t i c p r i m i t i v i s m or paganism. I t i s i n s p i r e d by a p a n t h e i s t i c 

conception of nature a t the centre of which we f i n d the gods of a n t i q u i t y 

and cosmic f o r c e s represented by the Sun and the E a r t h : 

Le S o l e i l , l e foyer de tendresse et de v i e , 
Verse 1'amour b r d l a n t a l a t e r r e r a v i e . . . . 

N o s t a l g i c r e g r e t i s expressed f o r the l o s t Golden Age which i s a s s o c i a t e d 

i n the poet's mind w i t h the theme of love : 

- 0 Venus, o Deessel 
Je r e g r e t t e l e s temps d e l ' a n t i q u e jeunesse, 
De s a t y r e s l a s c i f s 

I n keeping w i t h t h i s a s s o c i a t i o n the poet enumerates the great l o v e r s of 

Greek mythology (Ariadne and L y s i o s , Leda and the swan, e t c . ) 

The i d e a l world of love,harmony and s e n s u a l p l e a s u r e has disappeared 

because of the onslaught of r a t i o n a l i s m and C h r i s t i a n i t y so t h a t : 

Notre p t l e r a i s o n nous cache l ' i n f i n i l 
Nous voulons regarder : - l e Doute nous p u n i t i 
Le doute, morne o i s e a u , nous frappe de son a i l e 

and the poet exclaims i n anguish : 

Oh! l a route e s t anere 
Depuis que 1 'autre Bieu nous a t t o l l e a" sa c r o i x 

The poem i s f i l l e d w ith the c o n t r a s t , e s s e n t i a l to an understanding of 

Rimbaud's poetry, between the p r i m i t i v e and the modern : 

Oui, 1'Homme e s t t r i s t e e t l a i d , t r i s t e sous l e c i e l v a s t e , 
I I a des ye^tements, parce q u ' i l n'est p l u s chaste, 
Parce q u ' i l a s a l i son f i e r buste de dieu 

Rimbaud shares Leconte de L i s l e ' s views on the i d e a l p r i m i t i v e 

s t a t e and the reasons f o r i t s disappearance as expressed i n *Dies I r a e ' 

and elsewhere. I n some of h i s most important works h i s sympathy w i t h 
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the p r i m i t i v e i s o b v i o u s ; i n Une Saison en Enfer t h e a n c i e n t 

Gaul, the negro, t h e b a r b a r i a n and t h e pagan are t h e 

r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f t h e p r i m i t i v e ; i n 'Le Bateau I v r e ' Weinberg 

has c o r r e c t l y i d e n t i f i e d t h e 'Peaux-Rouges c r i a r d s 1 w i t h t h e 

' f o r c e s o f freedom'. ,(10h) The l a t t e r example i s a reminder 

t h a t Rimbaud was even more i n t e r e s t e d i n p r i m i t i v e freedom -

i n which v i o l e n c e m i g h t p l a y a p a r t - than i n t h e i d e a o f 

p e a c e f u l harmony w i t h n a t u r e . His p r i m i t i v i s m , much more so 

t h a n t h a t o f t h e Parnassians, extends i n t o the realms o f t h e 

subconscious and s e n s a t i o n . The f r e e p l a y o f sense impressions 

and subconscious e x p e r i e n c e and images i s c h a r a c t e r i s t i c o f 

t h e ' p r i m i t i v e ' w o r l d r e v e a l e d t o t h e reader i n t h e I l l u m i n a t i o n s . 

I t i s i n t h i s p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r s p o n t a n e i t y and d i r e c t n e s s t h a t 

t h e poet's p r i m i t i v i s m f i n d s common ground w i t h t h e 'contempor

a n e i t y ' o f much o f h i s p o e t r y . P r i m i t i v i s m and modernism are 

a l s o connected i n h i s work t h r o u g h t h e procedure o f c o n t r a s t 

t h a t has a l r e a d y been mentioned and which w i l l now be f u r t h e r 

c o n s i d e r e d . 

I t was i m p o s s i b l e f o r Rimbaud t o express and f o r m u l a t e 

adequately i n d i s c u r s i v e language h i s fundamental f e e l i n g about 

l i f e . T h i s f e e l i n g , which he experienced v e r y s t r o n g l y , 

n e c e s s i t a t e d h i s p o e t i c oeuvre : moreover i t was so acute and 

so comprehensive t h a t i t c o u l d n o t be communicated e n t i r e l y 

by r e f e r e n c e t o t h e i m a g i n a t i o n o r t o f i c t i o n a l r e a l i t i e s . As 

a consequence Rimbaud i s one o f the most ' p h y s i c a l ' o f p o e t s . 

T h i s we s h a l l see e x e m p l i f i e d i n h i s v o c a b u l a r y by r e f e r e n c e 

t o f o o d , d r i n k and e x c r e t a . I n v e r y g e n e r a l terms Rimbaud's 

{10$) B. Weinberg, The L i m i t s o f 'Symbolism, p.96. 
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fundamertal f e e l i n g about l i f e seems t o have been a s e n s a t i o n 

o f b e i n g a t one w i t h t h e u n i v e r s e - he was a p a n t h e i s t . Having 

s a i d t h i s , however, i t s h o u l d be n o t e d t h a t t h e r e i s a 

b a s i c a m b i g u i t y i n t h e n a t u r e o f t h i s f e e l i n g . I t seems 

l i k e l y t h a t f o r much o f t h e time Rimbaud d i d n o t have t h i s 

f e e l i n g b u t merely t h e y e a r n i n g f o r i t . Thus i t can be 

seen t h a t t h e d u a l i t y o f p r i m i t i v i s m and modernism f a r from 

r e p r e s e n t i n g a c o n t r a d i c t i o n i n h i s work i s i t s v e r y b a s i s . 

I n o t h e r works t h e poet saw contemporary c i v i l i s a t i o n as a 

s t r a i t - j a c k e t which p r e v e n t e d him from r e t u r n i n g t o the 

p e r f e c t p r i m i t i v e s t a t e o f communion w i t h n a t u r e . This d u a l i t y 

becomes a p o w e r f u l source o f t e n s i o n and v i v i d c o n t r a s t . 

Contemporary b o u r g e o i s s o c i e t y i s equated w i t h u g l i n e s s and 

t h e p r i m i t i v e i n Man w i t h beauty. Thus i n 'A l a Musique' 

t h e s i c k l y d e s i r e s and p e t t y passions o f t h e bourgeois are 

c o n t r a s t e d w i t h t h e p r i m i t i v e f i r e and l u s t o f t h e n a r r a t o r . 

V a r i a t i o n s o f t h i s t e c h n i q u e o f c o n t r a s t afcused most 

s u c c e s s f u l l y i n a number o f poems. Even t h e e a r l y and 

d e c e p t i v e l y s i n g l e poem 'Sensation' may be h e l d t o i m p l y 

t h i s c o n t r a s t s i n c e i t opposes p a n t h e i s t i c s p o n t a n e i t y t o 

t h e d i s c u r s i v e and r a t i o n a l modes o f t a c k l i n g experience : 

Je ne p a r l e r a i pas, j e ne p e n s e r a i r i e n : 
Mais 1'amour i n f i n i me montera dans l'ame.... 

' Le C h i t i m e n t de T a r t u f e ' , 'Le FOrgeron' , 'Les Assis*, 
1Mes P e t i t e s Amoureuses', 'Accroupissements', 'L'Orgie 

p a r i s i e n n e ' , 'Les Soeurs de C h a r i t e ' and 'Les Premieres 

Communions' a l l emplty a t e c h n i q u e - which might be c a l l e d 

R a b e l a i s i a n - which i s e s s e n t i a l t o Rimbaud's c o n t r a i i v e 

purposes. T h i s i s t h e d e m o l i t i o n o f appearances, o f e x t e r n a l s 

and, above a l l , o f h y p o c r i s y and a f f e c t a t i o n i n a ' r e d u c t i o n ' 



t o n a t u r e . The s o p h i s t i c a t e d veneer o f c i v i l i s a t i o n i s removed 

t o t h e d e t r i m e n t o f t h e t a r g e t s o f Rimbaud's s a t i r i c venom. 

I n 'Le Chatiment de T a r t u f e ' t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e o f r e l i g i o u s hyp

o c r i s y i s s t r i p p e d o f t h e vestments symbolic o f h i s s t a t i o n , 

reduced t o b a s i c n u d i t y which can conceal n o t h i n g . The 

a t t e n t i o n g i v e n t o t h e b o d i l y f u n c t i o n s o f F r e r e Miletus i n 

'Accroupissements' i s a m i l d e r v e r s i o n o f t h e same process. 

I n 'Premieres Communions' t h e g i r l s e l e c t e d by t h e p r i e s t as 

a symbol o f simple p i e t y and p u r i t y i s seen t o be s u b j e c t t o 

t h e t r i b u l a t i o n s o f p u b e r t y and, again, d i s t u r b e d movements 

o f t h e bowels. 

French b o u r g e o i s C h r i s t i a n i t y i s , t h u s , one o f t h e aspects 

o f decadent modern s o c i e t y against which t h e p oet uses t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r weapon. Other symbols of a u t h o r i t y and r e p r e s s i o n 

s u f f e r the same t r e a t m e n t . 'Le Forgeron' which, as w e l l as 

b e i n g an h i s t o r i c a l poem, i s an a t t a c k on the whole concept o f 

monarchy (and i n d i r e c t l y upon Napolean I I I ) shows t h e f r a i l , a l l 
A 

t o o human c o n d i t i o n o f L o u i s XVI : 'Bien que l e r o i v e n t r u s u a t . . 1 

The d i z a i n i n t h e Album z u t i q u e b e g i n n i n g 'L'enfant q u i ramassa 

l e s b a l l e s , l e Pubere ' i s a much more i n c i s i v e v a r i a t i o n o f 

t h e t e c h n i q u e t u r n e d upon t h e i m p e r i a l f a m i l y i t s e l f i n which, 

t h r o u g h a c l e v e r p l a y on words t h e p r i n c e i m p e r i a l ' s e x p l o i t s i n 

t h e b a t t l e ^ a t Saarbriicken serve as a means f o r t h e poet t o d e p i c t 

him as a m a s t u r b a t i n g a d o l e s c e n t . I n 'L'Orgie p a r i s i e n n e ' 

t h e would- be a u t h o r i t y o f t h e v i c t o r i o u s , pompous and s e l f -

r i g h t e o u s Vers&fclis&s i s undermined by c h a r a c t e r i s i n g t h e i r 

t r i u m p h a n t e n t r y i n t o P a r i s as a r e t u r n t o f r e n e t i c c o p u l a t i o n . 
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The more immediate symbols o f bourgeois a u t h o r i t y i n 'Les 

A s s i s ' are d e s c r i b e d as s t e r i l e and d e c r e p i t c r e a t u r e s i n g r e a t 

b u t detached anatomical d e t a i l by t h e p o e t . 'Mes P e t i t e s 

Amoureuses' and 'Les Soeurs de C h a r i t e ' are v i o l e n t pronounce

ments o f Rimbaud's misogyny i n which t h e p o e t i c t r a d i t i o n o f t h e 

i d e a l i s a t i o n o f f e m i n i n e beauty, and even sexual a l l u r e 

w h i c h has helpe d t o c r e a t e t h e i r p o s i t i o n i n modern s o c i e t y 

i s u n m e r c i f u l l y r e v e r s e d . Rimbaud's r e d u c t i o ad naturam does 

n o t n e c e s s a r i l y i m p l y a d i s g u s t f o r t h e human body - a f t e r a l l , 

t h e new p o e t i c s o u t l i n e d i n t h e l e t t e r t o Demeny o f 15 May 

1871 does n o t n e g l e c t t h e p l a c e o f s e n s a t i o n s i n c e t h e new p o e t i c 

language would be 'resumant t o u t , parfums, sons, couleurs....' 

Nor are such poems e n t i r e l y d e s t r u c t i v e . J u s t as Rabelais 

had done b e f o r e him, Rimbaud i s seeking t o d e s t r o y pomposity and 

a f f e c t a t i o n t h r o u g h h i s s c a t o l o g i c a l methods and t o ' r e t u r n ' t o 

a l i f e o f freedom, honesty, s p o n t a n e i t y and u n s u l l i e d beauty -

even i f one suspects t h a t h i s b e l i e f i n t h e p o s s i b i l i t y o f t h i s 

was, a t t i m e s , e x t r e m e l y tenuous. There i s t h u s , a p o s i t i v e s i d e 

t o t h i s t e c h n i q u e . The r e p r e s s i o n o f sensual enjoyment which 

Rimbaud, l i k e some o f t h e Parnassians, sees as c e n t r a l t o 

C h r i s t i a n i t y , i s o f course c o n t r a s t e d t o t h e pagan i d e a l 

expressed i n ' S o l e i l e t C h a i r ' b u t t h i s i d e a l i s a l s o suggested 

even w i t h i n a poem l i k e 'Les Premieres Communions' where 

e n e r g i e s are s t o l e n by C h r i s t , where t h e p o t e n t i a l j o y s o f i n n o c e n t 

sex w i t h a f u t u r e husband are what have somehow been preempted 

by t h e F i r s t Communion. S i m i l a r l y the i n j u s t i c e s which are 

e n s h r i n e d w i t h i n h y p o c r i t i c a l modern s o c i e t y w i t h i t s 

s a t i r i s e d p r i v i l e g e d c l a s s e s are contrased t o a dream o f 

u n i v e r s a l b r o t h e r h o o d - r e k i n d l e d j u s t b e f o r e and d u r i n g t he 

Commune - which i s suggested i n 'Le Forgeron' and i s a r e t u r n 
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t o t h e pagan i d e a l o f harmony among men and between men and gods, 

e x t e n d i n g t o a l l l i v i n g c r e a t u r e s : 

La t e r r e b e r c a n t l'homme, e t t o u t 1"Ocean b l e u 
E t tous l e s animaux a i m a i e n t , a i m a i e n t en D i e u I 

(1©?) 

The same i d e a l o f s o c i a l harmony r e c u r s more, c r y p t i c a l l y , 

i n I l l u m i n a t i o n s , n o t a b l y i n 'A une Raison' i n ' V i l l e s 1 

('Ge s o n t des v i l l e s ! . . 1 ) and 'Genie'. (See next chapter ) 

Even t h e v i o l e n t a t t a c k s upon t h e female sex are n o t w i t h o u t 

an a n t i d o t e . Rimbaud, l i k e Laforgue a f t e r him, wanted a f f e c t i o n 

and companionship f r o m women. His d i f f i c u l t r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

h i s mother, h i s almost c e r t a i n l y unhappy experiences w i t h g i r l s , 

mean t h a t i t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r him t o come t o terms w i t h t h e 

more p e c u l i a r l y s e x u a l a t t r i b u t e s o f t h e o p p o s i t e sex. I n 

p a r t , he blamed, as we have n o t e d , t h i s whie s i t u a t i o n upon 

t h e m a l i g n a n t and s t i f l i n g i n f l u e n c e o f t h e bourgeois 

C h r i s t i a n e t h i c w i t h i t s c u l t i v a t i o n o f t h e concept o f s i n and 

th e s u p p r e s s i o n o f n a t u r a l i n s t i n c t s . We know t h a t Rimbaud 

had an i d e a l v i s i o n o f womanhood, f o r he has recorded i t i n 

'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie'where the h e r o i n e i s c h a r a c t e r i s e d 

by an absence o f a r t i f i c e , deviousness, and submissive 

weakness, where i i e earns t h e r e s p e c t , a d m i r a t i o n and l o v e o f 

f e l b w r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s i n her r o l e o f e q u a l i t y i n comradeship. 

I n 'Mes P e t i t e s Amoureuses' i t i s c l e a r l y women as 's e x - o b j e c t s ' 

whom t h e poet l o a t h e s . Modern a r t i f i c e and enticement are 

combined i n t h e ' g e n o u i l l e r e s ' r e f e r r e d t o i n the lewd chorus. 

The p o i n t i s made more e x p l i c i t i n 'Les Soeurs de C h a r i t e ' , 

f o r women are accomplices i n t h e process which d i v e r t s t h e 

(1©7) ' S o l e i l e t C h a i r ' . 
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i d e a l i s e d young pagan (who owes something t o B a u d e l a i r e 1) away 
from t h e s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d n a t u r a l s t a t e : 

Le beau corps de v i n g t ans q u i d e v r a i t a l l e r nu... 

t o ' l e s l a i d e u r s de ce monde' o f which women have a l l o w e d them

s e l v e s t o become t h e c u s t o d i a n s and t h e epitome. Women a t w o r s t 

o f f e r h a t r e d and resentment - a revenge f o r former m a l t r e a t m e n t . 

T h e i r bodies are l i t t l e compensation and may even be d i s g u s t i n g . 

A t b e s t t h e y o f f e r ' p i t i e douce' when what t h e p o e t needs i s t r u e 

' c h a r i t ^ ' o r camaraderie, the d e p e n d a b i l i t y a s s o c i a t e d by him 

w i t h men. The o n l y r e l i a b l e s i s t e r o f c h a r i t y i s death - the 

u l t i m a t e p r i m i t i v e c o n d i t i o n ! I n the l i g h t o f t h e above 

remarks 'Venus'Anadyomene',as we i i a l l suggest i n P a r t Two, Chapter 

t h r e e , / a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d a t t a c k on womanhood b u t r a t h e r -

a c o n t r a s t between a modern, decadent v a r i a n t o f f e m i n i n e beauty, 

t h a t o f t h e whore ( p i t i l e s s l y o b s e r ved), and t h e pagan i d e a l 

which some poets and a r t i s t s d e c e i t f u l l y a pply t o t h i s and o t h e r 

e q u a l l y l u d i c r o u s and modern r e p ^ t ^ w ^ o f t h e female sex. 

On a l i g h t e r l e v e l , a s i m i l a r c o n t r a s t i v e process i s a t 

work i n 'Oraison du S o i r ' where t h e p a r t parody o f t h e p o e t r y 

o f t h e simple l i f e ( r e p r e s e n t e d f o r i n s t a n c e , by t h e ' p a s t o r a l ' 

t r a d i t i o n , e s c a p i s t Romanticism - a l a George Sand - and by Coppee) 

and t h e p a r t l y genuine eulogy o f everyday happiness c u l m i n a t e s 

i n a s u p e r b l y p a n t h e i s t i c a c t o f u r i n a t i o n : a n a t u r a l f u n c t i o n 

b a l a n c i n g p e r f e c t l y t h e d e t a i l e d d e s c r i p t i o n o f an a r t i f a c t a t 

t h e b e g i n n i n g o f t h e poem. 

{10%) Tas poem w i l l be f u r t h e r d i s c u s s e d i n P a r t Two, Chapter 
Three. 
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'Le Bateau l y r e ' , which w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the next s e c t i o n 

o f t h i s c h a p t e r , takes up i n more extended and s e r i o u s f a s h i o n 

t h e theme o f t h e c o n t r a s t between the c o n f i n i n g c i v i l i s a t i o n 

o f modern Europe and t h e freedom a s s o c i a t e d w i t h a p r i m i t i v e 

l i f e o f adventure symbolised by t h e r e d s k i n s and by the sea-

d r i v e n b o a t i t s e f . The theme i s pursued i n Une Saison en Enfer 

('Mauvais Sang 1) where t h e p o e t , tongue i n cheek, blames h i s 

G a l l i c h e r e d i t y f o r h i s p r e s e n t prelicament. I n r e a l i t y t h i s 

s e c t i o n o f Une Saison r e c o u n t s t h e poet's r e j e c t i o n o f 

Western c i v i l i s a t i o n (even though he e v e n t u a l l y admits t h a t i n 

some form o r o t h e r he must submit t o i t ) , whether i t be 

r e p r e s e n t e d by t h e C h r i s t i a n t r a d i t i o n , by t h e k i n d o f p o l i t i c a l 

system C h r i s t i a n Europe has produced, or by the e l i t ^ l s t society 

i n t h e age o f science and i n d u s t r y . His predicament i s a f t e r 

a l l , i n r e a l i t y , a p r o d u c t o f t h e age and f a r f r o m unusual: 

Pas une f a m i l l e d"Europe que j e ne connaisse. -
J'entends des f a m i l i e s comme l a mienne, q u i t i e n n e n t 
t o u t de l a d e c l a r a t i o n des D r o i t s de 1'Homme. - J ' a i 
connu chaque f i l s de f a m i l l e . 

A l t h o u g h t h e poet a f f e c t s r e t i c e n c e , even shame, a t h i s pagan 

i n c l i n a t i o n s : 

ne sa,chant m ' e x p l i q u e r sans p a r o l e s paiennes, j e 
v o u d r a i s me t a i r e , . , 

Je s u i s une b§te, un negre... 

t h i s i s what i s r e a l l y a u t h e n t i c 

Le sang pai'en r e v i e n t . . , 

I f 'negre' i s t o be a synonym f o r s t u p i d t h e n i t should more 

p r o p e r l y be a p p l i e d t o t h e r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s o f European 

c i v i l i s a t i o n : 
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Vous e*tes de f a u x negres, vous maniaques, 
fe'roces, avares. Marchand, t u es n^gre; m a g i s t r a t , 
t u es ne*gre; g e n e r a l , t u es ne^gre; empereur, 
v i e i l l e demangeaison, t u es negre.... 

The i r o n y o f thejzfoet's p o s i t i o n , which i s why i t f i n d s i t s e l f 

p a r t o f t h i s most famous c a t a l o g u e o f f a i l u r e and d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t , 

i s t h a t he has been so imbued w i t h Western c i v i l i s a t b r y f c h a t even 

h i s escape i n t o p r i m i t i v i s m i s conceived i n i t s banal terms : 

... j e q u i t t e 1'Europe. L ' a i r m a r i n b r u l e r a mes 
poumons; l e s c l i m a t s perdus me t a n n e r o n t . Nager, 
b r o y e r l ' h e r b e , chasser, fumer s u r t o u t ; b o i r e des 
l i q u e u r s f o r t e s comme du me t a l b o u i l l a n t , -
comme f a i s a i e n t des chers anceStres autour des 
f eux. 

Je r e v i e n d r a i , avec des membres de f e r , 
l a peau sombre, 1 ' o e i l f u r i e u x : sur mon masque, 
on me j u g e r a d'une race f o r t e . J ' a u r a i de l ' o r 
j e s e r a i o i f i f e t b r u t a l . Les femmes soi g n e n t 
l e s f e r o c e s infirme's r e t o u r des pays chauds. 
.Je s e r a i me^le aux a f f a i r e s p o l i t i q u e s . Sauve. 

More i r o n i c s t i l l i s t h e f a c t t h a t d e s p i t e h i s r e a l i s a t i o n o f 

i t s hollowness i t was j u s t such an escape t h a t t h e poet d i d 

make..... 

The c o n t r a s t between decadent modernity and the poet's 

p r i m i t i v e o r pagan v i s i o n i s a l s o aa i m p o r t a n t element i n t h e c i t y 

p o e t r y o f t h e I l l u m i n a t i o n s ; t h i s w i l l be discussed i n t h e n e x t 

c h a p t e r . 

N o s t a l g i a f o r happinesss b e l o n g i n g t o another pha&-e o f one's 

l i f e i s n o t absent f r o m Rimbaud's work - a l t h o u g h he was s c a r c e l y 

more th a n a c h i l d when he r e f e r s t o c h i l d h o o d . His c h i l d h o o d 

was n o t happy and c l e a r l y i t i s n o t t o t h e r e a l i t i e s o f t h i s 

p e r i o d b u t t o the hopes t h a t even an unhappy c h i l d may e n t e r t a i n 

t h a t he l o o k d back, long*>ingly. Much o f Rimbaud's work, and es

p e c i a l l y 'Le Coeur vole*' and Une Sal son en Enfer i s thus a 

r e c o r d o f d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . 
* * * * * * * * * 



Sonnenfeld r i g h t l y a t t r i b u t e d n e g l e c t o f Corbiere's 

p o e t r y , i n p a r t , t o t h e i n a b i l i t y o f most c r i t i c s t o a p p r e c i a t e 

h i s work as a whole. They have g e n e r a l l y been unable t o 

r e c o n c i l e t h e P a r i s i a n poems w i t h t h e Breton poems. His 

admirers have tended t o t r e a t him e i t h e r a s a g r e a t p r o v i n c i a l 

poet and a poet o f t h e sea o r as a s o p h i s t i c a t e d w i t t y s a t i r i s t 

o f m o d e r n i t y . (Most have o p t e d f o r t h e former view.) One o f 

Sonnenfeld's achievements, though i t has n o t met w i t h u n i v e r s a l 

a p p r o v a l , was t o see Les Amours Jaunes as a coherent work 

w i t h an ' a r c h i t e c t u r e * based on a moral s t r u c t u r e . T h i s s t r u c t u r e 

Sonnenfeld s t a t e d w i t h t h e utmost s i m p l i c i t y : ' I I p e i n t 

l ' a n g o i s s e e t l a t u r p i t u d e morales de l a v i e u r b a i n e moderne; 

mais i l v o i t cependant, dans une v i e d ' a c t i o n , une v o i e v e r s l e 

s a l u t ' . (lOCf) W i t h t h e e x c e p t i o n o f t h e Rondels pour Apres 

Corbiere's c o l l e c t i o n i s arranged i n t h e i n v e r s e o r d e r t o i t s 

c o m p o s i t i o n ; t h e B r e t o n poems were c e r t a i n l y w r i t t e n b e f o r e t h e 

P a r i s i a n poems b u t are p l a c e j a f t e r them. F r a n c i s F. Burch 

has r e c e n t l y c h a l l e n g e d t he assumption t h a t t h e Br e t o n poems 

p r e s e n t a s o l u t i o n t o t h e problems r a i s e d i n t h e P a r i s i a n poems 

on t he grounds t h a t t h e poet's anguish i s & i l l c l e a r l y v i s i b l e 

i n them and n o t r e s o l v e d as Sonnenfeld's h y p o t h e s i s would seem 

t o suggest i t s h o u l d be. Of course i n p r a c t i c e Sonnenfeld 

b e l i e v e d no such t h i n g . I t i s c l e a r from h i s s u b t l e analyses 

o f C o r b i e r e ' s poems t h a t he f u l l y r e a l i s e d t h e r e were notes o f 

anguish i n t h e B r e t o n poems - h i s c o n t r i b u t i o n t o C o r b i e r e studies* 

(1#|) Sonnenfeld, L'Oeuvre poe'tique de T r i s t a n C o r b i e r e , p.5. 
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i s f a r more s i g n i f i c a n t t h a n t h a t of any o f h i s d e t r a c t o r s o r 

successors i n c l u d i n g Burch h i m s e l f . (1|0) However Sonnenfeld 

was somewhat a t f a u l t i n p r e s e n t i n g h i s h y p o t h e s i s o f the moral 

s t r u c t u r e i n a £<rm t o o i n f l e x i b l y d u a l i s t i c . The moral s t r u c t u r e 

o f Les Amours Jaunes does t a k e t h e shape o f a t r a n s i t i o n from 

' t u r p i t u d e ' and decadence t o a k i n d o f s a l v a t i o n b u t the book 

does n o t f a l l s i m p l y i n t o two h a l v e s . One r e s u l t o f the s t r a i g h t 

f o r w a r d d i v i s i o n , P a r i s - B r i t t a n y , was t h a t Sonnenfeld 

minimised t h e r o l e o f p e r s o n a l experience i n t h e I t a l i a n poems 

and saw i n them, almost e x c l u s i v e l y , an a t t a c k on l i t e r a r y 

R o maniticism which c o u l d be considered as an aspect o f the 

u n v i r i l e P a r i s i a n i n t e l l e c t u a l m i l i e u . ( I l l ) The a c t u a l s t r u c t u r e 

(110) Burch's T r i s t a n Corbie-re. u s e f u l w i t h i n i t s l i m i t s , i s devote 
ed t o two completely d i f f e r e n t s u b j e c t s : t h e i n f l u e n c e o f a c l a s s i c a l 
e d u c a t i o n and t r a d i t i o n a l u p b r i n g i n g upon C o r b i l r e and the l a t t e r ' s 
i n f l u e n c e on T.S. E l ^ i o t ^ . The p r i n c i p a l o f o r i g i n a l i t y o f the book! 
l i e s i n i t s use o f C o r b i e r e ' s c h i l d h o o d correspondence. 

I j 

(111) Sonnenfeld, op. c i t . , p . 3 9 . Recent re s e a r c h supports our 
view t h a t p e r s o n a l e x p e r i e n c e p l a y s a c o n s i d e r a b l e p a r t i n 
t h e I t a l i a n poems, See O.C.,p.666. 
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o f t h e c o l l e c t i o n i s s l i g h t l y more c o m p l i c a t e d than a simple 

d i v i s i o n b u t Sonnenfeld's o v e r a l l o p i n i o n remains i n t a c t and i s 

c e r t a i n l y n o t t o be d i s m i s s e d as i t has been by h i s c r i t i c s . I n 

our o p i n i o n Les Amours Jaunes does f a l l i n t o two main s e c t i o n s 

b u t t h e r e are i m p o r t a n t s u b d i v i s i o n s w i t h i n t h e s e , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

w i t h i n t h e second. The f i r s t s e c t i o n begins t h e group o f t h r e e 

i n t r o d u c t o r y poems r e f l e c t i n g t h e poet's i n a b l i l i t y t o come t o 

terms w i t h t h e modern c i t y , w i t h love, w i t h l i f e i n g e n e r a l and 

w i t h t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s o f h i s own c h a r a c t e r : 'Ca', ' P a r i s ' 
-s— 

and'Epitaphe'. As w i l l be seen t h i s group o f poems i s p e r f e c t l y 

c o u n t e r b a l a n c e d a t t h e end o f t h e book by t h e Rondels. (1#2) 

The t h r e e goups which f o l l o w are devoted t o t h e t w i n themes o f 

' M a r c e l l e ' and P a r i s : Les Amours Jaunes, Sere'ndacedes serenades 

and Racerocs. V a r i o u s p o i n t s should be made here. F i r s t t h e 

theme o f 'Marcelle' and P a r i s i s a coherent one; 'Marcelle' i s , 

a f t e r a l l , a p r o d u c t o f t h e s o p h i s t i c a t e d c i t y o f which t he poet 

(112) C o r b i e r e ' s p r e o c c u p a t i o n w i t h balance may a l s o be seen i n 
th e d e d i c a t o r y poems w i t h which he p r e f a c e d and concluded 
t h e c o l l e c t i o n : 'A M a r c e l l e . Le Poete e t l a c i g a l e ' and 
' A Marcel l e , La C i g a l e e t l e Poete' . ' 
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cannot be a p a r t . Second, t h e s e v e r a l s e l f - p o r t r a i t s i n c l u d e d 
i n these poems are n o t an e x c e p t i o n t o t h e p a t t e r n ; they r e p r e s e n t 
how t h e poet had come t o l o o k upon h i m s e l f as a r e s u l t o f t h e 
experiences i n t h e new s e t t i n g . T h i r d , t h e group e n t i t l e d 
Serenade des serenades c o n s t i t u t e s a r e l a t i v e l y l i g h t i n t e r l u d e 
- t h e s a r c a s t i c t r e a t m e n t o f t h e theme o f u n r e q u i t e d l o v e . The 
poems, however, conform t o t h e p a t t e r n , f o r they r e c o u n t t he poet's 
many v a i n a t t e m p t s t o win 'Mar c e l l e ' s ' l o v e and a l s o parody 
one o f t h e accepted c r e a t i o n s o f the P a r i s i a n l i t e r a r y w o r l d , 
t h e pseudo-Spanish l o v e poem a k_ Musset. This leaves t h e 
q u e s t i o n Of t h e I t a l i a n poems. They were c e r t a i n l y w r i t t e n b e f o r e 
Corbiesre went t o P a r i s and are best regarded as an e a r l i e r 
v a r i a n t o f t h e theme o f d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . The poet had gone t o 
I t a l y i n h i g h s p i r i t s ( K B ) b u t a l l h i s dreams were s h a t t e r e d . 
C o r b i e r e ' s a n t i - R o m a n t i c i s m took d e f i n i t e shpe t h e r e and was 
f u r t h e r developed i n P a r i s , These poems d i d n o t grow o u t o f t h e 
P a r i s i a n s e t t i n g , r a t h e r t h e y e s t a b l i s h e d some o f t h e themes 
t h a t were t o be worked o u t i n t h e P a r i s i a n poems. The s u b j e c t 
o f modern c i v i l i s e d decadence i s t r e a t e d i n b o t h t he P a r i s i a n 
and I t a l i a n poems and f o r t h a t reason t he poet was happy t o group 
them t o g e t h e r . 

The f i r s t s e c t i o n o f Les Amours Jaunes i s t h e n , as Sonnenfeld 

suggested, a n o t v e r y wholesome v i s i o n o f l i f e . I n p a r t i c u l a r 

i t h i g h l i g h t s t h e i n a b i l i t y o f t h e poet t o come t o terms w i t h 

society. The second s e c t i o n o f f e r s a s o l u t i o n , or a t l e a s t an 

a l t e r n a t i v e , i n t h e form o f p r i m i t i v i s m . But i t i s a p r i m i t i v i s m 

i n t h r e e stages each more embracing than t h e l a s t . C o r b i e r e ' s 

p r i m i t i v i s m had, o f course, a l r e a d y been i m p l i c i t i n h i s r e j e c t i o n 

(l^B) See J. Rousselot, T r i s t a n C o r b i e r e , p.44. 



o f modern urban c i v i l i s a t i o n . The f i r s t s o l u t i o n o f f e r e d i n 

Armor i s a r e p r e s e n t a t i o n o f t h e values o f h i s n a t i v e B r i t t a n y -

w r i t t e n b e f o r e he went t o P a r i s b u t which, i n c o n t r a s t , he 

b e t t e r a p p r e c i a t e s . The poet n e v e r t h e l e s s cannot even be f u l l y 

accepted i n t o B r e t o n s o c i e t y , h i s i l l n e s s and h i s non-conformism 

make t h i s i m p o s s i b l e . 

I n h i s r e a l l i f e and i n h i s p o e t r y he took r e f u g e w i t h t h e 

sea. Gens de mer d e a l s w i t h a people w i l l i n g t o accept the 

poet i n t h e i r m i d s t , a people even m o r e ' p r i m i t i v e ' t h a n the o t h e r 

i n h a b i t a n t s o f B r i t t a n y because o f t h e i r l i f e and death r e l a t i o n 

s h i p w i t h t h e e l e m e n t a l r e a l i t y o f t h e sea. The sea takes 

on an almost m a t e r n a l r o l e i n t h e poems; death a t sea and 

subsequent i n t e r m i n g l i n g w i t h t h e elements i s looked upon as a 

grace d e n i e d t o those who l i v e on l a n d . I t i s b u t a s h o r t s t e p 

from such c o n s i d e r a t i o n s t o t h e Rondels pour apres which a r e , 

indeed, concerned w i t h t h i s u l t i m a t e form o f p r i m i t i v e b l i s s -

deat h . W r i t t e n l a s t o f a l l ^ t h e s e poems develop t h e idea a l r e a d y 

p r e s e n t i n t h e p r e - P a r i s i a n Gens de mer o f t h e peace o f death. 

They show t h e po e t h a v i n g r e s o l v e d t h e c o n t r a d i c t i o n s and 

anguish o f t h e t h r e e i n t r o d u c t o r y poems t o the whole c o l l e c t i o n 

i n a calm and d r e a m - l i k e l y r i c i s m . 

I t i s no c o i n c i d e n c e t h a t Armor almost immediately f o l l o w s 

t h e I t a l i a n poems. The b a s i c moral c o n t r a s t o f Les Amours 

Jaunes between p e r v e r t e d , m a t e r i a l i s t i c , unmanly c i v i l i s a t i o n 

and t h e f o r t h r i g h t l i f e o f s e a f a r e r s i s more s h a r p l y h i g h l i g h t e d 

i n t h i s way : 



W0 
T r i s t a n , ecoeure par l a p a t i s s e r i e trop sucree, l a liqueur 
trop sirupeuse de l ' l t a l i e , r e v i e n t a R o s c o f f . . . I l y 
retrouve 1'odeur du varech brftle, l e goflt acre des 
embruns, l a compagnie des marins... e t surtout, e t e i n t l e 
gr#l e p i z z i c a t i des mandolines, un cli r a a t v i r i l . . . . 

The reader thus shares the same contrast Corbi^re had f e l t i n 

h i s own l i f e i n the spring of 1870, and was to f i n d again when 

he l i v e d i n P a r i s . Appropriately enough the very l a s t poem of 

Raccrocs i s 'Paria* which sums up the theme of the poet's 

e x i l e i n the world of big c i t i e s that had recurred i n the f i r s t 

p a r t of Les Amours Jaunes i n '£a', 'Decourageux', 'Epitaphe' 

and other poems. As Sonnenfeld suggested the order of the c o l l e c 

t i o n i m p l i e s t h a t the poet r e a l i s e d that the only s o l u t i o n to 

h i s i n t r o s p e c t i o n and l o n e l i n e s s 'se trouve dans l e retour t 

une v i e plus simple e t plus n a t u r e l l e en Bretagne'. (lf§) Of 

course the Breton poems are not without signs of anguish and t h i s 

i s i n keeping with Corbiere's a r c h i t e c t u r a l i n t e n t i o n , for i n 

'Le Poe te contumace 1 the reader learns t h a t the poet has 

succumbed to the v i c e s of the c i t y so t h a t he can never e n t i r e l y 

r egain h i s place ariong h i s own people. 

Morlaix and Roscoff, l i k e P a r i s , have t h e i r brothels and 

bars but they lack a r t i f i c e and p e r v e r s i t y ; they are the 

r i g h t f u l place of amusement and refreshment for s a i l o r s on 

shore and are described with vigour and sympathy i n Gens de mer. 

Here PVdf the B r i t t a n y of Armor . i s presented as a land 

of mystery and s u p e r s t i t i o n which the poet i n no way condemns. 

Pagan r i t e s s t i l l survive^ s c a r c e l y cloaked by Christianity^oi*\©t 

^C^-^^iA.?? t_ p e c4:_ _ p£_ _ YiCjie n̂jM KiV e_ _ 1 i£& ̂ 
(UM# J . Rousselot, T r i s t a n Corbiere. p.56. 
(lt<j) L 1 Qeuvre poetique de T r i s t a n Corbiere, p.89. 
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The moral structure provided by the opposition between decadent modernity 

and various forms of the p r i m i t i v i s t vision i s one of the s t r i k i n g 

characteristics of the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y i n the 1870s and 

l880s. The two perspectives are not just inseparable i n t h i s way -

as opposite magnetic poles - b u t on occasion coalesce. This i s particularly, 

interesting i n the approach to sensation where decadents, modernists and 

p r i m i t i v i s t s share a common enthusiasm for variety and acuity of sensual 

experience and fo r i t s formulation i n poetry. (.11̂ ) Nevertheless, for the 

most part, the two attitudes remain i n a state of authentically beneficial 

tension. I t i s par t l y from within the p r i m i t i v i s t movement that the desire f o r 

greater spontaneity i n l i f e and art was born. I t was also, i n one way, 

a reaction not only against the l i t e r a r y establishment but also against 

the e l i t e s t cliques of the avant-garde, of which the decadents might be 

regarded as representatives. 

(if©) See next chapter, section ( g ) . 
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£c) Modernity and C u l t u r e ; 

Spontaneity, t r a d i t i o n and c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n 

I t i s not the purpose of the present s e c t i o n to deal with the complex 

question of the development of p o e t i c forms and p o e t i c language having the 

q u a l i t i e s of spontaneity or apparent spontaneity which were requ i r e d i n 

poetry i n which poets sought to formulate ephemeral s u b j e c t s and t r a n s i t o r y 

experienceso T h i s w i l l be one of the purposes of P a r t Two„ Chapter Four» 

At t h i s stage we are concerned w i t h a d i s c u s s i o n of the r e j e c t i o n of t r a d i t i o n 8 

out of a d e s i r e f o r o r i g i n a l i t y and spontaneity, and with some of i t s 

implications,, I n p a r t i c u l a r , we s h a l l examine the methods by which extremely 

knowledgeable and i n t e l l e c t u a l poets were able to balance t h e i r experience of, 

and t h e i r i n t e r e s t i n ^ t h e i r c u l t u r a l environment against the demands of 

d e c u l t u r e . T h i s was one of the major predicaments which confronted the poets 

of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

As was i n d i c a t e d ahove (117) the 'decadent' modern s o c i e t y from which 

poets and w r i t e r s f e l t themselves i s o l a t e d was not merely the world of 

shopkeepers, bankers, lawyers and p o l i t i c i a n s , but a l s o of l i t e r a r y and 

a r t i s t i c convention. The emphasis on the value of spontaneity i s , thus, 

both an aspect of r e v o l t a g a i n s t s o c i e t y at l a r g e and of the challenge to 

t r a d i t i o n . But, as was suggested i n the l a s t s e c t i o n , considered as the 

a u t h e n t i c ' p r i m i t i v e ' l e v e l of human consciousness, spontaneity i n a r t can 

be the s e l f - a d m i n i s t e r e d a n t i d o t e to the a r t i f i c i a l i t y and morbid i n t r o s p e c t i o n 

of the 'decadent' avant-garde. T h i s was e s p e c i a l l y so as s o c i a l m o b i l i t y i n the 

nineteenth century pushed the working and t r a d i n g c l a s s e s w i t h t h e i r l a c k of 

s o p h i s t i c a t i o n and ' c u l t u r e ' , e i t h e r t r a d i t i o n a l or avant-garde, i n t o prominence. 

I t was a l s o a concept of great importance i n the Baudelairean a e s t h e t i c , (as 

we showed i n P a r t One, Chapter One), and for t h i s reason a l l the more 

commendable to the poets a f t e r 1870. 

(117) I n f o r i n s t a n c e the quotation from Laforgue : 
I I f aut ramper, a i n s i que l a limace au f i l 
D*argent! Ramper? toujours ramper! V o i r des n o t a i r e s 
E t des grammariens, Coppee et des r o s i e r e s ! 



Rarely has the weight of -tradition seemed to press as heavily as i t did upon 

the generation of a r t i s t s growing up around Hie middle of the .century. Just 

as Constable had said he wished he could forget he had ever seen a picture, 

Monet wished he had been horn Mind and then suddenly received his sight. 

Degas, who had more respect for t r a d i t i o n than most, nevertheless advocated 

the direct observation and notation of ordinary everyday experience, of such 

subjects as houses and monuments seen from below, or up close as one sees 

them going by i n the street not as they had been previously painted ( l f $ ) 

Baudelaire, l i k e Degas i n many respects a t r a d i t i o n a l i s t , s t i l l stressed the 

quality of naivete, of c h i l d l i k e c u r i o s i t y , as being essential to the a r t i s t . 

( l $ | ) Rimbaud was to pour scorn upon the whole t r a d i t i o n of French poetry. ( l 2 0 ) 

Corbiere was to take as his motto : 'L'Art ne me connait pas, je ne connais 

pas l ' A r t * . ( l j l ) Laforgue was to write that 'l'Impressionniste est un 

peintre moderniste_qui... oubliant les tableaux amasse's par les sie^cles dans 

les muse'es, oubliant 1 ' education optique de l'e'cole... a force de vivre et 

de voir franchement et primitivement... est parvenu a se r e f a i r e un o e i l 

naturel...' ( l j i ) As early as I852 Flaubert had written to Louise Colet that 

he believed a l l rules were on t h e i r way out, that barriers were crumbling 

and that a general work of demolition was i n progress. (ljQ) There i s no doubt 

that from about I84O onwards a movement began which elevated the a r t i s t ' s 

spontaneous vision to a position i t had never before held and resisted any 

d i s t o r t i o n of t h i s v i s ion by convention or preconception. This movement gathered 

momentum as the century wore on. Castagnary spoke of a mind free from the 

prejudice of education. Zola said that Manet did not know how to philosophise -

a l l he knewms how to paint. Laforgue said the academics should be shut, 

Courbet did not set himself up as a professor f o r , he said, art could not be 

Manuscript notes i n the sketch books of I874-I883 , 
(l|Q) See Part Two, Chapter Four. 
(190) Oeuvres Completes, 'Ple^ade', pp.250-51, 
(3*1) ^ ' • J J ^ — ^ ^ 
153.) _ lHan^es ppsthumesA p.134 * 
135) Q-G-r Correspondance, I I , pp.413-417. 



taught. Pissarro, l i k e Rimbaud, suggested burning down the Louvre. 

The poets of the l870s and 1880s realised that what had been lacking i n 

French poetry was spontaneity, the expression of genuine experience. Almost 

a l l the poets we associate with the ' SymMist' period ware dissatisfied with 

poetic language, because the old rhetoric, which was l i t t l e more than.a 

bombastic variant of discursive speech, forced a false vision of r e a l i t y upon 

those who had been brainwashed. Thus Ernest Raynaud wrote i n Le Decadent• 

Des le college on nous apprend a mentir a nous-memes, a nous v e t i r 
d'une personnalite d'emprunt, a, t a i r e ce que nous eprouvons, et a* 
exprimer dans les discours f i c t i f s des sentiments que nous ne connai-
sons pas 

I I faut r e s t i t u e r aux impressions l e u r o r i g i n a l i t e , leur valeur 
pri m i t i v e , i l faut repudier les idees et les formules toutes agencees.... 
i l faut s'apprendre a" v o i r , a juger par soi-meme, et 4 rendre sincerement 
ce qu* on se sent sincerement. 

•(19$ 
One cannot help but be reminded of Chateaubriand's celebrated remark 

i n the preface to Rene (Plus ca change...'.): 

... l a multitude de l i v r e s . . . rendent habile sans experience. 
On est de^trompe sans avoir j o u i . . . . 

How i s t h i s widespread reaction, i n both painting and poetry, against 

existing rules and t r a d i t i o n s to be explained? An explanation i s pa r t l y to 

be found i n the notion of s i n c e r i t y and t r u t h i n art which was a feature of 

the Realist school but i s also an aspect of Romanticism. Saint-Beuve said 

that the threefold slogan that art was the beautiful, the true and the good 

was specious; f o r him i t would be the true, the true alone. Duranty and 

Champfleury both saw s i n c e r i t y i n art as the essential Realist formula. Thus 

the genuine, l i v e d experience of the a r t i s t gained a new and central importance. 

Again, t h i s i s an a t t i t u d e greatly encouraged by the example of Baudelaire. 

Quoted i n A.G. Lehmann, TheiiSymbolist Aesthetic i n France, p.l84» 
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The deepfelt dissatisfaction with t r a d i t i o n i s also to be accounted for, 

and t h i s probably i s the decisive factor, by the enormous changes i n material 

l i f e i n t h i s period. I t has been remarked by several observers that the only 

significant changes i n material existence after the Roman Empire did not occur 

u n t i l the I n d u s t r i a l Revolution. These changes affected the concept of art i n 

a variety of ways. F i r s t , the technologist appeared as a r i v a l to the a r t i s t ; 

Raphael meant much less to the world than Stephenson. This isone reason for 

the growing gulf between a r t i s t and society i n the nineteenth century that we 

have already noted, and also f o r the quest for new art-forms that might restore 

the a r t i s t ' s prestige or at least his relevance. Second, i n the wake of the 

Industrial Revolution came social change which i n turn led to the mobilisation 

of democratic forces. These,drew attention away from the previously very 

limited world of a r t i s t s and t h e i r patrons to the l i f e of the masses. The 

existence of the I f t t t e r had hitherto been l i t t l e reflected i n any art-form 

and the presence of the rapidly increasing urban proletariat made t h i s 

omission a l l the more s t r i k i n g . Taine was to advise his contemporaries to 

see men i n t h e i r workshops, t h e i r f i e l d s and thar houses, walking, drinking 

and going about the ordinary business of t h e i r l i v e s . He claimed that t h i s 

would be more inst r u c t i v e than the study of p o l i t i c a l constitutions or 

religious systems i n understanding a people. (l&J) Third, the most 

important of a l l , the changed material circumstances and environment of the 

a r t i s t cried out for some kind of r e f l e c t i o n i n his work, (l$$) In 

particular the incredibly rapid changeg. i n the period began to make the 

ideal of eternal and universal values i n art look highly suspect. I n the 

(<1&5) Quoted i n L. Nochlin, Realism, p.23 . 
(lS©) Even i f t h i s were regret for passing of familiar things. This nostalgia 

i s to be f e l t i n Baudelaire's 'Le Gygne' and works l i k e Daumier's La 
Chambre nuptiale (Lithograph published December 1853 i n Charivari). 
Another reaction was a loathing f o r the social and material r e a l i t y of the 
age and the adoption of a v i r i l e paganism or the aesthetic values of 
Hellenism we saw i n the last section. 
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nineteenth century such permanency was n e i t h e r b e l i e v e d i n nor d e s i r e d by 

many. I n 1854 F l a u b e r t had w r i t t e n t h a t the l e a d i n g c h a r a c t e r i s t i c of 

the age was i t s h i s t o r i c a l sense and the a r t i s t s should consequently confine 

themselves to r e l a t i n g the f a c t s . (l$f) The h i s t o r i c a l events of the l a t e 

eighteenth and of the n i n e t e e n t h c e n t u r i e s were of a k i n d t o destroy previous 

confidence i n s t a b i l i t y and order as we have suggested i n our i n t r o d u c t i o n . 

However^regularity and symmetrical s t r u c t u r e were not the only s t y l i s t s 

c o r r e l a t i v e s of the o l d order f o r it;.'had;'.also depended on the grandeur of 

i t s monarchs and of n a t i o n a l triumphs (few and f a r between f o r most of the 

eighteenth c e n t u r y ) ; p a r t i c u l a r l y i n war. T h i s too had been r e f l e c t e d i n 

l i t e r a t u r e and a r t . The d e c a p i t a t i o n of Louis XVI could arguably be s a i d to 

mark the beginning of a gradual s c e p t i c i s m a £ a u t h o r i t y and convention. 

Moreover, with the disappearance of the ancien regime the frequent dishonesty 

and c h i c a n e r y of p u b l i c l i f e became more tra n s p a r e n t . Rimbaud, f o r example, 

saw o l d - s t y l e r h e t o r i c as being out of tune with the times. His l e t t e r 

to Demeny of 15 May I 8 7 I contained the exhortation 'demandons aux poetes du nouveau 1 

and condemned the 'Frenchness' of the t r a d i t i o n a l r h e t o r i c epitomised f o r him, by 

Musset. 

The grandiose manner was f e l t by many poets and p a i n t e r s to be both 

inappropriate and r e p r e h e n s i b l e . (Though the success of Hugo shows that there was 

s t i l l great p u b l i c demand f o r i t l ) One way of a t t a c k i n g i t was through mockery 

or i r o n i c j u x t a p o s i t i o n , f o r i n s t a n c e i n Daumier's Menelaus V i c t o r i u s (|2&) and 

Manet's Le Dejeuner sur l'herbe ($8fll) or i n the poetry of Laforgue and C o r b i e r e 

or even i n the a n t i c l i m a t i c endings of some of Baudelaire's poems(f(J©)( 

(I2y) Oeuvres Completes, Correspondance, IV, p.61, 
(tW) Lithograph of I 8 4 I , p a r t of the s e r i e s L ' H i s t o i r e Ancienne , 
(19$) The use of a f i g u r a t i v e p a t t e r n borrowed d i r e c t l y from Rennaissance , . 

v t r a d i t i o n (Giorgione) was an a c t of d e l i b e r a t e provocation on Mflinet' s 
03,0) ™" * ̂  llS^i s i *4 c N i S f . 2!. 
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v As the d i s c u s s i o n of Les Ghats de Maldoror i n the l a s t s e c t i o n showed 

the means by which l i t e r a r y and s o c i a l convention was at t a c k e d could he 

extremely v i o l e n t . Among the minor poets i n the per i o d a f t e r l870CV©s's 

equation of the p r i m i t i v e w i t h the spontaneous was mi l d e r i n expression and 

probably more profound. He was one of the f i r s t F rench poets to grasp the 

importance of the n o n - r a t i o n a l mind. I n one of h i s sonnets he a n t i c i p a t e d 

the language of Laforgue's e x p l o r a t i o n of our ' i i n n e r A f r i c a ' : 

A t r a v e r s l a for&t des spontaneitds, 
E c a r t a n t l e s t a i l l i s , courant par l e s c l a i r i e r e s , 
E t cherchant dans 1'empi-des s o i f s a v e n t u r i e r e s 
L ' o u b l i des pa r a d i s pour un i n s t a n t q u i t t e s . . . . 

(W) 
T h i s r e a l i s a t i o n was put to s t a r t l i n g e f f e c t i n the f a n t a s t i c prose poems 

such as 'Le Yaisseau-piano' : 

... Au m i l i e u du v a i s s e a u est une estrade sureleve'e et 
sur 1'estrade un t r e s long piano a queue. 

Une femme, l a Reine des f i c t i o n s , est a s s i s e devant 
l e c l a v i e r . Sous ses doigt s r o s e s , 1'instrument rend 
des sons v e l o u t e s et p u i s s a n t s qui couvrent l e chuchotement 
des vagues et l e s s o u p i r s de f o r c e des rameurs... 

(132) 
On a more banal l e v e l R ichepin's explanation of the apparent £uggedness and 

spontaneity of La Chanson des Gueux was the poet's d e s i r e to get at the t r u t h , 

to l a y c l a i m to a u t h e n t i c i t y : ' j ' a i du f a i r e penser, p a r l e r et a g i r mes 

personnages a i n s i q u ' i l s pensent, p a r l e n t et agissent en r e a l i t e ' ($9$>); he 
spoke of h i s i n t e n t i o n 'd'exprimer un c o i n de a l a v i e ' (.$3̂ . T h i s was to be 

a d e l i b e r a t e a s s a u l t on ' l a v e r t u bourgeoise' which i s founded on hypocrisy (UC)« 

Richepin' s work a l s o provides many i n s t a n c e s of an e n t i r e l y p r e d i c t a b l e 

consequence of the opposition of spontaneity to convention - the c a l l to adopt 

a hedonist philosophy. T h i s i s perhaps the s i n g l e most important theme of the 

c e n a c l e poetry of the per i o d and i s , of course, an important f e a t u r e of the 

(t$t) Oeuvres Completes, p.129, 
(192) i M d . , p. 159-

La Chanson des Gueux (1902 e d i t i o n ) , p.xiv, 
t|&) I b i d . , p.xv. 
($5f) I b i d . , p . x i and p . i i . 



work of o-fcher minor poets and of the major poets a l s o (|3$»). When one r e c a l l s 

t h a t almost a l l the c e n a c l e s i n our period were d r i n k i n g or "banqueting clubs 

as w e l l as l i t e r a r y s o c i e t i e s t h i s i s even l e s s s u r p r i s i n g . I t i s perhaps 

worth remarking on the c l o s e n e s s of the s p i r i t of t h i s kind of p o e t i c 

a c t i v i t y to a much e a r l i e r p e r i o d i n the h i s t o r y of French poetry. There i s 

a considerable degree of common f e e l i n g between the poets who wrote i n the 

heyday of l i b e r t i n a g e and the ' r e a l i s t - m o d e r n i s t ' poets of the 1870s. Thus 

i n the f o l l o w i n g l i b e r t i n song (43̂ ) we f i n d a r e f e r e n c e to a modern object, 

'une bombe', used to humorous e f f e c t , the use of popular language , 'Je me fous 

de l e u r s d e s t i n s ' , and a g e n e r a l l y r e b e l l i o u s a t t i t u d e towards accepted standards 

( i . e . hedonism i s s u b s t i t u t e d f o r C a t h o l i c i s m ) . 

QuSon p a r l e de Dieu l e Pere 
De toute l a T r i n i t e 
Qu'une Vierge s o i t l a Mere 
D'un Sauveur r e s s u s c i t e 
E t que 1'esprit en colombe 
Descende comme une bombe, 
Je me fous de l e u r s d e s t i n s 
Pourveu que j'aye du v i n . 

I n the l a t e 1870s Raoul Ponchon, among many others, was composing 

s i m i l a r songs t h a t were t o become standard items i n the r e p e r t o i r e of the 

gatherings of the Hydropathes. We may note the f o l l o w i n g e x t r a c t : 

Tu me peins l e s c i e u x r o s e s 
Comme des roses r o s e s , 
V i n rose qui m 1arroses 
Jene d i s t i n g u e plus 
Je'sus-Christ de Bacchus, 
La V i e r g e de Venus... 

(139) 
Such use of song-forms, w i t h t h e i r apparent s i m p l i c i t y and spontaneity, was to 

become one of the most s u c c e s s f u l weapons i n the a t t a c k , through irony and 

humour, upon convention and pomposity. I t was a procedure adopted by minor and majoj 

poets a l i k e a f t e r I87O and may almost be regarded as a common denominator among 

$ £ ) See s e c t i o n ( f ) of the next chapter t ^ 
$S$) Quoted i n F . Lachevre, Le L i b e r t i n a g e au XVII s i e c l e 
(1^9) La Republique des L e t t r e s , 3 December I876 , 
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them (159)• ^he popular song-form appealed to the poets a l l the more, 

because i t was not regarded by the establishment as part of serious a r t . 

Moreover, the song-form had already come to be regarded, through the 

considerable success of poets l i k e Beranger and Dupont, as. the normal 

medium f o r poems, especially l i g h t s a t i r e , treating contemporary 

events; and society. 

Like much else i n Gros's career innovations in"poetic language 

were inconsistent and unsustained - with one exception, the i n t r o 

duction of the humorous song-form. In his own l i f e t i m e Gros's reputation 

rested on his invention of the monologue as a l i t e r a r y form and on one 

verse piece of a similar nature, 'Le Hareng Saur', which i s too well 

known to stand r e p e t i t i o n here. This humour, often tinged with irony, 

colours much of his other poetrys 

Sa attendant qu'on m'enterre, 
Aujourd'hui, j'veux Str'tres gai, 
Flon, f l o n , f l o n , lariradondaire, 
Gai, gai, gai, lariradonde. 

Je n'fais pas beaucoup d'affaires; 
L'verr' easse'n'est pas d'mand6. 

Flon, f l o n , etc. 

Ma pauvr' femm* non plus n'gagn^ gueres 
Lui faut trop d ' l i t r ' s dans l'gesier. 

Flon, f l o n , etc. 

Sa h o t t 1 , son croc d'chifformiere, 
Ell'vend tout pour un d'mi-s'tier. 

I'lon, f l o n , etc... (14,0). 

(l59) With the obvious exception of Mallarme, although even the Sjanbolist 
generation of 1886-1900 was attracted by the 'naiVe' song-forms 
of the Middle Ages.. 

(140) Qeuyres Completes, pp. 142-43. 
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Occasionally the humour i s straightforward and the song-form i s used 

simply as something that would go down well at a drinking party? 

Proclamons les princip's de l ' a r t ! 
Que tout l'mond' s'epanche! 

Le marbre est un'matiere a part, 
Y-:ven n'a pas d'plus blanche... 

Proclamons les principes de l ' a r t ! 
Que tout 1'mond' s'entende! 

Les contours, des femm's, c'est du lard, 
La chair, c'est d' l a viande. 

(141) 
The most o r i g i n a l and durable contribution of the Gueux was Bichepin's 

use of quasi-popular song-forms (142), so i n f l u e n t i a l upon Laforgue, 

of which the example given below i s of particular interest f o r the 

rea l i s a t i o n of the i r o n i c power of the juxtaposition of the most 

s i n i s t e r of statements (implying the threat of social violence) 

with a l i g h t , even humorous forms 

(141) I b i d . , pp. 140-41. 
(,142) An excellent example, unaffected by irony, i s 'XL tomb* de l'eau, 

p l i c , i plpct plac...'. La Chanson des Gueux, (1902 e d i t i o n ) , pp. 22-
23. 
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L'epine est en f l e u r s j a I'e'pine blanche, 
En me promenant, j ' a i p r i s me branche. 
J'avals emporte mon p e t i t couteau, 

Oh! Oh! 
Avec mon couteau 
J'ai coupe la- branche 

Bien haut. 
A. S 

Je vais dans l a rue pecher a l a ligne. 
Beaux poissons d'argent, je vous f e r a i signe. 
Voyez?; au s o l e i t b r i l l e r mon couteau, 

Oh! Oh! 
Avec mon couteau 
Je vous f e r a i signe 

Dans l'eau. 
Quand je serai grand, pour gagner des sommes, 
J"en f e r a i ma lance et turad les homines. 

Oh! Oh! 
Avec raon couteau 
Je tro u r a i aux homines 

La peau. 

Quand je serai vieux et l a barbe blanche, 
Pour beauille alors j e prendrai ma branche. 
Pour manche e l l e aura l e bois du couteau, 

Oh! Oh! 
Avec mon couteau 
Finira ma branche. 

Heho! 
(143) 

This technique was used by Eollinat to particular effect i n 

(145) I b i d . , pp. 14rl5» 
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many of the poems i n Les. ffevrqses (l44,)« 

I t . \rould he a simple matter to compile a substantial and 

enjoyable anthology of chansons produced by the minor poets, and the 

members of the oracles i n the years. 1870 - I887. What i s of consid

erably more significance i s the effect and influence t h i s body of poetry 

had upon the major poets of the period. 

Commentators have not been slow to draw the reader's attention 

to the song-like quality of much of Verlaine's poetry, encouraged no 

doubt by the fa c t that many of the poems have been set to music. Yet 

paradoxically, with the controversial exception of the Chans ons pour elle, 

few of Verlaine's poems may be regarded as chansons at a l l . I n his case 

the influence of t h i s kind of poetry i s to be seen i n more subtle ways. 

One of the best examples i s 'Bruxelles - Chevaux, de .iiois' where the 

opening stanza,, i n the form of a r e f r a i n , sets the rhythm which, through

out the rest of the poem, communicates, the poet's mixture of confusion , 

dizziness, and pleasure i n contemplating the round of l i f e and, i n par t 

i c u l a r , the eternal process of copulation epitomised f o r him by the f a i r ; 

Tournez, tournez, bons chevaux de bois, 
Tournez.: cent tours, tournez n j i l l e tours, 
Tournez souvent et tournez toujours, 
Tournez, tournez au son des hautbois 

(l44) Such as * lie j'smtome du Crime', ' lies Deux Serpents.'» 'Le Baby* and 
'Mademoiselle Squelette'. 

file:///rould
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Et dep£chez, chevaux de leur Ibne : 
De'ja v o i c i que l a nuit qui tombe 
Va reunir pigeon et colombe 
Loin de l a f o i r e et l o i n de madame.... 

The naive rhythm of a song i s moreover, perhaps the essential ingredient i n the 

disarming intimacy which i s one of the most enduring features of Verlaine's 

poetry immortalised i n poems l i k e ' I I pleure dans mon coeurl 

Rimbaud, who was always more aggressive than Verlaine i n his attak 

on conventions considered the appeal of spontaneous, popular forms of art 

as part of the process of 'derdglement'. Such works are clearly contrasted by 

him to those of established reputation i n 'Alchimie du Verbe' : 

Depuis longemps je me vahtais de posseder tous les 
paysages possibles, et trouvais derisoires les cele'brites 
de l a peintore; et de l a poe^sie moderne. 

J'aimais les peintur.es idiotes, dessus de portes, decors, 
t o i l e s de saltimbanques, enseignes, enluminures popu-
la i r e s ; l a l i t t e r a t u r e demodee, l a t i n d'eglise, l i v r e s ero-
tiques sans orthographe, romans de nos aieules, contes 
de fees, p e t i t s l i v r e s de l'enfance, operas vieux, refrains 
n i a i s , rhythmes nai'fs. 

Such inclinations were doubtless encouraged by Verlaine and i t i s certain, 

for instance, that he and Rimbaud showed an interest i n Favart. However, 

a poem as early as 'Bal des pendus! already demonstrates t h i s predilection : 

Au gibet noir, manchot aimable, 
Dansent, dansent les paladins, 
Les maigres paladins du diable, 
Les squelettes de Saladins. 

A feature of popular song and nursery rhymes in both French and English i s 

t h e i r occasional lack of an immediately obvious meaning - either through the 

use of nonsense syllables or though the surprising association of 

l o g i c a l l y unconnected words. F i t t i n g l y Rimbaud provides examples i n 

'Alchimie du Verbe* of t h i s tendency .in his own work, quoting 'Chanson de 

l a plus haute tour', 'Fjaim' and 'Le loup c r i a i t sous les f e u i l l e s ' : 

(WQ Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p.130 , 

http://peintur.es
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Les s a l a d e s , l e s S u i t s 
N'attendent que l a c u e i l l e t t e ; 

Mais l'araigne'e de l a h a i e 
He mange que des v i o l e n t e s . 

(ty£) 
Corbiere must have been i n t i m a t e l y acquainted w i t h the popular songs -

e s p e c i a l l y sea s h a n t i e s - of h i s n a t i v e Britanny and echoes of these are to 

be found i n the poems wi t h a Breton s e t t i n g . L i k e the other major poets 

of contemporary r e a l i t i e s he saw, however, that t h e r e were e x c e l l e n t e f f e c t s 

to be d e r i v e d from an extension of the eontext of the popular song-form, 

i n poems l i k e 'Apres l a p l u i e ^ , away from the pu r e l y f o l j ^ s e t t i n g to the 

everyday experience and f e e l i n g s of the i n d i v i d u a l poet : 

J'aime l a p e t i t e p l u i e 
Qui s ' e s s u i e 

D'un torchon de b l e u t r o u e l 
J'aime 1'amour et l a b r i s e , 

Quand ga f r i s e . . . 
E t pas quand c ' e s t secoue. 

(147) 

(146) 'Le loup c r i a i t sous l e s f e u i l l e s ' . 
(I|(p) Oeuvres Completes, p.722 
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Echoes of popular song were, of course, an important element 

i n the ' ewti-culture' of Laforgue's poetry as of Corbiere's. Further 

remarks on t h i s question, with r e f e r e n c e to Laforgue's poetry, w i l l 

be found i n the f i n a l p a r t of t h i s t h e s i s . 

The f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h popular song-forms i s but one ins t a n c e of a 

more widespread e f f o r t towards the debunking of the language of French 

poetry or, on occasion, of 'accepted' language g e n e r a l l y . I n Rimbaud's 

case t h i s i s not only to be seen i n the a l l e g e d g a l i m a t i a s of some of 

the more obscure I l l u m i n a t i o n s but i s arguably present i n h i s use - i n 

something as matter of f a c t as h i s everyday correspondence - of a personal 

argot. His s p e c i a l vocabulary i n c l u d e s such items as Parmerde ( P a r i s ) , 

Jumphe ( j u i n ) , t r a v a i n c e r ( t r a v a i l l e r ) , Caropolmerdes ( C a r o l o p o l i t a i n s ) , 

colrage (courage), l'academie d'Absomphe (l e f t - b a n k cafe where Rimbaud 

and V e r l a i n e drank a b s i n t h e ) , contemplostate ('contemplation'), absorculant 

('absorbant 1) and fraguemants ('fragments'). When Rimbaud wished to 

inform Delahaye that h i s mother would be r e t u r n i n g to C h a r l e v i l l e the 

following month he r e i n f o r c e s h i s emotional estrangement from her by 

im p e r s o n a l i s a t i o n , a b b r e v i a t i o n and word-play: 

La mere Rimb. r e t o u r n e r a a Charlestown 
dans l e courant de j u i n . 

Suzanne Bernard has r i g h t l y drawn a t t e n t i o n to t h i s aspect of the correspondence 

between Rimbaud, V e r l a i n e and other members of t h e i r c i r c l e , d e s c r i b i n g 

i t as 'Encanaillement e t r e v o l t e , r e f u s de l a premiere des conventions 

s o c i a l e s , l e langage commun'. ( $ $ ) Apart from personal argot there i s a 

(ff$) Oeuvres Completes, p. 353. 
(fAff) Oeuvres, p. 553. 
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s i g n i f i c a n t use of general slang, popular idioms and syntax, and other 

aspects o f contemporary speech i n the poetry of Rimbaud, Verlaine, 

Corbiere and Laforgue and the minor poets which w i l l be discussed at 

greater length i n Part Two, Chapter Three but which e v i d e n t l y i s t o be 

r e l a t e d t o the whole e f f o r t o f resistance against l i t e r a r y p r o p r i e t y 

and the p r e v a i l i n g r e l i a n c e on t r a d i t i o n a l r h e t o r i c . Although such 

language q u i t e obviously d i d not separate the poets from society at 

large - indeed, i n some measure, i t should have brought them closer 

together - there i s no doubt t h a t a frequent r e s u l t was t o a l i e n a t e the 

reader of poetry who expected t o be ' u p l i f t e d ' by what he read. 

The apparent negligences t o be found i n Corbiere's s p e l l i n g ($0) , 

v e r s i f i c a t i o n and syntax are combined w i t h word-play and an extension 

of the poe t i c r e g i s t e r t o produce what must have seemed t o the reader i n 

the 1870s a v e r i t a b l e d i s a r t i c u l a t i o n of the accepted language of French 

poetry - a complete j u s t i f i c a t i o n of Corbiere's own pronouncement: 

Bon, ce n'est pas classique ? - A peine est-ce f r a n c a i s ! ... 
C'est un coup de raccroc, j u s t e ou faux par hasard ... 
L'Art ne me connait pas. Je ne connais pas l ' A r t . (f$|) 

The most i c o n o c l a s t i c poems were not always, of course, the best or 

even the most o r i g i n a l works by the poets a f t e r 1870. No one would pretend 

t h a t the Complaihtes were Laforgue's masterpiece - underrated though they 

are - but they do mark the extreme p o i n t of h i s assault upon poetic 

Some of these nggligences may have been r e a l r a t h e r than apparent 
f o r they are t o be found i n h i s e a r l y correspondence w i t h h i s f a m i l y . 

( f £ | ) Oeuvres Completes, pp. 704-05. 
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convention through iconoclasm and, as a r e s u l t , were l a b e l l e d 

incomprehensible by contemporary reviewers (|g&) . 

Of a l l the poets w r i t i n g i n the two decades a f t e r 1870 

Mallarme made the most daring departures from convention, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

as f a r as syntax was concerned. Yet i t i s the present w r i t e r ' s 

estimation, explained more f u l l y below (|$$), t h a t the primary 

o b j e c t i v e of h i s experiment was not the crea t i o n of apparent 

spontaneity nor even, s p e c i f i c a l l y , a d i r e c t challenge t o t r a d i t i o n 

but r a t h e r the attempt t o make poetry more d i f f i c u l t f o r the reader 

looking f o r immediate d i s c u r s i v e meaning and t o give the poet more 

f l e x i b i l i t y i n c r e a t i n g new, quasi-autonomous, patterns of sound 

and imagery. 

The f i g h t against t r a d i t i o n , the quest f o r a u t h e n t i c i t y , the desire 

to formulate the i n d i v i d u a l ' s experiences of a changing world had l e d 

to a greater emphasis on spontaneity and apparent s i m p l i c i t y , a 

disrespect f o r poetic convention, a preference f o r the humorous over 

the pompous, an i n t e r e s t i n such forms as the popular song and even 

the nursery rhyme and the attempt t o supplement the poetic r e g i s t e r w i t h 

aspects of everyday speech, p r e v i o u s l y l a r g e l y u n t r i e d . Taken together 

these tendencies seemed t o amount t o an attack on c u l t u r e . C r i t i c s of 

(|5j|) An i n t e r e s t i n g s e l e c t i o n i s t o be found i n J. L. Debauve, Laforgue 
en son temps. 

(fJJJ) See pp. 66^ ctwdl 7 l l f - 7 l 5 " 
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the period faced w i t h experiment i n poetry and p a i n t i n g reacted 

sometimes not only as the guardians of ta s t e but as the defenders 

of the whole t r a d i t i o n o f L a t i n r a t i o n a l i s m . (tfpfy) 

A tr u e and t o t a l r e j e c t i o n of c u l t u r e i n favour of a naive 

p r i m i t i v i s m , much though they might w r i t e about the l a t t e r , would 

have been an uncomfortably paradoxical and probably untenable p o s i t i o n 

f o r poets w r i t i n g i n the l a t e nineteenth century. One of the most 

s t r i k i n g aspects of the age was an increasing c u l t u r a l awareness -

through the spread of education, through t r a v e l , through an ever 

growing profusion of books and jo u r n a l s - coupled w i t h an amazing, 

even alarming, growth i n the sheer volume of human knowledge 

p r i m a r i l y through the development of the sciences. 

A l l the major poets i n our period possessed a degree of i n t e l l e c t u a l 

c u r i o s i t y . They were aware of developments i n l i t e r a t u r e , a r t , science 

and many other aspects of c u l t u r a l l i f e . Rimbaud and Laforgue were 

p a r t i c u l a r l y voracious readers. Much though the poets might deride t h e i r 

own and t h e i r contemporaries' i n t e l l e c t U a l i s m they had t o come t o 

terms w i t h i t . The poets d i d , however, f i n d a way t o show t h e i r 

knowledge of l i t e r a t u r e , a r t , science, philosophy and other subjects 

without being h y p o c r i t i c a l . To some extent t h i s was possible because 

new knowledge ( f o r instance Laforgue's reading of Helmholtz) undermined 

($$|) Lft-tl>ft.vtl to©U pre>vi"de> f***y exe^plc^ «tf eLe.$ a. 
<*£>re oe.v\er«.l receive 

( | g € ) & f c e ^ l | y vk v W U c L k i s V p o e t r y oj. c ^ f t ( l ^ , 



established ideas and prejudices of t a s t e but o f t e n because the 

poets made t h e i r references t o c u l t u r e i n an a t t i t u d e of 

mischievous disrespect, through the techniques of humour, word-play 

and i r o n i c c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . 

Irony had been a f e a t u r e of Baudelaire's poetry which would be 

p a r t i c u l a r l y appreciated by the poets a f t e r 1870. Indeed, as we 

saw i n Part One, Chapter One, Laforgue made extensive notes on the 

place of to n a l c o n t r a s t i n Les Fleurs du Mai, being one of the f i r s t 

t o grasp the very unFrench i r o n i c e f f e c t of the device. Contrast 

and i n c o n g r u i t y i s the heart of i r o n y and flavours much of the major 

and minor poetry a f t e r 1870. Contrasts between c l a s s i c a l form, 

a l l u s i o n t o c l a s s i c a l c u l t u r e and modern, everyday l i f e abound i n 

the poetry of the period. I n Goudeau's Les FleUrs du bitume the 

sections e n t i t l e s Les Romaines and Les Grecs are made up of poems 

p o i n t i n g an i r o n i c c ontrast between the c l a s s i c a l terms of the Parnasse 

and modernity: 

Le c u l t e a v a i t pour temple un.nid joyeux et f o l 
Situe voie Haussmann, a v i n g t marches du s o l . 

Ma Lesbie, occupee a. perdre son L a t i n ... ÎSlP 

Dans 1*atrium un v i e i l esclave de concierge ... 

They are s a t i r e s of modern l i f e transposed i n t o a c l a s s i c a l s e t t i n g from 

which, however, modernity i s never absent. 

Les Fleurs du bitume, p. 10. 
ftgf) Idem. 
(|&) Idem. 
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I n 1882 Trezenik c o n t r i b u t e d a number of poems t o the Nouvelle 

Rive Gauche which involved making fun of both t r a d i t i o n a l forms and 

subjects. His i n t e n t i o n i n w r i t i n g 'Sonnet vieux jeu' ( f f f i ) may be 

compared t o t h a t of Corbiere i n ' I Sonnet avec l a maniere de s'en 

s e r v i r ' or the departure from convention i n Verlaine's 

'Sonnet boiteux' which i s , however, a f a r more serious piece. The 

d e f l a t i o n o f conventional subjects such as romantic love, noted i n the 

discussion of the cenacles was widespread p r a c t i c e . Corbiere's 

superb parody of Baudelaire's 'A une Passante' i n 'Bonne fortune e t 

for t u n e ' , already c i t e d ( 1 6 © ) , i s an obvious example. Trezenik 

went one step f u r t h e r i n 'Amour f i l i a l ' (161) by making fun of romantic 

love and f i l i a l a f f e c t i o n i n one f e l l swoop : the p r o s t i t u t e w i t h 

whom the poet has been f o r a d r i v e asks f o r a generous t i p f o r the 

coachman : 

Fai s - l e pour moi, c'est p'pa. 

Romantic love, seen as a deceptive t r a p , i s the most important s i n g l e 

theme i n Laforgue's poetry and i s not only t o be r e l a t e d t o the poet's 

own experience of h i s parents' marriage or of h i s own u n c e r t a i n t i e s as 

an adolescent but also t o the whole c u l t of popular romantic l i t e r a t u r e , 

a s t r i k i n g aspect of h i s age, which f i l l e d the heads of g i r l s w i t h 

impossible expectations : 

Mon Dieu, a quoi done r§vent-elles ? 
A des Roland, a des de n t - e l l e s ? ... 

Ah ! pensionnats, t h e a t r e s , journaux, romans ! (|fe) 

ate) Sfcfc «-Uv<l, J'ft.f*Ovve . . C U f ^ Two (t) 
(I^fci Poesies Completes, p. 46T 
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of the quest f o r o r i g i n a l i t y , spontaneity and q u a s i - p r i m i t i v e 

s i m p l i c i t y w i t h the preoccupations of an educated age mindful 

of i t s l i t e r a r y and a r t i s t i c h e r i t a g e , b u s i l y engaged i n the 

accumulation of knowledge of a l l kinds, could be achieved through the 

technique of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . Usually t h i s was t o be i r o n i c 

but i n Rimbaud's 'Bateau i v r e ' we f i n d an outstanding instance of 

the r e c o n c i l i a t i o n of spontaneity and c u l t u r e l a r g e l y uncoloured by 

i r o n i c i n t e n t i o n . 

The very theme of 'Le Bateau i v r e ' i s l i b e r a t i o n from the 

c o n t r o l l i n g forces o f , presumably, f a m i l y , school and church: 

Je ne me se n t i s plus guide par les haleurs ... 
J'etais insoucieux de tous les equipages 

made sweeter by the thought of the triumph of p r i m i t i v e forces where 

savage passion i s associated w i t h a r t : 

Des Peaux-Rouges c r i a r d s l e s avaient p r i s pour c i b l e s , 
Les ayant cloues nus aux poteaux de couleurs. 

Part of the act of r e b e l l i o n and at the same time a way of f r e e i n g 

the mind from the force o f h a b i t i s the time-honoured method celebrated 

so f r e q u e n t l y by the cenacle poets - i n t o x i c a t i o n by alcohol. Rimbaud 

i s f a r less banal i n h i s reference t o drink and q u i t e c l e a r l y sees i t 

as a r a t h e r unpleasant stage on the road to the greater and t r u e r 

spontaneity symbolised by union w i t h the sea, a union which removes 

the l a s t vestiges of a u t h o r i t y : 

L'eau verte pene"tra ma coque de sapin 
Et des taches de vins bleus et des vomissures 

Me lava, dispersant gouvernail et grappin. 

More i n t o x i c a t i n g than a l c o h o l , t h i s experience i s equated w i t h the beauty 

and rhythm of love: 
Ott, teignant t o u t a coup les b l e u i t e s , d e i i r e s 
Et rhythmes l e n t s sous les rutilements du j o u r , 
Plus f o r t e s que l ' a l c o o l , plus vastes que nos l y r e s , 
Fermentent les rousseurs ameres de l 1amour ! 

Obviously Rimbaud's r e b e l l i o n i s , on one l e v e l , t h a t of the c h i l d or 

adolescent, s t i l l i n possession of idealism and imagination, against 

the s t a i d materialism of bourgeois adulthood which threatens t o 
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absorb him: 

J'aurais voulu montrer aux enfants ces dorades ... 
Si j e desire une eau d'Europe, c'est l a flache 
Noire e t f r o i d e ou vers l e crepuscule embaum^ 
Un enfant accroupi p l e i n de t r i s t e s s e s , lache 
Un bateau f r e l e comme un p a p i l l o n de mai. 

The i n t e r f e r e n c e of adults can f o r a time be locked out by development 

of the c h i l d ' s a b i l i t y t o ignore what he i s t o l d : 

Moi, 1'autre h i v e r , plus sourd que les cerveaux d'enfants ... 

The agents of revenge against those i n a u t h o r i t y are p r e c i s e l y those 

that might be g l e e f u l l y invented by a c h i l d : 

Des Peaux-Rouges c r i a r d s . 

Likewise, the invading sea i s l i k e n e d t o the pleasures enjoyed by a 

c h i l d : 

Plus douce qu'aux enfants l a c h a i r des pommes suf££ 
L'eau verte pe"ne"tra ma coque de sapin ... 

Yet the triumph of spontaneity described by Rimbaud i s not simply 

that of the c h i l d over the a d u l t , f o r the poem i s also an indictment 

of European c u l t u r e . A l l t h a t the poet f e e l s n o s t a l g i a f o r i s the 

dreaming c h i l d s a i l i n g h i s model boat, nothing else i s worth 

r e t a i n i n g . The r e t u r n t o Europe i s made out of exhaustion but the 

poet-ship would p r e f e r t o t a l absorption i n t o the sea to such a r e t u r n : 

L'acre amour m'a gonfle de torpeurs enivrantes. . 
6 que ma q u i l l e e c l a t e ! 6 que j ' a i l l e a l a mer! (466) 

Thus w h i l s t one cannot wholeheartedly accept Chadwick's ingenious 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n o f the end o f the poem (|$^ ©ft£ WO\>lcl t\cfc see 

the end of the poem as a w i l l i n g acceptance of everyday adult 

existence. S e l f - d e s t r u c t i o n or a r e t u r n t o childhood idealism are 

both c l e a r l y p r e f e r r e d t o t h a t . 

Could t h i s r e f e r t o the sexual aspect of dereglement already 
h i n t e d at i n the a d j e c t i v e 'ameres' i n the otherwise j o y f u l 
stanza 7 ? 
I n Etudes sur Rimbaud. 



Stanzas s i x t o f i f t e e n c o n s t i t u t e a catalogue of wonders which by 

t h e i r beauty, colour and magnitude and t h e i r numen contrast With the 

dullness of Europe. This s e c t i o n also provides the most s t r i k i n g 

instance of how the theme o f the search f o r freedom i s matched by 

considerable spontaneity and freedom of form. For the order here i s 

governed not by reasoned progression from one experience t o another 

but r a t h e r , i n a n t i c i p a t i o n o f poets l i k e Saint-John Perse and, of 

course, of Rimbaud's own I l l u m i n a t i o n s , by the joy and wonder of 

accumulating sensual experiences. This i s one aspect of the poem which 

elevates i t f a r above minor Parnassian poems which shared the symbol 

of the boat and i n which Rimbaud may have found some i n i t i a l 

i n s p i r a t i o n . 

The other h i g h l y o r i g i n a l aspect of the poem i s the s k i l l w i t h 

which t h i s plea f o r spontaneity ( r e f l e c t e d i n form as w e l l as 

content) and escape from the c o n s t r a i n t s of modern European c i v i l i s a t i o n 

i s made, nevertheless, to partake o f that very c u l t u r e through the 

technique o f a l l u s i o n . There are, i n very broad terms, two kinds of 

c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n t o be found i n poetry - as indeed elsewhere. The 

f i r s t may be unconscious or, i f conscious, i t i s not meant to be 

seen as an a l l u s i o n by the reader. This i s , more o f t e n than not, a 

debt t o other w r i t e r s which the poet may even wish t o conceal or 

disguise i n order not t o d e t r a c t from his own o r i g i n a l i t y . Such 

unconscious or muted references may be an i n t e r e s t i n g p a r t of the poetic 

synthesis, f o r instance i n the case of Laforgue's probably 

unconscious r e c o l l e c t i o n s , o f Huysmans i n 'L'Hiver qui v i e n t * and 

'Solo de lune', but they are t o be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from the second 

k i n d of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n w i t h which we are presently concerned and 

which i s d e l i b e r a t e and intended t o be noticed by the reader. 

Rimbaud's debt t o other w r i t e r s i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' very l a r g e l y 

comes w i t h i n the f i r s t category. What he might owe to Chateaubriand, 

Poe or Dierx i s not d e l i b e r a t e l y or openly displayed. -. 



m 

Nor, f o r instance, are h i s f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h Parnassian d i c t i o n or 

the very important and neglected debt t o V e r g i l t o be seen as 

attempts t o give the poem a neo-classical o r i e n t a t i o n . I t i s indeed 

questionable whether l i t e r a r y reminiscence forms p a r t of the 

network of d e l i b e r a t e a l l u s i o n t o contemporary c u l t u r e i n 'Le Bateau 

i v r e ' at a l l . There are a couple of possible exceptions t o t h i s . 

The present w r i t e r i s tempted t o see i n the poem an assertion of 

the young poet's o r i g i n a l i t y i n the face of the established poets 

of the Parnasse. That there are so few h i n t s of t h i s can be explained 

by the simple f a c t t h a t , a t the time of w r i t i n g , Rimbaud was s t i l l 

hoping f o r p u b l i c a t i o n i n Le Parnasse contemporain. I t would have 

g r a t i f i e d Rimbaud's malicious w i t t o incorporate such references 

i n t o the poem nonetheless. The 'haleurs' and 'equipages' w i t h whom 

the poet wishes t o dispense may w e l l represent, among other th i n g s , 

the c o t e r i e of the Passage Choiseul rendered more reprehensible i n 

Rimbaud's eyes by t h e i r recent a t t i t u d e s towards the experiment i n 

p o l i t i c a l 'freedom' of the Commune. ($$8) The poet makes h i s descent 

from h i s s t a r t i n g - p o i n t , the 'Fleuves impassibles' - unperturbed, 

she l t e r e d , narrow areas of na v i g a t i o n t o be compared t o the narrow 

confines and emotional detachment of Parnassian poetry - t o 'Le 

Poeme de l a Mer', t r u e poetry i n v o l v i n g the f u l l range of sensual, 

emotional and s p i r i t u a l experience u n l i m i t e d by convention or r u l e . 

The poet's f i r s t i n s p i r a t i o n s and the period of h i s apprenticeship 

only lead him t o the awesome wonder of t h i s f u l l e r poetic experience 

once h i s would-be mentors have been disposed o f : 

The opening stanza may also represent i n more general terms the 
overthrow of the r u l i n g classes by the 'red savages' of the 
Commune - j u s t as the poem i n i t s e n t i r e t y may be p a r t l y a 
reference t o d i s i l l u s i o n e d hope i n p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l freedom. 



Quand avec mes haleurs ont f i n i ces tapages, 

Les Fleuves m'ont l a i s s e descendre ou j e vo u l a i s . 

F i t t i n g l y , those who would seek t o guide the poet have been 

n a i l e d against the c o l o u r f u l a r t i f a c t s of a c o n t r a s t i n g savage 

c u l t u r e . Indeed the resources of the Western po e t i c t r a d i t i o n 

have proved i n any case t o be inadequate f o r the formulation of 

experiences 'plus vastes que nos l y r e s ' and f o r the evocation of 

numinous mysteries: 

J'ai vu l e s o l e i l bas, tache d'horreurs mystiques ... 

This new k i n d of ' t o t a l ' poetry involves a degree of voyance which 

poets working w i t h i n the Parnasse, and others, have only thought 

to possess: 

Et j ' a i vu quelquefois ce que l'homme a cru v o i r ! 

Their stereotyped attempts t o evoke the mystery of the universe are 

r e f e r r e d to i n the only c e r t a i n moment of i r o n y i n the poem, a 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the sky: 
l e c i e l rougeoyant comme un mur 

Qui por t e , c o n f i t u r e exquise aux bons poetes, 
Des lichens de s o l e i l e t des morves d'azur. 

The i r o n y i s based on three p a i r i n g s of an almost unparalleled 

i n c o n g r u i t y ' c i e l rougeoyant - c o n f i t u r e exquise', 'lichens de s o l e i l ' 

and 'morves d'azur'. The Parnassians (not t o mention the Romantics 

and Baudelaire) had devoted much time t o skyscapes, p a r t i c u l a r l y 

sunrise and sunset. Rimbaud sees t h e i r attempt at such evocations 

as being as d i s t a n t from the t r u t h as Corbiere was to see the town-

dweller's conception o f the sea from the r e a l t h i n g . For such 

poets the beauty of the sky i s merely something t o be savoured, 

made equivalent by them t o the ingenious produce of human a r t i f i c e : 

' c o n f i t u r e exquise'. Their 'sun' i s so la c k i n g i n warmth th a t i t 

resembles the t h i n , patchy growth of l i c h e n which takes place i n cold, 

damp climates. The cli c h S 'azur' - a mot-cle f o r the Romantics, 

Parnassians and Mallarme - i s debunked i n one o f the most successful 



187 
and s u r p r i s i n g images i n French poetry: 'des morves d'azur'. Their usage 

has become so debased and h a b i t u a l t h a t i t i s likened to the i n s i p i d , 

unpleasant and i n v o l u n t a r y product of nasal congestion. The 'bons poetes' 

to whom Rimbaud r e f e r s are the accepted poets given the cachet 'bon' -

implying the idea t h a t t h e i r poetry was e d i f y i n g and correct - by p u b l i c t a s t e . 

Almost c e r t a i n l y he has i n mind 'tous les bons Parnassiens' of h i s sycophantic 

l e t t e r of 24th May 1870 to B a n v i l l e . I f our hypothesis i s co r r e c t then 

'Le Bateau i v r e ' i s t o be placed alongside 'Le Cygne' and 'L'Apres-midi 

d'un faune' as a great poem having as one of i t s themes the w r i t i n g of 

poetry i t s e l f . 

Of the other l i t e r a r y reminiscences i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' those of Jules 

Verne and Hugo ($69) are so c l e a r t h a t one i s i n c l i n e d to f e e l t h a t Rimbaud 

must have known t h a t they would not escape the a t t e n t i o n of the astute reader. 

I f i t was Rimbaud's i n t e n t i o n t h a t the reader should be aware of these 

references then, of course, h i s possible motives have to be considered. 

This whole l i n e o f reasoning presupposes, n a t u r a l l y , t h a t we do not share 

Etiemble's view of the poem as a mere pastiche, an u n o r i g i n a l piece undeserving 

of the c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n and praise i t has generally received. ($76) 

(|f"f) As w e l l as the more obvious a l l u s i o n s to Verne's Vingt m i l l e 
l ieues sous les mers and Hugo's epic novel Les T r a v a i l l e u r s de l a Mer 
there are echoes of some o f Hugo's best known poems i n c l u d i n g QceaqpNox', 

'Pleine Mer', 'Plein C i e l ' and 'Tristesse d'Olympio'. 
($70) See Le Mythe de Rimbaud, I I , p. 81. There i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t i n t h i s 

instance Etiemble's cynicism has l e d him t o a view as extreme i n i t s own 
way as the recherche^ exegeses he so d e l i g h t s i n condemning i n h i s massive 
c o n t r i b u t i o n t o Rimbaud scholarship. Suzanne Bernard wisely reminds us 
t h a t Delahaye r e c a l l e d Rimbaud's own estimate of the poem as: 'Ah! o u i , 
on n'a r i e n e c r i t encore de semblable, j e l e sais bien'. (Oeuvres, 
Garnier e d i t i o n , p. 422). The preoccupation w i t h o r i g i n a l i t y lends 
f u r t h e r substance t o our own hypothesis t h a t on one l e v e l the poem i s 
concerned w i t h the theme o f p o e t i c o r i g i n a l i t y and expressiveness i n 
cont r a s t t o Rimbaud's judgement o f the poetic p r a c t i c e of the 
Parnassians. 
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Whether Rimbaud expected the reader t o be able t o i d e n t i f y 

h i s references t o Hugo and Verne w i t h p r e c i s i o n i s another question,, 

I f our hypothesis i s v a l i d a t a l l - and on t h i s p o i n t we would not 

press our suggestion too f a r - i t i s rather a matter of Rimbaud's b r i n g i n g 

t o our a t t e n t i o n a k i n d of w r i t i n g w i t h which h i s readers would be 

f a m i l i a r - the d e s c r i p t i o n of a more v i r i l e , passionate and adventurous 

existence h o l d i n g out a hope f o r the f u t u r e and forming the substance 

of t h a t very dream o f the c h i l d s a i l i n g h i s model boat, t h a t i s to say 

of Rimbaud himself. The poet i s ex p l a i n i n g an aspect of the genesis 

of h i s idealism, of h i s quest f o r freedom, t e l l i n g us i n d i r e c t l y some of 

the books which have formed h i s p e r s o n a l i t y . Vingt m i l l e lieues sous les 

mers, f o r instance, had a seriousness and a sense of r e v e l a t i o n t h a t i t 

i s easy t o overlook today: 'Des choses que Dieu a voulu i n t e r d i r e aux 

regards de l'homme', 'Je voudrais a v o i r vu ce que nul homme n'a vu 

encore!' and *Je n'ai p o i n t reve. J ' a i vu e t s e n t i ! ' are a l l expressions 

to be compared w i t h Rimbaud's: 

Et j ' a i vu quelquefois ce que l'homme a cru v o i r ! 

Suzanne Bernard's remark^that these expressions (which she l i s t s w i t h her 

admirable thoroughness i n the Garnier e d i t i o n of Rimbaud's Oeuvres) 

should be d i f f e r e n t i a t e d from Rimbaud's own experience of voyance 

does not i n v a l i d a t e the p o i n t . Rimbaud's childhood reading would be a 

necessary preparatory stage i n voyance, the source or the symptom of 

hi s a p p e t i t e f o r a t r u t h outside the immediate confines of respectable 

bourgeois existence which l a t e r would cause him t o t u r n to occ u l t 

l i t e r a t u r e , a l c o h o l , drugs, sexual dereglement and, eventually, a l i f e 

of e x i l e . 

The perennial theme o f r e v o l t i s made contemporary by the indictment 

of the l i t e r a r y establishment o f Rimbaud's time and by reference t o the 

ki n d o f adventure l i t e r a t u r e which would have encouraged him i n h i s 

dream of freedom. The o r i e n t a t i o n of the poem i n contemporary r e a l i t y 



i s made even cle a r e r by other c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s . The most s t r i k i n g 

of these i s t o be seen i n the p r o f u s i o n of s c i e n t i f i c and q u a s i - s c i e n t i f i c 

terms: phosphores, hysteriques, cataraetant, g l a c i e r s , pdles, zones, 

lunules g l e c t r i q u e s , hippocampes, Maelstroms, a r c h i p e l s , infuse" d'astres, 

a l c o o l , trombes, ressacs, glauque, fermenter, entonnoirs and so on. 

The poem thus r e f l e c t s the c h a r a c t e r i s t i c p r e c i s i o n and p a r t i c u l a r i t y 

of the vocabulary of the s c i e n t i f i c age - a phenomenon also evident i n 

the c r e a t i o n of neologisms: lacte s c e n t , b l e u i t e s , derades. The poet's 

escape from modern c i v i l i z a t i o n i s thus described w i t h extensive 

reference t o the very terminology coined by t h a t society. I f 'Le Bateau 

i v r e ' i s c l e a r l y a product o f the s c i e n t i f i c age i t i s equally one of 

the age of commerce. Here the a l l u s i o n s serve an important c o n t r a s t i v e 

f u n c t i o n , f o r they represent the s u r v i v i n g l i n k s between the ship at 

sea and the 'Europe' which i t has l e f t behind: 

Porteur de ble"s f lamands ou de cotons anglais ... 

... les Monitors e t les v o i l i e r s des Hanses ... 

aux porteurs de coton ... 

Appropriately i n the mood o f f a i l u r e at the end o f the poem the reader 

i s reminded of the u l t i m a t e c o r r u p t i o n of the sea by c i v i l i s i n g forces -

i t s use as a means o f c a p t i v i t y : 

... les yeux h o r r i b l e s des pontons. 

