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INTRODUCTION





The Man Who ‘Disappeared Himself’: An Interview with Paul Strathern


Paul Strathern was born in London in 1940 and studied philosophy at Trinity College, Dublin, after which he joined the Merchant Navy and travelled widely. His debut novel was Pass by the Sea (1968). His second, A Season in Abyssinia (1972), won a Somerset Maugham Award. Later novels included One Man’s War (1973), Vaslav: An Impersonation of Nijinsky (1974), and The Adventures of Spiro (1979).


His non-fiction works have included Mendeleyev’s Dream: The Quest for the Elements (2000), Dr Strangelove’s Game: A Brief History of Economic Genius (2001), The Medici: Godfathers of the Renaissance (2003), Napoleon in Egypt (2007), The Artist, the Philosopher and the Warrior (2009), Death in Florence: The Medici, Savonarola and the Battle for the Soul of the Renaissance City (2011), and The Spirit of Venice: From Marco Polo to Casanova (2012). He has also written numerous concise studies of the philosophers, scientists and great writers.


The following Q&A with Paul Strathern about his inspirations in the writing of A Season in Abyssinia was conducted by email with Faber Finds editor Richard T. Kelly in December 2013.


 


RICHARD T. KELLY: How did your interest in Arthur Rimbaud begin? What was it about his character that made you want to ‘impersonate’ him in the pages of a novel?


 


PAUL STRATHERN: My interest in someone of great achievement who then ‘disappeared himself’, so to speak, began with T.E. Lawrence: the Lawrence of Arabia who became ‘Aircraftsman Shaw’. Rimbaud, of course, did much the same. It’s an interesting psychology, with elements of disillusionment, rejection of youthful idealism and so forth. And Lawrence’s was certainly a curious version of inverted egoism, which had a habit of reverting to its former state – hence his frequent ‘backing into the limelight’.


Rimbaud in his later years seems to have had neither the egoism, nor the false modesty, of Lawrence. And none of the game-playing, the schoolboy role-playing et cetera. What he did, he did for real.


 


RTK: Your life and your writings have been notably well travelled, and A Season in Abyssinia paints an impressively detailed and evocative picture of nineteenth-century East Africa. Did you know this terrain by personal experience before you wrote the novel?


 


PS: During the time I spent in the Merchant Navy, the old tramp steamer I was on sailed the Red Sea, called in at Aden and travelled along the Ethiopian coast – all very much the ground Rimbaud covered when he gave up poetry and left France to become a trader. I was there in the early 1960s when Aden was a tacky duty-free port, a flea-bitten outpost of the Empire. But then just over half a century earlier Rimbaud had considered it much the same.


Later, I travelled to Ethiopia with my daughter, and we visited Harar, the city where Rimbaud made his headquarters in the interior. The old city remained virtually unchanged from how it had been in Rimbaud’s time, and even from the time of Sir Richard Burton, who was the first European non-Muslim to stay there in the 1850s. Rimbaud seems to have been one of the first, if not the very first, who actually lived there on a permanent basis. On the other hand, there were a few Europeans who passed through as traders, and also an Italian explorer, all of whom encountered Rimbaud.


By coincidence, my daughter is descended from Burton through her mother’s side. In Harar there was a resident French priest who acted as local historian and he was as interested in finding out about Burton as we were in finding out about Rimbaud. His enthusiasm and knowledge gave us access to all kinds of places and information that might otherwise have eluded us.


 


RTK: Were you able to find any authentic traces or vestiges of Rimbaud that had survived from the time he spent there?


 


PS: There was a rather grand wooden building known in those days as the ‘Rimbaud House’, a photo of which often used to appear on the cover of French editions of his biography and poems. This proved not to be authentic. It was partly constructed out of leftover railway sleepers from the Djibouti to Addis Ababa railway, which was only started in the late 1890s, a decade or so after Rimbaud had left Harar. However, we were shown where Rimbaud had actually lived – a much more nondescript place with a large dusty courtyard in front of it. A photo of this house, dating from 1888 and featuring a large ostrich, has since been discovered. Peter Porter wrote a poem about the photo, ‘Rimbaud’s Ostrich’, which can be found on the Internet.


Later we travelled down to Djibouti, on the coast, where there was even a Rimbaud Museum of sorts, albeit permanently closed and empty. There was, though, one incident which Rimbaud would have appreciated. The only way we could get into Djibouti from the interior was on a small plane, where we were the sole passengers. The dozen or so other seats were filled with large sacks of qat, the local drug of choice, which was flown down to the coast every day, quite legally. When chewed, the leaves of this plant provide a mild narcotic effect. On arrival in Djibouti the regular plane-load of qat would be rapidly distributed throughout the town, with sprigs being pilfered at every opportunity. The airport guards and the customs men happily brandished their sprigs while on duty. By the time the qat was fully distributed, around noon, everyone was chewing away at their sprig of leaves, and within the hour the entire male population – and some females, so we were told disapprovingly – lay stretched out on beds, or on steps or in doorways, in a pleasant daze. All trade, all activity of any sort, ground to a halt. Rimbaud himself almost certainly partook of this ritual when he was on the coast, and probably when he was in the interior too. He may have given up poetry, but he never gave up drugs.


