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Introduction




‘Every being seemed to me to be entitled to several other lives.’


(‘Délires II’, Une Saison en Enfer)





Unknown beyond the avant-garde at the time of his death, Arthur Rimbaud (1854–1891) has been one of the most destructive and liberating influences on twentieth-century culture. He was the first poet to devise a scientifically plausible method for changing the nature of existence, the first to live a homosexual adventure as a model for social change, and the first to repudiate the myths on which his reputation still depends.


Rimbaud’s abandonment of poetry in his early twenties has caused more lasting, widespread consternation than the break-up of the Beatles. Even in the mid-1880s, when the French Decadents were hailing him as a ‘Messiah’, he was already several reincarnations from his starting-point. He had travelled to thirteen different countries and lived as a factory worker, a tutor, a beggar, a docker, a mercenary, a sailor, an explorer, a trader, a gun-runner, a money-changer and, in the minds of some inhabitants of southern Abyssinia, a Muslim prophet.


Rimbaud is largely responsible for what we now think of as the rebel artist – ‘the poet of revolt, and the greatest of them all’, said Albert Camus.1 The poems he left behind like unwanted luggage turned out to be literary time-bombs: ‘Le Bateau ivre’ (‘The Drunken Boat’), the enigmatic ‘Voyelles’ (‘Vowels’) sonnet, Une Saison en Enfer (A Season in Hell), the prose Illuminations and some strangely unfamous masterpieces, like the Proustian ‘Mémoire’ and the obscene, pre-Freudian parodies of the Album zutique.


In his posthumous career as Symbolist, Surrealist, Beat poet, student revolutionary, rock lyricist, gay pioneer and inspired drug-user, Rimbaud has been treated by four generations of avant-gardes as an emergency exit from the house of convention. ‘All known literature’, according to Paul Valéry, ‘is written in the language of common sense – except Rimbaud’s.’2


It is ironic that the experiments Rimbaud referred to as his ‘verbal alchemy’ have helped to establish the idea that literary texts should be studied in clinical isolation from the unprofessional muddle of a life. His most spectacular influence has been on writers, musicians and artists who considered his life an essential part of the work: Pablo Picasso, André Breton, Jean Cocteau, Allen Ginsberg, Bob Dylan and Jim Morrison, who is sometimes said to have faked his death in Paris and followed Rimbaud to Ethiopia.


Unlike so many privately respectable anti-heroes, Rimbaud led an exemplary life. The list of his known crimes is several times longer than the list of poems published by Rimbaud himself. Between the time when he first ran away to Paris (1870) and the last recorded sign of interest in his own poetry (1875), the longest texts in his Correspondance are the letter in which he described his plan for becoming a ‘seer’ by means of a ‘long, immense and rational derangement of all the senses’, and his statements to the Brussels police after he was shot by his lover, the poet Paul Verlaine.


The first biographical text devoted to Rimbaud – apart from adulatory school reports – was written on that occasion by a police constable:




In morality and talent, this Raimbaud [sic], aged between 15 and 16, was and is a monster. He can construct poems like no one else, but his works are completely incomprehensible and repulsive.3





Since then, opinions have been almost uniformly extreme:




‘An angelic mind that was certainly illuminated by heavenly light.’ – PAUL CLAUDEL4


‘The originator of modern prose rhythms, and the basis from which all speculations of the kind have arisen.’ – EDITH SITWELL5


‘A “spirit” of the highest rank in the body of a vicious and terrible child.’ – JACQUES RIVIÈRE6


‘A veritable god of puberty.’ – ANDRÉ BRETON7


‘The first poet of a civilization not yet born.’ – RENÉ CHAR8


‘A superior mental degenerate with the added complication, during the period of literary production, of toxic delirium.’ – DR E. JACQUEMIN-PARLIER9