The references t o Monitors, porteurs de coton and pontons could a l l 

have arisen from Rimbaud's reading of accounts of the very recent 

American C i v i l War. I t i s not impossible t h a t pontons may have been 

put i n t o Rimbaud's mind by discussions of the l i k e l y f a t e of the 

Communards. Whatever the case i t seems clear t h a t these a l l u s i o n s 

are t o a markedly modern r e a l i t y . I t would doubtless be possible t o 

f i n d many other c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s i n the poem but the l a s t we wish 

to consider, and, i n a sense, the most important and which: s t r i k e s the 

reader as one of the most modern, i s t h a t which ' l o c a l i s e s ' the whole 

v i s i o n i n the mind o f a boy from C h a r l e v i l l e s a i l i n g a model boat 

on a flache ( i t s e l f an Ardennais word). The contrast of the grandeur 
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and excitement of the dream w i t h the l i m i t e d horizons of r e a l i t y 

i s one of the most poignant moments of the poem. 

Normally the technique of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n , i n the sense i n 

which we are using the term, was based on i r o n y of which there i s 

only one i n d i c a t i o n i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' . To t h a t extent the poem 

i s an exception. Rimbaud d i d however w r i t e several poems which place 

him c l e a r l y i n the mainstream of the i r o n i c treatment of ' c u l t u r e ' . 

Of these perhaps one of the most i n t e r e s t i n g i s 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete 

a propos de f l e u r s ' , an o v e r t l y s a t i r i c a l and modernistic piece. A 

precise assessment of Rimbaud's i n t e n t i o n i n w r i t i n g the poem i s 

d i f f i c u l t . I t i s symptomatic o f the lamentable neglect of Banville's 

poetry ($7<0 t h a t most readers assume that the poem i s an u n q u a l i f i e d 

attack on the older poet. Reference t o Banville's own work reveals, 

however, evidence o f a s i m i l a r i t y of a t t i t u d e and technique which 

ought to lead the reader t o suspect a greater complexity i n Rimbaud's 

poem than i s apparently the case a f t e r a cursory reading. B a n v i l l e 

was f a r more than the 'impassive' poet of Les Cariatides and 

Les S t a l a c t i t e s . He had shown t h a t he was a master of s a t i r e and parody 

i n the Odes funambulesques. Moreover, a point overlooked by a l l the 

commentators, B a n v i l l e was himself, i n the l a t e 1870s, to j o i n the 

modernist camp. This was not a sudden volte-face but the n a t u r a l 

consequence o f h i s e s t i m a t i o n of the value of poesie de circonstance ($721• 
I t i s possible t h a t under the i n f l u e n c e of poets l i k e Ricard and 

ct7*) 

( I T * 

The w r i t e r looks forward t o a d e f i n i t i v e study of B a n v i l l e by 
Eileen Souffrin-Le Breton. 
See pp. 226 -17 



f o l l o w i n g the successful example of Coppee there was discussion w i t h i n 

the Parnassian ranks at t h i s time o f the place of modernity i n poetry. 

I t i s evident from t h e i r own work t h a t a number of the minor Parnassians 

d i d not share Leconte de L i s l e * s extremist a t t i t u d e r e f l e c t e d i n h i s 

response to Du Camp's Chants modernes. I f , as Suzanne Bernard reminds 

us, B a n v i l i e had w r i t t e n l i n e s - i n the celebrated t o p i c a l piece 

'Bonjour, monsieur Courbet' - as apparently Rimbaldian as 

Les f l e u r s de l a p r a i r i e , espoir des h e r b o r i s t e s ! 
Arboraient des tons crus de pains a cacheter. 

would one not be j u s t i f i e d i n regarding 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...' not 

so much as an attack upon as an i m i t a t i o n o f , and a t r i b u t e t o , 

Banville? I t i s extremely d o u b t f u l , nonetheless, t h a t Rimbaud would 

have devoted no fewer than f o r t y stanzas t o the r e s p e c t f u l emulation 

of another^ poet. But the same i s equally tru e i f one conceives of the 

poem as a malicious parody of B a n v i l l e . Rimbaud's purpose i s surely 

more embracing than e i t h e r o f these p o s s i b i l i t i e s . I t i s t o the present 

w r i t e r ' s mind an attack on a l l forms of poetic p r e e i o s i t e , on fashionable 

m o t i f s and vocabulary not a r i s i n g out o f the true expressive needs of 

the poet. The poem i s b u i l t around the contrast between the past o r a l -

(or h o r t i c u l t u r a l ! ) and e x o t i c vocabulary and imagery of the Romantics 

and Parnassians and a vocabulary drawn from the modern, u t i l i t a r i a n 

world. Both lexes are shown to be a*ridiculous as each other, when 

the poet allows himself to t u r n t o them w i t h obsessive frequency. 

B a n v i l l e ' s s a t i r i c a l achievement i n the Odes funambulesques i s acknowledged 

through the technique of a l l u s i o n ($?$) but i t i s doubtful whether 

Rimbaud would have considered him innocent of t h i s very k i n d of p r 6 c i o s i t 6 

i n h i s other more serious c o l l e c t i o n s . Who would b e t t e r s u i t the term 

jongleur ((Jtlft than B a n v i l l e himself? No important French poet can have 

(J$3) Most have been meticulously noted by Suzanne Bernard. 
Stanza 37. 



spent as much time not only studying the numerous m e t r i c a l forms used 

through previous centuries but t r y i n g t o re v i v e them i n h i s own work. 

B a n v i l l e was unashamedly fascinated w i t h the sheer v i r t u o s i t y of 

poetry and might be considered to have adapted himself w e l l t o the pub l i c 

demand f o r p a t e n t l y s k i l l f u l f a c t u r e as the c r i t e r i o n f o r judging good 

poetry. One o f the basic problems of i n t e r p r e t i n g the poem rests upon 

the i d e n t i f i c a t i o n o f 'on' and 'poete' i n the t i t l e . An obvious 

understanding i s t h a t the poet i s B a n v i l l e and 'on' Rimbaud. Another 

p o s s i b i l i t y i s t h a t the speaker i s a p r a c t i c a l bourgeois businessman -

hence the several references t o p r o f i t a b l e plants such as cotton and 

tobacco - who complains of the irrelevance of the Parnassian herbarium. 

One could regard the poem as an attack by the same h y p o t h e t i c a l bourgeois 

upon the whole t r a d i t i o n o f nineteenth-century French poetry. Rimbaud 

would thus be making an amusing plea t o B a n v i l l e f o r the defence of 

poetry i n the face of the m a t e r i a l i s t threat - a c a l l f o r s o l i d a r i t y . 

I t i s not impossible, and c e r t a i n l y i n keeping w i t h Rimbaud's poetic 

p r a c t i c e , t h a t the poem i s meant t o operate on several l e v e l s 

simultaneously. One h e l p f u l and p l a u s i b l e reading seems t o have been 

ignored by the commentators. I s i t not reasonable to see the poem as 

a s a t i r i c a l consideration of two of Rimbaud's own temptations: the escape 

i n t o p a n t h e i s t i c nature poetry and, i n contrast, the wholehearted 

considered h i s own poetry i n the same l i g h t as t h a t alluded to i n 

'Ce qu'on d i t au poete but t h a t he had seen th a t t o go too 

e x c l u s i v e l y i n e i t h e r d i r e c t i o n might r e s u l t only i n l e x i c a l bric-a-brac. 

acceptance of the modern age? ( f f & This i s not t o suggest t h a t Rimbaud 

1 an 



The t r a d i t i o n a l vocabulary of French p a s t o r a l poetry and 

the e x o t i c vocabulary of Parnassianism ( e s p e c i a l l y of Leconte de 

L i s l e ) i s r e f e r r e d t o w i t h considerable thoroughness: azur, l a mer 

des topazes, l y s , o e i l l e t , amarante, brises du matin, l i l a s , 

v i o l e t t e s du b o i s , nymphes, roses, t i g e s de l a u r i e r s , l o t o s , 

h e l i a n t h e s , acoka, p a p i l l o n s , l i a n e s , acajous, romarin, cabane de bambous, 

pampas p r i n t a n i e r s , l a mer de Sorrente, cygnes, thyrses and so on. 

I f the poem i s intended to warn B a n v i l l e o f the t h r e a t to poetry 

posed by the modern m a t e r i a l i s t age the s o l u t i o n i s c e r t a i n l y not to be 

seen i n the maintenance of t h i s k i n d o f vocabulary and imagery. Rimbaud's 

a t t i t u d e t o i t i s e n t i r e l y d i s r e s p e c t f u l . Not once are these words 

allowed the resonance o f even a momentary beauty, of the t i n i e s t 

evocative v i g n e t t e . No sooner are they encountered than they are made to 

seem r i d i c u l o u s by cont r a s t w i t h some u t t e r l y mundane or u t i l i t a r i a n 

term. This makes i t hard t o su s t a i n the argument t h a t the 'on' i n the 

t i t l e i s an a n t i - p o e t i c bourgeois. For he would need the knowledge and 

resourcefulness of an extremely well-educated l i t t e r a t e u r i n order to 

make h i s attack. Such knowledge i s hardly congruous w i t h p h i l i s t i n i s m . 

This hypothesis i s almost c e r t a i n l y r u l e d out by word-play of which such 

an adversary would be incapable and which i s so much i n keeping w i t h 

Rimbaud's own p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r a combination of scatology, parody and 

c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n : 

Ou tremble jLa mer des topazes ... 

Le l y s qu'on donne au Menestrel 
Avec 1 ' o e i l l e t ,.. 

L'Ode Agoka cadre ... 
Fientent .•. 

Incague l a mer de Sorrente ... 

(= merdes aux rentes?) 

(Perhaps one should regard the t i t l e of the poem as a f u r t h e r example?) 

Thus the poet, i n t u r n , lends a s c a t o l o g i c a l association t o the Parnassian 

(as w e l l as Baudelairean and Mallarmean) f a s c i n a t i o n w i t h precious stones, 

I 
I 



t o the Romantics o f 1830 and the Jeux f l o r a u x of Toulouse (' l y s ' , 

' o e i l l e t ' , 'amarante 1 would be the rewards of the successful 'menestrel'), 

to the e x o t i c vegetation of the Parnassians ('aqoka' i s found i n both 

Leconte de L i s l e and Mendes) and t o the sentimental poetry of Lamartine 

and the work of Madame de S t f t g l , r e f l e c t e d i n the reference t o southern 

I t a l y . The i n c l u s i o n of references t o Parnassian poets along w i t h the 

Romantics should demolish any idea the reader has t h a t the poem i s a 

defence o f the Parnassians whose task of upholding poetry i n the face 

of the m a t e r i a l i s t onslaught has been made tha t much more d i f f i c u l t by 

the i r relevances of the preceding t r a d i t i o n . Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n has, 

VV^T^NW , been put forward by Antoine Adam. For instance, w i t h 

reference t o the l i n e 

Toujours les vegetaux J"ranc;ais ... 

he comments: *La p l u p a r t des podtes ne savent qu'e"voquer de r i d i c u l e s 

vegetaux f r a n g a i s . E s t - i l besoin d'observer que ce n'est pas l e cas 

de B a n v i l l e e t des Parnassiens?' ($16) What do we r e a l l y l e a r n from the poem 

about Rimbaud's view - f o r i t s u r e l y i s his view w i t h which the poem l a r g e l y 

deals - of the p o f i t i c p r a c t i c e o f h i s contemporaries and immediate 

predecessors? I n the f i r s t stanza we f i n d an attack through i r o n i c 

j u x t a p o s i t i o n upon the exaggerated, posed emotional idealism of the 

Romantics: 'l'azur n o i r ... les Lys, ces clysteres d'extases!' I n the 

f o u r t h stanza the same flower i s h e l d scarcely t o e x i s t i n r e a l i t y ; i t 

i s a mere p o e t i c emblem: 

Des l y s ! Des l y s ! On n'en v o i t pas! 

I t i s not l i l i e s but 'les myosotis immondes' which, i n the f i f t h stanza, 

are wafted by the morning breeze. The contrast extends t o the personal 

(Ifffo' Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes, p. 907. 
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l e v e l . B a n v i l l e , who had been made to seem superhuman i n Gautier's 

complimentary hyperbole: * i l v o l t i g e au-dessus des f l e u r s de l a 

p r a i r i e , enleve par des s o u f f l e s q u i gonflent sa draperie aux couleurs 

changeantes' ($77) , i s brought down to the l e v e l of the craftsman whose 

garments are coloured only by sweat: 

Ta chemise aux a i s s e l l e s blondes ... 

Only i r o n i c a l l y can we now regard him as the poet t a k i n g h i s 'bain d'azur', 

l i l a c s and wood-violets are f l o r a l emblems too f r e q u e n t l y u t i l i s e d by 

the Parnassians which, i n the s i x t h stanza, are liken e d t o s i c k l y 

over-sweet confections spat out by the perennial symbol of past o r a l 

poetry - nymphs. Almost c e r t a i n l y there i s more to the image than t h i s . 

Not only i s the Parnassians' regimented adherence t o r u l e s and 

p r o p r i e t i e s b r i l l i a n t l y s a t i r i s e d i n the phrase 'passe a tes o c t r o i s ' 

('allowed t o pass through customs') but there i s a p o s s i b i l i t y , noted 

by Gengoux and repeated i n Suzanne Bernard's e d i t i o n , t h a t the a d d i t i o n of 

the a d j e c t i v e 'noires' could mean t h a t the 'nymphes' i n question might 

also be regarded as insects l e a v i n g t h e i r larvae which would be the 

'crachats sucres'. However, the ad j e c t i v e 'noires' might more simply 

and p l a u s i b l y be a way of b r i n g i n g together .tla Romantic pastorale and 

the Parnassian and Baudelairean t a s t e f o r ex o t i c forms of female beauty. 

The second s e c t i o n of the poem introduces the time-honoured emblem of 

the rose s t i l l favoured by the Parnassians and, notably, t h a t compulsive 

emblematist MallarmS i n 'Les Fl e u r s ' published i n Le Parnasse Contemporain 

of 12th May, 1866. Henri Mond©r and G. Jean-Aubry were perhaps r i g h t to 

see t h i s p a r t i c u l a r poem by Mallarme as one of the p r i n c i p a l targets 

of Rimbaud's parody i n 'Ce qu'on d i t ...' ($7$) . Parnassian and 

(fJK^) Quoted by Bernard, p. 415. 
(I7g) Mallarme, Oeuvres Completes, p. 1424. 



Romantic mots-clgs are combined w i t h Romantic morbidity i n Mallarme's 

poem i n such a way t h a t Rimbaud's opening reference to 'azur n o i r ' and 

'clystSres d'extases* may w e l l r e c a l l Mallarme's ' v i e i l azur .... Extase 

des regards .... De grandes f l e u r s avec l a balsamique Mort'. The images 

of 'neige', l a u r i e r ' , 'cygnes', 'sang*, 'rose', ' l y s ' , are a l l 

parodied i n Rimbaud's poem. The meaning of the second section i s clear 

enough although the commentators have seemed h e s i t a n t : whatever the 

v i r t u o s i t y of poets l i k e B a n v i l l e (and Mallarme) nothing can enliven 

the inherent dullness of French vegetation as untroubled as a photograph 

and so stunted t h a t even the b e l l y of a basset hound can pass over i t 

without d i f f i c u l t y . Thus the d i s s a t i s f i e d (Parnassian) poets committed 

to the d e s c r i p t i o n o f f l o r a have extended t h e i r range t o include more 

e x o t i c blooms. But a l l too o f t e n t h i s i s based on second-hand knowledge, 

the same s t y l i s e d p r i n t s no more o r i g i n a l or v a r i e d than 'sacred' 

p i c t u r e s f o r young communicants. I n any event Rimbaud makes i t q u i t e 

c l e a r t h a t he associates even the most recherche* vegetation of the 

Parnassians w i t h a basic c o n v e n t i o n a l i t y which includes t h e i r a t t i t u d e 

to form: 

L'Ode Acoka cadre avec l a 
Strophe en ferietre de l o r e t t e ... 

I t matters l i t t l e whether the f l o r a l bric-a-brac i s French or e x o t i c , 

a l l are bundled together as o l d , worn out clothes: 

V i e i l l e s verdures, vieux galons ! 
0 croquignoles vegetales ! 

Fleurs fantasques des vieux Salons ! ... 

Lys, Acokas, L i l a s et Roses ! ... 

Just as i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' Rimbaud was to compare the s u p e r f i c i a l 

evocation of nature w i t h a mere f o o d s t u f f - ' c o n f i t u r e exquise' - here 

he r e f e r s t o 'croquignoles'. For t h i s reason i t was possible to group 

together the 'agoka' w i t h the 'paquerette 1; the poets make no s i g n i f i c a n t 

d i s t i n c t i o n . Their attempts at evoking w i l d , untamed nature are so lame 

th a t one would fear danger from a may-bug ra t h e r than a r a t t l e - s n a k e . 

Grandvilie could use t h e i r p l a n t s along w i t h chubby babies as motifs i n 
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h i s marginal i l l u s t r a t i o n s - the u l t i m a t e image of harmlessness and 

v u l g a r i t y . 

The t h i r d s e c t i o n of the poem i s a development of the idea of the 

widening quest o f the Parnassian poet f o r more e x o t i c m a t e r i a l , now 

s a t i r i s e d as the i n t r e p i d 'white hunter'. Such a poet, l a c k i n g any r e a l 

s c i e n t i f i c knowledge, w i l l t a c k l e w i t h apparent randomness and without 

making any meaningful d i s t i n c t i o n , subjects as d i f f e r e n t as the 

Rio Grande and the Rhine, F l o r i d a and Norway, or Spanish f l i e s and 

c r i c k e t s . Indeed there i s l i t t l e p o e t i c advantage i n t u r n i n g t o one 

r a t h e r than another. The mistake i s t o view differences o f subject on 

t h i s l e v e l as having any profound r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h the essence of poetry 

at a l l . The reference t o Leconte de L i s l e who had used both 

Scandinavian and t r o p i c a l s e t t i n g s i n h i s poems i s obvious. Just as i n 

the second s e c t i o n Rimbaud moves from references to subjects t o the 

question of form. Indeed the two are cunningly p a r c e l l e d up together. 

A r t should concern i t s e l f w i t h the t r u t h (a doctrine promulgated equally 

by the Romantics - notably Sainte-Beuve - and the R e a l i s t s ) ; the decorative 

e x o t i c snakes o f the Parnassians and the adherence to the alexandrine 

metre are i r r e l e v a n c i e s , even obstacles to the purpose of modern a r t . 

Instead the poet should concern himself w i t h what he knows from h i s own 

experience of modern l i f e . Even i n the South American colonies acajou 

i s valued more f o r i t s use as mahogany i n f u r n i t u r e than i t s picturesque 

a t t r i b u t e s . Come t o that^ phosphate-rich b i r d droppings have more bearing 

on the nature o f modern man than sentimental f l o r a l m o t i f s . I f the 

Parnassians had the chance a c t u a l l y t o l i v e i n the t r o p i c a l climes they 

describe (Rimbaud seems t o have f o r g o t t e n momentarily t h a t poets l i k e 

Leconte de L i s l e and Heredia were i n t h i s very p o s i t i o n - or i s t h i s 

h i s point?) they would s t i l l reduce what they saw t o a storehouse of 

s u p e r f i c i a l m o t i f s j u s t as they had w i t h French f l o r a and fauna. 

The f o u r t h s e c t i o n of the poem i s taken up e n t i r e l y by advice t o 

poets to t r e a t modern subjects b e f i t t i n g a u t i l i t a r i a n consumer society i n 



the age o f technology and, thus, only i n t h i s i n d i r e c t sense does i t 

r e f e r to the p o e t i c p r a c t i c e o f the Parnassians. 

The f i n a l s e c t i o n incorporates i r o n i c references t o another var i a n t 

o f both the Romantic and Parnassian movements - mysticism. Even the 

realm of u l t i m a t e r e a l i t y can be reduced t o bric-a-brac. Indeed, Rimbaud 

recommends Fi g u i e r ' s works, complete w i t h p u b l i s h e r ! , (presumably 

H i s t o i r e du merveilleux dans les temps modernes and possibly the 

Tableaux de l a nature) as a guide i n composition t o the a s p i r i n g 

'mystical' poet. Neither Renan nor the t r a d i t i o n of f a n t a s t i c l i t e r a t u r e , 

epitomised by 'Le chat Murr'^have r e a l l y glimpsed i n t o mystical t r u t h 

as found i n pagan or C h r i s t i a n r i t e s : 'les Bleus Thyrses immenses'. 

I t would be b e t t e r , f o r some poets at l e a s t , to confine themselves t o 

one form of 'magic' w i t h which they ought to be more f a m i l i a r , the 

achievements of modern science. 

Quite c l e a r l y Rimbaud's i n t e n t i o n i n 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete 

i s not a q u a l i f i e d p r a ise of established poetry as he saw i t but an 

a l l - o u t a ttack. Quite c l e a r l y i t i s he, not a h y p o t h e t i c a l bourgeois, 

who makes the attack - although, as we s h a l l argue below, the a l t e r n a t i v e 

he maps out i s not uncoloured by i r o n y . He pays B a n v i l l e the compliment 

of i m i t a t i o n but not adu l a t i o n . I f there were not enough evidence i n 

the poem i t s e l f one could be l e f t i n no doubt by the sa r c a s t i c note which 

accompanied the manuscript t o B a n v i l l e : 

A i - j e progresse ? 

Nevertheless there are h i n t s t h a t nature poetry i t s e l f i s not condemned 

but simply i t s perversion as the f a c i l e produce of word-smiths. An 

understanding of the t r u e savagery and wonder of nature i s a genuine 

p o e t i c sentiment. What i r r i t a t e s Rimbaud above a l l i s the inadequacy 

and inappropriateness of e x i s t i n g e f f o r t s : 

Fleurs fantasques des vieux Salons ! 
- Aux hannetons, pas aux c r o t a l e s ... 

Such then i s Rimbaud's judgement of the French poetry of h i s day. 



One of h i s main c r i t i c i s m s i s t h a t i t bears no r e l a t i o n t o the modern 

age,$ut what i s h i s own a t t i t u d e t o modernity as expressed i n 

'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...'? The present w r i t e r would argue strongly 

t h a t Rimbaud i s i n favour o f using modernist images and vocabulary -

h i s other poetry provides ample evidence t h a t t h i s i s the case - but 

l a r g e l y (though not c o n s i s t e n t l y ) unsympathetic towards the age i t s e l f . 

I n other words Rimbaud's a t t i t u d e i s the p e r f e c t l y reasonable one, that 

i f a poet wishes t o evoke h i s unfavourable reactions to contemporary 

s o c i e t y he should do so by for m u l a t i n g h i s experiences of tha t society, 

by using vocabulary drawn from i t . This i s the explanation of the 

i r o n y which q u i t e c l e a r l y underlies the modernist references i n the 

poem. However, t h a t i s not a l l . For these references, j u s t l i k e 

those t o Parnassianism, are a parody of an e x i s t i n g l i t e r a r y tendency -

l a poesie progressiste exemplified by the work of Ricard, Du Camp and 

Hugo (17^). The f i r s t of these had been the object of a one-line 

parody i n the Album zutique: 

L'Humanite^chaussait l e vaste enfant Progres. 

The idea of progress also fascinated Rimbaud (tfif) but 'Ce qu'on d i t 

au poete ...' i s a d e s t r u c t i v e r a t h e r than a constructive look at 

poetry; he i s not going t o declare openly and unambiguously t h a t he 

believes i n anything himself. 

Thus the reader i s presented w i t h an exaggerated contrast between the 

p a s t o r a l and the modern and mundane. I n order t o po i n t the second term 

of the contrast Rimbaud has recourse t o several kinds of vocabulary 

(fH|) References t o candles and potatoes suggest t h a t Rimbaud may have 
been f a m i l i a r w i t h Desnoyerfe a r t i c l e Du Re'alisme. See p. 7^t-l 
below. 

($90) Oeuvres Completes, p. 210. 
(tfl) See pp. 760 
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and imagery (some examples of which are l i s t e d below): u t i l i t a r i a n , 

commercial, t e c h n o l o g i c a l , s c i e n t i f i c , references t o modern events and 

people and the generally a n t i - p o e t i c : fonetionneront, t r a v a i l l e u s e s , 

a l l a i t e r e n t , c o n s t r i c t o r s , c u i l l e r s Alfenide; tentures de perse brune, 

sagous, o c t r o i s , l e s Acajous ... en nos Guyanes, excrement d'oiseau 

marin, tabacs, cotonniers, exotiqUes r e c o l t e s , Pis ... de combien de 

d o l l a r s se rente Pedro Velasquez, Habana, reclames, sucres blanes, 

p e c t o r a i r e s , gommes, pantalons ... pour nos Armees, cotonneux, f i l e r 

les noeuds, commergant, colon, medium, ( i n the sense of p r o f i t e e r i n g 

c h a r l a t a n ) , caoutchouc, rachete, Paramaribo; myosotis, photographes, 

vegetaux, p h t i s i q u e s , glucoses, botanique, insectes pondeurs, lichens 

microscopiques, pubescences, ovaires, amygdales gemmeuses, torpeurs, 

h y s t e r i e s , rayon de sodium, d i o p t r i q u e s , e l e c t r i q u e s , poteaux te!6graphiques, 

omoplates; Monsieur de Ke r d r e l , m i l h u i t cent t r e n t e , BANVILLE, Grandville, 

Renan, l e chat Murr, Monsieur F i g u i e r , Monsieur Hachette; c l y s t e r e s , 

degouts, t u prends un bain, a i s s e l l e s , se gonfle, immondes, pochant 

l ' o e i l , bouchons de carafes, crachats, l e ventre des chiens bassets, 

f i e n t e n t , croquignoles, poupards, bavures, oeufs f r i t s , sans bas, tanna, 

pommades, ragouts ... sirupeux, pommes de t e r r e . 

Rimbaud would probably have made the same d i s t i n c t i o n w i t h regard to 

modernity as he had apparently made w i t h Parnassianism, t h a t i s the 

d i s t i n c t i o n between merely decorative motifs and terms having a genuine 

dynamic p o e t i c f u n c t i o n . Yet i t i s extremely d i f f i c u l t t o disentangle 

one group from the other f o r the obvious reason t h a t , i n the context of 

'Ce qu'on d i t au poete , almost a l l the terms are given a h i g h l y 

successful humorous and s a t i r i c a l f u n c t i o n . The problem i s t o i d e n t i f y 

the k i n d o f vocabulary which Rimbaud i s implying has already become or i s 

i n danger o f becoming bric-a-brac i n the hands of the poets of progress. 

One group of words i s r e l a t i v e l y easy to evaluate; they are those 

which the poets of progress would have held t o be i n bad taste o r simply 

unpoetic but which Rimbaud's p r a c t i c e elsewhere c l e a r l y i n d i c a t e s are 
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seen by him t o be a r e f r e s h i n g a d d i t i o n to the poetic r e g i s t e r : 

c l y s t e r e s , crachats, a i s s e l l e s , bouchons de carafe, l e ventre des 

chiens bassets, f i e n t e n t , croquignoles, poupards, bavures and 

other words l i s t e d i n the a n t i - p o e t i c category above. With the 

possible exception of c l y s t e r e s , which, however, seems together 

w i t h clysopompe t o have been a popular word w i t h s a t i r i c a l poets 

at t h i s time a l l these terms have one t h i n g i n common. They 

belong t o a r e g i s t e r q u i t e a l i e n t o the pomposity which was even 

more endemic i n the poetry of progress than other poetic genres 

of the period. They are drawn from down-to-earth, humdrum r e a l i t y . 

I t i s more d i f f i c u l t t o i d e n t i f y the terms which Rimbaud 

s a t i r i s e s as the stock i n trade of the progressistes, but some 

are c l e a r enough. These are words symbolic of the technological 

advance of mankind: rayon de sodium, di o p t r i q u e s , p a p i l l o n s 

61ectriques, poteaux t€legraphiques and, above a l l , the references 

t o t e x t i l e production i n stanzas t h i r t y - o n e and t h i r t y - t w o ( f i l e r 

l e s noeuds ... n o i r s f i l o n s ) . For the loom, w i t h the railway and 

the telegraph, was a r e c u r r i n g m o t i f i n the work o f poets l i k e Du Camp, 

Hugo, Ricard (and, before them, Barbier, although he sometimes put i t 

t o d i f f e r e n t use - a c r i t i q u e of the i n d u s t r i a l age). I t was the 

symbol of a worldwide commercial p r o s p e r i t y which would end poverty 

and, through i n t e r n a t i o n a l trade and t r a v e l , wars. I t i s such high-

flown eulogies of the age of technological progress which Rimbaud 

lampoons i n the phrase chants de f e r . Stanza t h i r t y - e i g h t contains 

two v i t a l l y important a l l u s i o n s f o r some reason overlooked by the 

commentators: ' l y r e aux chants de f e r ' i s not merely an a l l u s i o n t o 

For instance i n the work of Gagne and, more notably, Corbidre. 
See Walzer's note i n CorbiSre, Oeuvres Completes, p. 1311. 



Hugo's 'Et j ' a j o u t e a ma l y r e une corde d ' a i r a i n ' but more 

imp o r t a n t l y t o Du Camp's Chants modernes the work representative 

of the whole genre Rimbaud i s a t t a c k i n g i n the 'modernist' 

references i n 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete By a doubly i r o n i c 

t w i s t Rimbaud condemns the age of progress through an a l l u s i o n 

t o what he considered t o be an aspect of t h a t age, anachronistic 

and h y p o c r i t i c a l Catholicism, the condemnation of 'modernity' by 

Po6£, Pius IX immortalised i n the French phrase: 

Chemin de f e r , chemin de l ' e n f e r ! 

As f o r the bulk of u t i l i t a r i a n and commercial terms i n the poem 

i t i s c l e a r t h a t t h e i r sheer accumulation i s a device to r i d i c u l e the 

praise of commerce i n the poetry of progress. But Rimbaud's obvious 

d e l i g h t i n handling them, t h e i r inherent closeness t o the a n t i - p o e t i c 

category and, most c r u c i a l of a l l , the f a c t t h a t genuine p a r t i c u l a r i s e d 

vocabulary of t h i s k i n d was r a r e l y used by the progressistes lead one 

to the assessment t h a t Rimbaud i s , i n a sense, showing, by admittably 

exaggerated example, how poetry of the modern age might be w r i t t e n . 

S i m i l a r l y , i t i s also arguable t h a t the s c i e n t i f i c terms i n 'Ce qu'on 

d i t au poete ...' are not attacked f o r t h e i r own sake, f o r a f t e r a l l 

they are not uncommon i n Rimbaud's other poetry, but as motifs symbolic 

of progress which could e a s i l y become c l i c h e s . Once again Rimbaud 

would be q u i t e consistent i n advocating the use of p a r t i c u l a r i s e d 

vocabulary. 

'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...' i s a two-pronged attack on contemporary 

c u l t u r e . Various kinds o f poetry are s a t i r i s e d : the sentimental verse 

o f the Romantics, the emblematic verse o f both the Romantics and the 

Parnassians, the exoticism of the Parnassians, mystical poetry and the 

poetry of progress. Simultaneously the poet turns h i s s a t i r i c a l a t t e n t i o n 

t o modern s o c i e t y , s p e c i f i c a l l y the c u l t u r e o f the m a t e r i a l i s t i c 

bourgeoisie; i t s obsession w i t h food, d r i n k , d i g e s t i o n and health (sagous, 
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croquignoles, a l l a i t d r e n t , oeufs f r i t s , sucres blancs, Farceur, 

ragouts, pommes de t e r r e , bouchons de carafes, c l y s t e r e s , 

p e c t o r a i r e s , glucoses); i t s demand f o r a r t i f a c t s ( l e s Acajous, 

tentures de perse brune, c u i l l e r s A l f e n i d e ) ; i t s inbred pets (chiens 

bassets ) ; i t s appetite f o r raw materials t o meet i t s demands 

(tabacs, cotonniers, garances, gommes caoutchouc); the commercial 

network of the world: 

Dis, f r o n t blanc que Phebus tanna, 
De combien de d o l l a r s se rente 
Pedro Velasquez, Habana ... 

- Et, pour l a composition 
De poemes p l e i n s de mystere 
Qu'on doive l i r e de Treguier 
A Paramaribo, rachete 
Des Tofles de Monsieur F i g u i e r ... 

Rimbaud makes h i s double attack through an impressive, even an 

awe-inspiring, array of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s which may s t i l l hold one or 

two secrets from the commentators. There are probable a l l u s i o n s to 

the works of Desnoyers, Gautier, Armand S i l v e s t r e , Mallarme, B a n v i l l e , 

Lamartine, Merat, Leconte de L i s l e , Heredia, Mendes, Vermesch, Renan, 

Hoffmann, F i g u i e r , Ricard, Du Camp and Hugo. A popular i l l u s t r a t o r 

G randville i s mentioned. There are al l u s i o n s to much older sources, 

the New Testament i n the second stanza, to De Rerum Natura i n 

stanza t h i r t y - t w o . I n one stanza references t o recent p o l i t i c a l and 

l i t e r a r y h i s t o r y are combined: 

Le l y s de Monsieur de Kerd r e l , 
Le sonnet de m i l h u i t cent t r e n t e , 
Le Lys qu'on donne au Menestrel 
Avec l ' o e i l l e t e t l'amarante! 

At one stage Rimbaud echoes a s t r e e t - c r y : ' V i e i l l e s verdures, vieux 

galons!' There i s the reference t o contemporary t h e o l o g i c a l controversy 

i n stanza t h i r t y - e i g h t . Most of a l l there are the a l l u s i o n s t o the 

whole spectrum of modern l i f e i n the age o f commerce and science 

(even a reference to L a t i n American p o l i t i c s i n stanza twenty-three: 

'Noirs d'epouvantables r e v o l t e s ' ! ) . 
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The success of the poem i s , o f course, not t o be a t t r i b u t e d 

t o the wealth of a l l u s i o n nor t o the kinds o f vocabulary used but 

to the i n c o n g r u i t y of t h e i r j u x t a p o s i t i o n . This i s the mechanism 

of the i r o n y of the poem and means t h a t Rimbaud can make h i s assault 

on both types of c u l t u r e simultaneously, sometimes w i t h remarkable 

concision: 

c l y s t e r e s d'extases ! ... 

L'amour ne passe a tes o c t r o i s 
Que les L i l a s , - 6 balancoires! ... 

Quelques garances parfumees 
Que l a Nature en pantalons 

Fasse ec l o r e ! - pour nos Armees! ... 

Of the two cu l t u r e s bourgeois materialism i s , i f anything, the 

more admiringly t r e a t e d . I t s basic straightforwardness i s contrasted 

to the disadvantage o f the po s t u r i n g w r i t e r s of s u p e r f i c i a l verse. 

For i t i s , s u r e l y , such a poet who i s described as 'Commergant! 

colon! medium!', or more p l a i n l y the poet who seeks t o make money 

( c . f . the idea of p r o s t i t u t i n g poetry by combining subjects and forms 

f o r which there i s an ap p r e c i a t i v e audience: *L*Ode Agoka cadre avec l a / 

Strophe en fenetre de L o r e t t e ' ) by t r e a t i n g e x o t i c subjects (a kin d of 

po e t i c c o l o n i a l i s m ) or through m y s t i c a l charlatanism. 

I t i s perhaps not beside the p o i n t to remember, i n conclusion, 

t h a t Rimbaud's own f u t u r e was t o be devoted t o a k i n d of compromise 

between h i s p a n t h e i s t i c love of untamed nature and the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

a respectable bourgeois existence by h i s becoming a trader and explorer. 

I n a way t h i s may be a r e f l e c t i o n of the fundamental tension i n h i s poetry 

between p r i m i t i v i s m and modernism. 

The i r o n y , the word-play and even the subject of flowers a l l remind 

the reader of 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...' of the work of Corbiere and 

notably of 'A une Rose'. The Breton poet's work provides many outstanding 

examples of the technique o f i r o n i c c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n i n v o l v i n g humour 

and jeux de mots. 
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The unexpected nature of many of Corbiere's images i s one of 

the sources of the i r o n i c humour o f much of h i s poetry. The very 

t i t l e of h i s only c o l l e c t i o n gives the clue t o the poet's e s s e n t i a l 

a t t i t u d e , which i s t h a t the anguish o f love and self-knowledge must 

be cloaked i n laughter and i r o n y l i k e the b i t t e r n e s s i n a ' r i r e jaune'. 

(tS3) T n e Romantic r h e t o r i c of the emotions e i t h e r used: 

Clyso-pompant l'azur q u i b a i l i e leur sommeil! ... (t9ty 

or i m p l i e d , becomes the subject of irony or burlesque as i n the l i n e 

j u s t quoted. Corbiere's a e s t h e t i c i s based p a r t l y on a k i n d of discord; 

the poet takes words out of t h e i r usual context, robs them of t h e i r 

accepted value and puts them i n s t a r t l i n g new r e l a t i o n s h i p s . This i s 

cl e a r i n another example using the same Lamartinian mot-cle : 

Bon jeune homme ne brandezingue, 

Dos-bleu sous l a blouse d'azur. (t$ffi 

By a sudden t w i s t the souteneur, whose m i l i e u has been l i n g u i s t i c a l l y 

evoked w i t h the utmost care and accuracy, i s elevated t o the status of 

a Romantic hero by being placed under the sign o f ' l ' a z u r 1 ; presumably 

he merits t h i s i r o n i c a p p e l l a t i o n because he i s not j u s t a pimp but also 

some p r o s t i t u t e ' s Arthur, the name t r a d i t i o n a l l y given to an amant de coeur 

of a lady of t h a t ancient c a l l i n g ! The contrast between profound 

thoughts or f e e l i n g s and the most mundane aspects of everyday r e a l i t y 

i s the quintessence of Corbiere's i r o n y . Thus i n the f i r s t of the 

images c i t e d above the poet l i k e n s h i s allegedly bold a t t i t u d e to f a t e 

to the uselessness of a k n i f e i n e a t i n g spinach. 

(f$$) Other ideas may be present i n the t i t l e which i s almost c e r t a i n l y 
a pun: the n o t i o n of b e t r a y a l , the idea of mental and physical 
c o r r u p t i o n , the suggestion of pornographic i n t e r e s t and, p a r a d o x i c a l l y , 
the poet's love of B r i t t a n y of which the t r a d i t i o n a l colour i s yellow. 

(itftX <XC. , p. 782. 
I b i d . , p. 776. 



Word-play of a l l kinds, and p a r t i c u l a r l y punning, i s one o f the 

most frequent humorous devices employed by Corbiere. There i s no 

doubt t h a t the poet was fascinated by words and t h e i r sounds. 

Sometimes t h i s f a s c i n a t i o n leads t o a play on words which i s not 

punning i n the s t r i c t e s t sense - f o r there i s no semantic l i n k -

but more pro p e r l y s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d verbal fantasy of a most t e l l i n g 

k i n d : 

t) Venus, dans t a Venerie ... (t5t&) 

I n the above example the word-play could arguably be sai d t o be the 

i n s p i r a t i o n of the whole poem. Of puns, as such, there are numerous 

examples: 

Le s o l e i l c r a q u e l a i t l a route en blanc-d'Espagne ... ($t y ) * 

Often the puns r e l y on a reference t o popular or f a m i l i a r speech: 

Dis: veux-tu l e paradis 
De l'Odeon? ... (188) 
Et nous fimes bourse commune ... 
La lune a f a i t un t r o u dedans ... 

- Une n u i t blanche ... un j o u r s a l i . . . (fĈ O) 

Au Bois, les l a u r i e r s sont coupes, 
Mais l e P e r s i l v e r d i t encore ... (t$|) 

Drole de b a l l e e t dr o l e de p i s t o l e t ! ... (t$2) 

A feature of Corbiere's poetry which i s also an e s s e n t i a l element of 

everyday speech i s the c r e a t i o n of new metaphors, sometimes based on 

e x i s t i n g ones. Thus 'Rossignoler pas mal d'absinthes' i s a m o d i f i c a t i o n 

of the popular metaphor ' s i f f l e r une absinthe'. (The expression i s 

metaphorical and has i t s o r i g i n i n the s i m i l a r i t y of l i p movement). 

(I9j) I b i d . , p. 751. 
(t|5T) I b i d . , p. 791. 
(|6ft) I b i d . , p. 723. 
(J$|) I b i d . , p. 726. The whole poem i s constructed around the 

expression ' f a i r e un t r o u a l a lune'. 
(W) I b i d . , p. 737. 
(H«) I b i d . , p. 780. 
(WD I b i d . , p. 885. 
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For a p r i m i t i v i s t and an i c o n o c l a s t Corbiere i s remarkably ready 

to make a l l u s i o n s t o the c u l t u r a l h e ritage i n which h i s readers share. 

The Middle East, f a m i l i a r t o the reading p u b l i c since Hugo's Les 

O r i e n t a l e s , i s evoked i n such terms as 'pacha', 1 s u l t a n e ' , ' s e r a i l ' , 

'eunuque', ' h o u r i ' , 'derviche', ' d j i n n ' , ' f a k i r ' , ' c h i b o u c k ' . The 

c l a s s i c a l h e r i t a g e i s as w e l l served as the Romantic w i t h references 

to Menelaus, Prometheus, Tantalus, Cupid, Diana, Psyche, Atropos, 

Cerberus, Venus, V e r g i l , Juvenal, Archimedes and Messalina. I n a d d i t i o n 

there are references t o more recent c u l t u r e ; f o r example the f o l l o w i n g 

names are t o be found: Isaac Laquedem (the Wandering Jew), Mazanielli 

( I t a l i a n r e v o l u t i o n a r y ) , Gagne (e c c e n t r i c nineteenth-century b a r r i s t e r ) , 

Galimart and Ducornet (contemporary p a i n t e r s ) , Buridan (medieval p h i l o 

sopher) , and Erard (piano-maker). These references, and numerous others 

l i k e them, are never t r e a t e d w i t h respect: they are always an element 

of the poet's humour and i n c i d e n t a l t o the f o r m u l a t i o n of h i s own 

immediate personal experience. This i s obvious i n a poem such as 

'Veder Napoli p o i mori', already discussed above, where the poet's sad 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t prompted by the r e a l i t i e s of t r a v e l i n Southern I t a l y 

i s humorously contrasted w i t h h i s expectations through a whole series 

of references: t o the English school o f I t a l i a n landscape, Madame de S t a l l ' s 

Corinne, Ronsard, Dante, M a z a n i e l l i , Musset, Byron and Phoebus Apollo. 

Not only do such c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s c o n t r i b u t e towards the i r o n i c discord 

of Corbiere's poetry, as they w i l l do i n Laforgue's, but they are a means 

of making the poet's necessarily personal experience of contemporary 

r e a l i t y accessible t o the reader; t h i s technique of f i l l i n g the 

contemporary scene w i t h a l l u s i o n s t o shared c u l t u r e i s also, as we s h a l l see 

i n Part Three, a feature o f Laforgue's poetry. 

The technique of i r o n i c c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n plays l i t t l e p art i n the , 

work of Verlaine who i s o f t e n regarded as one of the most spontaneous poets 

i n our period. I t i s p r e c i s e l y h i s lack o f i n h i b i t i o n i n f o r m u l a t i n g h i s 

i 
i I 



emotions, sensations and thoughts which enables him t o dispense 

w i t h the mask of ir o n y which was required by the more psychologically 

and i n t e l l e c t u a l l y complex Rimbaud, Corbiere and Laforgue. Moreover 

h i s i n t e r e s t i n the manifestations of the contemporary age was less 

consistent than t h e i r s . When he t r e a t s ' c u l t u r e 1 i t i s o f t e n i n a 

n o s t a l g i c way, l o o k i n g back t o the Catholic Middle Ages, t o the s e l f -

assurance of the seventeenth century or t o the l i g h t - h e a r t e d e r o t i c i s m of 

the eighteenth century. When he turns h i s a t t e n t i o n t o contemporary c u l t u r e 

o f t e n , p a r t i c u l a r l y i n Sagesse, h i s a t t i t u d e i s one of s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 

moral condemnation, except during the period of enthusiasm f o r modernity 

which reached i t s z e n i t h d u r i n g h i s stay i n London w i t h Rimbaud. 

However Verlaine's work does contain several e x c e l l e n t examples 

of an extreme form o f c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . This i s the f u l l - s c a l e parody 

of other poets. Few ages have produced parodies of higher q u a l i t y than 

those w r i t t e n by the young poets i n the two decades a f t e r 1870 

i n c l u d i n g the Dizains r e a l i s t e s and the Album zutique. This genre was 

t o reach i t s pinnacle of achievement i n the u l t i m a t e avatar of c u l t u r a l 

a l l u s i o n , self-parody, i n Les Deliquescences d'Adore Floupette which can 

s t i l l be read w i t h considerable enjoyment. Turning again t o Verlaine's 

poetry one may c i t e 'Ultissima Verba' (Autres Vieux Coppees, IV) as a 

p a r t i c u l a r l y successful piece: 

Epris d*absinthe pure et de philomathie 
Je m'emmerde et pourtant au besoin j'apprecie 
Les theatres qu'on peut a v o i r a l a G a t t i . 
Quatre-vingfc-treize a des beautes et c'est s e n t i 
Comme une merde, quoi qu'en disent Qros e t Tronche 
Et 1'Academe ou les Murgers boivent du ponche. 
Mais plus de bleus et l a daromphe m'a chie. 
C'est t r i s t e e t merde alors e t que foutre? J'y a i 
Pense beaucoup. Carlisse? Ah! non, c'est r i e n qui v a i l l e 
A cause de 1'emmerdement de l a m i t r a i l l e ! 

The parody s t a r t s w i t h the t i t l e , a pseudo-Latin barbarism modelled 

on the celebrated poem by Hugo (|$^) . In t h i s context i t i s almost 

<f$f> 'Ultima Verba', Les Chatiments V I I , 17. 
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c e r t a i n l y meant as a s a t i r i c a l reference to Rimbaud's metaphysical 

ambitions. Although he i s not mentioned by name i n the t e x t we know 

t h a t the poem i s about Rimbaud since the t e x t which Verlaine sent t o 

Delahaye on 24th August, 187£", was i l l u s t r a t e d w i t h a drawing 

d e p i c t i n g Rimbaud seated at a t a b l e strewn w i t h glasses and b o t t l e s 

and i n the process of c o n s u l t i n g a huge d i c t i o n a r y . Rimbaud's 

voracious a p p e t i t e f o r knowledge i s debunked through the j u x t a p o s i t i o n 

of 'absinthe pure' and 'philomathie'; h i s voyance i s by i m p l i c a t i o n 

suggested t o be the r e s u l t of i n t o x i c a n t s . I n contrast Verlaine 

plays the honest simpleton who may have no ambitions t o be a magus but 

who can appreciate v a u d e v i l l e t h e a t r e . Having alluded t o Hugo i n his 

t i t l e Verlaine cannot r e s i s t a h i g h l y t o p i c a l reference t o Quatre-vingt-

t r e i z e which had been published the previous year; i t s "substance", 

i t s " p l a s t i c " q u a l i t i e s enable the poet t o pay i t a mock compliment: 

'c'est s e n t i comme une merde', a parody of the c r i t i c a l jargon of 

f i g u r e s such as Gros and Tronche. There fo l l o w s a b r i l l i a n t l y concise 

attack on the c r i t i c a l establishment. They are h y p o c r i t i c a l former 

members of the boheme (now become 'Academe') and respectable 

drinkers of punch. R e c o l l e c t i o n of bohemian days, f o l l o w i n g the example 

of Murger, was a p r o f i t a b l e i n d u s t r y ! The poet then proceeds t o h i s most 

immediate subject: Rimbaud's attempt t o j o i n the C a r l i s t forces i n 

Spain i n July 1875. This involves a probable pun on 'bleus' which means 

both new r e c r u i t s and cheap red wine. The prospect of being under 

f i r e i s too tiresome f o r Verlaine t o consider i t f o r himself and there 

i s the obvious i m p l i c a t i o n t h a t Rimbaud himself has more i n common 

w i t h one k i n d of 'bleus' than the other and t h a t h i s venture i s not t o 

be taken s e r i o u s l y . 

These complex and, f o r the most p a r t , extremely immediate c u l t u r a l 

a l l u s i o n s take place w i t h i n the framework of a parody of Copp6e. This i s 

based on the commonplace, the i n s u f f e r a b l y naive and vulgar q u a l i t i e s 

of CoppSe's poetry. But only one l i n e of the d i z a i n might have found 
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a place i n Coppee's own poetry: 

. . . . . . j 'apprecie 

Les theatres qu'on peut a v o i r a l a G a t t i . 

Otherwise the poem i s i n f a c t a d e l i b e r a t e d i s t o r t i o n and 

exaggeration of Coppee's e f f o r t s t o create a 'popular' poetry. 

The e s s e n t i a l mechanism i n t h i s process, and indeed the only means 

by which a degree o f 'harmony' and c o n t i n u i t y i s achieved i n the 

poem i s the repeated use of slang words - mostly etymologically 

connected w i t h defecation: ' j e m'emmerde', 'c'est s e n t i comme une 

merde', ' l a daromphe m'a chie', 'c'est t r i s t e et merde alors et que 

fo u t r e ? ' , '1'emmerdement de l a m i t r a i l l e ' . 

Such pieces were doubtless Verlaine's main c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the 

technique o f i r o n i c c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n , yet h i s poems devoted to 

'mere' sensations and everyday l i f e which we s h a l l examine i n the 

next chapter, were nevertheless one of the most c r u c i a l , i f less 

aggressive, aspects of deculture i n our period. 

The i m p l i c a t i o n s of the r e v o l t against t r a d i t i o n and ' c u l t u r e ' are 

immense f o r the p o e t i c treatment of contemporary r e a l i t y . They involve 

a t t i t u d e s towards both subject-matter and poetic language. 

As f a r as subjects were concerned the poets were drawn towards 

at l e a s t three areas which by t h e i r very nature seemed t o r e f l e c t 

spontaneous experience and t o be removed from the t r a d i t i o n a l vein of 

French poetry. The f i r s t o f these, the experiences of everyday 

modern l i f e , was the l e a s t o r i g i n a l and the l e a s t safe from a s s i m i l a t i o n 

by establishment poets l i k e Coppe'e and Manuel as we s h a l l see i n 

the next chapter. Nevertheless a genuine attempt to formulate such 

experience would r e q u i r e t r e a t i n g subjects long held t o be a n t i - p o e t i c , 

e i t h e r because they were i n bad t a s t e or simply because they were too 

ordinary, not e d i f y i n g enough. The second area was what we s h a l l c a l l 
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the world o f sensation i n the next chapter, t h a t i s the experiences 

which bombard our sensory organs, t o our displeasure or d e l i g h t , w i t h 

a speed and complexity which o f t e n defy immediate r a t i o n a l analysis. 

Of course sensations can be c o d i f i e d and, i n ret r o s p e c t , can be placed 

i n neat frameworks t h a t tfu'ci a sane human existence. However, there 

was t o be i n the pe r i o d a f t e r 1870, as to some extent there had been 

i n Baudelaire, a desire t o capture the freshness of these experiences. 

To devote a poem very l a r g e l y t o sensation alone was, i n any case, a 

departure from the p r e v a i l i n g o p i n i o n that poetry should concern 

i t s e l f t o a considerable extent w i t h ideas. Even Parnassian poetry at 

i t s l e a s t d i d a c t i c was u s u a l l y intended t o create i n dis c u r s i v e terms 

a c e r t a i n idea o f beauty. The t h i r d area i s r e l a t e d t o the second and 

i s the one of which i t was thought pretentious t o undertake an examination 

i n the present study - the world o f the subconscious mind. I n t e r e s t i n 

t h i s source o f i n s p i r a t i o n i s obviously t o be r e l a t e d t o work being 

undertaken by psychologists i n the period, f o r instance by Charcot i n 

the years 1870-1890, by Ribot from 1882-1885 and by Janet from 1883 

onwards. This work l e n t a s c i e n t i f i c t w i s t t o the widespread i n t e r e s t 

i n the 'unconscious' as a l a r g e l y metaphysical idea i n the work of 

philosophers l i k e Schopenhauer and Hartmann. The importance of t h i s 

new a t t i t u d e was established f o r French thought at the end of the 

1880s by Bergson i n h i s very f i r s t essay, Essai sur les donnees 

immediates de l a conscience (1889). From 1870 onwards i n France the 

idea of i n d i v i d u a l i t y , spontaneity, r e f l e x a c t i o n and i n t u i t i o n as 

motives and modes o f thought and a c t i o n as important as conscious 

i n t e l l i g e n c e took r o o t . Laforgue was f a m i l i a r w i t h the psychological 

experiments being undertaken by Charles Henry (and, through him, those 

undertaken by R i b o t ) , and Taine's theories of perception, but 

generally the poets r e f l e c t e d a widespread i n t e r e s t r a t h e r than underwent 

s p e c i f i c i d e n t i f i a b l e i n f l u e n c e s . 
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The i m p l i c a t i o n s of the o p p o s i t i o n of spontaneity t o t r a d i t i o n 

were, i f anything, more profound f o r the language of poetry than 

f o r subject-matter. As we have seen the poets used an array of humorous 

and i r o n i c devices i n the technique of c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . The treatment 

o f everyday l i f e necessitated the increasing reference t o ordinary 

speech, slang and a f f e c t i v e speech which w i l l be examined i n Part 

Two, Chapter Three. The n o t a t i o n and fomulation o f f l e e t i n g experiences 

required an i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c s t y l e i n poetry j u s t as i t had i n p a i n t i n g . 

F i n a l l y , i n order t o b r i n g about the necessary r e s o l u t i o n of spontaneity 

and a r t , o f sensation and i n t e l l e c t , of i n t u i t i o n and r e f l e c t i o n the 

poets developed the s y n t h e t i c techniques which, together w i t h poetic 

impressionism, w i l l be discussed i n Part Two, Chapter Four. 



P A R T TWO 

Chapter Two 

CONTEMPORARY SUBJECTS 

The reader w i l l have noted t h a t a l l the subjects k> Le 

considered i n t h i s chapter were t r e a t e d by the poets of the 

ce'nacles and some of the most important had been an e s s e n t i a l 

p a r t of Baudelaire's poetry., Moreover, a t t i t u d e s examined i n 

the previous chapter, and notably the challenge to accepted 

views , , are evident i n much of the treatment of 

themes drawn from contemporary r e a l i t y . Indeed the subjects 

themselves are o f t e n i n d i c a t i v e of t h i s challenge. Some had 

previously been considered by most poets (with the important 

exception of Baudelaire) t o be improper, inappropriate or 

even i n s u f f i c i e n t subjects f o r p o e t i c treatment. This i s 

p a r t i c u l a r l y t r u e of ordinary, everyday r e a l i t y and of the 

world of sensation. Other subjects, which were o r i g i n a l i n 

themselves, had been more e a s i l y (although we would argue not 

very s u c c e s s f u l l y ) adapted t o the ab s t r a c t i n g process of 

t r a d i t i o n a l f r e n J j p o e t i c r h e t o r i c ; amongst such subjects one 

might include the modern c i t y , the i n d u s t r i a l age and speed 

and t r a v e l . F i n a l l y there are contemporary subjects which i t 

was not o r i g i n a l t o t r e a t i n poetry and of which examples may 

be found i n almost a l l periods of jfrendi verse; these include 

p o l i t i c s , s o c i e t y and h i s t o r i c a l events and philosophy ( w i t h 

which we have l i n k e d the r i s e o f science). The l a t t e r r 

• - > , were the 

lea s t demanding of new methods of treatment. Yet they remain 



very important, f o r i n the treatment of such subjects one 

f i n d s evidence of the basic a t t i t u d e of rebelliousness, which was 

one p r i n c i p a l psycho-social response of the poets of our period 

t o contemporary r e a l i t y , and of those f e e l i n g s of impermanence 

and change which, i n the long run, affected not only the 

subjects but the language of French poetry i n the l a t t e r p a r t 

of the nineteenth century. This idea of impermanence and 

un c e r t a i n t y , which i n e v i t a b l y c a l l e d i n t o question the s u i t 

a b i l i t y of the e x i s t i n g resources of the French poetic 

language b e t t e r s u i t e d t o d i s c u r s i v e exposition or d e s c r i p t i v e 

w r i t i n g of a marmoreal r a t h e r than f l u i d and imprecise k i n d 

(despite occasional successful exceptions i n the work of the 

Romantics), may be regarded as a common denominator i n the t r e a t 

ment of a l l the themes examined here i n the work of the major 

poets and the best of the minor poets a f t e r 1870. This 

We11anschauung was t o be the stimulus f o r the innovations 

discussed i n the l a s t two chapters of t h i s p a r t of the t h e s i s . 

I t w i l l not have escaped the reader's a t t e n t i o n t h a t the 

po e t i c treatment of any one of these subjects would provide 

ample m a t e r i a l f o r OKt&ASiVt eAOscwSJWA and so our own 
examination has aimed at being both s e l e c t i v e yet representative. 

(a) Contemporary Events, P o l i t i c s and Society 

I t i s a not uncommon phenomenon t h a t the c u l t u r a l changes 

consequent upon an event of a p r i m a r i l y p o l i t i c a l or s o c i a l 

nature are not immediately manifest. To some extent t h i s i s 

tr u e of the reactions of French c u l t u r a l l i f e t o the traumatic 

events of 1870-71. P i e r r e Martino has stated: 



Rien, apres 1870, ne p a r a i s s a i t vraiment change* 
dans 1'atmosphere i n t e l l e c t u e l l e de l a France: 
Leconte de L i s l e , Heredia, Taine, Flaubert, G. 
Sand, Alex. Dumas, E. Augier e c r i v a i e n t des 
l i v r e s , des poemes ou des drames aussi semblables 
que possible a eeux q u i , d i x ou quinze ans 
auparavant, avaient assure l e u r m a l t r i s e . Les 
t r i s t e s s e s de l a d e f a i t e n'eurent p o i n t 
d'influence immediate sur tous ceux dont les 
habitudes de pensee et de t r a v a i l e t a i e n t 
solidement i n s t a l l e e s . E l l e s agissaient, a 
v r a i d i r e , mais sourdement, et sur les enfants 
ou les jeunes gens, sur ceux qui a l l a i e n t avoir 
v i n g t ans entre 1875 e t 1885. (1) 

Whilst the delay may not have been as great as t h i s 

assessment would suggest, i t i s t r u e t h a t the reac t i o n of many 

w r i t e r s t o the recent events tended t o be one of numbed 

si l e n c e . There can c e r t a i n l y be no quarrel w i t h Martino's 

view of the long-term e f f e c t s . 

The s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l climate of the period was not of 

the k i n d i n which compensation could be found f o r the i n t e l l e c t 

u a l and s p i r i t u a l f r u s t r a t i o n which w i l l be examined i n the 

next s e c t i o n of t h i s chapter. G u i l t , fear and d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t 

r e s u l t i n g from the events of 1870-71 made the decade or so 

a f t e r them a pe r i o d of stagnation i n French p o l i t i c a l l i f e . 

The g u i l t was a n a t u r a l consequence of defeat but es p e c i a l l y of 

a defeat w i t h o u t honour and of a defeat viewed almost as a 

punishment f o r , and c e r t a i n l y as a r e s u l t of, the alleged moral 

c o r r u p t i o n o f the Second Empire. Even while t h i s 'Gotterdammerung 

a l a f r a n c h i s e 1 (2) was i n progress the ferocious Catholic 

c r i t i c Louis V e u i l l o t was lo o k i n g upon the d i s a s t e r w i t h a l l 

the expectant glee of a Savonarola: 

(1) Parnasse e t Symbolisme, pp. 110-11. 
(2) The phrase i s P. Reboul's. (Laforgue, p. 9 ) . 



En quelques jours d'angoisse, avons-nous pu nous 
def aquiniser ? Cependant c'est cela q u ' i l nous 
f a u t , et suivant mon p e t i t a v i s , ce q u ' i l f a u t au 
monde. I I importe au monde que l a France s o i t 
v i c t o r i e u s e et de*¥aquinise*e. Si t e l est l e 
re°sultat de l a campagne, ce sera bien un miracle 
immense, et i l en enfantera de plus grancs. Amen. 
Pri e z pour moi. (3) 

But the d e s t r u c t i o n of a s o c i a l order r a r e l y goes hand i n 

hand w i t h v i c t o r y and so i t was t h a t only one h a l f of V e u i l l o t ' s 

programme was completed. France was 'dfefaquinisee' or, more 

accurately, the misdeeds and shortcomings of her 'faquins' i n 

a l l branches of the n a t i o n a l l i f e were l a i d bare f o r everyone 

to see. Zola's Nana was t o become the a l l e g o r i c a l represent

a t i o n of a l l t h a t was r o t t e n i n Second Empire society. S u l l y -

Prudhomme spoke of the r e v e l a t i o n o f those years i n terms which 

Zola would doubtless have approved without perhaps a r r i v i n g at 

as dark a conclusion: 

Les s i n i s t r e s eVenements q u i ont abaisse* notre p a t r i e 
m'avaient, pour l a premiere f o i s , force* de v o i r de 
pres, e t a nu, les p l a i e s jusque-la dissimule°es, d'un 
corps s o c i a l qui dans l a de°route a perdu tous ses 
v o i l e s . Quel spectacle.' Un pessimisme p l e i n d'amertume 
a v a i t supplante* ma confiance en l a d i g n i t y humaine. (4) 

Sully-Prudhomme was almost c e r t a i n l y t h i n k i n g more 

s p e c i f i c a l l y of the events of the Commune i n t h i s instance and 

these l a t t e r also c o n t r i b u t e d t o the atmosphere of g u i l t a f t e r 

1871, a g u i l t f e l t by some, though by no means a l l , of those who 

had condoned, through t h e i r s i l e n c e , the bloody repression of 

the Communards. The same shameful episode lay at the root of 

the fear of both the bourgeois establishment at a renewal of 

the r e v o l u t i o n a r y extremism manifest during the Commune, and of 

the working classes and the l e f t at the p o s s i b i l i t y of 

(3) Bibliotheque Nationale, Nafr. 24632, quoted by Reboul, 
Laforgue, p. 10. 

(4) Preface t o La J u s t i c e , p. 61. Written i n 1878. 
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e x p l o i t a t i o n and persecution by the r i g h t - w i n g republican and 

even r o y a l i s t government. Although the war of 1870 marked a 

s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l break i t brought no immediate change i n 

accepted taste i n a r t and literature». f o r the simple 

reason t h a t a r t i s t i c i n novation was equated w i t h r e v o l u t i o n i n 

the widest sense. The new rggime was based on the n o t i o n of 

a u t h o r i t y and could brook no challenge from whatever quarter 

i t came ( 5 ) . The war and the suppression of the Commune had 

d i s c r e d i t e d the bourgeoisie, the church and the army. But 

the l e f t too was d i s c r e d i t e d by defeat, f o r the Commune had 

f a i l e d and the r e v o l u t i o n a r y s o l u t i o n was not again to be 

se r i o u s l y attempted up t o the present day. I n e v i t a b l y the 

outcome was d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t and the p o l i t i c a l developments of 

the period d i d l i t t l e t o discourage such an a t t i t u d e . P o l i t i c a l 

u n c e r t a i n t y dragged on. A predominantly r o y a l i s t chamber 

eve n t u a l l y , and a f t e r a c a r e f u l compromise, ushered i n the 

Thi r d Republic by a s i n g l e vote. Even by the standards of the 

day the government was a s i n g u l a r l y reactionary body u n t i l a t 

l e a s t 1877. 

The s i t u a t i o n was r e f l e c t e d i n poetry i n a v a r i e t y of ways. 

Poetry a r i s i n g d i r e c t l y out of contemporary occurrences had 

(5) See, f o r instance, Jacques Letheve's discussion of the 
regime's a t t i t u d e t o the new movement i n French p a i n t i n g , 
soon t o be l a b e l l e d Impressionism, i n Impressionnistes e t 
Symbolistes devant l a presse, p. 54. 
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always been acceptable t o e s t a b l i s h e d taste (6) but had c e r t a i n l y 

achieved an even greater p o p u l a r i t y a f t e r Hugo's success w i t h 

Les Chatiments. Indeed i t i s Hugo again who appears as one of 

the most important p o e t i c c h r o n i c l e r s of the events of 1870 

w i t h h i s L'Annee T e r r i b l e , but he was f a r from being alone i n 

such an e n t e r p r i s e . B a n v i l l e w i t h h i s I d y l l e s prussiennes and 

Sully-Prudhomme i n Impressions de l a guerre were two other 

respected poets t o t r e a t a s i m i l a r theme. Among poets who 

have been less w e l l received by p o s t e r i t y but who enjoyed a 

not inconsiderable success i n t h e i r l i f e t i m e , Emile Bergerat, 

Eugene Manual and Paul Deroulede a l l contributed volumes of 

verse a r i s i n g out of the war ( 7 ) . The l a t t e r ' s verse which 

epitomised the s p i r i t of revanche found a s u f f i c i e n t l y wide 

p u b l i c t o give r i s e t o i m i t a t o r s . R. Des Resnais's A t i r e 

d ' a i l e contains the f o l l o w i n g e x h o r t a t i o n : 

Debout, debout sur nos r u i n e s ! 
La France ne peVira pas, 
Les bles f u t u r s ont l e u r s racines 
Dans les cranes de nos so l d a t s . (8) 

(6) At the height of eighteenth-century l i t e r a r y conservatism 
V o l t a i r e ' s Poeme sur l e d i s a s t r e de Lisbonne was an 
outstanding example o f 'poesie d ' a c t u a l i t e ' though the 
f a c t t h a t the poem set out t o convey general p h i l o s o p h i c a l 
t r u t h s r a t h e r than r e l a t e the poet's f e e l i n g s i s not 
wit h o u t s i g n i f i c a n c e . I t i s doubtful t h a t even the 
documentary form of the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y had 
ever before a t t r a c t e d poets as d i d i n the l a t t e r h a l f of 
the nineteenth century or t h a t i t had ever been endowed 
w i t h such r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . 

(7) Poemes de l a guerre, Pendant l a guerre and Les Chants du 
soldat r e s p e c t i v e l y . 

(8) Quoted i n Reboul, Laforgue, p. 11. The poem i s dated 
1873 and the volume was published i n 1881. 



But France was d i v i d e d and b i t t e r and a r e t u r n t o the pre-1870 

status quo was impossible. P a t r i o t i s m was no longer a u n i f y i n g 

force and was derided by c e r t a i n i n t e l l e c t u a l s ; even p a t r i o t s 

l i k e Renan and Zola were d e s t r u c t i v e i n t h e i r c r i t i c i s m of France 

i n order t h a t something b e t t e r might be b u i l t i n place of the 

s o c i a l s t r u c t u r e s of the Second Empire. (9) I t i s i n keeping 

w i t h the p r e v a i l i n g pessimism of the period t h a t not only should 

the n a i v e l y p a t r i o t i c verse of B a n v i l l e , De*roulede and t h e i r 

i m i t a t o r s be i l l - r e c e i v e d i n i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e s but t h a t one 

of the most important p o e t i c reactions t o contemporary r e a l i t y 

of the previous t h i r t y or so years should have suffered a loss 

of status a f t e r 1870; t h i s was of course the poetry of progress, 

the o p t i m i s t i c v i s i o n of t e c h n o l o g i c a l , s o c i a l and p o l i t i c a l 

development. The composition of poems r e l a t e d d i r e c t l y t o 

contemporary events was not l i m i t e d t o the more t r a d i t i o n a l poets; 

even as great an innovator as Rimbaud produced a whole group 

of poems whose i n s p i r a t i o n i s drawn from the happenings of 

1870-71, but i n h i s case i t i s the sense of f u t i l i t y or of 

disgust or,lin.poems dealing w i t h the Commune, anti-establishment 

i n v e c t i v e , / Neither the Franco-Prussian War nor the d i f f i c u l t 

years which followed produced much i n the way of a poetic 

equivalent of the moving war poetry o f , say, Aragon. Poetry 

as a r e f l e c t i o n of events (or as p a t r i o t i c r a l l y i n g - c r y ) was 

not t o be the most s i g n i f i c a n t of the reactions of contemporary 

r e a l i t y . Nevertheless i t was important as regards the q u a n t i t y 

(9) The s o l u t i o n s proposed by Renan and Zola would have l i t t l e 
i n common but a determination to avoid the alleged moral 
decadence of Napoleon I l l ' s regime and to learn a lesson 
from Prussian o r g a n i s a t i o n . 
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produced a t the time and, i n company w i t h a l l the other poetic 

r e a c t i o n s t o he discussed here, i t had i t s counterparts i n the 

general a r t i s t i c a c t i v i t y of the p e r i o d . All-wars have t h e i r 

a r t i s t s both o f f i c i a l and u n o f f i c i a l . a n d the Pranco-Prussian 

War and the c i v i l - war which ensued were no exception. Again 

not only minor a r t i s t s were i n v o l v e d ; Manet produced a p a i r 

of f i n e l i t h o g r a p h s l a Guerre C i v i l e and La Barricade ( l 0 ) . 

w * -* 

A convenient p o i n t f o r beginning a more d e t a i l e d 

c o n s i d e r a t i o n of poetry r e f l e c t i n g events i s the work of Hugo. 

His L'Annee T e r r i b l e formed a k i n d of appendix, and r e s o l u t i o n 

to Les Ohsitiments produced f i f t e e n years before but only widely 

a v a i l a b l e from the end of the Second Empire. Les Ghatiments.: 

and L'Annee T e r r i b l e were presented as. a single composite: 

work and i t was thus t h a t they were f i r s t encountered not 

only by many members of the poetry-reading public but, 

doubtless, by some of the young poets. 

E x i l e d from France a f t e r Louis Napoleon's coup d'etat of 

1851, Hugo set t o work on the c o l l e c t i o n which was t o contain 

a l l h i s venomous hatred a t the b e t r a y a l perpetrated by the 

former p r e s i d e n t , lies.. Gh^timents i s a volume characterised 

by v a r i e t y of s t y l e and t h i s v a r i e t y obviously a f f e c t s the poet's 

treatment of r e a l i t y . By f a r the l a r g e s t part of the c o l l e c t i o n 

i s expressed i n an awesome r h e t o r i c which Hugo alone was: 

capable of s u s t a i n i n g . She r h e t o r i c a l element i s stressed by 

the f a c t t h a t many of the poems are cast i n the form of an 

address; 

(10) A t y p i c a l example of a 'documentary' p o l i t i c a l p a i n t i n g from the 
l a t e r p a r t of the period 1870-87 i s Raff a ' s l l i ' s p o r t r a i t of Glemenceau 
addressing h i s Montraartre c o n s t i t u e n t s . 
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0 vieux mont des martyrs, helas, garde ton nomj 
Les morts sabres, haches, broyes par l e canon, 
Dans ce champ que l a tombe emplit de son mystere, 
E t a i e n t ensevelis l a t e t e hors de terre„ (11) 

The passage from which t h i s example i s taken i s a curious blend 

of d e t a i l s based on eye-witness accounts of the Montmartre 

massacre and of generalised d e t a i l s added f o r ' p o e t i c 8 and 

p o l i t i c a l e f f e c t : 

*Le r i c h e a l a main blanche et l e pauvre au bras f o r t 0 0 0
 e 

and, of course of r h e t o r i c a l i n t r u s i o n s by the poet: 

5 morts, que disiez-vous a Dieu dans ces tenebres ? 

B i t t e r humour and s a t i r e i s r e f l e c t e d elsewhere i n the c o l l e c t i o n 

which i s a welcome and very successful v a r i a t i o n on the 
• ' ' 'c 

'peroration' s t y l e o f the above examples v ^ i c h i i n f l u e n c e d poets-
a f t e r ' 1870; 

Un mois apres, cet homme a l l a i t a Notre-Dame,, 
I I entra l e f r o n t haut, l a myrrhe et le cinname 
B r f l l a i e n t ; les tours v i b r a i e n t sous l e bourdon sonnant; 
L'archeveque e t a i t l a , de g l o i r e rayonnant; 
Sa chape a v a i t i t ! t a i l l e * e en un suaire; 
Sur une c r o i x dresse'e au fond du sanctuaire 
Je"sus a v a i t e t i cloue pour q u ' i l restSt„ 
Cet infame a p p o r t a i t t, Dieu son attentat,, 
Comme un loup qui se l§che apr§s q u ' i l v i e n t de mordre, 
Caressant sa moustache, i l d i t : " J ' a i sauvS l"ordreS 
Anges, recevez-moi dans votre l S g i o n J 
J'ai sauv$ l a f a m i l l e e t l a r e l i g i o n ] ! " 
Et dans son o e i l fe'roce, ou Satan se contemple, 
On v i t l u i r e une larme „»<> - 0 colonnes du temple, 
AbJmes qu'a Pathmos v i t s ' e n t r ' o u v r i r s a i n t Jean, 
Cieux qui vites Ne°ron, s o l e i l q ui v i s Se°jan, 
Vents qui j a d i s meniez Tib§re vers Capre*e 
Et poussiez sur les f l o t s sa galore dore°e, 
0 s o u f f l e s de l'aurore e t du sep t e n t r i o n , 
Dites s i 1*assassin dSpasse l ' h i s t r i o n j (12) 

On occasion the poet even makes use of a popular song form and 

f o r the modern English reader, at l e a s t , these are probably the 

most pleasing parts of Les Chgtiments; they may also have been 
one i n s p i r a t i o n of. poeuis l i k e iiimbaud's f,Les Gforbeaux* % 
- - - - - — — — — — .'- -J-----*m*.±iL,,*mmu.; .mmu*mm 

(11) OQjJyJi^i 
(12) I b i d . , I I , p„ 1"3„ ' 
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La femelle? e l l e est morte. 
Le male, un chat l'emporte 
Et dSvore ses os. 
Au doux n i d q u i frlssonne 
Qui reviendra? personne. 
Pauvres p e t i t s oiseaux! 

Le patre absent par fraude! 
Le Chien mort! l e loup rode, 
Et tend ses n o i r s panneaux. 
Au b e r c a i l qui frissonne 
Qui v e i l l e r a ? personne. 
Pauvres p e t i t s agneaux! 

L'homme au bagne! l a mere 
A 1'hospice! 0 misere! 
Le l o g i s tremble aux vents; 
L'humble berceau fris s o n n e . 
Qui r e s t e - t - i l ? personne. 
Pauvres p e t i t s enfants! (13) 

Genuine attempts at the evocation of r e a l i t y are s u r p r i s i n g l y 

uncommon, given the obviously contemporary nature of the c o l l e c 

t i o n . One notable exception i s the famous 'Souvenir de l a n u i t 

du 4' :(14). S e n t i m e n t a l i t y i s one f a i l i n g of t h i s p C t T b u t m o r e damning 

i s the f e e l i n g t h a t we are confronted here w i t h v e r s i f i e d prose. 

(13) I b i d . , I I , p. 42. 
(14) I b i d . , I I , pp. 49-50. 
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I t i s r e g r e t t a b l y f a i r t o say t h a t Hugo often f a i l e d to 

progress beyond t h i s form of evocation of external r e a l i t y . 

One o f these r a r e exceptions i n Les ChStiments i s the f i n e 

r e c r e a t i o n of the atmosphere of the sea at night^which i s , 

however, soon l e f t t o one side as the poet resumes h i s 

commentary) m \Cl&\% nu'tK \\ f U u V * ^ 1* MAfftg. fchflt>4 V>fti>ff 

L'Annge T e r r i b l e , i n most respects, does rtot d i f f e r 

g r e a t l y from Les Chatiments except t h a t a much smaller pro

p o r t i o n of the work i s given over,to i n v e c t i v e and instead i t 

takes the form of a day t o day account of events, though, as 

one might expect from Hugo's previous c o l l e c t i o n s , the thoughts 

and exhortations prompted by the events are the poet's main 

(15) I b i d . , I I , p. 199. 



concern and not the evocation of r e a l i t y i t s e l f . The same rhe

t o r i c a l addresses we have already seen are again t o be found i n 

L'Annexe T e r r i b l e : 

.... Ah! j e voudrais, 
Je voudrais n'etre pas fran 9 a i s ( s i c ) pour pouvoir d i r e 
Que j e te c h o i s i s , France, e t que dans ton martyre 
Je t e proclame, t o i que ronge l e vautour, 
Ma p a t r i e e t ma g l o i r e e t mon unique amour! (16) 

though sometimes Hugo r e l i e v e s these w i t h a charming device as 

i n ' L e t t r e a une femme' (17) which i s also notable f o r i t s 

humorous references t o the hardships and, p a r t i c u l a r l y , the 

b i z a r r e d i e t of the besieged i n h a b i t a n t s of P a r i s : 

Bonjour, madame. 
On est un peuple, on est un monde, on est une ame. 
Chacun se donne a tous e t n u l ne songe a s o i . 
Nous sommes sans s o l e i l , sans appui, sans e f f r o i . 
Tout i r a bien pourvu que jamais on ne dorme. 
Schmitz f a i t des b u l l e t i n s p l a t s sur l a guerre Snorme; 
C'est Eschyle t r a d u i t par p i r e Brumoy. 
J'ai paye* quinze francs quatre oeufs f r a i s , non pour moi, 
Mais pour mon p e t i t George et ma p e t i t e Jeanne. 
Nous mangeons du cheval, du r a t , de 1'ours, de 1'ane. 

Paris est s i bien p r i s , cern^, mure*, noue*, 
Gard/, que notre ventre est l'arche de Noe"; 
Dans nos flanes t oute bete honnSte ou mal famge, 
Pe*nStre, et chien e t chat, l e mammon, l e pygme'e, 
Tout entre, e t l a souris rencontre 1'elephant. 
Plus d'arbres; on les coupe, on les scie, on les fend; 
Paris sur ses chenets met les Champs-Elyse*es. 

I n the l a t t e r p a r t of L'Annfie T e r r i b l e , which was w r i t t e n i n 

Brussels and concerns i t s e l f w i t h the events of the Commune, 

there i s even less r e f l e c t i o n of e x t e r n a l r e a l i t y than i n the 

f i r s t p a r t of the poem. No longer an eye-witness of events, 

the poet concerns himself w i t h expressing p o l i t i c a l opinions 

and pleas t o the p r o t a g o n i s t s . 

(16) Oeuvres Completes, Ed.Hetzel et Quantin, Pogsie, X I I , 
p. 118. 

(17) I b i d . , pp. 133-34. 



The Franco-Prussian war was a stimulus to Hugo's 

p a t r i o t i s m : 

S o i t , princes! Vautrez-vous sur l a France conquise 
De l'Alsace aux abois, de l a Lorraine en sang, 
De Metz qu'on vous ve n d i t , de Strasbourg fremissant, 
Dont vous n ' f t e i n d r e z pas l a tragique a u r f o l e , 
Vous aurez ce qu'on a des femmes qu'on v i o l e , 
La n u d i t ^ , l e l i t , e t l a haine a jamais. (18) 

When t h i s declamatory s t y l e i s not being employed, i t i s 

o f t e n replaced by a pedestrian realism: 

E l l e s acceptent t o u t , les femmes de Paris 
Leur a t r e e f e i n t , l eurs pieds par l e verglas m e u r t r i s , 
Au s e u i l n o i r des bouchers l e s attentes nocturnes, 
La neige e t l'ouragan vidant l e u r s f r o i d e s urnes, 
La famine, l ' h o r r e u r , l e combat, sans r i e n v o i r 

Que l a grande p a t r i e e t que l e grand devoir. (19) 

Like several other poets of the time he c r i t i c i s e s the leader

ship given by the m i l i t a r y and, i n p a r t i c u l a r , the f a i l u r e to 

adopt the leve*e en masse : 
Quand on e"tait l a prets a s o r t i r , t r o i s cent m i l l e , 
Ce tas de gens de guerre a rendu cette v i l l e ! (20) 

Hugo's r e a c t i o n t o the events of the Commune and i t s suppression 

was very much t o h i s c r e d i t . His opposi t i o n t o r e p r i s a l s was 

t o t a l : 

Je sauverais Judas, s i j ' S t a l s Je*sus-Christ. (21) 

(18) L'Annge T e r r i b l e , Novembre 3, 'A tous ces Princes'. 
(19) I b i d . , Janvier 2. 
(20) I b i d . , Janvier 13, ' C a p i t u l a t i o n ' . 
(21) I b i d . , A v r i l , 'Pas de r e p r ^ s a i l l e s ' . 



He a t t r i b u t e d what he held t o be the excesses of the Communards 

to an unjust s o c i e t y and d i d not hold them blameworthy: 

Non, ce n'est pas t o i , peuple, e t t u ne l'as pas f a i t , 
Non, vous les egares, vous n'etes p o i n t coupables ... 
Votre s o c i e t e , l a v i e i l l e c r i m i n e l l e , 
La s c e l e r a t e , a f a i t t o u t ce que nous voyons. (22) 

The poetry of events developed by Hugo i n Les Chatiments 

and r e u t i l i s e d i n L'Annie T e r r i b l e was immensely i n f l u e n t i a l 

upon other poets i n s p i r e d by the events of 1870-71. Unfortunately 

few of them possessed Hugo's redeeming s a t i r i c a l genius seen at 

i t s best i n the d e s c r i p t i o n s of Napoleon I I I i n Les Chatiments. 

One i s at f i r s t s u r p r ised t o see B a n v i l l e j o i n i n g the ranks 

of the poets of events yet i n 1847 he attacked modern materialism 

i n 'Malediction de Cypris', where he spoke of 'l'Or maitre du 

monde', but used the railway as a concrete i l l u s t r a t i o n of the 

materialism he so loathed (23). As i f t o excuse himself f o r 

t r e a t i n g contemporary events i n the I d y l l e s prussiennes, w r i t t e n 

i n 1870-71, he quoted approvingly remarks a t t r i b u t e d t o Goethe: 

... toutes l e s poesies doivent e t r e des poesies de 
circonstance, c'est-a-dire que c'est l a r l a l i t e q ui 
d o i t en a v o i r donnl 1'occasion e t f o u r n i l e m o t i f . 
Un s u j e t p a r t i c u l i e r prend un caractere general et 
poetique, pre'cise'ment parce q u ' i l est t r a i t ! par un 
poete. Toutes mes pofsies sont des poesies de 
circonstance; c'est l a v i e r e e l l e qui les a f a i t 
n a i t r e , c'est en e l l e qu'elles trouvent l e u r fond 
et l e u r appui. Pour les poesies en l ' a i r , j e n'en 
f a i s aucun cas. (24) 

I b i d . , Mai 1 
Le Sang de l a Coupe, pp. 287-307. 
I d y l l e s prussiennes, pp. 3-4. (The source i s Conversations 
de Goethe pendant les dernieres annles de sa v i e , c o l l e c t e d 
by Eckermann and t r a n s l a t e d by D e l e r o t ) . 

(22) 
(23) 
(24) 



These remarks bear l i t t l e r e l a t i o n t o Banville's previous 

p o e t i c p r a c t i c e ; the f a c t t h a t he f e e l s obliged t o c i t e them 

at a l l would lead one t o suspect t h i s . The c o l l e c t i o n i t s e l f 

contained w i t t y t i r a d e s against Bismarck and the German 

Emperor, mostly very declamatory i n s t y l e and f u l l of 

c l a s s i c a l references and turns of phrase. There are only 

a few exceptions t o t h i s p r e v a i l i n g tone such as the 

Coppeeesque 'La Soiree': 

Lorsqu'en revenant du rempart 
Ou, p l e i n d'une f o i chaleureuse, 
I I a bien v e i l l e pour sa p a r t , 
Le pere q u i t t e sa vareuse, 

En v o i l a jusqu'qu lendemain! 
I I t ' o u b l i e , a i g r e vent qui s o u f f l e s 
Sur les t a l u s , e t , d'une main 
Rejouie, i l met ses pantoufles. 

Apres av o i r dine sans b r u i t , 
I I regardera quelque estampe 
Ou bien l i r a jusqu'a mi n u i t 
Aux douces c l a r t e s de l a lampe, 

Avec sa femme e t ses enfants, 
Amusant l'un d'eux sur sa jambe 
Et voyant leurs f r o n t s triomphants 
L u i r e aux c l a r t e s du feu qui flambe ... (25) 

I n 'Le Sacre de P a r i s ' Leconte de L i s l e made one of h i s 

pfcre p o e t i c ventures i n t o contemporary r e a l i t y . His tone and 

h i s reference t o the levee en masse are strongly reminiscent of 

Hugo: 

0 P a r i s , qu'attends-tu? l a famine et l a honte? 
Furieuse, e t cheveux epars, 

Sous l ' a i g u i l l o n du sang qui dans ton coeur remonte, 

Va, bondis hors de tes remparts! 

C h a r a c t e r i s t i c a l l y the idea i s a s s i m i l a t e d t o the poet's r e c u r r i n g 

theme o f heroic s e l f - s a c r i f i c e as a gl o r i o u s act i n the face of 

cosmic i n d i f f e r e n c e : 

(25) I b i d . , p. 29. 



O f f r e t a l i b r e g l o i r e et t a grande agonie 
Comme un exemple a 1'univers ... 

P a t r i o t i c c r i e s of a less s u b t l e k i n d but sharing the 

vehemence of Hugo and Leconte de L i s l e abound i n the works of 

minor poets such as Auguste Lacaussade: 

I I est souille* l e s o l sacr§ de l a P a t r i e 
Nos c i t S s , nos moissons, nos champs sont saccagSs, 
Nos t o i t s fument! Debout pour l a sainte t u e r i e ! 
Frappez! fauchez! hachez! des deux mains e"gorgez! (26) 

or Jules Barbier whose 'Le Franc-Tireur' had as i t s epigram 

'Delenda est Borussia 1! Deroulede's own verse had at l e a s t 

the merits of mixing d e s c r i p t i o n s of some exactitude and 

concision w i t h r h e t o r i c a l c a l l s f o r revenge i n a language of a 

s i m p l i c i t y not e n t i r e l y i n a p p r o p r i a t e t o s o l d i e r s : 

C'etait apres un j o u r de l u t t e e t de d e f a i t e , 
- Helas! de p a r e i l s j o u r s f u r e n t nombreux pour nous! -
L'armee en d S s a r r o i commengait l a r e t r a i t e , 
Ej; l a neige montait, f r o i d e , jusqu'aux genoux. (27) 

Manuel's Pendant l a guerre l i k e w i s e consisted of p a t r i o t i c 

r h e t o r i c : 

C'est l e devoir nouveau qui s'impose a l a France ... 

interspersed w i t h d e s c r i p t i o n : 

La p l a i n e n'§tait plus qu'une p a i l l e hache*e 
Ou l e sang abreuvait l a t e r r e dess§ch£e ... 

Bergerat's Poemes de l a guerre are banal n a r r a t i v e accounts of 

acts of heroism t y p i f i e d by 'Le Maitre d'gcole' who sends h i s 

pregnant German w i f e back t o Baden and returns h i s dowry to h i s 

f a t h e r - i n - l a w since he can accept nothing from Germany. He 

goes back t o Alsace and makes a f u l l confession t o being a 

f r a n c - t i r e u r and awaits execution by f i r i n g squad. He f e l t he 

had no choice i n the face of German educational p o l i c y : 

(26) 'Le C r i de Guerre', September 1870. 
(27) 'L'Arriere-Garde', Les Chants du Soldat. 



Mais quand j e v i s cel a , j e compris qu'en e f f e t 
Vous v o u l i e z a jamais germaniser l'Alsace ... 

Coppe'e jo i n e d the ranks of the revanchistes and the c r i t i c s of 

m i l i t a r y a t t i t u d e s i n poems l i k e 'Aux amputees de l a guerre' : 

Vous portez, mon b e l o f f i c i e r , 
Avec une grace p a r f a i t e , 
Votre sabre a garde d'acier, 
Mais pensez a notre d e f a i t e . 

On l i t v o t r e i n t r e p i d i t e 
Dans vos yeux n o i r s aux s o u r c i l s minces; 
Aucun mal d'etre bien gante! 

Mais on nous a p r i s deux provinces. 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y , however, he i s most at home i n sentimental 

d e s c r i p t i v e passages. L e t t r e d'un mobile breton may be use

f u l l y compared w i t h Corbiere's 'La Pastorale de Contie' ( t o the 

l a t t e r ' s advantage) f o r i t introduces the theme of the mockery 

and even suspicion w i t h which the t r a d i t i o n a l l y r o y a l i s t and 

c a t h o l i c Breton s o l d i e r s were sometimes regarded: 
Maman, e t t o i vieux pere, e t t o i , ma soeur mignonne, 
Ce s o i r , en attendant que l e couvre-feu Sonne, 
Je mets l a plume en main ... 
Quelques-uns d'entre nous se plaignent bien t o u t bas, 
Et sont avec r a i s o n me*contents qu'on ricane 
De notre v i e i l abbe", q u i trousse sa soutane, 
Marche a coti de nous, d r o i t , au-devant du feu, 
Et parle a nos blesses du pays et de Dieu; 
Mais aux mauvais r a i l l e u r s nous faisons l a promesse 
De l e u r bien montrer comment on meurt apres l a messe. 

The a t t i t u d e towards the war among the more 'philosophical' 

poets var i e d . Louise Ackermann's germanophile vie1|/s would allow 

her only t o make unbiased comments on the f u t i l i t y and waste of 

war: 

Oui, bien faucheM vraiment l a r S c o l t e est superbe, 
Pas un s i l l o n q u i n ' a i t des cadavres pour gerbe, 
Les plus beaux, les plus f o r t s sont les premiers frappSs 
Sur son sein de'vaste', q u i saigne et qui frissonne, 
L'Humanite*, semblable aux champs que l'on moissonne, 
Contemple avec douleur tous ces e*pis coupe's. (28) 

(28) 'La Guerre'. 
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Sully-Prudhomme, however, abandoned h i s previous unchauvin-

i s t i c i d e alism i n 'Homo sum1: 

J'aimais froidement ma p a t r i e 
Au temps de l a se*curite*, 
De son grand renom me'rite* 
J'e*tais f i e r sans i d o l a t r i e , 
Je m'e*criais avec S c h i l l e r 
'Je suis un cito y e n du monde!1 (29) 

and 'Repentir': 

Car j e t'aime dans tes malheurs, 
0 France! depuis c e t t e guerre, 
En enfant, comme l e v u l g a i r e 
Qui s a i t mourir pour tes couleurs (30) 

Occasionally the minor poets succeed i n matching Hugo's 

s a t i r i c a l f l a i r . Joseph Autran's A l a France de 1871, i n a 

passage c u r i o u s l y s i m i l a r t o Rimbaud's 'Rages de Cffsars', 

a c t u a l l y r e v i t a l i s e d Hugo's technique w i t h modern d e s c r i p t i v e . 

d e t a i l : 

A c e t t e heure ou chacun, sous l e canon q u i tonne, 
Tombe et meurt, et se d i t : 'Je f a i s ce que j e dois', 
L u i fumeur somnolent, que ce spectacle e'tonne, 
C i r c u l a i t en wagon, sa c i g a r e t t e aux doigts ... 

Appeals f o r n a t i o n a l e f f o r t , the c e l e b r a t i o n of heroism, 

lament over defeat, c r i e s f o r revenge*all these were s t r a i g h t 

forward a t t i t u d e s f o r which the h i s t o r y of France had w e l l 

prepared the poets. The a f f a i r o f the Commune was much more 

d i s t u r b i n g and added a b i t t e r t w i s t t o an already sad occasion. 

One senses the r e a l d i s o r i e n t a t i o n of the poets i n the face of 

t h i s complication. Laprade attempted t o w r i t e p a t r i o t i c verse 

(29) The reference t o a German poet i s , of course, d e l i b e r a t e l y 
i r o n i c . ' 

(30) The poet's separation from ' l e v u l g a i r e ' i s i n d i c a t i v e of 
the s o c i a l i s o l a t i o n i s m of many of the p h i l o s o p h i c a l poets -
a p o i n t which brings them close t o Symbolism. 
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but confessed he was i l l at ease i n the Paris i n which he found 

h i m s e l f : 

Sur 1'hStel communal, comme du haut d'un bouge, 
F l o t t e un sanglant torchon, l e hideux drapeau rouge, 
Pour d i r e a tous les yeux, a t t e s t a n t nos exces, 
Que les gens e t l e s o l n'ont plus r i e n de Fran^ais ... (31) 

Jules Barbier helped t o propagate the myth of the c o m p l i c i t y 

of the Communards i n the Prussian v i c t o r y : 

Drapeau paye" par l e Prussien, 

Tu n'es plus c e l u i de l a France! (32) 

CoppSe was more concerned w i t h ending internecine s t r i f e and 

r e p r i s a l s than i n t a k i n g sides: 
Je sais que l a t e r r e u r va rSgner sur l a v i l l e , 
Que peut-§tre aux t r i b u n s de l a guerre c i v i l e 

On va me designer du d o i g t . 
Je l e s a i s ; mais i l f a u t fulminer l'anath&me, 
Et l e poete obscur, q u i t e pleure et qui t'aime, 
Aura du moins f a i t ce q u ' i l d o i t . (33) 

Sully-Prudhomme 1s pessimism and doubts about human d i g n i t y , 

already r e f e r r e d t o , t y p i f i e d the most widespread a t t i t u d e . Even 

Hugo seemed t o run out of steam i n the l a t t e r p a r t of L'Annge 

T e r r i b l e , f o r what he had begun as a chronicle of n a t i o n a l heroism 

took an unwelcome and unexpected t u r n . 

(31) Ode aux soldats et aux poetes bretons, November 1870. 
(32) Le Franc-Tireur. 
(33) 'Plus de sang', A p r i l 1871. 



Of the poets to whom we are paying p a r t i c u l a r a t t e n t i o n 

Corbie"re made but a s i n g l e c o n t r i b u t i o n t o the poetry of events „ 

One of the most s u b s t a n t i a l poems i n Armor - 'La Pastorale de 

Conlie' - i s very d i f f e r e n t from the other poems on B r i t t a n y . 

I t i s obviously modernistic i n t h a t i t i s a documentary 

poem based on events during the War of 1870. The i n c i d e n t 

r e l a t e d i n the poem was the imm o b i l i s a t i o n of f i f t y thousand 

Breton s o l d i e r s under the Comte de KSratry i n the muddy p l a i n 

at Conlie near Le Mans l e s t they be the core f o r a possible 

r o y a l i s t u p r i s i n g . The wanton neglect of these s o l d i e r s , who 

were l e f t w i t h o u t supplies, and the s t u p i d i t y of depriving France 

of f i f t y thousand men, at a time when she could not spare one, 

j u s t i f y the vengeful tone of the poem. Corbiere's account 

seems t o be based p a r t l y on discussions w i t h h i s brother-in-law 

Aim! Vacher and w i t h Rodolphe, both of whom were involved i n the 

a f f a i r . The present w r i t e r cannot conceal a degree of d i s 

appointment w i t h 'La Pastorale' which reads r a t h e r l i k e rugged 

Hugo and holds a p o s i t i o n i n r e l a t i o n t o Corbiere's poetry i n 

general (as regards s t y l e but not chronology) roughly akin t o 

t h a t of Rimbaud's 'Le Forgeron' i n r e l a t i o n t o h i s work*but i | ^ 

enlivened by s a t i r i c a l humour: 

Qui nous a laches la": vides sans espirance, 
Sans un l e v a i n de di s e s p o i r ! 

Nous entre-regardant, comme cherchant l a France ... 
Comiques, fesant peur a v o i r ! 

- Soldats t a n t qu'on voudra! ... soldat est done un e t r e 
F a i t pour perdre l e gout du pain? ... 