We also travelled to Tadjoura, which was the old port of the Djibouti region. Rimbaud is said to have started from there with his caravans on several occasions during his voyage into the interior. This meant crossing one of the worst deserts on earth, an inhospitable region inhabited by the Afar, one of the least welcoming tribes on earth. They would attack anyone who ventured into their territory and would cut off the penis of their victim. This would then be hung on a string around the waist. No Afar was permitted to marry unless he could sport such a trophy. Hence, competition was quite fierce.


I did discover one remnant of Rimbaud’s time which was still in use. The earliest universally accepted foreign trading currency in this region, and throughout East Africa, was the Austrian silver thaler, the so-called ‘Maria Theresa’. This was so trusted that the Arabs and most other traders would accept nothing else. Being suspicious of forgeries, they would scrutinise any proffered coin in some detail. It had to have the image of the Empress Maria Theresa, and it also needed to be dated no later than 1780. Naturally, these coins were in increasingly short supply after Maria Theresa’s death. Consequently the British began minting forgeries, taken from an original die, and these soon became more numerous in Africa than the real thalers. In the market in Harar I came across several ‘genuine forgery’ Maria Theresas and managed to buy one, which I still have on my wall.


Rimbaud certainly traded in the forgeries, and he would store his accumulated coins in a leather belt which he kept strapped to his person at all times, as he had nowhere else safe to keep them. He had learned this lesson the hard way, when someone had discovered where he was hiding his coins. But the weight of this belt – which he wore, as I say, all day and without relief – certainly contributed to his ill health.


 


RTK: Which were the literary-historical sources that you found most useful for your research into the life of Rimbaud?


 


PS: The Rimbaud biography by Enid Starkie was still the main source in English when I started to write the novel. There were, of course, a number of academic and popular works in French which were far more reliable. Even so, Starkie provides a good romantic angle. The main literary sources, naturally, were Rimbaud’s poems, especially Un saison en enfer and Les Illuminations. My translations of certain sections and quotes are woven into the text of the novel. Though I don’t believe in prophecy as such, these proved highly prophetic in a psychological sense.


 


RTK: Can you say a little about the decision to alternate between the first- and third-person modes of narration for the novel? Readers who know Rimbaud’s work may imagine that his famous ‘Je est un autre’ gave you a clue. But can you say why you took the notion, what it signified to you?


 


PS: Yes, the ‘Je est un autre’ idea was, of course, vital. And I switched between first and third person to keep in line with this. I felt that it also emphasised the ‘impersonation’ element. And the third-person passages stressed the notion that these events actually happened to a real historical figure.


 


RTK: Enid Starkie wrote that Rimbaud, aged thirty-three, ‘had no curiosity about the fate and the success of his writings, which were appearing in Paris as the work of “the late Arthur Rimbaud”.’ Were you persuaded that Rimbaud really did come to feel so dismissive of his youthful work?


 


PS: He utterly rejected his poetry, and seems to have had few regrets about doing so. I say ‘few’, because in the novel I try to express his slight – or unconscious – ambivalence on this score. He must have spent quite a bit of time remembering the old days, sometimes with disgust, sometimes with regret, sometimes with wonderment. He knew what he had done – its worth as far as French literature was concerned et cetera. But he had rejected literature as a whole.
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My life has been a disaster on the grand scale – that I’d better make clear right from the start. A catalogue of my former ambitions would give a Napoleon stage-fright. Art, Ethics, Theology, the Sciences (both practical and occult), even Perception itself, to say nothing of my later efforts at Empire Building, Commerce and Exploration – each of these were at some stage fields which I intended to master. My personality accepted no limits; all that could be conceived was possible. For me, personally. And now, even when I’ve come to the point where all personal considerations disgust me, I still realise the sublime inevitability of it all. I wasn’t mistaken; I was merely trapped. Born trapped. Condemned for the length of a lifetime to play this buffoon Arthur Rimbaud. Yes, it’s true what I always used to think when I was a kid: I is another.


In those days, when I was only eighteen, I’d been under the grand delusion for quite a few years that I was a poet. Then one day, in a fit of self-disgust, I remember locking myself in the granary back at home, and writing: My day is done; I am leaving Europe. The sea air will scorch my lungs; lost climates will tan my skin. I shall return with limbs of iron, sombre skinned, a furious eye: from my appearance I shall be judged as belonging to a mighty race. I shall have gold. I shall be idle and brutal. Women take care of these ferocious invalids returned from hot countries. I shall become involved in politics. Saved … Science, the new nobility! Progress. The world is on the march. We are moving towards the Spirit. That’s for sure, it’s the voice of the oracle I speak. I understand, and, not knowing how to express myself without pagan words, I would rather be silent … So I chucked it in.


But that’s all history. Now that same person is thirty-six years old. He’s returned from Africa and is lying in hospital in Marseilles. His appearance is that of a cadaverous old man. His eyes are sunk and ringed with darkness, while the horny skin of his face sags over the bones of his fleshless skull like the dark worn leather of an old shoe. His right leg is amputated and his right arm paralysed. Daily the paralysis gains further ground. His sister Isabelle looks after him; and now the small fortune he brought back with him from Africa is almost spent. For increasing periods he is delirious; he speaks of spiritual visions, obscure scientific prophecies, and occasionally of his previous life – as a poet, as a vagabond wandering through Europe, or his years in Africa. Often it is difficult to tell which life he is referring to.


Who would have the effrontery, the lack of any spark of humanity, to mock at a man in such a condition? Only I, Arthur Rimbaud. For you see, I is another.