‘Constitutional psychopath.’ – DR J. H. LACAMBRE10


‘The first punk poet.’ ‘The first guy who ever made a big women’s liberation statement, saying that when women release themselves from the long servitude of men they’re really gonna gush. New rhythms, new poetries, new horrors, new beauties.’ – PATTI SMITH11




As some of these quotations suggest, Rimbaud’s poetry is not just a powerful mental stimulant; it also provides a fertile medium for fantasy and delusion. The great demystifier of bourgeois literature and society has been smothered in myth. Even now, the vast confabulation of the Internet is spreading Rimbaud legends more rapidly than ever, attaching him to more recent vagrants and visionaries like Bruce Chatwin and Kurt Cobain.


The reverential tone was set immediately after Rimbaud’s death. Horrified to see her brother depicted in the newspapers as a smutty, homosexual terrorist, Isabelle Rimbaud devoted herself to the task of cleaning up his reputation: ‘How likely is it’, she wondered, ‘that a boy aged between 15 and 16 could have been the evil genius of Verlaine, who was eleven years his senior?’12 The hagiography by her husband, Paterne Berrichon, which he almost called La Vie charmante d’Arthur Rimbaud, is often derided but remains surprisingly influential.


One of the starting-points of this biography was the discovery that Rimbaud’s image is still a faint reflection of the evidence. Isabelle Rimbaud’s fabrications were exposed long ago, but heart-warming phrases are still quoted from letters which are known to have been forged or expurgated.


Many biographers of Rimbaud obviously preferred the sentimental, schoolboy adventure stories of Rimbaud’s early memorialists to the poet’s own savage cynicism. The colonial past became a pretext for nostalgia, and Rimbaud’s face was erased to the prepubescent blank of Hergé’s Tintin, parading its spurious innocence in a world of crafty natives.


For many readers (including this one), the revelation of Rimbaud’s poetry is one of the decisive events of adolescence. Unlike other such events, it appears to entail, not a loss of innocence, but a realization that innocence has far more possibilities than previously supposed. Such readers inevitably have an interest in keeping Rimbaud young, and perhaps, as Evelyn Waugh implied in the opening lines of Scoop (1938), the life of Arthur Rimbaud is not an adult subject:




While still a young man, John Courteney Boot had, as his publisher proclaimed, ‘achieved an assured and enviable position in contemporary letters’. [. . .] He had published eight books – beginning with a life of Rimbaud written when he was eighteen, and concluding, at the moment, with Waste of Time, a studiously modest description of some harrowing months among the Patagonian Indians.13




I have tried at least to allow Rimbaud to grow up. Having once ignored his post-poetic life in a spirit of textual purity, I found the investigation of his years in Arabia and Africa an enlightening and exhilarating journey. This period of his life turns out to be an important chapter in the history of the Scramble for Africa. It also retrospectively illuminates his writing. Like all great poets, Rimbaud was a brilliant manipulator. Anyone who first read his poems as the oracular burblings of a naturally inspired ‘seer’ can only profit from the knowledge that, apart from Victor Hugo, no French poet of the late nineteenth century had a greater impact on imperial politics or earned more money.


*


MY OWN EXPERIENCE of urban and rural East Africa has been less useful in writing this book than the ‘rugged reality’ of literary research. It is too easy to remain attached to old images and ideas when the mind is preoccupied with phrase-books, timetables, mosquito nets and water purification tablets. Nothing can replace the brutal shock of verifiable information: rediscovered letters, accounts of other travellers in an Abyssinia that no longer exists, the untold horror stories of Rimbaud’s business deals, and the charting of his explorations in one of the world’s largest remaining terrae incognitae.


The biographies of those who set off in search of Rimbaud, and even tried to live his life, are significantly identical in their conclusions to the romances of desk-bound biographers. Rimbaud road books belong to a separate sub-genre. This biography is not intended as a pedantic substitute or a medically tested antidote. The best, like Alain Borer’s necromantic meditations or Charles Nicholl’s more gritty, lyrical homage, Somebody Else: Arthur Rimbaud in Africa, 1880–91, are literary works in their own right.


