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            INTRODUCTION

         

         Petrus Borel (1809–59) was born in Lyons, the twelfth of fourteen children. His early education rendered him atheistic and anti-clerical, solitary, erudite, pedantic and self-dramatizing, with a passion for things Mediaeval. He abandoned his Architectural profession and entered the Romantic Movement, and Le Petit Cénacle, a Parisian, anti-Classicist, revolutionary and Republican band of bizarristes who dressed, spoke, partied, wrote and posed in Freedom. The group included Théophile Gautier, Jehan de Seigneur, Eugène Devéria, Joseph Bouchardy and Gérard de Nerval. Disappointed by the July Revolution of 1830 (‘I do need a vast amount of Liberty’), Borel and his friends buried themselves for a time in grotesqueries, the macabre, carnivals, Dandyism, and considered outlandish behaviour (‘Les Bouzingos’).

         Petrus Borel published Rhapsodies, here presented in its entirety, in 1831. He thought it a book that ‘wrote itself’, filled with suffering, bitterness, revolution, and what Borel called the ‘slag of hot-metal refining’. Enid Starkie, however, the author of the only relatively modern biography of Borel (1954) considers the poems ‘mostly gentle and sentimental’. ‘There are in Rhapsodies however poems which give Borel the right to an individual and permanent place in French poetry.’ The book was an intense influence on Baudelaire. But its publication created no stir.

         Borel went on to write ‘gothicky’ short stories, the scandalous ‘Madame Putiphar’ (1838), became a journalist and magazine-writer, and, declining in belief and remuneration, went to Algeria as a Civil Servant, where he (according to sources) did, or decidedly did not, do the administration work that was expected of him. He died in Algeria after being removed from his post and digging too long in his garden without a hat. ‘Everything God does He does well, and would have left me my hair if He intended to protect me’. There is no known grave.

         The sobriquet ‘The Lycanthrope’, now universally applied to references to Borel, and the subtitle of Starkie’s biography, was originally simply Borel’s own opinion of his powers and desire to attack conventional society, tyrants, Classicism, traditionalism etc. Borel wrote a short story entitled ‘Champavert le Lycanthrope’, professedly autobiographical, in his collection Immoral Tales (1838). The wild seductions, knifings, general bloodshed, sadism, sexual shenanigans, corpses, dissections etc. in these stories have subsumed the nickname into something simply creepy. His portrait, thin, darkly besuited, his right hand on the head of a great hound, helps.

         
            *

         

         These poems were translated by the method used for The Song Atlas and 52 Euros (both Carcanet anthologies): a native speaker, in this case my brother Kurt Gänzl, translated each word, line, verse and poem into meticulous and practical English; I then ‘re-poemed’ them. I have no beliefs, or even opinions, on the matter of translation, its theory or practise: if a poet gives his/her all to a translation, it will be rather like that poet’s own work. It is better that a reader gets my full-throttled versions of Petrus Borel than a hesitant attempt to copy rhyme, rhythm, structure or contemporary contexts, which will, and cannot help but, lower the percentage of drive.

         For the life of Petrus Borel there is really only, in English, Petrus Borel: the Lycanthrope by Dame Enid Starkie (Faber and Faber, 1954). The French text of Rhapsodies can be read in Wikisource.

      

   


   
      
         
            PREFACE

            
        by Petrus Borel
      

         

         
            
        ‘Proud, splendid, brave – my dear adviser,
      

            
        Whose stubborn heart collides with what he loves’
      

            – Henri de Régnier

            
                

            

            
        ‘To ye who Critic everything,
      

            
        to ye who mock and scoff,
      

            
        this little book of verse I bring –
      

            
        so, merci, bugger off!’
      

            – François de Malherbe

         

         A child must burble before it speaks with common ease: a poet must burble also, and I have dribbled after my fashion –

         Behold!

         The metal that boils in the crucible must fling forth its slag: the poetry that boils in my heart has slung its dross –

         Behold!

         Are then these Rhapsodies mere spittle and drool?

         Indeed.

         And why, knowing this, do I seek to please the public? Why do I not shut up, and quietly fade away?

