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‘White carries off the task of uniting order and disorder more elegantly than his subject ever managed to in life… He provides clear, sensitive translations of the poetry, and an illuminating attention to the details of its evolution… The book's achievement is to write a Life which illuminates the work without reducing it to oblique self-revelation. Instead it gives the life the shape of art, a fittingly decadent agenda.' Ben Morgan, Times Literary Supplement


‘An excellent way into the life of one of literature's great enigmas.' Tim Martin, Independent on Sunday


‘White predictably excels.' Michael Arditti, Independent




‘[White's] biography of the poet gives weight to both the passionate, rebellious life and the remarkable and revolutionary verse.' London Review of Books


‘White is never less than fascinating in this edifying biography.' Gay Times


‘White's book is learned but friendly: he manages to penetrate and illuminate the subject's linguistic alchemy while casting a fond but unsentimental eye over the train-wreck of the man's life. [Rimbaud] is a skilfully condensed and pacey reiteration of a myth that falls somewhere between Icarus, Orpheus, and Elvis.' Peter Murphy, Sunday Business Post
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"The novel of living together as two men"


– Verlaine














 

When I was sixteen, in 1956, I discovered Rimbaud. I was a boarding student at Cranbrook, a boys' school outside Detroit, and lights out was at ten. But I would creep out of my room and go to the toilets, where there was a dim overhead light, and sit on the seat for so long that my legs would go numb. Outside, the wind was driving the snow into high white silencing drifts; inside, the dormitory was eerily quiet. I would read and read again Rimbaud's poems. Even though I had won a local prize in French, Rimbaud's vocabulary and grammar were too difficult for me and I was always peeking from the left page of the French original to the right page of the 1952 English translation by Louise Varèse. Buoyed up by the sensual delirium of the long poem "The Drunken Boat," I would float off into daydreams of exotic climes.


As an unhappy gay adolescent, stifled by boredom and sexual frustration and paralyzed by self-hatred, I longed to run away to New York and make my mark as a writer; I identified completely with Rimbaud's desires to be free, to be published, to be sexual, to go to Paris. All I lacked was his courage. And genius. I crammed all my homework into the afternoons, when most of the other boys were playing sports. That way I was free during the two-hour compulsory study hall in the evening to work on my novel. I wrote one novel, then a second. My mother, ever indulgent, asked her secretary to type them up from my neat, handwritten pages. My idea was that I would send them off to a New York publisher, have them accepted, make a fortune—and flee. I'd cast aside both my parental households (my parents were divorced), liberate myself from their money, quit my school—and move to New York! I imagined an older man would fall in love with me and do everything for me.


For some reason, I never sent off my manuscripts. Maybe I didn't know where to mail them; after all, I'd never met a published writer, nor did such a fabulous creature seem to inhabit our Midwestern world, any more than a unicorn might suddenly gallop past my dorm windows. Or maybe I was afraid that my book would be accepted, that it would be published, that I would have to live out all my fantasies—and the notion of answered prayers I found even more alarming than a continuation of my dependence and frustration. After all, in Rimbaud's nineteenth-century Catholic village, a homosexual might have been a sinner or a criminal, but in the Freudian 1950s in America, he was sick and in urgent need of treatment. A sinner might insist he wanted to be a Prodigal Son, a criminal might want to be irredeemable, but no one could fight for the right to be sick.


I found the Rimbaud myth to be at once puzzling and exciting. In a slim volume about Rimbaud by Wallace Fowlie, published by New Directions in 1946, just a decade previously, I read these fascinating words: "A relationship between two poets of the same sex, even if there is a physical basis, may provide an intensive intellectual comradeship and stimulation. Homosexuality, in its highest sense, is founded on intellectualism. It represents fundamentally an aesthetic conception of love, in which the beauty of a young man seeks the wisdom of an older man, and in which wisdom contemplates beauty." Fowlie then went on to trot out Plato and the ideas of the Symposium. Only recently did I discover that Fowlie was both a champion of modernism and a Catholic who remained celibate for forty-five years—and went on to write a last book in the 1990s about Rimbaud and Jim Morrison, lead singer of The Doors!