Nous a l l i o n s mendier; on nous envoyait p a l t r e : 

Et ... nous paissions a l a f i n ! 

'La Pastorale' i s by no means a bad poem but Corbiere's greatest 

t a l e n t and o r i g i n a l i t y l a y not i n the documentary ki n d of poetry 

of contemporary r e a l i t y but i n the evocation of h i s own personal 

experiences i n a l l t h e i r immediacy. 



* -* * * * * * 
Some of the poems which Verlaine wrote i n connection w i t h 

the events of 1870-71 were s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d appeals to p a t r i o t i s m 

of the k i n d we have already noted: 

Ce nom, Sedan! me d i t de vacances d'enfance, 
De passages en " d i l i g e n c e " dans un b r u i t 
Joyeux de c l i c s - c l a c s e t de v i t r a i l l e qui f u i t 
Vers un horizon gai qu'on d i r a i t q u i s'avance. 

Ce mot, Sedan! m'evoque, a i n s i qu'a tous en France, 
Une p l a i n e lourde de sang, bleme de n u i t , 
Des d r i s U t e i n t s qu'une rumeur de reve s u i t , 
Sur quoi plane t r e s haut comme de 1'espirance. 

Sedan! Sedan! pourtant i l sonne encore doux 
Et f r a i s , non plus pour l ' a v e n i r ou l a mSmoire, 
Mais bien dans l e present bien v i v a n t , grace a vous! 

I I sonne, i l b r i l l e , l e f u t u r nom de v i c t o i r e : 
Accent j o l i , mignon e n t r a i n t o u j o u r s accru, 
Et l'Ardennais qu'est moi presque, en reste f e r u . (34) 

In 'Metz', w r i t t e n i n 1892, Verlaine looks f o r revanche and 

combines C a t h o l i c p a t r i o t i s m w i t h an attack on those who 

neglect t h e i r country through misguided p o l i t i c a l b e l i e f s or 

through cynicism: 

Je deteste l ' a r t i s t e r i e 
Qui se moque de l a P a t r i e 
Et du grand vieux nom de Frangais 
Et j'abomine l'Anarchie 
Voulant, f r o n t vide e t main rougie, 
Tous peuples f r e r e s - et l ' o r g i e ! ... 

0 temps prochains, 6 jours que compte 
Eperdument dans c e t t e honte 
Ou se re V o l t e n t nos f i e r t l s , 
Heures que suppute l e c u l t e 
Qu'on t e voue, 6 ma Metz q u ' i n s u l t e 
Ce l o u r d s o l d a t , pldant i n c u l t e , 
Temps, j o u r s , heures, sonnez, t i n t e z ! 

(34) 'A Mile A.__Rom ...', Oeuvres Poe'tiques Completes, pp. 
609-10. 



MuJJe, j o i n s a l a generale 
Ton t o c s i n , rumeur sepulcrale, 
Prophetise a ces lourds bandits 
Leur deroute absolue, e n t i e r e 
Bien au dela de l a f r o n t i e r e , 
Que s u i v r a l a volee a l t i e r e 
Des Te Deum e n f i n r e d i t s ! 

I n 1870, i n r a t h e r less c h a u v i n i s t i c mood, Verlaine had w r i t t e n 

a poem i n the form of an address t o representative f i g u r e s from 

the h i s t o r y of German c u l t u r e culminating i n the question: 

Sur P a r i s , sur P a r i s ! ce ne sont pas des mythes, 
L'Allemagne, i l p a r a i t , lance, qu'en dites-vous? 
Tranquillement des culs h o r r i b l e s de marmites. (35) 

His a t t i t u d e t o Germany could be less r e s p e c t f u l as i n the 

p r e d i c t a b l e reference t o Kaiser Wilhelm I I ' s physical d e f i c i e n c y : 

Guillaume Deux, l'homme a l ' o r e i l l e male, 
Au bras long mal, 

Et q u i p a r f o i s , - faveUr i m p e r i a l e ! -
A g i t pas mal ... (36) 

More i n t e r e s t i n g was the short poem 'Paysage' which succeeds i n 

imbuing a conventional theme w i t h modernity and a c t u a l i t y i n i t s 

l a s t two l i n e s : 

Vers Saint-Denis c'est bete et sale l a campagne. 
C'est pourtant la. qu'un j o u r j'emmenai ma compagne. 
Nous eti o n s de mauvaise humeur e t q u e r e l l i o n s . 
Un p l a t s o l e i l d ' e t l t a r t i n a i t ses rayons 
Sur l a p l a i n e sechee a i n s i qu'une r o t i e . 
G'e'tait pas t r o p apres l e Siege: une p a r t i e 
Des "maisons de campagne" e t a i t a t e r r e encor. 
D'autres se r e l e v a i e n t come on hisse un de"cor, 
Et des obus t o u t neufs e n c a s t r l s aux p i l a s t r e s 
P o r t a i e n t e"crit autour: Souvenir des d l s a s t r e s . 

I t was the h o r r i f y i n g modernity of the German war e f f o r t which 

had p a r t i c u l a r l y struck the poet i n 'Les Renards': 

(35) ' E c r i t pendant l e siege de P a r i s ' . I b i d . , pp. 928-9. 
(36) 'Ode a Guillaume I I ' . I b i d . , p. 936. 



C'est l a guerre mathUmatique 
Dans l ' h o r r e u r , toute neuve encor, 
De son impeccable t a c t i q u e : 
- Pas de p r e s t i g e ; aucun detor ... (37) 

By f a r the most important poem Verlaine wrote on the 

h i s t o r i c a l events of 1870-71 i s 'Les Vaincus'. I n f a c t of the 

four sections of the poem the f i r s t two dated from 1867 and had 

been e n t i t l e d 'Les Pontes'. Under the probable i n f l u e n c e of 

Vermersch and the other e x i l e d Communards i n London i n 1872 the 

poet added two f u r t h e r sections intended as a powerful homage 

to the defeated Commune, modified very s l i g h t l y the p r e - e x i s t i n g 

sectionsand gave the t o t a l poem i t s new t i t l e . What i s most 

s t r i k i n g i s the ease w i t h which Verlaine was able t o g r a f t on 

the two new sections. The theme of p o l i t i c a l r e v o l t i s seen 

t o be i n complete accord w i t h the poet's view of the poetic 

c o n d i t i o n ; poets and Communards a l i k e are equally rfevoltfes. 

Already the 1867 version of the poem had spoken o f the b a t t l e 

waged against poets by so c i e t y at lar g e : 

Nous a l l o n s , au hasard du s o i r e t du chemin, 
Comme les meurtrieurs e t comme les infames, 
Veufs, o r p h e l i n s , sans t o i t , n i f i l s , n i lendemain ... 

and of the need f o r r e v o l t : 

A l l o n s , debout! a l l o n s , a l l o n s ! debout, debout! 
Assez comme cela de hontes e t de treves! 
Au combat, au combat! car notre sang qui bout 
A besoin de fumer sur l a pointe des glaives! 

The new m a t e r i a l t a l k s of the imprisonment and maltreatment of 

the Communards and t h e i r heroism: / 

Tandis que les carcans f o n t ployer nos gpaules, 
Dans nos veines l e sang c i r c u l e , bon tr§sor. 

i n terms which might equally w e l l have been found i n the e a r l i e r 

p a r t of the poem. The ex h o r t a t i o n t o r e b e l l i o n now takes the 

form of a v i r u l e n t demand f o r vengeance: 

(37) The same tendency i s apparent i n the work of Rimbaud. 
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Et l a t e r r e , depuis longtemps aride e t maigre, 
Pendant longtemps b o i r a joyeuse v o t r e sang 
Dont l a lourde vapeur savoureusement aigre 
Montera vers l a nue et r o u g i r a son f l a n c , 

Et l es chiens et les loups et les oiseaux de proie 
Feront vos membres nets et f o u i l l e r o n t vos troncs, 
Et nous r i r o n s , sans r i e n q u i t r o u b l e notre j o i e , 
Car les morts sont b i e n morts et nous vous 1'apprendrons. 

A f t e r h i s conversion Verlaine adopted reactionary p o l i t i c a l 

views (already discussed i n the l a s t chapter) which, however, 

proved i n s u f f i c i e n t l y p r a c t i c a l t o provide a t r u l y dynamic credo 

so t h a t h i s o l d l e f t - w i n g republican fervour was o f t e n replaced 

by despair and a sense of d i s o r i e n t a t i o n and of the past 

i r r e t r i e v a b l y l o s t : 

Les passages Choiseul aux odeurs de j a d i s , 
Ou s o n t - i l s ? En l ' h i v e r de ce Soixante-Dix 
On s'amusait. J'etais r S p u b l i c a i n , Leconte 
De L i s l e aussi, ce cher Lemerre i t a n t archonte 
De d r o i t , e t l'on f a i s a i t chacun son acte en vers. 
Jours e n f u i s ! Quels Autrans s o u f f l e r e n t a travers 
La montagne! Le Maitre est decore comme une 
Ch&sse et n'a pas encor digere* l a Commune. 
Tous sont toque's, e t moi q u i chantais aux temps chauds, 
Je danse sur l a p a i l l e humide des cachots. (38) 

I n the same vein Verlaine's i n c i d e n t a l poetry makes more references 

t o contemporary p o l i t i c s than the work of any other major poet. 

'Nebuleuses' i s a genuinely amusing panorama of the p o l i t i c a l 

f i g u r e s of the day : 

Papa Grevy, l ' a f f r e u x Ferry persecuteur, 
Constans p r o v e r b i a l et Cazot legendaire 
M̂ me dans ce m i l i e u de conte de V o l t a i r e 
Pour l a s o t t i s e crasse et l a p l a t e l a i d e u r ; 

Ces Chambres, bosse double au dos d*un dromadaire, 
Idoines au regime, i n e p t i e , impudeur; 
Ces malres, ces presets, l e u r argot, leur odeur, 
Et Farre, a l u i seul t o u t l'opprobre m i l i t a i r e ; 

Et l a f i l e des purs, des barbes, des aSeux, 
J u i l l e t , F e v r i e r , J u i n , e t "ceux" du Deux Decembre, 
Bonnes jambes, jamais lasses dans l'antichambre; 

(38) Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p. 933. 
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V 

Et l e s jeunes encor plus betes que les vieux, 
Communards sans Hebert, Girondins sans Charlotte, 
- Le t o u t , un v o l de sous dans un b r u i t de p a r l o t t e ! 

Other poetfKg from the same c o l l e c t i o n t o be read i n t h i s context 

include :'Bustes pour mairies', 'Opportunistes', 'Puero debetur r e v e r e n t i a ' , 

'A propos d'un proces i n t e n t e a^un archeveque f r a n c a i s * , 'Pour 

denoncer l a " T r i p l i c e " au l i e u du concordat', 'Rastas' and 

'Un peu de p o l i t i q u e ' which i s a remarkable resume i n t h i r t y - o n e 

l i n e s of the traumatic p o l i t i c a l h i s t o r y of France since the f a l l 

of the ancien regime. 

The nineteenth century had witnessed too many awful events i n 

France, too many changes; the poet would p r e f e r t o be i n s u l a t e d from 

i t - as indeed he was f o r a time : 

Depuis un an et plus j e n'al pas vu l a queue 
D'un j o u r n a l . Est-ce assez Bibliotheque bleue ? 
Par f o i s j e me d i s a p a r t moi: "L'eusses-tu cru ?" 
Eh bi e n , l'on n'en meurt pas. D'abord c'est un peu c r u , 
Un peu bien blanc, et l ' o e i l habitueux s'en fache. 
Mais l ' e s p r i t ! comme i l r i t e t triomphe, l e lache ! 
Et p u i s , c'est un p l a i s i r p a t r i o t i q u e et sain 
De ne plus r i e n savoir de ce s i e c l e assassin 
Et de ne s u i v r e plus dans sa derniere transe 
Cette agonie epouvantable de l a France. (39) 

I t was t o an i d e a l i s e d France, an abstr a c t concept, r a t h e r than the 

r e a l i t y of h i s day t h a t Verlaine swore allegiance : 

Je t r o u v e r a i s t r e s r i d i c u l e s 
Au l i e u d'affreux que j e l e f a i s 
Cette cause e t tous ses e f f e t s 
Qui demonteraient cent Hercules, 

S ' i l n ' e t a i t encor l a P a t r i e , 
- Non ce "pays" q u ' i l f a u t ha2r, 
Ni son "bon d r o i t " q u ' i l f a u t t r a h i r -
Mais c e t t e aveuglement cherie 

(39) I b i d . , p. 932. 



JPatrie a q u i tous s a c r i f i c e s 
Extravagants, e x o r b i t a n t s , 
Sacres, s a i n t s , sont dus en tous temps, 
En tous l i e u x , malgre t a n t de vices ! 

Et j ' i m p l o r e , en ma j o i e amere 
De v o i r s'abimer ce pays 
Dans ces opprobres inouSs, 
La France, l ' e t e r n e l l e mere ! (40) 

Although the poetry of VerMne and the other poets so f a r 

discussed i n t h i s s e c t i o n i s i n t e r e s t i n g and, on occasion, even 

i l l u m i n a t i n g ( f o r instance the o s c i l l a t i o n between dream and ac t i o n , 

which Nadal has seen as c e n t r a l t o Verlaines l i f e and work (41) i n 

'Les Vaincus') i t i s w i t h increased pleasure t h a t one turns t o the 

poetry of Rimbaud. For almost w i t h o u t exception the other poets 

f a i l e d t o be at t h e i r most o r i g i n a l , t e c h n i c a l l y , i n the poetic 

evocation of events. I n the case of Rimbaud the psycho-social aspect 

of r e b e l l i o n i s o f t e n combined w i t h o r i g i n a l i t y o f expression. 

Rimbaud's poetry dealing w i t h the events of 1870-71 c o n s t i t u t e s a very 

s i g n i f i c a n t p r o p o r t i o n of h i s t o t a l output and would provide a s e l f -

contained subject of considerable i n t e r e s t f o r d e t a i l e d study, of 

which only a beginning can be made here. 

(40) I b i d . , pp. 933-34. 
(41) Preface t o Oeuvres Completes, (Club du m e i l l e u r l i v r e ) , Tome 

I , quoted i n Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p. 1157. 
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A l l but two of Rimbaud's poems on the Franco-Prussian war 

are s a t i r i c a l . They are evidence of h i s disgust at the c a l l o u s 

ness of those i n power who needlessly throw away l i v e s i n war 

and of p o l i t i c a l views which accord w e l l w i t h the poems on the 

Commune. The two exceptions are 'Le Dormeur du v a l ' and 'Les 

Corbeaux'. The f i r s t of these i s one of Rimbaud's most 

anthologised poems - perhaps because i t i s s u i t a b l e f o r the eyes 

of schoolchildren? - and i f anything i t i s i n the curious 

p o s i t i o n of being neglected through over-exposure. The sonnet 

i s b u i l t around a moving cont r a s t between the beauty of l i f e 

and nature evoked i n the f i r s t two stanzas and the r e a l i s a t i o n 

i n the l a s t two stanzas t h a t the young s o l d i e r i s not sleeping 

but dead, culminating i n the celebrated and b r u t a l l y simple 

statement: 

I I a deux trous rouges au cSte d r o i t . 

Few things i n d i c a t e b e t t e r the d e f i c i e n c i e s of t r a d i t i o n a l French 

poe t i c r h e t o r i c than a contrast between poetic declarations of 

the f u t i l i t y and waste of war, such as that by Madame Ackermann 

quoted e a r l i e r i n t h i s s e c t i o n , and Rimbaud's deceptively simple 

and almost s o t t o voce poem. I n order b e t t e r t o express the 

s t i l l n e s s and sensual unawareness of death the e a r l i e r p a r t of 

the poem i s devoted t o an almost magical formulation of the 

co n t r a s t i n g q u a l i t i e s o f vibrancy and sensorial d e l i g h t . I n t o 

an enclosed green paradise ('un t r o u de verdure' - suggesting 

peace and s e c u r i t y ) a si n g i n g r i v e r flows^casting s i l v e r r e f l e c t 

ions w i t h gay abandon onto the grass t o which i s added the l i g h t 

of the sun sh i n i n g down from above the mountains so t h a t the 

t o t a l e f f e c t of l i g h t i s almost effervescent as i n Impressionist 

p a i n t i n g : 'c'est un p e t i t v a l q u i mousse de rayons'. The s o l d i e r 

i n the poem i s described p r e c i s e l y i n a way t o suggest t h a t he 

should p r o f i t most from t h i s environment. He i s young, w i t h h i s 



mouth open t o the l i f e - g i v i n g a i r and h i s head bare to the 

elements. There fo l l o w s a l i n e remarkable f o r i t s sensual 

image and an example of Rimbaud's colorisme: 

Et l a nuque baignant dans l e f r a i s cresson bleu ... 

In the same stanza there i s another reference t o the v i b r a n t 

l u m i n o s i t y : ' l a lumiere p l e u t ' . The youth of the s o l d i e r and 

the h i n t of death which leads t o the f i n a l e are combined i n one 

pa t h e t i c image: 

Souriant comme/sourirait un enfant malade ... 

The poem i s notable f o r the complete absence of any k i n d 

of commentary. This combined w i t h the masterly formulation of 

sensual experience makes i t a cle a r advance on the work of most 

of Rimbaud's elders and predecessors. A f u r t h e r instance of how 

Rimbaud brought t e c h n i c a l freshness t o what, i n other hands, 

appears as a hackneyed theme i s provided by h i s use of 

enjambement. I t enabled Rimbaud t o draw a t t e n t i o n t o some of 

the most expressive words i n the poem by casting them as r e j e t s : 

'd'argent', ' l u i t * , ' d o r t ' , ' s o u r i r a i t ' , ' t r a n q u i l l e ' . Rimbaud's 

a r t i s t r y i s also evident i n the symmetry of the poem w i t h the 

opening reference t o 'un t r o u de verdure' being balanced by a 

reference to a matching yet c o n t r a s t i n g colour, both o p t i c a l l y 

and emotionally, i n 'deux trous rouges'. The change i n the 

meaning of ' t r o u ' i s the only suggestion of irony i n the whole 

poem. 

'Le Dormeur du v a l ' i s an e x c e l l e n t example of how a poem 

dealing w i t h an aspect of contemporary r e a l i t y - the horror of 

war - which had always been acceptable t o the French t r a d i t i o n 

could be rendered more v i t a l and more emotionally moving by 

reference t o another aspect of contemporary r e a l i t y , the 

immediacy of sensual awareness, i n terms which already a n t i c i p a t e 

the p oetic impressionism which w i l l be discussed i n Part Two, 



Chapter Four. 'Les Corbeaux' on the other hand, i s a much less 

o r i g i n a l piece t e c h n i c a l l y and the present w r i t e r i s at a loss 

to understand those who see i t as one of the pinnacles of 

o r i g i n a l achievement i n the Poesies. The t r a d i t i o n a l tone i s 

set by the i n v e r s i o n i n the opening l i n e : 

Seigneur, quand f r o i d e est l a p r a i r i e ... 

and maintained through l i n e s s t r a i g h t out of the r h e t o r i c a l 

storehouse: 

Dispersez-vous, r a l l i e z - v o u s ! ... 
Sois done l e c r i e u r du devoir, 
0 notre funebre oiseau n o i r ! 

The very strong evidence f o r a date of composition i n 1872 

(42) leads one t o the question why, at such a r e l a t i v e l y l a t e 

date, Rimbaud should have adopted a s t y l e so t r a d i t i o n a l and so 

d i f f e r e n t from the o r i g i n a l p o e t i c medium he was by then 

beginning t o forge f o r himself. Was h i s i n t e n t i o n parody and 

d i d h i s reference to h i s Romantic precursors extend beyond a 

probable r e c o l l e c t i o n of the g r i s l y episode of the o l d woman's 

corpse beset by crows i n the b l i z z a r d scene i n Hugo's L'Homme 

qui r i t (published only a year before the Franco-Prussian war) 

to an i m i t a t i o n of t h e i r verse? This question brings us to 

the beginning of an idea of the complexity of the poem and t o 

some of the compensations f o r i t s t e c h n i c a l shortcomings. 

'Les Corbeaux' i s a p a t r i o t i c poem w i t h a t w i s t - or several 

t w i s t s . The poet t o some extent adopts the s t y l e of the 

Romantics but even more so t h a t of the popular ( r e l i g i o u s ) 

b a l l a d (which was one of the forms they had been l a r g e l y 

(42) See A. Adam's remarks i n Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes, pp. 
874-75. 



responsible f o r r e v i v i n g ) both of which might be used f o r a 

lament on the n a t i o n a l misfortune. The second i s p a r t i c u l a r l y 

s u i t a b l e f o r the q u a s i - r u r a l f l a v o u r of the poem. Yet the r e l i s h 

w i t h which the poet looks upon these funereal b i r d s : 

Les chers corbeaux d e l i c i e u x ... 

suggests t h a t one of the poet's i n t e n t i o n s i s i r o n i c parody. 

For the crows are not simply a reminder of a tragedy but a c a l l 

t o duty upon possibly complacent s u r v i v o r s : 

Pour que chaque passant repense! 
Sois done l e c r i e u r du devoir ... 

More than t h i s they are the symbols of devouring vengeance upon 

the s o c i e t y which threw away the l i v e s of the v i c t i m s of the war 

of 1870 who are alone t o be spared by the crows: 

Laissez les fauvettes de mai 
Pour ceux qu'au fond du bois enchame, 
Dans l'herbe d'ou l'on ne peut f u i r 
La d e f a i t e sans avenir. 

Thus regarded the crows are open to a f u r t h e r symbolic i n t e r p r e t 

a t i o n : they are the black vengeful s p i r i t s of the defeated 

Communards (or t h e i r f u t u r e d i s c i p l e s ) come to wreak r e t r i b u t i o n 

on the society whose actions, culminating i n the events 

of 1870, j u s t i f i e d t h e i r r e v o l u t i o n . Yet there i s a gloom 

of despondency about the poem which any r e a l hope of vengeance 

should have a l l e v i a t e d . The t r u t h i s t h a t the poet knows t h a t 

the crows w i l l probably remain a l l e g o r i c a l and t h a t the 

' d e f a i t e sans avenir' was not merely t h a t of the French nation 

i n the war but of the Commune and even more, of h i s own attempts 

t o make a success of h i s adventures i n Paris. We would thus 

suggest February 1872 as the date of composition f o r the poem 

which would accord w e l l both w i t h Rimbaud's pessimism ( i t was 

the time of h i s r e t u r n t o the Ardennes while Verlaine sought 

a r e c o n c i l i a t i o n w i t h Mathilde) and w i t h the wi n t e r landscape 

of 'Les Corbeaux'. Thus w h i l e Verlaine may w e l l have been 



r i g h t i n desc r i b i n g the poem as ' p a t r i o t i q u e bien' (43) i t i s 

c e r t a i n t h a t , even i f t h i s were i t s i n i t i a l i n s p i r a t i o n , i t i n 

volves an associ a t i o n of mood dependent upon other f a c t o r s . 

The s a t i r i c a l poems on the war of 1870 should present none 

of the d i f f i c u l t i e s o f i n t e r p r e t a t i o n encountered i n 'Leg Corbeaux'. 

The l e a s t i n c i d e n t a l of the poems i s 'Le Mai' which, despite i t s 

obvious meaning, has been misunderstood by several of the c r i t i c s 

i n c l u d i n g W. M. Frohock normally one of the more sensible of 

Rimbaud exegetes (44). The E v i l r e f e r r e d to i n the t i t l e i s 

surely God himself and h i s t e r r e s t r i a l representatives of Church 

and Monarchy. Rimbaud may w e l l have had i n mind the formula of 

Proudhon, a w r i t e r w i t h whose work he was w e l l acquainted: 

Dieu, c'est l e Mai 

To see the poem as a reference t o the God of j u s t i c e who w i l l 

take the side of the poor and oppressed i s a contresens not only 

on the basis of the evidence of the poem but i n the l i g h t of 

Rimbaud's contempt i n t h i s p e r i o d f o r orthodox conceptions of 

God. For him Nature i s the t r u e d e i t y and i t i s Nature t h a t 

has been offended against. The poem may be summarised as 

f o l l o w s : against a b e a u t i f u l backcloth ( ' l ' i n f i n i du c i e l bleu', 

'dans l ' e t e , dans l'herbe, dans t a j o i e , Nature!') men on both 

sides ('Scadates ou v e r t s ' ) are being slaughtered by the ugly 

and monotonous machinery of modern warfare ('les crachats rouges 

de l a m i t r a i l l e / s i f f l e n t t o u t l e j o u r ' ) . This i s being done not 

only i n the service but f o r the amusement of kings. I n the 

second stanza, i n a d e s c r i p t i o n remarkably s i m i l a r t o Leconte de 

L i s l e ' s 'Le Soir d'une B a t a i l l e ' men are converted i n t o a smoking 

(43) Oeuvres en prose compldtes, p. 655. 
(44) Rimbaud's Poetic P r a c t i c e , p. 5^ 



debris - the same men over whose c r e a t i o n Nature had taken such 

a c a r e f u l and r e l i g i o u s concern. This l a s t p o i n t i n t r o d u c e ^ b y 

c o n t r a s t ^ t h e i r o n y of the t e r c e t s . The God of the establishment 

who i s used as a j u s t i f i c a t i o n f o r war laughs, l i k e the kings, 

w i t h s a t i s f a c t i o n at the slaughter; he sleeps contentedly through 

the p raise and sumptuous worship of h i s followers only awaking 

to the sound of money wrung, i r o n i c a l l y , from those he has most 

maltreated, the mothers whose sons have been taken by the war. 

The p i c t u r e i s one of the e x p l o i t a t i o n of simple p i e t y and 

anxiety by a rapacious and h y p o c r i t i c a l church. 'Le Mai' thus 

combines the treatment of the war w i t h two more general 

aspects of Rimbaud's thought and work - his l e f t - w i n g republican

ism and h i s a n t i - c l e r i c a l i s m . Although not as i n t e r e s t i n g 

s t y l i s t i c a l l y as 'Le Dormeur du v a l ' , 'Le Mai' i s nevertheless 

much more advanced than 'Les Corbeaux'. The opening l i n e o£ 

one of Rimbaud's most j u s t l y celebrated images representing a 

f u s i o n of u g l i n e s s , ordinariness and modernity e n t i r e l y 

appropriate t o h i s subject. Again the use of enjambement i s 

f r u i t f u l . I n the second l i n e a sense-impression ' s i f f l e n t ' i s 

h i g h l i g h t e d as a r e j e t . I n the second l i n e of the t h i r d stanza 

the i r o n y of the worship of the f a l s e god, i n the place of 

Nature, i s stressed i n the c a r r y i n g over of 'Des aut e l s ' . This 

i s symmetrically balanced by the c o n t r a s t i n g p o s i t i o n of the 

worshippers i n the second l i n e of the f i n a l stanza 'Dans 

l'angoisse'. The modernist image of the opening, the m e t r i c a l 

freedom and the reference t o humble aspects of r e a l i t y ('leur 

vieux bonnet n o i r ' , 'un gros sou l i e dans l e u r mouchoir') are 

a measure of the distance between t h i s poem and that of 

Leconte de L i s l e . 



The remaining poems on the war are pieces of less 

consequence. However, i t may be worth remarking t h a t although 

one important poern^ 'A l a musique^ i s discussed elsewhere (45), 

i t , a l s o , i s t o be r e l a t e d to the war. I t r e f e r s s p e c i f i c a l l y 

t o the perio d of jingoism immediately preceding the d e c l a r a t i o n 

of war. On the 7th July 1870 a concert was given at C h a r l e v i l l e 

by the '6eme de l i g n e ' which included i n i t s programme Pascal's 

Polka-Mazurka des F i f r e s (46) r e f e r r e d to i n the poem as the 

Valse des F i f f e s . Rimbaud's reference i n a l e t t e r to Izojnbard 

of the 25th August 1870 t o 'cette benoite population ... 

prudhommesquement spadassitie' thus shows a con t i n u a t i o n o f the 

anti-bourgeois s a t i r e , s t i m u l a t e d by the behaviour of the 

bourgeoisie i n the face of war, already c l e a r l y expressed i n 

'A l a musique'. 

Turning t o the remaining war poems proper^we f i n d two 

deal i n g w i t h events from the e a r l i e s t period of the war and one 

des c r i b i n g Napoleon I I I a f t e r h i s capture by the v i c t o r i o u s 

Germans.. 'Morts de Quatre-vingt-douze i s a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d 

piece of republican r h e t o r i c a t t a c k i n g the h y p o c r i t i c a l appeal 

to p a t r i o t i s m made by people l i k e Paul de Cassagnac through 

t h e i r incongruous a l l u s i o n s t o the s p i r i t of 1792-93. The 

device employed by Rimbaud t o r i d i c u l e the l i k e s of . 

Cassagnac i s t o contrast the almost mystical s e l f - s a c r i f i c i a l 

heroism of the conscripts o f 1792-93: 

0 m i l l i o n s de Christs aux yeux sombres et doux ... 

w i t h the r e a l i t i e s of the present: 

Nous, courbes sous l e s r o i s comme sous une t r i q u e ... 

(45) See pp. 1^7 ISUf ̂ S . 
(46) See Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes, p. 858. 



There i s nothing o f p a r t i c u l a r note s t y l i s t i c a l l y i n t h i s 

w e l l - w r i t t e n but conventional sonnet l i b e r t i n . 

A more i n t e r e s t i n g poem t e c h n i c a l l y i s 'L'Eclatante V i c t o i r e 

de Sarrebruck' which recounts a r a t h e r absurd i n c i d e n t from the 

ea r l y campaigns of the war. An engagement on 2nd August 1870 

r e s u l t i n g i n enemy losses of two o f f i c e r s and seventy men had 

been blown up i n t o a major v i c t o r y i n v o l v i n g the p a r t i c i p a t i o n 

of himself and the Prince I m p e r i a l by Napoleon I I I . This poem 

f i n d s Rimbaud much closer t o the tone and s p i r i t of the Album 

zutique (and, f o r t h a t matter, t o Corbiere). I t i s a 

humorous and i r o n i c t r a n s p o s i t i o n d'art based on the 'gravure 

beige* mentioned i n the s u p e r s c r i p t i o n . Needless t o say the 

c o n v i c t i o n of Rimbaud's s a t i r e stems considerably from the 

b e n e f i t o f h i n d s i g h t ; by October 1870 w i t h France defeated and 

Napoleon I I I taken prisoner the Saarbrttcken a f f a i r could be 

seen f o r what i t was. The technique of i r o n i c j u x t a p o s i t i o n 

employed by Rimbaud i n t h i s poem i s s i m i l a r t o t h a t already 

examined i n connection w i t h 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...' (47): 

'apotheose ... sur son dada flamboyant', 'Feroce comme 
Zeus et doux comme un papa'. 

The Emperor i s thus presented as a comic hybrid of Roman 

i m p e r i a l grandeur and the i d e a l French bourgeois p a t e r f a m i l i a s . 

Indeed such a f i g u r e could only a t t r a c t the l o y a l t y of simpletons 

and c h i l d r e n , hence the use of the term 'bons Pioupious' and 

the d e s c r i p t i o n of the asinine s o l d i e r s and t h e i r behaviour i n 

the r e s t of the poem. The supreme ir o n y of the poem i s tha t the 

most pe n e t r a t i n g comment i s made u n w i t t i n g l y by the most st u p i d 

of the s o l d i e r s who i n response t o the cry "Vive 1'Empereur!!!" 

asks "De quoi?" Rimbaud has gone t o considerable t r o u b l e t o 

match the colour of the engraving: 'une apotheose bleue et jaune', 

'des tambours dores e t des rouges canons', 'un schako s u r g i t 

(47) See pp. 



comrae un s o l e i l n o i r ' , 'Boquillon rouge e t bleu', and cannot 

r e s i s t an extension of colour d e s c r i p t i o n i n t o a pun 'car i l 

v o i t t o u t en rose'. S i m i l a r l y the simple composition i s also 

made c l e a r : 'Au m i l i e u , l'Empereur', En bas, les bons Pioupious', 

'A d r o i t e , Dumanet', 'Au centre, Boquillon'. The reference to a 

p l a s t i c p o i n t de depart enables Rimbaud to achieve, q u i t e 

n a t u r a l l y , a degree of c a r i c a t u r e e n t i r e l y appropriate t o h i s 

s a t i r i c a l purpose. The l a t t e r i s also assisted once more by 

enjambements: the Emperor's apotheosis i s merely an a r t i s t i c 

convention as we l e a r n i n the r e j e t 'bleue et jaune'; h i s 'gee-

gee' i s portrayed w i t h comic inappropriateness i n the r e j e t 

at the s t a r t of the t h i r d l i n e , as 'flamboyant' and by the use 

of p a r t i c u l a r vocabulary r e f e r r i n g t o modern warfare - ' l a 

crosse de son chassepot' - which although authentic i s made to 

seem incongruous i n c o n t r a s t t o the i n e p t i t u d e of the troops. 

The l a s t poem on the war of 1870 i s 'Rages de Cesars' a more 

subtle attack on Napoleon I I I . At times the defeated emperor 

appears to be t r e a t e d almost sympathetically (as i n the t h i r d 

stanza). This poem i s perhaps the most accurate indictment of 

Napoleon I I I f o r h i s crime i s shown t o be 'carelessness' i n the 

Scott F i t z g e r a l d sense of the term, h i s i n a b i l i t y or unwillingness 

to r e l a t e t o h i s r e a l circumstances and t o those around him. 

This i s characterised by reference t o 'son o e i l terne' and 

' l ' o e i l mort' and t o the i n s u l a t i n g ' f i n nuage bleu' coming 

from ' l e cigare aux dents'. Paradoxically^the emperor's defeat 

and c a p t i v i t y has meant the r e s t o r a t i o n of l i b e r t y a f t e r twenty 

years of thoughtless orgy. This time of r e g r e t f u l meditation 

f o r him i s one of j o y , f o r the p©ftt. The weakness and help

lessness ra t h e r than v i l l a i n y of Louis Napoleon suggests t h a t 



Rimbaud i s a t t a c k i n g the f o l l y of one-man ru l e as an i n s t i t u t i o n 

r a t h e r than an i n d i v i d u a l . 

Indeed the one o v e r r i d i n g lesson t o be learned from Rimbaud's 

war poems i s p o l i t i c a l - not a e s t h e t i c . He i s against the 

p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l establishment of which Napoleon I l l ' s regime 

i s the epitome. He looks i n contr a s t t o the almost a t a v i s t i c 

grass-roots republicanism of the heroes of 1792. Thus 'Le Forgeron' 

i s also t o be grouped w i t h the poems at t a c k i n g , i n t h i s case 

i n d i r e c t l y , the Second Empire. Rimbaud's l e f t - w i n g stance becomes 

obvious i n the poems on the Commune. 

The Commune was the i n s p i r a t i o n f o r f i v e verse poems 

and i s also r e f e r r e d t o i n Une Saison en Enfer and probably 

the I l l u m i n a t i o n s . I t provided a precise temporal, h i s t o r i c a l 

and p o l i t i c a l focus f o r the f e e l i n g o f r e v o l t which Rimbaud 

had already experienced as a psychological phenomenon and which, 

i n a e s t h e t i c terms, he saw as the need f o r o r i g i n a l i t y and a new 

poeti c language. 

'Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n ' merits more a t t e n t i o n than i t 

has customarily received since Rimbaud himself c l e a r l y considered 

i t t o be an important poem. I t i s the 'psaume d ' a c t u a l i t e * 

which the celebrated l e t t e r t o Demeny of 15th May 1871 

and which Rimbaud presents as a p a r t of 'une heure de l i t t 6 r a t u r e 

nouvelle'. I t i s nonsense t o suggest t h a t the poem i s 

included merely as an antidote t o possible overseriousness i n 

the t e x t o f the l e t t e r . Why w r i t e such a s u b s t a n t i a l l e t t e r 

at a l l i f i t were not intended t o be taken seriously? This does 

not mean t h a t the l e t t e r contains no moments of s e l f - d e f l a t i n g 

humour. But t o prejudice h i s reader's a t t e n t i o n t o i t before 

he has even begun the l e t t e r proper by presenting a t e x t which 

i s not meant t o i l l u s t r a t e some at l e a s t of the aspects of the 

new l i t e r a t u r e he i s discussing would be absurd. On the other 



hand i t would be wrong t o expect the i n t e r c a l a t e d t e x t s i n t h i s , 

l e t t e r t o be f u l l y - f l e d g e d examples of the new language since 

Rimbaud i s t a l k i n g p r i m a r i l y about '1'avenir de l a poesie' (48). 

What one should expect then, i s a poem s u f f i c i e n t l y i n accord 

w i t h the p r i n c i p l e s o u t l i n e d i n the l e t t e r t o suggest the 

beginnings of o r i g i n a l i t y , enough to show that the poet may 

be on the r i g h t t r a c k . This i s what we have. Although there 

i s no evidence of voyance there are images unusual and obscure 

enough t o h i n t at the i n t e r v e n t i o n of t h a t other 'JE' i n the 

p o e t i c process. More important, however, and a p o i n t 

c o n s i s t e n t l y undervalued by the commentators, i s Rimbaud's 

in s i s t e n c e on Greek poetry and i t s harmonious r e l a t i o n s h i p w i t h 

i t s s o c i a l context. 'Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n ' i s c a l l e d a 

'psaume' which gives i t the same r e l i g i o u s connotation as 

ancient Greek verse and i t i s also, l i k e i t s c l a s s i c a l 

antecedent, i n tune w i t h ' a c t u a l i t e ' . As Rimbaud would have 

i t the poem, on a rudimentary l e v e l at l e a s t , 'rhythme l ' a c t i o n ' . 

Moreover (although t h i s i s p o l i t i c a l s a t i r e i t i s obviously 

d i f f e r e n t from the easy d i s c u r s i v e exposition of most s a t i r i c a l 

poetry of t h i s p eriod. The poem i s s u f f i c i e n t l y complex to 

r e q u i r e exegesis and may be summarized as f o l l o w s : The f i r s t 

stanza i s ambiguous; Spring has a r r i v e d as can be seen from 

the green p r o p e r t i e s of the suburbs vacated by the bourgeoisie 

i n the wake of Thiers and Picard's f l i g h t from Paris and l e f t 

wide open to the people's gaze. (Picard's property had been 

confiscated by the Commune). But i t i s also from some of the 

r i c h e s t P a r i s i a n suburbs occupied by the advancing V e r s a i l l a i s 

(48) Our i t a l i c s . 



t h a t another f l i g h t ( of s h e l l s f a l l i n g on the f o r t i f i e d p o s i t i o n s 

held by the Communards) announces a new l e t h a l k i n d o f blossoming. 

I n the second stanza Nature's i n t o x i c a t i n g sensual d e l i g h t s i n 

the month of May and the V e r s a i l l a i s a r t i l l e r y are combined i n 

the s c a t o l o g i c a l pun ' d e l i r a n t s cu^-nus'. Rimbaud does not 

d i f f e r e n t i a t e between suburban areas used by the V e r s a i l l a i s as 

a r t i l l e r y enplacements (Sevres and Meudon) and those which were 

the t a r g e t of t h e i r f i r e (Bagneux and Asnieres) since both were 

forced t o l i s t e n t o the sowing o f the m e t a l l i c seeds i n one 

capacity or the other. The t h i r d stanza shows j u s t how much t h i s 

poem i s t o be regarded as an ' a c t u a l i t e ' . We know tha t the 

a r t i l l e r y barrage had only commenced i n earnest a month before 

the date of the l e t t e r t o Demeny, which i s remarkable enough, 

but here there i s a reference t o an event whichcni^aniled the 

very day t h a t Rimbaud wrote the l e t t e r and presumably, i n p a r t 

at l e a s t , the poem. This was the/capture of the Bois de Boulogne 

w i t h i t s lake by the V e r s a i l l a i s : 'Le lac aux eaux rougies'. 

Unlike the Communards who are obliged to use ' l a v i e i l l e b o i t e 

a bougies' because p a r a f f i n lamps^were required as incendiary 

weapons, the V e r s a i l l a i s are a properly equipped army w i t h a l l 

the paraphernalia of the loathsome m i l i t a r y establishment: 'schako, 

sabre et tam-tam'.satirised, i n 'L'Eclatante v i c t o i r e de Sarrebruck' 

Rimbaud r i d i c u l e s these forces by making them seem disproportion

ate to t h e i r achievement - the t r a v e r s i n g of a park lake -

something b e f i t t i n g c h i l d r e n as the echo of the song Le P e t i t 

Navire b r i l l i a n t l y suggests i n the reference t o t h e i r u n t r i e d 

boats. The f o u r t h stanza l i k e n s the exploding s h e l l s t o yellow 

gems b u r s t i n g over the dwellings of the workers i n the l i g h t 

of s i n g u l a r l y strange dawns. This w i l l provoke the Communards 

i n t o going on a spree more than ever - an i r o n i c a l l u s i o n to the 

charges of drunken i r r e s p o n s i b i l i t y made against them - but one 



suspects the spree they have i n mind i s vengeance. The f i f t h 

stanza i n t e n s i f i e s the word-play already evident i n the poemi,'. 

Thiers and Picard are l i k e cupids gathering sunflowers: 'des 

Eros' i n v i t e s the as s o c i a t i o n 'des zeros' and implies t h a t 

i t would be an offence against the t r u t h as w e l l as pronunciation 

to regard them as 'heros'! But there i s a more s i n i s t e r side t o 

the word-play, f o r t h e i r business i s c u t t i n g down and capturing 

the troops of the Commune f i g h t i n g i n the Spring sunshine 

( ' h e l i o t r o p e s ' / ' h e l i o - t r o u p e s ' ) . There i s a continuation of the 

q u a s i - a r t i s t i c p a s t o r a l imagery i n the t h i r d l i n e of the stanza: 

Au p e t r o l e i l s f o n t des Corots ... 

With p e t r o l bombs (incendiary s h e l l s ) the V e r s a i l l a i s have 

created sky e f f e c t s t o be compared t o Corot's p a i n t i n g s . (An 

a l l u s i o n which proves, beyond doubt, t h a t Rimbaud knew something 

of contemporary p a i n t i n g ) . Their troops are advancing w i t h 

the devastating ponderousness of a may-bug or of Thiers's 

p o l i t i c a l r h e t o r i c ('tropes'/'troupes'). In the s i x t h stanza the 

V e r s a i l l a i s are the representatives of law, order and r e l i g i o n 

epitomised i n the pun 'Grand True'/'Grand Turc' (which i s also found 

apparent haven of the countryside Jules Favre i s p r a c t i s i n g h i s 

cr o c o d i l e tears o f p a t r i o t i s m . The penultimate stanza begins 

the warning of revenge. Although the V e r s a i l l a i s have t r i e d 

t o quench the f i r e s of r e v o l u t i o n by showering Paris ( w i t h p e t r o l ) 

the Communards remain as ardent as ever and the time has come 

to t u r n the tables on the attac k e r s . The theme i s continued i n 

the l a s t stanza where Rimbaud creates the p i c t u r e of the over

confident Ruraux caught w i t h t h e i r trousers down by ambushing 

Communards. 

forward piece of p o l i t i c a l s a t i r e the 'meaning1 i s only a r r i v e d at 

i n Corbiere's Gfe.la.vvtelle ) . I n the 

h/exe gesis may Althoug make the poem seem a f a i r l y s t r a i g h t -



w i t h some d i f f i c u l t y . With the evidence of a very b r i e f period 

of composition one i s even more i n c l i n e d t o see the obs c u r i t y of 

the poem as a r e s u l t of the spontaneity and concision of the 

images. Rather than a i d i n g d i s c u r s i v e c l a r i t y by expanding 

them Rimbaud adds t o the complexity through word-play. The poem 

i s even more remarkable when i t i s r e a l i s e d (as Gengoux indicated) 

t h a t Rimbaud has managed t o combine w i t h i t s other functions 

a parody of Coppee's 'Chant de guerre circassien' evident i n the 

t i t l e , the form ( e i g h t o c t o s y l l a b i c quatrains) and the pun 

'Grand True' (Coppee's poem recounts an anti- T u r k i s h r e v o l t ) . 

Moreover the basic thematic s t r u c t u r e of the poem i s based on 

the t r a d i t i o n a l p a s t o r a l treatment of Spring. 'Chant de gu,erre 

p a r i s i e n ' i s thus a complex poem combining p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n 

and l i t e r a r y r e v o l u t i o n and making a small but not i n s i g n i f i c a n t 

step towards the new poetry discussed i n the l e t t e r to Demeny. 

By f a r the most c o n t r o v e r s i a l poem which the reader may 

j u s t i f i a b l y expect t o be examined i n connection w i t h the Commune 

i s 'Le Coeur Vole'. A sensible exegesis - at le a s t i n the present 

w r i t e r ' s opinion - must assume that^ i n p a r t at l e a s t , t h i s i s 

a d e s c r i p t i o n of an i n c i d e n t i n an army barracks and i t s e f f e c t 

on a s e n s i t i v e adolescent. Whether Rimbaud himself had t h i s 

experience must remain conjecture but the basic d e s c r i p t i v e frame

work must su r e l y be accepted. We have chosen t o examine the poem 

at t h i s j uncture f i r s t because one school of thought has long 

considered t h a t i t r e f e r s t o an experience i n the Caserne de Babylone 

sonetime between mid A p r i l and e a r l y May 1871 and second, because 

our own i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , although i t r e f u t e s t h i s , f o r an altogether 

d i f f e r e n t reason would see the poem as being connected w i t h Rimbaud's 

'association' w i t h the Commune. The c r i t i c a l a t t e n t i o n paid to 

preoccupation w i t h signs of i n t e r e s t i n the occ u l t and w i t h meta-

'Le Coeur vol£' i s an e x c e l l e n t instance of how 



p h y s i c a l ambition (encouraged here by 1 abracadabra^-mtesques') 

causes c e r t a i n poems t o be taken out of t h e i r context i n 

immediate.reality and others, which could shed l i g h t on the 

more d i f f i c u l t poems but which appear t o be merely i n c i d e n t a l , 

t o be neglected. A major clue t o the meaning of 'Le Coeur 

vole' i s provided i n 'L'Eclatante v i c t o i r e de Sarrebruck' where 

Napoleon I l l ' s wretchedly s t u p i d s o l d i e r s are c a l l e d 'pioupious'. 

I n the l a t e r poem Rimbaud uses the ad j e c t i v e 'pioupiesques'. 

We are already p a r t of the way t o a s o l u t i o n from t h i s evidence 

alone. I f one considers next t h a t another ' i n c i d e n t a l ' poem, 

'Chant de guerre parisien'^ ^ ' w r i t t e n a f t e r 'Le Coeur vole' (as 

i t onfljkt have been since i t r e f e r s t o an event <&,*«J»vyj lJ>May 1871 

and the l e t t e r c o n t a i n i n g 'Le Coeur vole' was w r i t t e n on 13 

May 1871) and yet demonstrates f u l l - b l o o d e d support f o r the 

Communard forces, scarcely congruous w i t h a nauseating experience 

at the hands of Commune troops only a few days before, one aspect 

of the meaning of 'Le Coeur vole' becomes clear. I t i s a corro

b o r a t i o n of Rimbaud's a n t i - m i l i t a r i s m d i r e c t e d against the 

re g u l a r army, t h i s time stemming from a personal experience of 

the brutishness of s o l d i e r s r a t h e r than from a p o l i t i c a l a t t i t u d e . 

What the commentators seem t o have overlooked i s the l i k e l i h o o d 

(the present w r i t e r would say the extreme p r o b a b i l i t y ) of a 

traumatic experience w i t h druken regular s o l d i e r s s t ationed i n 

or near C h a r l e v i l l e , p o f ^ i b l y some months before the w r i t i n g of 

the poem. The f a c t t h a t we have three extant versions of the 

poem suggests a longer p e r i o d of gest a t i o n than i s obviously 

the case i n a poem l i k e 'Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n ' and helps to 

support the view t h a t i t r e l a t e s t o an i n c i d e n t when the army 

was s t a t i o n e d at C h a r l e v i l l e . Moreover the n a u t i c a l imagery was 

less prominent i n the e a r l i e r versions which were thus more c l e a r l y 

s i t u a t e d w i t h i n the framework of a barrack-room experience. 'Le 



coeur vole' would appear t o have been i n s p i r e d by such an 

experience on t o which was g r a f t e d the n a u t i c a l imagery 

(associated by Rimbaud w i t h y o u t h f u l idealism and which 

he was s h o r t l y t o cast i n d e f i n i t i v e form i n 'Le Bateau i v r e ' ) . 

That Rimbaud underwent such an experience helps t o explain 

h i s a n t i - m i l i t a r i s m . I t i s noteworthy t h a t nowhere does he 

describe the Communard partisans i n t r a d i t i o n a l m i l i t a r y 

terms. For him they were not s o l d i e r s at a l l . The Commune 

was the r e v o l u t i o n a r y manifestation of the people (symbolised 

by Jeanne-Marie) against established values i n c l u d i n g the 

m i l i t a r y system w i t h i t s d i s c i p l i n e , ranks, uniforms and pomp 
t 

which are r i d i c u l e d i n poems l i k e 'L'Eclatante v i c t o i r e de 

Sarrebruck 1 and 'Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n ' . The vehemence of 

Rimbaud's anti-establishment i n v e c t i v e , h i s p r e d i l e c t i o n f o r 

s c a t o l o g i c a l vocabulary and the s u f f e r i n g s of dereglement could 

a l l have been i n t e n s i f i e d by an event such as t h a t described i n 

'Le Coeur vole'. I t s i g n i f i e s the complete d e s t r u c t i o n of any 

romantic n o t i o n o f sexual love through an 'antithe"se aux douces 

vign e t t e s p6ren<lelles ovi batifol«nt les cupidons', as Rimbaud 

himself described the poem t o Demeny (49). The e f f e c t i s 

p e r f e c t l y judged and arises l a r g e l y from the d i s p a r i t y and 

r e s u l t i n g tension between the serious and d i s t u r b i n g content and 

the l i g h t even gay rhythm and form ( t r i o l e t s ) . C r i t i c s have 

spoken of the o b s c u r i t y , the mystery and the h a l l u c i n a t o r y aspects 

of 'Le Coeur Vole' as a sign of the coming masterpieces i n the 

Derniers Vers and the I l l u m i n a t i o n s . I n f a c t the imagery of the 

poem i s scarcely more hermetic than t h a t of a poem l i k e 'Chant de 

guerre p a r i s i e n ' . The d i f f e r e n c e l i e s i n the amount of external 

evidence the machinery of modern exegetical scholarship can 

(49) L e t t e r t o Demeny of 10th June 1871, (O.C., p. 255). 



b r i n g t o bear. I n the case of 'Le Coe,ur vole' t h i s i s 

v i r t u a l l y nothing unless one accepts Beltichofc's p i c t u r e of, 

Rimbaud i n the Caserne de Babylone which has proved so 

tempting. 

A b r i e f summary of the poem could be made along the 

f o l l o w i n g l i n e s : the poet has undergone a morally degrading 

and p h y s i c a l l y nauseating experience equivalent to sea

sickness ( t h i s i s surely a s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d explanation of 

the s t a r t i n g - p o i n t of the n a u t i c a l imagery i n the d e f i n i t i v e 

version of the poem - a phenomenon w i t h which a l l p r a c t i s i n g 

poets are f a m i l i a r , the germ idea from which other images 

grow and around which they c l u s t e r . Here the ship i s also 

associated w i t h y o u t h f u l innocence and ideals s o i l e d and 

needing t o be washed by the sea). The poet has been made 

p h y s i c a l l y s i c k on chewing tobacco ('caporal', w i t h i t s 

a d d i t i o n a l m i l i t a r y connotations). The t h i r d l i n e i s c l e a r l y 

the hub of the f i r s t stanza. I t must be the substance of the 

'quolibets' and the beginning of the scene described i n the 

second stanza. But what are the ' j e t s de soupe'? They could 

be taken l i t e r a l l y as r e f e r r i n g t o i n s i p i d army soup forced down 

the poet's t h r o a t to wash down the tobacco (or the ' j u i c e ' of i t ) 

i n h i s mouth. They could be tobacco-brown s a l i v a spat at the 

poet. Most d i s g u s t i n g o f a l l , they could be semen. I n the l i g h t 

o f the r e s t of the poem the present w r i t e r i s i n c l i n e d to the l a s t 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n , even though i t i s un f o r t u n a t e l y the most l u r i d . 

Whatever the precise nature of the trauma, and Rimbaud's r e t i c e n t 

lack o f c l a r i t y suggests t h a t i t must have been s i n g u l a r l y un

pleasant, i t gives r i s e to mocking laughter on the p a r t of the 

s o l d i e r s . That the event i s sexual i s scarcely deniable once one 

moves on to the second stanza. Some p r o t e c t i o n i s afforded the 

poet's emotional wounds by transposing the scene i n terms of 



Rimbaud's c l a s s i c a l c u l t u r e . I t becomes an o r g i a s t i c fresco 

or vase p a i n t i n g but the a d j e c t i v e 'pioupiesques 1 serves as a 

reminder t h a t i n r e a l i t y these f i g u r e s w i t h a tumescent membrum 

v i r i l e are no satyrs but 'soldier-boys'. I n both the Izambard 

and Demeny manuscript versions of the poem the t h i r d l i n e of 

the poem reads: 

A l a vespr^e, i l s f o n t des fresques ... 

The reference t o 'gouvernail' thus represents a l a t e r extension 

of the n a u t i c a l imagery but one which i s e n t i r e l y appropriate to 

the sensations being evoked. For what i s being described i s above 

a l l a drunken orgy. The poet's nausea i s not only caused by h i s 

degradation and chewing tobacco but by drink. The sea-sickness 

image i s a l t o g e t h e r f i t t i n g since i t i s part of a general sensation 

of r e e l i n g and spinning t h a t one would experience i n the less 

pleasant stages of drunkenness. Even i f Rimbaud knew nothing of 

the sea through d i r e c t experience at t h i s time^there are many 

popular idioms and jokes comparing i n t o x i c a t i o n w i t h a rough sea 

voyage which might have suggested these images. The 'gouvernail' 

i n question i s thus the w a l l at the back of the room on to which 

the shadows are cast; moreover i t was probably the one area on 

which the poet was able t o focus a t a l l ^ hence the relevance of 

the idea of s t a b i l i t y . I n a f u r t h e r extension of the sea images 

the poet c a l l s upon the waves t o cleanse him (as in.'Le Bateau i v r e ' ) . 

The a d j e c t i v e 'abracadabrantesques' presents no r e a l obstacle to 

exegesis; q u i t e c l e a r l y i t i s a synonym f o r 'magiques' - possessing 

magical h e a l i n g p r o p e r t i e s . The important t h i n g about the word, 

which seems to have been missed, i s i t s poignancy by association 

w i t h the vocabulary of childhood, the period of sexual innocence. 

Rimbaud would have known the word 'abracadabra' i n h i s childhood 

from s t o r i e s of magic and from i t s use on p r o t e c t i v e amulets. (50) 

(50) See Rimbaud, Oeuvres Completes, p. 891. 



The poet wants a r e t u r n of the magical innocence of childhood 

to erase the experience of h i s o r g i a s t i c i n i t i a t i o n ^ as i f by a 

s p e l l . The f i n a l stanza returns t o the images connected w i t h 

tobacco. This i s an instance of synecdoche or the use of epitome 

which w i l l be discussed i n Part Two, Chapter Four as the meeting 

ground between symbolic and i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c poetry. Although 

tobacco was c l e a r l y one o f the unpleasant sensations of t h i s 

experience i t i s made t o stand f o r a l l o f them. The use of the 

verb ' t a r i r ' with*chique' encourages one t o see the l a t t e r as a 

symbolic synonym of the membrum v i r i l e r e f e r r e d t o i n the 

second stanza. Such a usage might have suggested i t s e l f by 

asso c i a t i o n w i t h the other meaning of 'chique' as something unclean 

(a k i n d of f l e a ) which penetrates the f l e s h and causes i n f e c t i o n . 

When the 'pioupious 1 have s a t i s f i e d t h e i r l u s t , and i f the poet 

i s able t o recover from the p h y s i c a l symptoms of the orgy, where 

i s he going t o f i n d a m o t i v a t i o n f o r f u t u r e action? 

Those who have seen 'Le Coeur vole' as a symbolic poem have 

only h a l f understood i t . The epitomising tendency i s much more 

important. One piece of i n c o n t r o v e r t i b l e evidence i s Rimbaud's 

own d e s c r i p t i o n o f the poem as the a n t i t h e s i s of ' p r e t t y - p r e t t y ' 

e r o t i c poetry. Why mention j u s t t h i s i f the c e n t r a l experience 

of the poem (or the i n i t i a t i o n on which i t i s based) was not 

e r o t i c ? Nauseating d r i n k , tobacco and mockery are given a l l the 

unpleasant connotations which were p r i m a r i l y drawn from another 

even more d i s g u s t i n g aspect of the a f f a i r . Only the adj e c t i v e 

• i t h y p h a l l i q u e ' survives as an unambiguous i n d i c a t i o n of t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r aspect. 

Perhaps 'Le Coeur vole' should r e a l l y be counted among the 

poem r e l a t i n g t o the war r a t h e r than the Commune since, i n our 

opini o n , i t r e f e r s t o the regular army stationed at C h a r l e v i l l e 

or other nearby gar r i s o n towns. However, as we have suggested, 



2 . ^ 8 

understood i n t h i s l i g h t i t helps g r e a t l y to ex p l a i n the strength 

and the manner of expression of Rimbaud's disgust f o r the estab

lishment, of which the army was the instrument of power. I t i s by 

no means ina p p r o p r i a t e t h a t 'Le Coeur vol6' should be followed 

i n the usual order by 'L'Orgie parisienne!. 

'L'Orgie parisienne ou Paris se repeuple' was f o r long 

considered t o be one of Rimbaud's most s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d poems -

an outpouring of i n v e c t i v e against those who had j u s t put down 

the Commune. Marcel Ruff has very r e c e n t l y argued t h a t t h i s 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s i n c o r r e c t and t h a t the poem i s r e a l l y about 

an e a r l i e r s i t u a t i o n , the r e t u r n t o normality a f t e r the peace 

agreement w i t h the Prussians. I n e i t h e r case t h i s would be 

a Communard poem but obviously the respective merits of the two 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s have t o be considered s e r i o u s l y . An a d d i t i o n a l 

problem i s the r e l i a b i l i t y of the t e x t . I t seems l i k e l y t h a t 

Verlaine wrote i t down from memory some years a f t e r l o s i n g the 
is 

l e t t e r from Rimbaud i n which i t was contained. I t ^ n o t c e r t a i n 

t h a t the t e x t as we know i t i s e n t i r e l y authentic. Nevertheless 

since no unimpeachable t e x t e x i s t s one must base one's comments 

on what there i s a v a i l a b l e . However, i f one believes, w i t h the 

present w r i t e r , t h a t the poem r e f e r s t o Paris a f t e r the suppression 

of the Commune, a possible explanation of some of the poem's 

lack of o r i g i n a l i t y and i t s debt t o t r a d i t i o n a l r h e t o r i c may be 

thetteonstruction work undertaken by Verlaine and Van i e r . One 

i s only too w e l l aware of the former's prodigious a b i l i t y 'to t u r n 

a stanza' i n t r a d i t i o n a l r h e t o r i c . Much of h i s own minor poetry 

i s i n t h i s s t y l e . 

The most obvious explanation of the divergence of i n t e r p r e t a t i o n s 

of the poem i s t h a t i t i n e v i t a b l y describes both periods i n question. 

Indeed t h a t i s our own view. I n a few months Paris has undergone 

a double d i s a s t e r y et n e i t h e r tragedy has a l t e r e d the behaviour 



and l i f e - s t y l e of the r u l i n g classes. Thus, although the poem 

i s a verbal assault upon the v i c t o r i o u s V e r s a i l l a i s i t . q u i t e 

n a t u r a l l y , i n one or two instances, may be held to r e f e r t o 

the siege by the Prussians. There i s a f u r t h e r reason f o r 

the apparently t r a d i t i o n a l s t y l e o f the poem which the commentators 

have overlooked. The debt t o Leconte de L i s l e and Hugo i s 

obvious and has been noted i n a l l the c r i t i c a l e d i t i o n s but 

there have been few explanations of Rimbaud's reasons f o r 

being so u n t y p i c a l l y d e r i v a t i v e . 'L'Orgie parisienne i s 

not the work of a p l a g i a r i s t i t i s an example of d e l i b e r a t e 

and conscious c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . What Rimbaud has done i s t o 

use the monumental r h e t o r i c associated w i t h n a t i o n a l defeat 

at the hands of a r u t h l e s s enemy ('Le Sacre de Paris') or the 

t y r a n n i c a l oppression of a usurper (Les Ch&timents (51)) i n an 

h i s t o r i c a l l y i r o n i c context. This d i s a s t e r i s the crushing of 

the people by so-called p a t r i o t s and even so-called republicans 

w i t h a b a r b a r i t y and a thoroughness which surpasses th a t of an 

enemy i n war or a t y r a n t seeking t o dispose of opposition. 

What are the reasons f o r r e j e c t i n g Marcel Ruff's i n t e r p r e t a t i o n 

of the poem, an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n which we now see i s supported by 

Antoine Adam? Perhaps the most important i s the date of the poem. 

I n order t o support h i s argument Monsieur Ruff proposes a date 

e a r l i e r than the t r a d i t i o n a l l y accepted end of May 1871. This, 

he maintains, explains the d e r i v a t i v e nature of the s t y l e of the 

poem. As we have attempted t o show there are other explanations 

f o r the s t y l i s t i c c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the poem. However there i s 

(51) I n the celebrated l e t t e r of 15th May 1871 Rimbaud wrote 
t o Demeny: 'J'ai Les Chatiments sous main'. (O.C., p. 253). 



less c o n t r o v e r s i a l evidence which s t r o n g l y supports the 

date u s u a l l y accepted. We know on Rimbaud's own admission 

t h a t he was reading Les Chatiments i n May 1871 and t h i s 

accords p e r f e c t l y w i t h the a l l u s i o n t o Hugo's poetry i n 

'L'Orgie parisienne'. There are words and phrases i n the poem 

reminiscent of poems w r i t t e n i n May 1871 or l a t e r . One 

t h i n k s o f 'baver' i n the f i f t h stanza and the 'stupides 

hoquets' i n the s i x t h stanza which echo 'Le Coeur vole'. 

Moreover, although the v e r s i f i c a t i o n and the declamatory 

rhythm are Hugolian the vocabulary i s of a richness close 

to the verbal exuberance of 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete'and 

'Le Bateau i v r e ' . Yet supposing the poem was w r i t t e n i n 

May 1871 and s t i l l r e f e r s t o Paris a f t e r the Prussian siege 

had been l i f t e d ? This i s exceedingly u n l i k e l y . Confronted 

w i t h the events of the 'semaine sanglante' Rimbaud would 

ha r d l y have been i n c l i n e d t o d i v e r t h i s a t t e n t i o n t o an e a r l i e r 

s i t u a t i o n . I n any event the r e t u r n of the r u l i n g classes t o 

Paris a f t e r the Prussian siege i s a scarcely i d e n t i f i a b l e moment 

and one which i s h i s t o r i c a l l y dubious. Most of the bourgeoisie 

were i n s i d e Paris during the siege and we know from contemporary 

s a t i r i c a l a r t i c l e s and poems t h a t the most offensive phenomenon 

as f a r as l e f t - w i n g sympathisers at t h i s time were concerned 

was not an exodus of the w e a l t h i e r bourgeoisie but t h e i r 

continued a b i l i t y t o eat reasonably w e l l (at a p r i c e only they 

could a f f o r d ) i n famous restaurants and even t o f l a u n t t h e i r 

wealth. Indeed i t has been suggested t h a t d i s p a r i t i e s of t h i s 

k i n d , suddenly brought i n t o sharper focus, were one of the causes 

An examination of the poem w i l l also, i n c i d e n t a l l y , b r i n g 

to l i g h t other reasons f o r r e j e c t i n g Ruff's hypothesis. The 

opening stanza describes the r e t u r n by r a i l of the V e r s a i l l a i s 

of the Commune i n s u r r e c t i o n 



c a s t i g a t e d as 'r&ches! 1. The verb 'degorger' betokens a' 

vehement antipathy of a s t r e n g t h disproportionate t o the event 

which Ruff and Adam would have us be l i e v e was the p o i n t de 

depart of the poem; 'degorger 1 also suggests the verb 'tSgorger' 

which i s an e n t i r e l y appropriate echo i n view of the events of 

' l a semaine sanglante'. I t required a l l the sun's energy t o 

keep l i g h t the boulevards darkened by the 'Barbares' - a term 

used by Leconte de L i s l e t o r e f e r t o the Prussians but which 

Rimbaud through the context implies might also r e f e r t o the 

V e r s a i l l a i s . Twice Paris has been subjected t o h u m i l i a t i o n . 

Like a western Jerusalem she stands nonetheless g l o r i o u s amidst 

her r u i n s . There i s an i r o n y i n the opening stanza which seems 

t o have eluded the commentators. Anti-Communards l i k e Leconte 

de L i s l e had p i c t u r e d Paris as a holy c i t y desecrated by the Teutonic 

barbarians, yet they themselves were t o condone ( i f only by t h e i r 

s i l e n c e ) a t r o c i t i e s f a r worse than those committed by the Prussians. 

The same p i c t u r e of a holy c i t y being desecrated had been used 

as a propaganda weapon by the V e r s a i l l a i s against the i c o n o c l a s t i c 

Communards. The opening stanza thus incorporates an a l l u s i o n 

t o r e l i g i o n as one o f the p i l l a r s of the establishment, (liven though 

w r i t e r s l i k e Leconte de L i s l e had used such terminology as an 

image of the c u l t u r a l preeminence of Paris there had been much 

propaganda associating r i g h t - w i n g p a t r i o t i s m , and l a t e r a n t i -

Communard f e e l i n g , w i t h Catholicism). I n the second stanza the 

poet reassures the V e r s a i l l a i s t h a t there i s no need to worry 

about a renewal of f i r e s which w i l l be c a r e f u l l y guarded against. 

This i s a doubly barbed a l l u s i o n t o the Communard incendiaries 

responsible f o r destroying much bourgeois property and t o the 

fire-bombs w i t h which the V e r s a i l l a i s forces bombarded the working-

class d i s t r i c t s o f P a r i s . One i s i n c l i n e d t o t h i n k , given the 

opulence of the d e s c r i p t i o n i n the t h i r d l i n e and the p o l i t i c a l 



associations of the noun 'rougeur' i n the l a s t l i n e , t h a t , 

contrary t o what has u s u a l l y been supposed, the p r i n c i p a l 

a l l u s i o n i n t h i s stanza i s i n f a c t t o the recent a c t i v i t i e s 

of the Communards and t h a t the stanza c o n s t i t u t e s a v e i l e d t h r e a t 

of renewed a c t i v i t y already h i n t e d at i n i t s opening l i n e . I n 

the t h i r d stanza the idea i s momentarily continued -

'les p a l a i s morts' are imposing b u i l d i n g s , not simply f as has 

been supposed^left vacant when the bourgeois f l e d Paris (since 

t h i s would make nonsense of the present tense i n 'Cachez') but 

gutted by the a c t i v i t y of the Communards ( t o be described i n 

'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie') and now hidden from view behind 

planks l e s t they be a reminder of the e r s t w h i l e success of the 

u p r i s i n g . The second h a l f of the stanza introduces the theme 

of the orgy w i t h i t s reference t o a horde of p r o s t i t u t e s w i t h 

dyed red h a i r emerging t o s a t i s f y t h e i r well-to-do patrons now 

returned to P a r i s . The f o u r t h stanza pursues t h i s theme i n 

terms which r e q u i r e l i t t l e comment. I t i s clear t h a t Rimbaud 

has i n mind prosperous c l i e n t s from the phrase 'des maisons 

d'or'. The opening l i n e represents one of the peaks of 

achievement i n Rimbaud's quest f o r repulsive images. The very 

end of the stanza leads t o a daring enjambement w i t h the next 

stanza t r e a t i n g the theme of d r i n k . This f i f t h stanza makes 

the connection between e a r l y morning d r i n k i n g and the hour 

o f greatest male sexual arousal. With glazed eyes as though 

already i n a s t a t e of paroxysm the e a r l y morning t i p p l e r s dream 

of the orgy ahead. I n the s i x t h stanza Paris i s p e r s o n i f i e d 

as the u l t i m a t e p r o s t i t u t e : 

... l a Reine aux fesses cascadantes ! 

i n whose honour her devotees d r i n k themselves i n t o a c o n d i t i o n 

where they are l i k e automata moved by '1'action des stupides 

hoquets de*chirants' „ Evening w i l l see the same reprobates 



s p r i n g i n t o sexual a c t i v i t y 0 The words used by Rimbaud could, 

as c r i t i c s have pointed out, apply very e a s i l y t o the aged 

supporters of the status quo, (Thiers was 74 years o l d i n 

1871)„ Hugo had w r i t t e n i n very s i m i l a r terms of the supporters 

of Louis Napoleon i n Les Chlttiments, The seventh stanza i s a 

d e s c r i p t i o n i n terms of f i l t h and stench of the 1Vainqueurs 1, 

as Rimbaud i r o n i c a l l y c a l l s the V e r s a i l l a i s , That the poem i s 

to a considerable extent a l l e g o r i c a l i s made abundantly clear 

by the opening o f the stanza : 

0 coeurs de salete „,„ 

I t i s the minds and hearts of these conquerors t h a t are r o t t e n 

and c o r r u p t . The ei g h t h stanza begins the most Hugolian section 

of the poem, a massive t i r a d e h u r l e d by the poet at the Ruraux, 

But before opening the i n v e r t e d commas the poet u t t e r s a warning 

which has been passed over i n s i l e n c e by most of the c r i t i c s , 

He i n v i t e s the v i c t o r s t o s n i f f the nauseating stench of t h e i r 

pleasures w h i l e they s t i l l can, f o r only the smell of the strongest 

poisons could make them o b l i v i o u s to the f a c t t h a t he i s p l a c i n g 

a noose around t h e i r tender necks„ The poet i s t o be t h e i r 

metaphorical executioner and, by i m p l i c a t i o n , the hera l d of a 

very unmetaphorical revenge 0 

The grand apostrophe which begins i n the l a s t l i n e of the 

eig h t h stanza marks a change i n the poet's a t t i t u d e t o Paris„ 

Previously described as the great p r o s t i t u t e i t i s now made clear 

t h a t she may s t i l l be redeemed, t h a t , indeed, she i s more the 

v i c t i m of rape. I n the n i n t h stanza Paris becomes simply ' l a 

Femme* (perhaps associated i n Rimbaud's mind w i t h the female 

par t i s a n s o f the Commune he so admired) , Paris may yet have a 

convulsion s u f f i c i e n t t o suffocate her ravishers. No amount of 

f i l t h and viciousness can enable the v i c t o r i o u s rabble of sycophants 

morons and deceivers : 



S y p h i l i t i q u e s , fous, r o i s , p a ntins, ventriloques 

t r u l y t o overcome Paris which has the experience and 

r e s i l i e n c e of a hardened p u t a i n 0 Ruff and Adam see t h i s 

t h r e a t as e n t i r e l y i n a p p r o p r i a t e i n the wake of the devast

a t i n g defeat of the Commune and much l i k e l i e r i n the period 

when the s p i r i t of the Commune was gaining ground. This 

i s t o ignore the widespread desire f o r revenge and hopes 

t h a t such vengeance might be implemented i n the not too 

d i s t a n t f u t u r e which those who survived the defeat of the 

Commune s t i l l e n t e r t a i n e d . C e r t a i n l y f o r Vermesch and 

h i s f e l l o w e x i l e s i n London t h i s was t o become one of t h e i r 

main raisons d'Stre. I t was such a hope which gave r i s e t o 

Verlaine's 'Les Vaincus!. The eleventh stanza describes a 

Paris v i c t o r i o u s over her ' c l i e n t s ' (demanding t h e i r money back) 

i n terms c l e a r l y r e l a t e d t o a m i l i t a n t Commune: 

La rouge courtisane aux seins gros de b a t a i l l e s ... 

Stanzas twelve to f i f t e e n emphasise the idea of r e s i l i e n c e . 

Despite the hatred i n which she has been immersed, despite the 

body blows she has received, Paris even at her lowest s t a t e , 

l y i n g h a l f dead and i n pain, r e t a i n s a glimmer of hope, a 

lo n g i n g f o r a f u t u r e t o replace her dark past. There has been 

a t r a n s i t i o n , s w i f t enough t o suggest t h a t Verlaine may have 

f o r g o t t e n some stanzas, from the idea of vengeance to a more 

d i s t a n t f u t u r e , an era of r e c o n s t r u c t i o n a f t e r the c i t y has purged 

i t s e l f . Paris w i l l receive new energy (the modernist image 

'remagnetise' a n t i c i p a t e s 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete ...' and 'Le 

Bateau i v r e ' ) t o overcome these ordeals. She may f e e l the worms 

which had invaded her h o p e f u l l y as though she were a corpse and 

the i c y f i n g e r s of her ravishers^now equated w i t h death,but she 

w i l l not be vanquished. Her progress i s as i n e v i t a b l e as the 

v i c t o r y of l i g h t and beauty (symbolised by the Cariatides which 



B a n v i l l e s a i d would never bow t h e i r heads and on which the 

s u n l i g h t streams from blue skies) over the forces of darkness and 

d e s t r u c t i o n (symbolised by the Stryx - nocturnal vampires). 

Although the apostrophe should end here^ at the close of the 

i n v e r t e d commas ythere i s no r e a l break i n the tone or the sense 

w i t h the next two stanzas. Although she has been hideously 

d i s f i g u r e d ^ t h i s r e s i l i e n c e and the poet's optimism j u s t i f y the 

exclamation : 

Splendide est t a Beaute 

Indeed i t i s the recent agony which has made t h i s supreme beauty. 

I n the face of the c i t y ' s depths o f energy and the s t i r r i n g s of 

the new age death can only grumble. 

This would seem t o be an i d e a l p o i n t f o r the poem t o end but 

there are two more stanzas which seem s i n g u l a r l y i l l at ease i n 

t h e i r present p o s i t i o n . One wonders i f they are connected i n 

some way w i t h the abrupt t r a n s i t i o n already mentioned. Did they 

form p a r t of the h y p o t h e t i c a l missing section ? Whatever the 

case the penultimate stanza, i n the present order, i s surely i n 

i t s e l f s u f f i c i e n t evidence of the u n t e n a b i l i t y of Ruff's exegesis. 

I t i s no wonder t h a t he ignores i t completely as does Adam. The 

'InfErnes', the 'Forcats' and the 'Maudits' can only r e f e r t o the 

defeated Communards. The poet w i l l take t h e i r s u f f e r i n g s and 

pro t e s t s and together w i t h h i s own i n s i g h t s i n t o universal love 

w i l l use them t o s t i n g those who would p r o s t i t u t e themselves f o r 

the r e t u r n i n g V e r s a i l l a i s i n t o the r e a l i s a t i o n t h a t they are 

bandits. The l a s t stanza i r o n i c a l l y juxtaposes the idea of 

the r e t u r n of ordered s o c i e t y (by r e u t i l i s i n g a s a t i r i c a l device 

already employed by Hugo (52)) w i t h the ominous s i g h t of the 

(52) I n s u b - t i t l e s i n Les Chatiments such as La s o c i ^ t e est 
sauvle and L'ordre est r 6 t a b l i . 



orgy i n progress i l l u m i n a t e d by the l i g h t of the gas lamps against 

the w a l l s stained w i t h blood from the f u s i l l a d e s of the previous 

week - another reference . S ^ f p i & i o v e r l o o k e d by Ruff and Adam. 

There i s much i n 'L'Orgie parisienne'which transcends 

immediate events and would make of the poem a v i s i o n of the modern 

c i t y t o be compared t o Baudelaire's Tableaux p a r i s i e n s . This 

w i l l be discussed below. (53) 

(53) See pp. ^Zj-^ -£0-
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No-one has challenged the connection between 'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie' and 

the Commune; i t s context i s cle a r even i f s t y l i s t i c a l l y i t i s much more advanced 

and d i f f i c u l t than a poem l i k e 'L'Orgie parisienne'. The most s t r i k i n g aspect 

of the poem i s an association we have already noted between p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n 

and attack on the l i t e r a r y establishment through parody. The poem i s based on 

Parnassian poets and Jeanne-Marie. As a l l the commentators have now r e a l i s e d , i n 

p a r t i c u l a r the poem (or r a t h e r p a r t of i t ) i s a parody of Gautier's 'Etudes de 

mains'. 'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie' thus foreshadows t h a t extravaganza of 

parody - 'Ce qu'Oii d i t au pfrete'. I t s theme, however, i s much more serious. I t 

i s a token of j u s t how c l o s e l y l i n k e d p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n and poetic r e v o l u t i o n 

were i n Rimbaud's mind t h a t he should enter i n t o parody and word-play i n a poem 

dealing w i t h acts of great heroism which he g r e a t l y admired. I n t h i s p a r t i c u l a r 

case the l i n k i s easy t o see. Gautier had been a welcome f i g u r e at Napolean I l l ' s 

court and the f i r s t o f the 'Etudes de mains' deals w i t h Imperia (whose name alone 

would have aroused Rimbaud's antipathy) who i s representative f o r Rimbaud of the 

Society courtesan associated w i t h Louis Napoleon's e f f e t e court. 

The opening stanza i s one of the most d i f f i c u l t , perhaps because i t does not 

lend i t s e l f t o exegesis by reference t o e x t e r n a l evidence i t has been passed over 

by the commentators. The reader might t h i n k t h i s i s because i t must be self-explanatory 

But i t most c e r t a i n l y i s not. How can the two con t r a s t i n g d e s c r i p t i o n s be applied 

t o the same hands?: 

Mains sombres que l ' e t e tanna, 
Mains pales comme des mains mortes. 

The f i r s t d e s c r i p t i o n would be appropriate for a peasant woman but less so 

f o r a Parisienne. The second d e s c r i p t i o n i s easier t o account f o r ; i t i s simply a 

question of a t r a n s f e r r e d e p i t h e t . I t i s not the hands t h a t are pale and death

l i k e , so much as the deeds they perform of which we see something i n stanza fourteen. 

Returning t o the f i r s t d e s c r i p t i o n one may see there a double image of l i b e r t y . 

Unlike her gloved counterparts Jeanne-Marie allowed the summer sun and a i r t o tan 

a contrast between the types of femmxne bea favoured by Romantic and 
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ie r hands. Kovr thoy arc also tnnnod by hor r e v o l u t i o n a r y a c t i v i t i e s ( a l l u d o d t o 

i a the second d e s c r i p t i o n ) i n dofenc* o f freodora - 'tanned' by kerosene i n her 

r o l o m a potroleugQ. I n her f a s c i n a t i n g account o f tb© wosaa partisans o f th© 

Consaun©, l o g Pqtroleuscig t Edith Tacnaas recounts too story o f Anne-Mario Menand who 

was known by the naiao J©airoo~Mario and was sentenced t o doath (a sentence l a t e r 

connmted) ao an incendiary. E d i t h Thomas Rightly posed tha question aa t o 

whether Rimbaud io r e f e r r i n g d i r o c t l y t o hor case i a tho poos*. < S 4* The f i r s t stanza 

concludes w i t h a possible but soon dismissed s o l u t i o n t o tho apparent paradox of 

tho two d e s c r i p t i o n s . Are they tho hands o f tho archetypal languid, d e l i c a t e fenalo 

beauty epitomised by tho g r e a t l y loathed Wuseot*o Juaaa ( i n *A Juana') isad© brown, 

as wo l«>ara i n tho eocond stanssa, o n l y by tho use o f ostotio jaako-up? This Hand 

of boauty would have bean doubly loathsosso f o r BJtobaud <na also i n tho case of Cau*ior's 

Xctperla) because of th© association w i t h tho Empress Eugenie, The ©vocation of 

other fonale handa io tho »ubj«ot o f the r o o t of tho fiarat half o f tho poon 

(Stanaao i - 8 ) . Are thoy hands uain& cosmetics manufactured from p l a n t s growing 

on w o o n l i t ponda (a Romantic p i c t u r e ) ? Or tho hands o f women from e x o t i c climes? 

(•dos cioux barbarea* Bounds Parnassian, tb© reference t o cigara and diamonds me^ 

i n keeping w i t h the adventure l i t e r a t u r e o f Romanticism). The a l l u a i o n t o r o l l i n g 

c i g a r s Kay, as Suaane Bernard auggosted, r e c a l l M@rlffiee'£> Carman. I t i s perhaps 

n o t w i t h o u t s i g n i f i c a n c e t h a t Marlmo. helped Louia Kapoleon t o w r i t e lov© l e t t e r s 

to Eugenic.1 Aro thoy tho hands o f a u p o r e t i t i o u s ftirle aaelsittjff tho aawiotance o f 

tho Madonna i n t h o i r lov© a f f a i r s ? Or tho hands o f a female poisoner o f tho I t a l i a n 

Renaissance? (Both t y p i c a l Ilomantic themes). Or g i r l s , i n a p a s t o r a l v i s i o n (made 

r i d i c u l o u s aa i a 'Co on* on d i t au ipooto i by tho i n c o n g r u i t y o f nodarn 

s c i e n t i f i c fominology and tho neologism 'bleuisons') chasing away insecto aa they cojae 

t o aaisplo tho dawn scent o f tho flowers? Are they tho hands o f th© i n t o x i o a t o d Persian 

beauties o f Parnassian poetry ('Khonghavara' i s an I m i t a t i o n Parnaaaian s p e l l i n g ) 

l o a t i n a t r a n c e - l i k e s t a t e ? Tho idea o f an absorbing droara i s r i d i c u l e d by tho use 
. , „. ... „....„_.. — _ 

(54) Op.cit., p. 207. The f a c t t h a t Anne-Marie Menand survived lends some support 
to our i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the p a l l o r of the hands which could otherwise be a 
suggestion of death. (This a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n may not, however, be 
ru l e d out.) Further evidence t h a t Anne-Marie Menand may have been the model 
f o r Jeanne-Marie i s the s i m i l a r i t y of Rimbaud's reference to 'tache de populace' 
to Du Camp's d e s c r i p t i o n o f her i n Convulsions de Pa r i s , I I I , pp. 113-114: 
'le visage t o u t p i o l e de taches de rousseur ... e l l e a v a i t j e ne sais quoi de 
sauvage 1. - • 
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of the t e c h n i c a l term ' p a n d i c u l a t i o n s 1 . These are not the hands of women from the 
East s e l l i n g e x o t i c f r u i t , worshipping strange gods and d u t i f u l l y b r i n g i n g up 
ch i l d r e n a f f l i c t e d by trachoma (as Bernard suggests) and 'lourds'^because they are 
s t i l l c a r r i e d and breast- f e d at an age by which European c h i l d r e n have been weaned/) 
Nor are they the hands of a v i c t i m of the i n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n such as the e x p l o i t e d 
women working i n a p p a l l i n g conditions described i n the ' s o c i a l ' v a r i a n t of Romantic 
poetry as represented by Barbier and some of Hugo. Such i s a very b r i e f resume 
of the f i r s t p a r t of the poem. 

The second h a l f of the poem describes Jeanne-Marie's hands as they r e a l l y are. 

They are the almost super-human hands of Jeanne-^Marie as p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of the people 

seeking j u s t i c e through r e v o l u t i o n - as c e r t a i n as machines, strong as a horse, 

crushing spines, inexorable and i n f a l l i b l e i n t h e i r working! 

Des Mains qui ne f o n t jamais mal ... 

With a l l the power of furnaces the only hymns they know are t o r e v o l u t i o n not 

the hymns to the C h r i s t i a n God which beg f o r forgiveness. Such hands w i l l crush the 

bones o f courtesans and ' a r i s t o c r a t i c ' women described i n the e a r l y stanzas of the 

poem. These are not l i k e the white and cafidne hands of a society mistress; these 

l i v i n g hands might be those of a peasant g i r l tugging r e l u c t a n t sheep (or even 

s l a u g h t e r i n g them by breaking t h e i r necks). They do not have the j e w e l l e r y of a 

courtesan but the sun decorates the j o i n t s of t h e i r f i n g e r s as w i t h a ruby. These 

hands are adorned by a f r e c k l e ('tache de populace' based on expressions such as 

'tache de rousseur' and 'tache de v i n ' ) caused by exposure t o su n l i g h t as one would 

expect i n a working woman as opposed t o the shielded and gloved s k i n of a courtesan. 

The e f f e c t i s l i k e the deep f l e s h tones given by bared breasts i n an eighteenth-century 

d e c o l l e t e dress. Yet these are not hands t o be ItLssed by an anciep regime fop but 

by a r e v o l u t i o n a r y . Jeanne-Marie's hands seemed marvellously pale i n contrast t o 

the bronze-coloured machine guns which she manned on the barricades. Now such hands 

worshipped by adoring r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s are sometimes t o be seen manacled - an allusion 

t o convoys of chained captive partisans. The heroines of the Commune pay f o r t h e i r 

courageous deeds w i t h t h e i r l i f e - b l o o d through t o r t u r e , maltreatment and death. 

'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie' i s one of the most advanced and complex of the 
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Poesies. Rimbaud has found a r e v o l u t i o n a r y p o e t i c medium as r a d i c a l l y d i f f e r e n t 
from the poetic t r a d i t i o n as the Commune was from the previous regime. I n p a r t i c u l a r 
one i s struck by the freedom of s e l e c t i o n and association of images, especially i n 
the f i r s t h a l f o f the poem, and the absence of the constrai n t of disc u r s i v e 
e l u c i d a t i o n . Few poems could be much f u r t h e r removed from the s t y l e coulant beloved 
by the bourgeois oppressors of the Commune who c o n s t i t u t e d the bulk of the poetry-
buying p u b l i c . x 

The other verse poem which we bel i e v e i s r e l a t e d t o the Commune i s 'Qu'est-ce 

pour nous mon coeUr, que l e s nappes de sang' which although i t i s included i n the 

poems sometimes c l a s s i f i e d as the Demiers Vers ( i . e . w r i t t e n a f t e r 'Le flafceau i\fre') 

may w e l l belong t o the perio d soon a f t e r the f a l l of the Commune (possibly June 1871) 

both on account of i t s subject and i t s v e r s i f i c a t i o n . I n t h i s instance there i s no 

obvious i n t e n t i o n o f parody t o ex p l a i n the attachment t o r e g u l a r i t y of form and i t 

i s thus a f a i r l y r e l i a b l e guide t o the date of the poem. Such a hypothesis i s i n 

accord w i t h the d e s t r u c t i v e vehemence of the poem - a v i o l e n t r e a c t i o n t o the overthrow 

of the Commune and a temporary sense of hopelessness. The poem takes the form of a 

debate w i t h i n the poet's consciousness. I n the f i r s t and second stanzas the poet 

t r i e s t o persuade himself t h a t detachment i s possible, t h a t anguish over 'les nappes 

de sang e t de bra i s e e t m i l l e meurtres, e t les longs c r i s de rage' and the desire f o r 

'toute vengeance' are f o r him 'Rien!' This i n t e l l e c t u a l s t oicism cannot be sustained 

and the end of the f i r s t l i n e of the second stanza begins a plea f o r comprehensive 

d e s t r u c t i o n worthy not j u s t of a Communard or even of an anarchist but more of the 

n i h i l i s t i c t e r r o r i s t s operating i n Russia i n t h i s period. P o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l 

systems, nations, armies even j u s t i c e and h i s t o r y are t o be swept away i n the wave 

of t e r r o r and vengeance evoked i f i the second and t h i r d s t a n z a s . ' I n d u s t r i e l s , princes, 

senats' refeis q u i t e c l e a r l y t o the supporters of men l i k e Napolean I I I . 

j u s t as the references t o blood and flame r e f e r t o the instruments of the Commune's 

opposition t o the establishment. The f o u r t h stanza i s enigmatic and seems t o b r i n g 

i n the net of Rimbaud's v i o l e n t scorn ' i n t e l l e c t u a l r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s ' , Romantic 

daydreamers. Perhaps there i s even a note of self-critiOSr\here f o r the reference 
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t o not having t o work obviously may be attached t o Rimbaud himself who saw work as 

an unacceptable concession t o n o r m a l i t y (as i n the famous l e t t e r t o Izambard of 

13 May 1871). From the f o u r t h stanza onwards the reader i s warned t h a t t h i s i s 

w i l d fantasy. We are brought close t o the i r o n i c r e t r o s p e c t i v e view of Rimbaud's 

re v o l u t i o n a r y experiments i n l i f e and poetry t h a t i s to be found i n Une Saison en 

Enfer, (which contains on the subject of work the exclamation 'J'ai horreur de 

tous les m e t i e r s ' ) . The very scope of the proposed vengeance i n the f i f t h stanza 

h i n t s at i r o n y but the use of the past tense i n 

Notre marche venge resse a t o u t occupe ... 

i s conclusive. The poet i s l i v i n g i n an e n t i r e l y imaginary and implausible f u t u r e . 

The s i x t h stanza continues t o develop t h i s idea of d e s t r u c t i o n on a cosmic scale. 

The c i v i l i s e d continents of the f i f t h stanza ('Europe, Asie, Amerique') are t o 

be overwhelmed by A f r i c a represented by 'Noifi inconnus'. I t i s no s u r p r i s e , since 

the poet has prepared us, when we are t o l d i n discursive terms t h a t the orgy of 

d e s t r u c t i o n i s e n t i r e l y f a n t a s t i c : 

Ge n'est r i e n ! j ' y s u i s ! j ' y suis t o u j o u r s . 

'Qu'est-ce pour nous, mon coeur ...' i s a revolu t i o n a r y version of the Baudelairean f 

(55) 

theme of the escapist dream shattered by the r e t u r n t o r e a l i t y . Revolutions 

i n more than j u s t a s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l sense f o r , as i n other poems we have examined, 

one may see i n d i c a t i o n s of a matching challenge t o 'establishment' poetry. There 

i s a p a r t i u c l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t example i n the enjambement between the t h i r d and f o u r t h 

l i n e s of the f i r s t stanza: 

. o . . . . . . . . . . . . renversant 

Tout ordre . „ 

Moving from Rimbaud's verse poetry t o line Saison en Enfer and the I l l u m i n a t i o n s 

one i s on even more contentious ground i n seeking r e f l e c t i o n s of the Commune. 

However Rimbaud's claim i n t h i s opening s e c t i o n of Une SaisOn en Enfer: 

Je me suis arme centre l a j u s t i c e i s t o be compared to 'Qu'est-ce pour nous 

mon coeur' (Stanza 2) and would seem to r e f e r t o his sympathy and support f o r those 

seeking t o overthrow 'law and order'. 
(55) As, f o r instance i n < L a Chambre double' 

* • 



• J u s t i c e ' i s a more ambiguous term i n French than i n English. I n English 

i t i s possible t o contrast law w i t h j u s t i c e , but i n French ' j u s t i c e ' i s used t o 

r e f e r t o the workings of the law as though the two terms were necessarily synonymous. 

Thus Rimbaud may w e l l have hoped f o r j u s t i c e through the overthrow of ' j u s t i c e ' . 

Later i n the same sect i o n Rimbaud seems t o be r e f e r r i n g t o h i s d e l i g h t t h a t Napoleon 

I l l ' s r u l e had been brought t o an end, and, (even though t h i s might involve the 

bloodshed o f war and c i v i l war) only t o r e a l i s e l a t e r t h a t the Prussians and then, 

e s p e c i a l l y , bourgeois republicans were a very questionable improvement on the 

previous regime. This a t t i t u d e had brought him t o place h i s hopes i n the Commune 

and t o see them dashed i n a paroxysm of violence: 

J ' a i appele'les bourreaux pour, en per i s s a n t , mordre la. crosse de leurs 
f u s i l s . J ' a i appele' les f l e a u x , pour m'etouffer avec l e sable, l e sang ... 

In 'Mauvais Sang' Rimbaud seems t o have imagined himself as a Communard p a r t i s a n 

f e e l i n g h i s own weakness i n the midst of (older?) men w i t h the courage and convi c t i o n 

t o advance against the enemy. Yet the re v o l u t i o n a r y r o l e , even martyrdom, t h a t he 

may have desired eluded him. The representatives of society are 'laches' not only 

because they suppressed the Commune w i t h great savagery, k i l l i n g many who were 

unarmed, but i n h i s own case, we may surmise, they created a s i t u a t i o n i n which i t 

was impossible f o r him t o be a Communard i n r e a l i t y , or t o f i n d meaning and purpose 

i n s e l f - s a c r i f i c e : 

Gu va-t-on? au combat? Je suis f a i b l e ! Les autres avancent. Les 
o u t i l s , l e s armes ... l e temps I . . . 
Feu! Feu sur moil L\tJ Ou j e me rends. 

- Laches! - Je me t u e l Je me j e t t e aux pieds des chevaux! 

Trapped by s o c i a l pressures i n C h a r l e v i l l e when he might have been i n Paris , 

sensing t h a t h i s own experiments have been a f a i l u r e and knowing t h a t the Commune 

had been crushed, the only p##spect l e f t was that of an almost unbearable r e t u r n 

to French bourgeois r e s p e c t a b i l i t y : 

Ce s e r a i t l a y i e f r a n c h i s e , l e set»fcier de 1'bonn^y/1*. 

A l l u s i o n s t o ̂ l|e Commune i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s are even more open t o debate 

and argument than those i n Une Saison en Enfer. There are grounds f o r i n t e r p r e t i n g 

'Apres l e deluge', i n p a r t and on one l e v e l , as a d e s c r i p t i o n of the suppression of the 



Commune. The l a t t e r i s t r a n s m i t t e d by association w i t h the age-old myth of the 

Flood, i n t o a p i c t u r e set i n a compensating dream-world i n which elements of 

r e a l i t y nevertheless s u b s i s t . For Rimbaud the overthrow of the Second Empire 

by the Prussians followed by the Commune was a p u r i f y i n g f l o o d ( t o be compared 

to V e w i l l o f s wish t o see France 'defaquinisee') which should have meant, and 

temporarily d i d mean, the re. .sttrgence of hope, beauty, freedom and happiness -

suggested here by the (rep r e s e n t a t i v e of gentleness) the rainbow and the 

spider's web. But the symbols o f t h i s beauty are almost immediately shown i n a 

st a t e of l i m i t a t i o n and r e t r e a t . 

Un l i e v r e s'arreta 
Oh! les p i e r r e s pre"cieuses q u i se cachaient, 
les f l e u i s qui regardaient deja ... 