         Because I wish to part with these poems forever: I wish to appear as I am: I wish to hang them upon a wall, and turn away, for as long as I keep them close, so long will I return to look at them again. Now I shall give them away; for a new stage of life begins for the poet only after he has revealed his work and himself, and the long occupation of the heights is done. A painter needs his Show; a poet needs his Publication.

         If you read my book, you shall know me. Poor it may be; and so I truly am. I have not written merely to write. There is no disguise. I do not dissemble. It is a collection of coincidence, where cries of pain and cries of joy are cast amidst a childhood rarely wasted, often tortuous, and always poor.

         If these verses should seem obvious and ordinary, rarely touching the kingdom of heaven, then you may blame my position in life, which has had nothing heavenly about it.

         Reality ever lends me its hand, poverty ever keeps my feet upon the earth whenever I am inclined toward the enthusiasms of higher flights.

         I am neither a cynic nor a prude: to drag from me some breast-beaten poem, my wound must be great: I am never merely the moaning patient stricken with consumption.

         If I seem to have enjoyed showing off my poverty, it is because I am nauseated by our poets of the present age, whose so-called verse, whose barbarous luxury, whose aristocratic bent, whose ecclesiastical flummeries and sonnets-in-chains are like listening to hair-shirted hacks bum-branded with their armorials, clutching a rosary or a rattle in their fists.

         Behold the stuck-up daughters of their dreams, their Countesses… their Duchesses!… rather their washerwomen!

         If I have remained apart from them, obscure and unknown; if no one has ever beaten the drum for me; if I have never been called ‘The Eagle!’ or ‘The Swan!’ – then, upon the other hand, I have never played the puppet or the clown, or called a crowd to me to hear me as a Master with beating on a tambourine. And no man may say that I have been his apprentice.

         Of course, the bourgeoisie will not be alarmed by the names of those to whom I dedicate the poems of this volume: they are simply young men like myself, men with heart and courage whom I grew up with, and whom I love entirely!

         It is they who banish from my thoughts the dullness of life. They are honest all, friends, comrades of brotherhoods and tight-knit bands – not the paste-boarded gaggle of M. Henri delaTouche… who could never understand. Should I desist from advancing our humble names amongst great men? We are Titian and Ariosto, Molière and Mignard.

         To these, my sweet companions, I give this book! It was written amongst you, and you may claim it as your own.

         It is for you, Jehan Duseigneur, Sculptor, fair and kindly, faithful and inexhaustible in work, yet artless as a girl. Take heart! You will have your lasting day and France will have a sculptor of Her own at last –

         It is for you, Napoléon Thom, Painter, the hand, honour, cast of a soldier! Take heart! The breath of genius is yours! –

         It is for you, dear Gérard! When shall the Arbiters of Art admit upon the public the pictures that they huddle over at their little parties? –

         It is for you, Vigneron, who owns my deepest friendship, who proves to those of fainter hearts what perseverance may accomplish; and Jasmerai Duval, like a student-puppy, fed well at your bowl. –

         It is for you, Joseph Bouchardy, Engraver, heart of gunpowder! –

         For you, Théophile Gautier! – For you, Alphonse Brot! – For you, Augustus Mac-Keat! – For you, Vabre! For you, Léon! For you, O’Neddy! For all who I love!

         You who judge me by this book, and find me wanting, will be mistaken; those who crown me with laurels will be mistaken. This is no pose of small humility. For you who would accuse me of duncical nonsense – I have my poet’s faith, and laugh at you.

         I have no more to say, except that I might very well have made this Preface a paranymphian éthopée, or an extended Thesis ex professa – but would it not be ridiculous to put my Preface up for sale, and say so much about so little?

         Also, some poems are dipped in Politics. Shall I be put to scorn and anathemized as a Republican? Well, I am one. Let that prepare you.

         Ask the old Duke of Orleans if he recalls a voice that pursued him when he took the Oath within the Chamber on the 9th of August, throwing in his face the shouts of Liberty! and the Republic! amidst the acclamations of his rented crowd?

         Yes, I am a Republican, but it is not July’s fine sun that has made of such ideals a sudden blossom! I have been so since childhood. Ah, not a Republican dancing with red or blue stockings, some barn-orator or planter of Poplars! I am a Republican in the way of the lynx: I am a Republican in the way of the wolf!