These ideas about homosexuality "in its highest sense" were heady indeed, "even" if physical—and rhymed with the life of the great Russian dancer Vaslav Nijinsky, and his tragic affair with his impresario lover, Sergei Diaghilev, the founder of the Ballets Russes. My mother had given me a biography of Nijinsky just before I discovered Rimbaud, and there, too, I read,






Diaghilev's boundless admiration for Nijinsky the dancer was even overshadowed by his passionate love for Vaslav himself. They were inseparable. The moments, in a similar mutual relationship, of dissatisfaction and ennui that came to others, never came to them, as they were so intensely interested in the same work. To make Sergei Pavlovich happy was no sacrifice to Vaslav. And Diaghilev crushed any idea of resistance, which might have come up in the young man's mind, by the familiar tales of the Greeks, of Michelangelo and Leonardo, whose creative lives depended on the same intimacy as their own.





To read that the two men "were one in private life" thrilled me, just as I was half-convinced by Diaghilev's argument that heterosexuality was an animal necessity for breeding, "but that love between the same sex, even if the persons involved are quite ordinary, because of the very similarity of their natures and the absence of a presupposed difference, is creative and artistic." Oddly enough, this strange and questionable homage to homosexuality had been written by Nijinsky's wife Romola (not so odd, perhaps, since Romola, as I only recently learned, was a lesbian).


The only problem in the case of Rimbaud, however, was that the boy, Rimbaud, dominated the older poet, Verlaine. Rimbaud was the top, the "Infernal Bridegroom," and Verlaine, ten years older and married, was the passive "Foolish Virgin." For a while I referred to this book as "Rimbaud: Teen Top." To be sure, Rimbaud enjoyed shocking his older straight male friends by claiming otherwise. He once said about Verlaine in the presence of Alphonse Daudet, the macho Provençal novelist, "He can satisfy himself on me as much as he likes. But he wants me to practice on him! Not on your life! He's far too filthy. And he's got horrible skin."


Not only did Rimbaud control and harass and terrorize Verlaine in the bedroom, but he also sought to prevail in their work, despite Verlaine's established reputation and publishing history. Rimbaud was the exalted revolutionary who thought poetry must break with tradition and usher in a whole new era of human history. As Paul Valéry declared, "Before Rimbaud all literature was written in the language of common sense."


If Rimbaud was the most experimental poet of his day, someone who in the four short years of his career managed to have three utterly different styles, then Verlaine was much more a lyric voice, someone whose superb verses were close to the delicate, rhyming patterns of song (indeed, Debussy set them to music), a poet of melancholy and shadows, of a fragile and intensely personal Catholicism, and of the springtime of love. In 1890, looking back at his entire production, Verlaine said that the constants of his style included "a free form of versification…frequent alliteration, something like assonance in the body of the verse, rhymes more rare than rich, the exact word sometimes avoided on purpose or nearly. At the same time, the content sad and designed to be that way…." In this statement Verlaine accurately emphasized the sadness and the strict formality of his distinctive verse.


In the little Fowlie book, no longer than this one, I learned that Rimbaud had wooed Verlaine away from his wife; that they had fled to London, that there they had almost died of starvation; that they had associated in England with the former Communards; the anarchists who had tried unsuccessfully in 1871 to establish Paris as a free city-state and been forced to flee to England. Verlaine, fearing he'd made a mistake in abandoning his wife and baby son, rushed back to the Continent, where a distraught Rimbaud joined him. In Brussels they had another fight. Verlaine shot Rimbaud through the wrist—and the older man was given a two-year prison sentence. In prison Verlaine returned to the Catholic faith, wrote pious poetry—but when he was freed he ran back to Rimbaud's side, rosary in hand, just as later Oscar Wilde would be imprisoned for homosexuality, repent, write a pious confession and, after serving his two-year sentence, seek out Lord Alfred Douglas, the cause of his downfall.