What happened? How did these juvenile ravings of mine fulfil their prophecy? I’ll tell you how –




In August 1880, seven years after finishing his last prophetic poem and abandoning poetry for ever, Arthur Rimbaud was on a ship sailing down the Red Sea. In spite of being ill with fever, he’d still stagger down the gangway at each port to enquire if there was work. He was twenty-five years old and now concerned only with making his fortune. His previous attempts to earn money in Europe, Cyprus and Alexandria had ended in failure. Finally, in desperation he had spent the last of his money on a boat ticket to Aden.


At each port the answer was the same. There was no work for an inexperienced young Frenchman of dubious appearance with no qualifications. Trembling with fever, his mind afire with eerie hallucinations, he would wander through the streets back to the ship and once again lay himself down in the hold amongst the Arab steerage passengers.





By the time the ship was leaving the last of those Red Sea ports, I’d seen, very clearly, a factory instead of a mosque, a pillared building materialise out of three veiled Arab women in long white robes, and any number of ludicrously bizarre monsters, while on one memorable occasion the street-name plaque of a casbah alleyway had struck terror into me as if it were the irreversible verdict of the last judgement itself. I clung to the magic of sanity only by the hypnotism of words, endlessly repeated over and over in my mind. I’m going to be a success. I’m going to make my fortune … When I arrived on the quayside in Aden I was broke, devoid of all illusions save for this one redeeming obsession. From now on, what remained of my life was to be dedicated to this business of making money. It was necessary to be absolutely modern.


Looking back on it now, as I lie half paralysed in the luxury of my cosy white-walled hospital room, I can see my state of mind for what it was. Aden was just a godforsaken rock. You can’t imagine the place. There wasn’t a blade of grass or a drop of fresh water to be had. (They distilled their drinking water from the sea, and it tasted polluted, by chemicals, never quenching the thirst.) The town itself was, and presumably still is, situated in the crater of a burnt-out volcano filled with sand. Razor-ridged walls of rock rose on all sides, looking like the mountains of some long dead planet; and the air, trapped in the crater, shimmered as if everywhere invisible flames were rising into the cloudless blue heavens. Beyond all this there was nothing, just desert.




*





Rimbaud was discovered in Aden on his last legs by Pierre Vardy, a French coffee exporter, who took him into his home until he had recovered, and then gave him a clerical post in his store at three shillings a day and his keep. Hardly the wage I had expected to earn, even at the outset of my rapid rise to riches. But I had no choice. So my pen, formerly employed in the poetic alchemy of the word, was now reduced to the more mundane, but equally magical chemistry of invoices and inventories. Before my eyes armies of minuscule profit gave battle against the legions of loss. I added and subtracted, balanced and costed, and watched as the figures passed their judgement on these records of enterprises taking place in another world, all the while sitting perched on my stool in the alcove with the other clerks, dipping my quill obscenely into my tiny china inkwell until the boss came in and clapped his hands to announce the end of our daily penance.


Rimbaud soon became dissatisfied with his work.


‘You’re just fucking me about! Exploiting me!’


‘Young man. Arthur. You have a lot to learn out here. Rome was not built in a day.’


‘Well this stinking crapheap could have been shat from heaven overnight. You’re getting me dirt cheap, and you know it.’


‘I have great hopes for you in this establishment, young man …’


What power was it which that man Vardy held over me? That yellow coarse-skinned deeply lined face, always blotched and scratched – he must have shaved himself with a scythe – that fuzz of silver-threaded hair which ran in thin strands from his forehead over the inner baldness of his domed pate, those uneven tobacco-stained fangs which stuck out from between the thin shelving depth of his damp lips whenever he smiled that furtive smile of his, his hairy nostrils, his crouched shoulders, his squat barrel belly pushing out the buttons of his crumpled grey linen tropical suit jacket – how was it that this man managed to keep me? Managed to smile so self-effacingly down at his blotter while I spat out my worst furies, managed to blink his way through my dancing rages (yes, I literally danced in front of that desk of his on occasions) and then succeeded in calmly lighting up his pipe while I grunted into spent silence.


‘Young man. Arthur. You have much to learn out here. Don’t worry, I have my eye on you.’


Three months later Vardy set out on a mission to explore the possibilities of trade in the Abyssinian hinterland, and Rimbaud was left in charge of the store. (Still on three shillings a day and my keep.)


Vardy was away for nearly two months, during which hardly a day passed without me going over the draft of my resignation. I took more trouble over that miserable script than I’d taken over the most agonisingly lucid of my precious poems. Those limp dead phrases, those heartless formulas of jargon – ‘my resignation’ – were stained with even more tears of futility than that final diatribe of self-disgust – my Season in Hell – which I’d composed in the granary back at home when I’d first realised that all my hopes, all my pride, all my life so far, had been in vain, deluded, worthless. Because I knew, even as I began – ‘Dear M. Vardy, I hereby …’ – that I was trapped. There was no way out, no other work, no possible method of saving anything more than the miserable pittance that I earned. I was a prisoner in Aden, chained to that godforsaken rock, my unfulfilled ambitions gnawing at my guts as my life ebbed away …


Eight weeks later, shortly after Rimbaud’s twenty-sixth birthday, Vardy returned from Abyssinia. I was there at his office door, my masterfully banal resignation gripped firmly in my inkstained paw, the minute he set foot inside the store.