The t i d e o f r e v o l u t i o n has subsided so t h a t men of commerce can r e t u r n t o 

t h e i r d i r t y p r o f i t s (symbolized by the ' e t a l s ' i n ' l a grande rue sale' and the 

renewed a c c e s s i b i l i t y o f the sea). An a l t e r n a t i v e i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of these l i n e s , 

even more c l o s e l y connected w i t h the Commune, would understand the ' e t a l s 1 

as bodies l i n e d i n rows i n the s t r e e t s l i k e butcher's meat and the barques' as the 

ships w a i t i n g t o take other Communards i n t o e x i l e . The more serious offenders 

Cor j u s t the less lucky) i n the eyes of the V e r s a i l l a i s were executed en masse 

(hence a b a t t o i r s ) a f t e r f i r s t being rounded up i n the only s u i t a b l e large 

b u i l d i n g s - churches ( w i t h t h e i r stained-glass windows). A s i t u a t i o n s i n g u l a r l y 

appropriate f o r the U t t t i - c l e r i c a l Rimbaud! Not j u s t men but women perished i n 

the purge (hence the reference t o ' l a i t ' ) : 

Le sang coula, chez Barbe-Bleue, - aux a b a t t o i r s , - dans les 
cirques C56), ou l e ^ c e a u de Dieu b l e m i t l e s fenetres. Le 
sang e t l e l a i t couleretfcfc 

L i f e has returned t o a s o r d i d normality (as i n 'L'Qrgie Parisienne'). Buildings 

damaged or destroyed are being r e b u i l t . (Les castors b S t i r e n t 1 ) . Fashionable 

drinks^ are again being consumed. Children, obliged by the h y p o c r i t i c a l bourgeoisie 

(56) The Mass i s not uncommonly described by Frenchmen unsympathetic t o 
Catholicism as 'cirque' or 'pantomime'. The image may be f u r t h e r 
explained as a reference t o domed churches. 
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t o observe a s t a t e of mourning at the n a t i o n a l defeat, look at p a t r i o t i c or r e l i g i o u s 

p i c t u r e s e i t h e r i n school or i n church. One c h i l d (Rimbaud) rebels against t h i s 

r e t u r n t o n o r m a l i t y and slams the door on school aid makes a gesture i n d i c a t i v e of h i s 

new freedom (weather-vanes are p o i n t e r s t o the four corners of the globe) which he owes 

t o the deluge, the a f f e c t s of which he s t i l l f e e l s : *sous l'ecla^awfee giboulee? 

Such an i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of t h i s p a r t of 'Apres l e deluge' (57) might lend one 

to expect an escape i n t o fantasy at t h i s p o i n t and i t i s tru e t h a t the r e s t of the 

prose poem i s of an o b s c u r i t y which appears almost impenetrable i n view of the lack 

o f p o i n t s de repere drawn from i d e n t i f i a b l e r e a l i t y . However there are close 

connections between the l a t t e r s ection of the poem and what has gone before of more 

than a e o n t r a s t i v e nature. The next paragraph and indeed the r e s t of the poem does 

i n f a c t pursue the theme of a r e t u r n t o n o r m a l i t y and i t s r e g r e t t a b l e and scarcely 

palatable consequences. One o f Rimbaud's most hefiietic and mysterious utterances: 

Madam E t a b l i t un piano dans les alpes ... 

may provide a clue. During the e a r l y i d e a l i s t i c , l e f t - w i n g period of the 1848 

Revolution suggestions were made Cto l4e mocking d e l i g h t of the Revolutions opponents) 

t h a t pianos be set up i n the f i e l d s and other places of work to make the l i f e of the 

workers happier. Some experiments i n p r o v i d i n g musical entertainment f o r workers were 

undertaken. SWf&f • u n r e a l i s t i c suggestions were again made i n 1871 by the 

'romanesques amis' tfestigated i n 'Qu'est-ce pour vous moh coeur „..' But these woolly-

minded i n t e l l e c t u a l s have now f l e d t o safe and comfortable places of refuge, such as 

Switzerland, leaving the only music being provided f o r the people t h a t which i s 

resounding throughout the newly rampant churches of France. Switzerland i s indeed t o 

(57) Antoine Adam's new e d i t i o n of the Oeuvfes Completes has brought t o the present 
w r i t e r ' s a t t e n t i o n an a r t i c l e , which he had missed, by Yves Denis i n La Breche 
(November 1965) which lends considerable support t o the i n t e r p r e t a t i o n suggested 
here even though the exegesis of the opening sentences i s r a d i c a l l y d i f ferent.ntflD 
Monsieur Denis's emphasis on a sexual i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the l a t e r p a r t of the 
prose poem seems t o be inappropriate and scarcely congruous w i t h the ' p o l i t i c a l ' 
content. 
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become the r e s o r t not only o f these but of the well-to-do generally. So much so 

t h a t the poet i s able t o speak of 'caravanes' departing f o r the 'Splendide -

Hotel' i n i t s ' g l a c i a l ' Alpine s e t t i n g . Rimbaud's dream of a v i r i l e new poetry 

i n tune w i t h progress has also received a setback since the l i t e r a r y establishment 

has returned w i t h the p o l i t i c a l and economic establishment. Hence the parody of 

Parnassian and Romantic poetry ( e s p e c i a l l y the p a s t o r a l e ) : 

Depuis l o r s , l a Lune en^endit les chaeals piaulant (58) par les 
deserts de thym, - e t les eglogVes en sabots grognant dans l e verger. 
Puis, dans l a f u t a i e v i o l e t t e bourgeo*ftmte, EuchajLs (59) me d i t 
que c ' e t a i t l e printemps. 

A l l i n a l l the spectacle i s too much f o r Rimbaud who c a l l s f o r a renewal of 

the deluge. I t i s p a r t i c u l a r l y relevant t h a t he should address h i s plea i n i t i a l l y 

t o a pond which w i l l overflow and f l o o d a l l around i t r a t h e r than e x t e r n a l forces. 

The p a r a l l e l w i t h r e v o l u t i o n w e l l i n g up w i t h i n society ( r a t h e r than dependance on 

outside i n t e r v e n t i o n ) i s obvious. The imagery of water, l i g h t n i n g and thunder i s 

y±n the reference to 'draps n o i r s et orgues'. 

A r e t u r n of the deluge i s t o be longed f o r . Since the floods have subsided the 

e r s t w h i l e r e v e l a t i o n o f beauty and t r u t h (symbolized by gems and flowers) i s no 

longer t o be enjoyed. The tedium has returned of what he c a l l e d i r o n i c a l l y i n 

'Mauvais Sang' ' l a v i e f r a n c a i s e , l e s e n t i e V de l'honneur'. The lOist a l l u s i o n i n the 

poem t o ' l a Reine, l a Societe' i s no more obscure than the r e s t of the poem. I n the 

present w r i t e r ' s opinion the he represents a f a i r l y l o g i c a l a l l i a n c e of the forces 

of p r i m i t i v i s m ( f c i i s aspect of M i c i e l e t ' s l a Sorciere has been noted w i t h reference 

to t h i s poem by Gengoux, Bernard and Adam) w i t h the s p e c i f i c idea of e v o l u t i o n . I n 

Qu'est-ce pour nous mon coeiir ...' . Rimbaud had evoked 'les nappes de sang et de braise' 

In 'L'Orgie parisienne' r e v o l u t i o n a r y Paris had been described as 'La Reine' and ' l a 

Femmel Thus, ' l a Reine, l a Sorciere q u i allume sa br a i s e ' i s the s p i r i t of r e v o l u t i o n , 

p o l i t i c a l , p o e t i c and metaphysical. This s p i r i t holds the key to Man's true s e l f -

discovery through a l i f e o f spontaneity and freedom but the ebb of the t i d e of 

(58) An a l l u s i o n t o LecowbatiULisle" s 'Les Hurleurs*? . "TVI ~* 
• < \U\% wvftTvw 

(59) Rimbaud may have been reminded of the name of t h i s nymph/while t h i n k i n g of 
the Catholic Mass r e f e r r e d t o e a r l i e r , . 
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r e v o l u t i o n means t h a t the secret w i l l be w i t h h e l d . 

Although there may be other references t o the Commune i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s 

these are, i n our opinion, i n s u f f i c i e n t l y c l e a r or i n s u f f i c i e n t l y extensive to 

m e r i t a t t e n t i o n w i t h i n the scope of the present study. 



The poetry of events twouf psftodl thus y i e l d s a r i c h 

harvest and any doubts about ' p o e t i c 1 as opposed to 

thematic i n t e r e s t are more than compensated f o r by the 

work of Rimbaud where the ideas of poetic innovation and 

p o l i t i c a l r e v o l u t i o n coexist and in t e r m i n g l e . 

Moi^f of the more general a t t i t u d e s to society of the 

poets w r i t i n g a f t e r 1870 w^lfc .seftt i n the l a s t chapter 

and other i n f o r m a t i o n may obviously be gleaned from t h e i r 

treatment of p o l i t i c s and h i s t o r i c a l events. However, i t 

i s worth considering t h i s aspect of t h e i r work s p e c i f i c a l l y 

f o r a few moments. 

01HQ, r e a c t i o n t o contemporary society i s not altogether 

unexpected and t h a t i s the attempt to match i n verse the 

thematic m a t e r i a l and preoccupations of the N a t u r a l i s t s . 

I t i s ©â e consequence of the neglect of the development of 

French poetry as_ a. whole i n the period 1870-85 ( a t t e n t i o n 

being focused on i n d i v i d u a l poets l i k e Rimbaud and Mallariae 

who are t r e a t e d as precursors of Symbolism rather than seen 

i n context) t h a t the very concept of 'poesie n a t u r a l i s t e ' 

i s r a r e l y encountered. Yet no o r i g i n a l i t y can be claimed by 

the present w r i t e r i n t h i s respect f o r no less eminent and 

venerable a f i g u r e than Gustave Lanson hajj a n t i c i p a t e d t h i s 

c a t e g o r i s a t i o n : 

Avec M. Leconte de L i s l e , l a poesie f u i t vers l'archeolog 
e t l ' h i s t o i r e : avec M. Sully-Prudhomme, e l l e s ' a l l i e a 
l a philosophie e t l a science. Une troisieme d i r e c t i o n 
r e s t e , dans l a q u e l l e l a poesie o b j e c t i v e peut se trouver; 
e l l e consiste a recevoir de l a perception exte'rieure 
l a matiere des vers, en sorte que l e moi n'y contribue 
que par sa representation du non-moi. Parallelement au 



roman n a t u r a l i s t e peut se developper une poesie 
n a t u r a l i s t e , t o u t appliquee a rendre les aspects 
de l a v i e f a m i l i e r e , de l a r e a l i t e * v u l g a i r e , meme 
t r i v i a l e , meme l a i d e . (60) 

I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t Lanson sees n a t u r a l i s t 

poetry as a f u r t h e r form of the o b j e c t i v i t y of the Parnasse 

and t h i s judgement t a l l i e s w i t h the usual c l a s s i f i c a t i o n of 

the p r i n c i p a l exponent of the genre - Coppee - as a Parnassian 

despite the most un-Parnassian nature of h i s poetry i n almost 

a l l other respects (61). There were several reasons why the 

poets of pe r i o d a f t e r 1870 should have been tempted t o 

incorporate elements of Naturalism i n t o t h e i r work. The 

f i r s t was the obvious success enjoyed by the N a t u r a l i s t novel 

i n which they no doubt hoped t o share, but there were other 

more s i g n i f i c a n t motives. Naturalism o f f e r e d a ' s c i e n t i f i c ' 

method o f w r i t i n g bound t o appeal t o poets i n an age ost e n s i b l y 

dominated by p o s i t i v i s m . Although t h i s r a r e l y extends beyond 

the o b j e c t i v i t y t o which Lanson r e f e r r e d i t may also be seen 

i n the themes and vocabulary of the early poetry of Laforgue 

and even possibly i n the t e c h n i c a l and anatomical terms 

used by Rimbaud (62). Sully-Prudhomme's preference f o r the 

accomplishments of science over and above those of a r t and 

l i t e r a t u r e i s of course another i n d i c a t i o n of t h i s tendency as i s , 

(60) H i s t o i r e de l a L i t t e r a t u r e franchise, pp. 1064-65. 
(61) Le Reli q u a i r e apart i t i s doubtful whether Coppee 

even adhered t o the Parnassian credo of c a r e f u l work
manship. The other poets mentioned by Lanson include 
V e r l a i n e , Richepin, Maupassant and Verhaeren. 

(62) Rimbaud was f a m i l i a r w i t h the poetry of Coppee and of 
Glatigny and from them may have p a r t l y acquired h i s 
t a s t e f o r everyday r e a l i t y and indecency re s p e c t i v e l y . 
His association w i t h the s c i e n t i s t - p o e t Charles Cros 
may have encouraged h i s use of t e c h n i c a l terms but these 
already occur i n poems l i k e 'Ve'nus Anadyomene' w r i t t e n 
before t h e i r meeting. The question of the influence of 
the r i s e of science i s f u r t h e r discussed i n the next section. 



perhaps, Bourget's t r a n s i t i o n from the somewhat unsuccessful 

attempts t o p o r t r a y the soul of modern Man i n La Vie in q u i e t e 

and Edel t o the a n a l y t i c a l Essais de psychologie contemporaine (63) . 

Naturalism, despite i t s a l legedly o b j e c t i v e treatment of 

r e a l i t y , tended t o confine i t s e l f t o c e r t a i n areas i n i t s 

s e l e c t i o n of the r e a l i t y t o be depicted, paying p a r t i c u l a r 

a t t e n t i o n t o the less prosperous sectors of society and t o the 

s o r d i d and ugly aspects of l i f e . This not only appealed t o 

the s o c i o - p o l i t i c a l i n t e r e s t s of some of the poets byt also t o 

t h e i r pessimism. Even before 1870 Coppee had begun h i s p o r t r a y a l 

i n verse of the humbler p a r t s of l i f e and society (64) though 

V i c t o r Hugo was s t i l l e a r l i e r i n the f i e l d w i t h many of h i s poems 

d e p i c t i n g s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e s . The growing a t t r a c t i o n of Naturalism 

a f t e r 1870 and the c e l e b r i t y of Coppee a f t e r the p u b l i c a t i o n of 

the Parnasse contemporain of 1871 won the poet of Les Humbles 

a number of d i s c i p l e s and i m i t a t o r s (65). Lanson, i n h i s 

discussion of 'poesie n a t u r a l i s t e ' , expressed doubts as t o the 

merits of the new genre and i t i s no wonder i f he had i n mind the 

k i n d of verse c o n t r i b u t e d t o the Renaissance a r t i s t i q u e et 

l i t t e r a i r e under the aegis of Coppee: 

E l l e e t a i t pauvre et seule, e t voulut r e s t e r f i l l e . 
De bonne heure, e l l e a v a i t adopte pour f a m i l l e 
Les enfants sans parents, delaisses i c i - b a s . (66) 

(63) I t was probably i n e v i t a b l e that Sully-Prudhomme, who was 
given t o w r i t i n g enormously long prefaces discussing the 
s c i e n t i f i c and p h i l o s o p h i c a l problems raised i n h i s poems, 
should ev e n t u a l l y abandon verse e n t i r e l y ; Bourget very 
q u i c k l y became d i s s a t i s f i e d w i t h the a n a l y t i c a l capacity 
of poetry becoming f i r s t an essayist and then a n o v e l i s t . 

(64) I n the I n t i m i t e s of 1868. 
(65) Even Rimbaud c a l l e d Coppee a ' t a l e n t ' i n h i s l e t t e r t o Paul 

Demeny of 15 May 1871. 
(66) Opening l i n e s of poem by Auguste B a l u f f e i n La Renaissance 

a r t i s t i q u e et l i t t e r a i r e of 31 August 1872, quoted by 
C o r n e l l , The Symbolist Movement, p.14. 
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Such pedestrian verse i s bad enough when i t confines i t s e l f to 

d e s c r i p t i o n but when, as Kenneth Cornell has suggested, the same 

treatment i s accorded t o an idea rather than a n a r r a t i o n the e f f e c t 

i s , i f anything, even more disastrous(67): 

A r e s t e r t o u t l e j o u r i n c l i n e sur un l i v r e 
On se f a t i g u e , i l f a u t de l ' a i r a qui veut v i v r e , 

De l ' a i r au cerveau l o u r d , & l ' o e i l appesanti. (68) 

The same themes were t o remain popular throughout the 1870s and w e l l 

i n t o the 1880s. Thus i n the second e d i t i o n of Goudeau's Fleurs du 

bitume, the t i t l e o f which i n d i c a t e s how e a s i l y the young poets 

associated Baudelaire's poetry w i t h the thematic m a t e r i a l of 

Naturalism, we read: 
S o i t ! - Vous etes venue a P a r i s ; sous les t o i t s , 
Une machine a coudre, acquise a ta n t par mois, 
S ' e f f o r f a i t de payer les termes du concierge, 
Et l e maigre repas de l ' o u v r i e r e v i e r g e : 

C'est a l o r s que l e diable a f a i t v a l o i r ses d r o i t s . . . (69) 

A l l the major poets of the period j o i n e d i n the production of 

poetry t r e a t i n g the humbler aspects of existence: Verlaine i n 'La 

Soupe du S o i r ' , Rimbaud i n 'Les E f f a r e s ' , Corbiere i n 'Le Bossu 

B i t o r ' , Laforgue i n ' I n t e r i e u r ' (70) and even Mallarme i n the Chanson** 

Bas (71). Naturalism f r e q u e n t l y went beyond the merely humble or 

s o r d i d spectacles of l i f e t o even less pleasant subjects and t h i s 

tendency, too, g r e a t l y a t t r a c t e d a number of poets. Thus w h i l s t the 

t i t l e of Richepin's La Chanson des Gueux might i n d i c a t e merely a 

preoccupation w i t h the lower s t r a t a of society the c o l l e c t i o n was 

found shocking even by devotees of Coppee. 'A Adrien Juvigny, 

quatre ans apres' i s t y p i c a l of a c e r t a i n range of vocabulary and 

(67) The Symbolist Movement, p.15. 
(68) Opening l i n e s of poem by J u l i e n Lugol i n the same number as 

the B a l u f f e poem and also quoted by C o r n e l l , o p . c i t . , p.15. 
(69) 'C havirette', Les Fleurs du bitume, 1885 e d i t i o n , p. 19. 
(70) Poesies Completes, p.318. 
(71) Oeuvres Completes, pp.62-67. 
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tone found among poets of the 1870s and those associated 

w i t h Decadence(72). This love o f the p h y s i c a l l y r e p u l s i v e , 

of the f r e n e t i c and of the obscene was i d e n t i f i e d by both 

c r i t i c s and supporters of Naturalism. I n Mes Haines Zola 

had approved subsequent events i n his d e c l a r a t i o n : 

Mon gout, s i l'on veut, est deprave'. J'aime les ragouts 
l i t t e ' r a i r e s fortement epices, les oeuvres de decadence 
ou une sorte de s e n s i b i l i t e maladive remplace l a sante 
plantureuse des e'poques classiques. (73) 

A belated review of R o l l i n a t ' s Les Nevroses captured p e r f e c t l y 

the character of t h i s brand of 'poesie n a t u r a l i s t e ' : 

Et q u e l l e mouche l e Chat n o i r a - t - i l f a i t de M. R o l l i n a t ? 
Une mouche b l e u a t r e , pompant les viandes p u t r e f i e e s , l a 
matiere en decomposition, une mouche de mauvais l i e u x . . . 
Ce q u i manque s u r t o u t a c e t t e poesie vaseuse e t purulente, 
c'est l a f a c i l i t e . Chaque strophe ressemble a une brochette 
d ' a s t i c o t s jaunatres qui auraient ete recolte's avec peine et 
empales d i f f i c i l e m e n t . Gluants et visqueux, i l s g l i s s a i e n t 
sur les d o i g t s ; mais l'empaleur a tenu bon: t u entreras, mon 
b e l ami! e t i l s sont entres, en e f f e t , plus ou moins 
eventres et rendant un peu de leurs e n t r a i l l e s . (74) 

Such poetry seemed to appeal t o i t s creators because of i t s 

power t o shock through unpleasant images or subjects and through 

improper language. At i t s most serious i t may be an i n d i c a t i o n 

of f r u s t r a t e d r e v o l t or of a deep-seated disgust w i t h l i f e ; on 

a l i g h t e r l e v e l i t may simply be l i t t l e more than the recording 

of a p r i v a t e joke of a more or less s c u r r i l o u s nature f o r the 

d e l e c t a t i o n of f r i e n d s . The poems i n the Album zutique, of which 

'L'Idole' i s a notorious example, are the best i l l u s t r a t i o n of 

the l a t t e r category. No doubt the admittedly not very strong 

(72) La Chanson des Gueux, pp.269-70. 
(73) Mes Haines (1866), Oeuvres Completes, X,p.62 
(74) This review, which dates from 1883, i s quoted i n Reboul, 

Laforgue, p.22. The source and author are not given. 



p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t such productions might f a l l i n t o the hands 

of some unsuspecting reader added an i n c e n t i v e t o t h e i r 

composition! 

Baudelaire was the one poet w r i t i n g before 1870 t o whom 

both poets and c r i t i c s a l i k e turned f o r a j u s t i f i c a t i o n or an 

explanation f o r the i n t r o d u c t i o n i n t o verse of the more 'decadent' 

aspects of Naturalism. The t i t l e of Goudeau's Fleurs du bitume 

has already been c i t e d as an example as w e l l might have been the 

sub-Baudelarian s t y l e of the e x t r a c t from Richepin's Nos Tristesses. 

R o l l i n a t also acknowledged h i s debt t o the masters of the/iew generation, 

p r i n c i p a l l y through the i m i t a t i o n of t h a t vein of Baudelaire's poetry 

which i s concerned w i t h p h y s i c a l decay and c o r r u p t i o n . Bourget 

saw i n Baudelaire the o r i g i n of the major tendencies of h i s epoch: 

the probing analysis of the darkest corners of the human p e r s o n a l i t y , 

the obsession w i t h sensation, the i n t e n s i t y of l i f e ( 7 5 ) . I n h i s 

a r t i c l e of 1879, Le mbuvement poetique en France, Jules Tjemaitre 

asserted t h a t Lamartine, Musset and Hugo were the three great 

French poets of the nineteenth century but conceded th a t Baudelaire's 

poetry w i t h i t s attachment t o * l a psychologie b i z a r r e ' ( 7 6 ) was 

e x e r t i n g a considerable i f r e g r e t t a b l e influence over many young 

poets. But there was another capacity i n which Baudelaire's name 

was l i n k e d w i t h the association between poetry and Naturalism; he 

was the guarantor i n poetry of modernism, which was held t o be 

an aspect of Naturalism. I n the a r t i c l e j u s t r e f e r r e d t o Lemaltre 

recognised the existence of a modernist movement i n poetry but 

does not associate Baudelaire w i t h t h i s , p r e f e r r i n g t o name Coppee 

(75) See the essay on Baudelaire i n Essais de psychologie contemporaine 
(76) 'Le mouvement poetique en France', Revue P o l i t i q u e e t L i t t e r a i r e , 

9 August 1879, p.121. 



as i t s leading exponent and seeing his greatest q u a l i t y as 

' l e sens de l a v i e moderne 1(77). Among members of t h i s group 

of what he c a l l s 'peinties de l a v i e moderne 1(78) the c r i t i c 

l i s t s Richepin, Bourget, Valade, Merat, Aicard, R o l l i n a t , Theuriet, 

Manuel and Lemoyne(79). There i s no denying t h a t the N a t u r a l i s t 

n o v e l i s t s d i d concern themselves exclusively w i t h contemporary 

r e a l i t y and i n the long term i t was not t h e i r s c i e n t i f i c pretensions 

nor even the a t t r a c t i o n s of the g u t t e r which were of great 

in f l u e n c e but r a t h e r t h i s concern w i t h present r e a l i t y . The 

jargon and manifestos of Naturalism and i t s association w i t h 

temporarily triumphant p o s i t i v i s m gave a new pre s t i g e t o the 

treatment of modernity i n l i t e r a t u r e , even i n the minds of those 

who would have been unconvinced by the pleas so c o n s i s t e n t l y 

u t t e r e d by Baudelaire. Naturalism has been seen as e s s e n t i a l l y 

nothing other than the f u l f i l m e n t of an etern a l human need -

the sense of the present as opposed t o the past or f u t u r e ( 8 0 ) . 

Most of the e a r l i e r cenacles and p e r i o d i c a l s of the years 1870-87 

were sympathetic towards Naturalism and only gradually d i d poets 

and t h e o r i s t s become aware of i t s lack of s u b t l e t y ; at f i r s t 

Naturalism was accepted as the most s t r i k i n g l i t e r a r y form of 

the modernism t o be found i n the other a r t s , e s p e c i a l l y i n the 

work of the pa i n t e r s associated w i t h the Impressionist school. 

There are numerous p a i n t i n g s by Degas which correspond e x a c t l y 

t o Naturalism's r e a l i s t i c d e p i c t i o n of the less pleasant 

(77) Ibid.,p.124. 
(78) Ibid.,p.125. 
(79) Ibid.,p.125-26-
(80) By Charles Beuchat, H i s t o i r e du naturalisme f r a n c a i s , I,p.19. 
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aspects of l i f e and the seamier parts of society. His Le V i o l 

was i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y i n s p i r e d by Zola's Madelftjne Ferat.(81) 

A number of the minor poets of contemporary r e a l i t y never 

progressed beyond a p o e t i c form of Naturalism; Verlaine (though 

there were t o be retrogressions) and Rimbaud showed signs of 

i t s i n fluence but moved r a p i d l y t o more subtle forms of the 

poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y ; Laforgue made h i s way through 

a decidedly n a t u r a l i s t i c phase before f i n d i n g h i s true p o e t i c 

s e l f . 

Part and par c e l of Naturalism was another r e a c t i o n t o 

contemporary s o c i e t y - d i r e c t c r i t i c i s m . I n i t s concentration 

on the less prosperous sectors of society Naturalism questioned 

the e x i s t i n g s o c i a l order i n an i n d i r e c t though nonetheless 

e f f e c t i v e way; i n i t s more provocative moments ' l a poe'sie n a t u r a l i s t e 1 

had represented a challenge t o bourgeois t a s t e and thus t o 

bourgeois values i n general. I t i s true t h a t the most v i r u l e n t 

l i t e r a r y manifestations of anarchism, r e v o l u t i o n a r y socialism 

and so on were t o be found not i n poetry but i n review a r t i c l e s . 

This i s true even of those p e r i o d i c a l s which welcomed new poetry; 

La Nouvelle r i v e gauche ( l a t e r Lutece) and La Revue independante 

though sympathetic t o young w r i t e r s were happy to see the most 

v i o l e n t l y anti-bourgeois or a n t i - c l e r i c a l sentiments expressed 

alongside poetry i n the Parnassian or Romantic s t y l e . I t i s of 

course possible t o argue, as has been done many times, t h a t almost 

a l l the important French poetry of the l a t e nineteenth century i s 

r e v o l u t i o n a r y , the disdain shown by Mallarme' and the Symbolists 

(81) Degas's p ^ i ^ , t i n g , more( properly c a l l e d , ,'Jnterieur' , dates from 
about 1870ii!...' Somewhat 'more tenuous link's have been suggested 
w i t h other a r t forms both by recent c r i t i c s and by w r i t e r s p;f 
the period. Even before 1870 Gasperini had associated Wagner's 
music w i t h the s t a t e of modern society; the Symbolists were to 
associate i t s l i g h t l y more accurately w i t h the modern p e r s o n a l i t y 
and the requirements of modern a r t , though t h e i r t h i n k i n g was, t o 
say the l e a s t , confused i n t h i s respect. 



f o r values recognisable t o the m a j o r i t y of the poetry-reading 

p u b l i c being as i n d i c a t i v e of t h i s tendency as anything else. 

D i r e c t s o c i a l c r i t i c i s m i n poetry at t h i s time i s , however, 

a r e l a t i v e l y minor though not i n s i g n i f i c a n t genre. 

Already i n the e a r l y 1870s Boucher, Ponchon and Richepin 

were composing t h e i r anti-bourgeois s a t i r e s . Bouchofs Chansons 

joyeuses and Richepin's Chanson des Gueux(82) were p u b l i c l y 

condemned, the l a t t e r volume gaining a short term of imprisonment 

f o r i t s author. Such works were seen t o be&dangerous mixture 

of p o l i t i c a l seditiousness and s e x u a l / l i n g u i s t i c impropriety 

by the a u t h o r i t a r i a n regime. A c t u a l l y ( t h e p o l i t i c a l content 

of these poems was by no means t h a t large or always th a t clear 

but i t was the mixture as a whole th a t was found t o be d i s 

t a s t e f u l , i f not downright poisonous, ra t h e r than any one of the 

in g r e d i e n t s . I n the 1880s and 1890s Laurent Tailhade wrote 

poetry which i l l u s t r a t e s both the d i r e c t and the i n d i r e c t forms 

of s o c i a l non-conformity i n poetry. His Le Jardin des reves 

of 1880, though f o l l o w i n g the precepts of B a n v i l l e as regards 

form, was t o t a l l y and d e l i b e r a t e l y opposed t o p r e v a i l i n g 

bourgeois t a s t e w i t h i t s accumulation of l i t u r g i c a l imagery 

and other excesses(83). Later i n the same decade Tailhade 

became associated w i t h Baju's Le Decadent, w i t h the mood of 

decadence i n general and i n p a r t i c u l a r w i t h the composition 

of pieces a t t r i b u t e d t o the e r s t w h i l e decadent hero Rimbaud. 

I n the 1890s Tailhade turned t o more d i r e c t methods of attack 

w i t h s a t i r i c a l verse of some violence aimed at the hypocrisy 

(82) Published i n 1874 and 1876 re s p e c t i v e l y . 
(83) B a n v i l l e himself wrote an en t h u s i a s t i c preface f o r Le 

Jard i n des reves. 
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and complacency of middle-class society. The dual nature of 

Tailhade's r e v o l u t i o n a r y i n t e n t i o n ( 8 4 ) i s c l e a r when the s a t i r i c a l 

b a l lads o f Au pays du mufle are considered alongside the 

c a r e f u l l y wrought sonnets and Le Jardin des reves which are 

r e p l e t e w i t h sumptuous imagery; i t i s through such a j u x t a p o s i t i o n 

t h a t one appreciates the t i t l e o f t e n accorded him of the leading 

exponent of 1 l e symbolisme fe'roce * . 

Social s a t i r e or the d i r e c t c r i t i c i s m of society was not 

confined to.the work of minor poets. The most consistent assaults 

against the materialism and p h i l i s t i n i s m of l a t e nineteenth-century 

France came from the pen of V i l l i e r s de 1'Isle-Adam. The f i n e s t 

expression of V i l l i e r s ' s scorn f o r the values of h i s age are 

t o be found i n the celebrated c o l l e c t i o n T r i b u l a t Bonhomet whose 

hero epitomised the confident but b a s i c a l l y ignorant materialism 

of the period. These d i r e c t attacks are, however, l i m i t e d t o 

V i l l i e r s ' s prose works. Of the major poets of the period 1870-1887 

none wrote more powerful or passionate t i r a d e s against middle-

class values than Rimbaud i n poems l i k e 'A l a musique' or 

'Les Assis'j and f o r a l l h i s l a t e r apparent d i s a f f e c t i o n w i t h 

p o l i t i c a l or s o c i a l issues such poems c o n s t i t u t e a s i g n i f i c a n t 

p r o p o r t i o n of h i s work. The l o a t h i n g Verlaine f e l t f o r the 

France of 1880, r u l e d as he considered by money, was openly 

expressed i n the prose pamphlet Voyage en France par un Francais 

(84) Tailhade was associated w i t h the anarchist movement. I n 1894 
he l o s t an eye i n a mysterious explosion at the Foyot Restaurant. 
This made him a l i v i n g legend. 

(85) '...l'argent pour t o u t argument, pour toute o b j e c t i o n , pour toute 
v i c t o i r e . . . ' Oeuvres posthumes de Verlaine,II,p.43. I n a footnote 
t o the same e d i t i o n (p.35) Louis Loviot suggested the influence 
of V e u i l l o t on Verlaine's tone and s t y l e . 
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which serves an an explanation of the fi^j^jSiin of some of the 
l a s t poems of Sagesse and c e r t a i n poems i n Bonheur and Invectives 
(86). Mallarme alone of the major poets of these years f a i l e d to use, 
or r a t h e r refused t o use, poetry as a vehicle f o r s o c i a l c r i t i c i s m 
though they perhaps a l l f e l t a c e r t a i n uneasiness at demanding 
such a r o l e of t h e i r muse; Rimbaud was the l e a s t i n h i b i t e d but he 
was more o f t e n absorbed by other preoccupations.^ A clear r e f l e c t i o n 
of s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e i mplying c r i t i c i s m i s also t o be seen i n work 
i n the p l a s t i c a r t s such as the early p a i n t i n g s of Van Gogh 
or Dalou's or Meunier's d e p i c t i o n i n sculpture of the l o t of the 
working classes which again o f f e r a p a r a l l e l w i t h poetry 

The treatment of contemporary society i s a usef u l aspect 

t o examine as an approach t o some of the minor poets of the period, 

notably Richepin. 

The p u b l i c a t i o n of La Chanson des Gueux i n 1876 was a 

l i t e r a r y bombshell; the volume was an i n s t a n t success - i n a 

scandalous way. Richepin was f i n e d and imprisoned f o r h i s out

spoken views on s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e and 'attacks' on t r a d i t i o n a l 

m o r a l i t y . Two poems, Ballade de joyeuse v i e ' and T i l s de f i l l e ' , 

and parts of three others had t o be removed from subsequent 

e d i t i o n s because of t h e i r dangerous blend of p o l i t i c a l s e d i t i o n and 

sexual l i c e n c e . The preface to the l a t e r e d i t i o n s retained, however, 

much of the o r i g i n a l venom; i n i t the poet described the Gueux as: 

La poesie b r u t a l e de ces aventureux, de ces ha r d i s , de ces 
enfants en r e v o l t e a q u i l a societe presque toujours f u t 
mara^tre, et q u i , ne trouvent pas de l a i t a l a mamelle de l a 
jnauvaise n o u r r i c e , mordent a meme l a cha i r pour calmer l e u r 
f aim. 

(86) e.g. 'Buste pour mairies' and Hebuleuses' (Invectives),Bonheur X, 
Sagesse I , x i i . 



I t i s d i f f i c u l t f o r the modern reader t o appreciate the alarm 

caused by the appearance of the volume and i t s o r i g i n a l i t y . 

Alexandre Zevaes has given an account of the impact of the 

work seen i n terms of i t s subject-matter: 

La s o l i t u d e des greves et des bas p o r t s , les huttes 
excoriees e t jaunes, l e s t e r r a i n s vagues aux maigres 
herbes roussies, poussant dans les tessons e t les ordures, 
les fours a p l a t r e , l e s b a r r i e r e s e t les f o r t i f s , l e pave 
clapotant e t gras, les rues e t r o i t e s e t montantes: v o i l a 
l e cadre e t l e paysage. Les c r i s : vieux h a b i t s , vieux 
galons; f i l l e t t e s q u i o f f r e n t des v i o l e t t e s , gamins 
quemandant l'aumone, v i e i l l e s femmes qui vendent 'du 
mouron pour p ' t i t s oiseaux' ramasse dans l a haie et dans 
le fosse; echos de cabarets et b r u i t s de glouglous; 
melopees d'orgues de Barbarie, dont l a vo i x lamentable 
tour a t o u r c h a t o u i l l e e t mord; v o i l a ce qui chez Richepin 
remplace l a chanson des p r a i r i e s e t les soupirs des bois. 
Au m i l i e u vont, viennent, c i r c u l e n t , rodent, s'aiment, 
s'accouplent, se b a t t e n t l e s gueux c e l S b r e s par l e poete 
- non pas les gueux de Beranger qui sont heureux et clament 
l e u r bonheur, mais de v r a i s gueux des faubourgs debraille's 
et depenailles, mais des voyous, des t i r e - l a i n e , des 
procureurs de f i l l e s . . . (87) 

The c o l l e c t i c n h a s three main parts as w e l l as a prologue and 

epilogue. The f i r s t o f these main parts Gueux des champs 

has three sections: Chansons de mendiants, Les PIantes, Les 

Choses, Les Betes and L'Odysee d'un vagabond. The main i n t e r e s t 

i n the f i r s t of these seems t o be m e t r i c a l ingenuity; stanzas 

range from f o u r to e i g h t l i n e s i n length and the l i n e s are 

between two and ten s y l l a b l e s long. Some of the poems i n t h i s 

s ection contain t h r e a t s against the r i c h . The poems i n the 

second section are among Richepin's e a r l i e s t and they have 

only tenuous l i n k s w i t h the r e s t of the volume; they are almost 

e n t i r e l y i n s p i r e d by c l a s s i c a l sources. The t h i r d section 

(87) A, Zevaes, Les Proces l i t t e V a i r e s du XIX s i e c l e , pp.202-03. 
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i s more vigorous and pungent. ' N a t i v i t e ' r e l a t e s i n 
H i I I J• Mil i i mMaMwwJ 

harrowing d e t a i l the b i r t h of a b a s t a r d d e l i v e r e d i n a 

d i t c h by a gueuse on an i c y December day, concluding with 

t h i s blasphemous r e f e r e n c e to the i n f a n t J esus: 

E t par s a mere au ventre ouvert 
Je j u r e , l e f r o n t decouvert, 
Que l ' a u t r e n'a pas t a n t s o u f f e r t ! (88) 

The second main p a r t , Gueux de P a r i s , i s g e n e r a l l y the 

b e s t p a r t of the c o l l e c t i o n . Valabregue considered t h a t 

i t made Rich e p i n the g r e a t e s t poet of P a r i s a f t e r B a u d e l a i r e ( 8 9 ) . 

The sect i a a of Gueux de P a r i s e n t i t l e d Au pays de l a r g o n j i i s 

f r e e from the mawkishness of much of the book and c o n s i s t s of 

b r u t a l , mocking v e r s e s about the endless war waged by the 

c r i m i n a l poor against the bourgeoisie. I t i s i n t h i s s e c t i o n 

t h a t Richepin came c l o s e s t to l a t e r chansons by Bruant and even 

by P i a f and Brassens. The l a s t of the main p a r t s of the book, 

Nous autres gueux, i s a d i s a p p o i n t i n g group of o c c a s i o n a l p i e c e s . 

Yet Richepin's verse i s not as modernkstic as one might 

expect. There i s l i t t l e i n Gueux de P a r i s to make i t c l e a r 

to the reader that t h i s i s a p i c t u r e of P a r i s i n the nineteenth 

century. There are a few exceptions such as *Balochard'in 

which trams and omnibuses are mentioned. I t was the themes 

t r e a t e d by Richepin and h i s apparently r e a l i s t approach that s t r u c k 

h i s readers as being modern. I n 'Nos Revanches' he d e a l t with the 

r i f t between the poet and s o c i e t y : 

Le bougeois digdre, gave, 
Ses t r o i s repas e t son b i e n - e t r e , 
E t r i t de v o i r sur l e pave 
Les poetes t r a i n e r l a guetre... (90) 

(88) I b i d . , p.73. 
(89) A. Valabregue, 'La Poesie p a r i s i e n n e ' , Revue bleue, 22 March 1890 

p.368. 
(90) La Chanson des Gueux, 1902 e d i t i o n , p.230. 



I n 'Sonnet eonsolant' with s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e : 

Malheur aux pauvres! C'est 1'argent qui rend heureux. 
Les r i c h e s ont l a f o r c e , e t l a g l o i r e e t l a j o i e . 
Sur l e u r nez o r g u e i l l e u x c ' e s t lor qui rougeoie. 
L'or m e t t r a i t du s o l e i l meme au front d'un le'preux. (91) 

# * * * * V H 

Of the work of major poets dealing with contemporary 

s o c i e t y t h a t of V e r l a i n e and Rimbaud at l e a s t i s worth s e r i o u s 

a t t e n t i o n . 

V e r l a i n e , of couse, adopted the techniques and s u b j e c t -

matter of Naturalism i n a prose work l i k e Louise L e c l e r q of 

which the opening l i n e s are ample example: 
I I n'y a guere de m6lancolie p l u s e p a i s s t 

de t r i s t e s s e plus lourde que l a pensee de v i v r e 
dans ces e*normes maisons de p l a t r e , a cinq 
e t s i x etages, avec l e u r s innombrables v o l e t s 
g r i s , comme des p o i t r i n e s de s q u e l e t t e s a p l a t 
s u r l e b l a n c s a l e du mur, de l'ancienne 
b a n l i e u e p a r i s i e n n e . Je p a r l e plus specialement 
des q u a r t i e r s p a i s i b l e s , honnetes, ou l a b a t i s s e a 
prospere grace aux l o c a t a i r e s bons payeurs, ou ont 
pu se former de t r e s longues vues sans a i r e t 
sans s o l e i l . (92) 

T h i s s t y l e was a l s o u t i l i s e d i n poems l i k e 'La Soupe du s o i r ' , 

dedicated a p p r o p r i a t e l y enough to Huysmans, but f i r j ( f published 

f i f t e e n y e ars before Loui s e L e c l e r q i n the Parnasse contemporain 

of 1871. T h i s poem i s often mistakenly dismissed as a N a t u r a l i s t 

tranche de v i e i n the manner of Coppee but i t has a s i n i s t e r aspect 

w i t h i n i t s b r i e f n a r r a t i v e s t r u c t u r e which i s u s u a l l y overlooked. 

Much of the poem, and the t h i r d and f i n a l stanzas i n p a r t i c u l a r , 

do operate on the l e v e l of Coppee's bathos i t i s t r u e : 

(91) I b i d . , p.233. 
(92) Oeuvres en prose completes p.5. 



L'homme, grand f r o n t , grands yeux p l e i n s d'une sombre flarame 
A vraiment des l u e u r s d ' i n t e l l i g e n c e et d'Sme 
E t c ' e s t ce qu'on a p p e l l e un s o l i d e garcon. 
La femme, jeune encore, e s t b e l l e \ sa facon 

Mais l a Misere a mis sur eux s a main funeste, 
E t perdant par degres r a p i d e s ce qui r e s t e 
En eux de t r i s t e m e n t venerable e t d'humain, 
Ce seront l a femelle e t l e male demain. 

Also these are examples of Naturalist s e t - p i e c e d e s c r i p t i o n : 

Tous se sont a t t a b l 6 s pour manger de l a soupe 
E t du boeuf, e t ce t a s sordide forme un groupe 
Dont 1'ombre a l ' i n f i n i s ' a l l o n g e tout autour 
De l a chambre, l a lampe etant sans abat-jour 

Yet i n the seventh and e i g h t h s t a n z a s we encounter mysterious, 

unexplained r e f e r e n c e s to a more s e r i o u s undercurrent: 

Non l o i n d'un vieux f u s i l r o u i l l e qu'uiclou supporte 
E t que l a lampe f a i t l u i r e d'e'trange sorte, 
Quelqu'un qui c h e r c h e r a i t longtemps dans ce r e t r a i t 
Avec l ' o e i l d'un agent de p o l i c e v e r r a i t 

Empiles dans l e fond de l a b o i t e u s e armoire, 
Quelques l i v r e s poudreux de " s c i e n c e " e t d ' " h i s t o i r e " , 
E t s o u s l e matelas, caches avec grand soin, 
Des romans capiteux cornes a chaque coin. 

The dramatic t e n s i o n i s i n c r e a s e d by the daring enjambement between 

s t a n z a s . What i s the reader to make of t h i s s i t u a t i o n ? The l i k l i e s t 

e x p l a n a t i o n i s that the man i n question was one of the i n t e l l e c t u a l s 

who took up arms i n the 1848 Revolution and whose p r i n c i p l e s (or more 

probably the n e c e s s i t y of h i d i n g - hence the r e f e r e n c e to ' r e t r a i t 1 

and 'agent de p o l i c e ' ) have c o s t him m a t e r i a l comfort and s o c i a l 

r e s p e c t a b i l i t y . ( I n the l a s t sta»a the wife dreams of a former f r i e n d : 

'Laquelle a tout, v o i t u r e e t maison de campagne'.) Escapism has been h i s 

only consolation, that i s why the novels are well-thumbed but the 

s c i e n c e and h i s t o r y books have become 'poudreux'. But what of the r u s t i n g 

r i f l e ? Does i t hang on i t s n a i l to be used i n s e l f - d e f e n c e i f i t s 

owner i s cornered? Or i s i t a symbolic warning that i n such desperation 



men may y e t again r e s o r t to arms? V e r l a i n e might w e l l have harboured 

id e a s with which h i s P a r n a s s i a n p u b l i s h e r s would s c a r c e l y have 

sympathised. 

V e r l a i n e ' s other p r i n c i p l e response to the nature of contemporary 

s o c i e t y was s a t i r e of which we have already seen examples^.!* r e l a t i o n 

to h i s views on 'paradise l o s t ' and, i n t h i s s e c t i o n , on p o l i t i c s . 

Perhaps h i s most s i g n i f i c a n t c o n t r i b u t i o n to the genre was one of h i s 

e a r l i e s t , the famous sonnet 'Monsieur Prudhomme', f i r s t published i n 

La Revue du Progres. 

I I e s t grave: i l e s t maire e t pere de f a m i l l e . 
Son faux c o l e n g l o u t i t son o r e i l l e . Ses yeux 
Dans un r i v e sans f i n f l o t t e n t insoucieux, 
E t l e printemps en f l e u r sur ses pantoufles b r i l l e . 

Que l u i f a i t l ' a s t r e d'or, que l u i f a i t l a c h a r m i l l e 
Ou l'oiseav) chante a 1'ombre, et que l u i font l e s cieux, 
E t l e s pres v e r t s e t l e s gazons s i l e n c i e u x ? 
Monsieur Prudhomme songe a niarier s a f i l l e 

Avec Monsieur Machin, un jeune homme cossu. 
I I e s t j u s t e - m i l i e u , b o t a n i s t e et pansu. 
Quant aux f a i s e u r s de v e r s , ces vauriens, ces maroufles, 

Ces f a i n e a n t s barbus, mal peignes, i l l e s a 
Pl u s en horreur que son e t e r n e l coryza, 
E t l e printemps en f l e u r b r i l l e sur ses pantoufles. 

There i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t ( h e r e V e r l a i n e reached a peak i n the 

w r i t i n g of s a t i r e which he r a r e l y e q u alled l a t e r . The pseudo-Romantic 

d e s c r i p t i o n of l i n e s 2 - 7 i s p e r f e c t l y judged as i n the t h r e e - l i n e 

' d e f l a t i o n ' which f o l l o w s . The point of the poem i s then made; the 

bourgeois antipathy f o r poets, who are regarded as bearded, unkempt 

good-for-nothings who i r r i t a t e him as much as h i s r e c u r r i n g n a s a l 

inflammation. The l a s t l i n e r e t u r n s to the i d y l l i c s t y l e made to 

seem r i d i c u l o u s once more by the word 'pantoufles'. 'Monsieur Prudhomme' 

i s an important document i n t r a c i n g the e f f e c t s of the schism between 

poet and s o c i e t y already examined. I t was a l s o i n f l u e n t i a l , p a r t i c u l a r l y 

upon Rimbaud. Most notably i t combines a parody of an e x i s t i n g p o e t i c 



2S\% 

medium with s o c i a l c r i t i c i s m , a t y p i c a l l y Rimbaidian procedure as we 

have al r e a d y seen. Even the p r e c i s e t e c h n i c a l term 'coryza' 

juxtaposed w i t h Romantic, i d y l l i c s t y l e foreshadows e x a c t l y the techniques 

of i r o n i c i n c o n g r u i t y which the younger poet was frequently to employ. 

'Monsieur Prudhomme' i s c l e a r l y the forerunner of poems l i k e 'A l a 

Musique' and 'Les Ass i s ' j u s t as 'Jesuitisme' : 

... C'est un T a r t u f f e qui, tout en mettant des roses 
Pompons ger l e s a u t e l s des Madcmes moroses, 
Tout en f a i s a n t chanter a des enfants de choeur 
Ces c a n t i q u e s d'eau t i e d e ou se baigne l e coeur... 

N'en medite pas moins ma r u i n e , - 1'infSme! 

a n t i c i p a t e s 'Le Chatiment de T a r t u f f e ' . 

One of Rimbaud's c e n t r a l concerns from the e a r l y poems r i g h t 

through to Une S a i s o n en E n f e r and the I l l u m i n a t i o n s i s with the s t a t e 

of s o c i e t y and the p o s s i b i l i t i e s of a new era of j u s t i c e , harmony and 

b l i s s . We know t h a t a t C h a r l e v i l l e Rimbaud was an av i d reader of 

Utopian t h i n k e r s l i k e F o u r i e r , l e Pere E n f a n t i n , Quinet, Michelet, 

L o u i s Blanc and Proudhon as w e l l as l i t e r a r y f i g u r e s l i k e Hugo and Verne 

who a l s o sometimes took on the r o l e of heralds of the millenium. 

I n the period l e a d i n g up to and during the Commune the young poet read the 

l i t e r a t u r e produced by l e f t - w i n g ' r e v o l u t i o n a r i e s ' . I n London he was to 

mix with f i g u r e s l i k e Vermersch, Aftdrieu and L i s s a g a r a y . Rimbaud's 

personal s e a r c h f o r a b e t t e r order of things was thus not deprived of 

st i m u l u s . 

Onec of the e a r l i e s t m a n i f e s t a t i o n s of h i s b e l i e f s was concrete 

r e f e r e n c e to the c o n d i t i o n of the deprived and oppressed: 

"oh! tous l e s Malheureux, tous ceux dont l e dos b r u l e 
Sous l e s o l e i l fe'roce, e t qui vont, et qui vont, 
Qui dans ce t r a v a i l - l a sentent c r e v e r l e u r s f r o n t s . . . 
Chapeau bas, flies bourgeois! Oh! ceux- l a sont l e s Hommes!..." (93) 

(93) 'Le Forgefion^ 
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A genoux, ci n q p e t i t s , - misere!-
Regardent l e Boulanger f a i r e 

l e l ourd pain blond. (94) 

Even i n t h i s p e r i o d a future Utopia i s a n t i c i p a t e d : 

... o . . . o . o Nous somraes 
Pour l e s grands temps nouveaux ou l'on voudra s a v o i r , 
Ou l'Homme fo r g e r a du matin jusqu'au s o i r , 
Chasseur des granls ef f e t s , chasseur des grandes causes, 
Ou, lentement vainqueur, 11 domptera l e s ctooses 
E t montera sur Tout, comme s u r un cheval! (95) 

The obverse of the p i c t u r e of d e p r i v a t i o n i s s a t i r i c a l a t t a c k upon the 

complacent and h y p o c r i t i c a l bourgeois establishment. I n 'A l a Musique' , 

as we have suggested, Rimbaud's s c o r n had been f u r t h e r encouraged by 

the absurd m i l i t a r i s m l e a d i n g up to the outbreak of war i n 1870. 

Moreover, h i s p o r t r a y a l of the bourge o i s i e had been contra s t e d w i t h 

the p r i m i t i v e 'honesty* of the n a r r a t o r . I t i s time to look i n more 

d e t a i l a t t h i s p o r t r a y a l . Neatness, c o r r e c t n e s s , unnaturalness are the 

f i r s t q u a l i t i e s noted by the poet: 'mesquines pelouses', 'tout e s t 

c o r r e c t ' , ' l e s bourgeois...qu'etranglent l e s c h a l e u r s ' . I n part t h i s 

i s a r e s u l t of ambition and j e a l o u s y ; the bourgeois are uncomfortable 

because they ' p o r t e n t . . . l e u r s b S t i s e s j a l o u s e s . ' To the music of the 

m i l i t a r y band one of the young bourgeois i s showing o f f h i s elegant 

c l o t h e s and the notary h i s f a s h i o n a b l e pocket watch. Unnatural 

neatness has given way to o s t e n t a t i o n and petty r i v a l r y as the aspects 

of the bourgeoisie which most catch the poets's a t t e n t i o n . I n the 

t h i r d s t a n z a i t i s t h e i r l a c k of i n d i v i d u a l i t y , s t r e s s e d by Rimbaud's 

use of p l u r a l s . The opening l i n e i s p a r t i c u l a r l y s u e c e s f u l as an evocation 

(94) 'Les E f f a r e s ' . The a t t r a c t i v e p s y c h o a n a l y t i c a l e d i f i c e which P r o f e s s o r 
Hackett has b u i l t on the s i n g l e phrase 'chaud comme un s e i n ' should 
not cause us to overlook the obvious. T h i s i s a genre p i c t u r e i n 
verse i n which m a t e r i a l d e p r i v a t i o n i s a s s o c i a t e d above a l l with 
' s p i r i t u a l ' needs ('A genoux' ' l e Boulanger 1, ' l e s pauvres Jesus') 
which might w e l l i n c l u d e the need ^ * r a lov i n g home. 

(95) 'Le Forgefron' 
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of the almost appearance of one group: 

Des r e n t i e r s a lorgnons soulignent tous l e s couacs 

The l a d i e s i n w a i t i n g to the f a t wives of bureaucrats are b r i l l i a n t l y 

p o r trayed as ' o f f i c i e u x coSftacs'! The fourth stanza r e f e r s , above 

a l l , to the pompous and empty v e r b o s i t y of r e t i r e d grocers who 

F o r t serieusement d i s c u t e n t l e s t r a i t e s , 

P u i s p r i s e n t en argent, e t reprennent: "En somme!..." 

The l a t t e r image i s notable not only as a forerunner of Rimbaud's 

more obscure imagery ( i t takes a moment to r e a l i s e t h a t he i s 

r e f e r r i n g to s i l v e r snuff-boxes) but a l s o , i n i t s o r i g i n a l form, 

as an i n d i c a t i o n of Rimbaud's debt to V e r l a i n e . The l i n e had read: 

En p r i s a n t en argent mieux que monsieur Prudhomme... 

The f i f t h s t a n z a introduces a s p e c i f i c instance of the double-

standards of the bou r g e o i s i e : 

Un bourgeois ... 
Savoure son onnaing d'ou l e tabac par b r i n s 
Deborde - vous savez, c ' e s t de l a contr^bande; -

which may a d d i t i o n a l l y be taken as an example of t h e i r l i m i t e d 

conception of what might be e x c i t i n g l y i l l i c i t ... Limited horizons 

combined with l a c k of st r a i g h t f o r w a r d n e s s are the essence of the s i x t h 

s t a n z a which r e f e r s to t h e s i l l y l aughter of the l o c a l s t r e e t - u r c h i n s 

and then to the d u p l i c i t y of the ever-naive 'pioupious' already 

E t , rendus amoureux par l e chant des trombones, 
Tres n a i f s , e t fumant des r o s e s , l e s pioupious 
Caressent l e s bebes pour e n j o l e r l e s bonnes... 

The remaining three s t a n z a s are a c o n t r a s t i n g d e s c r i p t i o n of the n a r r a t o r ' s 

own behaviour and f e e l i n g s - h i s p r i m i t i v e d i r e c t n e s s being compared 

to the unnatural r e s t r a i n t s and humbug of the bourgeois but a l s o , i n as 

much as i t takes the form of fantasy, c l e a r l y to be r e l a t e d to the developing 

s e x u a l i t y of a s e n s i t i v e adolescent. 

encouaWed more than once i n this seetionpV © uf 



I n 'Les A s s i s ' Rimbaud narrows h i s p e r s p e c t i v e by takin g j u s t one example 

of the bourgeois establishment w i t h which he was p a r t i c u l a r l y w e l l -

acquainted and by which he had been v i c t i m i s e d - p u b l i c l i b r a r i a n s . 

They may be he l d to t y p i f y a l l those i n p o s i t i o n s of petty a u t h o r i t y 

who are s a t i s f i e d w i t h a r o u t i n e (and p h y s i c a l l y unnatural) e x i s t e n c e . 

The l a t t e r point i s one expla n a t i o n of t h e ^ a s i c technique of the poem 

which i s the d e s c r i p t i o n of the p h y s i c a l appear(yice of the l i b r a r i a n s 

iiyterms which are both extremely u n f l a t t e r i n g but a l s o possessing the 

dehumanising p r e c i s i o n of modern medical and s c i e n t i f i c terminology. 

This unpleasant form of d e s c r i p t i o n had been employed i n 'A l a Musique': 

Epatant s u r son banc l e s rondeurs de ses r e i n s . . . 

and a n t i c i p a t e s c l o s e l y the tone cf 'Les A s s i s ' : 

Tout l e u r pantalon bouffe a l e u r s r e i n s boussoufles.... 

As w i t h 'A l a Musique' there i s a concern with the notion of suppressed 

s e x u a l i n s t i n c t which i s one of the p r i n c i p a l threads,along with 

p h y s i c a l decrepitude, of the poem: 

Les dix doigts sous l e u r s i e g e aux rumeurs de tambour, 
S'ecoutent clvjapoter des b a r c a r o l l e s t r i s t e s , 
E t l e u r s caboches vont dans des r o u l i s d'amour... 
- E t l e u r membre s'agace a des barbes d'epis. 

The r e p u l s i v e unnatiralness of the l i b r a r i a n s i s the mark of those who 

s a c r i f i c e t h e i r v i r i l e i n s t i n c t s f o r the compensations of p o s i t i o n s of 

a u t h o r i t y and the power to dominate others, i n however petty a 

ca p a c t i y . Furthermore, t h i s d i s t a n c e from l i f e i s something almost 

communicable l i k e a d i s e a s e : 

. . . E t l e u r s boutons d'habit sont des p r u n e l l e s fauves 
Qui vous accrochent l ' o e i l du fond des c o r r i d o r s ! 
P u i s i l s ont une main i n v i s i b l e qui tue: 
Au retour, l e u r regard f i l t r e ce venin n o i r 
Qui charge l ' o e i l S o u f f rant de l a chienne battue, 
E t vous suez, p r i s dans un atroce entonnoir. 
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Once again t h e u n c e r t a i n t y of the adolescent faced w i t h those i n 

a u t h o r i t y i n t h i s i n s t a n c e only r e l u c t a n t l y complying with h i s 

request f o r l i v r e s douteux, channels h i s f r u s t r a t i o n s i n t o poetry 

where he turns h i s v e r b a l b r i l l i a n c e a gainst the v i c t i m s of h i s s a t i r e . 

As i n 'A l a Musique' there i s the strong suggestion of hypocrisy. The 

l i b r a r i a n s are r e l u c t a n t to make c e r t a i n books a v a i l a b l e f o r Rimbauds 

reading but s e c r e t l y harbour s e x u a l d e s i r e s (made to seem d i g u s t i n g l y 

incongruous through Rimbaud's d e s c r i p t i o n of t h e i r s e n i l i t y ) of t h e i r 

own. 

I n 'Les Pauvres a 1'Eglise'Rimbaud uses another approach. The at t a c k 

on the establishment i s only i m p l i c i t , even oblique. Here the poet 

turns h i s s a t i r i c a l a t t e n t i o n to the poor themselves who are presented 

as the w i l l i n g accomplices i n t h e i r own e x p l o i t a t i o n . U l t i m a t e l y 

Rimbaud's unsympathetic d e s c r i p t i o n may be seen as an indictment of 

those r e s p o n s i b l e f o r the poverty and s u p e r s t i t i o n of the poor as the 

ref e r e n c e to ' l e s Dames des q u a r t i e r s / D i s t i n g u e s ' suggests i n the l a s t 

s t a n z a . The. opening s t a n z a begins the cont r a s t which u n d e r l i e s the 

poem between the poor and the r i c h . Here t h e i r s t i n k i n g breath i s 

to be cont)?ajted to ' l e choeur r u i s s e l a n t d ' o r r i e ' . I n the second stanza 

the poor are at t a c k e d f o r being happy i n t h e i r h u m i l i a t i o n l i k e beaten 

dogs. For them God i s equated with employers and a r i s t o c r a t s before 

whom they cower, unmoved by the i n j u s t i c e of t h e i r p o s i t i o n : 

Les Pauvres au bon Dieu, l e patron et l e s i r e 
Tendent l e u r s oremws r i s i b l e s e t t e t u s . 

For poor women and t h e i r hungry c h i l d r e n the church i s r e a l l y an escape 

f o r them a f t e r a week's h e l l i s h drudgery and from the cold, from hunger 

and from a drunken husband. T h e i r e x p r e s s i o n i s f i x e d i n prayer to 



j u s t i f y t h e i r presence i n church but i t i s temporary escape from 

m a t e r i a l d e p r i v a t i o n which i s t h e i r r e a l motive. They look a t a 

group of awkward gamines soon to follow i n t h e i r own footsteps and 

are surrounded by examples fo what they themselves w i l l become - s i l l y , 

c h a t t e r i n g o l d women. With them are e p i l e p t i c s and the b l i n d a l l making 

p r o f e s s i o n s of f a i t h which Rimbaud f i n d s absurd: 

E t tous, bavant l a f o i mendiante e t stupide.... 

Jesus on h i s c r o s s hanging from the roof looks down, remote from t h i s 

squalour, as though i n a dream as one would expect from a s t a t u e . But 

h i s r e p r e s e n t a t i v e s , the c l e r i c s , have t h e i r i n t e r e s t and enthusiasm 

awakened by the a r r i v a l of r i c h women s u f f e r i n g from l i v e r complaints, 

(caused i r o n i c a l l y , one assumes, from over-eating and over-drinking)^ 

hoping to be cured. 

Rimbaud's p r i n c i p a l p o e t i c response to s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e was n e i t h e r 

d e p i c t i o n of the conditions o^ the oppressed nor anti-bourgeois s a t i r e 

but the formulation of a v i s i o n of b e t t e r t h i n g s . This v i s i o n however, 

was f r e q u e n t l y beset by doubts. I t i s of the utmost importance s i n c e 

Rimbaud saw h i s own f u n c t i o n as a poet as part of the new order of 

t h i n g s . His anxiety and d e s p a i r was, thus, c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d with doubts 

concerning the v i a b i l i t y of t h i s dream. The e l d e s t evocations of the 

millenittm are i n Une Sai s o n en E n f e r : 

Quand irons-nous, par d e l a l e s 
greves e t l e s monts, s a l v e r l a naissance 
du t r a v a i l nouveau, l a sagesse nouvelle, l a 
f u i t e des tyrans e t des demons, l a f i n 
de l a s u p e r s t i t i o n , adorer - l e s premiers! 
- Noel s ur l a t e r r e ! 

Le chant des cieux, l a marche des 
peuples! E s c l a v e s , ne ma»dissons pas l a v i e . (96) 

(96) 'Matin' 



I I f a ut e t r e absiument moderne. . . 
Recevons tous l e s i n f l u x de vigueur 
tendresse reetLe. E t si l ' a u r o r e , armes 
d'une (|rdente p a t i e n c e , nous entrerons 
aux s p l e n d i d ^ V t U e f . (97) 

Rimbaud's c o n f e s s i o n a l and record of despair i s thus brought to 

an indubitajbly o p t i m i s t i c c o n c l u s i o n a f t e r the doubt of prose 

poems l i k e ' L ' E c l a i r ' : 

"Rien n ' e s t v a n i t e ; a l a s c i e n c e , e t en avant!" 
c r i e l ' E c c l e s i a s t e moderne, c ' e s t - a - d i r e Tout l e monde. 
E t pourtant l e s cadavres des mechants et des f a i n e a n t s 
tombent sur l e coeur des a u t r e s . . . Ah! v i t e , v i t e un 
pea; l a - b a s , par d e U l a n u i t , ces recompenses f u t u r e s , 
e t e r n e l l e s . . . Les echappons-nous?... 

A l o r s , - oh! - chere pauvre time, l ' ^ t e r n i t e 
s e r a i t - e l l e pas perdue pour nous! 

Rimbaud's v i s i o n of the new e r a i s an area i n which, f o r once, 

( f o r i t i s normally exaggerated) the question of the dating of the 

| I l l u m i n a t i o n s i s of c o n s i d e r a b l e importance. There are both o p t i m i s t i c 

and p e s s i m i s t i c p i e c e s i n the c o l l e c t i o n . So we are not only concerned 

with whether the I l l u m i n a t i o n s were w r i t t e n before or a f t e r Une Saison 
i 

en E n f e r but with the r e l a t i v e dates of composition of the prose poem$ 

w i t h i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s . I t would appear to be impossible, i n the 

l i g h t of c u r r e n t evidence, to say with c e r t a i n t y whether Rimbaud's 

f i n a l statement on s o c i e t y was one of hope or despondency. The l a t t e r , 

of course, i s the more tempting i n view of Rimbaud's abandonment 

of poetry and the nature of h i s subsequent a c t i v i t i e s . Two of the 

most o p t i m i s t i c p i e c e s i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s are 'A une r a i s o n ' and 

'Genie'. I n the f i r s t of these as i n 'Matin' there i s reference to 
the forward march of the human race i n the guise of 'nouveaux hommes' 

transformed one presumes by some ki n d of r e v o l u t i o n - p o s s i b l y 

to be r e l a t e d to the Commune. The new age, i n musical terms reminiscent 

(97) 'Adieu' 



of the Utopian t h i n k e r s , w i l l he one of harmony; 

Un coup d.% ton doigt I?UP l e tambour discharge 
tous l e " j i oH« et commence la, nouvello harmonie •> 

Left-wing v i s i o n a r i e s from Miohelet (whom .Antoine Adam 

consider:? to he one of the d e c i s i v e i n f l u e n c e s upon Rimbaud) 

to Vermefcch had a s s o c i a t e d the coming dawn with the idea 

of u n i v e r s a l l a v e * Rimbaud f o l l o w s i n t h e i r wakes 

• Ta t e t e s e detourne: l e nouvel amour1 Ta t e t e 
SC retournes — l e nouvel amour! 

The p l a c i n g of 'Genie * at the end. of the I l l u m i n a t i o n s 

( e n t i r e l y a c c i d e n t a l s i n c e i t was merely the l a s t of the 

f i v e poems published, s e p a r a t e l y i n 1895) has tended to give 

the impression t h a t Rimbaud's work (in. those e d i t i o n s - now the m a j o r i t y 

- which put the 11 lurdaiations l a s t ) ended with a poem of love and . 

contentment which o p t i m i s t i c a l l y a n t i c i p a t e s the new ages 

I I e s t ]. 'amour, mesure p a r f a i t e et 
r e i nventee, r a i s o n rnerveilleuse et impreVue, 
et 1 ' e t e r n i t e.».. 
0 ses s o u f f l e s , ses tetes?, s<6s. courses; l a 
t e r r i b l e c e l e r i t e de l a p e r f e c t i o n des 
formes et de 'faction;, 
0 fecond.ite de 1 ' e s p r i t et 1 •ikmensite 
d.e 1 Hinivers .*.... 
•Son j o u r I . l * a b o l i t i o n de toutes souffrancos 
son.ores et mouvawfces dans l a musicrue: 
pl u s i n t e n s e . • . . 

A c t u a l l y Genie i s not, i n any case., the s t r a i g h t forward. 

v i s i o n of harmony th a t some of the commentators would have 

us b e l i e v e . I t i s much more concerned, with?.the ftains of 

r e v o l u t i o n ( a l r e a d y glimpsed i n the a b o r t i v e Commune) than 

other utopian poems by Rimbaud: 

Son. c o r p s ! Le degagement reve, 
l e brisement de l a grace oroisee de 
v i 61ence nouve11e J . . . 
0 mondel et l e chant c l a i r des 
malheurs nouveauxl.«. 
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T h i s supports the view that the genie of the t i t l e i s to be equated 

not only with the innate genius of the human mind and with s p i r i t u a l 

i n s i g h t but s p e c i f i c a l l y to p o e t i c i n s p i r a t i o n , to poets and to 

Rimbaud h i m s e l f who knew the purgative s u f f e r i n g s of d^reglement at 

f i r s t hand. Other of the I l l u m i n a t i o n s d e s c r i b e moments of anxiety and 

d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t . 'Angoisse' which appears to be concerned with the 

u l t i m a t e domination of death and f a t e speaks of ' l e s ambitions 

continuellement e c r a s l e s ' and concludes i n an atmosphere of u t t e r 

d e s o l a t i o n : 

ftoulor $ux blewGureaV" par rT*air lass-ant et 
l a merj aux i-iuppiiceo, par l o silence don 
eaux et da l * a i r meurtrierEit &ux tortures qui 
r i e n t , dans lour silence atroeensonfc houleux. 

Nature i t s e l f if? thus represented an oonflpiring i n t h i s 

destruction of hope* *Democratio* in a conversion of disillusionment 

i n t o b i t t e r irony u t i l i s i n g the terminology normally employed by 

Rimbaud to evoke the rai Honiara. Thi« foot combined, with 

referonceci to opioe-produoins Regions may (support Adara'ts 

arguments* f o r a la t e date of come of the Illumination" . (which. 

we do not generally f i n d very convincing)* One may imagine 

a s i t u a t i o n i n which Rimbaud did not abandon poatry our of 

despondency but simply wished, f o r a time, t o devote his 

energy t o the action side of the poetry/aotion equation. Ho 

may have hoped to have hie vinion ( sometimes associated, an i n 
tMauvaig| Sanff* with the pr i m i t i v e ) confirmed by t r a v e l and -

experience* I t was disillusionment i n t h i s pilgrimage which 

may have marked the true end of his poetic ambition. Whatever 

the case one would surely be j u s t i f i e d i n regarding 

•Boiiiporatia' i n view of i r o n i o self-quotation ao one of the l a s t 



of the I l l u m i n a t i o n s , Democracy i n p r a c t i c e , the i n t e r f e r e n c e 

of TJurope i n the ' t h i r d world', amounts to c a l l o u s e x p l o i t a t i o n 

not to c i v i l i s a t i o n . Native drums "become s i l e n t before the 

c h a t t e r of invading European, troops. T h e i r presence w i l l encourage 

p r o s t i t u t i o n i n the towns. Any r e v o l t s , p e r f e c t l y l o g i c a l * 

according to the i d e a l s of democracy which are being so 

b l a t a n t l y disregarded, w i l l be crushed m e r c i l e s s l y . I n the 

lands of gpice drenched by monsoons everything w i l l be 

d i r e c t e d towards i n d u s t r i a l or m i l i t a r y e x p l o i t a t i o n . Nothing 

matters to the troops but to move on to somewhere new - t h e i r only 

philosophy i s to seek immediate comfort, For worlds to come 

they care nothing, The next march i s the only'progress which 

concerns them? 

"O'est l a v r a i e marche. En avant,route!" 

•:<- * • » • » « • • » • 

Rimbaud's achievement i s the most e x c i t i n g aspect of the 

treatment of contemporary events, p o l i t i c s and s o c i e t y i n 

.French poetry of the 1870 :s and 1880 g. I n a sense h i s work 

i s the high~point of the genre because he combined t e c h n i c a l 

o r i g i n a l i t y with o r i g i n a l i t y of view and tone. T h i s i s the main 

reason why h i s modernism - which partakes of the t e c h n i c a l , 

s c i e n t i f i c and colloquial language of bio day - appears more 

authe n t i c than t h a t of most of hip. contemporaries, Nevertheless 

t h i s aspect of contemporary r e a l i t y g e n e r a l l y a t t r a c t e d more 

poets than ever before a f t e r 1870 as we have seen. I t i s 

c e r t a i n l y time t h a t proper a t t e n t i o n was given to these works 

without which a f u l l understanding of even, magor poetry i n , 

t h i s p eriod i s not p o s s i b l e . I n t h e i r t o t a l i t y they are the r e f l e c t i o n c 



of an age d i s t i n g u i s h e d by u n c e r t a i n t y , change and r e v o l u t i o n 

when g i f t e d poets a l s o f e l t the need to evolve i f they were 

to 'rythmer" I ' a c t i o n * . , T h i s 'branch' of the poetry of 

contemporary r e a l i t y may he d i r o i l y r e l a t e d to the new 

p e r s p e c t i v e s d i s c u s s e d i n the l a s t chapter. For at it r : best 

demonstrates the r o l e of the poet an o u t s i d e r both c r i t i c a l 

and yet needing to 'belong, the poet's b e l i e f t h a t the modem 

age was somehow corrupt and decadent (b be contr a s t e d 

unfavourably to a h y p o t h e t i c a l p a s t ) and, f i n a l l y the a t t a c k 

on t r a d i t i o n and c u l t u r e through innovation but a l s o through 

i r o n i c a l l u s i o n and c o n t r a s t . 
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CONTEMPORARY THOUGHT AND THE RISE OF SCIENCE 

The question of reflections of contemporary thought on French poetry 

a f t e r 1870 would merit a f u l l - l e n g t h study to i t s e l f . Again our object w i l l 

be to balance the need to be selective against the wish to be representative. 

Of a l l the subjects examined i n t h i s chapter 'philosophy* (and we have linked 

science with t h i s since i t was the determining factor on the thought of our 

period) was perhaps the least innovative i n i t s e l f , •Encyclopaedic', philo

sophical or s c i e n t i f i c verse had already been an important genre i n the 

eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries i n the work of poets l i k e La Motte 

Houdard, Volt a i r e , de Fontanes, Ricard, Gudin d« l a Brenderie, Daru, Lebrun, 

Lemeroier and Chenedolle'. 

The Romantics were to make 'la poesie philosophique , : one of the most 

distinguished branches of French poetry with outstanding contributions from 

Vigjiy and Hugo. This r i c h seam had been further exploited by the Parnassians. 

I n a sense the r e l a t i v e u n o r i g i n a l i t y of the genre i s an excuse f o r the rather 

cursory treatment i t must receive here. Nevertheless i t remains extremely 

in t e r e s t i n g . Moreover, although i t s impact on the language of French poetry 

was, i n one sense* less than that of some of the other subjects to be examined 

i t was not negligible. One kind of impact was ind i r e c t - i n the sense that, 

f o r the most part, the poetry of contemporary thought was not of great 

s t y l i s t i c o r i g i n a l i t y but the ideas which i t communicated contributed to the 

feelings of impermanence, insecurity and dissatisfaction which proved to be 

basic to the challenge to the t r a d i t i o n a l poetic medium i n France. Poets are 

more l i k e l y to assimilate ideas through other poetry than i n any other form. 

The other kind of impact was of greater importance and i s immediately obvious 

even to the casual reader. This was the growing tendency to incorporate 

technical and pa r t i c u l a r vocabulary and images int o poetry. This w i l l be 

examined i n the next chapter. 
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The philosophical climate a f t e r 1870 i s both d i s t i n c t i v e and fascinating. 
I t i s also, as w i l l be shown, more than evident i n the poetry of the period. 

One effect of the war which had consequences of l a s t i n g importance 

was the somewhat surprising admiration for German ideas and methods which was 

f e l t by many i n t e l l e c t u a l s at the time. The most immediate form t h i s took was 

admiration for German science and organisation. Thus Zola wrote i n Lettre a l a 

jeunesse: fCe q u ' i l faut confesser t r e s haut, c'est qu'en 1870 nous avons ete* 

battus par 1'esprit scientifique... Nous avons ete ecrases par des masses 

manoeuvreofavec logique..* (98)» The reform of the educational system, the 

introduction of general conscription and the reorganisation of the army were a l l 

changes modelled on the Prussian example. The defeat of France was seen as a 

defeat of French culture i n i t s t o t a l i t y , and the German victory as a symbol 

of the supremacy of German c i v i l i s a t i o n . Many leading thinkers asserted that 

not only had the army and o f f i c e r s of France been defeated but also her bishops, 

her teachers and her s c i e n t i s t s . The most outstanding and the most enduring 

example of such thinking was doubtless Kenan* s La Reforme i n t e l l e o t u e l l e et 

morale de l a France. Paradoxically, the long-term effect of the increased 

i n t e r e s t i n German c i v i l i s a t i o n was not a wholesale dedication to the principles 

of p o s i t i v i s t science, methodology and organisation but a widespread fascination 

with the i d e a l i s t and pessimistio philosophies of the German thinkers only f u l l y 

revealed a f t e r 1870 and i n many ways d i r e c t l y opposed to materialism and 

positivism. The period a f t e r 1870 u n t i l the la t e 1880s i s remarkable for the 

c o n f l i c t waged between what i s best termed as the r e l i g i o n of science and a l l 

forms of metaphysical and i d e a l i s t b e l i e f and enquiry. I n i t i a l l y the German 

influence worked to the advantage of the f i r s t camp and lent support to the out 

and out positivism of i n t e l l e c t u a l s l i k e Berthelot who held metaphysical . 

c u r i o s i t y a c h i l d i s h waste of endeavour; efficiency, succews and power could be 

achieved through the application of s c i e n t i f i c method to a l l aspects of national 

l i f e as i t was thought to have been i n Prussia. The decadence and ultimate 

(98) Le Roman experimental. p.lJO, 
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collapse of the Second Empire was readily associated i n many minds with Roman 

Catholicism which had given support and a seal of respectability to Louis 

Napoleon's regime* The events of the Commune had cast doubt upon the v i a b i l i t y 

of left-wing solutions to the prevailing social and p o l i t i c a l problems. Thus 

i t was that of the values of pre-war society the b e l i e f i n science was one of 

the few to emerge r e l a t i v e l y unscathed. Certainly one reason for the violence 

of the debate between science and metaphysics aft e r 1870 i s that so many i n 

t e l l e c t u a l s needed desperately to believe i n science. I t i s perhaps noteworthy 

that many of the figures associated with positivism, both before and after 1870, 

move away from a s t r i c t l y s c i e n t i f i c position, a t le a s t as f a r as the present

ation of th e i r ideas i s concerned (and sometimes even more profoundly) towards 

a quasi-religious conception* This transition i s to be seen i n Comte's 

r e l i g i o n of Humanity (99) I n Renan's r e l i g i o n of the Ideal, i n Taine's neo-

pantheism (100) and even i n the visions of an ideal future society expressed i n 

Berthelot's Science et philosophic and Science et morale ( l O l ) . The trappings 

of r e l i g i o n given to allegedly purely s c i e n t i f i c systems are s u f f i c i e n t i n d i 

cation of the need f e l t f or a substitute for traditional b e l i e f of which the 

r e j e c t i o n had i r o n i c a l l y been the starting-point of the new philosophies. 

The optimistic enthusiasm of the f i r s t half of the century, of which 

Menard's Promethee Delivre' (1843) serves as an eminent example: 

La Science est l e Dieu dont mon^me est l e temple.... survived a f t e r 1870 

i n the work of a number of minor poets. Armand Silves t r e ' s 'Les Cieux nouveaux' 

i s such a declaration of p o s i t i v i s t f a i t h : 

L'homme v i e i l l i n'a plus so i f <jue de v e r i t e j 
I I a des cieux prpfonds dechire l e my^tere. 
La ra,ison pour temoin, l a l o i pour deite, 
L*ideal q u ' i l conceit se mesure a l a terre. / s n 9 \ 

(99) Described by Thomas Huxley as 'Catholicism without God'. The eccentri
c i t i e s Of Comte i n h i s l a t e r years are celebrated and above a l l those 
connected with h i s s e n s i t i v i t y regarding h i s position as 'high p r i e s t ' 0 

(lOO) Tinder the influence of Hegel, Taine strove a f t e r an all-embracing ex
planation of the t o t a l i t y of l i f e and the universe believing i n a 
procedure whereby i t i s possible to move along the chain of causality 
u n t i l one ar r i v e s at the 'supreme causes'. 

(101^ Published i n 1886 and 1897 respectively. 
(102) La Chanson des heures , 



The period of twenty years or so a f t e r 1870 was the apogee of scientism i n 

Prance yet i t was precisely during the same period that various factors were 

a t work which would so compromise the position of science as a creed that even 

by the 1890s i t began to be treated with ridicule, i n i n t e l l e c t u a l c i r c l e s . 

I t i s probably true that the prestige of science with the general public i s 

almost as high as ever but i t no longer arouses the same warm glow of optimism} 

i n any event i t frequently takes two generations or more for new thinking i n 

both a r t s and scienoe to reach the l e v e l of the ordinary layman (103). Rarely 

i n the history of ideas can there have been a success as short-lived as that 

of the r e l i g i o n of science i n the l a t t e r part of the nineteenth century nor a 

return to favour as s t a r t l i n g as that enjoyed by Catholioism i n the 1890s} a turn 

of events a l l the more surprising and i r o n i c as i t was thought that science had 

destroyed C h r i s t i a n i t y . 

This swift change of fortune i s nowhere better exemplified than i n the l i f e 

and thinking of Paul Bourget. He was t y p i c a l of his generation when i n a poem 

i n the co l l e c t i o n La Vie inquiete he wrote: 

C'est en vain qu'en ces temps de repos et de paix 
Le soupir de l a cloche importune^ nos ames, 

I I n ' e v e i l l e r a pas l a f o i morte a jamais. (104) 

Yet i t was the same Paul Bourget who was to write an indictment of Tains's 

a r i d positivism i n Le Disciple (105) and to find h i s true metier as a Catholio 

n o v e l i s t . I n the years immediately following 1870 Boience seemed not only to 

have brought about the destruction of traditional religious b e l i e f but to be 

threatening a r t as a worthwhile independent pursuit. Even a poet as careful 

of h i s oraft as Sully-Prudhomme was able to write: 
Certainement l a l i t t e r a t u r e a produit des ouvrages 
merveilleux, mais j e vous avoue que c'est parj' 
1'expression de l a verite' qu'elle me semble l e plus, 
digne<A ,interet; l e s ouvrages de science sont, a mes 
yeux, bien suplrieurs aux ouvrages d'imagination} j e 
ne connais pas une oeuvre l i t t e r a i r e qui approohe 
pour moi des decouvertes de Newton. (106) 

I t i s not surprising that Sully-Prudhomme ended his career writing 

exclusively i n prose. 

(103) F,or i n s t a n c e 'Impressionism' i s o f t e n heard used as a synonym of 
n o n - r e p r e s e n t a t i o n a l p a i n t i n g because i t was the l a s t term d e s c r i b i n g 
innovation i n p a i n t i n g borrowed i n t o popular vocabulary. 

(104) ' Obsession': L a V i e i n q u i ^ t e was published i n 1875. 
(105) Published i n 1889. 
(106) L e t t r e s £? une amie. 
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There were several reasons why the apparently nearly t o t a l victory of 
positivism should have proved to be a mirage. Although the war according to 
some observers had shown the necessity for practical s c i e n t i f i c education and 
the benefits, i n the case of Prussia, to be gained from such an education i t 
had also destroyed the myth of an already active and inevitable process of 
haimonisation i n human a f f a i r s which would make major wars impossible and which 
had been held by some thinkers to be a natural result of s c i e n t i f i c and techno
l o g i c a l progress. The increasing pessimism of Renan's l a t e r years may i n a l l 
probability be attributed to the j o l t given to his b e l i e f i n the i n e v i t a b i l i t y 
of human progress by the war of 1870, a b e l i e f already s l i g h t l y wobbly after 
the events of 1848-52. The contact with German i d e a l i s t philosophy provided 
an e n t i r e l y alternative approach as did the revelation of other foreign a n t i -
p o s i t i v i s t thinking such as Spencer's idea of the unknowable which formed an 
integral part of h i s s c i e n t i f i c system (lQ7). Much of the ultimate f a i l u r e of 

j the r e l i g i o n of science was to be due to i t s own i n t r i n s i c shortcomings; 

science as a d i s c i p l i n e was breaking up into a multitude of specialisations 

and thus the interested amateur was soon to become a rara avia; the hopes of 

1 s c l e n t i f i o discoveries that would bring solutions to problems along the broad 

front of i n t e l l e c t u a l enquiry disappeared; as s c i e n t i s t s made discovery af t e r 

discovery i t became c l e a r that a l l scienoe could offer was an admittedly pro

digious but nevertheless piecemeal extension of human knowledge* Suspicions 

not unnaturally arose as to the possible philosophical bankruptcy of science 

and with them the feeling i n some quarters that the dismissal of the mysterious 

and spi£i"toial as a part of human l i f e had been over hasty and ill-considered. 

Neo-Criticist and I d e a l i s t philosophers offered a picture of existenoe i n whioh 

the free c r e a t i v i t y of the individual and of society at large was preserved, 

which contrasted sharply with the p o s i t i v i s t scheme of things i n which behaviour 

was e n t i r e l y determined according to invariable s c i e n t i f i c laws. The very 

i n v a r i a b i l i t y of such laws was also questioned; the so c a l l e d 'truths' uncovered 

through the application of s c i e n t i f i c method were shown to be stop-gap solutions 

(107) Translations of Spencer's work began to be published i n 1871. 
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i n need of constant r e v i s i o n . Not surprisingly the p o s i t i v i s t claim to deal 
with r e a l i t y was challenged on the grounds that r e a l i t y i t s e l f was f a r more 
complex and more d i f f i c u l t to define than Comte, Taine or Zola would have one 
believe. I n i t s mildest form t h i s l a s t reaction i n s i s t e d that r e a l i t y i s i n 
practice always coloured by our individual perception of i t , by the uniqueness 
of the individual's personality. The oonsequences of t h i s reaction for poetry 
were various - one of the most f r u i t f u l was the development of poetic im
pressionism. An extreme form of t h i s reaction i s the seemingly total Idealism 
of a w r i t e r l i k e V i l l i e r s de l 1 Isle-Adam for whom the world was truly our 'idea', 
the creation of our own imagination. The gathering reaction to positivism 
coincided exactly with the period of positivism's greatest success i n the realm 
of l i t e r a t u r e as well as thought. Some of the most eminent men of l e t t e r s of 
the time showed i n t h e i r work the simultaneous influence of both positivism 

1 and the reaction against i t . Leconte de L i s l e , the value and complexity of 

whose poetry i s s t i l l sadly overlooked, i s a case i n point. As we have seen, 

on the one hand there i s h i s repeated declaration that his poetry was intended 

to be s c i e n t i f i c (108) and on the other hand his attachment to the Hindu concept 

] ' ' of Maya, to the b e l i e f that the material world i s merely i l l u s i o n (109). One 

f i e l d of s c i e n t i f i c enquiry had i t s e l f contributed to the downfall of scientism 

as a comforting philosophy and t h i s too i s reflected i n Leconte de L i s l e ' s 

poetry. (110) I n the e a r l i e r part of the century evolutionary speculation, 

although partly responsible for the r e l a t i v i s t concept of history and existence, 

had culminated i n the cosy schemes of Comte, Renan and Victor Hugoj evolution 

was presented as the mechanism of progress with s o c i a l , moral and material 

harmony as i t s imminent and certain conclusion. The savage twist given to 

evolution by Darwin's theory of natural selection and the survival of the f i t t e s t 

seemed to highlight the randomness of l i f e and thereby encouraged disillusionment; 

with the idea of progress and of Man's material a b i l i t y to shape h i s destiny, 

(108) I n the preface to the Poemes antiques of 1852 Leoonte de L i s l e states 
that h i s poetry i s intended to be 'arohaique et savant'. 

109) Most obviously expressed i n the poem 'La Maya'. 
110) For instance i n 'Sacra Fames' and 'Solvet Seclum' 
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Moreover the extension of such thinking to the cosmic l e v e l presented the world 

as being at the mercy of wandering comets and s t e l l a r calamities ( i l l ) . A l e s s 

tangible reason for the decline of scientism but perhaps as significant as any 

of the others mentioned was what Pierre Martino has called 'un besoin de l a 

s e n s i b i l i t e ' (112). I n the case of a r t i s t s and writers the renewed interest 

i n metaphysical r e a l i t y might well indicate a need for refreshment af t e r the 

a r i d i t y of positivism. One i s also tempted to think that i t constituted a 

defence against a s o c i a l system i n which they f e l t they no longer had a place. 

Thus conceived t h i s reaction, and especially the more bizarre forms i t took, 

appears as a gesture of defiance made i n the face of the rampant materialism 

of p h i l i s t i n e bourgeois society. 

Even when science seemed to have won the day there were those who grasped 

the emptiness of i t s vic t o r y whilst accepting that i t had 'disproved* religion. 

I n 1873 Bourget contributed a virulent attack on Catholicism to La Renaissance 

a r t i s t i q u e et l i t t e r a i r e i n which he accused Catholics of being 'furieux que 

l'idee moderne l'emporte, ennemis de l a nature et de l a j o i e , eprouves s t e r i l e s 

par tout l e Moyen age, combattus depuis quatre cents ans, deborde's par l e f l o t 

des generations qui l e s balaie plus l o i n a chaque coup*..'(113) Yet he was 

unable to derive any solace from science as he stated i n Edel: 

By 1881 when the comfort of f a i t h was s t i l l more than a decade away Bourget 

(111) This i s of course not the only conclusion to be drawn from evolutionary 
thinking; i n our own day Teilhard de Chardin has b u i l t an optimistic and 
i n f l u e n t i a l philosophy upon^the fact of evolution. Among the poets of the 
period under discussion Rene Ghil made evolutionary development the basis 
of h i s philosophy of l i f e , making a return to the old be l i e f i n ultimate 
s o c i a l harmony. French periodicals a f t e r 1870 ran numerous a r t i c l e s on 
the relationship between evolutionary theory and a l l aspects of J i f e , e.g. 
L. Carau, 'Le Parwinisme et l a morale'. Revue Politique et L i t t e r a i r e . 
1878, p.289. 

(112) Parnasse et Symbolisme. p.l39o 
(113) A r t i c l e of 15 March 1873. 
(114) Edel. I , viii , 4,p.52. (l878 edition. I n the definitive edition the 

quotation i s to be found on pp.34-35•) 

Je suis un homme ne sur l e jfcard d'une raoe 
Et mon ame a l a f o i s exasperee et lasse 

qui tous l e s aieux pesent etrangement Sur 
Mel e l e scepticisme et l'attendrissementj 
L'immense obscurite de l'univers m'aocable 
Et j'eprouve, a^sentir l a vie inexplicable 
Une amere p i t i e qui me f a i t mieux cherir 
Les etres delicate et beaux qui vont mourir. (H4) 
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had already outgrown the violent anti-Catholicism of the a r t i c l e i n Blemont's 

Renaissance and had become aware of the 'besoin de l a s e n s i b i l i t e * * 'Ne s u r v i t - i l 

pas, dans notre s i e c l e d'implete^ assess de oatholioisme pour qu'une ame d*enfant 

s'impregne d*amour mystique avec une inoubliable intensite? La f o i s'en i r a , 
A S 

mais l e mysticisme, meme expulse de 1*intelligence, demeurera dans l a sen

sation. * (115) A new form of 'mal du s i e c l e ' resulted from the situation into 

which the f a i l u r e of scientism had placed the i n t e l l e c t u a l s coming to maturity 

i n the two decades a f t e r 1870$ science offered no modus vivendi. the high 

hopes i t had once encouraged had now been dashed and the picture of the 

universe i t had constructed was a frightening one. The s p i r i t u a l disarray 

of the writers' and a r t i s t s of the time was exacerbated by the apparent de

struction of tr a d i t i o n a l religious b e l i e f accomplished by scientism before i t 

suffered i t s own death throes. Writers l i k e Bourget found themselves i n a 

s p i r i t u a l and moral vacuum, leading l i v e s without purpose or direction. 

New discoveries which would once have been greeted with enthusiasm are 

made to seem sour i n much of the philosophical and s c i e n t i f i c poetry after 

1870. Guy at!, one of i t s foremost exponents, t y p i f i e s the position i n 

'L 1Analyse s p e c t r a l e 1 : 
Nous pouvons maintenant dire ce que vous etesj 
Nous avons dans l a nuit s a i s i votre rayon... 
HelasJ du f e r , du zinc, du nickel, et du cuivre, 
Tout^ oe que nous^foulons des pieds sur notre s o l , 
Voila ce qu'on decouvre en oe oie l ou l ' b e i l i v r e 
Croyait suivre des dieux lumineux dans leur v o l j (ll6) 

Less p a r t i c u l a r and specifio declarations of the disquiet caused by modern 

science were naturally forthcoming as i n these l i n e s from Dupuy's Les Parques 

of 1883* 

Mais l a science auguste et ses calmes propos? 
0*68^ un l i t de torture et non pas de repos, ^ 
Qu'etend sous nos douleurs sans nombre l a pensee. 

Even i n the work of a di s c i p l e of Sully-Prudhomme devoted to the cause of 

science there i s l i t t l e basis for b e l i e f that science w i l l produce solutions 

s u f f i c i e n t to compensate for the uncertainty i t has brought: 

(115) E s s a i s de nsychologie contemporaine. I,p.7 , 
(116) Les Vers d'un Philosophe , 



0 t r i s t e Humanite, Men que depuis cent ans 
Tes pas multiplies soient devenus geants, 
Quelle auberge t'a^pu seduire sur les^routes? 
Quel est done 1'ideal dont tu ne te degoutes? 
Dans mille ans, l'auras-tu s a i s i , ton feu f o l l e t ? 
Le but t'echappej seul, 1'impossible est oomplet. (117) 

Just as sure an indication of the awe and misgivings with which modem 

discoveries were regarded was the humorous, ironic treatment science received, 

not only at the hands of Laforgue, but i n the work of minor poets and especi-

a l l y those i n the Cenacles: 

L'azote est un gaz bien malsain 
Dans l'quel on n'peut paft v i v r e , 
I I se trouve dans l ' a i r l e plus sain, 
C'est pas l u i qui enivre. 

I I n'a pas l a raoindre action, 
La far^dondaire, l a faridondon, 
I I empeche meme l a v i e 

B i r i b i 
A l a facon de Barbari mon ami.*.. (118) 

The contrast between technical subject and popular diction, between serious 

theme and the l i g h t ballad form are essential ingredients of the ironic poetry 

of the period. Some of the more rhe t o r i c a l reflections of the new picture of 

the universe are also remarkably close to Laforgue's 'astronomical' poetry: 

Vois-tu vers l e zenith cette e*toile nageant 
Dans l e s f l o t s de 1*ether sans borne? 
L'astronome m'a d i t que sa sphere d'argent 
N'etait plus f"ten qu'un cercu e i l morne. (119) 

(ill) Paul Delair, Le Testament philosophique 
(118) Poem ascribed to *K. Lomel', Le Chat Hojr t 10 June 1882. Another de»-

l i g h t f u l poem, i n the same vein, i s Ponchon's 'La Salade' (La Muse au 
Cabaret): 

Eohinocoque, triohocephale, dispax 
Anguillule, amoeba, c o l i , lombriooide, 
Askaride, ahkylostorae, microbar, 
Oxyure vemiculaire, balantide.... 

J'en passe et des meilleurs. Tels sont, mes chers enfants, 
Entre mille autres, qui vivent a nos depens, 
Les vers intestinaux, l e s monstrueux r e p t i l e s , 
Sans compterles crochus et vigoureux b a c i l l e s 
Qui rongent, sapent, scient, sucent nos intestins 
Quand nous faisons intervenir. dans nos f e s t i n s , 
Ce que vous appelez, moi de meme, salade... 

(119) Auguste Dorchain, La Jeunesse pensive. (Haraucourt treated the same 
theme i n 'L'Agonie du S o l e i l * ) . 
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I t should not he forgotten that such ideas - i f le s s precisely modern i n their 

s c i e n t i f i c references - had already entered French poetry e a r l i e r i n the 

century i n works l i k e Lamartine's ' L ' I n f i n i dans l e s cieux' or Hugo's 

'Maffnitudo Parvi'. 'A l a FeneHre pendant l a Nuit' and, most of a l l , 'Abtme1. 

Even before 1870 Dierx had added s c i e n t i f i c precision to the Hugolian vision 

i n "Choeur des demiers hommea': 

Sous l e s astres eteints, sous l e terae s o l e i l 
La nuit funebre etend des suaires immenses. 
Le sein f r o i d de l a terre a garde les semences. 
C'est a son tour d'entrer dans l'eternel sommeil. (120) 

Leconte de L i s l e ' s and Laforgue's almost happy expectation of the end of the 

world as part of the evolutionary cycle had been anticipated by Bouilhet i n 

Les F o s s i l e s : 

Montez tous \ l a f o i s , oceans i r r i t e a j • 
I Astres detachez-vous des c^ieux epouvantesj 

Et vous, formes de l ' e t r e a jamais disparves, 
Gigantesques debris que heurtaient l e s charrues, 
Pressez-vous sous l a terre, et dans vos l i t s poudreux 
Faites-rious une place, o frer e s monstrueux. 

Science obviously caused Man to look at himself as well as the universe i n a 

i new way. This i s the case with Laforgue's 'foetus' poems to which, once again, 

contemporary minor poetry, such as Eaoul de l a Grasserie's Poeme de l a Vie may 

be compared: 

Mon oeuf se segmente, 
Pas de forme encor, pas encor de chair, 
Pourtant j e deviens*..quoi done 1...pas un hdmme, 
Je deviens poiirtant...C'est de l a chair comme 
Celle des aieux nageant dans l a mer«... 