Rimbaud, I read, left behind an important body of work but renounced his career at age nineteen, went off to Africa, earned money as a gunrunner, became ill, and died an early death. Verlaine, a genius and a drunk, would stagger on for several years more; he would write a biographical sketch of Rimbaud, see his works into print, and do whatever he could to promote the fame of his lost love. Rimbaud's literary career lasted four years and he died at age thirty-seven; Verlaine published over a period of some thirty years and he died at age fifty-one. Verlaine was a survivor, though he was also a buffoon, lurching back and forth from men to women, from wine to absinthe, from hospital to prison to gutter, all the while turning out pure musical poems that made him the spiritual leader of the Symbolists. While still in school, I read a novel by the turn-of-the-century writer Anatole France called The Red Lily, in which a character, based on Verlaine, wrote his best poems on cigarette paper and smoked them in front of appalled admirers.




The contrast between Rimbaud, the short-tempered, willful hellion, prompt to renounce one career after another until he ended up sick and despondent and virtually friendless, and Verlaine, the subtle, self-pitying equivocator, quick to yield even to his worst impulses— this contrast fascinated me. In my early twenties I wrote a play about Rimbaud and Verlaine, which made the rounds but was never put on; as one producer explained to me, "Either Rimbaud is a genius, to whom everything is permitted, or he's a brat. Genius is impossible to establish on the stage, so by default he comes off as an intolerable troublemaker and ingrate."


Wallace Fowlie's meditation on Rimbaud's life and the longer 1936 biography by Enid Starkie were all I had to go on in my high-school days, but these traces of the Rimbaud-meteor were enough to give me hope—as a desperate, self-hating homosexual, as an aspiring writer, as a sissy-rebel. I, too, wanted to reach out to older writers in New York and have them extend a welcoming hand, as Verlaine had welcomed the unknown Rimbaud (and sent him the money for a train ticket to Paris). I, too, wanted to escape the ennui of my petit-bourgeois world and embrace bohemia. I, too, wanted to forego years of apprenticeship and shoot to the artistic top as a prodigy, not a drudge. I, too, wanted to make men leave their wives and run off with me.


The worst thing I may ever have done in my life was to denounce a teacher at Cranbrook for smoking marijuana. He was eventually fired, and he was subjected for years to the scrutiny of the FBI, whom the school authorities had tipped off. What I never mentioned to them was that I had had sex with this very teacher—and had denounced him for smoking marijuana the same day. My self-hatred, my desire to have a trapdoor beside the bed where I could toss the "evidence" of my sickness and sin—certainly these played a part in my disgusting behavior, as did my resolve not to be tempted again. And perhaps I was bitter and nursing my disappointment that my teacher wanted to get off with me but didn't love me (he was married). Now, all these years later, I ask myself whether Rimbaud's "satanic" example might not have been the decisive influence on my deplorable behavior.













 

Arthur Rimbaud certainly didn't look like the devil. Like a fallen angel, perhaps, with his thick, untamable hair that he grew to his shoulders when he was sixteen and his sky-blue eyes that come out nearly white in the photographs of the day, his small features and determined, unsmiling mouth. Verlaine called him "an angel in exile." The slight asymmetry of the center dip in the cupid's bow of his upper lip is one of those intriguing flaws in an otherwise perfect face that makes the viewer catch his breath. I suppose it's right up there with James Dean's bashful-boyish-guilty way of lowering his head and looking up at us through his eyebrows with a smile. Verlaine later spoke of Rimbaud's "cruel light blue eyes" and his "strong red mouth with the bitter fold in it—mysticism and sensuality in spades."