Vardy had rented a house inland at the newly opened Abyssinian city of Harar. He had decided to appoint his one intelligent employee as his agent there until such time as his brother, Alfred Vardy, arrived from France to take over as manager. Rimbaud was to get nine shillings a day and his keep, as well as 2 per cent of the profits. His duties were to buy up coffee beans, hide, gum, ivory and musk from the local traders in exchange for some cheap European cloth which Vardy had got himself landed with the previous year. Whenever Rimbaud had collected together enough merchandise, he was to make up a caravan for despatch to Zeyla on the coast, and consequent trans-shipment to Aden. I took my resignation home and burnt it, just as I’d burnt the manuscripts of my poems in the granary back at home – and with that same icy feeling of finality numbing my mind. Once again my ambitions had come to earth, defeated, shrunk to the solid pygmy proportions of reality. Nine shillings a day and 2 per cent of the profits.




However, on the sea-crossing to Zeyla Rimbaud began to see things in a different light. He had learnt more about Harar. No Frenchman had set foot in the place until earlier that year, and he was to be the only European actually in residence. The possibilities were unlimited; it was like some fantasy out of his infantile poems materialised. But this was no winter daydream; this ship with its sails crackling above my head in the last of the fiery night wind was no drunken poetic boat, and that faint outline ahead, transfixed on the horizon by the first twilight of the dawn rising astern like a flock of doves, was no waking hallucination – that was Africa. I was still only twenty-six; I was to be my own master, in the Interior, in an unknown barely-explored place. My fortune was there, waiting to be made. I’d exploit that hinterland for all it was worth, I’d squeeze it to the last drop, I’d exploit myself, night and day. At last, Arthur Rimbaud was to be a success.





From Zeyla, Rimbaud set off inland on the first caravan leaving for Harar. At the edge of the narrow coastal plain, the mountains rose sharply to the inland plateau: a vast barren wilderness. Each night the caravan camped in a small water hollow, and fires were lit. As Rimbaud ate the spicy rice hash that the tribesmen shared around a large heaped bronze platter, the drifting smoke of the fire would blend with the white mist which rose from the water hole, and soon all that was visible under the light star-peppered sky was a smooth-surfaced sea of mist with twists of orange flickering smoke rising from the fires. Amidst the murmurs of the tribesmen, the bells of the cropping camels would tinkle through the silence of the surrounding night.


In the morning at first light the tribesmen would be already up stamping out the grey dusty embers of the fires and loading up the camels. All through the day you simply endured, willing your mind to focus on some distant peak as your horse’s hooves clinked against the stones. You could make out no trail and merely followed Youssif, the surly dark-eyed Somali leader, as he picked his way between the boulders, up over the ridges, down along the curving shadowless valleys, while the string of camels carrying the barter and other goods for Harar plodded silently behind.


Each night when the air froze around you and your thoughts became solid once more as your body woke from its heat-induced stupor, you became increasingly possessed by this feeling of inconsolable aching loneliness. What kind of a place lay at the end of a track like this? What the hell ever possessed men to travel day after unending day through such a completely dead world? But you knew, all right. And while you endured, blindly following the nodding robed figure of Youssif as he rode on ahead, you let the heat purge all other thoughts from your mind.


Each morning, before the heat of the day had melted all but the tightening knot of my will, I feasted on the traces of dreams, slaking my thirst with memories of the life I’d left behind me. If I’d have had any tears I’d have shed them, but my eyes were dry and only threads of woollen foam grew at the edges of my lips, glueing them together. And as the desert levelled out into flat dusty rock, Rimbaud’s disgust at all he was, all that he had done and been, hardened until it became as unrelenting as the sun that pressed down on the rocky, sunburnt floor of that upper world.


One by one the memories rose and faded. A lifetime draining away against this landscape of mirage. Me, I, my life: that stupid twerp I was. The precocious arrogant fifteen-year-old scholar running away to join the Commune in Paris. Scribbling poems. Blind drunk with the great Verlaine. Off to London. The suffocating fog and the opium dens in Lime-house;  the chair-creaking calm in the British Museum; lying on some doss-house bed with Verlaine. Bickering, making up, making love: more poems. Weeping, staggering, drunken Verlaine in that hotel room in Brussels with his smoking pistol doing what his prick could never do. Bang, bang: and I thought I was dead. Verlaine sent to jail. Chucking in poetry for good. Bumming round Europe. Then that final tramp across the snow-bound pass in the Alps to catch the boat for Africa … The drunken morning of innocence. Exploits, poems, dreams. No, it was easy enough to give up all that shit. The horses’ hooves clinked through the dust of the stony desert floor. Youssif, huddled like a mummy ahead, pressed inexorably on. The running sores on my thighs rubbed against the saddle, the clotted blood chafing the flabby lips of my bruised arse as my horse stumbled forward, its head bowing to the horizon like some abject senile saint … And then, when all traces of shadow had vanished, burnt into the ashen earth by the unceasing fire of the sun, then there was only her. And instead of the mirage-blurred desert (no hallucination this, no, dear God no!) my mind’s eye would flinch as it gazed once more into her narrow crabbed peasant face with that brown hairy wart on her upper lip, that tracery of bitter wrinkles fracturing the smooth downy skin at the edges of her mouth, and under the male darkness of her heavy eyebrows, the beautiful terror of her cold unflinching brown eyes. And out of the desert furnace around me I would feel the hard field-worked skin of her thick-fingered hands as they clamped my cheeks, forcing my face to look at hers as she searched every line, every mark, every grimy pore – while the beads of sweat grew on my upper lip under the warmth of her potatoey breath and I struggled, with my nostrils flaring, to disguise the contempt which twisted my lips into a smile that could never have arisen from the frozen horror in my guts.