Disillusioned by the f a i l u r e of science to f u l f i l i t s promises, di s i l l u s i o n e d 

by defeat i n war, d i s i l l u s i o n e d by the p o l i t i c a l and s o c i a l situation some young 

writers turned away from material r e a l i t y altogether and turned instead to 

metaphysical realms. 

The range of metaphysical systems and beli e f s by which many writers of the 

l a s t three decades of the nineteenth century were tempted was most extensive and 

included the occult alongside Roman Catholicism and the Idealism of German 

philosophers such as Schopenhauer, the outlandish alongside the mystically or 

(120) Levres closes 
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i n t e l l e c t u a l l y respectable. German thought, and through i t the philosophies of 

the East, seems to have made the f i r s t impact and to have been to some extent 

the prime mover i n the whole process. I n i t i a l l y , however, i t was probably 

not Schopenhauer's idealism which found a receptive publio i n Prance but rather 

h i s pessimism. The mood of French i n t e l l e c t u a l s was ripe for the discovery 

(or rediscovery) of the German's work. There had been an almost organic de

velopment from scientism to pessimism? even the f a i t h f u l adherents to s c i e n t i f i c 

truth no longer saw any oomfort i n that truth. Thus i n the Dialogues philo-

sophiques of I876 Renan publicly abandoned his former optimism at one point 

confessing through h i s mouthpiece Theoctiste: 'je n'ai jamais d i t que l'avenir 

fut g a i . Qui s a i t s i l a v e r i t e n'est pas t r i s t e ? ' ( l 2 l ) . Sully-Prudhomme set 

himself up as the spokesman of the philosophical anguish of Man i n the age of 

science and responded so accurately to a feeling of the age that h i s poetry won 

him the Nobel prize. Unlike Hugo, i n h i s philosophical poetry, the 'fin de 

s i e c l e ' poets of science l i k e Sully-Prudhomme offered no solutions and no 

leadership they merely mirrored the thoughts of many of the i r contemporaries, at 

best setting an example of neo-stoic resignation aw i n the poem 'Sur l a mort': 

Je m'abandonne en proie aux l o i s de l'univers. (122) 

The dissemination of the ideas of Schopenhauer i n France began i n earnest 

i n 1870 and was vigorously carried through by Challemel-Laoour, Burdeau and 

Ribot. (123). I n b r i l l i a n t but, i n retrospect, somewhat shallow a r t i c l e s i n 

1877 and 1878 (124) Elme-Marie Car© launched what was intended to be a critique 

of the whole pessimist 'movement' thereby drawing attention to the work of not 

(121) op.oit., pp.110-11, 
(122) Lee vaines Tendresses. p.134 . , 
(123) Challemel-Lacour's contribution was i n the a r t i c l e Tin Boudhiste oontemporain 

en Allemagne: Arthur Schopenhauer i n the i n f l u e n t i a l Revue des iteux Mondes. 
LXXXVI,1870,pp.296-332. Theodule Ribot, who was l a t e r to a t t a i n celebrity 
as both a c l i n i c a l psychologist and as a researcher into the relationship 
between the a r t i s t i c imagination and the unconscious, was responsible for a 
f i r s t - r a t e book: La Philosophic de Schopenhauer of 1874* Augusts Burdeau 
gave great impetus to the process of dissemination with his three-volume 
translation Le Monde comme volonte et comme representation of 1888-90. 

(124) The a r t i c l e s were published i n the widely read and respeoted Revue des deux 
mondes but were even more i n f l u e n t i a l when published i n book form i n 1878 
under the t i t l e : Le Pessimisms au XIX sieole. 
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only Schopenhauer but also Leopardi, Hartmann, Hegel and Schelling and even 

found time and space for the thought o^-thtS: Orient whose influence he saw as 

regrettable but transient. The fate of Caro's expose of pessimism was not 

d i s s i m i l a r to that of Chateaubriand's Rene, the revelation turned out to be 

more i n f l u e n t i a l and enduring than the warning; many of his readers were more 

fascinated than repelled. At f i r s t finding a soulmate i n a philosopher, one 

of whose tenets was that e v i l was the norm and that happiness, goodness, 

absence of pain and so on were the exceptions to t h i s r u le, the pessimistic 

French i n t e l l e c t u a l s of the 1870s and 1880s began to see that h i s ideas (which 

seem not to have been properly known l e t alone understood except by a very few 

of h i s alleged French d i s c i p l e s ) provided a glimpse of a non-material approach 

to the enigma of the universe and one, moreover, which had the advantage of 

offering a possible comprehensive v i s i o n as opposed to the scraps of 'factual' 

knowledge provided by p o s i t i v i s t science. Thus i t was, somewhat paradoxically, 

that using the ideas of the most pessimistic German philosophers, l i k e Hartmann 

and Schopenhauer, as a base, young writers were able to arrive at a scheme of 

b e l i e f which enabled them to tackle more happily the problem of l i f e and a r t . (125) 

Once the influx of German and other ideas had helped to undermine the dominant 

position of positivism a suitable atmosphere was created for even such a sur

p r i s i n g eventuality as the spate of conversions to more or l e s s orthodox r e 

l i g i o n i n the 1890s as well as the plethora of seots and cults seeking, with 

varying degrees of seriousness, insights into ultimate truth. 

I t would be wrong to see the i d e a l i s t philosophies replacing positivism 

except i n the case of a writer l i k e V i l l i e r s de 1' Isle-Adam or possibly, on 

the l e v e l of theory rather than b e l i e f , Mallarme', (12$ ) The more usual procedure 

was f a r idealism of some form to supplement positivism the achievements of which 

could not he dismissed but were now seen to be circumscribed i n scope. In his 

as yet unpublished notes for an essay on Schelling Laforgue spoke of the need for 

(125) Laforgue i s a case i n point} the whole question of the influence of 
German philosophy i s discussed at greater length i n Part Three, Chapter Two. 

(126) For the influence of the ideas of Hegftl and Schopenhauer on Mallarme see 
L.J . Mossop, Pure Poetry. pp.!3k~ZtJ0and A.G. Lehmann, The Symbolist 
Aesthetic i n France, pp. 61-67. 
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speculative philosophy and for 'poetry' and of the subordinate role of the 

p r a c t i c a l sciences of which he was nevertheless a keen student: 

La vraie philosophie - en depit de 1' emancipation autonome 
des sciences (un Dieu est au-dessus des castors) doit toujours 
r e s t e r l a science premiere et universelle et derniere... Rien de 
l a cathedrale Herbert Spencer - I I faut des pontes. Les 
sciences doivent r e s t e r l e s a n c i l l a e diligentes de l a ^ 
philosophie, de l a metaphysique, dans leur anarchie bornee. 
Toutes ces pauvres sciences sont basees sur l e sens oommun, 
sur l ' a r b i t r a i r e . E l l e s ne doivent pas se peiner de premiere 
principes. - D'ailleurs ce n'est qu'une fugue de gamins qui 
jettent N l e u r gourme. Le progres des sciences specialises 
ne pent a ̂ La longue que l e s .ramener a l a science premiere et 
derniere, a l a metaphysique. - Le vice radical des sciences 
c'est qu'elles sont impersonnelles - Tandis qu'une metaphysique 
vient d'une Dtae. (127) 

Nor i s i t easy to assess j u s t how profound was the conviction of the 

adherents of the i d e a l i s t philosophies that the metaphysical r e a l i t i e s of which 
t 

they wrote existed. I t i s extremely doubtful, for example, that Mallarme, 

when a l l the jargon of aesthetics and speculative philosophy i s discarded, 

t r u l y believed i n transcendental r e a l i t y at a l l . Bourget and Brunetiere both 

seem to have been espe c i a l l y attracted by the power of Catholicism to give moral 

direction to society rather than by any primarily s p i r i t u a l consideration. 

Brunetiere did not conceal the f a c t that he had philosophical misgivings about 

Catholicism and one of h i s l a s t lectures was entitled 'Les D i f f i c u l t e s de 

c r o i r e ' ; but i t would be incorrect to deduce from this that h i s f a i t h w^s i n 

sincere. I f the founder of Chri s t i a n i t y was able to doubt on the cross then 

doubt must be expected to be part of the s p i r i t u a l t r i a l s of h i s followers. 

Barres seems to have experienced the same d i f f i c u l t i e s as Brunetiere^though for 

him Catholicism was p a r t i c u l a r l y associated with h i s mystico-nationalism, almost 

as a provincial protest against the s p i r i t u a l i t y corrupting influence of 

Paris i a n sophistication. Huysman$.'s motives at the time of hi s conversion seem 

to have been primarily aesthetio and emotional rather than rational but those 

who have read an account of the calm heroism with which he met a painful death 

w i l l find i t d i f f i c u l t to doubt the s i n c e r i t y of h i s religious convictions (128). 

(127) Fragment quoted i n notes to Warren Ramsey's Jules Laforgue and the Ironic 
Inheritance, p.254 

(128) For instance that given by R. Baldick i n gift T.ife of J • —Tf•TTnYRlBflUS 
pp. 329-352. 
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I t i s ofi course questionable whether rational explanation i s the best means of 
describing the experience of conversion; Bloy, Claudel and Verlaine a l l took the 
view that i n t e l l e c t u a l argument was inappropriate but t h i s does not mean their 
f a i t h was not surely founded. Catholicism was, i n a l l probability, more 
genuinely part of the s p i r i t u a l l i v e s of i t s converts than the other forms of 
idealism then current. I n Un Coup de de's the basio despair of Mallarme i s 
apparent and one i s l e f t with the t e r r i f y i n g p o s s i b i l i t y that the whole of the 
writer's mature l i f e has been spent i n pursuit of a truth which does not exist 
and the only f r u i t f u l r e s u l t of which has been to provide a very limited (and 
possibly l i m i t i n g ) store of themes for h i s poetry. I n Une Saison en Enfer 
Rimbaud depicts h i s 'metaphysical'1 adventures as self-deception and f u t i l i t y , 
a judgement borne out by the rather sordid nature of h i s l a t e r commercial 
a c t i v i t i e s . For writers l i k e Moreas the Ideals, i n the Platonic sense, to 
which he made reference i n the manifesto of 1886 were l i t t l e more than a 
terminologioal toy of passing i n t e r e s t . D.G. Charlton i s certainly right i n 
distinguishing two forms of idealism i n t h i s period: 'the f i r s t taken from 
" i d e a l " , supposes b e l i e f i n a transcendent r e a l i t y or an objective moral order; 
the second, taken from "idea" ( i . e . 'subjective idealism'), i s the view that 
we oan know only our own mental states...' (l29)» He goes on to make what he 
considers to be a sweeping but i n our view a nonetheless penetrating general
i s a t i o n that 'many of the Symbolists aspired to idealism i n the f i r s t sense, 
but often ended i n idealism i n the second sense 1 ( l j O ) * I n other words, the 
idealism of the poets of the period under discussion was frequently, i n practice, 
nothing other than an extended subjectivism or relativism, those attitudes which 
are at the heart of poetry which concerns i t s e l f with the most fl e e t i n g and 
elusive aspects of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

The years between 1870 and 1890 were marked by gloom and anxiety. This 

atmosphere i s partly to be attributed to the events of 1870-71 and partly to 

(129) 'Positivism and i t s Aftermath', p.14 
(130) Idem. 
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philosophical uncertainty, but as Pierre Martino has pointed out (131) these 

years were also marked by revolt - a revolt against the established order in 

society and a r t , but often a somewhat unhealthy, introspective kind of revolt 

brought on perhaps by the impossibility of p o l i t i c a l revolution. This s p i r i t 

of revolt at the condition of the a r t i s t and of the human condition i n general 

i s seen i n the verbal excesses of Decadence, i n the hermeticism and fantasies 

of Symbolism, and i n those challenges to the establishment we have already 

noted i n t h i s and the previous chapter. 

A l e s s o riginal reaction to the situation existing a f t e r 1870 was the 

poetry of ideas, the poetry which took for i t s subject the predominant s c i e n t i f i c 

and philosophical questions of the day. Poetry ooncerned with a philosophical 

problem, whether metaphysical or moral, had already been made into a w e l l -

established genre e a r l i e r i n the nineteenth century. After 1870 i t became a 

c u l t . I n some ways the i n t e r e s t i n evolutionary science and astronomy shown i n 

t h i s period i s reflected i n the s i m i l a r i t y between t h i s poetry and the cosmo-

l o g i c a l poetry of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. I f the philosophical 

poetry of the la t e nineteenth century did not always share the l a t t e r * s ob

session with cataclysm i t had a powerful equivalent i n the all-pervading sense 

of meaninglessness i n the universe. 

Among the leading exponents of the genre were Sully-Prudhomme, Cazalis, 

Catulle Mendes, Bourget, Madame Ackermann, Ghil and Laforgue. (132) The 

l a t t e r was not the only major poet to engage i n the composition of philosophical 

poetry; even Verlaine, so often c r i t i o i s e d for the inconsequential nature of 

his work, treated the subject of the oonfliot between rel i g i o n and science. 

One of the most consistent themes i n the poetry of Rimbaud i s e s s e n t i a l l y a 

question of moral philosophy - the contrast between primitive spontaneity and the 

modern Catholic and bourgeois ethic whose corrupting influenoe i s detailed i n 

131) Paxnasse et Symbolisme. pp.142-43. 
132) I t i s the Laforgue of Le Sanglot de l a Terre and certain of the Pleura de 

Bonne Volonte who i s referred to here. Laforgue's philosophical poetry, 
however, almost always displays a marked interest i n material r e a l i t y . 
The same i s true, to a l e s s e r extent, of the philosophical poetry of 
Bourget. 
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poems l i k e *Les Premieres Communions* Moreover, there i s i n h i s poetry, as we s h a l l 
show, a preoccupation with the idea that science might bring 'salvation*, 
Mallarme^ too, i t has been alleged, was ba s i c a l l y concerned i n much of his 
mature poetry with problems which were more properly the concern of a speculative 
philosopher. (133) I t i s impossible, however, to categorise h i s poetry as the 
exposition of ideas i n any obvious form. 

A number of the main practitioners of the poetry of ideas were associated 

with the Parnassian school; indeed Cazalis and Mendes both wrote poetry which 

comes within the scope of Parnassianism proper. Yet despite i t s close 

connections philosophical poetry was not generally Parnassian. Leconte de L i s l e 

had been as preoccupied as any poet with certain philosophical problems, notably 

the incomprehensibility of nature towards Man, but he almost always made reference 

to concrete, even though not normally contemporary, r e a l i t y i n the expression of 

h i s ideas. His attachment to science was one of the keystones of h i s aesthetic 

thinking: 

L'art et l a science, longtemps separeii 
par suite des effo r t s divergents d e l 1 i n t e l l i g e n c e , 

doivent tendre a s'unir etroitement et a se confondre. (134)« 
I t i s to be seen i n h i s concern for philogical, archaeological, anthropological, 

zoological and botanical exactitude. I t i s also manifest i n the subject matter 

of h i s poems, 'La Ravine de Sa i n t - G i l l e s ' (135) notable not only for the s t r i k i n g 

preoision of the references to natural phenomena generally but for the allusion 

to geological evolution: 
1 

Plus bas, tout est muet et noir au sein du gouffre, 
Depuis que l a montagne, en emergeant des f l o t s , 
Rugissante, et par j e t s de granit et de soufre, 
Se fegea dans l e c i e l et connut l e repoa. 

'La derniere Vision' (136) and 'Solvet Seclum' (137) are almost joyful a n t i c i 

pations of the end of the world; but t h i s i s an eschatology rooted firmly i n 

contemporary s c i e n t i f i c theory: 
Un long silence pend de 1' immobile jjue. 
La neige, bossuant ses p l i s amonceles,, 
Linceul r i g i d e , etreint l e s oceans geles. 
La face de l a terre est absolument nue... 
Le s o l e i l qui se meurt regarde et ne voit r i e n . . . 

(133) By, among others, Robert Gibson i n Modern French Poets on Poetry, pp.89-90. 
(134) Preface to Poemes Barbares. 
(135) Poemes Barbares 
(136) I b i d . 
ft *v\ T M J _ 
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Et ce ne sera point, sous l e s cieux magnifiques, 
Le bonheur reconquis des paradis antiques, 
Ni l ' e n t r e t i e n d'Adam et d'Eve sur l e s fleurs, 
Ni l e d i v i n sommeil apres tant de douleurs} 
Ce sera quand l e Globe et tout ce qui l'habite, 
Bloc s t e r i l e arrache de son immense orbite, 
Stupide, aveugle, ̂ l e i n d'un dernier hurlement, 
Plus lourd, plus eperdu de moment en moment, 
Contra quelque univers immobile en,sa force 
Defoncera sa v i e i l l e et miserable ecorce t / f 

E t , l a i s s a n t s u i s s e l e r , par mille,trous beants, 
Sa flamme interieure avec ses oceans, 
I r a f e r t i l i s e r de ses restes immondes 

Les s i l l o n s de l'espace ou fermenttnt les mondes. 

One of the most interesting and neglected aspects of Leconte de L i s l e ' s animal 

poetry i s h i s recreation of the consciousness of animals. ( I t i s s t i l l too 

often assumed that the animal poems are mere p l a s t i c representations.) This 

i s complementary to the symbolic function of the poems (e.g. the stoic resolve 

of the elephants) but i t i s also s c i e n t i f i c to the extent that i t shows a 

remarkable closeness to transformism. Poems l i k e 'Les Elephants'. 'Le Reve 

du Jaguar'. 'Le Sommeil du Condor'. 'L'Incantation du Loup'. 'Saora Fames* and 

'Les Hurleurs' are a l l to be considered i n this context. Leoonte de L i s l e * s 

effort i s directed towards the recreation of the inner workings of their con

sciousness, t h e i r nervous and cerebral l i f e . This i s consciousness i n a 

process of evolution which the poet knows w i l l culminate i n the s e n s i t i v i t y and 

rationalism of homo sapiens. Some of the animals the poet describes seem to 

possess an in k l i n g of th e i r future intelligence and especially an i n t u i t i v e 

knowledge of the despair which intelligence brings. Perhaps t h i s i s the best 

explanation of the mystery of 'Les Hurleurs'. (137&) 
Devant l a lune errante aux l i v i d e s c l a r t e s 
Quelle angoisse inconnue, au bord des noires ondes, 
F a i s a l t pleurer une ame en vos formes immondes? 
Pourquoi gemissiez-vous, spectres epouvantee? 

Je ne s a i a ; mais, o chiens qui hurliez sur l e s plages, 
Apres tant de s o l e i l s qui ne reviendront plus, 
J'entends toujours, du fond de mon passe confus, 
Le c r i desespere de vos douleurs sauvagesj 

'Sacra Fames' (l37b), published i n 1884, shows the influence of Darwin's theory 

of natural selection but the same basic transfoimist ideas l i e behind the 

(137a) I b i d . 
(l37b) Poemes Tragiques 
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comparison between man and shark: 

Va, monstrel tu n'es pas autre que nous ne sommes, 
Plus hideux, plus feroce, ou plus desespere. 

Sully-Prudhomme was close to the Pamasse in his careful craftsmanship and 

precise notation but removed from i t through, the nature of his inspiration which 

was primarily drawn from the anxieties of the i n t e l l e o t when confronted with the 

enigmas of existence; he perhaps belongs as much to Naturalism as to Par-

nassianism for although he showed l i t t l e interest i n contemporary external 

r e a l i t y he waB engrossed by the discoveries of science and t h e i r impact on the 

soul of modem Man* He i s one of the most representative poets of h i s epoch* 

His work i s an instance of the transition from the Romantio mal du sieole (which 

had been vague and nebulous - one reason why i t was so insidious) to a form of 

i n t e l l e c t u a l anxiety with one specifio oause. This was, on the poet's own 

admission* s c i e n t i f i c determinism* I n h i s more optimistic moments, Sully-

Frudhomme, l i k e Darwin, saw humanity as the spearhead i n an advance towards an 

apotheosis of consciousness, intelligence and j u s t i c e . But t h i s optimism was 

swamped by h i s uncertainty and by the reflection that even i f this were true, 

the waste and i n j u s t i c e to which the world w i l l have been submitted i n the 

meantime i s almost overwhelming for an individual l i v i n g i n the lat e nineteenth 

century* The commonest impression of Sully-Prudhomme's work (apart from those 

whose only acquaintance with h i s verse i s 'Le Vase b r i s e O i s 6f an abstraot 

formulation of modem despair: 

Nos o r i s monteront-ils \ jamais oublies, 
S o l i t a i r e s de monde en monde, • 

Errants, et d'age en age, helas! multiplies, 
Sans que r i e n la-haut y reponde? (138) 

But t h i s could, more of ten than i s sometimes supposed, be given a particularised 

context. He was yet another poet, for instance tto be both fascinated and d i s 

appointed by spectrum an a l y s i s : 
Le chimiste apprend des s o l e i l s 
Par une sublime analyse 
Leurs elements qu'avec surprise 
I I trouve aux corps connus pareils • * * (139) 

(138 
(139) 

Le Bonheur 
I b i d . 
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Sometimes he gave way to genuine, untroubled enthusiasm as i n t h i s account of the 

•discovery' of e l e c t r i c i t y : 

Franklin l'annulait terrassee; 
Volta l a gouverne amasseej 
Ampere f a i t d'elle un aimant. 

(140) 
One of the closest r e f l e c t i o n s of contemporary science l i e s i n h i s aocount 

(stated more than once) of a p o s i t i v i s t variant of monism: 

Wen^zel, Dalton, en leurs balances 
Revelent qu'entre tous l e s corps 
Par d'exactes equivalences 
Le poids r e g i t tpus Jee accords. 
Ces a l l i a n c e s regulieres 
Pournissent au pal a i s des pierres 
Et de,plu| fins, materiaux 
Aux ephemeres edifices 
Des plantes et des animaux, 
Ahl qu'en leurs multiples offices 
Les principes unis entre eux 
Pour tant d'oeuvres sont peu nombreuxj 
Les vieux atomes d 1Epicure 
Vont r e s s u s c i t e r , tous pa r e i l s 
Pour composer l e s c l a i r s s o l e l l s 
Aussi Men que l a terre obscure, 
Et peut-etre que, seuls divers, 
Le poids, l e nombre et l a figure 
Expliqueront tout l'univers. 

(141) 
Most readers of Latin poetry would agree that Sully-Prudhomme must have taken 

Lucretius as h i s model i n such verse. Unfortunately his work lacks the vigour 

and the powerful image of h i s i l l u s t r i o u s predecessor• Suoh attempts are an 

excellent instance of the danger to poetry when i t seeks to relate ideas of t h i s 

kind. They provide a j u s t i f i c a t i o n for the doubts expressed by Baudelaire about 

a possible rapprochement between poetry and science: 

La poesie ne peut pas, sans peine de mort ou 
de decheanoe, s'assimiler a l a science.«,• La 
VeriteTn»a r i e n a f a i r e avec l e s chansons. 

(142) 
Only r a r e l y did Sully-Prudhomme grasp that the most interesting aspect of science 

for the poet was i t s impact on language and on the quality and nature of everyday 

l i f e . He certainly f e l t more at ease i n the realm of ideas both because i t was 

more suited to discursive exposition but also because, i n a paradoxical way, i t 

provided an escape from r e a l i t y . .n , , M „, ,u ,„ ;;. r.,„ 
(140) I b i d . 
(141) I b i d . v 

(142) Oeuvres Completes, p.|o3S. 
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The turning away from contemporary r e a l i t y to ideas may be seen as partly 

the r e s u l t of the f a i l u r e to find compensation for metaphysical doubts and 

anguish i n l i f e i t s e l f . Madame Ackermann represents an interesting case-

history of the attempt to find comfort or at least distraction i n the world of 

ideas and of the p a r a l l e l influence of p o s i t i v i s t and i d e a l i s t philosophies. 

Through her reading of Pascal (l4?)» Hegel, Schopenhauer, Spinoza, Kant and 

p o s i t i v i s t s l i k e Berthelot and Littre'(144) she arrived at the conviction that 

l i f e was b a s i c a l l y bad though she seems to have derived from t h i s b e l i e f a kind 

of serenity which o s c i l l a t e d somewhat uneasily between tota l scepticism and 

pantheism. These attitudes were closely a l l i e d i n her mind to modem science 

and to her poetic vocation: 

. . . . . j e suivais avec un int e r e t intense l e s travaux de l a 
science modeme. Les theories de 1' evolution et de l a 
transformation des forces e*taient en parfait accord avec 
l e s tendances pantheistes de mon esprit. Les cote's 
poe'tiques de cette conception des choses ne m'echappaient 
pas non plus. 

(145) 
The renown she won i n 1874 with the publication of her Premieres poe"sles« - PoemeB 

philosophiques (and as a r e s u l t of the attention paid to her by Card i n one of 

hi s a r t i c l e s ) was an indication of the mood of the times. The prevailing themes 

of her poetry are the indifferenoe of nature, the i l l u s i o n of love (146)1 the 

meaninglessness of l i f e , the proud rebellion of Man against his conditions and 

against a non-existent God. Strangely enough i n the amalgam of i d e a l i s t and 

(145) Madame Ackermann seems to have regarded Pascal as a primarily sceptical 
thinker. The f i r s t part of the seventeenth-century apologist's massive 
enterprise of showing the wretohedness of the human condition and the 
r e a l i t y of God as the only solution would oertainly have appealed to the 
age of pessimism a f t e r 1870. Voltaire's buoyant reaction, i n the Lettres 
philoBophiques. to Pascal's v i s i o n of Man i n a condemned c e l l awaiting his 
turn was not i n keeping with the climate of the time. I t i s more than 
coincidence that the period a f t e r 1870 was one of renewed interest i n the 
author of Pense*es. 

(144) I n 'Positivisms' she wrote: 
Nous restons sans espoir, sans recours, sans a s i l e . . . 

145) Ma Vie, p. xix . 
146) One of the several inconsistencies i n the work of Madame Ackermann i s her 

i n a b i l i t y to reconcile a Schopenhauerian scepticism concerning love between 
the sexes with her self-confessed love for her lat e husband whose death she 
acknowledged as the tragic c a t a l y s t i n her poetio career. 

As f a r as disillusionment with love i s concerned she i s close to Darwin 
and, of course, to Laforgue. 'L'Amour et l a Mort' summarises Nature's ruth-
lessness: T 0ute sa prevoyance est pour ce qui va naftre; 

Le reste est confondu dans un supreme oubli, 
Vous, vous avez aime, vous pouvez disparaitre, 

Son voeu s'est aocompli. 
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p o s i t i v i s t ideas which constitutes her thought she arrives at a position close 

to that of the Symbolists as she revealed i n a t e l l i n g comment i n her Pensees 

d'une s o l i t a i r e of 1882: 
r 

Quand j e me represente que j ' a i apparu fortuitement sur un 
globe emporte lui-meme dans l'espace, au hasard d.esA 

catastrophes celestes, quand j e me vois entouree d'etres 
aussi ephemeres et aussi incomprehensibles que moi, lesquels 
s'agitent et courent apres des chimeres, j'eprouve l'etrange 
sensation du reve, Je ne puis croire \ l a r e a l i t e de ce qui 
m'environne. I I me s-semble que j ' a i aime, souffert, et que 
j e v a i s mourir bientot en songe. Mon dernier mot sera: 
J ' a i revet (147). 

To a considerable extent t h i s view was derived from the impermanence and 

mutability of l i f e as revealed by science. She was aware of the certain end of 

the world but her account i s gentler than Leconte de L i s l e ' s and lacks his 

b i t t e r s a t i s f a c t i o n at the thought of extermination: 

Dans ces mondes e'pars, d i s , avons-nous des f r e r e s ? 
T'ont-ils charge' pour nous de leur salut lointain? 
Ahi quand tu reviendras, peut-etre de l a terra 
L'homme aura disparu, Du fond de ce sejour 
S i son o e i l ne doit pas contempler ton retour, 
S i l e globe epuise s'est eteint s o l i t a i r e , 
Dans l'espace i n f i a i poursuivant ton chemin, 
Du moins j e t t e au passage, astre errant et rapide, 
Un regard de p i t i e sur ce theatre vide 
De tant de maux soufferts et du labeur humain. 

(148) 

There i s another respect i n which Louise Ackermann was representative of the i n 

t e l l e c t u a l climate a f t e r 1870 and that i s the obsession with a l l things German. 

J u l i e t t e Adam quoted Madam d'Agoult who was a member of Madame Ackermann's 

c i r c l e : 'ELle me tol^re parce que j e parle allemand et que pour Mme Ackermann, 

i l n'y a que 1'art, que l a science, que l a philosophie de l'Alleraagne. 1 (149) 

Madame Aokermann i s a c l a s s i o instance of the retreat into the realm of ideas 

under the influence of German philosophy; she was even able to adapt her 

positivism to t h i s attitude. 

One encounters some surprising figures amongst the ranks of the minor poets 

treating contemporary thought and science. Bichepin, of a l l people, acquired 

the ambition to be a new Lucretius i n h i s La Mer of 1886: 

(147 ) Quoted i n Martino, Pamasse et Symbolisme. p.84. 
(148) 'A l a Comete1 

(149) J u l i e t t e Adam, Premieres armes. p. 279« 
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Nous estimons que pour chanter tout oe vivant, 
C'est peu d'etre poete, i l faut etre savant... 

Like so much of the poetry of ideas his work i s strongly influenced by 

evolutionary thought. There i s a description i n a single page of La Mer of 

the whole evolutionary process up to Man beginning with the l i n e s : 

0 v i e , 8 f l o t montant et grondant, je te vois 
Produire 1*animal, plante et b§te a l a f o i s , 

Te transformer sans f i n depuis ces anciens types... 

He too appears to be struck by the addness of l i f e which implies a new attitude 

to our own biological existence: 

Un etre existe l a , que l a science nojame 
"Bathylios, un etre informe, sans couleur, 
Une lame plut3t qu'un etre; une paleur, 
Encor moins qu'une larve; une ombre clandestine, 
Semblable Vdu blanc d'oeuf, a de l a gelatine, 
Quelque chose de vague et d'indetermine; • • • • 
Ce presque r i e n pourtant, i l existe. I I est ne, 
I I se nourrit, respire et marche et se contracte 
Et multiplie, et c'est de l a matiere en acte. 

The almost obligatory reference to a s c i e n t i f i c version of the apocalypse i s 

also made but Bichepin's variant i s o r i g i n a l . He sees the world 

Ce cadavre hagard tournant en rond.... 

as having perished as the r e s u l t of a gradual process of dessioationi 

Philosophical poetry appealed to those who shared the Parnassians' distaste 

for contemporary l i f e , partly because they were disillusioned with i t but partly 

also because they found i t an unworthy subject for a r t . Not everyone had the 

c a l l i n g to be a l i t e r a r y archaeologist and 'philosophical Pamassianlsm' 1 provided 

a genre acceptable to poets l i k e Sully-Prudhomme. Moreover this subject-matter 

was ideal for the a l l e g o r i c a l and rhetorioal exposition traditional i n French 

versa and obviated the d i f f i c u l t i e s of coming to terms with the transient 

phenomena of the non-intellectual aspects of contemporary r e a l i t y . 

Not surprisingly the representation of ideas was scarcely attempted i n other 

art-forms though i t did e x i s t . There i s much i n common between Fernand Cormon's 

ca r e f u l l y and t r a d i t i o n a l l y executed and s c i e n t i f i c a l l y accurate paintings of the 
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history of human evolution and the poetry of, say, Cazalis which complied in 

every d e t a i l with the tenets of s c i e n t i f i c Paraassianism i n poems on subjects 

si m i l a r to those painted by Cormon and where this friend of Mallarme showed his 

multiple i n t e r e s t s as poet, scholar, o r i e n t a l i s t and s c i e n t i s t . Though on r e 

f l e c t i o n i t may be that such works as Cormon's decorative series on the 

triumphant evolution of the human race are closer i n s p i r i t , but certainly not 

i n form or manner, to the work of Ghil who was in a l l probability the only 

French poet of any significance a f t e r 1870 to offer an unequivocally optimistio 

brand of evolutionnisme (150): 

La theorie evolutionniste me fut decisive* Tel est l e fond 
de tout mon eeuvre. (151) 

Indeed h i s poetry constituted a vast and, unfortunately, often indigestible, 

epic of evolutionary development. I t i s i n keeping with h i s fundamental opti

mism and b e l i e f i n the future that he should incorporate into h i s poetry a l 

lusions to the l a t e s t achievements of the human s c i e n t i f i c genius. Thus these 

l i n e s on the nature of matter take into account research on radio-activity $ 

Toi, 1'element de l'Actel 
t o i de toute genese et qui, naissant du poids consumes tes 
pesantevs! • • • 

Qui du sourd transport 
de ses oppressions intr'atomiques, roule 
des energies neuvement apres l a houle 
d'ou. resulte l'onde du phenomene.... 

(152) 

I n plainer language Verhaeren from the 1890s onwards was to provide, i n h i s more 

optimistic moments, which amount almost to a return to Romantic soientisffi, the 

best poetic celebration of progress based on science i n poems l i k e 'La Recherohe 

'Les I d l e s ' . 'Vers l e Futur' (153), 'L'Action'. 'L'Attente'.«Vers l a Mer» (154) 

(150) I t should be r e c a l l e d , however, that from about 1900 onwards, Cazalis him
s e l f embarked on a programme combining art and soienoe and based on a r e 
gained f a i t h i n human progress. See Lawrenoe A. Joseph, Henri Cazalis. 
pp.234-248. 

Cormon's se r i e s of decorative paintings i s to be seen i n the Musee de 
l'Homme, Pa r i s * 

(151) U Poê ca <cfonfvPu|ue.„ Otu-to-QgLry Cx^o'i) 
(152) Dire du Mieux. IV. 'L'ordre a l t r u i s t e ' . 
(155) Les V i l l e s tentaculaires* 
(154) Visages de l a Vie. 
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and 'Sur l a Mer', 'La ConqueHe', 'L'Utopie*. 'La Science' (155). 

I t i s important to understand the relationship between the predominant 

philosophy based on various forms of determinism and two other influences. 

one of which we have previously discussed. The l a t t e r , p r i m i t i v i s t nostalgia, 

we have already shown to be occasionally associated with science. There i s one 

p a r t i c u l a r l y interesting instance of t h i s association. Leconte de L i s l e was 

not alone i n hinting that through the transformist process Man and other creatures 

have much i n common - indeed a shared past from whioh many human i n s t i n c t s may 

be held to have been derived. Thus i n 'Les Hurleurs* the poet's 'passe'confus' 

surely has a double sense referring ostensibly to the memory of the wild dogs 

which s t i l l haunts him aft e r the passing of so many years but also suggesting 

strongly that the h a l f - r e a l i s e d despair of the dogs had once been the condition 

of Man's ancestors on the path to human rationalism. This theme was taken up and 

rendered e n t i r e l y e x p l i c i t by Cazalis i n an important poem dedicated to Darwin 

called 'Reminiscences' which i s one of the best statements of this mode of 

s c i e n t i f i c primitivism: 

Je sens un monde en moi de confuses pensees, 
Je sens obscurement que j ' a i vecu toujours, 
Que j ' a i longtemps erre dans l e s forets poesies, 
Et que l a bete enoor garde en moi ses amours.... 

Certains s o i r s en errant dans les forets natales 
Je ressens dans ma chair l e s frissons d'autrefois, 
Quand, l a nuit, grandissant l e s ombres vegetales, 
Sauvage, hallucine, j e rampais sous l e s bois... 

(156) 
I n s i m i l a r vein, Madame Fernand Gregh declared that 

Tout homme participe au primitif mystere.,,. 

(157) 
and i n 'Jeunesse* (Poernes) expanded t h i s idea with some success: 

Ce parfum, $ stupeurj ce gout^de mer farouche 
Nous l e trouvions aussi mouille sur notre bouchej 
C'etait vraiment l e meme, unique, universel: 
Le sang de 1'homme avait l e gout mar i n du s e l l 
Etranges gouts p a r e i l s et vieux cpmme l e monde!... 
Mysterieux retour des choses, c'etait comme 
Du coeur des eaux et de l a terre, au coeur del'homme 

(155) Les Forces tumultueuses. 
(156) L ' I l l u s i o n . 
(157) 'Reminiscence', Poemea ̂  
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/ 
Un obscur souvenir des temps evanouis; 
Et nous sentions, emus de troubles inoui's, 
Dans le vent sature' des e'ternelles^fievres, 
Le sang de l'univers qui saignait a nos levres. 

Iwan Gilkin's Promethee, although not published u n t i l the late 1890s, was a 

d e f i n i t i v e statement of ideas which belonged very much to the 1880s and i s 

worth quoting at length: 
Parfois, dans l e demi-somroeil du c l a i r matin, 
Quand mes yeux eblouis par l a lumiere intense 

Se referment d'instinct 
Sur l e monde i n d i s t i n c t 
Des ombres incertaines 
Alor, j e me souviensj 

Je me souviens des mi l l e existences lointaines 
Dans un obscur passe d'enigmes et de n u i t , 
Non; je n'ai pas toujours ete'' ce que j e suis. 

Qu'etais-je? 
Hellas 1 le sais-je? 

Peut-^tre^ mon energie e'tait-elle 
Prisonniere jadis de ces rochers poudreux 
Qu'un s t e r i l e s o l e i l et l a foudre eternelle 
Brulent sans f i n de leurs t e r r i b l e s feu^c. 
Peut-etre f l o t t a i t - e l l e avec l'ecume amere 

Des vagues de l a mer. 
N'a-t-elle point dormi dans les etres informes 
Accroches, sous les eaux a des algues enormes? 
N'a-t-elle point f l e u r i sur de vastes marais 

, . Ou rampe sur l e sol spongieux des forets. 
Monstre aux floncs ecaille's, aux inachoires bruyantes?.. • 

Mais un e f f o r t perpetuel 
Sans cesse me^poussant 
De l a forme ou je passais 
Vers une forme nouvelle, 
Lentement, lentement, 
^Imperceptiblemenj;, 

De generation en generation 
Durant des siecles innorabrables 

Sur l'echelle sans f i n des transformations, 
Malgre' les cieux insecourables, 

Je m'elevais par degre's vers l e mieux. s 

La forme plus parfaite ou ̂ e voig l a lumiere. s 

Grossiere encorei HelasJ combien gr^ssierej 
Mon desir l a depasse et mon reVe l'epure. 
Voila pourquoi j e veux cre'er des creatures 
Selon l ' e t r e d i v i n que j'entrevois en moi, 

Gilkin's poem i s a combination of scientifically-based nostalgia f o r a primitive 

existence and of hope f o r the p e r f e c t i b i l i t y of Man through evolution. Like 

many of the p r i m i t i v i s t poets his views entail an attack on established r e l i g i o n . 

Here t h i s i s evident i n the reference to 'cieux insecourables* and, most notably, 

i n the parody of Catholic l i t u r g i c a l phraseology and hymn-like rhythm beginning: 

Lentement, lentement * 

His i s a secular vision of the millenium. 



Both the d i s s a t i s f a c t i o n with established religion and 'evolutionary-

nostalgia* may, i n f a c t , be linked with the second influence which i t i s 

necessary to examine - oriental philosophy. Cazalis's 'Reminiscences' 

included a stanza which make* i t c lear that he had assimilated the eastern 

concepts of transmigration and reincarnation with Darwinism: 

(Je sens...) , 
Et que j ' a i transmigre dans des formes sans nombre, 
Et que mon ame e t a i t , sous tous ces corps divers, 
La conscience et l'ame aussi, splendide ou sombre, 
Qui reve et se tourmente au fond de l'universl 

There were other areas i n which science and oriental philosophy were close. He 

was to write of Buddhism: 

De toutes l e s ^religions l e bouddhisme est c e l l e qui 
semble en r e a l i t e l e moins en antagonisme avec l a science 
ac t u e l l e . . . I I est d'accord, avec l e pessimisms de Darwin. 

(158) 
Just as Buddhism may be compared to science so science i n i t s turn may be 

likened to the contemplative calm of Brahmanism: 

La science qui, distinctement, dans l e passe* voit l a 
genese du s o l e i l , v o i t sa mort aussi dans l'avenir, et e l l e 
a s s i s t e aux revolutions du monde avec l a t r a n q u i l l i t e des 
Brahmqnes.... 

(159) 
There was much common ground between Hinduism and nineteenth-century 

science especially i n the notions of monism and transformism. Perhaps the 

closest equivalent to positivism and determinism was, however, Buddhism since 

a l l three abandoned any attempt to explain f i r s t causes but looked at human 

experience i n the world where we find ourselves without resorting to dogma. 

The interest i n orien t a l philosophy, and particularly Hinduism and Buddhism, 

i n Prance, from the time of the Parnassians onwards, was more than coincidence; 

i t was completely i n accord with the prevailing s c i e n t i f i c and philosophical 

climate. To many i n t e l l e c t u a l s the three characteristics of l i f e as defined 

by Buddhisms must have seemed singularly applicable to their own situation: 

dukkha (unsatisfactoriness of ordinary empirical existence), anicoa (impermanence 

(158) La Gloire du Neant. 
(159) I b i d . 
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and transient quality of a l l earthly phenomena and experience) and anatta 
(absence of a permanent enduring private s e l f - i n late nineteenth-century 
Prance t h i s was usually l i m i t e d to a disbelief i n immortality and not extended 
to scepticism concerning the existence of i n d i v i d u a l i t y ) . Of these three 
concepts the influence of anicca upon the nineteenth-century preoccupation 
with the ephemeral should not be overlooked. I t s impact on the plastic arts 
and especially Impressionist painting was primarily through the intermediary 
of o r i e n t a l (especially Japanese) a r t which reflected the desire to show the 
basic transience of r e a l i t y . But i n poetry af t e r 1870 i t entered as a funda
mental attitude having been pre-digested either by Western •Buddhists' l i k e 
Schopenhauer or, more usually, Parnassian poets l i k e Cazalis and Leconte de Lisle. 

I t was suggested above that the influence of contemporary thought and 

science i s discernible even i n the work of some of the major poets, apart from 

the obvious case of Laforgue. Verlaine and Rimbaud both wrote poetry which 

comes within the scope of the present section. 

I n his Parnassian period Veladfne had predictably referred to the discord 

between 'harmony1 and Man's new-found technological power: 

Aujourd'hui, l'Action et Ig, Reve ont brise'' 
Le pacts p r i m i t i f par les siecles use 
Et plusiears ont trouve' funeste ce divorce 
De l'harmonie immensectbleue et de l a force. 

(160) 
Yet t h i s idea was to prove remarkably enduring i n his case, even though, as was 

shown i n the l a s t chapter, i t underwent an important modification i n that he was 

to replace the Parnassian notion of ancient harmony with Catholicism. Verlaine 

was fond of playing the simpleton and t h i s too contributed to the basic attitude 

of his mature years not only towards science but a l l 'new-fangled' ideas: 

Schopenhauer m'embpte un peu 
Malgre son epicurefsitoe, 
Je ne comprends pas l'anarchisme, 
Je ne f a i s pas d'Ibsen un dieu. 
Ce n'est pas du Nord aujourd'hui 
Que m'arriverait l a lumierej 
Du Midi non plus, en derniere 
Analyse. Du Oentre^oui? ^ 

(l6o) Prologue to Poemes Saturniens , 
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Non. Mais d'ou? De nulle part, - l a ! 
Rien negale ma lassitude: 
Laissez-moi rentrer dans 1*etude 
Du bon vieux temps qu'on p e r s i f l a . 

J'aime les l i v r e s lus et sus, 
Je suis fou de claires paroles, 
J'adore l a Croix sans symboles: 
Un gibet et Jesus dessus. ( l 6 l ) 

Verlaine's rejection of contemporary thought at least has the merit of humour -

i n t h i s instance i n the i r o n i c reference to Schopenhauer's epicureanism and the 

dir e c t i o n a l .jeu de mots i n the second stanza. I t i s interesting to note the 

use of the modern idiom 'en derniere analyse* - i t s e l f a product of the new 

positivism. 

Verlaine*s most important poetic statements on contemporary thought occur 

i n Sagesse: 

Petits amis qui sutes nous prouver 
Par A plus B que deux et deux font quatre, 
Mais qui depuis voulez parachever 
Une v i c t o i r e ou l'on se l a i s s a i t battre, 
Et couronner vos conquetes d'un coup 
Par ce souf f l e t \ l a memoire humaine: 
'Dieu ne vous a revele" rien du tout, 
Car nous disons q u ' i l n'est que 1'ombre vain*, 

Que le p r o f i l et que l'allongeraent, 
Sur tous les murs que l a peur e d i f i e , 
De votre pur et simple mouvement, 
Et nous diotons cette philosophie.• 

- Freres trop cher$, laissez-nous r i r e un peu, 
Nous les fervents d'une logique ranee, 
Qui justement n'avons de f o i qu'en Dieu 
Et mettons notre espoir dans l'Esperance, 

iaissez-nous r i r e un peu, pleurer aussi, 
Pleurer sur vous, r i r e du vieux blaspheme, 
Rire du vieux Satan a i n s i , 
Pleurer sur cet Adam dupe quand memej 

Preres de nous Aqui payons vos orgueils, 
Tous f i l s du meme Amour, ah! l a science.... 

(162) 

Verlaine's target i s the same logic-chopping 'sophistry 1 which Rimbaud attacked 

i n 'L'Impossible'. Paradoxically whereas Rimbaud blamed Christianity f o r 

robbing mankind of joy (and i n his more optimistic moments saw science as offering 

(161) Epigramme XXII. 
(162; Sagesse, I , x i . 
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a hope of salvation) Verlaine sees a return to orthodox Catholicism as the 

only way of bringing peace of mind and contentment. I t i s the whole of society 

which pays the price - i n despair - of the overweaning pride of scientists. I t 

i s men l i k e t h i s - m a t e r i a l i s t i c , atheistic republicans - who now control France 

and devote t h e i r s t a t i s t i c a l s k i l l s to the manipulation of the masses: 
» 

Vous voici r o i s de France! A Votre tour!.... 

A l'oeuvre, amis p e t i t s i Nous avons d r o i t 
De vous y v o i r , payant de notre poche, 
Et d'etre un peu rejouis a l'endroit 
De votre e*tat. sans 'peur et sans reproche. 

Sans peur? Du ma£tre. 6 l e martre, mais c'est 
L'Ignorant-chiffre et le Suffrage-nombre, 
Total, l e peuple, un "ane" f o r t 

(163) 
The collec t i o n Amour contains a further interesting - and usually overlooked -

account of Verlaine's position: 

Roi, l e seul v r a i r o i de ce siecle, salut, Sire, 
Qui voulutes mourir vengeant votre £aison 
Des choses de l a p o l i t i q u e , et du delire 
De cette Science intrOse dans l a maison. 

De cette Science assassin de l'Oraison 
Et du Chant et de l ' A r t et de toute l a Lyre, 
Et simplement, et p l e i n d'orguetl en floraison, 
Tuates en mourant, salut, Roil bravo, Sire! 

Vous futes un poete, un soldat, le seul Roi 
De ce siecle ou les r o i s se font s i peu de chose, 
Et l e martyr de l a Raison selon la Foi.,.. 

(164) 
The death by drowning (presumed suicide) of the mad king of Bavaria^Ludwig I l ^ a t 

Starnberg i n 1886 becomes f o r Verlaine the focus of a meditation upon the times, 

The poet attributes Ludwig's insanity to two things: p o l i t i c a l ohanges (he had 

become a mere puppet-ruler a f t e r the formation of the Kaisereich i n 1871) and to 

the intrusion of the inventions and gadgets of modern science into his palaces on 

8 colossal scale,, His suicide i s the vengeance of his reason upon these challenges 

to t r a d i t i o n , some of which he himself had encouraged. He i s heralded by Verlaine 

as the only true k i n ^ of the age - because (Recording to Verlaine) his suicide 

stemmed from a revelation of the true nature of kingship, of divinely inspired 

monarchy ('martyrs de l a Raison selon l a Foi'). Science i s the main c u l p r i t ; i t 

has destroyed r e l i g i o n , fffi^sgfl,.ff^Jffy? 
7l63) I b i d . , I , x l i . % 

(I64) 'A Louis I I de Baviere',, 
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Verlaine's own career and poetry i s characterised by uncertainty. The 

underlying malaise and mild bewilderment i n some of his fc^st poetry i s of course 

an indication of the poet's psychological condition but this i n turn i s to be 

related to h i s i n a b i l i t y to identify with h i s own times. Interestingly, his 

consolation i n r e l i g i o n , although intermittent, anticipates the f i n de sieole 

Catholic r e v i v a l . The whol© phenomenon i s to be related to the same widespread 

s p i r i t u a l uneasiness provoked by p o s i t i v i s t and determinist science. 

* * * * # •* # # * # # * 

Ait awareness of the role of science i s essential to a f u l l appreciation of 

Rimbaud's poetry. One s t i l l awaits a proper study of the influence of the age 

of Bcience and technology upon h i s work. The effect upon the st y l e and language 

of h i s poetry was c r u c i a l and t h i s will.be discussed i n the next chapter. 

Thematically, contemporary thought and science also have great importance i n both 

Khe verse and prose works. There i s i n Rimbaud's poetry a fundamental contra

diction with regard to science and the modem philosophies derived from i t . On 

the one hand he i s incl i n e d to see i n science a solution to the problems and 

in j u s t i c e s of human existence. Yet, on the other, there i s a scepticism and even 

a d i s i l l u s i o n * ! bitterness concerning the promises which science aeems to make. 

So much i s t h i s the case that on occasion soienoe i s associated with Christian

i t y and Western Bourgeois materialism as the faotors which have led to the 

suppression of the authenticity, freedom, spontaneity and joy which were, the 

poet seems to believe, a part of primitive existence. Thifc contradiction i s 

evident throughout the entire period of h i s poetic a c t i v i t y . 

In 'Le Forgeron* science w i l l be one of the methods by which' Man w i l l not 

only achieve s o c i a l j u s t i c e but bring a l l things under his submission* 

...Lenteraent vainquejr, 11 domptera l e s dhoses 
Et montera sutf Tout, comme sur un chevall 

We 
His f a i t h i n human progress and technologigal resourcefulness i s ^ a s unambiguous 

as that of Victor Hugo i n 'le Satyre'. Yet, as we noted i n ' S o l e i l et Chair* 

i t i s the very powers of human rationalism which are blamed for the abject 

condition of modem Man* 

http://will.be
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whether or not the poet i s being i r o n i c . 'Mauvais Sang* presents a clear i n 

stance of the dilemma: 

La race inferieure a tout couvert - l e peuple, comme on 
d i t , l a raison; l a nation et l a science. 

OhJ l a science. On a tout r e p r i s . Pour l e corps et pour 
l'ame, - l e viatique, - on a l a medecine et l a philosophie, -
les remedes de bennes femmes et les chansons populaires arranges. 
Et les divertissements des princes et les jeux qu'ils interdisaientj 
Gebgraphie, cosmographie, mecanique, chimiel.... 

La science, l a nouvelle noblesse. Le progres. Le monde 
marchej Pourquoi ne t o u r n e r a i t - i l pas? 

C'est l a vision des nombres. Nous allons \ 1' Esprit. 

Most commentators seem to have assumed that Rimbaud's references here to the 

benefits of science are to be taken at face value. But there are indications 

that such an interpretation may be incorrect. Rimbaud has been giving a br i e f 

and highly personal summary of the history of the French race. The period of 

j o i n t domination by n o b i l i t y and Church i s over. The time of individual adventurers 

and vague i d e a l i s t i c wars ( l i k e the Crusades and the Wars of Religion?) has come 

to an end. I n the modern age new concepts have to be reckoned with} people 

and nation have replaced race: raison and science have replaced r e l i g i o n . But 

what do these changes amount to? The f r u i t s of science, notably medicine and 

'philosophy 1, have been democratised but i n the process debased, f o r 'les 

remedes be bonnes femraes et les chansons populaires arranges' surely has an ironic 

r i n g . Great discoveries have been brought down to the level of everyday commerce -

'remedes de bonnes femmes' advertised and on sale at pharmacists. The 'chansons 

populaires 1 are the insights of secular philosophy arranged and diluted f o r 

popular consumption by, one suspects, a new e l i t e of int e l l e c t u a l s and scientists 

who have taken over the mantle of those previously i n authority ('la nouvelle 

noblesse'). The sciences - 'geographie, cosmographe, mecanique, chimie...' are 

gimmicks, mere pastimes which were once the monopoly of leisured princes. Science 

has become the new aristocracy. We have progress and the advancement of scienoe 

and technology but - i n an iro n i c allusion to Galileo's celebrated remark - the 

poet wonders why the world might not turn - why there would not be a true 'revolution 
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What the future i s claimed to hold by the new e l i t e i s the domination of matter 

by intelligence but does t h i s r e a l l y mean much more than the worship of mathe

matical abstractions i n place of the old theological, abstractions? Both are 

equally removed from v i r i l e pagan sensuality and i t i s t h i s gloomy prospect which 

confct&ferbes. the substance of the poet's oracular declaration. 

Other interpretations of t h i s passage remain, of course, v a l i d and plausible. 

This i s i t s e l f an indication of the ambiguity of Kilobaud's own feelings. His 

better judgement t o l d him that the promises of science were largely groundless 

but he needed desperately to believe. Hence what irony one finds i s as much se l f -
t 

mockery as anything else. 'L'Bclair'. as we have seen i n the context of the 

poet's a t t i t u d e to social change, relates the moments of doubt and disillusionment 

which provoke t h i s kind of ironys 
"Eien n'est vanite: a l a science, et en avant!" crie 

l'Ecclesiaste moderne...Ah! v i t e , v i t e un peu; la-bas 
par dela l a n u i t , ces recompenses futures, eternelles 
...les echappons-nous?...la science est trop lente.... 

'Angoisse' demonstrates the same attitu d e i n the Illuminations. Death and fate 

threaten the achievements of science along with social progress: 

Que des accidents de feerie scientifique et des 
mouvements de f r a t e r n i t e sociale soient cheris.. 
Mais la. Vampire qui nous rend gentils commande que 
nous nous amusions avec ce qu'elle nous laisse 

Even 'Mouvement', which, at f i r s t sight, would appear to be a f a i r l y s t raight

forward celebration of the wonders of science and technology contains hints of 

irony. A young couple (Rimbaud and Verlaine one supposes) are on a voyage on a 

ship by r i v e r and on the open sea which becomes symbolic of the whole forward 

march of mankind. The excitement of the f i r s t stanza i s clouded i n the second by 

the phrase 'les conqu6rants du rnonde' which suggests success at the expense of 

others. This suggestion i s corroborated by the notions of 'fortune...personnelle', 

'sport' and 'comfort' ( s i c ) . I n the t h i r d stanza 'l'heroi'sme de l a decouverte* i s 

mingled with references to commerce: 'comptes agites' and 'stock d'etudes'. The 

'couple de jeunesse' may thus be interpreted as the representatives of 'ancienne 

sauvagerie* awaiting, on the ship which has become an ark, a cleansing flood iirhich 
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w i l l wipe out modern commercial c i v i l i s a t i o n f o r a l l i t s s c i e n t i f i c marvels and 

i t s prosperity ( f o r some). I t has to be admitted, however, that the sense i s f a r 

from clear. There can be l i t t l e doubt, nevertheless, that the p^gm which appears 

to be strongly influenced by Whitman's poems of progress i n both form and content 

contains those elements of doubt and self-questioning as well as of excitement 

which distinguish the American's work. 

I f further evidence were needed of the f a c t that Rimbaud's commitment to the 

new age was not t o t a l t h i s i s to be,found i n the existence of a one-line parody 

of Louis-Xavier de Ricard, one of the poets of progress, i n the Album zutiquet 
• s 

L'Humanite chaussait l e vaste enfant Progres, 

To parody such a v i s i o n i s another example of Rimbaud's self-mockery. 

One of Rimbaud's most interesting WorW re f l e c t i n g contemporary thought 

brings us back to the question of or i e n t a l philosophy, 'L'Impossible' contrasts 

modern European society with the ancient culture of the East - to the former's 

detriment. The poem begins, s i g n i f i c a n t l y , with a remembrance of the freedom 

and self-confidence of childhood. The l i n k we have already noted i n the las t 

chapter between primitivism and the vision of childhood i s v i s i b l e i n 'L'Impossible' • 

Nevertheless there was too much pride i n t h i s self-confidence so that his 'freedom' 

was r e a l l y only 'sottise*. The freedom of the tramp and the wanderer ( l i k e 

Rimbaud i n his escapes from Oharleville) i s not even as s e l f - r e l i a n t as i t at 

f i r s t appears. For such men:and. youths depend on the p i t y , affeotion and care of 

good-natured women that they encounter ( l i k e the serving g i r l s i n Rimbaud's Belgian 

poems) - women often out of tune with t h e i r hard-hearted husbands (*nos femmes' i s 

an indication that Rimbaud i s momentarily speaking - i r o n i c a l l y - as a respectable 

bourgeois). But the poet's i n t u i t i o n had been r i g h t , even i f his methods had 

been unsatisfactory. Now he i s about to f i n d real escape. There follows a 

description of the European c i v i l i s a t i o n with which the poet i s so profoundly 

d i s s a t i s f i e d . This i s a c i v i l i s a t i o n i n which f a m i l i a r i t y has bred contempt, 

without charity, governed by conventions of politeness, where merchants cater f o r 

the g u l l i b l e consumer. Rimbaud and other Europeans are not beyond redemption 
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but how would an elect of t r u l y enlightened men look upon them? The only elect 

i n the V/est are a socio-economic e l i t e ; i t takes courage and humility to ap

proach them. They are scarcely beneficent, (A return to the idea that charity 

i s unknown). Despite t h i s unsympathetic environment, the poet has acquired a 

l i t t l e reason ('deux sous* i s both colloquial and also an ironic allusion to the 

commercial society he seeks to condemn). I t w i l l not l a s t long but i t i s enough 

to show that his troubles stem from being bogged down i n the West. His mind 

wants to consider a l l the wrong developments away from primitive wisdom that have 

taken place but his temporary insight seems to be f a i l i n g and the poet has to 

struggle to prevent his v i s i o n being blotted out by his i n t e l l e c t which wants to 

return to Western 'normality'. With an e f f o r t he resists the intrusion long 

enough to stage his planned conclusion. To h e l l with the epitomes of Western 

c i v i l i s a t i o n : Christian martyrdoms, the inspiration of a r t , s c i e n t i f i c invention, 

m i l i t a r y conquest. He turns again to the wisdom of the East because i t i s 

'premiere et eternelle' - although the way of l i f e i s dismissed as laziness by 

those who uphold the bourgeois work-ethic. Such an accusation would be un

j u s t i f i e d i n his case f o r he does not seek to escape modern sufferings. He does 

not wish to retreat into a paradise described i n 'lazy 1, sensual, material terms 

as i n the Koran. (Suzanne Bernard i s wrong when she considers that Rimbaud i s 

r e f e r r i n g to fatalism - t h i s was much more a feature of the religions of India). 

Islamic wisdom i s 'bltfcarde' because i t i s too close to the materialism of the 

West and, f o r that matter, to the Judaeo-Christian t r a d i t i o n which he despises. 

There i s a real torment, since Christianity and science (brought together once 

again by Rimbaud as co-partners i n Western decadence) gained the ascendancy, i n 

l i v i n g i n the modern world. Man has become obsessed with the logic-chopping 

wisdom of the French Cartesian t r a d i t i o n , to which the Jesuit version of 

Ch r i s t i a n i t y may be related. Nature would have l i t t l e to do with these abstractions 

wi t h i n which modern Man thinks he has encompassed her! The archetypal represent

ative of modem ma t e r i a l i s t i c bourgeois existence, Monsieur Prodhomme, was 
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brought into existence simultaneously with Christ. For Rimbaud materialistic 

science and Chri s t i a n i t y are inseparable. I t i s strange that he should have 

coupled the two b i t t e r enemies of the Kulturkampf of the 1870s and 1880s. 

Yet they had been vaguely associated by some of his Parnassian precursors. 

Modem c i v i l i s a t i o n does not cultivate wisdom but fog. Although 'brume1 i s 

symbolic and i s to be compared with the desire to be a ' f i l s du s o l e i l ' i t i s 

the present writer's opinion that Rimbaud also has i n mind the very real fog 

produced by modern industry. It'seems more than l i k e l y that, part at least, 

of 'L*Impossible 1 was wr i t t e n i n London and may have been inspired by i t . The 

next sentence could thus be regarded as a summary of impressions of his l i f e 

i n England - overcooked vegetables which produce fever (Resulting from 

n u t r i t i o n a l deficiencies?), drunkeness and smoking, religious conversions 

based on ignorance, (Rimbaud would have been bound to witness the evangelical 

movements - p a r t i c u l a r l y the Salvation Army - at work amongst the poor of London, 

There i s surely a reference to t h i s i n the l a t e r allusion to 'partis de salut'). 

Such abominations make a nonsence of the so-called achievements of the modem 

world, which I s so distant from the wisdom of the East. Rimbaud anticipates 

Catholic readers who w i l l say that there i s no need to meddle i n oriental 

r e l i g i o n s ; surely a l l he has i n mind i s Eden. He agrees with them. The 

pu r i t y of primitive peoples i s exactly what he seeks but what would modem 

Christians know of this? There are philosophers who would persuade him that 

he i s free to l i v e i n a mental version of the ancient East without relinquishing 

the West - but such arguments belong to that very brand of Western sophistry he 

has already condemned. The poet i s emerging from his insight. His s p i r i t i s 

sensitive. He must beware of the temptation to seek Christian salvation through 

the promptings of emotional evangelists. Science i s to blame f o r his condition 

f o r i t does not move quickly enough - he i s able to see the damage i t has done 

but may not ever see the millenium i t might bring. At t h i s stage he t r i c k s 

himself. His insight becomes confused with Christianity, I f only his s p i r i t 

had not gone to sleep i t would have perceived t h i s 'revelation* - the assimi-
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l a t i o n of primitive wisdom with the Christian vision, F i n a l l y he turns his 

scorn upon what he now sees as self-delusion: 

- Par 1' esprit on va a, Dieui 
Dechirante infortunej' 

Rimbaud's references to oriental philosophy are so imprecise as to make i t 

almost certain that his only sources were the 'orientalising' members of the 

Parnasse. Such a view i s supported by the closeness of his idea of 'les elus' 

to Leconte de Lisle's 'heros', 'poetes1 and 'sages* 'assis, p a r f a i t s , en un reVe 

eternel' (165). 
* # * -x- # •* # # # #' # * * * * * 

A study of the poetry of 'ideas' a f t e r 1870 reveals certain common factors. 

Poets clearly saw t h e i r age as d i s t i n c t i v e l y modern, as something separate from 

the preceding centuries. This separation resulted from the discoveries and 

concepts of p o s i t i v i s t and determinist science. The price to be paid f o r the 

material benefits of modern science was an unparalleled awareness of insecurity 

and impermanence - made crystal clear i n evolutionary science. Reactions to 

th i s s i t u a t i o n were various. One was a nostalgia f o r primitive wisdom, which 

may or may not be associated with o r i e n t a l philosophy. Another was a revival 

of interest i n metaphysical exploration of a l l kinds. Some writers, of course, 

l i k e Ghil, were simply enthusiastic at the approach of the 'new age'. Yet 

another was pessimistic acceptance of a meaningless universe. Pinally - and 

thi s l i e s at the base of the experiments to be discussed i n the next tv/o chapters -

many poets, consciously or unconscioxxsly, realised that t h e i r work should r e f l e c t 

evolution and mutation, the fundamental impermanence of modern l i f e and ex

perience generally. For the major poets t h i s was to e n t a i l a revolutionary 

a t t i t u d e to the language of poetry. 

Closely a l l i e d to the development of science was the advance of technology, 

the effects of which upon poetry form the subject of the next section. 

(165) I n 'Priere vedique pour les Morts'. Poemes Antiques. 



341 

(C) The In d u s t r i a l Age and. the Idea of ..Progress 

Technology had interested the Romantic poets i n three ways - as a com

prehensive a l t e r a t i o n to the t r a d i t i o n a l world-picture (and pa r t i c u l a r l y for 

i t s aesthetic novelty), as the motive power behind progress and, conversely, 

as a means by which the working classes were exploited and degraded on an un

precedented scale. The f i r s t of these was perhaps the most promising aspect, 

involving new landscapes, new l i f e - s t y l e s and even new language, but i t was 

the least frequently treated. The second and t h i r d represented the two poles 

of opinion, optimism and pessimism sometimes, as i n the case of Hugo, enter

tained by the same poet. They were the two which lent themselves most readily 

to the t r a d i t i o n a l discursive and rhetori c a l patterns. I n the 1870s and 1880s 

the i n d u s t r i a l age per se was no longer a subject of great importance i n poetry. 

The reasons f o r t h i s are various. Baudelaire, the master of the generation; 

a f t e r 1870, had largely ignored i t i n his verse and had even discouraged i t s 

poetic treatment i n his c r i t i c a l writings ( f o r instance i n his remarks on 

Barbier). The absence of his recommendation must have contributed to the ne

glect of the theme. I t i s to be contrasted, i n this respect, with most of 

the other subjects discussed i n t h i s chapter. Modem society had been treated 1 

i n d i r e c t l y by Baudelaire who had set an example of rebelliousness. Although 

he claimed to abhor science, he had captured perfectly the condition of the 

tortured soul of modem Man beset by doubt and uncertainty. But industry he 

ignored. There are other more important reasons. As a result of the events 

of 1870-71 the idea of Progress had been, very considerably, discredited. 

I r o n i c a l l y , t h i s time, so too had the notion that the condition of the 

working classes was worsening as a result of the i n d u s t r i a l revolution. Under 

Napoleon I I I , although most i n t e l l e c t u a l s (including the poets) would never 

have admitted i t , the conditions of the working classes had improved immensely. 

The treatment of modern industry i n a more concrete way had been rendered less 

a t t r a c t i v e by the simple fact that i t was becoming an established part of 
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ordinary l i f e and had ceased to be thought of as a novelty. This i n i t s e l f , 

however, would not explain i t s neglect. After all» from the 1890s onwards, 

i t was to become a major theme i n the work of Verlftaeren, the Unanimists, the 

Futurists, and the Cubists. I t was s t i l l a potentially exciting subject. 

Much of the reason f o r the strange silence of many of the poets on thi s issue 

a f t e r 1870 i s to be attr i b u t e d to a controversy i n French poetry beginning i n 

the mid 1850s and the reverberations of which were s t i l l fresh i n the minds of 

the poets w r i t i n g i n the 1870s. Rimbaud was certainly aware of i t as we have 

shown i n the discussion of 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete..*1 

The question of the place of modern industry i n poetry became a bone of 

contention when Maxime Du Camp launched his campaign of which Les Chants modernes 

(166) was the principal item of propaganda. Du Camp's volume, and more especially 

the preface, lay at the heart of one of the greatest l i t e r a r y controversies of 

nineteenth-century France. 

The poetry of Les Chants modernes, to which we shall be returning shortly, 

i s extremely bad, but t h i s fact seems to have been largely neglected by both 

favourable and unfavourable c r i t i c s a l i k e i n the general furore caused by the 

ideas Du Camp was proposing. The modernist tenor of his proposals i s obvious 

i n the famous statement i n the preface: 

On de*couvre l a vapeur, nous chantons Venus, f i l l e . d e l'onde amere: 
on decouvre l ' e l e c t r i c i t e " , nous chantons Bacchus, ami de l a grappe 
vermeille. C'est absurdej (167) 

Du Camp and his supporters constituted an organised movement potentially as strong, 

and seen to be so, as the Romantics had been i n I85O. This much i s clear from 

a comment by Gustave Planche, a scathing c r i t i c of the movement: 

On sent q u ' i l (Du Camp) ne parle pas en son nom seulement mais 
au nom d'une armee fremissante, qui n'a pas encore t i r e l'epee, 
et qui demande a grands oris l e combat... Cette preface vantee 
d'avance par des amis complaisants comme un prodige de hardiesse, 
n fest tout bonnement qu'une parodie de l a preface de Cromwell. 

(168) 

(166) 1855. 
(167) M. Du Camp, Les Chants modernes, p.7» 
(168) Revue des Deux Mondes, 15 May 1855. 

http://fille.de


343 

A poor parody perhaps, but i t remained true that j u s t as the mediocrity of 

Cromwell did not prevent the preface, and the ideas provoked by the controversy 

surrounding i t , having the widest currency so too was there no reason why Du 

Camp's preface should not enjoy a similar fate. The virulence of the attacks 

made on Du Camp suggests how great his opponents considered the threat to be. 

In the event the greatest p u b l i c i t y was given to the whole question. 

No less eminent a figure than Sainte-Beuve was involved i n the fray. He 

made the t e l l i n g comparison between Du Camp and D e l i l l e , and thus claimed that 

there was nothing new i n the former's ideas. However^even he overlooked some 

v i t a l differences. Whereas D e l i l l e with his encyclopaedic ambitions had wanted 

to embrace a l l subjects from elephants to the specimens i n the Jardin des Plantes 

i n the realm of nature as well as every aspect of human a c t i v i t y (and thereby 

inevitably dealt with modern mechanical discoveries), Du Camp claimed specifically 

to be a poet of the new age of technological progress. Moreover, he wanted poetry 

to be u t i l i t a r i a n i n the sense of guiding and changing society. Despite his 

reservations concerning Du Camp's o r i g i n a l i t y Sainte-Beuve did f e e l bound to agree 

with the overall tendency i n the atti t u d e of Du Camp and his supporters: 'c'est 

que l ' a r t i s t e d oit etre de son temps, doit porter l e cachet de son temps: a ce 

prix est l a vie durable, comme le succes* (l69)# The great c r i t i c could not bring 

himself to praise the poems contained i n the collection and i n t h i s his'taste i s 

to be commended. What i s noteworthy i s that i n spite of thi s he f e l t he had to 

discuss the issues that had been raised. I t was obvious by the 1850s that the 

i n d u s t r i a l society was not j u s t a passing phase but i t seems to have required the 

e f f o r t s of Du Camp and his followers to make a number of intell e c t u a l s and writers 

ali v e to the situation and take up d e f i n i t e attitudes towards the way such 

change should influence a r t . Already, of course, the a r t f o r art's sake 

movement had presented a de f i n i t e a t t i t u d e of h o s t i l i t y towards any idea of 

(l69) Causeries du Lundi, X I I , p.15. (Originally published i n L'Athenaeum francais, 
28 July 1855). "~~ 
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r e f l e c t i n g contemporary developments i n a r t , and p a r t i c u l a r l y poetry. Du Camp's 

preface i s primarily directed at the advocates of ar t f o r art's sake and Par-

nassianism. 

Leconte de Lisle's reply i s to be found i n the preface to the Poemes et 

Poesies of 1855* Other notable c r i t i c s of Du Camps's ideas were Laprade, Renan 

and Flaubert, 

Victor de Laprade, the poet and c r i t i c , made a lengthy and interesting reply 

to Du Camp's claim that French poetry should take industry and machines for i t s 

subject i n an a r t i c l e i n Le Correspondent (l70). I n t h i s a r t i c l e Laprade talks 

about a r t i n general and not j u s t about poetry and what he has to say i s of great 

int e r e s t i n the age when the old classical and Renaissance concept of anthropo-

centric a r t was about to be challenged by the Impressionists. According to Laprade 

there are three poetic orders, God, Man and Nature; great poetry requires that 

none be omitted and that they be kept i n t h e i r proper order. Homer did hot hesi

tate to describe v i v i d l y the industry of his day but would not have written an 

epic about i t . He considered the anger of Achilles f a r superior to the forge of 

Vulcan, (The l a t t e r i s a direct reference to a phrase i n the Chants modernes.) 

The p o e t - c r i t i c goes on to ask whether modern industry can by i t s very nature be 

a r t i s t i c . Supplying the answer himself he outlines jovjf" principles. F i r s t , any 

mechanical apparatus which does not leave to Man the largest place and most 

prominent role i n the scene depicted i s irreconcilable with a r t i n general and with 

the necessary laws of the h e a u t i f u l . (Laprade would presumably have accepted the 

low regard i n which pure landscape was held by the a r t i s t i c establishment of the 

day.) Second, any object must have sim p l i c i t y and elegance of li n e i n order to 

be a r t i s t i c a l l y reproduced either i n painting or sculpture. Third, objects whose 

dimensions are out of a l l proportionate r e l a t i o n with those of the human body are 

incompatible with a r t . F i n a l l y , the qualities of s o l i d i t y and permanence are : 

essential to a work of a r t . Hence, concludes Laprade, extensive reference to 

modern industry i s detrimental to painting, sculpture, architecture and poetry: 

(170) Le Correspondent. I856, p.34* 
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*La poesie restera l a poesie, c'est-a-dire vine oeuvre morale; l'industrie restera 
l ' i n d u s t r i e , c'est-a-dire une oeuvre materielle,' 

Renan's increasing pessimism a f t e r the events of 1848-52 led him to adopt 

a rather sour atti t u d e to the notion of progress. His main argument i n his 

remarks prompted by Du Camp's volume ( l 7 l ) i s that a r t i s t i c progress i s i n no way 

linked v/ith material progress - an opinion he shares with Baudelaire. Moreover , 

he feels that i n d u s t r i a l expansion and material progress have produced nothing 

f o r the i n t e l l e c t ; Man needs something more than the satisfaction of his material 

and physical desires. (172) (Most thinking men would probably agree with these 

views. What i s astonishing, and perhaps reveals the extent of Renan's antipathy 

to the idea of progress, i s his foo l i s h choice of examples. He says that Greece 

i n the f i f t h century B.C. attained i t s c u l t u r a l peak at a time of material neglect, 

that the I t a l i a n Renaissance i s another example of the same paradox and l a s t l y , 

that although China had advanced i n d u s t r i a l processes long before Europe she 

produced nothing worthy of the name of a r t ! Needless to say a l l these assertions 

are patently untrue and possibly the product of a mind clouded by d i s i l l u 

sionment). 

Even though he was Du Camp's close friend Plaubert could not lend his 

support i n the controversy. The novelist loathed the whole concept of u t i l i 

t a r ian a r t which was t o t a l l y opposed to his own aesthetic. As a consequence of 

the social u t i l i t y of poetry Du Camp had seen f i t to ta l k i n terms of the det° 

d i n i n g importance of form. The gulf between the friends on this subject i s 

obvious. (173) 

The publication of Les Chants modernes i n 1855 was the culmination of a 

campaign that had been running i n the Revue de Paris for some years. The basic 

cause of the banding together of the young men behind the campaign was what they 

(171) Contained i n the a r t i c l e 'La Poesie de 1'Exposition' i n Journal des Debats, 
27 November 1855. 

(172} See footnote above, , 
fle IPestnetique francaise. p.170. Compare Du'Camp's comment: 'La pettSee -
no se formule plus; l a forme seule se contoume et se tourmente pour 
v o i l e r l e squelette qu'elle h a b i l l e ' . (Les Chants modernes, p.3). 
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considered to be the obvious decline of French poetry. They sought a driving 

force f o r i t s r e v i v a l . Thus Achille Kauffmann had written i n the Revue i n 

July 1853: 

Qui done a ose dire l e premier que l'industrie a tue'la poesie, l'a 
ensevelie dans un lin c e u l de bitume, de vapeur et de fumee? qui a 
prof ere''un t e l blaspheme? qui l'a repote", sans s* informer s i l a pensee 
est v r a i e, sans comprendre que cette Industrie dont on f a i t l a meurtriere 
de l a poesie, est, en r e a l i t e , l e plus puissant inspirateur des temps 
nouveaux, l e dieu createur de notre epoque? 

The young writers stepped up t h e i r campaign when they feared that the nascent 

'L'art pour l ' a r t ' movement would'steal t h e i r thunder and halt the progress of 

French poetry by providing what they held to be a retrograde stop-gap. The 

publication of Du Camp's volume was the direct result of thi s i n t e n s i f i c a t i o n of 

the campaign. I t i s to be regretted that i t was Du Camp who became the most 

i n f l u e n t i a l of the i n d u s t r i a l poets f o r he was also one of the least endowed 

with t a l e n t , Auguste Barbier, s i l e n t f o r some years, would have proved a more 

persuasive advocate. 

There i s no doubt that the main interest of the work i s the long preface. 

The author- claimed that both a r t and l i t e r a t u r e were i n decline, the great 

masters had been reduced to silence. Too much attention had been paid to mere 

form' and i n consequence, i n painting, sculpture and even i n poetry, ridiculous 

ornamentation had replaced richness and pu r i t y of l i n e : 
On accumule.images sur images, hyperboles sur hyperboles, periphrases 

sur periphrases} on jongle avec les mo *ts, on saute a travers des ̂ cercles 
de piriodes, on danse sur l a corde roide des alexandrins, on porte a 
bras tendus cent k i l o s d'epithetes, et l'on f a i t le saut perilleux par-
dessus l e denoument, De but i l n'y en a pas; de pensee, i l n'y en a pas; 
de f o i , de effoyance, de mission, d'amour, i l n'y en a pas, Le plus f o r t est 
c e l u i qui a l e plus de mots a son service; on p o l i t les phrases, on f a i t 
battre des antitheses, on surveille les enjambements, on alimente le jeu 
croise des rirnes; on parle pour ne ri e n dire. Ou sont done les ecrivains? 
Je ne vois que des virtuoses, (174) 

This i s an accurate description of the classical values of poetry i n decline. 

I t i s unfortunate that Du Camp's powers of. destructive c r i t i c i s m were not 

matched by a r t i s t i c c r e a t i v i t y , 

Du Camp's preface constitutes a plea for modernity. He complains that the 

l a s t poetic 'concours* had had f o r i t s subject the 'Acropole d'Athenes*. To 

(174) Les Chants modernes, pp. 4-5• 
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pick such subjects i n the age of steam, e l e c t r i c i t y , gas, chloroform and photo

graphy i s as ludicrous an anaoWonism as the poetic evocation of the gods of 

Olympus i n the age of Owen, Fourier and Saint-Simon. He considers that l i t e r a 

ture including poetry, should interpret science and should direct industry (the 

u t i l i t a r i a n aspect of his theory that Flaubert had found so abhofifent). In support 

of the v i a b i l i t y of the new subject matter, he states that the one lesson to be 

learnt from the classical poets i s to describe one's own times just as they f e l t 

ready to describe t h e i r s . The second argument f o r the aesthetic potential of 

modem i n d u s t r i a l subjects takes the form of a splendidly v i v i d description -

alas i n prose - of a factory scene. The author's conclusion i s that poetry 

must harness i t s e l f to i n d u s t r i a l progress and help hasten on the dawn of the 

Golden Age. 

The poetry i t s e l f i s very poor and as an example of Du Camp's theory i t i s 

disappointing and contradictory. I t i s d i f f i c u l t to understand how a man who 

was capable of indicating many of the f a u l t s i n contemporary poetry should him

self commit a l l of them i n abundance. Perhaps the worst abuse i s that of 

periphrasis; the poet f a i l s to learn any lesson from the successful experiments 

of Barbier, 

Throughout the collect i o n Du Camp frequently mentions the idea of progress 

but of the translation of the p i c t o r i a l qualities of industry int© verse ( f o r 

which we had been led to hope i n the prose example i n the preface) there i s very 

l i t t l e . Certainly there i s nothing that even begins to match the prose de

sc r i p t i o n . His debt to e a r l i e r poets i s great and the work has no claims to 

o r i g i n a l i t y , A heavy or a t o r i c a l mannea? bedevils the poetry and the effect i s 

worsened by the use of outmoded terminology and inappropriate personifications. 

Most of a l l the poems have no f e e l of f a m i l i a r i t y or involvement'with t h e i r 

subject, Du Camp was a l i t e r a r y theorist remote from the people and he shows 

no understanding of t h e i r position. His optimism i s bom of the warm glow 

of comfort: 
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Plus on produit, plus on consomme: 
I I n'est maintenant s i pauvre homme 
Qui grace a nous ne puisse enfin 
S'habiller des pieds \ l a tet e , 
Et mettre pour les jours de fete 
Quelque bel habit de drap f i n . 

(175) 
Du Camp's opponents seem, i n the long term, to have been the more per

suasive. With a few exceptions, the impact of the in d u s t r i a l age, where i t 

i s reflected at a l l , seems to have been transposed into motifs such as elements 

of the modern urban landscape - a tendency reflected i n Laforgue's factory 

chimneys. One aspect of the i n d u s t r i a l age, which had been treated from the 

very s t a r t , d id, however, continue to fascinate poets af t e r 1870. This, the 

new methods of t r a v e l (and related phenomena such as tourism) w i l l , l i k e the 

modern c i t y , be treated i n the sections which follow. 

Du Camp's lamentable e f f o r t s only served to encourage the abstracting 

tendency of French poetry. L«&W , on the very threshold of the 1870s, the © L ^ t t r * ^ 

poetry of Progress was s t i l l an important genre. I t s association with the 

more pompous variant of Hugolian rhetoric, as well as h i s t o r i c a l and social 
£>ar-fc{c4 

calamities which made i t seem incongrous may have contributed to i t s / l i s c r e d i t 

after 1870 even amongst those of the younger poets l i k e Rimbaud who wished 

very strongly to believe I n the coming of a man-made Utopia. 

The idea with which Hugo was most preoccupied and which also has i t s origins 

i n the eighteenth century, i n the work of Condorcet and others, i s certainly t h i s 

idea of progress. I n William Shakespeare (176) he had summed up his attitudes to 

poetry. 

L'art pour l ' a r t peut etre beau, mais l ' a r t pour le progres 
est plus beau encore, Le genie n'eat pas f a i t pour l e genie, 
i l est f a i t pour l'homme... L ' u t i l e , l o i n de circonscrire 
le sublime, l e grandit, .,.„'.„,:.,,., ,., „ 

(175) I b i d , , p.288, An examination of the content of Les Chants modernes reveals 
how l i t t l e Du Camp adhered to the principles he lays down i n the preface 
regarding subject-matter. Most of the poems have l i t t l e or nothing to do 
with a modernist programme, t y p i c a l examples being 'Insomnie'« 'Jalousie'. 
'Femmes Turques', 'Spes non vana'. 'Luther' and 'Anniversaire'. Of the 
fi f t y - o n e poems only the six i n the section called Chants de l a matiere, 
together .with one or two others such as ' L<t Cable' and 'La Mai son Demolie*, 
are i n conformity with his alleged intentions. That Du Camp was an op
portunist lacking i n any real perception of the value of contemporary r e a l i t y 

. i n a r t became obvious i n I863 when he wrote harsh reviews of the 'Salon 
des Refuses' f o r the Revue des Deux Hondes. See J. Letheve, Impressionnistes_ 
et Symbolistea devant l a presse, pp.20-21, 

(176) I8S4. 
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I n the period 1840-1870, the poetry of progress became a veritable genre and 
i t i s not too preposterous to see Hugo as almost a 'chef d'ecole*. Of the host 
of Hugolian heralds of progress perhaps the best known to l i t e r a r y historians 
i s Louis-Xavier de Ricard (although not as a poet), famous as founder of Le 
Parnasse Contemporairu I n 1866 Ricard published his collection Ciel, Rue et Foyer 
which, although apparently unread today, contains much of interest to Jhe student 
of nineteenth-century French poetry. 

I t i s surprising, considering the poet's a f f i l i a t i o n to the Parnasse, that 

the c o l l e c t i o n should look to the'future rather than to the past. ( l 8 l ) The 

preface, cast i n the form of a sonnet, sets the tone of the collection: 

Salut, ami lecteur: accueille avec bonte 
Ces poWes nouveaux, e c r i t s pendant l'aurore 
De cette ^ r e naissante, ou l'on entend eclore 
Dans les s i l l o n s profonds l a jeune huraanite' (182) 

The 'Ouverture' ('dedicace') has f o r i t s subject the death of the gods who are now 

replaced i n Man's esteem by his own progress: 

Mais nous replanterons l'arbre des Libertesj 
I I s^epanouira dans l a cite'-nouvelle; 
Ses futures splendeurs, que l'aube nous revele, 
Baigneront ses rameaux d'lternelles clartes. (183) 

I t i s f a i r to say that the influence of Hugo i s detectable i n both the tone and 

the content of the extracts already given. The second book of the collection i s 

dedicated to Hugo i n the most f l a t t e r i n g terms. The poet maintains that he 

himself cannot lavish s u f f i c i e n t praise on Hugo and he therefore calls upon his 

Muse f o r assistance. The poem 'L'Esprit 1 (I84), which i s included i n Book I I , 

t y p i f i e s one aspect of the poetry of progress, v i z , i t s 'non-involvement'. The 

poet i s contemplating the c i t y from a h i l l high above i t and meditates upon the 

impurity and v i l e passions of some of i t s inhabitants. Progress i s a movement 

to be controlled by an e l i t e of i^hich the poet i s always a key member. This 

'odi profanum vulgus* attitude i s ce r t a i n l y , to some extent, a consequence of 

Ricard's association with the Parnasse, The poem 'Les Deux Poles' (185) sets 

the a r t i s t and men of vision as beings apart; severgd^f_^e_2oem^_p^t^u]^rl2_ 
(181) The f i r s t book of the collection i s dedicated to Edgar Quinet as the prophet 

of a new future and a s t r i v e r a f t e r l i b e r t y . Although generally pessimistic 
the Parnassians v/ere not consistent disbelievers i n progress; Menard, fo r 
example, seems to have hoped f o r a growth of universal harmony. 

(182) Ciel^ Rue et Foyer, p . l , 
(183) I b i d . , p.5. „ • 
(184J I b i d . , pp. 59-66. 
(185) Ibido, pp. 10-16. 
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i n the f i r s t book also show the influence of the Parnasse on Ricard's spelling: 

'Aphrodite Anadyomener» 'Okeanos'', for example, 

Ricard's poetry i s worth examining because i t highlights the differences 

between the poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y , pro-patent d i t t and the poetry of 

progress. The l a t t e r i s f i l l e d with vague generalised references and allusions; 

a l l specific reference i s avoided. A poem l i k e 'L'Esprit' does not concern 

i t s e l f with the poet's immediate experiences or with concrete r e a l i t y but i s a 

statement, i n the best rhetoric he can muster, of the poet's 'partis p r i s ' . Only 

one poem i n the entire c o l l e c t i o n , i n our opinion, derives i t s inspiration from 

actual experience of contemporary r e a l i t y and th i s poem, 'Les Chats' (186) shows 

the beneficial influence of Gautier and Baudelaire, The subject of the poem i s 

simple, the poet i s reminded of his sexual desires by some cats: 

Vite, j'allume une lumiere, 
J'ouvre ma feneHre; j'attends... 
Ces oris partaient de l a gouttiere 
Ou les chats prenaient du bon temps. 

Ricard himself summarises well his own aesthetic ideas and notably his reluctance 

to l e t modern subjects stand on t h e i r own: 

Pour marier le moderne, \ t 1'antique 

Sur 1'ideal j ' a i caique mes dessins.... (187) 

The poet of contemporary r e a l i t y , whether he enthuses over i t or loathes i t i s 

always involved i n i t . The d i s t i n c t i o n between this type of poet and the poet 

of progress with his f u t u r i s t i c v i s i o n i s clear and important and one which has 

been sometimes overlooked by poets and c r i t i c s a l i k e , both i n the nineteenth 
century and since. 

(186) I b i d . , p.126, The t h i r d book, i n which this poem i s found, i s dedicated 
to Gautier, „ 

(187) I b i d . , p.109, ('A Theophile Gautier'). 
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Sully-Prudhomme 's e a r l i e r poetry contained many optimistic references to 

technological progress. I n 'La Roue' (188) he praised the inventor of the wheel 

but his real purpose i s to allude to the tremendous advances made i n his own l i f e 

time : 

Mais que l a roue aux chars d'Olympie e t a i t lentel 
Regarde-la qui vibre et r u i t , toute brulante 
D'une rapidite que t u n'inventas pasJ 

One of the keys to a new age of peace and cooperation would be rapid communication 

( i r o n i c a l l y i t was f u l l y exploited by the Prussians for m i l i t a r y purposes i n 1870). 

'Dans l'Abiirne' (189) celebrated the i n s t a l l a t i o n of undersea cables, one of Du 

Camp's themes: 

C'est l a qu'immense et lourd, l o i n de l'assaut des ondes, 
Une cable, un pont jete pour l'ame entre deux mondes, 
Repose en un l i t d'algue et de sable nacre; 

Car l a foudre qu'hier l'homme aux cieux a l i a prendre, 
I I l a f a i t maintenant au fond des mers descendre. 
Messagere asservie a son verbe sacre. 

I n the l i g h t of Sully-Prudhomme' s positivism i t i s not surprising to f i n d that, 

f o r him, photography was to be preferred to painting f o r i t s accuracy and 

authenticity, 'Realisme' (190) i n i t s very t i t l e provides interesting support f o r 

the theory that realism as a symbolistic mode i n a l l the arts may have owed a 

great deal to the example of photography. His demotion of ' r e a l i s t i c ' painting 

also supports the theory that the Impressionists, who were themselves largely 

p o s i t i v i s t i n outlook, strove to f i n d a kind of accuracy (what we have called 

elsewhere 'physiological s u b j e c t i v i t y ' ) which could not be reproduced i n photo

graphy. At times Sully-Prudhomme's need to believe i n the future was almost 

desperate. His att i t u d e to science reveals an undercurrent of fear and pessimism 

which was gradually to dominate his work: 

0 savant curieux, mais dur, qui soulevas 
Les langes chauds encor de l a vive Hature, 
Prouve au moins 1'Ideal, s i tu ne le sens pasJ /,Q, \ 

188) Les Epreuves 
189) I b i d . ' 
190) I b i d . 
'191; I b i d . 
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Faith i n progress was not something the poets af t e r 1870 found easy to 

j e t t i s o n . Richepin put the point succinctly: 

Beau c i e l en qui j e n'ai pas de f o i , c i e l de progres, 
Souvent j e sens en moi sourdre un desir de suivre 
Ceux qui marchent vers t o i , qui te disent tout pres, 
Et j ' a i beau m'assurer que ton aube est menteuse, 
Si j e ne m'y rends pas, ce n'est pas sans regrets. 

(192) 

Rimbaud, as we have suggested i n the two previous sections, was especially 

ambivalent i n t h i s regard. Naturally, the decline i n the idea of progress i s 

not to be attr i b u t e d s p e c i f i c a l l y to the events of 1870-71 (curiously i t , l i k e the 

technological age generally, recovered some of i t s prestige i n the period from 

the 1890s u n t i l the F i r s t World War). The technological age had resulted i n 

disillusionment on several counts. I f on the one hand, the worst injustices 

and exploitations of the i n d u s t r i a l revolution were over by I87O, on the other 

there was l i t t l e sign of the spread and uniformity of prosperity that the social 

Utopians had hoped would be a consequence of economic expansion and partic u l a r l y 

the introduction of mass production methods. Urban growth may have meant i n 

creased excitement and opportunity f o r the city-dweller, but i t brought unsightly, 

ill-planned housing, the depopulation of the countryside and a feeling of 

disorientation f o r those, l i k e Baudelaire, who had loved Paris before the re

building programmes began under Napoleon I I I . The individual began to feel 

dwarfed by mechanical inventions and by the crowd and also by a rapidly expanding 

bureaucracy. F i n a l l y , the beginnings of the modern consumer sooiety were marked 

by what seemed to be a deterioration i n taste and the appreciation of a r t . Demand 

was large and there were the means to satisfy i t - but what was produced was 

produced was shabby, unoriginal, a r t i f i c i a l . The examination of 'Ce qu'on d i t 

au poete' showed something of the impact of such a society upon a sensitive and 

i d e a l i s t i c personality through Rimbaud's catalogue of modern crassness. Perhaps 

i t was such a mood which led to a new edition of Auguste Barbier's poems i n 1872 

f o r his poetry had consistently expressed scepticism at some of the benefits of 

the i n d u s t r i a l society. 

(192) La Mer 4 
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I f Barrier has come perilously close to losing the immortality that Baudelaire 
was sure was his (l93)> i t remains true that he was a poet of considerable stature 
and that some of h i s modernist poems are not only superior to those of his 
contemporaries but even to some of the work produced i n the 1870s and 1880s. 

For Barbier modern industry had more than gimmick value; it^-also offered more 

than a fresh f i e l d i n which to exercise oratorical powers of description -

though the content of the poems i s largely descriptive. His 'poetry i s p o l i t i c a l l y 

motivated; i t i s redolent of Saint-Simonist human!tarianism and i t provides some 

of the most powerful examples of p o l i t i c a l l y motivated verse i n the century. 

Barbier had shown that he was more than a success-hungry poet i n search of 

novelty i n his early p o l i t i c a l satires where, incidentally, he had already 

demonstrated his preoccupation with i n d u s t r i a l problems. I n the collection 

Lazare, published as long ago as 1837» he had devoted a l l his energies to portraying 

the results of the I n d u s t r i a l Revolution i n England and Ireland. One peem 

'La l y r e d'airain't i f a t r i f l e overstated, nevertheless contains some remarkable 

descriptive w r i t i n g ; moreover the poet succeeds i n conveying some of the misery 

consequent upon i n d u s t r i a l i s a t i o n by the attributes he gives the machines 

y.Uther than by straightforward social pamphleteering (though he not infrequently 

resorts to t h i s also): 
• 

Et l e b r u i t des metiers de plus f o r t Recommence, 
Et chaque lourd piston dans l a chaudiere immense, 
Coiiime les deux talons d'un f o r t geant qui danse, 
S'enfonce et se releve avec un sourd fracas. 
Les leviers ebranles entre-choquent leurs bras, 
Les rouets etourdis, les bobines actives, 
Lancent leurs oris aigus, et les clameurs plaintives, 
Les humaines chansons, plus cuisantes, plus vives, 
Se perdent au milieu de oe sombre chaos, 
Comme un cru de detresse au vaste sein des f l o t s * (194) 

By the careful choice of adjectives and similes, by the combination of 

technical terms (such as 'metiers, pistons, chaudieres, bobines, rouages, 

crampons' and 'rouets') with appropriate verbs, Barbier succeeds, i n this poem, 

i n conveying a l l the noise and oppressive power of a factory at the height of the 

In d u s t r i a l Revolution. This kind i_of -^g^ligM .i%,_.ggetry was shocking i n i t s ^ ^ ̂  
193) Sur mes contemporains. I I , Auguste Barbier. 'Pleiade' O.C., p.714, 
194) Reprinted i n Iambes et polities,, v E. Dentu, 1872. 
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o r i g i n a l i t y and was heavily c r i t i c i s e d by the famous Gustave Planche i n the 

Revue des Deux Mondes (195), where he attacked i t f o r being too detailed and 

technical; such poetry he claims *se condamne a l a secheresse ou a l'obsearite'. 

Planche supported his c r i t i c i s m with a statement of the classical doctrine of 

non-particularisation: ' S ' i l est permis"a l a poesie d'introduire dans ses 

tableaux l e mouvement de 1'Industrie, c'est a l a condition de negliger les details 

pour ne montrer que les resultate generaux.' In retrospect we see that i t i s 

precisely t h i s use of detailed descriptive elements that accounts for whatever 

vigour, picturesqueness and o r i g i n a l i t y a poem li k e 'la lyre d'airain' possesses. 