Rimbaud was born on October 20, 1854, in the town of Charleville in the northeast corner of France called the Ardennes, near the Belgian border—best known to foreigners as the region where the disastrous Battle of the Bulge was fought during World War II. Prophetically, Rimbaud was born in his parents' apartment above a bookshop. Charleville was one of those French rural towns with imposing public buildings from the seventeenth century gathered around a cobblestoned Ducal Square, several church spires, dismal little neighborhoods of a uniform grayness, the muddy streets empty and the shutters closed except on market days—a town, yes, but never out of earshot of roosters crowing and the rumble of horse-drawn carts full of hay. The whole town dozed beside a nearly motionless branch of the Meuse River flowing beside a massive stone mill from the seventeenth century that looked like a bell tower.


"Rimbaud" is derived from ribaud, an old French word that is related to ribald in English and means "prostitute," hardly a proper name for the pious family of Catholic farmers on his mother's side, but perhaps more appropriate to the bearer of the name, his father, a dashing captain in the army, a tailor's son who at age thirty-eight married a dour peasant woman of twenty-seven for her solid character and handsome dowry and her prospects of inheriting more. He seems to have spent very little time with Vitalie Cuif, but when he was with her he kept busy, since during each visit she conceived another child. First came Arthur's older brother, Frédéric. Then, less than a year later, Arthur was born, baptized Jean Nicholas Arthur Rimbaud. When the baby's birth was registered at the town hall, one of the witnesses was the bookseller downstairs, Prosper Letellier. Six months after Arthur's birth, his father was sent off to fight in the Crimea. He came back briefly during the summer of 1856 and, like clockwork, nine months later a little girl, named Vitalie after her mother, was born, but she died within a month. No matter. Less than a year later a second daughter, also named Vitalie, came into the world. In 1859 Madame Rimbaud paid her husband a visit at his garrison, and nine months later she gave birth to a fourth and final child, Rimbaud's beloved sister Isabelle, who would be with him when he died and who would do much to promote his posthumous fame, though she also devoted extraordinary energy to cleaning up his image.


Five children in six years of marriage (four survived) was quick work, but it seems that Captain Rimbaud didn't much like children and didn't get along with his stern and bigoted wife. One day in 1860, he left Charleville to join his regiment and never returned. Arthur was six. His mother was someone guided at every moment by a strong sense of duty and self-discipline. Her mother had died when she was still a child, and little orphaned Vitalie had run her father's household from an early age. Though she was determined to rise into the middle class and to push her children even higher, she herself had worked in the fields when she was growing up. Nevertheless she could read and write and had a high regard for education. No one had ever seen her smile. She subscribed to rigidly conservative principles and once became enraged when she saw little Arthur reading Victor Hugo's Les Misérables, a novel we'd consider fit for the whole family. She boxed Arthur's ears and denounced the teacher who'd lent him the book. After all, the novel was on the Catholic index and Madame Rimbaud took her faith seriously.


She admired ceaseless labor and probably could barely tolerate what she considered to be her husband's doodling. He had been stationed for several years in Algeria, at that time a French colony, and there he wrote all sorts of very long unpublished books—a collection of jokes in Arabic, an annotated and translated Koran, a compendium of high points in military oratory, ancient and modern, reports on all the evils that befell his regiment, everything from locust attacks to dealings with two-faced Arab diplomats. None of these copious writings still exists (probably Madame Rimbaud destroyed her husband's belongings after his death); but we know that Arthur Rimbaud studied his father's works in Arabic as he attempted to learn the language.


Curiously, given that Africa was to be Arthur's destiny, Madame Rimbaud's brother got into trouble with the law, ran off, and spent years fighting in Algeria. When he returned to the Ardennes, he was so tan that everyone dubbed him "the African." If Madame Rimbaud was strict, it was possibly because she secretly feared that her children would turn out badly—want to travel, drink, and live the life of wastrels.