‘What is it this time, Arthur?’


‘Mother … I have come home.’


‘Ach!’ She shook her head; her crinkled shiny hair pulled tight from her forehead in that braided rats-tail crown, glistened in the light. ‘Such bad, bad blood I see in you.’


And as the desert air turned to fire and the light blinded my eyes, so her face would twist into the knot of my will, and I would feel her inside me, driving me, on. I’ll show you, Mother. I’ll force you to see what I am. I’ll bring back so much gold from this place that you’ll want to kiss my feet. And then I’ll raise you up, and you’ll hug me in your arms …




*





Towards the middle of the third week we came to a high boulder-strewn path which led into a stunted wood. Youssif dismounted and I heard the sound of the late afternoon breeze in the trees become that of a sluice which drowned even the ring of my boots on the stones as I approached. I drank as I’ve never drunk before, plunging my head into the clear bottle-green water; and then I stood for a long time watching the melancholy golden wash of the sunset ahead. In the distance, near the horizon on a hummock surrounded by green scrubland, was a walled city. We lit fires, and out of the darkness on the black form of the mountains, I saw the faint glimmering radiance of Harar.


Next day the paths were rougher, and we had to travel on foot much of the way. The hillocks were covered with broom and the air was motionless. In the distant sky birds circled, and nearby I could smell – yes, smell! – the water from the springs. And there, rising like a cairn of dun-coloured stones out of the surrounding green countryside, was the city itself, crowned by the pristine white dome of a mosque. It was as if the end of the world lay ahead of me. Here was to be my rented tomb on this earth. Here I would become master of silence, unflinching in my single resolve … Silencing the flatulent rhetoric which rose from the festering carcass of his will, Arthur Rimbaud gazed about him in wonder as he entered the city of Harar.


In those days Harar was little more than a small Abyssinian trading town surrounded by high dun-coloured walls, with ramparts wide enough for the pacing sentries of the Egyptian garrison. Inside was a maze of rutted alleyways running between tall bare walls made of baked mud (together with some more fundamental ingredient, if my nose wasn’t playing me up). Occasional gateways gave into round primitive courtyards where veiled native women sat in the shadows preparing food. The little alleyways themselves seemed completely deserted, except for the dogs chained to the gateways, who burst into yapping life as we rode past. The only landmark was the occasional dazzling glimpse of the white dome of the mosque hanging above the rooftops at the end of each side turning.


By contrast, the bazaar quarter with its low-ceilinged mud-walled coffee dens and tawdry booths was packed with yelling traders and the milling drift of the garishly-robed crowds, whose faces ranged from the round shiny pitch black of the Sudanese, and brown-bearded weatherbeaten Somali tribesmen, to the almost pallid lightness of various Arabic features. In the very centre of the city we came to the market place, where the visiting caravaners and merchants laid out their gleaming tusks of ivory, bales of crinkly hides whose unrelenting stench hung over one entire corner of the square, pale hummocks of unroasted coffee beans, and stalls lined with small glass decanters of musk wafting varied auras of sickly fragrance. The square itself was bordered on three sides by a high castled mud wall, and on the fourth side by the long two-storey greystone Governor’s palace which towered over the neighbouring ramshackle roofs. The Governor no longer lived there, and the lower windows were all boarded up, giving the place a derelict menacing air. This was the house Old Man Vardy had rented; this was to be Rimbaud’s home in Abyssinia.
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So began my first spell in Harar, a place which is believed by its inhabitants to be modern because every known taste has been avoided in the design and architecture as well as in the layout of the city. Here, as far as I was able to see, you couldn’t point out the traces of a single monument to the past. It existed, rotting in its own contemporaneity; its morals and languages reduced to their simplest expression; its inhabitants, who had no apparent need to know each other, going about their daily business in an identical fashion – a vast absurdity inducing in all who endured it an air of solipsist stupefaction.


To begin with I camped out in the main reception hall on the upper floor of the palace, but the novelty of this empty echoing splendour soon began to pall and I moved out into some houri’s antechamber down the passage. Here from the window I could survey the market square in all its glory. At the back, my kitchen quarters looked out over the teeming alleyways of the local entertainment district. By way of a change from gazing down on Harar’s scintillating world of commerce (my theatre of operations) I would sit in the kitchen quarters during the late afternoons when my work was done, watching as the hooded apparitions roamed through the heavy palls of smoke which always fogged up those back streets at that time of day. Desperately the customers haggled and gesticulated with the child pimps and weird death-in-life painted mummies who paraded their wares like some importuning servants of a death without tears, And as the shadows lengthened, the pitiful howls and humiliations would intensify. The beggars, obscenely uncovered like dogs, would implore on their knees with their tremulous, outstretched hands proffering their pittances at the passing white powder-caked faces which spat down at them from between green-tinted lips. Or a wailing terrified child, her tiny knuckles pressed to her tightly closed eyes, would be held pinned by her master (her father?) while some podgy exotically-ringed hand reached from within a silk-curtained sedan chair to lift her cotton shift, running its caterpillar fingers over her dark tubby thighs.