In Barbier*s bold innovations and Planches*s c r i t i c i s m we have already an i n t u i t i o n 

of the great c o n f l i c t between the classical ideal of universality through the 

par t i c u l a r which i s so s t r i k i n g a feature of nineteenth-century French poetry, 

and no less a f t e r 1870, 

I t has already been remarked that Barbier occasionally resorted to un

disguised pamphleteering i n his work and i n these instances the interests of 

society, made i n 'Les ftlineurs de Newcastle1 (l96),not to neglect the real foun

dation of society - the workers. I t was Barbier's sense of commitment which 

Baudelaire had singled out as the biggest f a i l i n g i n his poetry v/hen he speaks of 

'la plus monstrueuse, l a plus r i d i c u l e et l a plus insoutenable des err&urs, a savoir 
<f N 

que le but de l a poesie est de repandre les lumieres parmi l e peuple...,'(197). a 

c r i t i c i s m a l l the more b i t i n g because i t was an error which the poet of Les Fleurs 

du Mai had, f o r a period, made himself ( l 9 8 ) . Baudelaire also c r i t i c e s Barbier f o r 

having celebrated the lightning-conductor and automatic loom i n his verse. However, 

i t i s surely not ridiculous to see some connection between Barbier's concern with 

r e a l i t y as i t was and his r e l a t i v e l y unrhetorical manner of 'oelebrating' or 

describing s c i e n t i f i c and i n d u s t r i a l phenomena and those qualities which, according 

to Baudelaire, transcended the shortcomings of his poetry; 
(195) Vol. I I , 1837. 
(196) I n Lazare. 
(197) 'Pleiade' O.C., p.717 . x ^ 
(198) I n 1851 Baudelaire had said that ' l ' a r t f u t desormais inseparable de l a 

morale et de l ' u t i l i t e ' . The remarks on Barbier date from 1859. 
('Pleiade' O.C. p.1674). 
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A travers tout son oeurre nous retrouvons les memes defauts 
et les mernes qualites. Tout a l ' a i r soudaln, spontane; l e 
t r a i t vigoureux, j a i l l i t sans cesee a travers les 
defaillanoes et les maladresses. 

In poems l i k e 'La l y r e d'airain 1 Barbier had shown that i t was possible to 

write good poetry that made use of contemporary matter. (199) 

One of Rimbaud's most beautiful poems 'Bonne Pensee du Matin 1 seems to be 

J0h exquisite reformulation of the old v i s i o n of those poets who, l i k e Barbier, 

took t h e i r i n s p i r a t i o n from the social Utopians. That the 'bonne pensee' i n 

question was meant to be taken at face value i s clear from the c i t a t i o n of the 

poem i n that catalogue of disillusionment 'Alchimie du Verbe'. Although the poem 

appears to make allusions to the eighteenth-century pastoral t r a d i t i o n and to the 

Mew Testament i t does not have the irony usually associated with Rimbaud's 

c u l t u r a l references and parodies. I t has been customary to compare the f i f t h 

paragraph of Rimbaud's famous l e t t e r to Delahaye of June 1872 with the 'dawn' 

poems. This i s e n t i r e l y appropriate i n the case of 'Bonne Pensee du Matin' 

and has r i g h t l y led to the assumption that the poem i s basically an evocation 

of dawn i n Paris, The poem opens with what could be a description of the o ^ t t / V v v o c t i i 

of nocturnal revelry, generally, being cleansed by the coming of dawn or of 

Rimbaud's own a c t i v i t i e s . The l e t t e r to Delahaye talks of working through the 

(199) Barbier's poetry i s also of interest f o r the proven influence i t had on the 
work of the author of Les Fleurs du Hal. The l a t t e r 1 s not inconsiderable 
attention to the works of Barbier i s more than a r e f l e c t i o n of a common 
interest i n modernity or of Baudelaire's f l i r t a t i o n with u t i l i t a r i a n a r t . 
For a l l that Baudelaire c r i t i c i s e d the technical weakness of some of Barbier's 
verse, Yves-Gerard Le Dantec has demonstrated beyond question, i n his a r t i c l e 
'Baudelaire et Barbier'. that he was nevertheless so imbued with the verse 
contained i n Iambes e.t Poemes as to show many precise recollections of lines 
by Barbier i n the composition of Les Fleurs du Mai. There are about f o r t y 
i d e n t i f i a b l e reminiscences of the poetry of Barbier i n the l a t t e r volume, 
occurring i n such f ainous poems as 'Feiomes damnees', 'Le. Crepuscule du, Soir*, 
'Le S o l e i l ' , 'Le Vin dea chiffonniers', 'A une Mendiante rousse', 'Spleen', 
'La Muse malade'. 'Le. Jeu*, 'Les Sept VieillardB1« 'La Cloche felee'. 'tfn 
Voyage la Cythere', 'Au Leoteur', 'Paysa^e', 'Les Petites V i s i l e s 1 and 'Le 
Oouverole'. Thus Baudelaire's 'debt' to Barbier already viable i n the 
interest i n modernity, and i n particular i n the urban poor, extends into the 
realm of imagery and form i t s e l f , supporting the theory that the poet may 
even have learnt something from his elder of the value of the enthusiastic 
treatment of a subject even when t h i s led to the relative neglect of poetic 
technique. 



night so the f i r s t interpretation i s the l i k e l i e r . There i s a contrast between 

those who have enjoyed the 'soir f e t e ' , and the ' charpentiers * beginning their day' 

work. Yet the expression 'sommeil d'amour' i s almost too gentle to interpret 

t h i s as a contrast between the debauchery of the r i c h and the honest t o i l of the 

labouring classes. Nor i s the 'l'odeur du soir fete' necessarily unpleasant -

i t could be the smell of perfume and wine. The contrast appears, therefore, to be 

without bitterness or condemnation - i n keeping with a 'bonne pensee', ( i n any 

event Rimbaud must himself, on many occasions, have been a participant, i n 'soirs 

fates' of a k i n d l ) The second stanza introduces the poet's idealised vision of 

the workers already busying themselves i n t h e i r shirtsleeves i n the 'immense 

chantier' which i s the modern c i t y . The expression 'le s o l e i l des Hesperides1 

has caused some consternation among the c r i t i c s . The garden of the Hesperides 

was held to be beyond the Atlas mountains on the very western fringe of the world. 

This image does not at f i r s t sight seem to accord well with a poem about sunrise. 

Decaudin's explanation (quoted by Suzanne Bernard) of the image as a symbolic 

reference to the golden apples i s i n s u f f i c i e n t , A f u l l e r explanation might be 

made along the following l i n e s . As one might expect the poet readily makes the 

association between contented v i r i l e labour and pagan values. This has led him 

to think of the labours of Heracles, The twelfth labour was seen even i n 

classical times as a symbol of the triumph of l i f e over death and of day over 

night. I n the oldest t r a d i t i o n (represented by Hesiod) the Hesperides were, i n 

deed, the daughters of Nox and Erebus (one of the gods of the underworld). 

Rimbaud might well have been further encouraged along t h i s thought process by a 

possible knowledge of the 'meteorological' interpretation of myths being made by 

the Parnassians, Thus Rimbaud was renewing a myth which was a l l along related 

to the triumph of day over night, Heracles's seizure of the golden appies as the 

symbols of the l i f e - f o r c e would be a singularly appropriate cultu r a l allusion i n a 

poem celebrating the union of labour with dawn. There i s certainly no confusion 

on Rimbaud's part; he was a much better cl a s s i c i s t than most of his commentators. 

This does not mean that he did not also value 'Hesperides' f o r i t s evocative 
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•musical* quality - l i k e 'Babylone' i n the fourth stanza. One of the most 

d i f f i c u l t images, occurring at the very beginning of the t h i r d stanza, has to 

the present writer's knowledge been passed over in silence, by previous commentators: 

'desert' refers both to the fact that there are few people about at such an early 

hour, apart from the workers, and to the dust and sawdust of the 'chantier'. 

Suitably f o r a desert i t i s drenched i n sunlight l i k e the 'pet i t val qui mousse 

de rayons* i n 'le Dormeur du Val'. I f the f&tards of the f i r s t stanza have 

th e i r rewards^so too do the workers; but theirs is more precious, f o r i t i s peace 

of mind. The references to the a r t i f i c i a l i t y of the decor of luxurious apart

ments are another contribution to the vaguely eighteenth-century flavour of the 

poem. (The a r t and a r t i f a c t s of the eighteenth-century were very much i n 

fashion i n the 1860s and 1870s and many imitations were produced by craftsmen and 

even painters). They also i n v i t e a contrast with the vigorous 'natural* exist

ence of the carpenters. I n the fourth stanza the workers are described as 

•charmahts', the kind of adjective one might have expected from a condescending 

pastoral poet. But i t i s unlikely that Rimbaud i s being sarcastic. The workers 

word may well have further significance here. The Babylonian empire was re

nowned for i t s ruthlessness, i t s demands upon i t s workers. Modem industrial 

society i s perhaps j u s t as demanding of i t s subjects. The public awareness of 

the great Babylonian monuments through recent archaeological discoveries led 

to a popular use of the adjective 'babylonien* i n this period to describe con

structions b u i l t ori an enormous and impressive scale. I t i s interesting to note 

t h a i Verlaine applies the adjective to the awe-inspiring products of the 

technological age. The iron bridges of London were described by him as 

'veritablement babyloniens, avec des centaines de piles en foiftte, grosses et 

hautes...' (200) Modern society can come close to being an overbearing tyrant 

even i f the worker has the reward of participating i n i t s colossal achievements. 

are once again associated with pagan ( i f not classical) antiquity by being seen 

as 'sujets d'un r o i de Babylone'. Apart from i t s evocative value t h i s unexpected 

(200) C0C«cCtOirA 
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Thus the carpenters are i n need of gentleness and refreshment as compensation for 

the e f f o r t of t h e i r labours. The poet cal l s upon Venus to turn her attentions 

from the lovers alluded to i n the f i r s t stanza ( t h e i r hearts are so entwined that 

they no longer have need of her assistance) to the workers. Venus i s competent 

for t h i s task since she i s used to caring f o r workers (shepherds) i n the pastoral 

setting (where they are equated with lovers) as the poet indicates i n the f i n a l 

stanza. The morning eau-de-vie may well r e c a l l certain New Testament phrases 

as Suzanne Bernard suggests (as also 'Reine des Bergers* may be an echo of some 

of the l i t a n i e s of the Blessed Virgin Mary). 'Bonne Pensee du Matin'' i s • 

contemporary with 'Comedie de l a S o i f i n which the references to 'Bitter' and 

•Absinthe' may well provide an explanation of the enigmatic last lilfltef 'le bain 

dans l a mer*, i t has been suggested by Yves Denis (20l) may be a pun ('le bain 

dans l'amer') r e f e r r i n g to lunchtime liqueurs such as curacao. This i s a com

pe l l i n g interpretation. I t should not, however, lead us to undervalue the beauty 

of the pagan/nature associations of the l i n e as i t stands. I t i s entirely i n 

keeping with t h i s i d y l l i c v i s i o n of the l i f e of workers which might be compared 

to certain paintings by the Pre-Raphaelites. 

The poem i n Rimbaud's oeuvre which makes most extensive reference to the 

i n d u s t r i a l age i n probably 'Ce qu'on d i t au poete...' which has already been 

examined. There are many other references, however, from the verse poems ri g h t 

through to the Illuminations and Ufce Saison en Enfer. 'Le Ma,].1 and 'Le Bateau 

iv r e ' both make allusions to the application of modern technology to warfare: 
Tandis que les crachats rouges de l a m i t r a i l l e 
S i f f l e n t tout l e jour,...... 

Moi dont les Monitors 

Modern weapons are mentioned i n 'Les Ma^^ts de Jeanne-Marie' and 'L'Eclatante 

Victoire de Sarrebrucfr ': 

(20l) "Le bain dans l a mer a midi". les Temps Modernes. May 1969, pp.2067-2074. 
Referred to by A. Adam i n Rimbaud. Oeuvres Completes, p, 932. One should 
not forget, however, the delight with which Rimbaud pictured bathing i n the 
sea; c.f. the l e t t e r to Izambard of 12 July, 1871: 

'Vous prenez des bains de mer, vous avez ete'en bateau.,.je 
vous ^alouse, m o i qui ^touffe i o i ' . 



Sur le bronxe des mitrailleuses 

A droite Dumanet appuye sur l a crosse 
De son chassepot..., 

These references to the least commendable aspects of the i n d u s t r i a l age are 

indicative of the basic attitude found i n the verse poems. With the exception 

of a few instances of obvious fascination with railway travel and awe i n the face 

of the modern c i t y t h i s attitude i s usually hostile. I n 'Les Mains de Jeanne-Marie' 

the poet speaks of factory conditions (although as we have suggested above this may 

be ,in part, semi-parody of social Romantic poetry): 

Ce ne sont^ pas mains de cousine 
Ni d'ouvrieres aux gros fronts 
Que brule, aux bois puo-nt l'usine 
TJn s o l e i l ivre de goudrons. 

In the same poem machines are seen as essentially destructive: 

Ce sont des ployeuses d'echines, 
Des mains qui ne font jamais mal, 
Plus fatales que des machines..,. 

'Qu'est ce pour nous, mon coeur....' makes special mention of 'Industriels' as 

part of the society which he dreams i s being swept away i n a n i h i l i s t i c revolution 

on a cosmic scale* I t i s probable that i t i s the modem i n d u s t r i a l age that 

he has p a r t i c u l a r l y i n mind when he speaks of 'les laideurs de ce monde' i n 

'Soeurs de Gharite'. 

One of the motives behind the self-induced hallucinations described i n tine 

Saison en Enfer seems to have been^ desire f o r escape from, or metamorphosis of, 

the modern environment: 

Je m'habituai \ 1'hallucination simple: j e voyais tres-
frqnchement une mosqviee a l a place d'une usine.,,, ^02) 

Despite t h i s h o s t i l i t y the treatment of modern technology i n Rimbaud's poetry 

i s imbued with the same ambiguity as the treatment of society and science. The 

poet cannot e n t i r e l y suppress a measure of enthusiasm and optimism: 

Cet avenir sera materialists 
(203) 

(202) Oj.0., p.108 
(203) I b i d . , p. 252 ( l e t t e r to Demeny, 15 May 187l). 
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Rimbaud was to be singularly well-placed f o r a poet who retained a hope i n advance 
through technological progress. He had the chance to develop his ideas at f i r s t 
hand by being able to v i s i t the foremost i n d u s t r i a l society of his day on his 
t r i p s to England. For those of us who f i n d improbable the kind of arguments 
proposed by Antoine Adam for a very l a t e dating of several of the Illuminations 
the best explanation of many of the 'modernist* references i n the prose poems, 
which are mentioned i n connection with this controversy, l i e s i n seeing them i n an 
English context. Such a view i s encouraged by the further realisation that i t 
was i n England that Rimbaud came into personal contact with exiled progressistes 
associated with the Commune. I t was at t h i s time that Vermefsch was founding 
l'Avenir i n London. England presented to Rimbaud the whole gamut of the 
effects of the i n d u s t r i a l age: a dazzling technological achievement which went 
hand i n hand with grime and smoke of which the interlacing overground and under
ground railways of London were an astonishing example, immortalised by Dore\ 
Side by side with the mechanical gadgetry and pyrotechnic displays of the Crystal 
Palace at Sydenham or the great exhibition buildings i n London i n South Kensington 
(204) (something which i s retained i n the present-day museum complex, especially 
the science museum) the poet would have observed the disproportion of wealth so 
evident i n nineteenth-century London and the effects of the a v a i l a b i l i t y of 
cheap alcohol upon the working classes. This opposition of technological 
achievement and squalor (reminiscent of some developing countries i n the twentieth 
century) correspondsvery closely to the ambiguity i n Rimbaud's poetry discussed 
above. The impact of his sojourns i n England i s especially evident i n poems 
tre a t i n g the modern c i t y and modem t r a v e l . These w i l l be examined i n the 
sections which follow. 

Verlaine made at least one important contribution to the poetry of the 

i n d u s t r i a l age a f t e r 1870. 

'Oharleroi' contrasts sharply with the other Paysa&es beiges i n that i t oon~ 

yeys^an unpleasant sensation of drabngss coid̂  ugliness., The' poet shows l i t t l e r 
(204) The present writer's grandmother was never able to forget the variety of 

moving (mechanical) displays on show both at the permanent and occasional 
exhibitions and compared them to the Festival of B r i t a i n , 
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sympathy f o r the achievements of the i n d u s t r i a l age. Indeed l i k e many other 

poets of modern l i f e Verlaine's atti t u d e i s , at times, one of hearty disapproval, 

This i s one of Verlaine's most direct and revolutionary poems, yet i t contains two 

•learned* allusions which may surprise the reader. The allusions i n question are 

•Les Kobolds1 and *des s i s t r e s 1 . How does one account f o r the use of such terms 

i n a modern, impressionistic poem? F i r s t one has to admit that Verlaine's break 

with the past i s never a t o t a l one; i t remained easy for him to assume the role of 

poet-scholar or poet-dilettante, p a r t i c u l a r l y i f we bear i n mind the example set 

by his Parnassian contemporaries. ' I n any event Baudelaire had combined the 

u t t e r l y modern with c u l t u r a l allusion and the same technique i s found i n Corbiere, 

Rimbaud and Laforgue. I n actual fact the use of these terms, though at f i r s t 

sight detrimental to the direct impact of the poem, makes a marked contribution to 

the atmosphere created. Both terms are taken from cultures a l i e n to the 

nineteenth-century Frenchman. 'Les Kobolds', the s p i r i t s said i n German mythology 

to guard underground treasures, have dark and eerie associations (because they 

come from below the ground) and these together with the unfa m i l i a r i t y of the word 

give an unpleasant r i n g to the term, 'Des sistres' (205) are associated with the 

c i v i l i s a t i o n of ancient Egypt - a culture that many Europeans f i n d vaguely si n i s t e r 

(Verlaine himself rhymes 's i s t r e ' with 'sinistres') because of i t s remoteness, 

the obsession with mummification, and perhaps simply because t h e i r contact with i t 

usually takes place i n the gloomy vaults of museums. Thus, although the precise 

impact of these terms w i l l vary from one reader to another, i t seems probable that 

i n most cases they suggest the malevolence and the awe-inspiring quality of the 

atmosphere and p a r t i c u l a r l y the noises of Charleroic 

The f i r s t stanza which i s repeated as a conclusion sets the tone for the whole 

poem. I n i t are found the notions of ugliness and desolation ('l'herbe noire'), 

of the presence of e v i l s p i r i t s ('Les Kobolds 1) and of the resultant anguish 

('le vent profond pleure'). Verlaine seeks to formulate the peculiar feelings 

aroused i n him bŷ  two_^sense . impressions t one_ v i s u a l 
(205) The sistrum v/as a j i n g l i n g instrument or r a t t l e used commonly i n the r i t e s 

of I s i s . 
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the grass and the moaning of the wind respectively). These sense impressions com

bine i n such a way as to cause the poet to imagine the malevolent s p i r i t s roaming 

i n the discoloured grass that surround the mine shaft of Charleroi. I t i s as 

though a poet evoking the atmosphere of the Durham p i t s were to u t i l i s e the legend 

of the Lambton Worm, but i n i t s o r i g i n a l t e r r i f y i n g aspect not as the object of 

humour i t has become. 

The rest of the poem consists of a series of impressions which re l y on their 

juxtaposition alone f o r order, no attempt being made to furnish any 'logical' 

connection between them. The succession i s so swift that the poet does not have 

time to impose any order on them nor f u l l y to graps their significance. Thus 

he asks a series of questions: 'Quoi done se sent?', 'on sent done quoi?', 

'Ou Charleroi?', 'Qu^st-oe que e'est?', 'Quoi bruissait..?' Thus we are pre-

, sented with the seemingly direct expression of 'sensations brutes' or, at least, 

t h i s i s almost the case} f o r i t i s true that Verlaine finds time to make comparisons: 

i e.g. 'Plutot des bouges/Que des maisons* and 'Quoi bruissait/comme des sistres?'. 

L The f i r s t of these comparisons, hewever, could certainly be almost instantaneous, 

the second i s , as we have seen, highly effective and may even represent the poet's 

actual thought processes at the time of the original impression. (206) 

' The presence of modern industry and i t s unpleasant consequences i s evident 

i n t h i s stream of impressions: 'l'herbe noire', 'Plutot des bouges que des maisons', 

•horizons de forges rouges', 'Des gares torment', 'Parfums s i n i s t r e s 1 , 'Sites 

brutaux 1, 'Oris des metaux*. These take t h e i r place alongside impressions of nature 

and perhaps derive additional impact from the contrast: 'Le vent profond pleure', 

'L'avoine siffle./Une buisson g i f l e / L ' o e i l au passant'. The overall impression 

i s one of suffocating grime and ugliness. Having said this we must ask ourselves 

the question - who i s being 'suffocated'? Is i t just the poet? Almost certainly 

not. In fact Verlaine seems to have incorporated into this seemingly spontaneous 

and instantaneous poem a social message. This i s done so unobtrusively as to be 

i n no| way detrimental to the other qu a l i t i e s of the _Indeed this, h int of a 
(206) The human mind, as the Surrealists emphasised, i s capable of furnishing the 

most astonishing analogies without any conscious e f f o r t - a process already 
grasped by Baudelaire, though he, l i k e most great poets, put much stress on 
the selection that was necessary. 
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social message i s a l l the more penetrating because i t i s part and parcel of the 
series of v i v i d impressions. F i r s t we note the sense of anguish i n 'le vent 
profond pleure'; the wind can be regarded as representative of nature, freshness 
and freedom of movement i n the poem. Second there i s the judgement i m p l i c i t i n 
the description of the workers' homes as 'bouges' rather than 'maisons'. Finally 
there are the questions asked i n the f i f t h stanza and the reply to them i n the 
si x t h : what are the 'parfums si n i s t r e s ' and the strange unexpected noise? They 
are i n fact the 'haleine' of the 'sites brutaux' which i s the fumes that come fo r t h 
from them and the sweat of the men that labour i n them, and what the poet calls 
the 'oris des metaux1. The adjective 'brutaux' is a highly coloured one and 
suggests that these places are not f i t f o r human work with a l l t h e i r t e r r i b l e 
sweat and turmoil. 

Thus i t i s th a t , somewhat surprisingly, Verlaine has combined i n this poem 

the social message of an early i n d u s t r i a l poet l i k e Barbier and a b r i l l i a n t new 

impressionistic technique that takes no account of the old rhetoric* This 

technique w i l l be further discussed i n Part Two, Chapter Four, 

* *• * •>:- * * * -ii- * -x- •* # * # 

The two faces of technological progress thus continued to haunt the poets 

after 1870, The attainment of utopia through human progress was a dream which 

died hard (207). I f the less pleasant consequences of i n d u s t r i a l advance received 

less attention than they had from the Romantic poets they are s t i l l a notable theme 

i n the work of even major poets l i k e Rimbaud and Verlaine, Moreover, certain 

specific aspects of the i n d u s t r i a l age remained extremely important and these are 

the subject of the two sections which follow. 

(207) Much of the ambiguity i n Rimbaud's position i s , naturally, to be related to 
the dichotomy between progressiste ideas and his p r i m i t i v i s t reaction to 
'decadence'. 



(d) Speed and T r a v e l 

There i s l i t t l e doubt t h a t of a l l the m a t e r i a l r e s u l t s of 

the t e c h n o l o g i c a l r e v o l u t i o n of the nineteenth century the one which 

most aroused the wonder of the general p u b l i c and of a r t i s t s a l i k e 

was the p o s s i b i l i t y of f a s t t r a v e l p r i m a r i l y by t r a i n or steamship. 

The changes, of which t h i s i nnovation was a p a r t , were as r a p i d as 

they were dramatic - o c c u r r i n g i n the space of a s i n g l e l i f e t i m e . 

Raymond CogOiat has r e f e r r e d to them i n connection with Monet: 

In 1840 the modern world was s t i l l i n i t s infancy. Men 
l i v e d i n p h y s i c a l c o n d i t i o n s and at a tempo th a t had 
s c a r c e l y changed s i n c e a n t i q u i t y . Railways were j u s t being 
introduced, and the ga l l o p of horses was as common as i t 
had been i n Roman times. Houses and town plans continued to 
obey time-honoured norms; peasants followed the 
monotonous rounds imposed by the change of the seasons. Only 
on the m a t e r i a l plane d i d the recent a p p l i c a t i o n of the 
energy s u p p l i e d by the steam engine begin to give a new 
impetus to i n d u s t r y and to e f f e c t a transformation of the 
means of production. E l e c t r i c i t y , however, was s t i l l f a r 
from e n t e r i n g i n t o everyday l i f e ... 

When Monet came i n t o the world nothing had changed i n 
essence, but e v e r y t h i n g was prepared for change. When Monet 
died he had l i v e d long enough to see the whole past f a l l away, 
engulfed by a world t h a t was completely new. Whether he wished 
i t or not, h i s a r t was i n e x t r i c a b l y l i n k e d to a transformation 
t h a t was nothing l e s s than a metamorphosis. (208) 

Th i s was perhaps the f i r s t age to have a true awareness of 

'speed' as t h a t term i s now conceived. (209) The very newness of 

the concept n e c e s s i t a t e d an extension of the t r a d i t i o n a l p o e t i c 

language, or a t l e a s t i t ought to have done. 'La Maison du Berger' 

(208) Monet and h i s world, pp. 5-6. Paul G i n e s t i e r has elaborated 
on the impact of 'speed' i n Le Poete et l a Machine. 

(209) See P. Rousseau, H i s t o i r e de l a V i t e s s e . 
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v)&s a f i n e d i d a c t i c poem wi t h passages of great beauty but i n p a r t s i t 

remain«Jthe a r c h e t y p a l example of the consequences of the f a i l u r e to 

adapt poetry to new s u b j e c t s and, i n c i d e n t a l l y by that very f a c t , an 

e x c e l l e n t i n d i c a t i o n of the newness of t h i s p a r t i c u l a r concept. Vigny 

shows h i s d i s t a s t e f o r contemporary i n d u s t r i a l developments i n the poem. 

The poet's r e a c t i o n s to i n d u s t r i a l s o c i e t y are scorn and the d e s i r e to 

escape. He p i c k s the r a i l w a y s as the symbol of over-developed technology 

and of c a p i t a l i s m . The s e c t i o n s of the poem d e a l i n g with the r a i l w a y 

are notable f o r what now appears as the a p p a l l i n g clumsiness of the 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the locomotive: 

Que Dieu guide a son but l a vapeur foudroyante 
Sur l e f e r des chemins qui t r a v e r s e n t l e s monts, 
Qu'un Ange s o i t debout s u r s a forge bruyante, 
Quand e l l e va sous t e r r e ou f a i t trembler l e s ponts 
E t , de ses dents de feu devorant ses chaudieres, 
Transperce l e s c i t e s e t saute l e s r i v i e r e s , 
P l us v i t e que l e c e r f dans l ' a r d e u r de ses bonds! ... 

Sur ce taureau de f e r qui fume, s o u f f l e ^ e t beugle, 
L'homme a monte trop t8t. Nul ne connait encor 
Quels orages en l u i porte ce rude aveugle, 
E t l e gai voyageur l u i l i v r e son t r e s o r ; 
Son vieux pere e t s e s f i l s , i l l e s j e t t e en otage 
Dans l e ventre b r u l a n t du taureau de Carthage, 
Qui l e s r e j e t t e en cendre aux pieds du Dieu de l ' o r . 

Mais i l faut triompher du temps e t de l'espace, 
A r r i v e r ou mourir. Les marchands sont j a l o u x . 
L'or p l e u t sous l e s charbons de l a vapeur qui passe, 
Le moment e t l e but sont l ' u n i v e r s pour nous. ^ 
Tous se sont d i t : " A l l o n s ! " mais aucun n'est l e maitre 
Du dragon mugissant qu'un savant a f a i t n a i t r e ; 
Nous nous sorames jou&s a p l u s f o r t que nous tous. 

These e x t r a c t s s e r v e as a ready example of the incongruity which 

r e s u l t s from the use of t r a d i t i o n a l p o e t i c resources i n the treatment 

of contemporary s u b j e c t s . Vigny i s almost reduced to the 'iron horse' 

p e r i p h r a s e s of the conventional Hollywood Red In d i a n . 'Le Taureau de f e r 

qui fume, s o u f f l e e t beugle', ' l e ventre br u l a n t du taureau de Carthage' 

and the 'dragon mugissant' are awkward enough but 'plus v i t e que l e c e r f 

dans l' a r d e u r de ses bonds' i s a t o t a l l y inappropriate and inadequate use 

of a stock e x p r e s s i o n . Vigny had f a l l e n f oul of the e x i s t i n g p r o p r i e t r i e s 

and conventions of French poetry. 
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I t was the r a i l w a y , d e s p i t e t h i s i n a u s p i c i o u s beginning, which 

was to become the f a v o u r i t e symbol of t e c h n i c a l modernity i n both 

l i t e r a t u r e and a r t . One simple reason why i t continued to f a s c i n a t e 

both p a i n t e r s and poets a f t e r 1870 was t h a t impressions of a t r a i n 

journey or the s i g h t of r a i l w a y s i n the French countryside were s t i l l 

a r e l a t i v e l y f r e s h s u b j e c t s i n c e the main expansion of the French 

r a i l w a y s had only occurred under the Second Empire. I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g 

i n t h i s r e s p e c t to compare B a u d e l a i r e ' s poetry. There the noise and 

b u s t l e of P a r i s i a n t r a f f i c i s evoked but there i s not a s i n g l e 

r e f e r e n c e to the r a i l w a y . As an aspect of everyday modern l i f e a f f e c t i n g 

o rdinary Frenchmen the r a i l w a y was s t i l l something of a novelty i n 1870. 

I t i s only at about t h i s date that i t ceased to become the o b j e c t of 

heavy-handed p e r i p h r a s i s and a l l e g o r y t h a t i t had often been i n the work of 

the Romantics. Nevertheless i t f r e q u e n t l y r e t a i n e d a symbolic function but 

t h i s f u n c t i o n now seemed to s p r i n g more n a t u r a l l y from an e s t a b l i s h e d 

p l a c e i n the f a b r i c of modern l i f e r a t h e r than to c o n s t i t u t e the prime 

element i n a f u t u r i s t i c v i s i o n . T h i s function often involved the 

i d e n t i f i c a t i o n of t h i s aspect of progress with t r a n s i t o r y r e a l i t y : 

Les c o n f l i t s du feu des locomotives, des fumees des t r a i n s 
e t des paquebots avec l e s nuages, dont Monet, P i s s a r r o e t 
S i s l e y a v a i t pergu l a v i s i o n s u r l a Tamise, l e pont de Charing 
Cross ou dans l'oeuvre de Turner, s e r v l r o n t l e theme de l'heure 
f u g i t i v e i m p r e s s i o n i s t e . .. Le chemin de f e r a remplace c a r o s s e s , 
cochers e t d i l i g e n c e s . C'est grace a l u i que l a banlieue a 
ete s i b i e n decouverte dans l a f r a g i l i t e de ses v i l l a s , l a 
r a p i d i t e des dimanches e n s o l e i l l e s e t des joyeuses p a r t i e s 
ephemeres. La fumee des t r a i n s devient presque un symbole. 
E l l e s i g n i f i e ... 1'element l e p l u s fugace qui s o i t pour exprimer l a 

notion de 1 ' i n s t a n t . (210) 

I t i s important to remember th a t even before the period under 

s p e c i a l s c r u t i n y i n t h i s t h e s i s the a t t i t u d e towards speed and modern 

(210) Raynal, Leymairie and Read, De Baudelaire a Bonnard, p. 29. 



t r a v e l had not been uniformly h o s t i l e . Indeed the majority of 

poets who t r e a t e d the s u b j e c t from the 1830s onwards belonged 

to the camp of the o p t i m i s t s who heralded such things as the 

r a i l w a y as the s i g n and token of the i n e v i t a b i l i t y of human progress. 

As e a r l y as 1833 N i s a r d had been moved to r e f e r to the phenomenon 

wit h h i s customary a c i d w i t : 

A c e t t e heure toute poesie e s t s u r l a proue 
des bateaux a vapeur e t s u r l e s r a i l s des chemins 
de f e r . (211) 

As the century wore on an i n c r e a s i n g number of poets and w r i t e r s took 

up the theme of modern t r a n s p o r t i n c l u d i n g not only Vigny, as we have 

seen, but Musset, Gaut i e r , Laprade, Du Camp, B a r i l l o t , Pommier, 

Barthelemy and Houssaye. (212) There was some o s c i l l a t i o n between those who 

might be counted among the o p t i m i s t s and those who saw the march of 

technology, epitomised by f a s t methods of t r a v e l , as a t h r e a t to 

c i v i l i s a t i o n . Du Camp and Laprade both began as p r o g r e s s i s t e s but l a t e r 

went over to the 'other s i d e ' . 

Even the one major post-Romantic poet of the nineteenth century who 

has more i n common with the p o e t i c hermeticism, l a t e r a s s o c i a t e d with 

MallarmS, than with the 'movement' examined i n our study, was n e v e r t h e l e s s 

f a s c i n a t e d with t r a v e l and i t s means. One c r i t i c has remarked that t r a v e l 

f o r Nerval was a suspension of the normal laws of time and t h a t i t 

enabled him to e n t e r i n t o the 'univers de sensations immfidiates'. (213) 

(211) Melanges, I , p. 370. Other c r i t i c s involved i n the f r a y were 
V e u i l l o t who saw technology as a dangerous challenge to C a t h o l i c i s m , 
and at the other extreme J a n i n who enthused over the r a i l w a y . 

(212) Houssaye's condemnation of the r a i l w a y s i s to be compared to Pio 
Nono's dictum c i t e d above (p.J^OZ); ' L i t s de f e r s ! Chemins de f e r ! 
Age de f e r ... C e r c u e i l s de f e r ' ( i n L ' A r t i s t e , 1840, p. 429). 

(213) R. Jean, Nerval par lui-meme, p. 101. 



Sometimes t h i s i n t e r e s t took very s p e c i f i c form. 'Le r e v e i l en v o i t u r e ' 

(214) i s an i n t e r e s t i n g experiment i n conveying the confusion of the 

mind and senses on a journey s p o i l t only by the p a r t y - p i e c e ending. 

V o i c i ce que j e v i s : Les arbres s u r ma route 
Fuyaient meles, a i n s i qu'une armee en de'route 
E t sous moi, comme emu par l e s vents souleves, 
Le s o l r o u l a i t des f l o t s de glebe e t de paves! 

Des c l o c h e r s c o n d u i s a i e n t parmi l e s p l a i n e s v e r t e s 
Leurs hameaux aux maisons de p l a t r e recouvertes 
En t u i l e s , qui t r o t t a i e n t a i n s i que des troupeaux 
De moutons b l a n c s , marques en rouge sur l e dos! 

E t l e s monts e n i v r e s c h a n c e l a i e n t , - l a r i v i e r e 
Comme un serpent boa, s u r l a v a l l e e e n t i e r e 

Etendu, s ' e l a n ^ a i t pour l e s e n t o r t i l l e r ... 
- J ' e t a i s en poste, moi, venant de m ' e v e i l l e r ! 

The poem demonstrates Nerval's f a s c i n a t i o n with the b u s t l e and constant 

movement of t r a v e l and modern l i f e i n general even though t h i s be sometimes 

r e g r e t t e d as f o r i n s t a n c e i n 'Le r e l a i s ' : 

En voyage, on s ' a r r e t e , on descend de v o i t u r e ; 
P u i s entre deux maisons on passe a l'aventure, 
Des chevaux, de l a route e t des fouets e t o u r d i , 
L ' o e i l f a t i g u e de v o i r e t l e corps engourdi. 

E t v o i c i tout a coup, s i l e n c i e u s e e t v e r t e , 
Une v a l l e e humide e t de l i l a s couverte, 
Un r u i s s e a u qui murmure e n t r e l e s p e u p l i e r s , -
E t l a route e t l e b r u i t sont b i e n v i t e o u b l i e s ! 

On se couche dans l'herbe e t l'on s'ecoute v i v r e , 
De l'odeur du f o i n v e r t a l o i s i r on s ' e n i v r e , 
E t sans penser a r i e n on regarde l e s cieux . ... 
Helas! une v o i x c r i e : 'En v o i t u r e , messieurs!' (215) 

As the foregoing examples suggest Nerval's r e j e c t i o n of contemporary 

r e a l i t y was by no means as complete as has been supposed. I n f a c t he was 

(214) P o e s i e s , p. 28. 'De Ramsgate a Anvers' (p.60) i s another 
example of such a preoccupation though the poet's concern 
there i s more with thoughts than with s e n s a t i o n . 

(215) I b i d . , p. 29. 
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a staunch advocate of the i d e a of progress, which he saw i n p r a c t i c a l 

terms. Paul B e r r e t has r e l a t e d (216) that Nerval wrote the preface to 

J u l i e n Turgan's H i s t o i r e des B a l l o n s (217) where he boldly s t a t e s h i s 

o p t i m i s t i c views on the f u t u r e of Man, p r e d i c t i n g what he considered to 

be the imminent conquest of the a i r (218). 

For Hugo of course, as we have seen, the i d e a of progress was of 

paramount importance d e s p i t e some h e s i t a t i o n i n h i s e a r l y c a r e e r . More 

often than not i t was the r a i l w a y which he s e l e c t e d as the symbol of 

t h i s progress although r e f e r e n c e was a l s o made to balloon f l i g h t s and 

to the steamship as w e l l as to f u t u r i s t i c conceptions of a v i a t i o n . 

Strangely, of the a c t u a l experience of t r a v e l there i s l i t t l e r e f l e c t i o n 

i n h i s work. Nor f o r t h a t matter i s he n o t i c e a b l y concerned with the 

impact of the new t r a n s p o r t systems upon landscape or on l i f e s t y l e s . 

Although most poets a f t e r 1870 were more i n c l i n e d towards Hugo's 

or Nerval's enthusiasm f o r modern t r a v e l than to Vigny's or Musset's 

pessimism (219) t h e i r a t t i t u d e was not always one of approbation. I t s 

(216) I n 'Comment V i c t o r Hugo composa ' P l e i n C i e l ' 1 , Revue d ' H i s t o i r e 
l i t t l r a i r e de l a France, IX, 1902, pp. 596-607. 

(217) Published i n 1851. 
(218) Which he b e l i e v e d would be achieved by the P e t i n system of balloon 

c o n s t r u c t i o n . 
(219) Vigny was preoccupied with the dangers of r a i l t r a v e l as evidenced i n 

the B e l l e v u e d i s a s t e r and which persuaded him to ^ i j c r f d<l the 
i n v e n t i o n as something so powerful t h a t i t could s l i p out of Man's grasp 

Nous nous sommes joues a p l u s f o r t que nous tous . . . 
('La Maison du Berger') 

But, i n t e r e s t i n g l y , he was dismayed at the prospect of f a s t t r a v e l i n 
i t s e l f : 

L a d i s t a n c e e t l e temps sont vaincus. La Science 
Trace autour de l a t e r r e un s e n t i e r t r i s t e et d r o i t . 
Le Monde e s t retr e * c i par notre experience, 
E t l'Equateur n'est p l u s qu'un anneau trop I tro i t ... ( I b i d . ) 

S u r p r i s i n g l y , Musset may w e l l have been the f i r s t French poet to 
mention the r a i l w a y . I n the fourth p a r t of R o l l a he a t t a c k s the 
I n d u s t r i a l Revolution and i t s spearhead the r a i l w a y : 

Tout e s t b i e n balaye s u r vos chemins de f e r , 
Tout e s t grand, tout e s t beau, mais on meurt dans votre a i r ... 

These l i n e s were published b a r e l y a year a f t e r the i n t r o d u c t i o n of the 
f i r s t locomotive i n France on the S a i n t - E t i e n n e to Lyon l i n e . 
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treatment i s o f t e n ambiguous. I n R o l l i n a t ' s poetry, f o r example, 

the r a i l w a y i s seen as a d i s r u p t i v e i n t r u s i o n i n t o the countryside 

(and as a reminder of the temptations of t r a v e l and, p r i m a r i l y , of 

the c i t y now so c l o s e a t hand): 

Au l o i n , s u r l e chemin de f e r , 
Un t r a i n passe, gueule enflammee; 
On d i r a i t l e s chars de l ' e n f e r 
Au l o i n , s u r l e chemin de f e r : 
La locomotive, dans l ' a i r , 
Tord son panache de fumee! (220) 

The i d e a i s developed with d e l i b e r a t e s i m p l i c i t y i n 'La Locomotive' (221) 

where the e q u e s t r i a n poet i s put i n t o a p o s i t i o n to c o n t r a s t the old 

rhythm of l i f e w ith the new. His horse, which seemed f a s t as i t goes 

by s t a t i o n a r y o b j e c t s , i s i n turn made to seem s t a t i o n a r y by the 

sudden passage of a t r a i n : 

- E t l ' a r b r e f u i t avec stupeur 
Comme une ombre l e n t e e t f u r t i v e . 
Dans l a v e s p e r a l e torpeur, 
Je f o u e t t e ma jument r e t i v e . 

Soudain passe a" toute vapeur 
Une grande locomotive, 
S i lumineuse e t s i p l a i n t i v e 
Que ma bete h e n n i t de peur ... 

Progress may b r i n g l i g h t where there i s darkness but darkness can cloak 

contentment. The dramatic appearance of the t r a i n i s a challenge to the 

old ways, causing f e a r and restlessness; i t s p l a i n t i v e sound may even be a 

tempting c a l l to the poet. The temptation was heeded; i n 'Le T o u r i s t e ' 

(222) the poet t r e a t s h i m s e l f as a t o u r i s t i n h i s own n a t i v e Berry: 

(220) 'Le Champ de chardons', Dans l e s Brandes. 
(221) I b i d . 
(222) I b i d . 



Je chemine tout a mon a i s e , 
L o i n des f i a c r e s e t des c a l e c h e s ... 
Cher pays, comme tu m'alleches 
P a r tes rocs e t t a t e r r e g l a i s e ! ... 

Of course the various a t t i t u d e s to means of t r a v e l often 

f l u c t u a t e d w i t h the very s p e c i f i c and changing circumstances of the 

i n d i v i d u a l poet r a t h e r than corresponded to profound and l a s t i n g 

c o n v i c t i o n s . T h i s w i l l be noted i n connection with Rimbaud and 

V e r l a i n e . The point i s made half-humorously i n Cros's 'Drame en T r o i s 

B a l l a d e s ' where the r a i l w a y i s f i r s t the object of the poet's g r a t i t u d e 

a t a reunion w i t h the beloved and then the b a s i s of a remarkably concise 

e v o c a t i o n of the r e p u l s i v e aspects of the modern world when the a f f a i r 

i s broken o f f : 

A t o i , merci! chemin de f e r , 
J ' e t a i s s e u l ; mais un s o i r d ' i v r e s s e , 
Tu m'as t i r e de c e t e n f e r , 

/ • -A 
Car j ' a i retrouve ma m a i t r e s s e ... 

Monde j a l o u x de ma v i e embaumee, 
E n f e r d'engrais, de charbon e t de c u i r , 
Je h a i s t e s biens promis, s a l e fumee! ... 
Pour ne^penser qu'a t o i , t o u j o u r s , ou f u i r , 
0 ma m a i t r e s s e absolument aimee ? 

Ambiguity of another kind i s found i n Cros's d i z a i n e n t i t l e d 'Tableau' 

where the poet appears to hover between dismay at the e f f e c t of the 

grime of the r a i l w a y upon h e a l t h and p h y s i c a l appearance and envy of what 

i s nonetheless the contented e x i s t e n c e of those who work f o r i t . I t 

t r e a t s a theme which occurs s e v e r a l times i n the poetry of the period -

the dream of other p o s s i b l e l i v e s stimulated by scenes glimpsed from a 

t r a i n window: 

Encla v e dans l e s r a i l s , e n g r a i s s e de s c o r i e s , 
Leur p e t i t potager p l a i t a mes r e v e r i e s . 
Le pere e s t a i g u i l l e u r k l a gare de Lyon. 
I I f a i t honnetement e t sans r e b e l l i o n 
Son dur metier. Sa femme, h&las! qui s e r a i t blonde, 
Sans l e sombre g l a c i s du charbon, l e seconde. 
Leur enfant, ange rose e c l o s dans cet enfer 
F a i t des p e t i t s chateaux avec du machefer. 
A quinze ans i l vendra des journaux, des c i g a r e s : 
P e u t - e t r e l e bonheur n ' e s t - i l que dans l e s gares. 

The poem i n Le C o l l i e r de g r i f f e s e n t i t l e d 'Aux I m b e c i l e s ' i s 
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remarkable f o r the t h r e a t of v i o l e n c e which simmers beneath the l i g h t , 

p l a y f u l s t y l e . The p o s i t i o n i s t h a t d i s c u s s e d i n the opening s e c t i o n of the 

l a s t chapter - of the poet neglected and v i c t i m i s e d by unappreciative 

s o c i e t y . T r a v e l i s i d e n t i f i e d as a form of escape which i r o n i c a l l y only 

the wealthy themselves can a f f o r d l e a v i n g the poet with another more 

r a d i c a l response to s o c i a l i n j u s t i c e : 

... On devient t r e s f i n , 
Mais on meurt de faim, 

A jouer de l a g u i t a r e , 
On n'est emporte, 
L ' h i v e r n i l ' e t e , 

Dans l e t r a i n d'aucune gare. 

Le qhemin de f e r 
E s t vraiment trop cher. 

Le steamer fendeur de l'onde 
E s t plus cher encor; 
I I f aut beaucoup d'or 

Pour a l l e r au bout du monde. 

Done, gens b i e n a s s i s , 
Exempts de s o u c i s , 

Mefiez-vous du poete, 
Qui peut, ayant faim, 
Vous mettre, a l a f i n , 

Quelques b a l l e s dans l a t e t e . 

As i n the case of Rimbaud, V e r l a i n e and other major poets, Cros 

introduced aspects of modern t r a v e l i n t o the imagery of h i s poetry. I n 

one i n s t a n c e t h i s assumed a l l e g o r i c a l proportions. I n the a p t l y t i t l e d 

'Effarement' r a i l t r a v e l becomes the dream-image of l i f e i t s e l f , s u b j e c t 

to laws of c a u s a l i t y t h a t the i n d i v i d u a l does not comprehend and i n 

which i n h i s own w e l f a r e may not play a part. The idea i s so b a s i c 

t h a t there i s no need to presuppose a debt to Mallarme fo r the p e r s o n i f i 

c a t i o n of c a u s a l i t y as M. I g i t u r although t h i s remains e n t i r e l y 

p o s s i b l e . Despite the f a n t a s t i c nature of the poet's v i s i o n elements of 

r e a l i t y are much more d i s t i n c t than, f o r example, i n some of Rimbaud's 

I l l u m i n a t i o n s : 

Au m i l i e u de l a n u i t , un reve. Une gare de chemin de f e r . Des 
employes portant des c a r a c t e r e s c a b a l i s t i q u e s sur l e u r s casquettes 
a d m i n i s t r a t i v e s . Des wagons a c l a i r e - v o i e charges de dames-jeannes 
en f e r b a t t u . Les brouettes f e r r e e s roulent avec des c o l i s qu'on 
arrime dans l e s v o i t u r e s du t r a i n . 
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Une voix de sous-chef c r i e : La r a i s o n de M. I g i t u r , a 

d e s t i n a t i o n de l a lune! Un manoeuvre v i e n t e t appose une 
e t i q u e t t e s u r l e c o l i s designe - une dame-jeanne semblable 
a c e l l e s des wagons a c l a i r e - v o i e . E t , apres l a pese"e a 
l a b a s c u l e , on embarque. Le coup de s i f f l e t du depart 
resonne, ai g u , v e r t i g i n e u x et prolonge. 

RSveil s u b i t . Le coup de s i f f l e t se termine en miaulement 
de chat de g o u t t i e r e . M. I g i t u r s'elance, creve l a v i t r e e t 
plonge son regard dans l e b l e u sombre ou plane l a face narquoise 
de l a lune. 

Speed and t r a v e l could f i n d a p l a c e i n poetry simply as a f u l l y 

i n t e g r a t e d p a r t of modern l i f e . Bourget's f i r s t volume of verse, 

La Vie I n q u i e t e o f 1874, i s l a r g e l y notable f o r the poet's r e l u c t a n c e 

to put i n t o p r a c t i c e the ideas on modernism he was already at t h a t 

time developing. The b e s t p i e c e s show the i n f l u e n c e of other poets 

such as Heine, Tennyson, S h e l l e y and Musset, but g e n e r a l l y the landscape 

d e s c r i p t i o n s l a c k movement and the s t y l e i s o f t e n hackneyed and clumsy. 

The few i n t r u s i o n s of modernity t h a t the poet allows are amongst the 

most r e f r e s h i n g moments i n the c o l l e c t i o n . One of these i s the evocation 

of the f u g i t i v e impressions of a t r a i n journey i n 'A Amedee P.': 

Quand l e wagon bruyant t'emportait vers P a r i s , 
N'as-tu pas, mon ami, par l e carreau, s u r p r i s 
Quelquefois un r e c o i n charmant de paysage, 
Une maison perdue au m i l i e u d*un f e u i l l a g e ? 

The b a s i c theme of the c o l l e c t i o n , an adolescent love a f f a i r , i s 

e nlivened i n ' D d l i c a t e s s e s ' where s o c i a l l i f e and emotional d i f f i c u l t i e s 

are c o n t r a s t e d , i n t r u e Romantic f a s h i o n , with consolations o f f e r e d by the 

s e a - but i t i s the 'humanised' sea of the holiday r e s o r t s favoured by 

the demi-monde, not the w i l d untamed ocean: 

Quand au Casino vous dansiez l e s o i r , 
Moi qui ne s a i s pas v a l s e r , l a musique 
Me f a i s a i t du mal; e t , melancolique, 
L o i n , b i e n l o i n de vous i l f a l l a i t m'asseoir. 



L a parmi l e s b r u i t s , l e s jeux, l a fumee, 
La mer me j e t a i t son c r i desole, 
E t j e me s e n t a i s s i f o r t i s o l e , 
Que j e ne vous a i jamais mieux aimee. (223) 

E d e l i s a much more s u c c e s s f u l volume than La Vie I n q u i e t e . This 

i s t rue of almost a l l aspects of the poems i n c l u d i n g the a u t h e n t i c i t y of 

t h e i r modernism. The hubbub of c i t y t r a f f i c i s a p a r t of the urban 

panorama which w i l l be d i s c u s s e d i n the next s e c t i o n . The mechanical 

i n e v i t a b i l i t y and the speed of a p a r t i n g i n a modern s e t t i n g are 

captured i n the rhythm of these l i n e s which a f t e r a b r i s k s t a r t , slow 

down to the 'speed' of melancholy r e f l e c t i o n : 

Le t r a i n p a r t i t . Je v i s E d e l a l a fenetre 
Pencher s a t e t e blanche e t mince, e t d i s p a r a i t r e . 
E t l a lourde rumeur du t r a i n s'evanouit, 
Lugubre, dans l a grande e p a i s s e u r de l a n u i t . (224) 

(223) T h i s may serve as a reminder of the l i n k s between well-known 
I m p r e s s i o n i s t s u b j e c t s and the e f f e c t s of the I n d u s t r i a l 
R e v olution and the new l i f e - s t y l e . One of these i s to be 
seen i n the growing f a s h i o n of taking h o l i d a y s by the sea and 
Sundays o f f by the r i v e r (see the d i s c u s s i o n of Valabregue's 
'La Canotiere' i n S e c t i o n ( f ) ) : the beach became a popular 
I m p r e s s i o n i s t s u b j e c t , and the p a r a s o l a r e c u r r i n g motif: 

Les plages sont une c r e a t i o n du Second Empire, e t notamment 
du due de Morny, qui lancja D e a u v i l l e e t T r o u v i l l e . C'est 
a T r o u v i l l e que l e s Goncourt conduisent l e s p e i n t r e s de 
Manette Salomon (1866). E l l e s ont joue un r o l e important 
dans l a formation de 1'impressionnisme, autour de Boudin 
e t de Jongkind. Mais ... l e s jeunes p e i n t r e s l e u r 
p r e f e r e n t l e s j o i e s moins couteuses e t plus populaires du 
canotage e t des guinguettes aux abords de P a r i s , dont l a 
vogue naquit egalement vers l e s annees 1870. Ces nouvelles 
habitudes de v i e en p l e i n a i r e n t r a l n e r e n t 1'apparition, 
a l a plage, a l a promenade, au j a r d i n , d'un charmant a c c e s s o i r e 
de l a mode feminine, l'ombrelle, dont l e s i m p r e s s i o n n i s t e s 
s u r e n t t i r e r a u s s i t o t l e m e i l l e u r p a r t i . 

(De B a u d e l a i r e a Bonnard, p. 18.) 

(224) E d e l , ( P o e s i e s , I I ) , p. 55. 
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A l l u s i o n s to modern means of t r a v e l are to be found even i n 

the work of f i g u r e s c l o s e l y a s s o c i a t e d with the Symbolist ' r e j e c t i o n ' 

of the modern age. V i l l i e r s de L'Isle-Adam's 'Esquisse a l a maniere 

de Goya' (225) i s c i t e d w i t h u n c h a r a c t e r i s t i c inaccuracy by Suzanne 

Bernard (226) as a forerunner of Rimbaud's 'Reve pour l ' h i v e r ' (227). 

I t i s d i f f i c u l t to see why t h i s poem should be mentioned i n connection 

w i t h Rimbaud's p i e c e s i n c e the two have nothing i n common except that 

they deal w i t h t r a i n s . Whereas Rimbaud's non-declamatory poem i s 

uniquely concerned w i t h the ' i n t e r i o r ' aspects of r a i l w a y t r a v e l - the 

cosy intimacy of a t r a i n compartment - V i l l i e r s ' s poem i s concerned 

w i t h the locomotive as a symbol of te c h n o l o g i c a l progress. His 

'Es q u i s s e ' i s l a r g e l y one more, r a t h e r l a t e , example of the Romantic 

overblown, p e r i p h r a s t i c treatment of the age of steam: 

Admirons l e c o l o s s e au t o r r i d e gosier 
Abreuve d'eau b o u i l l a n t e e t n o u r r i de b r a s i e r , 

Cheval de f e r que l'homme dompte! 

Rimbaud was j u s t as l i k e l y to have been aware of the whole corpus of 

poetry accumulated s i n c e the 1830s i n France on the s u b j e c t of the 

locomotive as of V i l l i e r s ' s poem. I n f a c t , Rimbaud's poem i s of an 

a l t o g e t h e r d i f f e r e n t tenor from almost any of these e a r l i e r evocations 

of the r a i l w a y . 

There i s s c a r c e l y an o r i g i n a l image i n V i l l i e r s ' s 'Esquisse' which 

r e l i e s h e a v i l y , as d i d many poems of t h i s genre, on a l l u s i o n s to 

(225) Le Parnasse Contemporain, I , pp. 260-261. 
(226) She gives the i n c o r r e c t t i t l e 'Chemiis de f e r ' which was, c u r i o u s l y , 

the t i t l e of an e a r l i e r v e r s i o n > a s we s h a l l note. 
(227) See below, pp. %<£\ ~ ̂ 0 , f o r a d i s c u s s i o n of t h i s poem. 
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c l a s s i c a l mythology and on comparisons with animals. I n p a r t i c u l a r 

i t woulld seem to be h e a v i l y indebted to Hugo's 'Le Sat y r e ' . The 

poem i s a reworking of an e a r l i e r p i e c e e n t i t l e d 'Chemins de f e r ' 

p u b l i s h e d i n 1863 i n Le P u b l i c a t e u r des Cotes-du-Nord (228) which 

was much more o p t i m i s t i c . Of s p e c i a l note, amongst the stanzas and 

p a r t - s t a n z a s omitted from the ' d e f i n i t i v e ' v e r s i o n i n Le Parnasse 

Contemporain, are, i n t h i s r e s p e c t , the following l i n e s : 

S a l u t , machine obscure ou v a g i t l ' a v e n i r ! 
Dans l ' i m m o r t a l i t e q ui va se de"finir, 

Tu portes l a cause commune! 
0 notre premier-ne, congu dans notre enfer, 
En avant! c o u r s i e r n o i r ! ... Sur t a croupe de f e r 

Tu portes l'homme e t s a fortune! ... 
Enfant de l ' i n d u s t r i e aux s e i n s gonflSs e t beaux, 
L a meute de l i o n s des grands s i e c l e s nouveaux 

Court s u r l e s t r a c e s furibondes ... 
E t penche"s s u r l a c a r t e u n i v e r s e l l e - un jou r , 
Nos f i l s demanderont, calmes e t p l e i n s d'amour, 

Ce que c ' S t a i t que des f r o n t i e r e s ... 

More important s t i l l , and perhaps the only t r u l y o r i g i n a l moment i n 

e i t h e r v e r s i o n of the poem, i s the opening s t a n z a of the e a r l i e r v e r s i o n 

which V i l l i e r s completely e x c i s e d from the v e r s i o n published i n Le Parnasse. 

I t i s the e a r l i e s t e vocation i n French poetry known to the present 

w r i t e r of r a i l w a y s t a t i o n s . V i l l i e r s ' s motives f o r the suppression of the 

s t a n z a are not d i f f i c u l t to guess, f o r more than any other pa r t of the 

poem, i t c e l e b r a t e s the wonder, the magic of the new age i n which human 

progress may be worthy of worship. By 1866 he was already, i n a l l 

p r o b a b i l i t y , p a r t l y d i s i l l u s i o n e d . Even though i t i s obviously symbolic, 

even r h e t o r i c a l , t h i s d e s c r i p t i o n of the r a i l w a y s t a t i o n has a genuine 

f e e l i n g of excitement about i t which does b r i n g i t c l o s e to some of the 

poems of t r a v e l w r i t t e n by V e r l a i n e , Rimbaud and, i n the twentieth century, 

by poets l i k e Nau, Larbaud, Cendrars and Carco: 

La gare, sous l e c i e l epouvantable e t sourd, 
Flamboie! E t c ' e s t un temple en e v e i l n u i t et jour; 

C'est un e n d r o i t magique et grave ... 

(228) Reproduced i n J . B o l l e r y , La Bretagne de V i l l i e r s de 1'Isle-Adam, 
pp. 108-110. 
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Mallarme himself had made an early contribution to the poetry of 

tra v e l i n the form of the prose poem 'La Pipe*. Although the poem had 

been written at Toufion i n I.864 i t was not published u n t i l 1868 i n the 

Revue des Lettres et des Arts. The piece was not forgotten, either by Mallarme 

himself or by his admirers, since i t l a t e r appeared i n I872 i n L'Art l i b r e 

and i n 1886 i n La Decadence. 

The basic theme of the poem is- banal i n the extreme - a separation 

which led to the end of a love a f f a i r (although a certain mystery is added 

by hints which may refer to the beloved's death : 'un manteau qui c o l l a i t 

humide, a ses eipaules froides') : 

Je n'avais pas touche'a l a f.idele amie depuis ma rentree en Prance... 
Autour de son cou s' enroul-^ait l e t e r r i b l e mouchoir qu'on agite en 
se disant adieu pour toujours. 

However, within t h i s framework, the poet succeeds remarkably i n eveking a 

remembered atmosphere, that of London and of the cross-channel voyages 

made the previous winter. (His t r i p to England was the separation i n 

question). I t i s the smell of t r a v e l , as befits a disciple of Baudelaire, 

which p a r t i c u l a r l y fascinates the young poet : 

Londres t e l que je le vecus en 
entier a moi seul, i l y a un an, est 
apparu; d'abord les chers brouillards 
qui emmitouflent nos cevelles et ont, 
la-bas, une odeur a eux, quand i l s penetrent 
sous l a croisee. Mon tabac sentait 
une chambre sombre aux meubles de 
cuir saupoudres par l a poussie^re du 
charbon sur lesquels se r o u l a i t l e 
maigre chat noir 

But other sensations are also recalled with precision : 

....les grands feux! et l a bonne 
aux bras rouges versant les charbons, 
et l e b r u i t de ces charbons tombant 
du seau de t 3 l e dans l a corbeille 
de f e r , l e matin - alors que l e 
facteur frappait l e double coup 
solennel qui me f a i s a i t vivre'. 
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This i s true of the description of the sea voyages i n which the poet finds 

room f o r the hints at the beloved's death and for a comment on social ine

quality : 

. . . j ' a i vu l e large, s i souvent 
traverse cet hiver-la, grelottant, 
sur l e pont du steamer moVille 
de bruine et n o i r c i de fum^e -
avec mon pauvre h i en-aime'e errant e, 
en habits de voyageuse, une longue 
robe terne couleur de l a poussiere 
des routes, en manteau qui c o l l a i t 
humide a ses epaules froides, un 
de-ces chapeaux de p a i l l e sans 
plume et presque sans rubans, que 
les riches dames jett e n t en 
arrivant, tant i l s sont 

/ r 
dechiquetes par l ' a i r de l a mer 
et que les pauvres bien-aimees 
regarnissent pour bien des saisons 
encore 
'La Pipe* i s thus an anticipation of the travel poems of Verlaine and 

Rimbaud i n that i t evokes the peculiarly f o r l o r n atmosphere i n which the 

t r a v e l l e r sometimes finds himself immersed. The creation of t h i s 

atmosphere more than compensates f o r the banal theme cf separation. LO&jp̂ kuf'G, 

was r i g h t when, i n his l e t t e r of 13 May 1864 to Mallarme, he wrote : 

•...dans La Pipe vous donnez l a sensation vraisemblable de Londres'. 

Modern t r a v e l was an important theme i n the work of Verlaine, Rimbaud and 

Gorbi^re. One of Laforgue's finest poems 'Solo de Lune' (analysed i n Part 

^ f l ^ f ^ ^ , >r) i s a formulation of the experiences of a night journey 

through i n d u s t r i a l suburbs and open country. 
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I t i s often thought that the subject-matter of Terlaine's poetry i s 

largely timeless : intimate personal relationships, the quest for God, 

s p i r i t u a l remorse. We have already discussed a good many exceptions to 

t h i s generalisation. His specific 'modernity' i s nowhere clearer than i n 

his allusions to t r a v e l . The influence of Rimbaud may be discounted here 

fo r one of the most s t a r t l i n g and original references to railways occurs 

i n La Bonne Chanson : 

Le paysage dans le cadre des portieres 
Court furieusement, et des plaines entieres 
Avec de l'eau, des ble's, des arbres et du c i e l 
Vont s'engouffrant parmi l e t o u r b i l l o n cruel 
Ou tombent les poteaux minces du telegraphe 
Dont les f i l s ont 1 'allure etrange d'un paraphe. 

Une odeur de charbon qui brule et d'eau qui bout, 
Tout le b r u i t que feraient m i l l e chaihes au bout 
Desquelles hurleraient m i l l e gecarfcs qu'on fouette; 
Et tout a coup des oris prolonged de chouette. 
- Que me f a i t toutcela, puisque j ' a i dans les ysux 
La blanche vision qui f a i t mon coeur joyeux, 
Puisque l e Worn s i beau, s i nable et s i sonore 

trf Se m'ele, pur pivot de tout ce tournoiement, 
Au rhythme du wagon br u t a l , suavement. 

(229) 

Thus the rhythm of a t r a i n journey which one feels i n soipsof the 

Faysages beiges was probably present i n Verlaine's mind before he even 

met the younger poet. The theme of railways, railway stations, trains 

and t r a v e l recurs several times i n Verlaine^'s poetry and probably const

it u t e s the single largest <|roup of modernist motifs. No doubt i n t h i s 

respect he shared the feeling of the Impressionist painters that the 

railways epitomisted an age of modern technology and speed. More 

('229) La Bonne Chanson, V I I . Verlaine was probably the f i r s t poet i n the world, 
almost certainly i n France to evoke spe c i f i c a l l y , the sensations of 
a railway journey. I n addition, he anticipated Laforgue by f i f t e e n 
years i n the introduction, sometimes att r i b u t e d to the younger poet 
(e.g. by W. Ramsey, Jules Laforgue and the Ironic Inheritance, p.37)» 
of telegraph poles into the French poetic landscape. 



s p e c i f i c a l l y they had become a part of the poet's own rootless existence. 

There i s an even ea r l i e r reference to railway tr a v e l i n Verlaine's 

poetry than La Bonne Chanson. Although not published u n t i l I89O, 'L'Ami . 

de l a Nature' , was w r i t t e n i n 1868 'au lendemain d'une excursion... 

f a i t e dans les bouges de La V i l l e t t e ' and recited at Nina de Villard's 

salon where i t s modernism and o r i g i n a l i t y were warmly appreciated (230). 

I t i s one of the earliest l i t e r a r y references to the growing habit, even 

amongst the less prosperous sections of the population, of weekend outings 

Toy t r a i n to the countryside : 

Nous prenons un t r a i n de banlieu' 
Qui nous brouette a qulques lieu's 
Dans le v r a i pays du p ' t i t bleu, 
Car on n' boit pas toujours d' champagne 

A l a campagne 

I t thus anticipates those poems by Verlaine (and Rimbaud) which associate 

t r a v e l with excitement and pleasure rather than solitude and insecurity. 

'Malines' written i n August 1872, during the happiest phase of the 

relationship with Rimbaud recalls the younger poet's 'Reve pour l'hiver* 

(discussed below) although Verlaine's poem i s much more substantial and 

ambitious. Railway t r a v e l i s a means of achieving a new sensation of 

contentment : the pleasure of seeing ever new scenery combined with the 

encapsulated comfort and intimacy of a t r a i n compartment. The speed of 

t r a v e l i s not so great as to make one oblivious to d e t a i l , yet the 

succession of landscapes created a feeling of d r i f t i n g into an almost 

magical state, into i n f i n i t y , even eternity : 

Vers les pre's l e vent cherche noise 
Aux girouettes, d e t a i l f i n 
Du chateau de quelque echevin, 
Rouge de brique et bleu d'ardoise, 
Vers les pres c l a i r s , les pres sans fin,.,. 

(230) Lepelletier, quoted i n Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p. 1092. 



Gomme les arbres des feeries, 
Des freVies, vagu.es frondaisons, 
Echelonnent m i l l e horizons 
A ce Sahara de pr a i r i e s , 
Trefle, ^uzerne et "blancs gazons. 

This i s to he compared to Rimbaud's 'cent Solognes langues comme un railway' 

(see below). This leads to a peculiarly modern version of pantheism, i n 

which both nature and machines play a part, i n the evocation of a privileged 

moment of peace and cententment : 

Les wagons f i l e n t £n silence 
Parmi ces sites apaisels. 
Dormez, les vaches'. Reposez, 
Deux taureaux de l a pleine immense, 
Sous vos cieux a peine i r i s e s } 

There i s no doubt that 'Malines' would have been taken much.more seriously 

as a poem had i t ended with the t h i r d stanza. The fourth and f i n a l stanza 

shows a rather prosaic, self-contained awareness of the novelty of the subject 

from a f i n e evocation of moods which would have been d i f f i c u l t to define i n 

discursive language the reader i s brought to a re f l e c t i o n on the ' c i v i l i s e d ' 

character of r a i l t r a v e l : 

Le t r a i n glisse sans un murmure, 
Chaque wagon est un salon 
Ou l'on cause bas et d'ou* l'on 
Aime a l o i s i r cette nature 
Faite a soubait pour Fenelon. 

Yet t h i s pleasure may well have been as important to Verlaine as anything 

else i n the poem; indeed i t may even have been from t h i s mood of 'cosiness' 

that ,the poem developed. I t i s only to be regretted that i t stands too much 

as an urbane and spiritual conclusion to the poem, i n the manner of a good deal 

of minor poetry i n the 1860s and 1870s. 'Walcourt' on the other hand raises 

not even t h i s modest attempt to convey a message. I t i s restric t e d to the 

formulation of a mood of gaiety through the rocking rhythm of a t r a i n , which 

epitomises for the poet the l i f e of t r a v e l and freedom and ne w experience : 

http://vagu.es
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Gares prochaines, 
Gais chemins grands.... | 
Quelles aubaines, 
Bons j u i f s - e r r a n t s ! 

(231) 

Even i n recollection, and despite memories of the discomforts involved, 

one senses that t h i s period of l i b e r t y remains exciting: j 

C'etait v o i l a longtemps, environ quatre lustres, 
Deux voyageurs aloes, n i l'un n i 1'autre i l l u s t r e s , 

Riches, je crois que non, 
S'arreterent dans un buffet dans une gare, ! 
Et ma f o i , las et souM de toute l a bagarre i 

D'un t r a i n a bon marche', 
Burent sans trop compter, marcs, rhums, b i t t e r s , absinthes, 
Et'darnel leur langage en paroles peu saintes 

S' e'tait, las', epanche....... 

(232) 

There are a number of poems of l i t t l e consequence, which may be related 

to those already examined i n the present discussion since they r e f l e c t the 

frequently ' cosmpolitan* quality of modern existence. These are pa r t i c u l a r l y 
\ 

descriptive pieces celebrating various places v i s i t e d by the poet and include ( 
I 

'Fountain Court', 'Fog?' , 'Oxford', 'Souvenir de Manchester' and*Rotterdam'. 

The l a t t e r has the merit of an association between atmospheric descriptive 

w r i t i n g and the evocation of mood, a complexity usually missing from 

other pieces of t h i s kind. I n the recherche"1 quality of t h i s description 

(*un peu rose, t e l l e une femme de luxure') and the 'diabolical' undertones 

('Le t r a i n comme infernel et me'chant.. .tant de terreurs de cieux et d'eaux... 

notre caravane delirante') there i s nevertheless a deliberate e f f o r t to conform i 

with a taste f o r 'decadent' style : j 
Apres q u ' i l a>franchi d'abord les terres vertes, 
Pleines d'eau reguliere et qu'un moulin a" vent 
Gouverne a" chaque bout des champs, puis 1' en-avant 
Et 1'en-arrie vre des boluses grand' ouvertes 

(231) See pp.fttK$5for a further discussion, of t h i s poem. 
(232) Oeuvres Foetiques Completes, pp.917-918. 

I 
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Formant des lacs d'une melancolie intense, 
Presque sinistres dans l'or sanglant de cieux noirs 
Ou quelque v o i l e noire, on d i r a i t , par les soirs, 
Ou quelque mole noir, on d i r a i t , rOde et danse, 

Le t r a i n commê  infernal et mechant sou^i l a lune 
Tout a coup rocle et danse, on d i r a i t , a son tour, 
Et tonne et sonne et tout a coup, comme en un four 
De lumiere tres douce et tres gaie, un peu brune, 

'!') Un peu roso, t e l l e une femme de luxure 
Apaisee, entre, en des ferreaux entre^croises, 
Au-dessus d'une v i l l e aux t o i t s comme apaisels, 
Aux fenetres d'ou l a vie appert, calme et sure, 

Bonhomme, et f o r t e et pure au fond et rassurante 
Gombien? apres tact de terreurs de cieux et d'eaux 
Regardant d e f i l e r a travers des rideaux, 
Galoper notre caravane de'lirante. 

The idea of melancholy i n 'Rotterdam} whatever the sincerity of 

the poet's emotions i s a reminder of one of the other aspects of modern 

tr a v e l referred to earl i e r : the insecurity and loneliness which a rootless 

l i f e of tr a v e l can bring. Sometimes t h i s i s simply a banal rejection 

on separation from loved ones : 

Mon coeur est gros comme l a mer, 
Qui s' exile de l'eH;re cherl 
Gros comme die et plus qu'elle amer. 

(233) 

Naturally the mood of the poet i s to be related to the kind of 

lnadscape through which he travels. Thus 'Charleroi' i s deliberately 

paVfed with 'Walcourt' to show the other face of t r a v e l through modern in d u s t r i a l 

Europe - the oppressive grime, stench and noise. The rhythm of the t r a i n i s s t i l 

f e l t but i t i s more ponderous and less exciting. The idea of shadowy, 

frightening figures glimpsed through t r a i n windows which was used 

humourously i n Rimbaud's 'Reve- pour 1'hiver' takes on a decidedly serious 

connotation i n Verlaine's invocation of the kobolds. This melancholy i s thus 

(233) Oeuvres Poetiques Completes, p.1005. 



contingent upon the immediate environment i n which the poet finds himself; 

i t does not necessarily correspond to a basic and pre-existing etat d'ame. 

In Sagesse, however, i t i s clear l y associated with s p i r i t u a l malaise : 

Qu'en dis-tu, voyaguer, des pays et des gares? 
Du moins as-tu c u e i l l i 1'ennui, puisqu'il est mur, 
Toi que v o i l a fumant de maussades cigares, 
Moir, projettant une ombre absurde sur l e mur?.. 
Mais yoyons, et dis-nous les re c i t s devines, 
Ces desillusions pleurant l e long des fleuves, 
Ges degouts.... 

(234) 

The long poem beginning ' Du fond du grabat...' i s p a r t l y a catalogue of 

places, none of which are s p e c i f i c a l l y named, associated with moments of 

c r i s i s i n the poet's l i f e , of which the alternative t i t l e appropriately 

i s 'Via dolorosa'. The annotated manuscript from Cellula'tf ement ide n t i f i e s 

the items i n t h i s catalogue : Stanza 1 : "Impressions de Paris en Dec. 1871", 

Stanzas 2 and 3 : "Souvenirs de Charleville, Xbre", Stanza 4 "Charieroi, 

1872", Stanza 5 * "Bruxelles, 1872", Stanza 7 : "Traverse'e d'Ostende a 

Douvres, 1872", Stanzas 8 and 9 : "Londres, I872", Stanza 11 : "Bruxelles, 

j u i l l e t - a o u t 1873", Stanzas 12 and 13 : "Mons, aout 1874", Stanzas 14 and 15 

"Mons, aout-7bre 1874" (235)• 1̂  i s thus clear that Verlaine associates 

geographical with s p i r i t u a l dislocation. Much l a t e r , when the f i r e s of 

conversion had been dampened i f not extinguished, the poet caild- s t i l l be 

aware of the aimlessness of an itin e r a n t existence : 
Je me rembarque sans motif 
Meilleur que cel u i de me pl a i r e 
A j u s t i f i e r mon motif. 

(236) 

(234) I b i d . , p.234-
(235) I b i d . , p.1129. 
(236) I b i d . , p.1008. See also the curiou s piece i n quasi-English 

'In the Refreshment Room', ( i b i d . , pp.1009-10). 
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Modern t r a v e l was a theme so thoroughly absorbed into Verlaine's 

poetry that i t can occur i n the nostalgic evocation of happiness with Lucien 

i n 1882 as a t o t a l l y accepted, and no longer novel, aspect of ordinary 

l i f e . Incidentally i t i s one of the earliest poetic references to the 

l i f e of the suburban 'commuter' : 

Ame, te souvient-il, au fond du paradis, 
De l a gare d'Auteuil et des trains de iadis 
T'amenant chaque jour, venus de La ChaApelle? 
Jadis dejal Combien pourtant je me rappelle 
Mes stations au bas du rapide escalier 
Dans 1'attente de t o i 

(237) 

More important, i t could assume a symbolic or even allegorical function. 

In'.; 'Je revois, quasiment triomphal..' the railway i s e x p l i c i t l y the 

symbol of fugacity to be contrasted to the permanence of GM : 

Le t r a i n passe, blanc panache en l ' a i r , 
Devant l a rougesttre architecture 
Ou je vecus deux f o i s un hiver 
Et tout un 6te...sans aventure. 
Le t r a i n passe, blanc panache en 1'air, 
Avec moi me carrant en voiture 
Le t r a i n passe et les temps sont passes, 
Mais je n'ai pas oublie l a bonne, 
La grande aventure, et je l e sais, 
Que Dieu m'a beni plus que personne. 
Le t r a i n passe et les temps sont passes, 
Mais l'heure de grace reste et sonne. 

(238) 

This syrbolic function i s also demonstrated i n 'Tantalized'. This 'dizain* 

is remarkable f o r the use i t makes of the setting of a railway station and 

a l l i t s concomitant noises. I t demonstrates admirably how completely Verlaine 

had adopted modern l i f e as f i t material for poetry. Within the space of these 

(237) I b i d . , pp.456-57. 
(238) I b i d . , pp.867-68. I t i s interesting to note Verlaine's use of the 

motif frequently a feature of Impressionist paintings and also used 
by Rollinat :'blanc panache en l ' a i r . Here i t seems to suggest the 
groundless pride of human achievement - manifested i n something u t t e r l y 
t r a n s i t o r y . 
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ten lines he has constructed a complex symbol as well as a f i n e descriptive 

vignette. 

The structure of the symbol i s roughly as follows : the poet begins 

by describing the noises i n the railway station which are then likened to 

those of birds attempting to f l y through the glass roof out into the early 

morning sky. Thus the t i t l e would seem to refer to these imaginary birds 

so near the open sky but unable to make the essential f l i g h t through the 

glass. On e i s however, naturally inclined to think that t h i s i s r e a l l y 

a reference to the poet's condition. Might Verlaine be thiinking i n terms 

of a Mallarmean 'azur'? Might there even be a play on the word 'ail e ' i n 

the f i r s t l i n e which ostensibly refers to the wing of a building? A l l 

t h i s i s conjecture and seems less plausible i f we look at the last l i n e : 

0 ces wagons qui vont devaler dans la plaine'. 

Yerlaine would seem i n fact to be thinking i n terms of a rather prosaic 

freedom - the freedom and excitement of t r a v e l , an escape from his miserable 

existence i n Paris. Yet there may be more to i t . - - I f Iferlaine has i d e n t i f i e d 

' l a plaine' with the French countryade, the escape could also be to the 

peace, s t a b i l i t y and s p i r i t u a l well-being which he associated with his l i f e 

with his mother i n the country and with the simple Catholic piety of the country 

f o l k ( 2 3 9 ) . I t i s , thus, not impossible that having attributed t h i s s p i r i t u a l • 

value to ' l a plaine' i t was f o r him an equivalent of Mallarme's 'azur'. I t 

i s certainly anequivalent of the sky f o r which the birds crave. 

This complex symbol i s structured without any reference to heavy-

handed allegory (or indeed t o i the calculatedpreao^ite that we might have 

found i n Mallame'). I t i s true that the success of the poem depends on a 

(239) For a discussion of t h i s form of 'primitivism' see the last chapter. 
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d e f i n i t e comparison "between the noises of the railway station and those 

of the "birds which might not allow us to classify t h i s as an impressionistic 

poem i n the s t r i c t e s t sense ( i . e . one which finds a l l i t s resources i n the 

subject i t s e l f ) . However, the comparison with the "birds has a very 

sensual "basis : the s i m i l a r i t y of the actual sensations caused by t w i t t e r i n g 

arid shrieking birds and the noises made by locomotives and related equipment. 

I t has not been necessary for the poet to 'in t e l l e c t u a l i s e ' i n order to 

make t h i s comparison; either of these noises could instantly evoke the response 

usually reserved fo r the other; the s i m i l a r i t y i s actual not a l l e g o r i c a l . 

Furthermore, i t i s our guess that the image of the birds was suggested 

by some birds that the poet actually saw in the railway station. Certainly 

today most stations have feathered inhabitants i n t h e i r 'cieux de fente et 

de verre' . The image used i n the comparison may, therefore, have been o r i g 

i n a l l y just another visual impression. A poem l i k e 'Tantalized' may thus 

be relevant to the procedures examined.:' i n Part Two, Chapter FOtlr. 

I n any event Verlaine has blended the descriptive elements i n t h i s 

poem i n such a way as to give them a powerful symbolic function. The 

modernism of the subject-matter of t h i s poem i s so obvious as not to warrant 

further examination. The language used to describe the locomotives and 

trai n s i s matter-of-fact. We have moved a long way from the iron beast 

of Hugo, Vigny and, f o r that matter, from most of the early industnal poets. 

The comparison with the birds i s , as we have seen, j u s t i f i a b l e enough on 

the grounds of i t s effective syjbolism but i s probably drawn from the same 

realm of experience of oontemporary r e a l i t y i n any case. 

Modern t r a v e l i s at least as important i n the work of Rimbaud ..ag 

i t was i n the case of Verlaine. I t has been s u f f i c i e n t l y assimilated into 

his poetry to be part of the poet's stock of images : 



Mais moi, Seigneur! v o i c i que mon esprit vole, 
Apre*s les cieux glaces de rouge, sous les 
ETuages celestes qui courent et volent 
Sur cent Solognes longues comme un railway. 

(240) 

The "blissful p a r t i c i p a t i o n of the poet's imagination i n the storm wind i s 

likened to the state of excitement ('to travel i s better than to arrive') 
t e r r a i n l i k e 

and hypnotically smooth passage of a railway journey through/the Sologne 

mu l t i p l i e d a hundred times. I t almost "becomes a glimpse of eternity. 

In'Bruxelles' the railway "becomes part of a complex image "based on a com

bination of recollection of Rimbaud's and Verlaine's recent experiences 

of t r a i n jjiourneys to and i n Belgium and of sexual allusion ( 241 ) . 

I n October I87O Rinbaud had already devoted an entire poem, Reve pour 

l'hiver to a charming evocation of an erotic adventure i n a railway 

carriage : 

L'Hiver, nous irons dans un p e t i t wagon rose 
Avec des coussins, bleus. 

Nous serons bien. Un n i d de baisers fous repose 
Dans chaque coin moelleux.... 

The fascination seems to be that of a small enclosed world, (perhaps of some 

relevance to Professor Hackett's interpretation of Les Effares i n Rimbaud 

1*Enfant) cosily insulated from the dark outside, described i n humorous terms 

as l i k e l y to frighten the poet's female companion : 

Tu fermeras l ' o e i l , pour ne point voir, par l a glace, 
Grimaces les ombres des soirs, 

Ces monstruosite^ hargneuses, populace 
Des demons noirs et de loups noirs.... 

The love play described i n the f i n a l two stanzas leads to a j'eu de mots 
which may well have been one of the raisons d'etre of t h i s part of the 

poem : 

(240) 'Michel et Christine' _ 
(241) See pp. £$£-<ty. , 



Puis t u te sentiras l a joue e'gratignee. .. 
Un p e t i t baiser, comme une f o l l e araignee, 

IFe.. courra par le cou... 

Et t u me diras : "Cherchel" en inclinant l a tete, 
- Et nous prendrons du temps a trouver cette bete 

- Qui voyage beaucoup... 

Nothing could be further removed from the 'iron-horse' bombast of the 

progressistes than t h i s l i g h t piece i n which the t r a i n setting, although 

clearly novel, has become the framework for what purports to be an ordinary, 

everyday experience. I f the subscription i n the eahier Demeny i s to be 

r e l i e d upon then the poem was actually composed during a ttain journey : 

'En wagon, l e 7 octobre 7 0 ' . This does not, of course, as the commentators 

have noted, rule out the p o s s i b i l i t y that l i t e r a r y imspiration (such as Banvill 

'A une muse f o l l e ' i n Les Cariatides) has played a part. 

But the railway could present an altogether different aspect; far 
» 

from being a symbol of Insulated contentment as i n 'Reve pour l'hiver' 

i t could epitomise the rootless existence of the t r a v e l l e r , doubtless 

seen by Rimbaud from his own experience as part of the vocation of a voyant. 

I t occurs i n one of Rimbaud's finest verse poems : 'Larme'. I t i s f i t t i n g 

that allusions to t r a v e l should f i n d a place i n t h i s great evocation of 

solitude. The poet has apparently l e f t behind even the signs of human 

presence that one finds i n the countryside; he i s instead, so i t seems, 

engulfed by comforting nature : 

Par un b r o u i l l a r d d'apres-midi tiede et vert... 

(This cosy microcosm i s the only point of contact between ' Reve pour 1'hiver' 

and 'Larme' ) The opening stanza also contains the f i r s t mention of the > • ' 

mysterious recurrent image of the poem, that of drinking. This i s taken up 

again i n the second as i s the description of the enclosal ,solitary world 

i n which the poet f:inds himself. But t h i s timethe reference i s more precise : 



Que pouvais-je boire dans cette jeune Oise, 
Ormeaux sans voix, gazon sans fleu r s , c i e l couvert. 
Que t i r a i s - j e \ l a gourde de colocase? 
Quelque liqueur d'or, fade et qui f a i t suer. 

There i s no doubt that Rimbaud i s seeking to give mystical significance 

to his experience. This i s clear from the oblique and somewhat curious 

allusion to Vergil's Fourth Eclogue - the most famous passage i n the Roman 

poet's whole work which was long taken to indicate his prophetic g i f t by 

Christian commentators ( 242) . I t may even be that Rimbaud also intends an 

allusion to the aurum potabile ©f the alchemists as Enid Starkie has suggested 

(243 ) . Eeverthel ess the present writer's interpretation i s that such 

allusions are largely i r o n i c . In his isolation the -poet thinks upon his own 

would-be role as the poet of the new golden age ( i n t h i s connection i t i s 

worth r e c a l l i n g that 'Age d'Or' was written i n the following month) but 

suspects that his inspiration i s based upon nothing more than alcohol. 

This i s both the simplest and the most probable basic sense of the last 

l i n e d£*the stanza. Hence the recurrent image of drinking. I t should 

not be forgotten that 'Comedie de l a S o i f also dates from May 1&]2.^ there i s no 

"fcOttxt^ to suppose that the bucolic setting i s real at a l l ( i n any 

case several of the words, including the proper name Oise, seem to have 

been selected f o r t h e i r phonic q u a l i t i e s ) . The poem i s just as l i k e l y 

to have i t s o r i g i n i n the afternoon of alcoholic hallucinatory stupour at -

a caf^ table, a frequent part of Rimbaud's rootless existence. The^apres-midi 

(242) Ult ima Cumaei venit iam carminis aetas; 
magnus ab integro saeclorum nardtur ordo... 
iam nova progenier caelo demittitur a l t o , 
t u modo nascenti puero, quo fernea primum 
desinet ac toto surget gens aurea mundo... 
At t i b i prima, puer, nullo munuscula cuttu 
errantes hederas passim cum baccare t e l l u s 
mixtaque r i d e n t i colocasia fundet acantho... 

(243) Arthur Rimbaud, p . l 6 8 . 
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tiede et vert' might well refer to the effects of absinthe ( 244) . This 

interpretation i s made far more plausible by the t h i r d stanza which 

unambiguously i d e n t i f i e s the poet as a modern t r a v e l l e r and hence provides the 

key to the whole poem. (Doubtless i t was this clear glimpse into the mundane 

r e i i t y behind the poem which caused Rimbaud, s t i l l anxious to mystify the 

reader, to delete t h i s reference from the version he cites i n Une Saison 

en Enfer). I f the poet had retained t h i s afternoon posture he would have 

resembled a rather poor inn sign, instead there i s a change of mood as he 

is obliged to resume his travels. He describes the scenery flashing past a 

moving t r a i n on a night journey : 

Ce furent des pays noirs, des lacs, des perches, 
Des colonnades sous l a n u i t bleue, des gares. 

(The 'Colonnades' are presumably v e r t i c a l objects such as trees and telegraph 

poles). The recl.eding landscflipe i s described i n the f i r s t two lines of 

the f i n a l stanza wh^e there i s just possibly; a further reference to the basic 

'drink' imagery of the poem i n 'des glacons aux mares' which may be a play 

on words. The diff e r e n t layers of possible inspiration are thus, one may 

suspect, completely confused: sjubolic or imagined landscape, the effects 

of alcohol, actual landscape on a tism journey, remembered journeys. The 

irony of the last two lines has been missed by the commentators. In fact 

the poet i s asking himself whether he has been r e a l l y f i s h i n g f o r the gold of 

'new knowledge' as would b e f i t the earlier allusions to Vergil, or has 

deceived himself and simply been f i s h i n g for shells: pretty, a l l u r i n g and 

even, sometimes, s u p e r f i c i a l l y golden but ultimately worthless. He has 

drunk deep of both metaphysical ambition and alcohol, but i t i s his 

solitude which i s the only certain outcome. The best commentqry of his 

(244) This combination of alcohol,scholarship and mystical ambition 
coincides exactly with the text and i l l u s t r a t i o n of Verlaine*s 
'Ultimissa Verba' . See above,pp.-2,0$-|Q. 
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position i s perhaps the t i t l e of the poem. Occasional tears of self-pity-

are a natural consequence of the search for new experiences through travel 

and dereglement. 

The same idea occurs i n 'Comedie de l a S o i f where the poet compares 

his t h i r s t for ultimate knowledge with the bourgeois drinking habits 

of his family and the bohemian appetite for strong alcohol of his Parisian 

companions. Travel i s an essential part of his quest and moments of 

disillusionment cause him to long f o r a more stable and secure existence : 

Peut-etre un soir m'attend 
On je b o i r a i t r a n q u i l l e 
En quelque v i e i l l e V i l l e , 
Et mourrai plus content: 
Puisque je suis patient!.. 

Et s i je redeviens 
Le voyageur ancien 
Jamais l'auberge verte 
ETe peut bien m' etre ouverte. 

(245) 

His wanderings and consequent loneliness are recounted i n Une Saison 

en Enfer : 
A 

Sur les routes par des nuits d'hiver, sans g i t e , sans 
habits, sans pain... Pas itfeTiie un compagnon 

(246) 

I t i s also i n Une Saison en Enf er that the l i n k between travel and the new, 

quasi-magical experiences that the poet sought i S made clear : 
Je revais.. .voyages de de'couvertesd&ont on n'a pas de relations... 
je croyais a tous les enchantements....Je dus voyager, d i s t r a i r e 
les enchant ements assembles sur mon cerveau. 

(247) 

(245) fLe Pauvre Songe', ('Come*die de l a Soif ' , 4 )« Green was the colour 
associated by Rimbaud with security, comfort and happiness; c.f. 
*Au Cabaret-Vert' , 'Voyelles*. Suzanne Bernardhas referred to the 
•vert paradis des amours enfantines* i n t h i s connection. (Rimbaud, 
Oeuvres, p.433). 

(246) 'Mauvais Sang', 
(247) 'Delires', I I * 
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I n the Illuminations he uses the imagery of tra v e l to evoke the f u t i l i t y 

of his attempts to escape from bourgeois r e a l i t y . He was 'le touriste 

n a i f hoping to leave behind the 'horreurs economiques' of modern l i f e . But 

there was, after a l l , no escape : 

La meW magie bourgeoise a" tous les points 
ou l a malle vous deposera!.... 

(248) 

This feeling of insecurity and f u t i l i t y was far from being the ©nly 

attitud e of the mature Rimbaud to t r a v e l . As we shall suggest i n a 

moment i t could awaken a genuine enthusiasm i n him. Indeed there are 

more references to the joy of tr a v e l i n the Illuminations than i n the rest 

of Rimbaud's work. I t may well be that disOillusionment i n t h i s regard 

was a passing phase primarily associated with the depressing period of the 

unsuccessful relationship with Verlaine. There would, thus, be no 

contradiction between Rimbaud's latest poetic pronouncement and the 

peripatetic existence he was to lead f o r the remainder of his l i f e . Before 

passingio t h i s question, however, i t i s worth pausing to consider b r i e f l y 

one other function of modern tr a v e l i n his work which i s unconnected with 

s e l f - p i t y ; t h i s i s i t s association with satire. 

Like Corbiere, Rimbaud was to be the victim of customs o f f i c i a l s , one of 

the potential nuisances of international t r a v e l . They are contrasted with'real' 

soldiers and labelled as 'Soldats des Traites' i n 'Les Douaniers'. There 

they are described on night duty on the Franco-Belgian frortLer keeping an 

eye on women of easy v i r t u e who seek to cross the border, checking for 

contraband, especially tobacco, and carrying out body searches of which 

(248) 'Soir Historique' 



•the poet clearly has unpleasant recollections. This i s , l i k e ' LesAssis 1 , 

a straightforward attack on representatives of authority. Modern travel 

also plays apart i n that epistolary parody of the reactionary views of a 

Versaillais i n 1871 : Lettre du Baron de Petdech^vre k son secretaire au 

de Saint-Magi0ire. I t i s associated with the complacency of the r i g h t -

wing forces which have been responsible for crushing the Commune, part of 

the fabric of existence of the prosperous sectors of society as they w i l l 

shortly be restored. 
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The excitement, even the joy, of t r a v e l i s an important theme i n the 

I l l u m i n a t i o n s . I t i s summarised i n the enthusiasm of Depart which 

may w e l l r e f e r to a new phase i n the poet's l i f e as w e l l as the 

a c t u a l departure onajourney - p o s s i b l y h i s journey to England w i t h 

Germain Nouveau at the beginning of 1874 : 

Assez vu. La v i s i o n s ' e s t rencontree a tous l e s 
a i r s . 

Assez eu. Rumeurs des v i l l e s , l e s o i r , et au s o l e i l , 
et t o u j o u r s . 

Assez couru. Les a r r e t s de l a v i e . - 0 Rumeurs 
et V i s i o n s I 

Depart dans 1 ' a f f e c t ion et l e b r u i t neufs'. 

Sometimes t h i s i n v o l v e s a sense of awe at the v e r y means of 

modern t r a n s p o r t as i n "Mouvement' Given the d e s c r i p t i o n of a s u b s t a n t i a l 

journey by r i v e r before the sea voyage begins, Underwood's hypothesis 

th a t t h e poem r e f e r s to theJj.ourney Rimbaud and V e r l a i n e made from Antwerp 

to London on 26 May 1873 seems h i g h l y p l a u s i b l e (249)- T h i s would 

have i n v o l v e d a t r i p to the mouth of the Escaut. F i r s t the ship 

threads i t s way through the s u c c e s s i o n of changes of l e v e l or l o c k s : 

Le mouvement de l a c e t sur l a berge des chutes du f l e u v e . . . . 

l e a v i n g a wake of white water : 

Le gouffre a, 1'e'tambot.... 

The next l i n e may e i t h e r r e f e r to the speed of the downward journey to 

the rivermouth or a l t e r n a t i v e l y be a r e c o l l e c t i o n of the r a p i d i t y of 

the with-drawal of the passenger ramp as the ship set s a i l : 

La c e l e r i t e de l a rampe 

The s h i p l e a v e s the r i v e r and enters the open sea l i k e a q u i c k l y 

r e l e a s e d embrace or a p a r t i n g of l o v e r s : 

(249) V e r l a i n e et l ' A n g l e t e r r e , pp. 127-128, 



L' enorme passade du courant... 

The two poets then witness ( f o r the f i r s t time) the varied luminous 

effects of the receding shore l i g h t s , the sunset and those strange 

phosphoresences that are to be observed on the sea at night : 

les lumieres inou'is 

Et l a nouveaute chimique 

and are reminiscent of 'Le Bateau i v r e ' . So great i s the effect of the 

ship's passage upon the water, both of the r i v e r (hence 'val') and of 

the sea, that Rimbaud uses exaggerated terms normally applied to natural 

phenomena to describe the s w i r l i n g foam : 
Les voyageurs entoures des trombes du val 
Et du strom. 

I t i s t h i s exciting manifestation of the achievements of modern 

technology which Leads on to the more general reflections on progress 

already examined (250) following the example of Whitman i n poems l i k e those 

published i n the Renaissance l i t t e r a i r e i n I872 (and others which Rimbaud 

may have read i n the o r i g i n a l ) which appear also to have influenced 

the form of t h i s free-verse poem. 

The f u l l importance of tr a v e l i n the 11luminations i s to be grasped 

from the'poem which serves as a f i t t i n g , i f accidental, conclusion to the 

collect i o n . For the mysterious e n t i t y evoked i n 'G.enie' , which i s 

probably a combination of poetic inspiration and s p i r i t u a l beatitude 

rather than an individual, i s i t s e l f associated with travel and, p a r t i c u l a r l y , 

railway travel : 

l u i quiest l e charme 
des lieux fuyants .et l e delice surhumain 
des stations. I I est 1 'affection et l'avenir, 
l a fore e et 1'amour 

(250) See above, pp. 