Arthur seems to have harbored erotic memories (or fantasies) of his father. When he was seventeen and living in Paris, he wrote a series of parodies of other poets, including the popular bourgeois rhymester François Coppée, whom he despised. In this jocular context, Rimbaud felt free to write:








I daydreamed about my father sometimes;


In the evening, a card game and off-color jokes,


The man from next door, and I seated off to one side, things seen… 


For a father can be disturbing!—and the things dreamed up!


His knee, nudging me sometimes; his trousers


Whose fly my finger wanted to explore—oh no!


In order to touch one of my dad's bits—big, black and hard—


He whose hairy hand had rocked my cradle!








Her older son, Frédéric, was a blue-eyed boy, amiable and even cheerful, a slow learner but a predictable and easygoing person. He would finish three years of high school, join the army, and see some action (thereby exempting his younger brother, Arthur, from needing to serve). Eventually Frédéric would sell newspapers, go back into the army for another five years and attain the rank of sergeant, work on a farm and then become a tramway conductor, marry, have children, and die in his sixties—a life like millions of others. In the army Frédéric picked up a broad, drawn-out Provençal accent; when Rimbaud later recounted to him some of his strange adventures as a vagabond, Frédéric drawled, "You disgust me-e-e…."


Soon after her husband abandoned her and their children, Madame Rimbaud announced that she was a "widow"; indeed, she always signed her letters "Madame Rimbaud—Widow." She was thirty-five when he left her. The family came down in the world—they moved to a back street where the other families were poor. Although Madame Rimbaud forbade her children to play with the ragamuffin neighbors, Arthur was fascinated by them. In his early poem, "The Seven-Year Old Poets," he recalls:


 





The only children he spent time with were


Skinny and bare-headed, their eyes lackluster,


Who hid their yellow fingers black with mud


Under their old rags stinking with diarrhea


While they conversed with the sweetness of idiots….








Often enough Madame Rimbaud has been portrayed as an unfeeling, closed-minded woman, but her extant letters, written late in life, reveal her to have been resourceful, pious, and loyal, if undeniably tight-buttoned. In her letters to her daughter she announces, "Since there is no more religion there is no more honesty," and she seems to be implying that her daughter's own husband may have pocketed a money order intended for his wife. Typically she will close a letter saying, "My daughter, pray to God and do your duty in all things." Or at the end of the year she will write, "I'm not going to wish you a happy new year, that's useless, actions are all that count." When her daughter was going to marry a writer who'd lived for years in Paris, Madame Rimbaud wrote to Stéphane Mallarmé himself, the high priest of the Symbolist cult, asking for a character reference. Mallarmé sent one, highly favorable, responding no doubt out of respect to the mother of Rimbaud, by then deceased.


Madame Rimbaud's weirdest remark in her letters to her daughter Isabelle is, "At the moment when I prepared to write you, some soldiers here passed by, which gave me a very powerful feeling as I remembered your father with whom I would have been happy if I'd not had certain children who made me suffer so much." It seems unlikely that she is referring to all her children or children in general; certainly she is not singling out Isabelle, who was always respectful and obedient. She may have meant the first Vitalie, who died as an infant and cast her mother into a terrible state of despair. She may have meant Arthur, the genius from hell, the one she loved the most and who gave her endless trouble as a teenager (though late in life he turned out all right). She probably meant her older son, Frédéric, who was the slowest boy in school and grew up to be a tramway conductor, a scheming wretch who even threatened to blackmail his own brother.


Though Arthur had become a rebellious teenager, as a boy he had been scarily good. As he writes in "Seven-Year-Old Poets":








And the Mother, closing the exercise book,


Went away satisfied and very proud, without noticing


In his blue eyes and on his forehead so prominent with genius,


The child's soul giving in to revulsion.


All day long he sweats with obedience, very


Intelligent; however, certain fidgets and looks


Seem to prove he's guilty of being a nasty hypocrite.


In the dark corridors with their mildewed curtains


He sticks out his tongue as he walks by, plants both fists


Against his groin and squeezes his eyes shut till he sees stars.