Half an hour before sunset the curfew bell would toll and the figures begin to filter away into the shadows, leaving only the drifting tendrils of smoke darkening the silent dusk.


At sundown the gates in the city wall were locked and the curfew began. The streets would be deserted, save for the occasional patrol from the Egyptian garrison – and the sick, who according to quaint local custom were always put out into the streets for the night. As darkness came on, the air would be filled with the baying of dogs. Each evening packs of wild dogs were released on the ramparts to keep out the hyenas and lions that lived in the surrounding countryside, and even so occasionally crept over the walls into the streets to rid the Hararis of yet another sick relative.


For me, locked each night in my palace, the sun set twice, the first shadow falling over my watching face as the sun slipped behind the dome of the mosque – a faint skin-pink or lavender shell, a green damask hemisphere, or a harsh charcoal-black shadow, depending upon the light – only to emerge again and then fall a minute or two later behind the distant baked mud ramparts where the tiny silhouetted forms of the leaping dogs bayed against its solid subsiding radiance.


In the evenings, impotent to the charms of my tribal servant girl after what I’d seen from the back window, I’d pace up and down in the darkness for hours on end, feverishly plotting to outwit this hideous fate I’d stumbled into with such naïve intentions. In the solitude of my night-time wanderings through the deserted palace – between the chinks in the upper shutters the vast moonlit emptiness of the walled market square below – my only solace soon became the composing of letters home.




Dear Mother,


After a twenty-day journey across unexplored territory, I finally reached this fabulous city …


 


Dear Mother,


I have been appointed sole agent for the Vardy Trading Co. in this city, the main inland marketing centre of Lower Abyssinia …


 


Dear Mother,


I am alone in this place. There is no competition. I can see that I will soon be able to make my fortune …


 


Dear Mother,


I have plans. Please send me books on iron forging, thatching, glass blowing, candlemaking and brickmaking. Also The Dictionary of Civil Engineering … These people are primitive and unbelievably backward. If I can establish these simple trades here, I will be master of this place … The curfew nights are long and I can teach myself easily from the books you will send …


 


Dear Mother,


I don’t intend to stay here very long. I haven’t found what I thought I would find … But all the same send me the books I asked for, together with Construction in Metal … also, among the old Arabic papers Father left behind, a notebook entitled Plaisanteries, jeux de mots etc. in Arabic …





Mother, Mother! … Are you impressed by this place, by my wish for these books? When I was a child do you remember how you would spend your hard-earned savings on books so that I could learn … learn … learn … And then Arthur Rimbaud, the poet, renounced all learning.




*





In the mornings at dawn the night-time baying of the dogs on the ramparts gave way to human baying, this time from outside the walls. There the caravans that had gathered in the night, together with the merchants and traders from the outlying districts, would set up a mounting caterwauling chorus until the guard decided, in his own time, to collect the key to the gate from the Governor. And so the market place would fill and my hours of oblivion begin.


How, when you have not one single word in common with him, do you persuade a small hardbitten penny-pinching trader to part with his precious and doubtless purloined tusks of ivory? Those very tusks which are to be the making of his fortune or yours.


After no less than three days of haggling with this whining mouse-cautious caravaner, I finally managed to purchase a consignment of ivory at a fraction below Vardy’s maximum price. By this stage I was threatening physical violence, and our particular idots’ duel had become the showpiece of the market place. The beggars would gather, slobbering with delight, along with several off-duty troopers from the garrison, and our performance would begin. The novelty of my approach (a total ignorance of accepted method) elicited squeals of delight.


To secure a consignment of hides, I simply hired three strong porters to carry them away into the palace, while I had three other porters lay out in their place my exchange of woven cloth. By the time this particular manoeuvre was complete, the guards had been called. Luckily for me, the trader was loath to part with the cloth I had placed in his possession and the transaction was thereupon deemed a fait accompli. But I realised from the mood of the gathered mob that such methods could hardly become accepted practice. I was, after all, the first and only European resident in Harar, and had no wish to upgrade my status to that of being the first European martyr (to capitalism, no less).


So it was that I, Arthur Rimbaud, author of one of the first communist manifestos at the time of the Paris Commune of 1871, was now forced to come to an understanding of the more primitive capitalistic aspects of man’s fundamental nature. And not only man’s either. These parodies of feather fluffing and ritual bargaining snarls were all too recognisable. How easily they called to mind those opium dream afternoons I’d spent at the London Zoo, watching the rainbow-winged cockatoos and the blue-arsed baboons (living wild in their natural habitat in this part of Abyssinia) as they pranced and backed in their cages, each measuring out its own territory against its neighbour’s. In those far-off London days I used to stand on the guard rail with my back to the cages – ‘Please do not feed these animals’ the slogan at my head – as I harangued the bourgeois gawpers, with their shiny black top hats and candy-laced children, spouting my infantile utopias while snickering Verlaine, pretending to support me, fawned and fumbled and groped me from below. No, neither the Berbers nor the bourgeois, neither the Bourbons nor the Barbary apes, will ever take naturally to the dreams of socialism, it seems. To each his own defended territory.