I t i s the joy of both the journey and the places where are stays, the 

two aspects of t r a v e l , that are celebrated and associated with ecstasy. 

There has developed a school of c r i t i c a l opinion, of which 

Antoine Adam has become the leading protagonist, according to which the 

Illuminations co.uld almost be considered as a kind of travelogue. 

This approach to the collection r e l i e s on a late dating of many of the 

poems which are thus seen as a r e f l e c t i o n of the travels Rimbaud under

took i n Europe and the Ear East between 1875 and I878 . The question of 

the chronology of the &1luminati onsv has received a great, even 

disproportionate amount of attention from Rimbaud scholars. This i s 

not the place to put forward yet another theory although there may be 

some grounds, for a fresh examination of the whole problem by thos.e 

better equipped to undertake i t . The present writer's opinion, for 

what i t i s worth, i s that a r e l a t i v e l y small number of the poems may 

already have existed i n I872 since Delahaye claimed to have had some of 

them recited to him by Rimbaud himself i n that year. The most obvious 

and yet understressed evidence for r u l i n g out the p o s s i b i l i t y that the 

whole collection belongs to t h i s period is the fact that nowhere are 

any of the poems mentioned i n Une Saison en Enf e r f August 1873 

would seem to be necessary f o r most of the pieces at least. Given the 

numerous concrete references to England i n the collection there i s some 

support for r e l a t i n g many of the poems to the years 1873 and l874» 

although of course i t could be claimed that Rimbaud might have acquired 

a l l his material i n the course of his f i r s t v i s i t i n 1872. Yet the 

extent of the poets experience which suggests he was able to frequent 

theatres, exhibitions and so <n i s scarcely concomitant with the stafce 

of material deprivation i n which he and Verlaine found themselves on t h e i r 



v i s i t i n the Autumn of 1872. Underwood's hypothesis, based on a highly 

detailed analysis of Tromontoire' and .much local research i n Scarborough, 

leaves the present write r i n no doubt that that particular poem, at 

least, dates from l874« Hackett's attempts to dismiss the hypothesis 

seem both unjust and biased but are an indication of the strength of 

feeling on the issue of the chronology of the Illuminations (251) . A l l 

i n a l l there i s much to commend Verlaine's supposition, supported by 

Bouillane de Lacoste's graphological 'evidence', that the collection 

dates from 1873 - 1875 and came into his possession i n Stuttgart i n 

February 1875 at the time of his meeting with Rimbaud. On e may take 

into account Delahaye's claim for 1872 by allowing that a few of the poems . 

may have been composed by then. The remaining problem i s whether any 

poems could have been added after l875» The history of the manuscripts 

makes t h i s e n t i r e l y possible but there i s absolutely no evidence of the 

transmission of any further poems to Verlaine or Charles de Sivry after 

1875. 

The internal evidence of the poems has tempted a number of c r i t i c s to 

adopt t h e position of Antoine Adam;many of the allusions to travel 

would be easier to explain. Yet there i s one v i t a l flaw i n t h i s approach. 

I t leaves unexplained the many references to l o c a l i t i e s which we know 

Rimbaud never v i s i t e d . Given t h i s fact it may well be, after a l l , that 

the cosmopolitan nature of many of the Illuminations, which seems an 

anticipation of the t r a v e l poetry of Cendrars and Larbatfd, i s i n fact the 

product of an avid reader rather than of the well-travelled Rimbaud of the 

lat e 1870s. There can be no doubt that Rimbaud had dreamed of tra v e l 

(251) See V.P. Underwood, 'Rimbaud et 1 'Angleterre', Revue de Litterature 
compo>re'e, 1955 and C.A. Hackett, Autour de Rimbaud, pp. 95~96. 
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before his abandonment of 'Europe' and had undertaken voyages of dicovery 

i n his imagination long before he had experienced the real thing. The 

whole phenomenon i s close to the s p i r i t of 'Le Bateau ivre' upon which 

we have already noted the influence of Jules Verne. Some of the 

Illuminations are thus the product.of an age of r e l a t i v e l y easy and 

increasing t r a v e l Tithout necessarily implying t h a t the poet had direct 

experience of things and places he refers to at the time of w r i t i n g . 

' V i l l e s ' (XVII), provides a good instance of the technique with i t s . 

• ppening reference to 'ces alleghaflys et ces Libans'. We know that 

Rimbaud never v i s i t e d America although he did, eventually, see the 

Levant. The allusion to America i s sufficient to deter the exegete 

from a t t r i b u t i n g the reference to 'Libans' to the poet's direct 

experience. Both are clearly, as the poet says, 'de reVe'. But one 

may wonder how tempted some of the c r i t i c s , who accept a very late 

datingfor the Illuminations, would have been had they not had the f i r s t 

a llusion to put them on t h e i r guard! The later reference to Bagdad i s also 

of the same imaginary inspi r a t i o n . The entire poem i n fact i s a 

fantastic description i n which elements of i d e n t i f i a b l e r e a l i t y may 

nevertheless subsist. I n style and mood i t i s very similar to the prose 

fantasies of Charles 6ros. On-'e reference i n the poem appears to be to 

a form of transport which Rimbaud could have seen i n the Swiss Alps i n 

either 1875 or 1878 : 

Des chalets de c r i s t a l et de bois qui se meuvent sur des r a i l s 
et des poulias invisibles 

The most obvious understanding of t h i s passage that i t describes a 

funicular railway. I t i s not necessary, as Antoine Adam seems to presume, 

to presuppose first-hand acquaintance with such railways on Rimbaud's part. 

We have already suggested that 'Apres le Deluge' contains references to 



Switzerland "both as a refuge f o r emigres after the Commune and an attraction 

f o r t o u r i s t s . I t i s more than l i k e l y that Rimbaud, from the / '.. - f l a t 

Ardennes, would have been fascinated by books on the Alps. Nor, for that 

matter, i s i t certain that the reference is to funicular railways; i t 

may be a straightforward f u t t e r i s t i c invention, or i t may refer to the 

enclosed platform, raised and lowered by pulleys, i n use on construction 

sit e s , or to the large ornamental li f t s w h i c h were being i n s t a l l e d i n 

important' buildings i n the last t h i r d of the nineteenth century on both 

sides of the Atlantic. 

'Barbare' contains several allusions to a volcanic 1-arctic landscape 

(more probably Iceland) which Rimbaud almost certainly never saw at any 

time i n his l i f e : 

La soie des mers et des fleurs arcfciques... 
Les brasiers, pleuvant aux rafales de givre... 
Les feux a. l a pluie de vent de diamants jexes par l e coeur 
terrestre eternellement carbonise pour nous 
Les brasiers etles ecuwes... au fond des volcans et des grottes arctiques. 

Antoine Adam's hypothesis, that the poem was inspired by the journey to and 

from Java with the return v i a the Cape of Good Hope and Sr. Helena, seems 

unecessary and improbable. Why should the poet have specified an 'arctic' 

rather than an 'antarctic ' landscape? In any event Rimbaud himself 

says of the 'fleurs arctiques' : 'elles n'existent pas'. On the other 

hand there are many details which could be attributed to an acquaintance 

with the novels of Jules Verne 

The piece de resistance i n the geographical amalgam poems i s the 

highly evocative 'Fromontoire'. Although Underwood has argued convincingly 

for the underlying inspiration of various topographical elements of the 

l o c a l i t y of Scarborough, the t o t a l effect of the poem i s that of a 

whirlwind tour of the world including references to hotels, completely i n 

accord with the age of modern tra v e l : 
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un promontoire aussi e'tendu que l'Epire 
et le Peloponnese, ou que l a grande tie du Japon, 
ou que 1'Arabiel...des grands canaux de 
Carfcage et Embankments^d'un Venise louche; 
de molles eruptions d'Etnas et des crevasses de 
fleurs et d'eaux des glaciers; des lavoirs entoures 
.de peupliers d'Allemagne... les facades circulaires 
des "Royal" et des "Grand" de Scarbro'' ' DU de Brooklyn... 

C I > v 

Although there are other allusions to speed and travel i n 

Corbiere's poetry - notably the speed and bustle of l i f e i n Paris which ;. 

bewildered the newly arrived poet , and, i n the Breton poem^ references 

to the introduction of steamships - by far the most important contribution 

he made to the treatment of the subject is i n the neglected (252) 'cycle' 

of I t a l i a n poems i n which Corbiere established himself as one of the greatest 

poet-tourists. 

The available evidence suggests strongly that Corbiere's real 

loathing f o r the Romantics did not occur u n t i l his t r i p to I t a l y from 

December I869 to the sprin'g of I87O. (253) They seem, for the most of 

his l i f e , to have been amongst his favourite reading. (254) Moreover, 

one can hardly contemplate that Corbiere would have gone to I t a l y at a l l 

had he already held such opinions. A l l t h i s leads one to suppose that 

the journey was the occasion of a very profound disillusionment, that 

t h i s was the creative impulse behind the poems and not some mere desire 

to indulge i n l i t e r a r y parody. The I t a l i a n poems refl e c t the bitterness 

of Corbiere's actual experiences. Instead of the fabled beauty of Maples or the 

grandeur of Vesuvius the poet found commercialisation and to u r s i t attractions, 

a country whose scenery and whose soft and dishonest inhabitants compared 

£252) Even by Sonnenfeld. 
(253) With one of his painter friends from Le Gad's - Jean-Louis Hamon. 

Here as elsewhere Rousselot's indications of time and,place are not 
to be trusted. He dates the I t a l i a n t r i p from I868-69. A more 
serious error was his a t t r i b u t i o n of the inspiration of Serenade des 
serenades to a journey to Spain for which there i s no evidence. 

'(254) See, f o r example, Sonnenfeld, L'Oeuvre poetique de Tristan Corbiere, 
p.31. 



unfavourably w i t h the ruggedness of h i s n a t i v e B r i t t a n y . Added t o a l l t h i s 

were the inconveniences of t r a v e l , p a r t i c u l a r l y irksome when i t involved the 

laconic o f f i c i a l d o m of Southern I t a l y and f o r a man of Corbiere's s e n s i t i v e 

h e a l t h . I t was only t o "be expected t h a t the poet should seek t o blame those 

who were responsible f o r b u i l d i n g the f a l s e hopes th a t were so c r u e l l y 

dashed by r e a l i t y - at le a s t as Gorbiere saw i t . 

The cycle of s i x I t a l i a n poems begins, a p p r o p r i a t e l y enough, w i t h an 

evocation of a^n a r r i v a l - at Naples. The reader i s presented w i t h a 

thoroughly contemporary scene. Corbiere appears as the f i r s t poet of 

tourism and a l l i t s hazards. The basic framework of the. poem i s clear 

enough; the poet recounts h i s passage through customs, the check by the 

h e a l t h inspector, the Neapolitan l a z z a r o n i lounging i n the sun, the 

i n t e r f e r e n c e w i t h h i s luggage and i t s eventual t h e f t . W i t h i n t h i s frame

work the poet introduces f u t h e r d e t a i l s of h i s ordeal and h i s impressbns 

of Naples, but 'Veder Napoli p o i morir' i s also remarkable f o r the 

several c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n s through which the poet attacks those who have 

m i s l e d him. The whole i s clothed w i t h an i r o n i c humour having i t s foundation 

i n the j u x t a p o s i t i o n s the poet makes of his a n t i c i p a t i o n s and the 

a d u a l i t y of I t a l y and i n h i s word-play. The customs o f f i c i a l s have 

opened h i s luggage, have found h i s c i g a r s and are s o r t i n g through h i s 

d i r t y washing. At t h i s p o i n t they make a gesture which tte poet i n t e r p r e t s 

as a desire t o shake hands but which i s r e a l l y a demand of money i f the 

poet i s t o be allowed through without any f u r t h e r fuss. A photograph 

of a g i r l . i s passed around f o r everyone's i n s p e c t i o n and comments. 

The poet who had come t o sing the praises of the poor of Naples, w i l l 

h imself end up dressed i n rags the way h i s clothes are being p u l l e d about. 



While h i s detachable c o l l a r s are "being unceremoniously detached he i s 

o f f e r e d the services of the daughter of one of the o f f i c i a l s . Whilst a l l 

t h i s i s going on h i s a t t e n t i o n turns t o the surrounding l a z z a r o n i ; they 

at l e a s t , w i t h only a bag and an oar f o r possessions, are s t i l l the sun-

l o v i n g brothers of the poet who were celebrated i n the verse of Musset 

and spurned by Byron; at le a s t u n t i l the poet r e a l i s e s t h a t one of the 

bags i s h i s own and t h a t the good-for-nothings are swarming a l l over h i s 

luggage l i k e maggots i n a cheese! The poet's impressions are i n e x t r i c a b l y 

bound up w i t h these events. Naples i s l i k e a badly p a i n t e d - p i c t u r e w i t h 

an unnatural blue background. The lounging lazza r o n i are soaking up the 

blue from the sky as though they wereusing amachine f o r administering 

enemas. The sun should not be t a n n i n g these rogues, they are not 

p l a y f u l l i z a r d s but leeches. How d i f f e r e n t t h i s a l l i s from what hehad 

been l e d t o expect by Madame de Stcjel ('-0 Corrinnel -') by h i s readings 

of Dante ('Lasciate speraDiza')by the v i s i o n s of amorous adventure 

('- 0 MignonI....;' here Ronsard i s introduced somewhat implausibly'.), 

by Musset and Byron, by the opera based on the e x p l o i t s of the r e v o l u t i o n a r y 

hero Masaniello. (255) To express h i s new-found i r o n i c perspective - the 

f r u i t s of h i s b i t t e r experience - the poet indulges i n a v e r i t a b l e orgy 

of puns and jeux de mots. The a r t i s t s who have painted Naples i n 'bleu-

perruquier' and indigo have not warned the unwary t r a v e l l e r of t h a t other 

blue - the colour of the customs o f f i c e r ' s uniform which i s ultramarine 

(but also f o r e i g n - 'outremer). The poet's d i r t y washing i s brought out 

beneath the blue of the s p r i n g sky whereas i t r e a l l y needs some laundry-

blue. Instead of s i n g i n g the praises of Naples the poet i s being subjected 

t o blackmail ('chanter - chantage'). The o f f i c i a l s are removing the poet's 

c o l l a r s l i k e p e t a l s from a flower; i n r e t u r n one of tiem o f f e r s h i s 

daughter t o be deflowered; a l l of which causes the f r o t h t o be removed from 

(255) I t w i l l be r e c a l l e d t h a t i t was a performance of Auber's opera La 
Muette de P o r t i c i ( i n which Mansaniello i s the hero) t h a t unleashed 
the Belgian independence movement i n I83O. 
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the beer of Corbiere's i l l u s i o n s about I t a l y . The lazzar o n i ha-\e an 

unhealthy and unmerited sun ta n as though they had been e l e c t r o p l a t e d . 

These are "but a few s t r i k i n g instances of the poet's word play. 

The same blend of uncompromising modernity, genuine experience of 

r e a l i t y , c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n and i r o n i c humour i s t o be found i n the other 

I t a l i a n poems. 

• 'Ve'suves et Cie' opens w i t h the suggestion t h a t modernity i t s e l f i s 

one reason f o r the d e s t r u c t i o n of the poet's i l l u s i o n s : 

Pompei'a-station - Vesuve, est-ce encor t o i ? 

Since he was a small c h i l d Corbiere has seen various representations of 

' Vesuvius, but the r e a l t h i n g i s a disappointment. The only c r i t e r i o n by 

which he knows i t t o be r e a l i s tha/^ i n t h i s land of tourism, i t has cost 

him a hundred francs t o see i t ' . He pr e f e r r e d the childhood memory of 

Vesuvius on a lamp shade belonging t o an aunt i n which the c r a t e r was 

i l l u m i n a t e d by the l i g h t i n s i d e , or i t s operatic representation i n Le 
I 
! Dernier Jour de Pompei. Corbiere epitomises i n h i s r e a c t i o n t o the r e a l 

Vesuvius a basic t r u t h about l i f e t h a t childhood i l l u s i o n s are o f t e n b e t t e r 
i 

than the r e a l t h i n g : 

Mais les autres p e t i t s e'taient plus ressemblants. 

He does t h i s not only by reference t o d e t a i l s of everyday experience - tie 

lamp shade - but, i n e v i t a b l y , through punning and c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n . 

Here t h i s takes the form of the double reference t o the Moslem saying 

concerning Mahomet and the,mountain between which comes the reference t o 

C h r i s t i a n Rome. I n the time of childhood f a i t h and c r e d u l i t y the poet 

was able t o l e t the mountain (Vesuvius) come t o him, l i k e Catholicism and 

the lamp shade h i s grandmother's confessor brought back from Rome. Now 

he has come, as a curious a d u l t , t o the mountain and he pays the p r i c e 

of d i s i l l u s i o n m e n t - and a hundred francs of which he has been robbed of> 

e x t o r t e d . 



'Soneto a Napoli' i s a b r i l l i a n t l y condensed evocation of the sounds, s i g h t 

and a c t i v i t i e s t h a t the poet has come t o associate w i t h Naples. The s u b - t i t l e 

i t s e l f , i n which the e l i s i o n s have b a f f l e d Walzer (256) who d i d not see here an 

i m i t a t i o n of 'kitchen' I t a l i a n , r e f l e c t s the rhythm of the speech going on 

around the poet and summarises the themes of t h i s most unusual sonnet: the 

u n r e l e n t i n g sun (so d i f f e r e n t from t h a t of B r i t t a n y ) , the moonlit s e t t i n g 

f o r the never-ending serenades and amorous e x p l o i t s , the impending gaiety 

of the next day - Saturday - on which the h y p o c r i t i c a l p r i e s t w i l l frown, 

a l l the popular entertainments and a c t i v i t i e s of which one f i g u r e -

P u l c i n e l l a - may represent also the poet himself. The very density of the poem 

almost defies a n a l y s i s . The sonnet s t a r t s c l e a r l y enough w i t h a caique 

of the proverb ' I I n'est s i v i l a i n samedi, que l e s o l e i l He b r i l l e a midi' 

t o which the poet adds h i s Ovjn proverb, i n the same form, concerning the 

f a c t t h a t a t t r a c t i v e women are never without a lover. The two proverbs 

are i n t e r l o c k e d by the use of the verb ' s o l e i l l e r ' and the repe t i o n of 

'midi'. I t i s w i t h the second stanza t h a t the poet's technique of compression 

gives r i s e t o something c i s e t o i n s c r u t a b i l i t y . So much so t h a t the reading 

of the t h i r d l i n e i s i n doubt. Should i t be 'corne au s e u i l ' or 'corde 

au s e u i l ' ? (257) The main cause of the t r o u b l e seems t o be t h a t the 

poet's references ' a l l ' luna' and ' a l l ' canonico' are i n e x t r i c a b l y combined. 

The 'cornes' i n question are surely the cusps of the moon, the corners 

of the p r i e s t ' s hat and the Jjorns of the goat. The moon i s likened t o a 

sour o l d p r i e s t , a 'fuddy-duddy' who looks unfavourably ('du mauvais o e i l ' ) 

upon the proceedings. The i n t e r t w i n i n g of meaning begins w i t h the very 

f i r s t word 'Lune1 which means 'old-fogey' as w e l l as moon and immediately 

provokes the associations 'Bouc' w i t h i t s double meaning, and 'cafard'. There 

i s , 1 however, an added ingredient i n t h a t the p r i e s t ' s three-cornered hat 

causes the poet t o make the comparison w i t h the d e v i l (taken up i n the l a s t 

(256) Ĉ C., p.1314. 
(257) 0.0.t p.1314. 



stanza of *Diavolo') who i s horned. Thus 'mauvais o e i l ' also takes on the 

connotations of s i n and malevolence, (so that 'corne au seu.il', i f the 

reading i s c o r r e c t suggests the hidden s i n f u l gaze of th^e p r i e s t ) , the l u s t 

f u l s t a r e ( t h e goat i s also t r a d i t i o n a l l y associated w i t h s e x u a l i t y ) and 

the e v i l eye. This f o u r f o l d comparison of the moon, the d e v i l , a 

disapproving p r i e s t and a goat, f o r a l l i t s d i f f i c u l t i e s , evokes w e l l the 

poet's c o n t r a s t i n g impressions of se^xial licence and Catholicism. The 

idea of coupling i n the f i r s t stanza i s brought out again i n the t h i r d w i t h 

the oblique refenace t o i t s end product - 'L'Ombilic du j o u r ' . I n a 

stroke of genius the poet l i k e n s the sunlight t o an u m b i l i c a l cord 

of burning macaroni. The sun beats deown w i t h the same monotony as 

the endless monobny and consumption of macaroni t o the rhythm of the 

' t a r a n t e l a ' which, w i t h equal r e g u l a r i t y , brings male and female together, 

i n the reproductive process. The sonnet concludes w i t h another i m i t a t i o n 

of the speech going on around the poet, w i t h perhap s a f i n a l reference t o 

himself. This i s a t r u l y i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c poem combining the poet's 

r e f l e c t i o n s on Naples, as he s i t s i n a restaurant, w i t h the a c t i v i t i e s 

around him. These impressions form a synthesis based on the interdependence 

of h i s images. The whole sonnet i s a r e f l e c t i o n of an immediate r e a l i t y 

(2 58). 

'A l'Etna' i s a r e t u r n t o the Vesuvius theme; ia which the volcano 

i s t r e a t e d w i t h more a f f e c t i o n than i n the opening poem of the I t a l i a n 

c y c l e . The poet h a i l s Vulcan as a brother f o r they are both wan and sick , 

v i c t i m s of disease and love. The modernity of t h i s poem i s l i m i t e d e n t i r e l y 

t o i t s c o l l o q u i a l language 'Ca f a i t rever' and t o i t s use of images 

b e f i t t i n g Baudelaire. 

(258) C u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n i s not omitted; e.g. 'Maz' A n i e l l o ' . 
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- Tu r i s jaune et tousses : sans doirte, 
Crachant un v i e i l amour malsain; 
La lave coule sous l a oroute 
De ton vieux cancer au sein . 

'Le F i l s de Lamartine et de G r a z i e l l a ' r e l a t e s the poet's encounter 

w i t h a s e l f - d e c l a r e d o f f s p r i n g of Lamartine who thereby manages t o earn 

a l i v i n g from curious t o u r i s t s . ( One i s reminded of s i m i l a r claimants 

today, v i s - a - v i s Gauguin, i n T a h i t i and the Marquesas!^ This s e l f -

s t y l e d son of the French Romantic poet earns h i s l i v i n g showing t o u r i s t s 

over t h e s i t e s of the celebrated love a f f a i r . Women v i s i t o r s are 

p a r t i c u l a r l y eager. For male v i s i t o r s , however, hehas a special extra -

h i s own daughter who so resembles G r a z i e l l a , shares her name and costs 

only one hundred sous!! Corbiere c l e v e r l y turns t h i s experience of 

r e a l i t y i n t o an assualt on Lamatftine. His progeny e x p l o i t s the sentiment

a l i t y o f t o u r i s t s , but Lamartine d i d exactly the same t h i n g w i t h h i s 

readers; he commercialised h i s f e e l i n g s . What i s worse i t was a miracle 

t h a t such an effeminate master of 'poesie larmoyante' could even have a 

son. To t h a t extent Lamartifcft, h i s romance and the subsequent abuse of i t by a 

cha r l a t a n a l l f i t exceedingly w e l l i n t o t h i s unmanly Southern s e t t i n g . Once 

again word-play and c u l t u r a l a l l u s i o n , especially t o Catholicism and 

Lamartine's works, add t o the o v e r a l l i r o n i c e f f e c t . 

' L i b e r t a ' , so the poet would have us believe, was w r i t t e n i n gaol i n 

Genoa. There i s no evidence t o support t h i s and one must, provisioraLly 

at l e a s t , count t h i s as another of Corbiere's mythical notations of time and 

place. So d i f f e r e n t i s t h i s poem from the others i n the I t a l i a n 

cycle t h a t one may question whether i t should r e a l l y be included w i t h them 

at a l l . I n the poems ni n e t y - s i x . l i n e s there i s only a s i n g l e reference t o 

I t a l y : 
Et l e f a r - n i e n t e . . . . 



which may lead one t o suppose t h a t the poem i s a re-working, w i t h only minor 

changes, of an e a r l i e r t e x t or idea. I n f a c t , i t seems t o be a reminiscence of 

Musset's 'Le Mie F r i g i o n i ' (259). The poem has a r h e t o r i c a l r i n g q u i t e out of 

place i n Corbiere's mature s t y l e : 

- P r i s o n , sure conquete 
Ou l e poete est r o i l 
Et boudoir plus qu'honnete 
Ou l e sage est chez s o i . . . 

though t h i s i s not unr e l i e v e d by c o l l o q u i a l i s m s and humour. 

' L i b e r t a ' apart, the I t a l i a n poems c o n s t i t u t e one of the most important, 

and neglected, parts of Corbiere's work. Here as much as i n the P a r i s i a n poems 

he displayed h i s s t a r t l i n g readiness t o incorporate modernity and reference t o the 

most f l e e t i n g aspects of contemporary r e a l i t y (snatches of conversation i n 

'Soneto a Uapoli') i n t o h i s poetry. 

The n o t i o n of speed i t s e l f , experienced most acutely through t r a v e l , may 

be seen more widely as one of the determiningfactors i n i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c art-forms. 

The aim of impressionist p a i n t i n g , f o r instance, to capture the moment and t o 

f i x the most evanescent features of nature could only be achieved through e x t r a 

ordinary r a p i d i t y of observation and execution. 

This preoccupation w i t h i n s t a b i l i t y , so evident i n the s h i f t i n the aesthetic 

point of view, r e l a t e s t o a general a c c e l e r a t i o n of the tempoof l i f e and t o the 

requirements i n the everyday world. I n a l l areas the rhythm of l i f e picked up 

speed aid new records were set which had previously seemed inconceivable. Time and 

space had changed i n scale. A r t re q u i r e d new' form and techniques i f i t was t o come 

to terms w i t h t h i s new rhythm and express i t i n p i c t o r i a l or poetic terms. 

(259) Musset, Poesies Completes ('Pleiade'), p.418. See O.C., ppl321-1322. 



(e) The Modern C i t y 

The example of Baudelaimls Tableaux Parisiens and of the prose poems 

continued t o be i n f l u e n t i a l upon the thematic i n t e r e s t s of the poets 

of contemporary r e a l i t y throughout tie 1870s and 1880s. I n the 1870s 

the N a t u r a l i s t novel became at least as i n f l u e n t i a l i n encouraging the 

poetic treatment of the modern urban scene; by the 1880s the a d d i t i o n a l 

i n f l u e n c e of Impressionist p a i n t i n g cannot be discounted - indeed some 

poetry of the modern c i t y was produced i n avowed i m i t a t i o n of i t . 

There are b a s i c a l l y two v i s i o n s of the modern c i t y i n the poetry 

of the period; one an o p t i m i s t i c , e x c i t e d p r e s e n t a t i o n of a w e l t e r of 

a c t i v i t y and i n t e r e s t , the other a p i c t u r e of decadence evident i n 

v i c e , squalour, m a t e r i a l u g l i n e s s and the dwarfing of the i n d i v i d u a l 

by the teeming crowd. ( T h i s absorption of the i n d i v i d u a l by ^ C o l l e c t i v i t y 

was l a t e r to be emphasised as a p o s i t i v e advantage of c i t y l i f e by 

the Unanimists; o c c a s i o n a l l y even i n our period i t had t h i s connotation^ 

As i n the case of other s u b j e c t s d i s c u s s e d i n t h i s chapter i t i s p o s s i b l e 

t o f i n d the same poet e n t e r t a i n i n g both v i s i o n s so that there i s often 

an ambiguous a t t i t u d e towards urban l i f e - sometimes even w i t h i n a 

s i n g l e poem. U r b a n i s a t i o n was one aspect of the I n d u s t r i a l r e v o l u t i o n 

which r e t a i n e d the i n t e r e s t of w r i t e r s from Romanticism r i g h t on through 

the century. (260) I t s t i l l r e t a i n e d a l l i t s v i t a l i t y a f t e r 1870. 

Possibly because of the a v a i l a b l e models of Baudelaire and Naturalism, 

also because some aspects of the modern c i t y l e n t themselves t o d e s c r i p t i v e 

w r i t i n g and th e r e f o r e t o Parmassian techniques, t h i s was a subject widely 

j • 

(260) Where the -fetaame of t e c h n o l o g i c a l progress, or of i n d i v i d u a l 
e x p l o i t a t i o n seemed t o lose appeal. I n the Romantic period the 
theme of the c o r r u p t i n g modern c i t y contrasted w i t h the v i r t u e s 
of r u r a l l i f e had a t t r a c t e d many w r i t e r s i n c l u d i n g Vigny and 
George Sand. 



M-ll 
t r e a t e d by minor as w e l l as major poets. (261) 

The decadent i n t e r p r e t a t i o n of the modern c i t y and i t s contra§t 

w i t h a version of paradise l o s t i s t o be seen at the beginning of our 

period i n the work of major poets l i k e Verlairae, Rimbaud and Corbiere. 

I t i s also evident i n minor poetry; a s t r i k i n g instance i s provided by 

Cros's ' P l a i n t e ' where the decadence of Paris i s equated, i n a not 

uncommon fashion, w i t h woman, the temptress (262) who drags the poet away 

from h i s p r i m i t w i s t dream i n t o a world! of modern a r t i f i c e : 

Vrai sauvage egare dans l a v i l l e de p i e r r e , 
A l a c l a r t e du gaz j e vegete e t j e meurs. 
Mais vous vous y p l a i s e z , et vos regards charmeurs 
M ' a t t i r e n t a l a mort, parisienne f i e r e . 

Je reve de passer ma v i e en quelque coin 
Sous les bois v e r t s ou sur les monts aromatiques, 
En O r i e n t , ou bien pres du pole, t r e s l o i n , 
Loin des journaux, de l a cohue e t des boutiques. 

Mais vous aimez l a foule e t les e c l a t s de voix, 
Le b a l de l'Opera, l e gaz et l a reclame. 
Moi, j ' o u b l i e , a vous v o i r , l e s rochers et les b o i s , 
Je me tue a v o u l o i r me c i v i l i s e r l'ame. 

Je vous ennuie a vous l e d i r e s i souvent: 
Je mourrai, p a p i l l o n b r u l e , s i eela dure ... 
Vous f e r i e z bien pourtant, vos cheveux noirs au vent, 
En c l a i r p e i g n o i r ruche, sur un fond de verdure! 

(261) There was another genre involved i n the evocation of modern urban 
l i f e ; a mildly s a t i r i c a l etude de moeurs. This i s w<>t! 
i l l u s t r a t e d i n some o f Taill a d e ' s Poemes aristophanesques. 
One poem, 'Rus' (op. cit„ p. 45) describes the l i f e of a surburban 
P a r i s i a n who has r e t i r e d from h i s pharmacy t o spend q u i e t 
evenings at home i n Crenelle. 

(262) The modern Parisienne as conceived i n the poems of the period 
i s nowhere b e t t e r described than i n Cros's Scene d'atelier'(O.C. p.130) 

Sachant qu'Elle est f u t i l e , e t pour surprendre a l ' a i s e 
Ses poses, vous p a r l i e z des theatres, des s o i r s 
Joyeux, de vous, marin, stoppant pres des comptoirs, 
De l a mer bleue et lourde attaquant l a f a l a i s e . 
Autour du cou, papier d'un bouquet, cette f r a i s e , 
Ce velours entourant les souples nonchaloirs, 
Ces boucles sur l e f r o n t , hieroglyphes n o i r s , 
Ces yeux dont vos r e c i t s calmaient l'ardeur mauvaise. 
Ces t r a i t g ' , cet abandon opulent et ces tons 
(Vous en e t i e z , j e c r o i s , au club des M i r l i t o n s ) 
Ont passe sur l a t o i l e en quelques coups de brosse. 
Et l a Parisienne, \ r e g r e t , du sofa 
Se soulevant d i t : "C'est charmant!" puis e t o u f f a 
Ce soupir: " I I ne m'a pas f a i t e assez feroce!" 



I n 1874 Cros published a long poem w i t h i l l u s t r a t i o n s by Mayfcet, 

'Le Fleuve'' which makes a more general contrast. The f i r s t n i n e t y - f i v e 

l i n e s are devoted t o a d e s c r i p t i o n of the n a t u r a l beauty of the r i v e r ' s 

course; the presence of human beings takes the form of r u r a l a c t i v i t i e s 

e n t i r e l y compatible w i t h the rhythm and harmony of nature, indeed almost 

seeming t o be p a r t of i t : 

Puis l a p l a i n e avec ses moissons, puis les hameaux 
D'ou vienhent s'abreuver, au bord les animaux: 
Boeufs, chevaux; tandis qu'en amont, les lavandieres 
Font claquer l e u r s b a t t o i r s sur l e l i n g e et les p i e r r e s , 
Ou bien plongent leurs bras nacres dans l'eau q u i c o u r t , 
E t , E n t r a n t l e u r s pieds nus, l e jupon trousse c o u r t , 
Ghantent une chanson ou l e r o i les e"pouse. 

The n o s t a l g i c almost anachronistic tone of passages of t h i s kind 

i s a p r e p a r a t i o n f o r the most dramatic part of the poem - the ugly 

and v i c i o u s i n t r u s i o n of the modern c i t y and i t s appetites i n t o the 

countryside. Nature then becomes constrained and d i s t o r t e d and thus 

p a r a l l e l s the e f f e c t s of the modern c i t y upon human nature: 

Puis, v o i c i 1 ' I n d u s t r i e aux d i s c o r d a n t s r e v e i l s . 
Les r o s s i g n o l s , troubles par l e b r u i t et l a suie 
Des usines, s'en vont ... 

C'est l a v i l l e , 
La v i l l e immense avec ses o r i s h o s p i t a l l e r s . 
L'eau coule entre les quais c o r r e c t s . Des e s c a l i e r s 
MeV\ent aux profondeurs glauques du suicide. 
A l a p a r o i moussue un gros anneau s'oxide, 
Pour c e l u i q u i se note inaccessible espoir 

In the c i t y , a r t i f i c e has replaced or outshone Hie most a l l u r i n g 

beauties of nature: 

On v o i t s'allumer moins d'astres au firmament 
Que de lumieres sur les quais et dans les rues 
Pleines du b r t f i t des v o i x , des bals gais, parcourues 
Par les v o i t u r e s . 

This beauty and excitement i s , however, e n t i r e l y s u p e r f i c i a l ; i t i s 

an a t t r a c t i v e veneer which conceals disgusting urban f i l t h and decay. 

Nevertheless the poet's conclusion i s s u r p r i s i n g l y o p t i m i s t i c since he 

depicts the r i v e r , unheeding as i t pursues i t s course t o the sea, as 

triumphant over the Worst Man can do: 



L'egout vomit l'eau n o i r e aux affreuses ecumes, 
Roulant des vieux s o u l i e r s , des debris de legumes, 
Des chiens, des chats p o u r r i s qu'emmene l e courant, 
S o u i l l u r e sans e f f e t dans l e Fleuve s i grand 
Dont l a lune, o e i l d'argent, p a i l l e t t e l a surface, 
Mais qu'importe l a v i e humaine a l'eau qui passe, 
Les ordures, l a f o u l e immense et les bals gais? 
L'eau ne s'attarde pas a ces choses„.. 

The r i v e r thus a t t a i n s a symbolic status s i m i l a r t o Le^onte 

de L i s l e ' s elephants: i t represents permanence and r e s o l u t i o n i n 

c o n t r a s t t o the f r i v o l i t y and transience of human a c t i v i t y so evident 

i n the l i f e of the modern c i t y . 

The c i t y e a s i l y becomes a backdrop f o r the poet's personal 

misfortune, a§ i n 'Drame en T r o i s Ballades': 

Le s o i r , t r a i n a n t l a fleche qui me blesse, 
Je v a i s , longeant l a rue aux b r u i t s divers. 
Le gaz qui b r i l l e aux cafes grands ouverts, 
Les bals p u b l i c s , f l o t s d ' o b s c e n e souplesse, 
Montrent des c h a i r s , bons repas pour les vers. 
Mais, qu p a r f o i s , accable, j e consente, 
Muet, a b o i r e avec vous, mes amis, 
La b i e r e blonde, ivresse alourdissante, 
Parlez, chantez! Rire vous est permis, 
Et moi, j e pense a ma maitresse absente... 
A t o i , merci! chemin de f e r , 
J ' e tais seul ; mais un s o i r d'ivresse, 
Tu m'as t i r e de cet enfer, 

* 'A 

Car j ' a i retrouve ma maitresse,.. 

Woman i s not always represented as the i n s t i g a t o r of Parisian 

decadence, she may also be i t s v i c t i m . One of the commonest themes i s 

the poetry of the cenacles was t h a t of the innocent country g i r l dragged 

i n t o a l i f e of c o r r u p t i o n by m a t e r i a l d e p r i v a t i o n . This, too, found a 

place i n Cros's work; i t i s , of course, one of the most obvious and 

banal forms of the d e c a d e n t / p r i m i t i v i s t contrast, but i n h i s case i t 

has an i n t e r e s t i n g t w i s t f o r he admits t h a t h i s own t a s t e plays a p a r t 

i n such cases of ftiofal degradation; 
Jeune f i l l e du caboulot, 
De quel pays es-tu venue, 
Pour e t a l e r t a gorge hue 
Aux yeux du p u b l i c i d i o t . , . 
Jeune f i l l e du caboulot, 
Ne penses - t u plus a t a mere, 
A l a charrue, a t a chaumiere?... 
Tu ne r i s pas a ce tableau. 



Jeune f i l l e du caboulot, 
Tu preferes a l a charrue 
Ecouter les b r u i t s de l a rue 
Et vous verser 1'absinthe a f l o t . . . 

Je t'aime mieux a i n s i p a l o t t e , 
Les yeux cernes d'un bleu halo... 

Jeune f i l l e du caboulot, 
continue 

A charmer de t a gorge nue, 
Les yeux du p u b l i c i d i o t . (263) 

I n Cros's work the c i t y could even become p a r t of the f a b r i c of 

happiness, transmuted by love: 

Je viens de v o i r ma bien-aimee... 
Mes yeux v o i e n t . . . 
Dans chaque lan^erne une e t o i l e , 
Un ami dans chaque passant... 

Le gaz s'allume aux et&lages... 
Moi, j e c r o i s , au l i e u du t r o t t o i r , 
Fouler sous mes pieds les nuages 
Ou les t a p i s de son boudoir... (264) 

The ambiguity of the modern c i t y i s the theme of Cros's most important 

evocation of the urban scene, the prose poem 'L'Heure Froide'. The poem 
a 

opens w i t h a d e s c r i p t i o n of the magical q u a l i t i e s o f / P a r i s i a n sunset 

which, aided by the resonance of l i t e r a r y reminiscence, a c t u a l l y 

s t i m u l a t e the r e c r e a t i o n of a i d e a l previous existence and of l o s t 

youth: 
Les crepuscules du s o i r m'ottt laisse' tant de 
p i e r ^ e r i ^ s (265) dans l a memoire, qu* i l me s u f f i t de 
prononcef* ces mots "crepuscules du s o i r , 
splendeurs des couchants" pour evoque|r a l a 
f o i s l e s souvenirs solennels de v i e anterieure 
et les ravissements de jeunesse enivree. 

Night proper i s equally magical; t h i s magic i s i n no small p a r t 

derived from the modernity and b u s t l e of Paris* 

(263) 

(264) 

(265) 

'Vocation' 
• » 

'Sdir' . 
y 

I s Cros's work a possible source f o r t h i s RimbctLdian mot-cle? 



44 
A l o r s , a P a r i s , l e gaz s'allurae. L'ete, l e gaz 

b r i l l a n t parmi les arbres des j a r d i n s , donne 

aux f e u i l l e s qu'on ne v o i t qu'en dessous, des tons 

v e r t s et mats de de'eor de f e e r i e . (266) L'hiver, 

d e l i r e s du s o i r : l e the, l e v i n dans les f a m i l i e s , 

l a b i e r e e t les nuages de tabac dans les cafes, les 

orchestres q u i f o n t t o u r b i l l o n n e r , a l e u r r e s p i r a t i o n 

v i b r a n t e , l e s elegances de toutes classes. 

The sheer v a r i e t y of experiences leads the poet t o employ a 

n o t a t i o n a l , i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c s t y l e (already evident i n the catalogue 

of ' d e l i r e s du s o i r ' i n the passage j u s t c i t e d ) : 
On marche. On ecoute ses propres pas. Tout l e 
monde est r e n t r e . Les bouchers, ensommeilles, 
recoivent d'enbrmes moities de boeufs, des 
moutons entr'ouverts e t r a i d i s . 

The d e s c r i p t i o n of the carcasses i s i n f a c t p a r t of the poet's 

preparation of *te reader f o r the conclusion of the poem: a meditation 

upon death and s o l i t u d e . The poet theorises on the existence of a 

p i v o t a l hour between one day and the next when every being may question 

whether or not i t s existence w i l l continue. The other f aCfe of the c i t y 

i s , thus, i t s exclusion of the s e n s i t i v e outsider from i t s corporate 

complacency, ('Tout l e monde est chez s o i , egolstement et lourdement 

endormi'). He i s condemned t o the r e s t l e s s , morbid anxiety of a 

W i t blanche when at l a s t he has exhausted the nocturnal d i s t r a c t i o n s 

the c i t y has t o o f f e r : 

Alors e t r e seul chez s o i , sans dormilP c'est l ' h o r r e u r . . . 
Oh! o u i , a c e t t e heure-la, on e t o u f f e r a i t , on 
r a l e r a i t , on s e i k t i r a i t son coeur se rompre e t 
l e sang t i e d e , fade, monter \ l a gorge, 
dans un der n i e r spasme, que personne ne 
p o u r r a i t entendre... t (267) 

(266) Another possible l i n k between Gros and Rijabaud. 
(267) The association o f the modern c i t y w i t h death may have been 

i n h e r i t e d from Baudelaire. I t i s the dominante of VerlairE's 
1 'Nocturne P a r i s i e n ' . I t also continued to be made by poets 
throughout our p e r i o d , notably R o l l i n a t . I n an e a r l y poem 
'A l a Morgue' (La Basoche, I,5,p.192. 1885) M e r r i l l had described 
corpses kept 'fresh' by running water i n the c i t y mortuary . 



The contrast between modern urban decadence and paradise l o s t i s 

put i n very simple terras i n R o l l i n a t ' s work where the poet's present 

s i t u a t i o n i n Paris (which, as events proved, he was r i g h t t o see as 

a t h r e a t t o h i s s a n i t y ) o f t e n provokes n o s t a l g i c r e c o l l e c t i o n o f 

h i s n a t i v e Ber^y. Indeed even the most i n s i p i d and u n i n t e r e s t i n g 

p r o v i n c i a l landscape would be p r e f e r a b l e to the a r t i f i c i a l i t y of Paris: 

P a r i s , c'est l'Enfer! - sous les cranes 
Tous les cerveaux sont desseches!„.. 
Fuyons squares e t bois de Boulogne! 
La, t o u t est a r t i f i e i e l ! 
Mieux^vaut une lande en Sologne, 
GrisOfctre sous l'azur du c i e l ! (268) 

The i n f e r n a l c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s of the modern c i t y are, one suspects, 

mostly the product of the u n c e r t a i n t y of human r e l a t i o n s h i p s there, of 

d u p l i c i t y and d i s l o y a l t y . The poet needs the peace and refreshment of 

pure, s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d and spontaneous nature: 

Hors de P a r i s , mon coeur s'elance 
Assez d'enfer e t de demons: 
Je veux rever dans l e s i l e n c e 
Et dans l e mystere des monts... 

Plus de facheux, plus d'hypocrites! 
Car j e frequente par les pres. 
Les v i r g i n a l e s marguefi'tes... (269) 

By the time of w r i t i n g Les Neyroses, however, the poet seems to have 

succumbed t o the f a s c i n a t i o n of the very q u a l i t i e s he cont»UUed to despise, 

as though hypnotised l i k e the v i c t i m of a stoat or a snake. This i s 

c l e a r i n the iSlnetic tone of poems such as 'La P l u i e ' w i t h i t s s w i f t l y moving 

d e s c r i p t i o n of the man-made urban landscape: 

Lorsque l a p l u i e a i n s i qu'un immense echeveau 
B r o u i l l a n t a l ' i n f i n i ses longs f i l s d'eau glacee 
Tombe d'un c i e l funebre et n o i r come un carreau 
Sur P a r i s , l a babel hu r l a n t e et convulsee. 

J'abandonne mon g i t e , e t sur les ponts de f e r , 
Sur l e macadam, sur les paves, sur l'asphalte, 
Laissant m o u l l l e r mon crane bu c r e p i t e un enfer, 
Je marche a pas f i e v r e u x sans jamais f a i r e h a l t e . 

(268) 'Fuyons Pa r i s ' , Dans les Brandes x 

(269) 'A t r a v e r s champs', I b i d , 



Ml 
The p i c t u r e of the modern c i t y i n Nouveau's poetry i s broadly 

s i m i l a r t o t h a t i n Cros's or R o l l i n a t ' s work. One f i n d s the same 

contra s t between town and country. This i s t r e a t e d i n banal fashion i n 

the n a r r a t i v e prose piece 'Le Manouvfiey' which nevertheless i s a good 

i n d i c a t i o n of the i n i t i a l impact of Paris upon the newly a r r i v e d 

p r o v i n c i a l (270) and serves as a model f o r the experience of countless 

young people of the p e r i o d : 

Ou done c ' e s t - i l i c i ? Ah! bon! i l se 
souvient; i l essuie dans ses yeux l e s fumees 
d'un reve f a i t d'un arbre, d'une maisonette... 
DebarbouilleV i l ouvre l a lucarne: les t o i t s 
de P a r i s , une mer; les cheminees, des mats... (271) 

The c i t y i s e s s e n t i a l l y soul-less and i t i s f o r t h i s reason t h a t 

the poet needs t o r e t u r n t o the country, the scene of h i s childhood: 

La Province! Eh b i e n o u i , poete, qu'en dis-tu? 
T'y v o i l a . Ton P a r i s , e t a i t - c e r e b a t t u , 
Avoue? E t a i t - c e vieux, hein? Et s ' l l f a u t t o u t d i r e , 
Tu r i a i s d'y p l e u r e r , et t u s o u f f r a i s d'y r i r e ! . . . 
Car l a province, au fond, est c o n s e i l l e r e e t s a i n t e , 
Car e l l e garde, aux champs ou ton enfance est p e i h t e , 
La tombe de t a mere e t l a v o i x de t a soeur! 

Pour rallumer un peu ton coeur. Ton coeur, ton coeur! (272) 

The recurrent decadent theme of p r o s t i t u t i o n i s also found i n Nouveau's 

poetry. I t i s t r e a t e d at excessive length i n 'Cadenette', a d e t e r m i n i s t i c 

account of how a l i f e of p r o s t i t u t i o n develops organica4ly from a bad 

environment: 

(270) Complete w i t h an i|*|%ation of p r o v i n c i a l syntax! 

(271) Oeuvres Completes, p.444, 

(272) 'Dizain' , Ibid., pp. 391-92* 



M a 
Oui, j e sais b i e n , c ' e t a i t *Me grue, e t v u l g a i r e ! 
Ca v i n t au monde "JL l a guerre comme a l a guerre" 
Dans ce Paris mele des arrondissements 
Excentriques, parmi les lourds desoeuvrements 
D'un faux menage ayant p r i s l a v i e "a l a douce". 
Son enfance f u t un "va comme j e t e pousse"... 

The rootlessness and impermanence of l i f e i n the c i t y nevertheless 

has i t s compensations i n the form of v a r i e t y of experience, an ever-

changing v i s t a * I n the second of the Fahtaisies Parisiennes the poet 

locates, w i t h i n j u s t t h i s s e t t i n g , a chance encounter: 

Et dans l a splendeur q u ' i l e t a l e 
Comme une v i l l e o r i e n t a l e (273) 
Baignait l a f r o i d e c a p i t a l e ; 

Comme j ' e r r a i s , l e nez au vent, 
Dans l a rue au tableau mouvant, 
En f l a n e n a i f e t savant 

Je v i s sur l'asphalte e l a s t i q u e 
D'un t r o t t o i r a r i s t o c r a t i q u e 
Une vivante e t fa n t a s t i q u e 

Parisienne au pas lege r , 
Type dont reve l ' e t r a n g e r ! 

The woraftn of Paris are the subject of the Notes Parisiennes which 

are t o be compared t o the apparent disorder, spontaneity and consequent 

o b s c u r i t y of some of Rimbaud's I l l u m i n a t i o n s . These are descriptions 

o f the l i f e - s t y l e o f the l a d i e s of the demi-monde. Much of the d i f f i c u l t y 

o f the pieces may simply stem from jeux de mots such as the reference t o 

Madame's extravagence i n s e t t i n g fashion which c l e a r l y suggests the 

l i k e l i h o o d of an a l l u s i o n t o shops: 

Madame est s o r t i e . Sa c o i f f u r e est javaftaise, 
Sa T o i l e t t e aussi, d'une s i m p l i c i t e ' r u i n e u s e , e l l e 
ne s'en doute meme pas, n i qu' e l l e depense 
en cravafees les appointements d'un chef 
aux Finances... Quand e l l e f a i t t r o i s pas 
en levant un peu l a sous-jupe, l e 
siei|e regarde. 

Au'grand louvre " e l l e regne, au Printemp--«". .. 

(273) c . f . Rimbaud's reference t o Baghdad i n ' V i l l e s ' , I l l u m i n a t i o n s , XVII, 



A s u c c e s s f u l h i g h - s o c i e t y courtesan i s the i d o l of the whole 

diplomatic corps: 

"Niniche", aux boulevards, se f a i t s u i v r e 
des coeurs a m i l l i o n s , de fougues per«0||Lennes, 
de toquades moscovites... La n u i t , sous l e 
gaz, c ' e s t l e f r o n t de glace, l e s joues 
pures comme l ' a r g e n t , l a levire assyriewne, 
l e s o u r i r e de l ' i d o l e . Le matin: un 
incendie de meehes sauvages, l ' e b a t 
dans l a blouse g r i s d'eau, 1 ' a i r eaniche, 
l a jambe nue et^douee, - e t l'odeur 
de l ' o r e i l l e < T ou s'e t o u f f e n t l e s mots 
de bonheur. 

Longtemps l e souvenir de s a c i g a r e t t e 
fume dans l e s cours etrangeres. 

There i s not a s i n g l e note of malice i n these p i e c e s which 

thus c o n s t i t u t e a p o s i t i v e , i f s p e c i a l i s e d , p i c t u r e of the modern 

c i t y . Nouveaii has c e l e b r a t e d i n verse one of the more pl e a s a n t of 

contemporary phenomena, the 6hi£ P a r i s i e n n e , product of the c a p i t a l of 

haute couture. 

Nature was not absent from the modern c i t y , i t was simply transformed; 

i t s presence and i t s c y c l i c a l p a t t e r n s more s u b t l e and needing to be 

sought out. I n ' F i i i d'automne', Nouveau showed himself to be one of 

the masters of the d e s c r i p t i o n of the urban manifestations of nature, 

i n remark ably l a f o r g u i a n tones: 

C'est l e s o i r , au j a r d i n du luxembourg... 

Un b r o u i l l a r d g r i s e t f i n s'estompe dans l e s a i r s ; 
l e mystere se f a i t dans l e s mornes a l l e e s 
Que hanteront b i e n t o t l e s b i s e s desolees; 
Les moineaux sont p a r t i s e t l e s bancs sont d e s e r t s . 

'Oh! l e t r i s t e r e t o u r des s a i s o n s enrhumees! 
D e j \ sur v o t r e epaule un f r i s s o n v i e n t c o u r i r ; 
Deja l e coeur se s e r r e , e t , eomme pour s ' o u v r i r , 
A s p i r e au chaud parfum des chambres bien ferm^es. 

Nature i n the c i t y was de s c r i b e d i n pleasant terms by other minor 

poets. 

J u l e s Lema^tre r i g h t l y counted Leon Valade among the ' p ^ i n t r e s de l a 

v i e moderne' whom the c r i t i c saw as c o n s t i t u t i n g a school w i t h i n French 

poetry i n 1879 (274). Valade was a s s o c i a t e d with the I m p r e s s i o n i s t p a i n t e r s 

(274) Revue p o l i t i q u e e t l i t t l r a i r t t . , 9 August 1879. 
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MUl i s one of the f i g u r e s immortalised i n Fantin-Latour's Coin de t a b l e . 

Not s u r p r i s i n g l y he i n t e r e s t e d h i m s e l f i n evoking the l i f e of P a r i s and 

i n r e c r e a t i n g landscapes. His unambitious and q u i e t approach to modern 

s u b j e c t s saved him from the r h e t o r i c a l excesses of some of h i s 

contemporaries. T h i s i s true of^L874^ which j u s t i f i e s Valade's 

i n c l u s i o n amongst the f i r s t poets to follow B a u d e l a i r e i n t r e a t i n g the 

urban scene^as w e l l as of the posthumously published poems. Of s p e c i a l 

i n t e r e s t i $ h i s r e a l i s a t i o n that i n the modern c i t y the ways of nature 

and the r o t a t i o n of the seasons can no longer be p e r c e i v e d as they 

once were; the poet must look f o r the modern urban manife s t a t i o n s of 

nature and not use outmoded p a s t o r a l images: 

I I e s t h e l a s ! mainte ferietre 
Dans l e s r u e l l e s aux murs n o i r s , 
Ou jamais s o l e i l ne penetre, 
C l o s e aux parfums, sourde aux espdrs. 

Mais partout, jusqu'au d e r n i e r houge 
Roule, en d e p i t du pave gras, 
Le bent* PrintempS:> , b l e u , jaune e t rouge, 

Sur l ' e t r o i t e c h a r r e t t e a b r a s . (275) 

Even the Baudelairean image of decadent P a r i s as the nocturnal realm 

of poets and madmen takes on a c e r t a i n charm because of the s o f t n e s s of 

the d e s c r i p t i o n of the urban landscape: 
~* f v 

Le c i e l des n u i t s d'ete f a i t a P a r i s dormant 
Un d a i s de v e l o u r s b l e u pique de blanches nues, 
E t l e s aspects nouveaux des r u e l l e s connues 
F l o t t e n t dans un magique e t p a l e enchantement. 
L'angle, p l u s e f f i l e , des n o i r e s avenues 
I n v i t e l e regard, l o i n t a i n vague e t charmant, 
Les d e r n i e r s P h i l i s t i n s , qui marchent pasamment, 
Ont f a i t t r e v e aux e c l a t s de l e u r s voix saugrenues. 

Les yeux d'or de l a Nuit, par eux effarouches, 
B r i l l e n t mieux, a present que l e s v o i l a couches^.. 
- C' e s t l'heure unique e t douce ou vaguent, de fortune, 

G l i s s a n t d'un pas l e g e r sur l e pave chanceux, 
Les poetes, l e s fous, l e s buveurs, - e t tout ceux 
Dont l e cerveau, fele", loge un rayon de lune. (276) 

(276) \ k l ' c l . ; , 
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Merat's poetry of contemporary r e a l i t y has much i n common with 

Valade's; i n f a c t the two were l i f e - l o n g f r i e n d s and c o l l a b o r a t o r s . I n 

the e a r l y 1870s Merat had w r i t t e n Les V i l l e s de marbre very much i n the 

P a r n a s s i a n manner and had gained o f f i c i a l r e c o g n i t i o n of h i s work. I n 

1875 a new d i r e c t i o n i n h i s v i s i o n of the c i t y became obvious with the 

p u b l i c a t i o n of Printemps passe which, together with the Poemes de P a r i s 

of 1880, contains most of h i s modernist poetry. Again, as i n the case of 

Valade, an eye for nature's presence i n the c i t y and a q u i e t , unassuming 

manner operated to h i s advantage. 

Poems l i k e 'Les Fenetres F l e u r i e s ' , which d e s c r i b e s the window-boxes 

of P a r i s , the towndweller's garden, have many charming v i g n e t t e s ; 

Les P a r i s i e n s , entendus 
Aux r i e n s charmants, p l u s qu'au b i e n - e t r e , 
Se font des j a r d i n s suspendus 
D'un simple rebbrd de f e n e t r e . 

On peut v o i r en toute s a i s o n 
Des f i l s de f e r formant t r e i l l a g e 
F a i r e une f e t e a l a maison 
De quelques b r i b e s de f e u i l l a g e . . . (277) 

The coming of dawn as i t occurs i n the c i t y i s evoked i n 'Le Chahteur': 

A c e t t e heure, vers l e matin, 
L a v i e h e s i t a n t e s ' a r r e t e , 
On entendait dans l e l o i n t a i n 
Le b r u i t vague d'une e h a r r e t t e . 

Ou l e pas lourd d'un balayeu r 
E t , comme une b a l e i h e p l a i n t i v e 
Ou se mele de l a f r a y e u r , 

Un s i f f l e t de locomotive... (278) 

I n one i n s t a n c e , the i n t e r e s t i n s p e c i f i c a l l y urban landscape gave 

r i s e to what may have been a new a r t form. Georges L o r i n ' s Paris-Rose 

enjoyed a consi d e r a b l e r e p u t a t i o n among the cenacles of the 1880s. Most 

of the poems published i n 1884 i n t h i s volume had already been read a t the 

gatherings. The general nature of the c o l l e c t i o n may be a s c e r t a i n e d from 

C277) 

(278) 

Poemes de P a r i s 
r. , . , , - . 1 1 . I, , * 

I b i d . See a l s o , i n the same c o l l e c t i o n , the poem 'Le Matin'. 



t i t l e s of some of the twenty-four poems i t con t a i n s : 'Mori Salon' , 

ILes Maisons', 'Les A f f i c h e s ' , L e Marche aux F l e u r s ' , 'Les Ombrelles', 

"Les E v e r i t a i l s ' , 'Le B r o u i l l a r d ' , 'Le B a l l o n ' , 'Les Bees de gaz' , 'Les 

Clowns', 'Les Joujoux', ?Les V o i t u f e s ' , 'Les P a t i r i e u r s ' , 'Les Bateaux', 

'Les Boutiques'. The l i g h t , conventional verse i s intended to provide 

a.running commentary on the P a r i s i a n scene. Contemporary sources make 

i t c l e a r that i n i t s published form Paris-Rose was meant to be a composite 

work; the i l l u s t r a t i o n s by t u i g i L o i r and C a b r i o l were as impoitent as 

L o r i n ' s v erse some of which b a r e l y q u a l i f i e s f o r the t i t l e of poetry at a l l . 

'Les Gens', f o r example, i s made up e n t i r e l y of fragments of between one 

and four l i n e s each accompanied by an i l l u s t r a t i o n . L o r i n ' s handling of 

the o c t o s y l l a b i c l i n e o c c a s i o n a l l y reduces the verse to a s e r i e s of 

r a t h e r tiresome j i n g l e s : 

C'est t r e s j o l i . Comme i l en e s t ! 

Plus l'homme court, p l u s i l en na'it... (279) 

The most i n t e r e s t i n g t h i n g about L o r i n ' s c o l l e c t i o n i s the endeavour to 

provide a panorama of the modern P a r i s i a n landscape i n c o r p o r a t i n g such 

themes as t r a i n s , buses, trams, chars-a^-bancs, c a b r i o l e t s , c h i l d r e n p l a y i n g 

w i t h model boats and so on. 'Les A f f i e h e s ' d e a l t with an aspect of the 

v i s u a l nature of contemporary r e a l i t y which had perhaps not been t r e a t e d 

before. I t recounts, something i n the manner of the modern French 

chanson, what the p o s t e r s t e l l us, the gaiety of t h e i r colours and how 

they become worn and t a t t e r e d i n the wind and the r a i n , i n a tone h a l f -

humorous, half-melancholy. L o r i n does not have the f i x a t i o n with v i c e 

and d e p r a v i t y so p r e v a l e n t among the modernist poets but p r e f e r s to 

give a more r e p r e s e n t a t i v e p i c t u r e of modern everyday r e a l i t y . (280) 

(279) 'Les Bees de gaz', o p . c i t . , p. 152. 

(280) His poems r e l y h e a v i l y on the i l l u s t r a t i o n s and are a l s o on average 
about ei g h t pages long; these f a c t o r s have made quotation and 
i n c l u s i o n i n anthologies very d i f f i c u l t . 



More often, however, i t was the decadent v i s i o n of the urban 

landscape which p r e v a i l e d , provoking a f e e l i n g of d e s o l a t i o n and 

a n x i e t y . T h i s i s the most c h a r a c t e r i s t i c image of the modern c i t y 

presented, f o r i n s t a n c e , by Richepin i n L a Chanson des gyeux. His 

landscapes are c l e a r l y modern and s i m i l a r to those t r e a t e d by p a i n t e r s 

l i k e R a f f a e l l i , Signac and Seurat or n o v e l i s t s l i k e Huysmans, and 

l a t e r i n poetry by Adalbert: 

Quand j u i l l e t a r o u s s i l'herbe des t e r r a i n s vagues, 
l i s ont l ' a i r de grands l a c s de r o u i l l e , dont l e s vagues 
Portent pour immobile eeume des gravats. 
C'est l a pourtant, "d gueux de P a r i s , que t u vas, 
Dans ce lugubre champ qui pour f l e u r a 1'ordure, 
Quand t u veux par hasard prendre un bain de verdure. 
L a campagne e s t trop l o i n . L'omnibus e s t trop cher... 
Dans l e s j a r d i n s p u b l i c s on n*est pas a son a i s e : 
Trop de monde! D ' a i l l e u r s i l faut payer s a c h a i s e 
Comme a l ' e g l i s e . I f f aut e t r e un r i c h a r d . Ou bien, 
S i l'on dort allonge sur un banc, un gardien 
S u r g i t , chasse l e reve a s a v o i x de rogomme, 
De son poignet b r u t a l e t r a n g l e votre somme, 
E t , parmi l e s badauds dont une meute accourt, 
Vous t r a i n e par l e c o l en e r i a n t comme un sourd: 
" I I f a ut dormif chez s o i quand on e s t s o u l , crapule.".„. 
Tu ne sens nul degbut d'avoir pour matelas 
L a cuvette ou vomit l a c i t e c o l o s s a l e . 
Un l i t e s t t o u j o u r s doux, meme quand i t e s t s a l e . . . 
Tu t'estimes v e i n a r d , fade d'un chouette ecot, 
S i quelque p i s s e n l i t , quelque c o q u e l i c o t , 
Avee son pompon jaune ou bien s a rouge c r e t e 
F a i t un mouchetis d'ombre au-dessus de t a t e t e . . . (281) 

Mi|<hael's c i t y poetry has f a r fewer s o c i a l overtones than Richepin's. 

He i s much more i n t e r e s t e d i n the rapports between landscape and mood. 

Nevertheless i n h i s poetry a s i n Richepin's the same desolate panorama 

confronts the reader: Concrete r e f e r e n c e to the urban landscape i n the 

e x p r e s s i o n of the poet's mood i s made i n such poems as 'L'Heure g r i s e ' , 

'CrepUscule p l u y i e u x ' (282), 'Lueurs' and 'L'Hierddule'. The place of the 

urban landscape i n some of the prose poems i s even more s t r i k i n g : 

(281) L a Chanson des GUeux, pp. 118-20 ('Les T e r r a i n s vagues') 

(282) See pp. *7£^g 



Au coin du boulevard Clichy, un marche* en plein a i r . I I 
f a i t f r o i d ; pas de beaux Suits eclatants, r i e n que des 
choses ternes, grises v i l l a i n e s ; des poissons, des herbes 
t r i s t e s . J'aime a traverser cette cohue. I I s'y rencontre 
d'e'tranges et sinistres figures. Les femmes qui vendent, 
v i e i l l e s , e'normes, ventrues, sont p l u t ^ t grotesques. Mais 
i l y a de vieux hommes douloureux qui offrent leur 
marchandises avec tant de tristesse; i l s sont d'une 
couleur terreuse et morne, leur rides ont I ' a i r de s o u f f r i r ; 
et les yeux sont inquiets, humides, sanglants, comme blesse's. 
Un surtout, p e t i t , maigre, avec un mouchoir rouge soutenant 
l a machoire malade. Une humilite mauvaise le courbe. I I doit 
itre mechant; mais i l a l ' a i r tellement epouvantel I I offre 
des salades avec un geste effraye, tragique; on d i r a i t q u ' i l 
pr£sente vaguement devant l u i , pour conjurer de mauvais 
sorts epars, des gerbes expiatoires. 

(283) 

Despite the widespread feeling that Impressionist painting i s 

uniformly l i g h t - f i l l e d and j o y f u l i t i s curious to note that poetic 

evocations of the modern c i t y which overtly claimed inspiration from the 

Impressionist painters contain much gloom and even pessimism. The 

answer, of course, i s p a r t l y i n a mis-judgement of Impressionist painting. 

In the 1880s especially, several painters associated with the movement 

produced a considerable number of pictures of those same indu s t r i a l areas, 

with t h e i r terrains vagues, which had caught the attention of Richepin. 

The d u l l coloration of these and pictures of central Paris also ( p a r t i c u l a r l y 

of the Seine) was a natural consequence of the Impressionsits' concern 

for authentic l i g h t i n g . 

Some of Moreas's early poems resulted from his acquaintance with 

the Impressionist painters; one of them at least, cited below, mentions 

a painter by name. In December I884 Laurent Tailhade wrote to his mother : 

Les Syrtes de Jean Pappadiamant, une des fortes deceptions 
que j ' a i eu dans ma vie. Me me dis r i e n au sujet de ce 
miserable volume de vers. 

(284) 

(283) Oeuvres, pp. 156 - 57. 
(284) Quoted i n R.A. Jouanny, Jean Moreas ecrivain francais, p.132. 



In what sense was Tailhade disappointed? He more than pra c t i c a l l y 

anyone had shared i n Moreas's early poetic a c t i v i t y of 1882 - 83, now 

largely forgotten, which had "been almost exclusively devoted to 

modernism. Tailhade found the subject-matter and manner of Les Sytres 

hackneyed and regressive. The mixture of neo-classical p l a s t i c i t y and 

of autobiography seemed the very antithesis of what More'as had at f i r s t 

planned to include i n the volume which he had o r i g i n a l l y e n t i t l e d La 

Chanson de l a Vie. 

Moreas's modernist-realist poems, which would have served as the 

starting-point of the collection as i t was i n i t i a l l y conceived, were 

published i n Le Chat Noir, La Wouvelle Lune and Lutece between the summer 

of 1882 and the summer of I 883 . Most of them show strongly the influence 

of Richepin and Naturalism and some, 'that of Impressionism; t h e i r 

pedestrian quality helps to explain Moreas's later dissatisfaction with 

Naturalism and even with Baudelaire whose reconciliation of modernism with 

the highest poetic aspirations he could neither properly appreciate nor 

emulate. These poems remain of documentary interest for the assessment 

of the scope of the influence of modernism and p i c t o r i a l Impressionism 

upon poetry i n t h i s period; i n t h i s piece there i s a threefold equation 

of modernity, decadence and Impressionist art : 

Dix heures soir d'efte", square des Batignolles 
Un vent fade repand de tres vagues odeurs, 
Conducteurs de tramways, quelques f i l l e t t e s f o l l e s 
De placides bourgeois et de louches rSdeurs. 

Dans l a penombre sous l a frondaison poudreuse, 
Contre le tronc chetif d'un arbre rabougri, 
Avec un cabotin ainsi qu'une' pierreuse, 
La quincaillere f l i r t e au nez de son mari. 



Dehors, devant l a g r i l l e i n f i n i e , une grasse 
Matrone "tenant par l a main un garconnet 
Reste l a , pour voir le chemin de fer qui passe 
- On d i r a i t un tableau du grand ma$tre Manet. 

(285) 

Adalbert's poetry i s discussed at greater length i n Part Two, 

Chapter Pour, but i t i s worth considering i t here for a moment. Both 

the long poem i n free verse Sur les Talus ̂ and the collection Sur le Vif 

acknowledge the influence of the Impressionists and lay some claim to 

finding a poetic equivalent of t h e i r practices, certainly of their attitude 

to subject-matter. Sur les Talus i s a love poem deliberately given the dreary 

colouring of the Paris suburbs. I t i s set amidst the f o r t i f i c a t i o n s of 

the capital at the end of the commuters' tram route; a deliberate attempt 

to match the t o p i c a l i t y and modernity of Impressionism. Caze's preface 

to Sur le Vif i s an interesting document to which further reference w i l l 

be made below (286). The preface leaves no doubt that i t was the 

fascinating ugliness of the urban sprawl which prompted Ajalbert to write 

the poems which have been grouped to fofm the collection. The inspiration 

came i n the course of walks AjoP-bert and Gaze had been on together 

through the outer i n d u s t r i a l suburbs of Paris. They had seen : 

tout 1 'envahissement de l a maladive c i v i l i s a t i o n dans 1SL malade 
campagne surburbaine... un t e r r a i n vague de banlieu^ s a l i par 
une herbe galeuse et rare; des arbres poitrinaires au premier 
plan, et dans le fond, des maisons a six ê fcages avec des coins 
de puisards noirs entrevus... 

(287) 

(285) Some other modernist poems of this period are 'Montmartre', (Le 
Chat Noir. 30 September 1882), 'A , Maggy', ( i b i d . , 21 October 1882) 
'L'Hiver', ( i b i d . , 27 January 18̂ 35*̂ ', Yiandes de Gargote', ( i b i d . , 

24 larch, I883), 'Sonnet lunatique' (La Houvelle Lune, 19 November1882), 
'Quatorzains', ( i b i d . , 28 January I883), 'Fleur de Caboulot , ( i b i d . , 
1st A p r i l I883), 'Spleen', (Lutece, 12 January I883) ,'Resignation', 
( I b i d . , 29 June 1883). 

(286) See pp. -704- L| . 
(287) An extreme instance of the perversion of nature by modern c i v i l i s a t i o n 

i s to be seen i n 'Gennevilliers' where what was once a babbling brook 
i n open countryside has become an open sewer i n an indu s t r i a l suburb. 
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In fact the collection does contain a few pieces akin to the brighter 

side of p i c t o r i a l Impressionism which make i t a good deal more attractive 

than i f Adalbert had stuck s o l i d l y to h is original b r i e f . 

The decadent vision of the urban landscape and i t s contrast with 

nature i s one of the most important themes i n the pessimistic interpretation 

the modern c i t y . There were, on the other hand, important minor poets who 

on balance remained enthusiastic and accepted the c i t y , woffes and a l l , as 

an exciting phenomenon. The case of Bourget is p a r t i c u l a r l y s i g n i f i c a n t 

since he was not only a poet but a theorist of modernism. 

Bourget's introduction to the work of Baudelaire i n 1870 by Aubert-

Hix (288) reinforced his appreciation of modernism and psychological 

analysis i n l i t e r a t u r e already apparent i n his admiration for Stendhal, 

Laclos, Constant, Flaubert and, above a l l , Balzac. In the early 1870s 

he formed a close relationship with the young modernist poets, especially 

Richepin. In succession to the 'Vilains Bonshommes' he was the founder 

member of the 'Vivants' who were also centred on the Cafe* Taboureyj 

already made famous by Baudelaire. Bourget was fascinated by Taine's 

modernism and his application of science to a l l aspects of l i f e and art : 

Cet homme devenait pour nous l'apStre de l a Foi Nouvelle.... (289) 

Paradoxically he did not have a very high regard f o r Naturalism u n t i l he 

was 'converted' by a reading of L'Assommoir i n l877» after which time he 

became a fr i e n d of Zola and Maupassant. His friendship with Sully-

Prudhomme may help to explain his later preference for the philosophical 

rather than the concrete aspects of r e a l i t y . 

(288) 
(289) 

L.J. Austin, Paul Bourget, p.23. 
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nully-Pruclhcfflf.'ie'B i n f l u e n c e , along w i t h t h a t of Heine, Tennyson, 

Shelley and I^epet, i s t o bo detected i n Bowjot»s f i r s t volume of 

verse, La 7ie Tncuiete of 1674. Bourgot was s i n g u l a r l y r e l u c t a n t , or 

00 i t eoemo, t o put hie views on modernism i n t o p r a c t i c e "in t h i s c o l l e c t i o n . 

Generally the c o l l e c t i o n i s noteworthy f o r i t s lack of movement i n the 

landscape deocr p t i o n s and f o r i t s hackneyed and o f t e n oluroey language. 
* 

There are occasional referenced, however, t o t h e presence of the modern 

c i t y such &e the evocation of the f u g i t i v e impreesione of a t r a i n journey 
i n ' h..J$&&0.J:j- already noted i n the previous section (290) 

which e n l i v e n the c o l l e c t i o n . liuoh of the c o l l e c t i o n i e concerned w i t h r e c 

ounting an adolescent love a f f a i r which uunimiBes the r o l e of ParlR. One 

v i s i o n of Pnrio i s t o bo found i n ' Aurore sur ffirls* t 

Qunnd d'un rayon obeour l'aube blanch.it e. peine 
les pauvres t o i t o penchos quo r e f l e t e l a Seine, 
Eur un pont ver.<ooulu den antiques quart i e r s , 
3ien oouvent, j e w'accouAe et m'abi o en p i t i e s ' 
Pour cos dure t r a v a i l l e u r e , f o r o a t c de l a inatiere, 
Qui nous f o n t noes j j h M r s de toute lour miceire; 
Corcme i l s oourent t r a n s i s sur l e quai p l o i n 4 * e v e i l 
Oa l'o^bre dee grandn raurs derobe l e s o l o i l j 
E o r r iere oux 1© Cite', q u i cole BOS nurtures 
Aux rouiornents p l a i n t i f 0 doe premieres v o i t u r o s , 
Pour p r i e r o au o i e l bleu poueoe un o r i de labour.... 

(2)1) • 

(?.)0) La Vie Inqu i e t e , p. 7. 
(2^1) The o o n v e n t i o h a l i t y of Bourgot'e poetic lnnjsuage evident i n the 

above examples b l u r s i n t o an almost r i d i o u l o u B auitw.-irdnofcs when 
he handles abstract subjects, as, f o r inutance, i n ' I . ' A r t ' 

Kemuo t o u t e n t i e r par l e desir sublime 
7'e r e v e t i r raon nora d'un ecl a t iramortol, 
Jo g r a v i r a i sans pour lea aerobes de l ' a u t e l 
Cu j o voux ra'immoler aoi-oeme pour v i c t i r a e , . . . 

http://blanch.it


In 1878 Bourget decided to put his modernist ideas into practice i n 

Edel, a poem of the modern c i t y . This collection had a celebrated preface 

which, as i t was deleted from the later d e f i n i t i v e editions of Bourget's 

poetry, we have reproduced i n i t s entirety i n the notes below (292). 

Bourget's intentions were more exciting than his poetry. Without doubt 

he f a i l e d to f i n d 'une langue/ invente'e, un vers fouiHe*', palpitant, nerveux, 

souple a l a pensee comme le gant k l a main'which he held to be necessary 

for the evocation of modern l i f e . This discovery was to be made by his 

f r i e n d Laforgue who was greatly impressed by Bourget's ideas. Nevertheless 

the scope of Bourget's picture of modern l i f e i s f a i r l y wide; although i t conc-

(292) Je detache ce poime dun recueil plus complet et d e f i n i t i f qui 
para!ft;ra a* son heure et port era, le t i t r e de Contes modernes. Edel 
reproduit assez exactement l a nuance generale de ce l i v r e , compose' 
sous 1'obsession d'une.ide'e commune, je pense, k'bien des e'crivains 
consciencieux de ma generation: l a recherche de ce phenix encore a 
trouver, malgrarcant d'efforts et de s i heureux: le poeme moderne. -
Oui, un po§me se passant de nos jours, absolument impossible kun 
autre moment de l ' h i s t o i r e de nos moeurs, traverse par des figures contemp 
oraines et coudoyees, beau d'une beaute parisienne, complexe et r a f f i n g 
comme nos sensations, enferme dans les horizons connus de l a Madeleine, 
des Champs-Elyse~es et du Boulevard, un poeme en bottines vernies et en 
habit noir, .et cependant humain, fremissant et lyrique mê ne dans 1'ana
lyse, un poemeyne soit n i un roman ni une nouvelle en vers, - et pour 
l ' e c r i r e une langue inventee, un vers fouille", palpitant, nerveux, 
souple a l a pensee comme l a gant a la main; - un reVe d'artiste, quoi.' 
dont on ignore s i c'est une Amerique et s i on l a decouvrira, ou bien une 
pierre philosophale, et s i on mourra fou pour en avoir entrepris le grand 
oeuvre. 

Un mot maintenant sir Edel. C'est une histoire d'amour simple jusqu'a 
en e*tre banale. Un jeune homme aime une jeune f i l l e , i l met tout son 
coeur l a ou e l l e ne met que le. bout de sa main gantee. Musset a d i t : 

I I h'est de vulgaire chagrin 
Que celui d'une ame vulgaire. 

Ai-je reussi comme je voulais, et sous cette forme personnelle s i 
naturellement vouee a, 1'expression de 1'analyse intime, k dissequer l a 
passion d'un e*crivain ne sur la* tard du si^ c l e , avec ses contrastes 
inexplicables, son scepticisme et sa tendresse, ses ^nervements et ses 
frenesies, ses extases et ses abattements? Ai-je assez myste'rieusement 
adombre, en regard de cette figure tourmentie, 1'aristocratique p r o f i l 
d'une de ces adorables e'trang'eres qui vivent une saison de leur vie parmi 
nous, entre le pare Monceau et'-le bois de Boulogne, et dont le charme 



(292)une f o i s senti demeure inoubliable comme les airs de musique de leur 
cntd.pays? Ce n'est plus *a raoi de ledecider. J'ai voulu s-implement, par ces 

quelques lignes, me rattacher au groupe des pontes qui se sont, en des 
genres divers, attaque's a l a vie, parisienne. Baudelaire par ses Fleurs 
du Mai , Coppe'e par ses Intimites, ses Humbles et son O^VMaf , 
Richepin par sa vigoureuse Chans on des gueux , ont ouvert l a voie. 
A nous d'y marcher courageusement. 

Voici quarante ans accomplis que le plus etonnant ge*nie du 
XIXe siecle, notre pfere a' tous, le grand Balzac, a magistralement 
pose 1 'ideal moderne : "Toute generation, d i s a i t - i l , est un drame 
a quatre ou cinq mille personnages que l a l i t t e r a t u r e \ pour mission 
d'exprimer," - sous peine de devenir ' ce qu'elle f u t a Rome-au 
temps de Ciaudien, un s t e r i l e agencement de syllabes mortes. Ce 
principe a ramene" l ' a r t d'ecrire a une psychologie vivante, et 
renouvele l ' h i s t o i r e . Apporte-t-il avec l u i une poesie nouvelle, 
destinee a occuper une place b r i l l a n t e entre l a poesie historique 
s i merveilleusement representee par Leconte de Lisle et l a poe'sie 
romantique dont les eleves de Hugo portent avec vaillance le vieux 
drapeau? Pour ma pact, je le orois en toute sincerite' de conscience. 
Je vois nettement ce q u ' i l faudrait f a i r e pour que cette pd'e'sie f u t 
creee. HelasJ I I me s u f f i t de r e l i r e Edel pour constater une f o i s de 
plus que dans l a l i t t e r a t u r e comme dans l a vie, l'homme realise 
malaisement ses reVes. 



Et je vis arriver, 1'une apr'es 1'autre, celles 
Qui, dans ce grand Paris, passent pour les plus "belles. 
Les diamants changeants illuminaient defeux 
Le blond pale et le noir lustre de leurs cheveux, 
Et 1'or serrait leurs bras gantes, et des rangees 
De perles ruisselaient sur leurs gorges, plongees 
Dans un nid moelleux de blonde et de satin. 

' = Ces femmes s'accoudaient avec un air hautain 
Sur le ̂ ouge velours de l a loge, et, d i s t r a i t e s , 
Ayant toute l a salle au bout de leurs lorgnettes, 
Elles causaient avec des hommes en frac noir, 
Qui, tour a, tour, venaient derriere elles s'asseoir. 
A l'orchestre, les gens de l e t t r e s , une armee 
Des princes de l a presse et de l a renomme'e, 
Si&gaient, montres au doigt par les tout jeunes gens, 
Leurs yeux luis a i e n t , aigus, subtils, i n t e l l i g e n t s , 
Et leur expression de fatigue profonde 
Gontrastait avec l ' a i r comble des gens dumonde. 
Tous i l s avaient souffert, luttef, durant quinze ans, 
Tous connu l a mis'ere et ses jeunes cuisants, 
Tous doute, tous trempe leur talent dans les larmes, 
Gomme on trempe dans l'eau l'acier des bonnes armes; 
Et les plus acclames, les plus durs, les plus f o r t s , 
Mairienant qu'ils tenaient leur reVe corps a corps, 
Sachant le peu que vaut l a gloire parisienne, 
Estimaient que ce p r i x ne payait pas leur peine. 

(293) 

Bourget's enthusiasm f o r high society i s , however, only part of a 

general appreciation of the allure of Paris. He anticipated the Unanimists 

i n seeing the crowd as an exciting rather than threatening phenomen©«, 

In one passage he seems to seek immersion i n the tdal a c t i v i t y of the 

c i t y i n the way Romantic poets and-primitivists sought to become one 

with nature; . i t i s a modernist equivalent of pantheism |*v w k \ t l \ 

Derix joure apr^s, j' e t a i s au Bois, l'apres-dinee, 
Pour l a premiere fds depuis l a matinee 
Delicieuse, intime et tendre des adieux. 
Mais cette f o i s , c'etait le Paris fou, joyeux, 
Qui se r u a i t , bruyait, paradait a la place 
Ou nous alanguissions notre Ibne aimante et lasse. 
Entre l'Arc de Triomphe et le Lac, ce n'etait 
Qu'un grand fourmillement vivant qui remontait 
Et descendait, et les Equipages e n foule 
Se pressaient, se croisaient, remuaient, noire houle 

(293) Edel , Poesies, I I , pp.20 - 21. 



Que le s o l e i l c r i b l a i t de son blanc poudroiement, 
Etp««bout ce s o l e i l flamboyait, allumant 
Les vieux ors des "blasons aux panneux des p o r t i l r e s , 
Caressant les frissons des mobiles c r i n i l r e s , 
Pailletant de ses feux les v i t r e s des Hotels; 
Un bon s o l e i l , baignant de rayons paternels 
Les enfants enerves qui jouaient dans le sable, 
Avivant d'un e*blat tendre, indefinissable, 
La peau fine et les yeux des femmes; un s o l e i l 
J o l i , parisien, coquet et plein d'eVeil, 
Qui se jouait dans l'or des dernieres feuille'es, 
Qui chatoyait sur les fourrures de"ployees, 
M i r o i t a i t dans le cuivre et 1'argent des harnais. 

(294) 

The t h i r s t for modernity was an ide n t i f i a b l e and specific condition 

among young writers and a r t i s t s to the extent that Eourget makes i t the 

subject of one passage i n Edel; i t i s possible that i t is reference to 

Laforgue whose acquaintance Bourget may just have made - but the dates 

are not certain : 

Mais, a i l l e u r s , comme i l souffrel I I n'est guere exalte* 
Que par un mot, pour l u i d i v i n : "Modernitel" 
Les femmes de ce temps, leurs parfums, leurs voitures, 
Leurs t o i l e t t e s , l u i sont autant d'a*cres tortures. 
Se sachant l a i d , ayant perdu toutes ses dents-, 
L'air d'un v i e l l a r d , quoiqu'il n'ait pas encor trente ans, 
Ce malheureux Laurens sent trop bien que sa vie 
Passera sans donner 'a son ame asservie 
L'apre possession de tout ce q u ' i l reva. 
Naif et corrompu tout ensemble, i l s'en va 
A travers un Paris f a c t i c e . - Les premieres, 
Saint Augustin, le Bois, les courses printaniVres, 
Les ventes \ l ' h c H e l Drouot, le boulevard, 
I I voit tout, i l sait tout. I l est epris d'un art 
Neuf et complexe et f a i t d'outrance et de nevrose. 
Quand on l u i d i t : TEcris toi-m^me," i l d i t : "Je n'ose." 
La vie aura passe devant ces deux yeux-la, 
Mais aomme une duchesse, en un soir de gala, 
Passe dans son coupe devant un cafe borgne, 
Paree, etincelante, et sans voir qu'on l a lorgne. 

(295) 

(294) ' ' I b i d . , p.72. 
(295) I b i d . , pp.65-66. 



A disciple of Balzac and Baudelaire could hardly have f a i l e d to have 

been fascinated by the seamier side of Paris. Yet although he i s capable 

of atmospheric description of the squalor of the working-class d i s t r i c t s 

of the c i t y , his description turns away from the purely pessimistic 

decadent vision by seeing i n the very ordinariness of the scene an enviable 

example of happiness; even scenes such as these thus come to be regarded 

as positive aspects of the modern c i t y : 

Ce soir encor, j ' a l l a i s . A tous les horizons, 
Ce n'etait qu'un amas suintant de maisons 
Noires, et que, de place en place, une fen§tre 
Eclaire'e et cachant quelque drame peut-eH;re, 
Oeil s i n i s t r e , t r o u a i t d'une tache de sang. 
Partout des omnibus f i l a i e n t , eclaboussant 
La foule, tressautant sur les paves, enormes, 
Crotte^s, puants, pareils a des monstres difformes, 
Avec leur cargaison d'hommes ayant un coeur 
Qu-'iils emportaient vers l a joie ou vers l a doaleur, 
Leurs lanternes crevaient une epaisseur de brume 
Impalpable, et couleur de suie et de bitume. 
La foule remuait, passait, g r o u i l l a i t , criaib; 
Et le gaz, palpitante haleine, flamboyait; 
Et j'enviais ces gens qui couraient dans l a boue. 
Eux, du moins, une fievre intense les secouel 
Vils ou nobles, qu'impxte? i l s vivent ardemment, 
l i s n'ont pas, comme moi, pour un songe qui ment, 
Un vain fantSme, l ' A r t , abdique' l a nature; 
I l s l a sentent en eux qui veut, qui sourd, qui dure; 
Qui que ce s o i t , quelqu'un les aime, i l s sont heureux... 
<Je donnerais tout moh talent pour eHre un d'eux. 

(296) 

Bourget's enthusiasm was equalled by some of the leading figures i n 

the cehacles. 

Emile Goudeau arrived i n the Latin Quarter i n I874 and soon began 

frequenting the l i t e r a r y cafe's and t r y i n g to have work published i n 

Blemont's Renaissance. In the space of four short years he became the 

chief organiser of the yougjj avant-garde, founder of the 'Hydropathes1 and 

the author of a successful volume of modernist verse, Les Fleurs du bitume. 

(296) I b i d . , pp. 16-17. 



A provincial i n Paris, he relates i n his autobiographical Dix ans de 

boh^me how he was overwhelmed by the excitement of the c i t y , the 

fashionable beauty of i t s women, the constant, change and rebuilding, 

the. special effects of l i g h t , and so on, and how he determined that 

these should become the subject of poetry (297). Not surprisingly 

the poets with whom he associated included Coppe*e, Merat, Richepin, 

Bouchor, Bourget, Rollinat, Ponchon, G i l l and Cros. From i t s very incep< 

t i o n the gathering of the 'Hydropathes' had, i n Goudeau's view, the 

performance and creation of s p e c i f i c a l l y modernist poetry as one of i t s 

main aims(298). 

Les Fleurs du bitume has six sections : Les Romaines, Chavirette, 

Ciaeillette sur l'asphalte, Les Grecs, Une Saison de Spleen and S i f f l e . 

The debt to Baudelaire i s obvious i n the t i t l e of the c o l l e c t i o n and of 

the f i f t h section as well as i n the sub-t i t l e of the volume - Pet i t s 

poemes parisiens. Goudeau's battle-cry i s contained i n the opening 

poem 'La Fee asphalte' : 

Aussi ne songe plus aux forests, aux prairies, 
Les squares sont mieux ratisse's.' 
Les so l e i l s de la-bas bercaient les r e v e r i e s : 
Par le gaz i l s sont remplacls. 
Que t'importe l a rose, et 1'humble margflarite, 
Et 1'insupportable muguet? 
Le bitume a des fleurs dont le parfurn i r r i t e : 
Va done m'y c u e i l l i r un bouquet. 

He treats themes popular with nearly a l l the 'decadent' poets of the 

modern c i t y , such as the f a l l e n woman. 'Chavirette', i s l i t t l e more 

than sub-Coppee : 

S o i t i - Vous etes venue a Paris; sous les t o i t s , 
Une machine a. coudre, acquise \ tant par mois, 
S'efforjant de payer les termes du concierge, 
Et le maigre repas de l'ouvriere vierge: 
C'est alors que l e v i a b l e a f a i t valoir ses dr o i t s . . . 

(299) 

(297) Bix ans de boheme, pp.14-15• 
(298) I b i d . , p. 156. 
(299) Les Fleurs dp bitume, p. 19• 



The hedonistic eulogy of sex or alcohol, so much part of the cenaole 

stock i n trade, i s pa r t i cu l a r l y e f fec t ive i n the hands of Goudeau 

because of i t s precise locat ion i n contemporary Paris and the i ronic 

cu l tu ra l allusions wi th which i t i s expressed : 

I I est alle* partout: en Seine, en Seine-et-Oise; 
I I connaft l a Venus urbaine et vi l lageoise, 

La Venus des monts et des hois. 
C'est son etude, a l u i ; c'est sa f l o r e et sa faune; 
Science dessenchante, i l est devenu.'jaune 

A force d'en chercher les l o i s . . . 

(300) 

Only occasionally does one sense a more profound irony i n which the 

l ight-hear ted expression cloaks a deadly saious r e a l i t y . For a l l his 

enthusiasm Goudeau knew that the c i t y could destroy l i f e and sanity : 

Plus l o i n , une bou te i l l e 
Tres v i e i l l e , 

Dont on a bu le cognac, 
Sur le pave qui g l isse , 

Esquisse 
Une marche ah hoc ab hac. . . 
Le spleen diabolique 

Replique: 
C'est un f r ^ l e m i r l i t o n , 
L'ame d'un tres chouette 

PoSte, 
Qu'on emporte a Gharenton. 

(301) 

I n 1879 the ranks of the poets of the modern c i t y received a new 

and surprising r e c r u i t . Gnje/f the most substantial items i n the f i r s t 

number of La Vie Moderne was a long poem by Banville enthusiast ical ly 

advocating modern urban l i f e as the proper subject of poetry and a r t . Since 

t h i s has not usually been included i n the collectededitions of Banvil le 's 

work i t is reproduced here i n i t s en t i re ty : 

(300) I b i d . , p.44. 
(301) I b i d . , p.147; (Sur l a route de Charenton'). 



A r t i s t e , de*sormais t u veux peindre l a Vie 
Moderne, fre"missante, avide, inassouvie, 
Belle de douleur calme et de se've'rite'; 
Car ton espri t sincere a so i f de ve'rite. 
Vois, comme une foreH d'arbres, l a v i l l e immense 
Murmure sous l 'orage et le vent en delnence; 
Ses noirs entassements de t o i t s etdemaisons 
Ont le charme effrayant des larges frondaisons; 
Aime son monuments qu'en vain le Temps r a i l l e u r insul te , 
Ses marches, ses jardins; aime ses pauvres cieux 
Toujours mornes, d'un g r i s terne et delicieux. 
Surtout n ' imi t e pas Hamlet; sans e*pigramme 
Et d'un coeur chaleureux, aime l'Homme et la Femme. 

La Femme surtoutJ Suis de l ' o e i l ces batai l lons 
Be gamines, blanches sous les hai l lons , 
Et qui , montrant leurs dents, croquent de jaunes pommes 
De terre f r i t e s , sous l ' o e i l allumeT des hommes.' 
Peins l a svelte maigreur aux me'plats se'duisants 
Et l a g rac i l i t e " des f i l l e s de seize ans; 
Va, -,ne de*daigne r i e n , n i l a bourgeoise obese, 
Ni/duchesse au f r o n t d'or que le zephyr baise, 
M l a pi'erreuse, proie o f f e r t e au noir f i l o u , 
Qui peigne ses cheveux lourds avec un vieux clou, 
M l a bonne, admirant parmi l a transparence 
Des bassins, le r e f l e t d'un pantalon garance, 
Hi l a v i e i l i ' e qu i , pour implorer;'un secours, 
Se c o i f f e d'un madras et chante dans les cours, 
Hi ces f i l l e s de jo i e aux tragiques al lures, 
Offrant au vent f u r t i f les roses chevelures, 
Qui poursuivent les soirs leur patient calcul 
Devant les Houveautes et 1«» Caf e Mdfcul I 
Catins dont les satins sans jamais f a i r e halte 
Comme des serpents noirs se tra?nent sur l ' asphal te l 

Regarde l'Homme aussiJ Peins tous les noirs troupeaux 
Des hommes, se*nateurs ou bien marchands de peaux 
De lapins; d r o i t , bossu, formidable ou bancroche, 
Vois l'Homme, vois- le bien, de l 'Arthez a Gavroche.' 
L'homme(sic) actuel, sublime a l a f o i s et mesquin, 
Est veHu d'un complet comme un Ame'ricain; 
Mais t e l q u ' i l est, ce p i t r e , e'pris de lavaret te , 
Qui dans ses doigts pa*lis roule une cigarette, 
L i t dans les astres noirs d'un o e i l t e r r i b l e et s£r , 
Voleur d i v i n , sa i s i t I s i s en p le in azur, 
Pose un baiser b ru ta l sur ses yeux pleins d'e'toiles, 
D'un ongle fu r ieux ddchire tous ses voiles, 
Comme un f e r rouge met l a l^vre sur son co l , 
Et l a contemple, et pale encor de son v i o l , 
A ses pieds gemissant une plainte ingenue 
Regarde l a Nature echevelee et nue. 



L&7 

Oui, lflomme vois- le b ienj "tire p a r t i de tout.' 
I I est beau l 'o ra teur farouche, qui debout, 
Du Progr^s f u g i t i f embrassant l a chimere, 
Parle, et courbe les f ron t s sous sa parole amlre; 
Mais le vieux ch i f fonn ie r , qui sous le c i e l changeant 
Montre son crochet noir et sa barbe d'argent, 
Pres de l a verte Seine a des beautelb de Fleuve; 
Et c'est un beau raodele, avec sa blouse neuve, 
Que l'Alphonse blemi, fashionable et va'inqueur, 
Dont l a cravate rose et les accroche-coeur , 
Pont fanatisme, et qu i , doux jeune homme de j b i e , 
T o r t i l l e cranement sa casquette de soie. 

OhJ ne dedaigne r i e n dans t a v i l l e j Chdris 
Les pares eblouissants, ces jardins de Paris 
Ou pour nous r e j o u i r , en leurs apotheoses 
B r i l l e n t les coeurs sanglants et fulgurants des roses; 
Mais a r t i s t e , aime aussi les pauvres talus des 
F o r t i f i c a t i o n s , (302) ab. sous le t r i s t e dais 
Du c i e l g r i s , l 'herbe jaune et seche qui se pele 
Semble un f r o n t devore par un erysipele; 
Car c'est l a que, toujours las de voir empirer 
Son destin, l ' o u v r i e r cap t i f vient respirer , 
Et que l a jeune f i l l e heureuse, en mince robe, 
Laissant errer son c l a i r sourire, ou se derobe 
Quelque reve tremblant de menage *;et d'amour, 
Avec ses yeux brulants vient boire un peu de jour.' 