         If I speak of a Republic it is because the word, to me, represents the greatest liberty that can be achieved by Society and Civilisation. I am a Republican because I could not be a Caribbeanist; I require a quite enormous amount of Freedom: shall the Republic give me this? I have yet to be so blessed.

         But when this hope is disappointed, I shall still, like many others, have my Missouri. When I am there, ravaged as I am, embittered by so much misfortune, I may dream of Equality, I may come here to the Consitution of the Countryside, which surpasses the approbation of mere men.

         To those who shall say that this volume is the work of a lunatic, of some Romantic Mountain-Goat who thrusts ‘Souls’ and ‘Dear God’ into fashion, who, according to the Figaro, dines on babies and makes moonshine in skulls – you I can avoid. I have your description:

         
            
        frowning brow; forcep-strangled expression; ropey hair; strap of bristly crackling upon each side of the face; extensive shirt-collar like a double-triangulated sheet; stovepipe hat; umbrella.
      

         

         To those who shall say that this volume is the work of a Saint-Simoniac!… to those who say it is the work of a Republican, a King-Eater: he must be done to Death!… Well, they will be the little shopkeepers who have no customers: the disappointed grocer is a tiger!… the State Officials who might lose all upon the change of the wind: the State Official is a Phillppist, a pompom-maker!

         These are good people all, these guillotine-and-paper-money-Republicans, these Head-Dispensers – who do not understand the high enterprise of Saint-Just, but reproach him for his necessary severities, and yet heap praise upon the carnages of Buonaparte! and Buonaparte’s eight million dead!

         To those who shall say that this book is surbuban and distasteful, my answer is that mockery never made the Best Bed: is this work not all fitting for an age, which has for its government ignorant Accountants and Gun-Traders, and has for its King a man whose battle-cry is ‘Praise God and my Shops!’?

         Happily, to console us for such things, we have still Adultery! Maryland tobacco! and those little rolling-papers from Spain to make our cigarillos with.

      

   


   
      
         
            
               PROLOGUE

               to Léon Clopet, architect

            

            
               ‘Behold, I will do a new thing. Now it shall spring forth. And the beasts of the field shall honour me, the dragons and the owls’

               – Bible

            

            
               
                  When your Petrus, or Pierre,

                  had no stone to make his chair,

                  no more sighs or tears to shed,

                  and ne’er a nail above his bed

                  to hang his old guitar upon,

                  you gave me shelter, dear Léon.

               

               
                  Come, little Rhapsodist, you said,

                  write your poems, eat my bread,

                  although the sky is hardly blue

                  and Homer’s heav’n is not for you,

                  nor that which warmed the troubadour,

                  for here ‘tis cold, and you are poor.

               

               
                  Ah, Paris has no forest free,

                  so come, my little poet, to me,

                  where pinched but happy we may live

                  and friendship to each other give.

                  And we will share our little lot

                  of sweet hashish till all’s forgot!

               

               
                  My humble and ashamed soul

                  thus blessed the friend that made it whole

                  and helped it in its misery.

                  For in my cruel adversity,

                  struck long and low with anxious fear,

                  you only, Léon, shed a tear!

               

               
                  Do not naysay my gratitude:

                  should I naysay your fire and food?

                  I cannot hide my thanks to thee –

                  ah, no, my dear Protector, see,

                  I tell the world my dire distress,

                  uncovered in my nakedness!

               

               
                  And wish it that the world may know

                  I did not flinch; for I can show

                  two lots of earthly pain, at least,

                  at this, the world’s all-sumptuous feast!

                  For poverty ne’er broke my youth,

                  or cracked the brittle branch of truth.

               

               
                  And wish it that the world may see

                  my beard is not the all of me!

                  I have my heart, I have my song,

                  that smile when troubles come along.

                  I have my guiding soul, whose fee

                  is unretreating victory!

               

               
                  And wish the world may understand

                  that with no buckler in my hand,

                  no Lordship or no Kingly place,

                  no Gentleman’s too-flattering face,

                  no Usurer’s ill-gotten gains –

               

               
                  I am no Byron for my pains.

                  I write no elegies for Courts

                  amidst their lusts and wastrel sports,

                  no hymns to Gods do I rehearse,

                  no lady’s thigh displays my verse

                  that springs from wealth and gluttony:

                  my song is of my poverty.
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