Later in the poem, Rimbaud speaks of his fascination with men strolling home in the evening after work. He says clearly that while he was made to read the family Bible with its cabbage-green borders, he didn't love God—just these men. Later he would talk about his attraction to the "unredeemable convict whom the penitentiary will lock up forever. I'd visit the inns and furnished rooms he would have sacralized by staying there. Through his eyes I saw the blue sky and the flourishing work of the countryside; I picked up the scent of his fatal presence in the cities. He was stronger than a saint, more sensible than a traveler— and he, he alone!, is the only one to prove he is famous and in the right." In two different poems, Rimbaud writes about going to the outhouse and daydreaming there about sex and escape. Like the young criminal-poet Jean Genet, born a half century later but brought up in a similar village, the young Rimbaud believed the outhouse was the one place of retreat and reverie. Both boys, scholarly and obedient as children, secretly admired prisoners. Indeed, though both Rimbaud and Genet went on to turn into delinquents and wild boys, both of them started off as model students and superior scholars. Rimbaud had a mother, if not a father, but he thought of himself as an orphan, and his first published poem was a sentimental ballad about orphaned children, toddlers who've been abandoned by careless relatives in a freezing house, their only toys the beaded funeral wreaths of their deceased mother. Rimbaud and his brother celebrated their first communion together, and a year later Rimbaud, unbeknownst to his teachers and family members, sent off to the Prince Imperial in Paris (Napoleon III's son) an ode in Latin, sixty lines long, celebrating the imperial boy's first communion (the Prince's preceptor wrote back a nice note, though he chided Rimbaud for a few mistakes in the classical language).


Rimbaud's scholastic excellence was incontestable. There on the printed program at the end of what would be middle school in America is a list of Rimbaud's prizes—first in History and Geography, first in "academic competition," first in Latin composition, first in Greek and so on. He was the best student Charleville had seen in many years. Legend has it that during the six-hour regional exams in 1869, Rimbaud conspicuously daydreamed with his head down on his desk for the first three hours—then sped through the entire workload in the remaining time and won all the honors. No wonder a teacher reported that the student was "small and timid" and "a little stilted and ingratiating. His fingernails were clean, his exercise books spotless, his homework amazingly correct, his grades above reproach." The teacher said he was one of those "perfect little monsters" built to win contests. The image remains indelible of Madame Rimbaud on Sunday morning marching to church with her two silent, obedient sons and her two silent, obedient daughters walking behind her, all turned out impeccably.


Some of Rimbaud's first poems are about village life. While still a kid, he had already become resolutely anti-bourgeois in the great tradition of French bourgeois authors. He once scrawled in a school notebook, invoking the names of two of the bloodiest (and long-dead) participants in the French Revolution, "Marat and Robespierre, the young await you!" At the age of fifteen, he had suddenly turned into a caricaturist (he even drew some pretty good caricatures of local types in his notebooks). In "To Music" he speaks of a military band playing in the square next to the train station during the height of summer. He makes fun of "the club of retired grocers who rake the sand with their knobbed canes" and of "the fat office-workers who drag their big ladies along" while the narrator, the "I" of the poem, follows the young girls and studies their "white necks embroidered with stray locks of hair" and hopes to catch a glimpse of their boots and stockings. In a less satirical poem, called "Novel," Rimbaud develops in a light, carefree manner the theme of the flirtatious girl and the amorous lad: "You're scarcely serious when you're seventeen." In one stanza he writes (inventing a verb based on Robinson Crusoe):








The heart goes madly Robinsonning through novels


When, in the pale light of street lamps,


A young miss with charming airs floats by


Shadowed by her father's fearful detachable collar…








Perhaps Rimbaud was influenced by Verlaine who, in his first poem, "Monsieur Prudhomme" (1863), had written similar words:








He is serious: he is the mayor and father of the family,


His false collar swallows up his ear…










Rimbaud even speculates about his own mother's physical loneliness and stifled sense of longing in the wake of her husband's abandonment. In "Memory" he writes about "Madame" who holds herself too upright in the field beside the Meuse River as her children stretch out in the grass and read their red leather-bound book. Then, dramatizing the scene, Rimbaud imagines:








Alas, like a thousand white angels vanishing above the road,


He disappears through the mountains! And she, cold and black,


Runs! Yes, runs after the departure of the man!