(303) 

Banvi l le ' s in tox ica t ion wi th the modern c i t y seems sincere enough. He 

i s f u l l y aware of i t s shortcomings but suggests by example that these 

merge in to an epic, panoramic sweep, satisTying and exci t ing f o r i t s own 

sake, where ' l a bourgeoise obese' has/much-place as ' l a dmehesse au f ron t 

d ' o r ' . His poem i s p r imar i ly of interest f o r the scope of the picture 

of modern Paris. I t s language i s conventional, even rhe to r i ca l , with the 

exception of some colloquialisms - ' ca t ins ' , 'bancroche', 'cranement' -

and modernisms ( ' c i g a r e t t e ' , ' fashionable ') and also frequent, daring 

enjambements and some in te rna l rhyaies. Banvi l le ' s declaration i s strong e v i 

dence of just how widespread and i n f l u e n t i a l the modernist movement i n 

(303) La Vie Moderne, 10 A p r i l I879, pp.7-8. ^ 
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poetry had become i n the 1870s. (304) 

Many of the features of the treatment of the modern c i t y by the 

minor poets recur i n the work of the major poets also. 

Pr imari ly under the influence of Baudelaire but also that of r ea l i s t 

Parnassians' such as Coppee, Merat and Valade, Verlaine had from the start 

of his poetic career interested himself i n urban l i f e and urban landscape 

as poetic subjects. The evolution of his poetry of the modern c i t y i s 

one of the examples discussed at length, i n Part Two, Chapter Pour, of 

the t r a n s i t i o n from modernity to immediacy and the development of forms 

of poetic impressionism. For the moment we wish to consider the treatment 

of the theme i n more general terms. 

(304) Despite Banvi l le ' s very l i m i t e d contribution to the treatment 
of contemporary r e a l i t y i n poetry - the poem i n La Vie Moderne 
remained an isolated exercise i n our period - i t i s noteworthy 
that he continued to look upon himself as a modernist which 
i s i t s e l f in teres t ing : 

Dans tous les poemes, t rop nombreux, he'las.' 
que j ' a i donne au public , je n*ai pas cesse de 
poursuivre un double but. D'abord eHre autant 
que possible vivant , sincere et moderne; puis 
res t i tue r et renouveler les formes anciennes 
laissees in^justement dans l ' o u b l i . C'est a insi 
que j ' a i ete assez heureux pour remettre en 
honneur le T r i o l e t , l a Ballade, le Rondel de 
Charles d 'Orleans. . . . 

(Riqnet a La Houppe 
(1884), P. 183). 

To the modern reader the second enterprise seems to have 
received f a r more a t ten t ion . 



Verla ine 's s p i r i t u a l struggle i s set jus t as c lear ly against 

the backdrop of modern urban c i v i l i s a t i o n as Baudelaire's. The 

sights and sounds^ of the modern c i t y f u rn i sh the basic atmosphere 

and se t t i ng of many of h is poems. These aspects of the urban 

landscape, including f l o r a and fauna, (the thoroughness of the 

creation of mi l i eu i s reminiscent of Balzac), the pastimes and 

work of the town-dweller are treated as forming part of the 

f a b r i c of modem everyday l i f e . These motifs are discussed 

below, pp. 506 - 5 0 8 . 



WHO 

The v i s ion of the modern c i t y i n the Polmes Saturniens i s 

p r imar i ly one of decadence. In'Croquis Parisien' the descriptive 

vignette of modern Paris, i n which the predominant colours are gr^y 

and black and the prevai l ing mood sombre, builds up to a contrast 

wi th evocative names from classical ant iqui ty : 

Moi, j ' a l l a i s reVant du d i v i n Plat on 
Et de Phidias, 

Et de Salamine et de Marathon, 
Sous l ' o e i l clignotant des bleus bees de gaz. 

Nevertheless one senses a cer ta in potent ial fascinat ion wit i \ the 

c i t y i n l ines such as these : 

Au l o i n , un matou fri leu~3t et discret 
Miaulai t d'e'trange et grele fac^on. 

Furthermore there i s the definite* p o s s i b i l i t y of gentle irony 

(perhH^s directed at himself) i n the picture of the Parnassian 

absorbed i n dreams of ancient Greece beneath the d u l l skies of modern 

Paris. 

I t i s e n t i r e l y i n keeping wi th the decadent in terpre ta t ion of 

the c i t y that i n one poem, 'Sub Urbe', Verlaine should have chosen 

as his subject the dead rather than the l i v i n g and, thereby, anticipated 

the macabre taste of poets l i k e Roll inat : 

Les pe t i t s i f s du cimetiere 
Fre'missent au vent hiemal, 
Bans l a glacia le lumiere. 

Avec des b ru i t s sourds qui font mal, 
Les croix de bois des tombes neuves 
Vibrent sur un ton anormal. 

The longest of a l l Verlaine's c i t y poems, 'Nocturne Parisien ' , 

i s i t s e l f characterised by the same morbid preoccupation, t h i s time 

extended to incorporate a judgement of Paris as a destroyer of souls : 



Roule, roule "fcon f l o t indolent, morne Seine. -
Sous tes ponts qu'environne une vapeur malsaine 
Bien des corps ont passe, morts, horr ibles , pourris , 
Dont les ames avaient pour meurtrier Paris 

For a l l t h i s , however, the poet sees compensations which may even 

t i p the balance on the side of the posit ive aspects of urban 

existence. The Seine may be less romantic, less co lour fu l than 

other r i ve r s ; i t may even be a dark conveyer of corpses. Yet i t 

can o f f e r i t s own brand of pleasures : 

Oui, mais quand vient le soi r , ra ref iant enf in 
Les passants alourdis de sommeil ou de faim, 
Et que le couchant met au c i e l des taches rouges, 
Q u ' i l f a i t bon aux reVeurs deseendre leurs barges 
Et, s'accoudant au pont de l a Cite, devant 
Notre-Dame, songer, coeur et cheveux au vent J 

Some of these pleasures r e f l e c t the prevalent taste for sensations 

grinigantes, (overspiced as Z6;la might have said ) and, i n one 

instance, anticipate a theme i n the work of Richepin and Laforgue : 

- Pais, tout a coup, a ins i qu'un tenor effare* 
Lanc^ant dans l ' a i r b fun i son c r i desesplre, 
Son cr,i se lamente et se prolonge, et c r ie , 
Eclate en quelque coin l 'orgue de Barbarie. . . 
C'est ecorche, c'est faux, c'est hor r ib le , c'est d u r . . . . 

In one poem i n La Bonne Chanson i t i s the squalour and vice of 

Paris which i s highl ighted and contrasted wi th the pure beauty of the 

beloved and the poet's happiness wi th her : 

Le b r u i t des cabarets, l a fange du t r o t t o i r , 
Les platanes de*chus £ ' e f f e u i l l a n t dans l ' a i r no i r , 
L'omnibus, ouagan de f e r r a i l l e et de boues, 
Qui grince, mal assis entre ses quatre roues, 
Et roule ses yeux verts et rouges lentement, 
Les ouvrier-s a l l ant au club, tout en fumant 
Leur brfrle-gueule au nez des agents de police, 
Toits qui degouttent, murs suintants, pave qui gl isse , 
Bitume defonc£, ruisseaux comblant l 'egout, 
Yoila ma route - avec le paradis au bout. 

Every item i n t h i s impressionistic panorama (305) of the crowded c i t y 

(3C5) See below, p.&^J> , f o r a discussion of tie poem's s ty le . 



i s seen to i t s worst advantage : the streets, pavement and even the 

walls are f i l t h y , the drains overflowing. What could have been a 

c a l l to pleasure or excitement becomes a noisy in t rus ion upon the 

poet 's thoughts of his fiancee : 

Le b ru i t des cabarets. . . 
L'omnibus, ouragan de f e r r f t i l l e . . . . 

With a change of partner came a change of heart towards modernity. 

Encouraged by Rimbaud, Verlaine developed an enthusiastic cur ios i ty 

and appreciation f o r the modern urban sett ing and i t s activities which 

i s i n marked contrast to the reservations, even condemnation, of his 

ea r l i e r poetry. One of - jhe high points of t h i s enthusiasm i s to be 

seen i n the descriptions contained i n his correspondence from London, 

descriptions which at one time he seems to have contemplated incorporating 

i n to a co l l ec t ion of prose poems. The poet's eye f o r de ta i l and sense 

of atmosphere i s applied to both the architecture; and the way of l i f e 

of the inhabitants : 

D 'a i l l eurs l a Tamise est superbe : f i g u r e - t o i un 
immense tourbiHon de boue : quelque chose comme un 
gigantesque gogueneau debordant. Ponts veritablement 
babyloniens, avec des centaines de piles en fonte 
grosses et hautes comme feu l a Colonne et peintes 
en rouge-sang. 

(Corr. I , p.42) 

La devanture (des etablissements de consommation) 
est en bois couleur d'acajou vernis avec des gros 
ornements de cuivre. A hauteur d'homme le vitrage 
est en verre dapoli avec des f l e u r s , oiseaux, e tc . , 
en p o l i , comme chez les Duval., Vous entrez par une 
porte terriblement epaisse retenue entrouverte par 
une courroie formidable ( . . . ) Tout p e t i t , l ' inte*rieur : 
un comptoir d'acajou avec tab le t te en zinc le long 
duquel, soit^debout, soi t perches sur de t res hauts 
tabourets tres e t r o i t s , boivent, fument et nagi l lent 
messieurs bien mis, pauvres hideux, por te - fa ix tout 

en blanc, cochers b o u f f i s comme nos cochers et 
hirsutes comme eux. 

(Gorr. I , pp.60-61) 



us 
Chapitre des femmes : chignons incroyables, bracelets 

de velours avec boucles d 'acier, chiles rouges, (comme 
des saignements de nez, - a d i t tres justement Val ler) 
( . . . ) misses a l a longue jupe de sat in g rose i l l e , 
jaspee de boue, t igree de consommes e*pandues, troue'e 
de cigarettes ( . . . ) Des negres comme s ' i l en neigeait . 
Au cafe-concert, dans l a rue, part out J 

(Corr. I , p.48) 

Les grenadiers (spendides hommes en rouge, f r i s e s et 
pommade"s) "donnent le bras" moyennant 6 pences ( s i c ) , le 
dimanche, aux dames. MaiQ les Horseguards, - cuirasses, 
bottes, casques a traines blanches - un sh i l l i ng . ' - dame.' 

(Corr. I , p.80) 

The same enthusiasm i s evident i n certain of the Romances:sans Paroles 

i n the excitement of Walcourt ' , i n the fascinat ion wi th e f fec ts of 

l i g h t i n the modern c i t y i n the f i r s t 'Bruxelles -'Simples Fresques', 

i n t i le- poet's involvement i n the j o y f u l w h i r l pf the fairground i n 

'Bruxelles - Chevaux de bo is ' or of street dancing i n Soho :in 'Streets ' 

I , and i n the objective serenity of the description i n 'Streets ' , I I . 

Yet, there i s , even i n the Romances sans Paroles, another face 

of the c i t y . I n the t h i r d of the Ariettes oublie*es i t corresponds to 

a mood of melancholy anxiety : 

I I pleure dans mon coeur 
Comme i l pleut sur l a v i l l e ; 
Quelle est cette langueur 
Qui pehStre mon coeur? 

I n 'Charieroi ' the harmful e f fec t s of modern industry upon the 

landscape1 provide the poet wi th a specif ic and i d e n t i f i a b l e cause 

f o r a s imilar mood as his t r a i n draws into the Belgian town : 

On sent done quoi? 
Les gares torment, 
Les yeux s'e'ttonent, 
Ou Charl e r o i ? . . . . . 

Dans 1'herbe noire 
Les kobolds vont. 
Le vent profond 
Pleuve, on veut c ro i r e . 



This pessimistic tone i s corroborated by an important poem i n 

Jadis et Naguere. Just as Verlaine had wr i t t en alongside the pure 

utterances of La Bonne Chanson three contrasting erot ic ' v i e i l l e s 

"Bonnes Chansons" ' showing another part of his personality and 

f e e l ings, hidden from the beloved, so he produced a poem i n stark 

contrast to the excited evocations of the London he v i s i t e d wi th 

Rimbaud. The poem which i s now known by the t i t l e 'Sonnet boiteux' 

was actual ly w r i t t e n i n 1873 and i s a description of the winter of 1872-

73 which Verlaine. spent wi th Rimbaud i n London. I t s o r ig ina l t i t l e 

was 'H ive r ' . Nevertheless, although i t s t o t a l lack of euphoria may 

seem to indicate a profound disillusionment wi th that period of the 

reiat ioSship wi th Rimbaud, i t i s very close to some of Rimbaud's own 

poetry. I n par t icu lar one i s struck by the apocalyptic s tyle of what 

i s bas ica l ly a c a l l f o r vengeance upon the c i t y i n which the poets 

have experienced extreme hardship and seen the poverty of the 

working classes: 

6 le feu du c i e l sur cette v i l l e de l a Bible! 

More precisely there i s a pa ra l l e l between the coloration of Rimbaud's 

descriptions of London and 'Sonnet boi teux ' . For Rimbaud the predominant 

colours of London were red -and black, seen especially i n the mud which 

i s held to be simultaneously blood-red and black. There are several 

well-known examples of th i s : 

Dans les v i l l e s l a boue m'apparaissait soudainement rouge 
et noire 

(Mauvais Sang, Une Saison en Enfer) 

. . . l a c i te ' e"norme au c i e l tache de feu et de boue 

( 'Adieu ' , I b i d . ) 

La boue est rouge ou noire . 

( 'Enfance', V.) 



Moreover the same combination of colours i s applied by Rimbaud to 

what seem to be aspects of the l i f e - f o r c e : the v i ta l i sm of eyes or 

blood i t s e l f : 

Des yeux he'bê te's a l a facon de l a nuit d'e'te, 
rouges et n o i r s . . . 

('Parade') 

. . . . des blessure ecarlates et n o i r e s . . . . 

(Being Beauteous) 

I t i s a l t fee ther possible, however, given the d i f f i c u l t y of the poems 

i n which these two l a t t e r references are foufl j i , that they are also 

evocations -admittedly somewhat symbolic - of e f fec ts of l i g h t i n g or 

landscape:-.*) A number of c r i t i c s , notably Jean - Pierre Richard, have 

attributed the obsession wi th t h i s pair of colours to an idiosyncratic 

psychological domtitente on Rimbaud's part . The fac t that they are also 

central to Verlaine*s 'Sonnet boiteux' casts considerable doubt upon 

t h i s in te rp re ta t ion (at least as a complete solution to the problem), 

the more so since there i s other evidence to re la te the colours to 

the r e a l i t y of the London landscape which Verlaine and Rimbaud knew. 

In Verlaine's poem the role of actual landscape i s clearer than i n 

Rimbaud : 
A 

Londres fume et c r i e . 0 quelle v i l l e de l a Bible'. 

Le gaz flambe et nage et les enseignes sont vermeilles. 

(306) 

(Yet Verlaine does not l i m i t himself to descriptive evocations f o r the 

same connection wi th blood i s made : 

Ah! vraiment c'est t rop l a mort du na i f animal 
Qui vo i t tout son sang couler sous son regard fane*... 
ETon vraiment c'est trop un martyre sans espe*rance 

(306) The o r ig ina l version of the second stanza contains an addit ional 
reference to black : 

Et les maisons, dans leur ratatinement t e r r i b l e , 
Epouvantent comme un tas noir de petites v i e i l l e s . 



There i s an interplay of mood and sense-impressions i n the poem, 

of which t h i s connection i s an example; t h i s in terplay w i l l he 

f u r t h e r discussed i n Part Two, Chapter Pour.) The two predominant 

colours of London i n the 1870s were red and black. Both Rimbaud and 

Verlaine allude to the blackening effects of smoke and fog - an 

e n t i r e l y authentic phenomenon noted by many v i s i t o r s to London 

i n the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. In par t icular th i s 

accumulated grime^given a muddy consistency on the roads by the 

e f f ec t s of r a i n and horse traff ic- .was thought to be a health hazard 

even at the time. More surpris ing : perhaps, are the references to red. 

Tet i n the 1870s there were many newly constructed buildings i n what 

was then a very b r igh t , blood-red b r i ck . Moreover, Verlaine's 

correspondence reveals other possible 'sources' f o r the preoccupation 

wi th red : 

Ponts veritablement babyloniens, avec des 
centaines de pi les en fonte grosses 
et hautes. . . . peintes en rouge-sang. 

Chapitre des femmes.... chiles rouges. 
comme des saignements de nez. 

Thus the best explanation of Rimbaud's red and black mud i s probably the 

simplest : the r e f l e c t i o n of red buildings and bridges, sunsets and 

possibly lamps on the glossy surface of damp black mud i n London's 

s t reets . Verlaine's poem i s a major clue i n suc-ft an in te rpre ta t ion . 

Apart from these visual impressions i n 'Sonnet boiteux,' sound plays the 

same in t rus ive r8 le as i n La Bonne Chanson XVI; ^o&^£ e ^ 0 ^ jPA that the 

poet's pure ideal i s no longer Mathilde but a broader, nostalgic conception 

of a r u r a l way of l i f e to wftch he would attempt, unsuccessfully to re turn . 

I f there had been ambiguity i n Verlaine's a t t i tude to the modern c i t y i t 

i s now consistently hos t i l e . I t i s characterised by impermanence : 



H-7 

Ne 1'enfant des grandes v i l l e s 
Et. des revoltes servi les , 
J ' a i l a tout cherche, t r o u v e . . . . 
Mais, puisque r i e n n'en demeure, 
J ' a i d i t un adieu leger 
A tout ce qui peut changer... 

( I , XXII I ) 

"by vice and ugliness : 

. . . . Dis les gaz, et l 'horreur identique 

Du mal toujours , du l a i d partout sur les chemins... 

( I , I I I ) 

by loneliness i n a harsh, inhospitable set t ing where nothing has 

meaning : 

La "grande v i l l e " I Un tas c r i a rd de pierres blanches 
Ou rage le s o l e i l comme en pays conquis. 
Tous les vices ont leurs tanieres, les exquis 
Et les hideux, dans ce desert de pierres blanches. 
Des odeurs. Des b ru i t s vains. Ou que vague le coeur, 
Toujours ce poudroiment vertigineux de sable, 
Toujours ce remuement de l a chose coupable 
Dans cette solitude ou s'e*co'eure le coeur J 

( I I I , XVI) 

I t i s in teres t ing to note that - even i n the period of the 

composition of Sagesse Verlaine could see at tract ions i n c i t y l i f e . This 

a t t i tude did not f i n d i t s way into his published wor|f. In the poem 

'Londres'','• probably w r i t t e n i n I876, the atmosphere of the B r i t i s h capi ta l 

i s seen as almost too a l l u r i n g , i n par t icular i t s Sundays f i l l e d with the 

sound of church be l l s : 

Trop doux peut-eHre, i l faut l a crainte de l 'En fe r . 

The protestant complacency of London i s no substitute for :Catholicism 

and the ci ty, which has a f t e r a l l i t s vices and in jus t ices , i s i n need of 

God's intervention : 

. . . . D i e u puissant, versez - leur la lumi^re 
Pour q u ' i l s apprennent a comprendre enf in Jesus. 

Six heures. Les buveurs regagnent leur buvette, 
La f ami l l e son home et l a rue est a Dieu: 
Et dans le c i e l s a l i quelque e to i le seulette 
Pronostique l a plui© • aux gueux sans feu n i l i e u . 



2 44+ 

After Sagesse (the r ewr i t ing of 'Hiver ' and i t s transformation in to 

'Sonnet boiteux' being an important exception) there are few c i t y poems by 

Verlaine of any s ignif icance. One or two pieces seem to suggest a f e l l o w -

f e e l i n g wi th the Impressionist painters ' evocation of the modern urban 

scene. A favour i te p i c t o r i a l subject was the outer suburbs of Paris. 

Verlaine treated t h i s i n 'L'Aube a l 'Envers ' wr i t t en i n 1882 when he was 

working at the Ecole d'Aguesseau i n Boulogne-sur-Ssine : 

Le Point-du-Jour avec Paris au large, 
Bes chants, des t i r s , les femmes qu'on "reVait", 
La Seine c l a i r e et l a foule qui f a i t 
Sur ce po'eme un vague essai de charge. 

On danse aussi, car tout est dans l a marge 
Que f a i t le f leuve a ce l i v r e p a r f a i t , 
Et s i parfois l ' o n t u a i t ou buvait , 
Le fleuve est sourd et le v in est l i tha rge . 

Le Point-du-Jour, mais c'est 1'Guest de Paris! 
Un calembour a beni son h i s to i re 
D 'a f f reux baisers et d'immondes paris . 

En attendant que sonne l 'heure noire 
du les bateftex-omnibus et les t ra ins 
Ne partent plus, t i r e z , t i r s , f r inguez, reins.' 

Nevertheless the sonnet's central preoccupation seems to a declared (and 

rather f a c i l e ) play on words which devalues the importance of the poem; 

only the impressionistic style of the f i n a l stanza saves the poem from: 

banal i ty . 

******* 

Although the modern c i t y i s not a major theme i n Rimbaud's verse 

poems, the treatment i t w i l l receive i n the Il luminations i s nevertheless 

to some extent foreshadowed i n them. 

The ea r l i s t v i s ion of the modern c i t y i n Rimbaud's poetry is of Paris 

as the microcosm of the class struggle. 'Chant de guerre par is ien ' i s 

not simply a r e f l e c t i o n of revolutionary determination and bravado at the 

time of the Commune and i t s imminent suppresion; i t also provides an 

ind ica t ion of the roots of revolut ion - social inequali ty made more 



obvious i n the structure of large c i t i e s . So i t i s , i n a contrast often 

overlooked, that the grand bourgeois 'Proprie'te's vertes ' of the opaining 

stanza are to be' compared wi th 'nos tanieres ' i n the f o u r t h . The prosperous 

suburban sprawl (the pleasures of suburban l i f e are described by a 

Versa i l l a i s i n the Lettre du Baron de PetdeoKeve) i s fu r ther suggested by 

the accumulation of place names i n the second stanza : Sevres, Meudon, Bagneux, 

Asnieres. (The technique i s reminiscent of the b r i l l i a n t p i l i n g up of 

proper names i n the s a t i r i c a l sonnet 'Paris ' i n the Album znbique which 

spares neither establishement nor avant-garde f igures; one suspects an' 

underlying i r r i t a t i o n wi th the notables of c i t y society whose names acquire 

a disproportionate currency.) Social in jus t ice i s condensed in to 

r e f l e c t i o n on a single event - the return of the victor ious Versai l la is -

i n 'L'Orgie parisienne' , (307). The poem has a wider significance than 

t h i s , however. I t may r i g h t l y be regarded as an early post-Baudelarian version 

of the decadent characterisation of the c i t y as corrupt and vicious. I t 

i s therefore wi th irony that Paris i s referred to as ' l a Gti£ sdtinte' i n 

the opening stanza (a probable a l lus ion to the cu l tu ra l and re l ig ious 

pretensions of the defenders of the establishment). The 'orgy' i s not 

a unique indulgence i n vice as a celebration of v ic tory; much worse than 

that i t i s simply a re turn by the r u l i n g classes to t he i r normal but 

perverse way of l i f e . They are the c l ients and exploiters of expensive 

prost i tu tes and courtesans (made hungry oy the recent s«4ges) : 

Voici le troupeau roux des tord©9ses de hanches: 
Soyez fous, vous serez drSles, e*tant hagards! 
Tas de chiennes en ru t mangeant des cataplasmes, 
Le c r i des maisons d'or vous reclame.. . . 

(307) See the d i scusaon of t h i s poem on pp. 2-S~& — 



W o 

Alcohol has always been a consolation and a stimulant, f o r the depraved, 

l u l l i n g them in to a stupour i n which nonetheiss desires subsist and are 

to be t i t i l l a t e d i n expectation of the return to vice wi th n i g h t f a l l : 

6* buveurs de'solds, 
BuvezI Quand l a lumiere arr ive intense et f o l l e , 
Pouillons a vos cStes les luxes ruisselants, 
Vous n 'a l lez pas baver, sans geste, sans paroles, 
Dans vos verres, les yeux perdus aux lo in ta ins blancs? 

The unseemly nocturnal a c t i v i t i e s of Paris are evoked i n the wake of 

Baudelaire : 

Ecoutez sauter aux nuits ardentes 

Les i d io t s r^leux, v i e i l l a r d s y pantins, lac^ttais 

By a not altogether log ica l transformation Paris ceases to be the fount of 

vice - ' l a Reine aux fesses cascadantes' - and by the tenth stanza becomes 

a good-hearted putain who i s merely the vic t im (although she w i l l 

prove to be too robust) of : 

Syphilitiqu.es, fous, sois, pantins, ven t r i loques . . . . 

I n a progressiste view of the future^ Paris even becomes the symbol of a 

new age which w i l l one day dawn : 
Corps remagne'tise" pour les ehormes peines, 
Tu rebois done l a vie e f f r o y a b l e . . . 

Yet the par t ing shot, (possibly as a result of an incorrect ordering of 

the stanzas.') i s a re turn to the decadent equation of modernity wi th vice: 

(wi th a speci f ic a l lus ion to recent events) : 

- Societe", "tout est r e t a b l i : - les orgies 
Pleurent leur ancien r^ l e aux anciens lupanars. 
Et les gaz en de l i r e , aux murailles rougies, 
Flambent sinistrement vers les azurs b la fa rds i 

'Chant de guerre par is ien ' and, more obviously 'L'Qrgie par is ienne . . . ' 

contain suggestions of how the c i t y may be redeemed (through l e f t - w i n g 

r evo lu t ion ) . There i s indeed a more posi t ive, even Enthusiastic, a t t i tude 

towards the'modern c i t y to be found i n the verse poems. In 'Bonne Pensee 
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du M a t i n 1 , as i n the evocative l e t t e r t o Delahaye of June 1872 describing 

a Pa r i s i a n dawn, i t i s the presence of the workers and t h e i r wholesome 

a c t i v i t y which lends the c i t y an almost pagan a l l u r e : 

Mais la-has dans 1'immense chantier 
Vers l e s o l e i l des Hespfe'rides, 
En bras de chemise, les charpentiers 

Deja s'agitent. 

The same enthusiasm f o r urban a c t i v i t y pervades the q u i e t l y b e a u t i f u l poem 

'Est-e l l e almee...', again a dawn scene; the mysterious ' E l l e ' which has 

puzzled most commentators i s i n a l l p r o b a b i l i t y dawn i t s e l f , (the same 

goddess who would l a t e r be evoked i n 'Aube') w i t h a l l the d e l i c a t e , 

e l usive beauty of an o r i e n t a l dancer : 

E s t - e l l e alme'e?.. aux premieres heures bleues 
Se d e t r u i r a - t - e l l e comme les f l e u r s feues.... 
Devant l a splendide etendue ou l'on sente 
S o u f f l e r l a v i l l e ehorme'ment f l o r i s s a n t e l 

'Bruxelles', which i s discussed again below w i t h regard t o the development 

of Rimbaud's poe t i c Impressionism, i s a more d e t a i l e d f o r m u l a t i o n of a 

f e e l i n g of excitement and pleasure at being i n a c i t y and becoming 

ab$©'rbed by i t s s i g h t s and sounds. So much i s t h i s the ease t h a t the poet 

sees the experience as the summary of a l l p o t e n t i a l i t i e s i n which f u r t h e r 

d e s c r i p t i o n would serve no purpose; he i s q u i t e l i t e r a l l y l o s t f o r words : 

G'est t r o p beaul t r o p i Gardons notre silence 
Reunion des scenes i n f i r j e s , 

Je t e connais et t'admire en silence. 

The ambiguity of Rimbaud's response t o the modern c i t y , of which the 

extreme p o i n t s i n the verse poem are parts of 'L'Qrgie parisienne'on the 

one hand and 'Bruxelles' on the other, i s present i n both Une Saison en 

Enfer and the I l l u m i n a t i o n s . I n the former the less pleasant aspects of the 

c i t y predominate. 'Mauvais Sang' has a v i v i d , almost i n f e r n a l d e s c r i p t i o n 

of the c i t y : 
Dans les v i l l e s l a boue m'apparaissait soudainement rouge et 

n o i r e . . . j e voyais une mer de flammes et de fume'e au c i e l ; e t , a 
gauche, a* d r o i t e , toutes les richesses flambant comme un m i l l i a r d 
de toimeiTes. 



The sea of flame and smoke "belched out by the c i t y i s t o he contrasted w i t h 

the r e a l sea r e f e r r e d t o a few paragraphs e a r l i e r ; not even the comforts 

of modern urban l i f e (such as a r t i f i c i a l l i g h t i n g ) are enough t o win over the 

poet who has determined on a new departure : 

Que les v i l l e s s'allument dans l e s o i r . Ma journee est 
f a i t e ; j e q u i t t e 1'Europe. L'air marin b r u l e r a mes poumons... 

I n 'Delires' I f j t i s drunkeness and poverty which characterise the c i t y ; 

both were features of London which p a r t i c u l a r l y stuck Verlaine and Rimbaud : 

Bans, les bouges ou nous nous en i v r i o n s , 
i l p l e u r a i t en conside*rant ceuxqui nous 
entouraient, b e t a i l de l a misere. I I 
r e l e v a i t l a / s ivrognes dans les rues noires 

The d e s c r i p t i o n of the c i t y as a k i n d of i n d u s t r i a l desert i n ' D e l i r e s ' I I 

i s less b i o g r a p h i c a l and more d e l i b e r a t e l y modernistic : 

J'aimai l e de*sert, les vergers b r u l l s , l e s 
boutiques faaees, les boissons tie'dies (308). Je 
me t r a ^ n a i s dans les r u e l l e s puantes... bombarde-
nous avec des blocs de t e r r e seche. Aux glaces des 
magasins spfendides! dans les salons I Pais manger 
sa poussiere a l a v i l l e . Oxyde les g a r g o u i l l e s . . . . 

Only i n 'Adieu' i s there r e a l l y any sign of enthusiasm f o r the c i t y , even 

then there i s a sharp contrast between the poet's present experience and 

a f u t u r i s t i c v i s i o n : 

... l e port de l a misere, l a c i t e * enorme au c i e l tache de 
feu et de boue. Ah! les h a i l l o n s p o u r r i s , l e pain trempe de p l u i e , 
1'ivresse... 
I I f a u t @tre absolument moderne.., 
Cependant c'est l a v e i l l e ... a l'aurore, armes d'une ardente 
patience nous entrerons aux spendides v i l l e s . 

The most celebrated Rimbaldian evocations of the modern c i t y are t o 

be found i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s . One possible reference, which seems t o 

have been overlooked, i s i n 'Enfance' V , where the 'tombeau, blanchi \ 

l a chaux* has been seen as an a l l u s i o n t o Cain's w i l l i n g descent i n t o the 

(308) I s t h i s an a l l u s i o n t o England? 



tomb i n La Legende des S i l c l e s . This, however, seems t o have l i t t l e 

connection w i t h what are s u r e l y references t o London : 

... les brumes s'assemblent. La boue 
est rouge et n o i r e . V i l l e monstrueuse, 
n u i t sans f i n . ' . . . 

There i s obviously an element of fantasy (or even h a l l u c i n a t i o n ) i n the 

poem but one f a c t , other than an apparent l o c a t i o n i n London, emerges : the 

poet i s underground i n a 'room' which he f i r s t imagines i s a tomb, or at 

least i s sealed o f f from the world above l i k e a tomb, but then r e a l i s e s i s 

something else. I t i s connected t o the outside world, a f t e r a l l , by a 

v e n t i l a t i o n system. Two possible explanations spring t o mind : e i t h e r the 

poet i s i n the underground stack of a large l i b r a r y ('la lampe e c l a i r e t r e s 

vivement ces journaux, que j e suis i d i o t de r e l i r e , ces l i v r e s sans i n t e r e s t ' ) , 

or one of the newly constructed underground s t a t i o n s of the Metropolitan 

r a i l w a y ('blanchi a l a chaux avec les lignes du ciment en r e l i e f - t r e s 

l o i n sous t e r r e ' ) perhaps Baker Street. The l a t t e r explanation would accord 

w e l l w i t h the precise n o t a t i o n , s u i t a b l e i n a d e s c r i p t i o n of a piece of 

c o n s t r u c t i o n a l engineering : 'Moins haut, sont des egouts'. (Nor would i t 

c o n t r a d i c t the reference t o books and newspapers which the poet could be 

reading i n the t r a i n ) . The poem may, of course, be an amalgam of both-

these, or other, v a r i a n t s of the new forms of subterranean existence i n 

the modern c i t y . 

One of the most curious pieces i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s i s 'Ouvriers' 

w r i t t e n i n a s t y l e appropriate t o the r e a l i s t novel. I t describes a walk i n 

the i n d u s t r i a l suburbs of a large c i t y by an impoverished young couple 

(Rimbaud and Verlaine?); the r a t h e r u n l i k e l y name of Henrika i s given t o the 

n a r r a t o r ' s female companion. They are encouraged t o go on t h e i r walk by a 

South wind unexpectedly warm f o r a February morning. The e f f e c t s of modern 

i n d u s t r y are described i n unpleasant terms : 'les v i l a i n e s odeurs des j a r d i n s 

ravages et des pres desseches'. Nevertheless one senses an admiration f o r 



the workers r e f e r r e d t o i n the t i t l e , and a vain desire t o be part of 

t h e i r e f f o r t : 'La v i l l e , avec sa fumee et ses b r u i t s de me"tier nous s u i v a i t 

t r e s l o i n . . . Won.' ... nous ne serons jamais que des orphelins fiances...' 

But t h i s exclusion i s a reminder of a l i f e t i m e of f r u s t r a t i o n beginning 

i n childhood and i t s unhappy summers (309). The poet may q u i t t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r v e r i a n t of modern i n d u s t r i a l s ociety ('cet avare pays') but 

w i l l he ever a t t a i n f l •humble qua n t i t e de force et de science que l e sort a 

t o u j o u r s eloignee de moi'? This may be a reference simply t o Rimbaud's 

ambition as a voyant but i t may be a pun implying also h i s separation from 

modern so c i e t y characterised by power and tec h n o l o g i c a l achievement. 

Less c o n t r o v e r s i a l than 'Bnfanoe', V i s a poem which w i l l be discussed 

at greater length i n the sec t i o n devoted t o poetic impressionism i n Part 

Two, Chapter Pour. 'Les Ponts' i s the evocation of glimpses of a c o l o u r f u l 

p u b l i c ceremony set against the l a t t i c e - w o r k of London's bridges seen on 

a misty day, beneath which flows the Thames 'large comme un bras de mer'. 

(Moreover, the s k y l i n e i s dominated by churches, notably, one suspects, St. 

Paul's : 'les r i v e s ©hargees de dimes')? Grand ceremonial must have been one of 

the more a e s t h e t i c a l l y pleasing aspects of the London Rimbaud knew. The • 

contrast of the modernity of f u n c t i o n a l m e t a l l i c and stone bridges, made t o 

seem greyer s t i l l by the pervading atmosphere, w i t h the b r i g h t colours of t r a d i 

t i o n a l costume would doubtless have caught h i s a t t e n t i o n . This poem i s s u r e l y 

t o be r e l a t e d t o p a r t s of ' V i l l e s ' , (XIX), where the 'bras de mer' and the 

'dSme' recur, and where 'pas^relles de c u i v r e ' may, i n part at l e a s t , be fty* 

e l l i p t i c a l a l l u s i o n t o bridges. This being s a i d i t i s perhaps not too much t o 

expect f u r t h e r clues t o the meaning of 'Les Ponts'. ' Villes.'. (XIX), does, 

indeed, contain a much cl e a r e r reference t o pub l i c ceremonial than the more 

tenuous h i n t s i n 'Les Ponts' : 

(309) Summers must have been unhappy f o r Rimbaud, p a r t l y becftBse of the 
p r o h i b i t i o n s imposed on him by his mother, 1 made more obvious at 
holiday time when the sun was a reminder of impossible adventures, 
and p a r t l y because of h i s separation from the one environment where he 
was a success - school. 



s 
.̂.. l e s promeneurs d'un matin de dimanche 
a Londres, se d i r i g e n t vers un dil i g e n c e 
de diamants. Quelques divans de velours 
rouge 

(310) 

'Les Ponts' i s thus, an e a r l y example of a decidedly modern theme : 

the tourist's view of an e x c i t i n g c a p i t a l c i t y . 

Rimbaud's r e p u t a t i o n as a poet of the modern c i t y r e s t s p r i m a r i l y on 

the quartet of poems i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s : ' V i l l e ' , ' V i l l e s ' ( X V I l ) , 

' Y i l l e s ' (XIX) and ' M e t r o p o l i t a i n ' . 

' V i l l e ' i s w r i t t e n i n a strange, dry, possibly i r o n i c s t y l e which 

leads the reader t o question Rimbaud's seriousness. I s the condemnation of 

modern c i t y l i f e t o be taken altogether at face value or i s the poet 

' k i l l i n g two b i r d s w i t h one stone' by l i n k i n g w i t h t h i s condemnation ( i n 

which other poems suggest he must i n part at least have shared) a subtle 

a t t a c k on an imaginary pamphleteering guardian of the t r a d i t i o n a l standards 

of good taste? Once again there appear t o be grounds f o r seeing a r e a l 

c i t y - London - as the subject of the poem rather than pure fantasy. The 

c i t y i s described as a 'metropole' which suggests a l i n k w i t h ' M e t r o p o l i t a i n 

where a l l u s i o n s t o London are g e n e r a l l y acknowledged. Unlike Paris and 

many c o n t i n e n t a l c i t i e s London's Shape i s unplanned - the r e s u l t of 

spontaneous growth. I t was, as Verlaine remarked i n h i s correspondence, 

without monuments, by which he presumably meant great medieval churches 

and cathedrals. The c i t y i n the poem i s inhabited, l i k e London, by 

' m i l l i o n s de gens' who are contrasted w i t h 'les peuples du continent'. 

The closest comparison w i t h V i c t o r i a n London i s i n the reference t o 

l'e'paisse et e t e r n e l l e fumee de charbon'. The word 'cottage' i s not only 

E n g l i s h but the phrase 'mon cottage qui est ma p a t r i e et tou t mon coeur' may 

have i t s o r i g i n i n a r e c o l l e c t i o n of the proverb^an Englishman's home i s 

(310) Could t h i s be an a l l u s i o n t o the Lord. Mayor's coach.. The scenery 
described i n 'Les Ponts' and parts of ' V i l l e s ' , XIX, i s obviously 
applicable t o the C i t y of London. The Lord Mayor's Show has always 
taken place at the weekend, although nowadays on a Saturday morning. 



h i s c a s t l e ' ; f o r t h a t matter the negative c o n s t r u c t i o n i n the f i r s t l i n e of 

the poem - 'point t r o p mecontent' - i s more English than French i n f l a v o u r . 

The f i n a l reference t o mud i n the s t r e e t s i s one of the r e c u r r i n g motifs 

of Rimbaud's London poetry; i t s association w i t h crime and despair i n t h i s 

poem i s almost c e r t a i n l y a r e s u l t of the d i r e c t acquaintance Rimbaud and 

Verlaine made w i t h the more s o r d i d and deprived quarters of London. 

Although Rimbaud may have h i s tongue i n cheek i n h i s condemnation of 

the b.?d t a s t e evident i n a modern c i t y l i k e London, there are c l e a r l y aspects 

of urban l i f e which would have genuinely disturbed him : the equation of 

modernity w i t h ugliness (or even squalor), a m a t e r i a l i s t f u n c t i o n a l i s m (311) 

which a f f e c t s even m o r a l i t y and language (312), the breakdown of personal 

r e l a t i o n s h i p s and the d e s t r u c t i o n of the r o l e of the i n d i v i d u a l - 'les 

m i l l i o n s de gens qui n'ont p£& besoin de se connaitre....' 

I n contrast t o ' V i l l e ' , ' V i l l e s ' ( X V I l ) provides the exegete w i t h very few 

clues concerning possible 'sources' i n r e a l i t y f o r most of the poem; t h i s 

i s one piece which r e a l l y does, at least at f i r s t s i g h t , merit being c a l l e d 

a fantasmagoria. The use of the p l u r a l t i t l e i s perhaps i n i t s e l f an 

i n d i c a t i o n t h a t t h i s i s a conglomeration of r e a l and imagined features of 

c i t i e s fused i n t o an i d e a l v i s i o n . The poet makes thi,s clear from the very 

s t a r t i n a fundamental paradox i n which c i t i e s are made synonymous w i t h 

two non-urban geographical l o c a t i o n s which are, moreover, the s t u f f of 

dreams : 

" Ce sont des v i l l e s l C'est un peuple pour qui 
se sont montres ces Alleghanys .et ces Libans 
de reve. 

Perhaps a l l thet t h i s means i s t h a t the poet has a v i s i o n of toweling c i t i e s 

(311) This could have compensating advantages of which Rimbaud was aware, 
but these are s t i l l put up f o r sale i n 'Solde'where the English s p e l l i n g 
'comfort' suggests the influence of London: 'A vendre les h a b i t a t i o n s 
et l e s migrations, sports, f e e r i e s et comforts p a r f a i t s , et l e b r u i t , 
l e mouvement et l ' a v e n i r q u ' i l s f o n t ' . 

(312) This could be regarded as a prophetic statement i n view of the extent 
t o which a l l our l i v e s are now dependent upon computers. 
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( l i k e mountains) f u l l of wonders t o which he attaches names associated 

by him, through h i s reading of t r a v e l s t o r i e s , w i t h adventure and beauty. 

For what f o l l o w s , even i f i d e a l i s e d , i s d e s c r i p t i o n of urban landscape. 

Tempting though Adam's explanation i s of the next sentence, a reference 

t o a f u n i c u l a r r a i l w a y scarcely seems congruous w i t h the basic s e t t i n g of 

the poem. Moreover, Rimbaud's normal practice i s f o r the terms of h i s 

comparisons t o cause a j o l t , t o make vs<U of the unexpected; t o compare 

a f u n i c u l a r r a i l w a y w i t h a moving chalet seems a l i t t l e obviousj: since 

both would be found i n Switzerland. There are l i k e l i e r explanations 

given the poet's i n t e n t i o n of evoking c i t i e s . The period of the v i s i t s 

Rimbaud and Verlaine made t o London was one of great b u i l d i n g a c t i v i t y ( t o 

be t e m p o r a r i l y h a l t e d a f t e r the great crash of 1876). There might be a case 

f o r i n t e r p r e t i n g t h i s sentence as a reference t o c o n s t r u c t i o n platforms which 

do move h o r i z o n t a l l y as w e l l as v e r t i c a l l y , thus e x p l a i n i n g the apparent 

c o n f l i c t between r a i l s and p u l l e y s which i s l e f t unexplained by Adam's 

theory. I t i s also possible, though perhaps <;less s a t i s f a c t o r y , t o see a 

reference t o the grand ornate l i f t s w i t h which p u b l i c b u i l d i n g s were 

being equipped at t h i s time i n the major c i t i e s . One cannot r u l e out the 

n o t i o n t h a t i t r e f e r s t o part of the equipment f o r loading and unloading 

ships i n London's docks. The theory that the poet i s describing 

c o n s t r u c t i o n s i t e s (313) i s , however, strengthened by the next sentence 

which, i n c i d e n t a l l y , shows t h a t 'ces A l l e g h a n y e t ces Libans 1 are 'de r^ve' 

becfcase they have been trasposed from n a t u r a l t o a r t i f i c i a l landscape 

(although there i s no need t o suppose a detrimental contrast between 

the modern and the p r i m i t i v e ) : 

Les vieux crateres c e i n t s de colosses 
et de palmiers de cuivres rugissent 
melodieusement dans les feux. 

(313) For the theme of the chantier see also*Bonne Pensee du Matin'and Rei: 
Beauteous. 



The hollowed out c o n s t r u c t i o n s i t e i s surrounded by t a l l r e d - b r i c k 

b u i l d i n g s w i t h , possibly, some m e t a l l i c m o t i f s i n the landscape such as 

g i r d e r s , glowing i n the sunset (314) The time of day i s i n d i c a t e d 

elsewhere i n the poem : ' l a l u m i l r e des cimes% L'ordeur du cieL 1, 

'le^Jroulement des apotheoses', ' l a mer s'assonbrit p a r f o i s avec des e c l a t s 

mortels', ' l a lune brSle', ' l a fe*te de l a n u i t ' . ' V i l l e s ' ( X V I l ) i s , thus, 

a f a n t a s t i c v e r s i o n of a theme already t r e a t e d by Baudelaire - the coming 

of night i n the modern c i t y . This r e a l i s a t i o n helps t o explain the 

unusual references t o l i g h t i n g i n the poem - possibly an i n d i c a t i o n of 

the f a s c i n a t i o n of a r t i f i c i a l i l l u m i n a t i o n . (315) 

I t also accounts f o r the several references t o sex ( f o r every night 

Venus i s reborn) which i n t h i s instance seems t o have been made i n t o 

something b e a u t i f u l (even i f i t takes the form of p r o s t i t u t i o n ) by the 

t r a n s p o s i t i o n i n t o magical, mysterious terms : 'Des feHes amoureuses 

sonnent', 'les centauresses seraphiques', ' l a naissance e'ternelle de 

Venus'. The presence of Mab, the queen of f a i r i e s (316) i s surely t o 

be accounted f o r as an oblique reference t o p r o s t i t u t i o n (or possibly 

even homosexuality i f Rimbaud was s u f f i c i e n t l y acquainted w i t h English 

slang). The 'corteges de Mabs en robes rousses, opalines' make t h e i r 

appearance on the n o c t u r n a l c i t y s t r e e t s j u s t as i n the poetry of Baudelaire 

and Corbikre, but they have been transformed by Rimbaud i n t o an almost 

magical phenomenon w i t h costume b e f i t t i n g a f a i r y t a l e . Even the 

f r u s t r a t e d a p p e t i t e f o r seX and alcohol of suburban women i s l e n t a 

c e r t a i n glamour by a pagan reference : 

Les Bacchantes des banlieues sanglotent e.t l a lune 
brule et h u r l e . 

Both a r t i s a n s i n t h e i r f a c t o r i e s and workshops and i n t e l l e c t u a l s working, 

i n the s o l i t u d e of t h e i r studies hear the c a l l of love : 

(314) This i s made more l i k e l y i f one compares the 'passerelles de c u i v r e ' 
i n ' V i l l e s ' (XIX). 

(315) ' l a rumeur des perles et des conques pr^cieuses' may be an oblique 
reference t o a ' v i l l e - l u m i e r e ' . 

(316) I n , of course, A Midsummer-Might's Dream. 



Venus entre dans les cavernes des forgerons 
e"t des ermites. 

The pagan a l l u s i o n s associated w i t h the references t o sex are entirely-

appropriate i n the l i g h t of the p r i m i t i v i s t c olouring given by Rimbaud t o a 

glo b a l d e s c r i p t i o n of the night of love : 

Les sauvages dansent sans cesse l a f t t e 
de l a n u i t . 

Perhaps one of the.'iceys t o the beauty of the poem i s t h a t i n t h i s 

i d e a l i s a t i o n the modern and the p r i m i t i v e are reconciled; the c i t y i s 

given the a t t r i b u t e s of w i l d and awe-inspiring nature and i t s inhabitants 

respond t o t h i s . 

Sexual love i s t r e a t e d unusually favourably i n the poem becuase i t i s 

one aspect of a progressiste dream of universal love and harmonious 

a c t i v i t y : 

Des groupes de b e f f r o i s chantent les idees 
des peuples. Des ch&tejuax b a t i s en os 
sort l a musique inconnue. Toutes les 
15gendes eVoltfent et l es elans se 
ruent dans les bourgs... Et une heure 
j e suis descendu dans l e mouvement 
d'un boulevard de Bagdad (317) ou des 
compagnies ont chante" l a j o i e du 
t r a v a i l nouveau. 

Other references i n the poem which have perplexed commentators may be 

easier t o understand i f one accepts the basic s e t t i n g of evening i n the 

c i t y . One of the best-loved pastimes of Londoners on a summer evening 

was attendance at open a i r concerts (318) given by m i l i t a r y bands and 

large choruses : 

La chasse des c a r i l l o n s c r i e dans les 
gorges. Des corporations de chanteurs 
geants (319) accourent dans des 
vStements e.t des oriflammes e'clatants... 
Sur les plates-formes au m i l i e u des 
gouffres les Rolands sonnent l e u r 
bravoure. 

(317) . I s not the best explanation of t h i s a l l u s i o n t h a t i t i s a metaphor? 
A s t r e e t i n the i d e a l i s e d modern c i t y would have the colour, e x c i t e 
ment, b u s t l e aid v a r i e t y of a s t r e e t l i n e d w i t h an o r i e n t a l bazaar. 

(318) A subject already t r e a t e d i n 'A l a Musioue' and a n t i c i p a t e d by 
Baudelaire. 

(319) Here, i f our i n t e r p r e t a t i o n i s c o r r e c t , Rimbaud has added t o the 
mystery of h i s poem by the simple and age-old device of a 
t r a n s f e r r e d e p i t h e t . 
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The sounds, d r i f t i n g through the a i r (together, possibly, w i t h other 

evening.music, fern taverns, barrel-organs and even b i r d s ) provide the 

accompaniment f o r love : 

Venus, charge"e de f l o t t e s orphebniques.... 

There i s synaesthetic blending of evening sounds w i t h v i s u a l impressions : 

Ve*nus, charge'e de f l o t t e s orpheoniques 
et de l a rumeur des perles et des oonques 
precieuses... 

One should not overlook the p o s s i b i l i t y that the phrase 'palmiers de 

cui v r e rugissent melodieusement dans les feux' i s intended as an 

a r t i c u l a t i n g image between two scenes (320) and between v i s u a l and aural 

impressions, since i t could obviously be an a l l u s i o n t o a brass band. 

One ptlifcr important m o t i f i n the poem - water - would not be out of 

place i n an evocation of London : 'les canaux pendus...', 'les ma*ts', 

'une mer t r o u b l e e . . . l a mer s'assombrit... '. This could simply i n d i c a t e 

the presence of the Thames as a backdrop. At least one concert platform 

i s s t i l l the scene of m i l i t a r y band concerts on the embankment ( 3 2 l ) . 

The exegesis we have suggested goes a long way towards e l u c i d a t i n g 

the mysteries of the poem which now appears as an o p t i m i s t i c and f a n t a s t i c 

descendant of Baudelaire's 'Crepuscule du Soir'. Much of the mystery stems 

from an e l l i p t i c a l s t y l e - at times almost poetic hyperbole (322) and the 

f a c t t h a t the poem does not f o l l o w a ibgical sequence but instead f o l l o w s 

the p a t t e r n of the modern c i t y and the association^ and r e f l e c t i o n s t h i s 

(320) The h y p o t h e t i c a l c o n s t r u c t i o n s i t e and the concert gardens - both of 
which could be d i f f e r e n t kinds of urban 'crateres*. 

(321) One other p o s s i b i l i t y , known personally t o the present w r i t e r , i s 
jijenwood i n North London where a concert p a v i l i o n stands by the side 

of the park lake i n a hollow formed by surrounding slopes. Evening 
concerts v</ere given there i n the nineteenth centry although precise 
i n f o r m a t i o n about dates has not yet been forthcoming. 

(322) Seen f o r instance i n phrases l i k e ' f l o t t e s orphloniques', i n the 
p e r s o n i f i c a t i o n of love or the a n i m i s t i c treatment of the moon and 
fl o w e r s . 



generate. "What the poet has r e l a t e d i s one of h i s p r i v i l e g e d moments, a 

f a c t s t a t e d without ambiguity i n the last paragraph and another sure 

symptom of which i s the t y p i c a l l y Rimbaldian device of r e f e r r i n g t o 

changes i n the sky : 'le paradis des orages s.'effondre'. I t would be 

i d l e t o pretfWBd t h a t our exegesis, even i f i t were r i g h t i n every d e t a i l -

which i t almost c e r t a i n l y i s not, solves a l l the problems i n the poem. 

P a l l allowance must be made, f i r s t f o r the v i s i o n a r y power of Rimbaud's 

imagination, second f o r the possible influence of l i t e r a r y sources f o r 

some of the images, ^Bernard mentions several, none of which we f i n d 

completely convincing), and f i n a l l y the possible e f f e c t s of drugs and 

a l c o h o l . Even sô some of the outstanding exegetical problems may yet 

t u r n out t o have 'prosaic' s o l u t i o n s . I s i t not conceivable, f o r instance, 

t h a t the f o l l o w i n g perplexing l i n e s allude t o an actual piece of statuary 

w i t h a f o u n t a i n : 'La-haut, les pieds dans l a cascade et les ronces, les 

c e r f s t e t t e n t Diane'? 

I n the case of 'Villes,' (XlX)one i s on surer ground. Not only has 

Underwood argued (323) convincingly f o r the influence of a v i s i t t o the 

C r y s t a l Palace upon t h i s poem, but Rimbaud himself r e f e r s t o London and 

uses a number of anglicisms. I t may be t r u e t h a t Rimbaud i s t a l k i n g of 

imaginary c i t i e s and t h a t these could be contrasted w i t h the r e a l i t y of 

a c i t y l i k e London; nevertheless i t i s i n j u s t such a r e a l i t y t h a t t h i s 

p a r t i c u l a r v i s i o n of the modern c i t y has i t s s t a r t i n g - p o i n t . 

The mood at f i r s t seems closer t o the pessimism and dry s t y l e of 

' V i l l e 1 than the magical v i s i o n of ' V i l l e s ' ( X V I l ) , f o r the poet speaks 

of going beyond even 'les conceptions de l a barbarie moderne les plus 

colossales'. I t i s t r u e t h a t Rimbaudises a style which seems t o ape that of 

s c i e n t i f i c journalism, (324) i n i t s p r e c i s i o n . The 'acropole o f f i c i e l l e ' i s 

324) Por a discussion of t h i s phenomenon gen e r a l l y see the next chapter. 
32j) I n h i s a r t i c l e 'Rimbaud et 1'Angleterre' and i n h i s invaluable book 

Verlaine et 1'Angleterre. 



most l i k e l y , i t s e l f , a reference t o the Crystal Palace - the showpiece of 

empire (l'e'elat i m p e r i a l des b a t i s s e s ) . This would account f o r the unusual 

l i g h t : 'le j o u r mat p r o d u i t par ce c i e l immuablement g r i s l a neige 

e t e r n e l i e du s o l ' . As w e l l as changing e x h i b i t s r e l a t i n g t o the d i f f e r e n t 

domains of the B r i t i s h Empire, and t o the achievements of modern i n d u s t r y 

(usually/feKe form of e a s i l y appreciated gadgets some of which could be 

operated by v i s i t o r s ) there was a permanent exhibition of h i s t o r i c a l rooms 

i l l u s t r a t i n g through a r t , a r c h i t e c t u r e and a r t i f a c t s the great phases 

of human c i v i l i s a t i o n - the great empires of a n t i q u i t y . (325) These e x h i b i t s 

embrace the achievements of the whole world, of the mightiest kingdoms; 

they are perhaps q u i t e l i t e r a l l y twenty times more important than the p a i n 

t i n g s found i n a palace associated even w i t h a great Renaissance k i n g l i k e 

Henry V I I I . 

I t i s at t h i s point t h a t a l l u s i o n s t o London proper seem t o become 

interwoven w i t h the references t o the Crystal Palace ( i t s e l f almost a 

c i t y of the f u t u r e as w e l l as a museum of the past) so t h a t i t i s not 

always possible t o separate the elements of the amalgam. The reference 

t o 'les e s c a l i e r s des m i n i s t e r e s ' would seem t o imply an a l l u s i o n t o 

"Whitehall, the name.5 of which might have caused Rimbaud t o r e f l e c t upon 

the s t r i k i n g whiteness of the buiMngs which l i n e d i t . I n the l870s they 

would have stood i n s t a r k contrast t o the m a j o r i t y of public b u i l d i n g s i n 

r e d b r i c k . So i t i s , perhaps, t h a t the poet imagines a nordic emperor 

responsible f o r the c o n s t r u c t i o n of the b u i l d i n g s . The p a r t i a l l y 

i l l e g i b l e word i n the t e x t i s almost c e r t a i n l y the key t o a d e l i b e r a t e 

i r o n y : the proud young o f f i c e r s who come i n and out of the m i n i s t e r i e s 

responsible f o r the m i l i t a r y organisation of the B r i t i s h Empire are 

(325) The present w r i t e r owes a posthumus debt of g r a t i t u d e t o h i s grand
mother, Plorer.ce Watson, who became a regular v i s i t o r t o the 
C r y s t a l Palace not many years a f t e r the period of Rimbaud's stay i n 
England and recounted her v i v i d memories of the e x h i b i t s . These 
confirmed amply not only the f a c t s of Underwood's hypothesis i n 
'Rimbaud et 1'Angleterre' but i n d i c a t e d j u s t how great the impact 
of the e x h i b i t s could have been on an impressionable youngster. 
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compared "to "the haughtiest of t h e i r subjects : Indian Brahmans. This 

reading, which Suzanne Bernard has dismissed as inappropriate, i s i n f a c t 

e n t i r e l y s a t i s f a c t o r y . I t represents a c o n t i n u a t i o n of the theme of 

empire, of the comparison of ancient empires w i t h the domains of Queen 

V i c t o r i a . The two sentences t h a t f o l l o w would serve as an accurate 

d e s c r i p t i o n of r e s i d e n t i a l areas of c e n t r a l London and c l e a r l y contain 

a reference t o the English garden s t y l e i n urban parks : 

Par l e groupement des battiments en squares, 
cours et terrasses fermees, on a evince" les 

. cochers. Les pares representent l a nature 
p r i m i t i v e t r a v a i l l e * e par un a r t superbe. 

The next sentence seems-.to* be another of Rimbaud's descr i p t i o n s of the 

Thames (or at l e a s t a f a i r f c a s t i ^ v i s i o n of a r i v e r l i k e the Thames, f o r the 

perspective i s scarcely r e a l i s t i c : 'le haut q u a r t i e r ' ) . The 'quais 

charges de cande'labres geants' seems a m i l d f l i g h t of fancy unless they 

are simply s t r e e t lamps l i n i n g the Embankment. The use of the adjective 

'grants' would thus be no more than an example of the k i n d of hyperbole 

we have already noted i n ' V i l l e s ' , ( X V I l ) . Indeed i t i s completely i n 

accord w i t h the d e l i b e r a t e exaggeration i n the dimensions of 'le dome de 

l a Sainte-Chapelle-%. ('de quinze m i l l e pieds de diametre environ') 

described at the end of the f i r s t paragraph. Underwood, i n the a r t i c l e 

already c i t e d , considers t h i s t o be a f u r t h e r reference t o the Crystal 

Palace i n which case there has been a sudden change of scene. This i s 

not at a l l uncommon i n the I l l u m i n a t i o n s ; much of the d i f f i c u l t y of the 

poems stems from t h i s k i n d of disorder, of the apparent breaking up and 

r e s h u f f l i n g of normal sequences. However, the p o s s i b i l i t y should not be 

overlooked, considering the previous reference t o the r i v e r , t h a t Rimbaud 

i s i n f a c t t h i n k i n g p r i m a r i l y of St. Paul's Cathedral. This would not 

prevent him from g i v i n g i t some of the q u a l i t i e s of the Crystal Palace, 

where t h i s would serve h i s purpose of c r e a t i n g a Babylonian v i s i o n - even 

more evident at tie beginning of the second paragraph. The obsession w i t h 
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depth and l e v e l s may nevertheless have some ro o t s i n r e a l i t y . Rimbaud 

could have studied London from bridges, from the Golden Gallery of St. 

Paul's or even from the nearby Monument ( t o the Great F i r e ) . The l a t t e r 

i n t e r p r e t a t i o n would e x p l a i n 'des escaliers qui conteiafefent les halles et 

l e s p i l i e r s ' , i f 'halles* i s understood i n the sense of 'market', f o r 

the Monument i s adjacent t o B i l l i n g s g a t e Market. Moreover, i t i s topped 

w i t h an observation p l a t f o r m w i t h a brass r a i l : 'quelques points des 

passerelles de c u i v r e , des plates-formes'. Underwood considers the next 

d e s c r i p t i o n , of the ' q u a r t i e r commerc^ant', as an a l l u s i o n t o P i c c a d i l l y 

Circus and B u r l i n g t o n Arcades. This seams, extremely probable, and would 

thus c o n s t i t u t e another change of scene, ( i t would be possible, however, 

t o f i n d other l o c a l i t i e s near t o London Bridge (326) which would 

approximate t o the d e s c r i p t i o n . This would lend support to our hypothesis, 

already suggested, t h a t the 'diligence de diamants' may be an i n d i c a t i o n . o f 

Rimbaud's presence at the Lord Mayor's Show i n the C i t y of London). 

Wiatever the case may be, Rimbaud returns once more t o the l e i t m o t i f of 

empire - 'nababs', 'roupies' - a reminder t h a t t h i s c i t y i s not j u s t 

a c a p i t a l but the heart of great c o l o n i a l dominions. 

The f i n a l paragraph of the poem i s surely, as other commentators have 

already suggested, a reference t o the 'County Set', t o the inhabitants of 

t h a t indeterminate area where Greater London merges w i t h , and eventually 

becomes the Home Counties. 

The changes of scene i n both the ' V i l l e s ' poems perhaps provide a 

clue t o the p l u r a l t i t l e . I s not one p o s s i b i l i t y t h a t i t i s m i l d jeu de 

mots implying the d e s c r i p t i o n of d i f f e r e n t faces of the same c i t y , t h a t one 

of the q u a l i t i e s of the modern c i t y i s i t s ' p l u r a l i t y ' ? 

The l a s t of the great quartet of London poems, 'Me'tropolitain', 

describes the place i n the modern c i t y of the new systems of t r a n s p o r t . 

(326) Furthermore, London Bridge S t a t i o n was a point at which one could 
catch the t r a i n t o the Crystal Palace at Sydenham. Does t h i s f a c t . 
provide a l i n k between the scenes? 
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P a r a l l e l s between Rimbaud's v i s i o n of London - i n p a r t i c u l a r the i n t e r p l a y 

of d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s - and t h a t t o be seen i n Dore's etchings have long 

been remarked on. Whether Rimbaud needed t o be acquainted w i t h them i s 

another matter. The suggestion i s t h a t both a r t i s t s have performed a 

s i m i l a r d i s t o r t i o n and exaggeration. Suzanne Bernard, f o r example, 

speaking of ' V i l l e s ' ( X I X ) says t h a t Dore i n h i s i l l u s t r a t i o n s t o Enaultfe 

Londres 'suggere des impressions de profondeurs non moins i n s o l i t e s ' . 

The h i n t i s t h a t Rimbaud knew, and was influenced by, Dore*'s work. Ih> 

f a c t the most s t r i k i n g aspects of h i s engravings of London scenes - the 

i n t e r l a c i n g network of tr a n s p o r t systems at d i f f e r e n t l e v e l s ; railway:.^ 

bridges, r a i l w a y tunnels, roads, canals, and the smoke-blackened working-

class d i s t r i c t s through which these were cut, were a r e a l part of London 

i n which d i s t o r t i o n was scarcely needed t o b r i n g out the strange mixture 

of the e x c i t i n g and the i n f e r n a l . Scenes characterised by sidden drops 

and g u l f s of darkness r e a l l y e x i s t e d (327) and were there t o be observed. 

Given the f a c t t h a t the scenes depicted by Bore' were a l l too r e a l , even 

i f he u s u a l l y chose the most dramatic perspective, there i s no need t o 

presuppose h i s d i r e c t i nfluence upon Rimbaud although t h i s remains e n t i r e l y 

possible. Rimbaud may simply have been an impressionable observer of 

r e a l i t y . 

' M e t r o p o l i t a i n ' seems t o be a v i s i o n of London such as the poet might 

have had on a t r i p on the Metropolitan Railway^part of which was i n the 

open, or from a number of main r a i l w a y l i n e s which crossed bridges. The 

poem opens w i t h a d e l i b e r a t e attempt t o stress the northern, mysterious 

q u a l i t i e s ('hence Ossian') of the view over the r i v e r at low t i d e , probably 

j u s t before sunset : 

(327) Something of the e f f e c t i s s f c i l l t o be seen i n the part of London 
where the present w r i t e r spent h i s childiood through which passes 

the l o c a l r a i l w a y l i n e from Liverpool Street t o s t a t i o n s i n North-
East London and the suburbs. 
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Du d e t r o i t d'indigo aux mers d'Ossian, sur 
l e sable rose et orange qu'a lave l e 
c i e l vineux 

I n the gloom, a r t i f i c i a l l i g h t i s being, used which causes the poet 

t o remark on the c r i s s - c r o s s i n g 'boulevards de c r i s t a l ' which come 

i n t o view. The c i t y i s p r i m a r i l y a place of d e p r i v a t i o n inhabited by 

'jeunes f a m i l i e s pauvres qui s'alimentochez les f r u i t i e r s * , presumably 

because they cannot a f f o r d meat. I n the second paragraph the poet'moves -

from a c o n t i n u a t i o n of the general urban landscape t o what he c a l l s 

' l a b a t a i l l e ' , which may be the a c t i v i t i e s of the evening rush-hour. 

F i r s t he completes the atmospheric d e s c r i p t i o n which takes i n the 

f o g and smoke of a d u l l London day : 

Les nappes de brume e'chelonne'es en bandes affreuses au 
c i e l q ui se recourbe, se recule et descend, forme de 
l a plus s i n i s t r e fu.me"e n o i r e , que puisse f a i r e I'Oce'an 
en d e u i l 

(328) 

For evoking the b u s t l e of what may be rush-hour t r a f f i c Rimbaud employs 

an i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c nominal.style more e f f e c t i v e by h o l d i n g back the 

nouns so t h a t they appear as an almost independent series of notations : , 

Du desert de bitume f u i e n t d r o i t en deroute 
l e s casques, les roues, les barques, lesOfoupes. 

(329) 
(328) Once again the poet equates h i s impression of the broad Thames 
w i t h t h a t of the sea|.' c.f ' V i l l e s ' ( X V I I ) : ' l a mer s'assombrit p a r f o i s 
avec des e c l a t s mortels...' 
(329) Obviously 'les roues' and 'les croupes' are references t o (horse) 
t r a f f i c . S i m i l a r l y 'les casques' must surely be a reference by synec
doche, e i t h e r t o policemen c o n t r o l l i n g t r a f f i c or possibly t o firemen 
rushing t o a f i r e ( or b o t h ) . But what of 'les barques'? Their p o s i t i o n 
between 'les roues' and 'les croupes' would seem t o i n d i c a t e t h a t they 
were pa r t of the same sequence of impressions. One might simply assume, 
already given the references t o the r i v e r , t h a t poet has a viewpoint, 
(from a bridge?), t h a t enables him t o see a c t i v i t y i n the docks s i m u l 
taneously w i t h other aspects of a busy London morning. I f , however, 
one accepts the suggestion t h a t 'casques' may r e f e r t o firemen, a more 
precise exegesis becomes tenuously possible. The: sky may be blackened by 
smoke which seems p a r t i c u l a r l y s i n i s t e r and funereal because i t i s hanging 
over a dockside f i r e (perhaps i n a warehouse) which i s being fought both 
by horse-drawn f i r e engines and f i r e tugs. The urgency and danger of sue] 
a s i t u a t i o n , the presence of uniformed and helmeted f i r e f i g h t e r s would 
have enabled Rimbaud t o see a modern urban equivalent of a b a t t l e , - an 
i n s t a n t of glamour and excitement i n the pervading giorn. Conflagration 
i s a theme occuMtig elsewhere i n Rimbaud's work. This passage could, 
i f we are r i g h t , be considered as an example of the miniature epic of 
modernity t o be compared t o Baudelaire's 'Crlpuscule'poems. 



Having already evoked ' l a v i l l e ' and ' l a b a t a i l l e ' Rimbaud proceeds t o an 

im p r e s s i o n i s t i c d e s c r i p t i o n , i n a h e a v i l y nominal s t y l e , of the countryside 

around London, (the next s e c t i o n of h i s railway journey), commencing w i t h 

the outer suburbs w i t h t h e i r vegetable gardens. Here a wooden bridge i s t o 

be seen i n contrast t o the m e t a l l i c structures of the c i t y . The reference t o 

Samaria may only seem exp l i c a b l e i n the l i g h t of Rimbaud's admission that the 

reader i s being presented w i t h 'fantasmagories'. I t may also, however, be an 

i n d i c a t i o n of the p a r a l l e l , already discussed i n the previous section of t h i s 

chapter, between t r a v e l and s p i r i t u a l pilgrimage (330). Moreover, a 

s u b s t a n t i a l clue i s t o be derivedfrom a comparison w i t h the f i r s t of the 

Proses Evangelicpies where Samafcfa i s described as ' l a parvenue.... l'e g o i s t e , 

plus r i g i d e observatrice de sa l o i protestante .. l a v i l l e e^trang'Sre'. As 

opposed t o the deprived working-class d i s t r i c t s of metropolitan London w i t h which 

he could empathise: and i n the l i f e of which he had shared, the outer suburbs 

presented t o Rimbaud (as d i d those of Paris i n 'Chant de guerre p a r i s i e n ' ) 

the p r o p s p e r i t y of the bourgeois parvenus, the p r o t e c t o r s of ' r e s p e c t a b i l i t y ' 

and property (331). I n t h i s he c-ould have no part j u s t as he saw Jesus 

unable t o preach suc c e s s f u l l y i n Samaria. This journey i n t o a less congenial 

s e t t i n g coincides w i t h the c o l d descent of night and a series of moonlit e f f e c t s 

i n which the j o g g i n g l a n t e r n a n t i c i p a t e s Laforgue's 'Variations sur l e mot 

f a l o t , f a l o t t e ' and 'Solo de Lune'. The combination of moonlight and l a n t e r n 

creates wierd e f f e c t s f o r the onlooker : 'ces masques enlumine's.... ces craVies 

lumineuses dans les plans de po i s ' are most probably scarecrows. I n c i d e n t a l l y 

they suggest the falseness and the distance from ' l i f e of those whom, i n 

' Y i l l e s ' (XIX), Rimbaud c a l l e d ' l e " C o m t e " A s i n 'Aprgs l e Deluge' and other 

(330) c . f . 'Damas1, i n the next paragraph. 
(331) I t i s i n t e r e s t i n g t o note t h a t the references t o thematerial wealth of 

Samaria seem t o be of Rimbaud's invention. One may even wonder whether 
the Proses Evanglliques were not an exercise i n transposing and a l l e g o r i 
s i n g h i s own experiences as a voyant t engaged i n the pilgrimage of t r a v e l . 



poems Rimbaud combines an a t t a c k on the s o c i a l establishment w i t h s a t i r i c a l 

references t o the p r e v a i l i n g t a s t e of the establishment i n l i t e r a t u r e and a r t . 

Here i t i s the i n s i p i d p a s t o r a l t r a d i t i o n , 

' " ' one mot i v a t i o n of the town-dwelfer who 

decides t o l i v e i n the pseudo-countryside on the f r i n g e s of large c i t i e s , which 

comes under attack : 'L'ondine n i a i s e a l a robe bruyante, au bas de l a r i v i e r e ' . 

The p o s i t i o n of t h i s a l l u s i o n i n the sequence (sandwiched between 'ces masques 

enlumines' and 'ces crstnes lumineuses') suggests t h a t i t s o r i g i n i s v i s u a l / 

aural impression - perhaps simply a r e f l e c t i o n i n the murmuring water. The next 

paragraph,) devoted according t o Rimbaud t o a d e s c r i p t i o n of the sky, continues 

the a t t a c k upon sentimentalism and bourgeois t a s t e . (332) Neat roads of 

suburban houses designed t o pro t e c t t h e i r occupants from the la r g e r world 

('bordees de g r i l l e s et de murs') allow room only f o r a p r e t t y - p r e t t y , ^ c o n t r o l l e d 

nature which nevertheless threatens t o s p i l l beyond i t s l i m i t s : ,contenant >a 

peine l e u r s bosquets, et l e s atroces f l e u r s qu'on a p p e l l s r a i t coeurs et soeurs'. 

This knd of bourgeois contentment i s r e j e c t e d and w i t h i t the temptation of one 

aspect of modernity - a r t i f i c i a l indoor comfort (333). From t h i s world the 

poet i s excluded by h i s own p a i n f u l version of the long journey t o Damascus i n 

search of i l l u m i n a t i o n , ) Moreover the carefree j o y of h i s adolescent wandering, 

symbolised by inns, i s i r r e t r i e v a b l y l o s t . Instead there i s another magical 

wo r l d of imaginary d e l i g h t s , l i n k e d once again w i t h the idea of t r a v e l and e x o t i c 

climes, of which he can only dream. Eventually t h i s might lead t o t r u t h and 

' s a l v a t i o n ' : 'l'e'tude des astres - l e c i e l ' . This new dawn w i l l serve as a '; 

contrast w i t h , and a recompense f o r , the present ni g h t of i s o l a t i o n and 

impotence; then the poet w i l l be immersed i n the l i f e f o r c e , a process adumbrated 

i n h i s d e s c r i p t i o n , i n the f i n a l paragraph, of a k i n d of synaesthetic ecstacy. 

(332) For a s i m i l a r attack see '£e qu'on d i t au poete...' e s p e c i a l l y : 
Ces poupards vege*taux on pleurs 
Que Grandville eut mis aux l i s i e r e s . 

(333) The apparent paradox of horror i n the face of m a t e r i a l poverty and 
suspicion ©f m a t e r i a l comfort i s also found i n 'Adieu', (Une Saison en 
E n f e r ) . 'J'execre l a misere. Et j e redoute 1'hiver parce que c'est l a 
saison du comfort'. Perhaps i t was the unequal d i s t r i b u t i o n of such 
comfort which angered Rimbaud. 
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' M e t r o p o l i t a i n ' i s the best summary of Rimbaud's c i t y poetry. I t 

reveals the basic ambiguity between enthusiasm and pessimism. I n i t one may 

see the e f f e c t s of the new perspectives discussed i n the l a s t chapter : 

i s o l a t i o n from s o c i e t y at lar g e , the contrast between modern decadence and 

nature, s a t i r i c a l a l l u s i o n t o aspects of establishment ' c u l t u r e ' . What i s 

more i t demonstrates the l i n k between new subjects and new language. The 

sensation of t r a v e l and the sheer v a r i e t y of experience lead Rimbaud t o 

employ an i m p r e s s i o n i s t i c s t y l e f o r considerable sections of the poem. Indeed 

i t i s an extreme example of one im p r e s s i o n i s t i c technique (334) the 

evocation of the q u a l i t i e s of an object before the object i t s e l f i s disclosed. 

Ik' ' M e t r o p o l i t a i n ' t h i s is.^'implicit i n the very s t r u c t u r e of the poem, where 

the'subjects'are revealed i n two words at the end of each paragraph, a f t e r 

the poet's impressions of them. 

Oorbilre presents a p i o t u r e of the b u s t l i n g c a p i t a l w i t h i t s heedless 

crowds, carriages and buses d a r t i n g t o and f r o (335)j i t s ever welcoming 

bars (336), i t s shops (337)> i t s parasols (338), a l l the business of p r i n t i n g 

and p u b l i s h i n g newspapers and books. (339) The poet goes so f a r as t o 

incorporate the names of cafe's and t h e i r p r i c e l i s t s i n t o the typography of 

hi s poems (340). Yet i t i s not the excitement or the pleasures of c i t y l i f e 

which a t t r a a i the poet's a t t e n t i o n but rather a p r e v a i l i n g sense of vice (341) 

and a r t i f i c i a l i t y . 

Corbie're r e a l i s e d t h a t i n Paris he became that t r a d i t i o n a l f i g u r e of fun, 

i n conversation and i n l i t e r a t u r e , the ignorant p r o v i n c i a l i n the b i g c i t y : 
B&tard de Creole et Breton, 
I I v i n t aussi l a - f o u r m i l i e r e , 
Bazar ou r i e n n'est en p i e r r e , 
(5u l e s o l e i l manque de ton. 
- Courage J On f a i t queue... Un planton 
Vous pousse "a l a chafoie - derri&re.' - ... 

(334) See Part Two, Chapter Pour. 
(335) 0.0.. pp. 705, 706 and 778. 
(336) I b i d . , p.706 and p. 707. 
(337) I b i d . , p.776 
(338) I b i d . , p. 722 

(339) I b i d . , p. 704. 
(340) I b i d . , p. 725 and p. 776. 
(341) I b i d . , pp. 704, 706 and 708 

f o r references t o prisons and 
courts. 

(342) I b i d . , p. 705. 



To the poet's p r o v i n c i a l eye the c i t y seemed t o swarm w i t h people a l l 

preoccupied w i t h t h e i r own a f f a i r s l i k e an ants' nest, a beehive or an 

O r i e n t a l bazaar. He i s so benumbed b/ the s w i r l of movement t h a t even the 

very b u i l d i n g s seem not t o be made of stone. When, i n a l l innocence, he 

attempts t o get on a bus he i s pushed rudely t o the back of the queue and 

t r e a t e d as a country oaf. However, :as he i r o n i c a l l y explains, t h i s mad 

house appear t o be the home of poetry?, i t i s here t h a t he must f i n d fame i n 

h i s chosen vocation : 

Hon, p e t i t , i . l f a u t commencer 
Par eHre grand - simple f i c e l l e -
Pauvre : remuer l ' o r a l a p e l l e ; 
Obscur : un nom a t o u t casser.' .... 

(343) 

He knows the road w i l l be hard : 
La pente est a*pre, t o u t de mê ne, 
Et les s t a t i o n s sont des f o u r s , 
Au tableau remontant l e cours 
Be l'Elysee a l a Bolieme... 

- Oui, camarade, i l f a u t qu'on sue 
Apres son harnais et son a r t J... 
Apres les a i l e s : l e brancard.' 
Vivre notre metier - ga tue... 

- Parmi les martyrs ĉ a t e range.... 

(344) 

"What i s most sickening i s t h a t i n order to be a success one must become known 

t o a l l the whores and maquereaux of Paris : 

... un nom a t o u t casserJ... 
Le c o l l e r chez les mastroquets, 
Et 1 'apprendre §u; des perroquets 
Qui l e chantent ou qui l e s i f f l e n t . . . . 

(345) 

The most s t r i k i n g aspect of the b i g c i t y i s the v a s t l y diminished part t h a t 

nature i s able t o play - t h a t natfifre which f o r a l l his sarcasm . was one of h i s 

comforts i n B r i t t a n y . (346) Paris i s a bazaar where the sun does not shine 

(343) I b i d . , p. 706. 
(344) I b i d . , p. 779. 
(345) I b i d . , p. 706. 
(346) I t w i l l be r e c a l l e d t h a t on the point > of death the poet requested t h a t 

some heather be brought i n t o h i s room f o r him t o smell, ( i b i d . , p .68o). 



w i t h a pleasing or a n a t u r a l l i g h t . Here the a r t i f i c i a l triumphs, even 

the sun i s no longer a v i v i f y i n g f o r c e but i s , instead, seen as the heat 

f o r cooking thousands of ragoftts : 

Vois aux cieux l e grand fond de cuivre rouge l u i r e , 
Immense casserole du l e Bon Dieu f a i t c u i r e 
La manne, 1'arlecrain, l ' e t e r n e l p l a t du j o u r . 
C'est trempe* d^Lsueuf*- et c'est poivre d'amour. 

Les Laridons en cercle attendent pres du f o u r , 
On entend vaguement l a chair ranee b r u i r e , 
Et l e s s o i f f a r d s aussi sont l a , tendant leur b u i r e ; 
Le marmiteux g r e l o t t e en attendant son t o u r . 

The poet, however, cannot share i n the m a t e r i a l i s t i c self-advancement of the 

c i t y beneath a s i c k l y sun pouring down i t s bounty. He prefers h i s own cup 

of b i t t e r n e s s : 

Tu-; c r o i s que l e s o l e i l f r i t done pour t o u t l e monde 
Oes g r a s . g r a i l I o n s g r o u i l l a n t s qu'un t o r r e n t d'or TlEronde? 
¥ony l e bmdllon,. chien tombe sur nous du c i e l . 

Eux sont sous l e rayon et nous sous l a g o u t t i e r e 
A nous l e pot-au-noir qui f r o i d i t sans lumiere... 
Notre substance \ nous, c'est notre poche a f i e l . 

Ma f o i j ; 1aime autant ĉ a que d'etre dans l e m i e l . 

(347) 

I n keeping w i t h the denatured urban scene the poet makes the flower beloved of 

poets since time immemorial undergo a series of apparently s t a r t l i n g 

metamorphoses i n 'A une Rose'. The petals of the flower are suddenly t r a n s 

formed i n t o the pages of a newspaper and the t r a d i t i o n a l nature image', i s 

radicaLly; a l t e r e d through the i n t r u s i o n of modernity : 

F e u i l l e ou pondent les j o u r n a l i s t e s 
Un f a i t - d i v e r s , 

Papier-Joseph, croquis d ' a r t i s t e s : 
- C h i f f r e s ou vers - ... 

The perfume of the flower i s l i k e n e d t o the i r r i t a t i n g odour of the embalming 

l i q u i d used by undertakers; then i t i s f u r t h e r transformed i n t o f e t i d breath. 

The whole flower becomes associated w i t h one of i t s decadent functions i n the 

c i t y - an ingredient i n d r i n k s , which leads the poet t o compare i t t o the 

poisonous substance i n the complexion of a sick person. F i n a l l y even when • 

(347) I b i d . , p. 887. 



the rose i s regarded as a flower by the perverted i n h a b i t a n t s of the c i t y i t i s 

merely as an ornament i n the buttonhole of the bourgeois 1 waistcoat. Yet a l l 

these metamorphoses are derived from everyday l i f e - and as we s h a l l see i n the 

next s e c t i o n t h i s i s part of the poem's success. 

As f o r the Bois de Boulogne the poet merely sees t h a t as an extension 

of the ugliness and vices of Paris as we s h a l l suggest i n a moment w i t h 

regard t o 'Dejeuner de s o l e i l ' . 

How then do these Parisians l i v e who have banished nature from t h e i r m^dst? 

The c i t y i s shown as r i d d l e d w i t h p r o s t i t u t i o n , c o n t r o l l e d by pimps and v i l l a i n s . 

This i s inevitable-when i t s very existence seems t o be d i r e c t e d towards the 

p r o v i s i o n of pleasures, from the "temptations of which the poet himself i s not 

immune. 

'Marcelle' who performed under the name Herminie involved T r i s t a n i n the 

world of t h e a t r e s , actresses and make-up. (348) From her and her f r i e n d s he 

heard t h a t the only r e a l i s t i c ambition of the small-time actress i s j u s t t o 

appear on stage, t o be n o t i c e d : 

Rode en l a coulisse malsaine 
Ou vont les f r u i t s mal sees m o i s i r , 
Moisir.pour' un quart-d'heure en scene... 
- Voir les planches, et puis mourir.' 

(349) 

Quarts-d'heure d ' i m m o r t a l i t e l 
Tu p a r a i s ! e'est 1'apotheose.'I. ' . . 
Et 1'on t e j e t t e quelque chose: 
Pleur en papier, ou salete. -

(350) 

Despite the i n s u l t s and the puny rewards the actress continues t o dream of 

great r o l e s : 

'F'es-tu pas dona Sabine? 
Carabine?.... 

Dis: veux-tu l e paradis 
De l'Odlon? ' 

(351) 

(348) 'Je t e l e d i s sans f a r d , e'est l e f a r d que j'aimais « (O.C., p.890). 
There i s p o s s i b l y a r e f l e c t i o n of Baudelaire's a t t i t u d e here. 
(349) This l i n e i s , of course a parody on 'Veder Napoli poi morir'. 
(350) o.c p. 708. 
(351) I b i d . , p. 723. 



LP3 
The w o r l d of operetta i s j u s t as a r t i f i c i a l as the make-up and paper flowers 

of the ordinary t h e a t r e ; i t i s nothing l i k e the world of r e a l a c t i o n that i t 

claims t o represent : 

Vos marins de quinquet a 1'Opera .. comique 
Sous un f r a c en b l e u - c i e l j u r e n t 'Mille sabords.' '.... 

(352) 

P r o s t i t u t i o n i s l i n k e d i n e x t r i c a b l y i n the poet's mind w i t h the world of 

the t h e a t r e - no doubt an i n d i c a t i o n of his actual experience I : 

Va : t r e t a u x , lupanars .... 

(353) 

Like Baudelaire he evokes the hour when P r o s t i t u t i o n l i g h t s the lamps and 

roams the s t r e e t s : 

En haut, 1'amour 
Pait l a s i e s t e en teHant l a viande d'un bras lo u r d , 
Ou l e baiser ete'int l a i s s e sa plaque rouge... 
l'heure est setrle - Ecoutez:.... pas un reVe ne bouge.... 

(354) 

One of Corbiere's f i n e s t panoramic poems of Paris - ' I d y l l e coupee' has as 

one of i t s main subjects the a c t i v i t i e s of p r o s t i t u t e s 'the morning a f t e r the 

nig h t before' : 

C'est t r e s p a r i s i e n dans les rues 
Quand.1'Aurore f a i t l e t r o t t o i r , 
Be v o i r s o r t i r toutes les Grues 
Bu v i o l o n , ou de l e u r boudoir.... 

Even the sun i s made t o pprfcake i n the walking of the s t r e e t s . The t i r e d 

p r o s t i t u t e who wants t o go f o r a walk a f t e r leaving her bedroom or the p o l i c e 

c e l l i s i n s t a n t l y recognisable by her noisy j e w e l l e r y and clothes and her 

l o u d v j i c e : 

Chanson p i t o y a b l e et g a i l l a r d e : 
Chiffons fanes p a p i l l o t a n t s , 
Pausse note rauque et cr i a r d e 
Et p e t i t s t r a i t s crus, t u r l u t a n t s : 

(352) I b i d . , p. 813. The poem 'Matelots' appears t o be the only one i n Gens de 
mer d e f i n i t e l y w r i t t e n a f t e r Gorbiere had gone t o Paris. I t provides a 
long modernistic and c o n t r a s t i v e i n t r o d u c t i o n t o t h a t group of poems. 

(353) I b i d . , p. 708. 
(354) I b i d . , p. 888. 



Velours r a t i s s a n t l a chausse'e; 
Grande-duchesse mal chausse'e, 
Cocotte qui court becqueter 
Et qui d i t bonjour pour chanter.... 

She stops t o say good morning t o shopkeepers opening t h e i r shops, e s p e c i a l l y 

the hairdresser and the pharmacist whose services are indispensable t o her 

tra d e : 

J'aime l e s v o i r , t o u t p l e i n legeres, 
Et comme en faijon de p r i e r e s , 
Entrer d i r e - Bonjour, gros chien -
Au merlan,. puis au pharmacien.... 

Her next p r t of c a l l i s the bar : 

J'aime l e s v o i r , chauves, deteintes, 
Vierges de seize a soixanie ans, 
Rossignoler pas mal d'absinthes, 
Perruches de t o u t l e u r printemps 

- C'est au boulevard excentrique, 
Au - 30tf RET'OUR DU CHAMP DU JfORD - ... 

(355) 

where her pimp i s w a i t i n g : 

Et puis payer l e mannezingue, 
Au Polyte qui sert d'Arthur -
Bon jeune homme ne* brandezingue 
Dos-bleu sous l a blourse d'azur. 

(356) 

Corbiere's f a m i l i a r i t y w i t h the m i l i e u and i t s vocabulary i s here t o t a l l (357) 

Sordid commercialism i s always present i n t h i s town of ' pleasures which i n 

other respects i s l i k e a Moslem paradise : 

- Musique I C'est l e paradis 
Des maftomets et des houris 
Bes dieux souteneurs qui se g i f l e n t I 

(358) 

Even though the poet sees the shabbiness he cannot r e s i s t succumbing t o the 

pleasures themselves : 

(355) CorbiSre's experiments w i t h typography, here and elsewhere, are. reminisce] 
of those undertaken much l a t e r by A p o l l i n a i r e and Gendrars. 

(356) OiC-f pp. 775-76 . 
(357) See O.C., p. 1306 f o r an explanation of the slang terms which were e n t i r 

e l y authentic. 
(358) I b i d . , p. 706. 
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Mais i c i : f o u e t t e - t o i d ' o r g i e l 
Charge t a pau p i l r e rougie, 
Et sors t o n grand a i r de c a t i n l 

(359) 

- 1jvob.e*J f o u a i l l e l a veine; 
Evohel misere : Eb l o u i r J 
En f i l l e de j o i e , a l a peine 
Tombe, avec ce mot-la. - J o u i r l 

(360) 

The a t t r a c t i o n of these pleasures seems at times t o come close t o out

weighing h i s disapproval but the poet's r e a l a t t i t u d e i s i n the Old evident 

i n h i s i r o n y . So e f f e c t i v e i s Corbiere's i r o n i c tone i n 'Dejeuner de s o l e i l ' 

That the present w r i t e r , when he f i r s t encountered i t a decade ago i n a t e x t 

which d i d not provide the a i d of i t a l i c s , mistook i t f o r a l i g h t and p l a y f u l 

evocation of the beauties of a Par i s i a n dawn rath e r i n the maner of the 

rhe'tcriqueurs ; an impression no doubt strengthened by the s u p e r f i c i a l l y 

conventional nature of the poem and the references t o c l a s s i c a l mythology. 

The t r u t h i s of course very d i f f e r e n t . : . 

The theme of the poem i s t h a t the Bois de Boulogne, f a r from being a 

solace f o r the poet seeking a f t e r the s t r a i g h t f o r w a r d j.oys of nature, i s 

nothing but an extension of perverse Parisian c i v i l i s a t i o n . Despite the 

i r o n i c pose t h poem i s without doubt one of the clearest statements of 

Corbiere's p r i m i t i v i s m . The reader should be forewarned of the double 

meaning of much of the poem by the t i t l e , i t s e l f a pun, which on one l e v e l 

describes the apparent subject of the poem - breakfast i n the open a i r under a 

benevolent sun, but on another r e f e r s t o the popular idiom 'to dine on t h i n 

a i r ' . 

The Bois i s a very urbanised nature populated by the same g u i l t y lovers, 

p r o s t i t u t e s and pimps t h a t one f i n d s i n the bars and disreputable hotels of the 

c i t y i t s e l f . The f i r s t l i n e of the poem creates a disarmingly naive atmosphere 

through the paraphrase of the o l d song 'Nous Airons plus au bois'. But the 

stanza i s f u l l of double meanings which, when penetrated, show t h a t nature has 

]2een_ c orru.pt ed_by_the_ vice_ of_the_ c i t j _ . _̂  Le_^er s i1_^_ i s_ s 1 ang f or_ pubic_teir>__ 
(359) I b i d . , p. 707. (360) I b i d . , p. 708. 
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whence-the expressions ' f a i r e son p e r s i l ' and ' a l l e r au p e r s i l ' : t o s°licit, 

a n d ' t r a v a i l l e r dans l e p e r s i l ' : t o make love t o a p r o s t i t u t e . The parked 

carriages are occupied by adulterous couples engaged i n 'le. serpolet' ( m a r i t a l 

i n f i d e l i t y ) who are i r o n i c a l l y described as 'vertueux'. They are going t o 

'lever 1'Aurore' which suggests the slang meaning of 'lever' : t o make a p i c k 

up. I n the second stanza the sun s h i n i n g on the mu l t i c o l o u r e d feliage w i t h 

the coming of dawn i s l i k e n e d t o a coquette p u t t i n g on her make-up : 

L'Aurore brossant sapalette : 
Kh'ol, carmin et poudre de r i z ; 
Pour f a i r e d i r e - l a coquette -
Qu'on f a i t b i e n les c i e l s \ Paris. 

I n the t h i r d stanza the term ' p e t i t - l e v e r 1 suggests not only the f a c t t h a t 

t h i s i s a r e s t r i c t e d almost t h e a t r i c a l variant of nature but evokes the 

a r t i f i c i a l i t y of l i f e associated w i t h the r i g i d court r o u t i n e of Louis XIV 

and i r o n i c a l l y i mplies t h a t the occupants have not r e a l l y r i s e n at a l l but 

merely t r a n s f e r r e d t h e i r ' h o r i z o n t a l i t y ' t o another s e t t i n g . Whereas lovers 

i n t r a d i t i o n a l b u c o l i c poetry might d r i n k f r e s h l y drawn m i l k here the only 

f r o t h i s on champagne. There i s a play on the word 'fra^chement' which also 

means t h a t the champagne w i l l have been kept c h i l l e d . I n the f o u r t h stanza 

and i n the r e s t of the poem t h i s n o t i o n that the lovers transform nature t o 

t h e i r own image recurs; these habitue's of bars and bedrooms f e e l out of place 

i n the Bois : 

La, j ' a i vu l e s Ghere Madame 
S'encanailler avec l e f r a i s . . . 
V o i c i l'e"cole b u i s s o n n i l r e : 
Quelques maris jaunes de t e i n t , 
Et qui r e n t r e n t dans l a c a r r i e r e 
D'assez bonne heure... l e matin... 
Arthur meW a presque une ilHe, 
Son fauK-col s'ouvre matinal... 

Those who come t o the Bois f o r some other purpose are r e a d i l y assimilated i n t o 

the imagery connected w i t h the p r e v a i l i n g a c t i v i t y : 

Le sportsman promene sa beHe, 
Et l e reveur l a sienne - a pied. - ... 
Naseaux fumants, grand o e i l en flamme, 
Crins d'e'talon : cheval et femme 
S a i l l e n t de 1'avant.... 

The sun i t s e l f , which presides over t h i s i n s i p i d and perverse spectacle, i s 

L a b e l l e d ' v i e i l l e Belle-Impure'. 



M-77 
This i s a v i s i o n d i r e c t l y drawn from contemporary r e a l i t y and doubtless 

p e r s o n a l l y observed by the .poet on more than one occasion. The modernity of 

the poem i s heightened not only by the use of slang and f a m i l i a r speech : 

' p e r s i l ' , 'serpolet', 'lever', 's'encanailler', ' f a i r e l'e'cole buissonniSre', 

• r e n t r e r dans l a c a r r i i r e ' , and so on, but by the use of fashionable 'new' 

vocabulary : 'sportsman'. The complexity of the poem i s increased by the 

f a c t t h a t modern urban a r t i f i c i a l i t y and vice i s not contrasted d i r e c t l y w i t h 

vigorous authentic nature but w i t h another form of a r t i f i c i a l i t y - the 

Renaissance 'pastoral' i d e a l : 

L'Aurore brossant sa p a l e t t e . . . 
Diane au petit galop de chasse 
F a i t gainer les p a p i l l o n s . 
Et caracoler sur sa t r a c e , 
Son fl?igre .et l e s vieux beaux Lions.... 

Only at the very end of the poem i s the poet's t r u e i d e a l h i n t e d at i n the 

reference t o the f o r t h r i g h t humour of s a i l o r s : 

- Peu p o l i . 
- Pardon : maritime ... et j o l i . 

The poetry of the modern c i t y provides perhaps the most s t r i k i n g instance of 

the e f f e c t s of the new perspective provided by the tension between the 

f e e l i n g t h a t modern so c i e t y was decadent and n o s t a l g i a f o r a more 'natural' 

order. Nevertheless the modern c i t y was r a p i d l y becoming the normal s e t t i n g 

f o r the l i v e s of most French poets and f o r t h e i r poetry i t s e l f . Many of 

the thematic elements analysed i n t h i s section could, t h e r e f o r e , also be 

regarded as part of the f a b r i c of everyday l i f e which i s the subject of the 

f o l l o w i n g s e c t i o n . 