And what was Rimbaud’s territory in this end-of-the-world place, and how did he defend it? Each day I found myself reduced to an ever-deepening sense of solitude, and with it that accompanying feeling of heightened individuality and being set apart, which so soon begins imagining itself on a par with the most dedicated spirituality. When we are reduced to nothing on this earth save ourselves (all other mere delusions foresworn, denied or abandoned) then comes that most enticing delusion of all – self-certainty. Our sense of fate increases with our intimations of Fate, and we learn to control and direct our thwarted desires into the only remaining unassailable territory, where in a final ecstasy of impotence and self-denial we allow ourselves the supreme delirium: a personal destiny. I, Arthur Rimbaud, was destined to live among these people. What did I want with a paltry success in the market place, when with the help of those books – Construction in Metal, The Dictionary of Civil Engineering – I could bring a new civilisation to this place, rebuild this entire city according to my own image? I would have riches far beyond the miserly dreams of any peasant mother, and all my failures – my poetry, my prophetic drug-inspired visions, my vagabond wanderings, my corrupted broken love – would each take on meaning as the necessary stages of suffering which precede all true greatness …


However, like it or not, even men of destiny have their so-called ‘human’ moments. With the coming of mid-winter, the nights turned frigid. No letter came from Mother, no parcels of books arrived with the occasional caravans from the coast, and eventually, as night after night I tramped the upper chambers of my derelict palace, I became more and more aware of that tiny figure nestled in the shadows by the fire in the kitchen quarters.


What little I saw of Tahira, my tribal servant girl, was hardly enticing. Her plain delicate-featured face, which she left unveiled inside the palace, remained unvaryingly expressionless as she squatted in the corner sifting the rice and picking with her long fingers at the gobbets of spiced meat she nightly burnt for me over the glowing charcoal bed. In my hunger and irritation I often shouted at her, but only briefly. The fat would sizzle as she blew at the smoking embers in the corner; and then, after I had eaten, she would toast me some muddy bitter coffee before dousing the flames. At this stage the atmosphere would become so acrid with the drifting smoke that the tears would start in my eyes and I’d usually be forced to take my coffee with me to the empty front room, where I’d stand looking out over the deserted market square. When there was a moon I could often make out one of the guards over by the main gate: a crouched figure, squatting in the shadows on his haunches with his rifle propped against the wall beside him. Below his bowed head, between his thighs, the thin red pin-prick of his cigarette would glow as he inhaled.


On that night when I returned to the kitchen quarters I found Tahira by the still-smoking fire, poking at it with her small brush of sticks. The moment I laid my hand on her shoulder (the first time I had ever touched her) she rose without a word. Her flesh was firm under her robes and I let my hands wander over her while the smoke rose blindingly around us in the dim lamplight. Her hand passed gently over my face as soon as she realised what I was doing, and I felt her finger trace the tears down my cheeks. I wanted to tell her that my tears were because of the smoke, but as I opened my mouth I realised that I wasn’t capable of explaining such a thing to her. And then suddenly I was overcome by this choking need for tenderness. I laid my head on her shoulder. I wanted to tell her everything, I wanted to explain who I was, what I was doing in this place, what I wanted to become, what I wanted … to establish even the most tentative link of shared intimacy.


She stood, limp, her hand resting on my shoulder.


‘Tahira?’


She moaned in reply to her name, that little lilting whimper that began at the back of her throat. The way she always replied.


I ground my teeth as my running eyes closed.


‘Tahira!’ I tried, as tenderly as I could.


She moaned again, appearing slightly uncertain now.


Was I, Arthur Rimbaud, who as a poet had previously discovered the colours of the vowels – A black, E white, I red … – I, who had flattered myself once that I had invented a poetic language accessible to all the senses, who had written of silences and of impenetrable nights, who had expressed the inexpressible, now at last to be reduced to this: the crass gutteral of pre-history?


Her black skin and the black shadows were separated only by the red stinging after-vision of the fire in my tears as I blinked.


‘Come,’ I took her by the arm and laid her down on the skins where she slept in the corner. Her cool hands pressed lightly against my shoulderblades as I parted her robes and then grunted and sobbed out my disgust.




*





If to have a destiny means that the outcome of one’s life can be predicted according to some demonstrable proof, then where Rimbaud’s life is concerned one of the more basic axioms of this proof would appear to be that his every humiliation is destined to become a public one. Precisely one week and three sleepless nights of agony after his little lapse from celibacy, Rimbaud was reporting to the commander of the Egyptian garrison asking for a doctor. From Tahira – A so black, I so red – he had caught syphilis.


After a series of sign language conversations, during which I conveyed the nature of my illness in inexplicit general terms, I was finally shown to the doctor’s quarters. Here, in a small shuttered room, recumbent on the primitive patient’s couch cum operating table and breathing heavily beneath a large rough blanket from under which his bare feet alone protruded, lay the only man with any claim to medical qualifications throughout this entire region of the African hinterland.


I coughed, loudly, several times, and eventually a young tribal servant boy appeared. Without further ado he went up to the bed and scratched the toes of his master, who then awoke, springing to his feet like a jack-in-the-box. It was thus that I first encountered Badjian.