In the next stanza, Rimbaud pictures his mother longing for sturdy young arms and thinking of a gold April moon illuminating the marriage bed. She recalls the ripe germinating evenings of August, as if passing from lovemaking to the full implications of pregnancy, the inevitable outcome of her couplings with her husband. Toward the end of the poem, the writer remembers his frustration as a child—his arms were too short to reach out to the flowers; he could not touch either the troubling yellow one nor the blue one, the flower melting into the ash-colored water. The reader cannot help but think of the annoying mother and the rapidly receding father, both beyond their son's grasp.


Arthur and his older brother, Frédéric, were opposites. Whereas Arthur was always at the top of his class, his brother was always among the last. At first they attended the Rossat Institution, a run-down but prestigious academy. When Arthur was eleven their mother transferred her sons to the local private collège, or secondary school. Arthur amused himself by drawing pictures of his teachers, but this silent rebellion was the only ruffle in an otherwise exemplary comportment. The principal was soon devoted to Arthur, who he was certain would vindicate the reputation of his school in the regional scholastic competitions. The principal told his staff to let young Arthur read anything he liked—no censorship for his star pupil.


Rimbaud, however, was hanging around the bookstore and (since he couldn't afford to buy expensive magazines or books) reading there the latest poetry coming out of Paris in the annual anthology Contemporary Parnassus. There Rimbaud immersed himself in the work of a fairly new school of poetry, the Parnassians, the apostles of Art for Art's Sake, who subscribed to Théophile Gautier's statement, "Only that which serves no end is beautiful; everything useful is ugly." Though they were heirs to Romanticism, they reproached the Romantics for their sentimentality and for taking political positions (for or against democracy, for or against Napoleon). Unlike the Romantics, the Parnassians emphasized a return to the literature of antiquity and prized impersonality and the icy perfection of form.


As in the case of all literary movements, not all or even most of its adherents truly followed its principles. For Rimbaud the Parnassians meant an exposure to the idea of the avant-garde, which for him was crucial. When the only poets you've ever read in your little sleepy village, cut off from the great world, write in Latin and Greek and have been dead for two thousand years, the notion that contemporary poetry (even the staid, classicizing Parnassian poetry) is in a state of permanent revolution and that only the new is worthwhile affected Rimbaud profoundly. He himself had just published a poem in Latin in the Monitor of Secondary Instruction, an imitation of Horace in which Phoebus, the sun god, declares prophetically, "You will be a poet."


In the Parnassian anthology, the poet he admired most was Paul Verlaine, the man who would eventually become his lover, savior, and downfall. During this first literary exposure, Rimbaud was influenced by Verlaine's poems. When Rimbaud wrote letters to his elders about the mission of poetry, he would evoke passages from Verlaine about the robustness of ancient Greek poetry— and cite even the same names of classical poets of the past.


On January 2, 1870, the fifteen-year-old Rimbaud published his first poem in French in a respectable wide-circulation journal, the Review for Everyone (La Revue pour tous). The poem, called "The New Year's Day Gifts for the Orphans," is a skillfully done but sentimental ballad about little children awakening on the holiday morning to discover that their mother is dead, the grate is cold, and they've been abandoned to their fate by their father. Every heartstring is plucked. The predominating influence is clearly Victor Hugo (who in "Things Seen One Spring Day" writes: "The four children wept, and their mother was dead").




It was as if the simple act of publication awakened the prince from his slumbers and plunged him into what would henceforth be an action-packed life. Yeats said that the writer must choose the life or the work; Rimbaud ended up choosing both.
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