Imagine a small wizened middle-aged Armenian, who after a lifetime of wandering the globe, persecutions and failed enterprises, finally signs up with the Egyptian colonial army as a medical orderly, his only qualification being a certificate manufactured and written by himself in Creole during some previous time of need in the city of New Orleans. This was Badjian, a man who seemed to speak a smattering of every language I had ever heard of, whose unceasing commercial optimism had had him selling Chinese bead fans to the wives of American pioneers as they trekked overland in their covered wagons for the Far West, who had gone bankrupt and been flung into Newgate debtors’ jail in London after a scheme for importing garlic on a large scale had foundered at the credit stage, and who had on one memorable occasion cured all the inhabitants in an Anatolian village of some obscure skin complaint by simply coating them in a solution of copper sulphate. (A miraculous cure which had saved his life, for the Turkish authorities had been so incensed at the sight of the entire local population turning blue overnight that they had incarcerated him and sentenced him to death on a charge of subversion.)


While Badjian treated me with various doubtful, and extremely painful elixirs (I drew the line at copper sulphate) he would listen, his kindly knowing quizzical expression occasionally glancing up to focus on some middle distance, as I outlined my own enterprises.


‘Arthur,’ his hand rested on my shoulder as we sat drinking coffee in his dispensary, ‘for seven years I have rotted in this place, despairing of my life. You are like a prophet come out of the wilderness to me. Give me one per cent of your two per cent share of the profits and we will join in partnership.’


‘But I’m contracted to Vardy. And besides, you’re in the army.’


‘Of course. That cannot be changed for the present. I will work for you in a private capacity. We will work together. In the market place I will be your right hand man.’


‘One per cent? Is that all?’


‘For waking me from the grave, Arthur, I would work for you for nothing. The one per cent is merely to convince us both that I am still a man of business. A force to be reckoned with. Arthur, my friend, our troubles are at an end.’


‘Perhaps. But first you’d better cure me of this damn disease.’


‘Have no fear. I have studied this particular disease at its source,’ he reassured me with bland authority. ‘Did you know that syphilis was brought to Europe by the men who sailed with Columbus? It was the American Indians who originally contracted it, but over the years they developed a form of immunity.’


‘If you’re kidding me, I’ll …’ But I could only laugh as I looked into his lined suffering face, his beady heavily bagged eyes puckering with incredulity that I should doubt his word. There was nothing I could threaten him with; in this place I was powerless, completely at his mercy.


‘Badjian, what else can I do but trust you?’




*





The next caravan up from Zeyla brought a letter from Mother.




My dear Arthur,


We all enjoyed your letter. Your travels sound very interesting.


The harvest this year is rather more meagre than I hoped it would be. Windfall Acre and Bottom Meadow can only be used for hay, but we will still make a small profit. Isabelle was out working by the moon to get the last of it all in, because I fell ill in the last week.


As for you, Arthur, I am so glad that you are at last learning the truth. For so long it troubled me that you would never learn these things. But what is all this talk of expensive books? This foolishness will lead you nowhere. Only by diligence, hard work and saving will you raise yourself up in life. My son, have you not learnt from all your previous follies? Now instead of wasting the money you sent me, I have placed a deposit on a small plot of land, Old Jarricot’s, down by Bottom Valley. Land is still our best investment, in these troubled times gold is foolishness …





With the letter one small book: Roret’s Handy Manual – A Practical Encyclopedia of the World around Us. ‘To show you, my son, that your mother is not hard-hearted. I am sure this will contain all you really need.’


Also arriving with the same caravan, and no less of a disappointment, was Alfred Vardy, Old Man Vardy’s brother, fresh from Dijon to take up his appointment as my new boss. I watched as he was unloaded, prostrate, from the caravan onto a stretcher and carried up the main stairway into the palace reception room. Half an hour later Badjian was at his side.


‘He’s my new boss, Badjian. Do as you will.’


Badjian fingered various glandular crevices, prised open Vardy’s eyelids with his thumbs to reveal an eerie hypnotised stare, and then gazed down the sagging foam-lined orifice which gave into Vardy’s throat.


‘Exhaustion.’ pronounced Badjian, rising to his feet with a sigh. ‘He must rest for a few days.’


Such was the exhaustive diagnosis of Harar’s expert medical opinion.


For the next week I had Vardy spoon-fed four times a day by Bomba, my new tribal servant boy. (I’d had to send poor Tahira back to her tribe, there was no point in taking Badjian’s cure with her still looking after me.) Eventually Vardy regained his strength sufficient for him to be able to sit up and talk for an hour or so each day.


I didn’t take to him from the start, but then under the circumstances I don’t think I’d have taken to anyone. He was thinner than his brother, and unlike his brother his long silver-stranded black hair disguised no inner baldness. He had the Vardy eyes – large and staring in repose – and several of his brother’s mannerisms of speech. I was still ‘Young man, Arthur’ I noticed, and he had the same habit of stroking his upper lip with his forefinger whenever he was on the point of touching on some topic which he considered to be of importance. The only difference being that his upper lip was covered with a thick brush moustache.


During our conversations I learned that he’d been a travelling salesman around Dijon, whiling away the years and even remaining a bachelor until the day when the summons came from his beloved elder brother. The only unpredictable thing about him was his political views. He considered himself to be an advanced liberal of the modern school: a man of humanitarian principles who welcomed all men as his equal.


‘We are all brothers on this earth, Arthur. There are no rewards in heaven for living in misery. One thing I will not tolerate is unnecessary suffering in the name of some mythical deity.’


Outside, beyond the glare that burst like an arrested explosion through the chinks in the shutters, the howling bedlam of the market place rose unceasingly. A fitting background to our invalid’s words of wisdom.
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