Exposing myths and correcting misapprehensions is a pleasant but ultimately futile and even self-deluding activity. In the Hall of Mirrors of Rimbaud’s reputation, there are at least as many Rimbauds as there are personae in his work. As Rimbaud scholars continue to demonstrate, with an annual average of ten books and eighty-seven articles, his poetry is not the literary equivalent of a live concert but a complex, almost pathologically ambiguous body of work. Unlike many of his contemporaries, Rimbaud is not remembered for moral witticisms that produce a general murmur of agreement but for enigmatic slogans that support a huge variety of interpretations: ‘Real life is absent’; ‘I is somebody else’; ‘Love must be reinvented’; ‘The time of the Assassins is upon us’, which Henry Miller associated with millennial chaos and nuclear war;14 and ‘a rational derangement of all the senses’ – often quoted without the ‘rational’.


*


SINCE THE LAST full biographies of Rimbaud – Pierre Petitfils (1982) and Jean-Luc Steinmetz (1991) – a great deal of new information has come to light, some of it in the 1998 Drouot auction15 when one of Rimbaud’s schoolboy letters was sold for 3.5 million francs. The principal innovations, however, lie in the interpretation and chronology of the crucial moments of Rimbaud’s life: his anarchist activities, his relationship with Verlaine, his explorations and gun-running expeditions, and his financial, political and religious interactions with the slave societies of the Horn of Africa.


I have not found the Rimbaud I expected to find, nor did I expect to spend as much time working on this book as Rimbaud spent producing four small bodies of work each of which represents a different stage in the history of modern poetry. My only regret is that it did not take twice as long. Rimbaud gave up writing poetry, but few people, having acquired the taste, ever give up reading it.


*


IT MIGHT REASONABLY be asked why this 450-page reconstruction of Rimbaud’s life ends in a rubble-strewn hinterland of notes, especially since the book is designed to be read with only one bookmark. The notes are intended to support statements, to facilitate further research, and to acknowledge the fact that every biography is a collaboration. The notes and bibliography, in other words, are an extension of the acknowledgements.


The following people offered information or helped with questions which ranged from the small and tedious to the vast and unanswerable: Damian Atkinson, Jean-Paul Avice, Michel Brix, Elizabeth Chapman, Mastan Ebtahaj, Philip Gaskell, André Guyaux, James Hiddleston, Steve Murphy, James Patty, Claude and Vincenette Pichois, Raymond and Helen Poggenburg, John Wagstaff and Phil Whitaker. I am grateful to the staff of the Taylor Institution Library, the Modern Languages Faculty Library (Oxford), the Bodleian Library, the Public Record Office, the Bibliothèque Nationale de France and the Musée Arthur Rimbaud in Charleville.


Tanya Stobbs and Peter Straus at Picador, Starling Lawrence at Norton, Helen Dore, and my agent, Gill Coleridge, helped to make the telling of Rimbaud’s life an incongruously happy experience.


Stephen Roberts read what was supposed to be the final version and illuminated several dark areas.


Margaret’s treasured comments were my principal ulterior motive for writing this book.




GRAHAM ROBB Oxford, 1999






Part One


(1854–1871)




1


Bad Blood




‘I have never belonged to this race.’


(‘Mauvais sang’, Une Saison en Enfer)




Most Romantic poets practised surgery on their family trees, grafting on aristocrats and lopping off nonentities. Rimbaud pulled his tree up by the roots and heaved it on to a rubbish heap of ancient, faceless idiots:




If only I had antecedents somewhere in French history!


But no. Nothing.


It is quite clear to me that I have always belonged to an inferior race. [. . .] The only time my race rose up in revolt, it was to go pillaging.1




Rimbaud was thinking of his own name. At various times, a ribaud (from rimbaldus) had been a prostitute, a libertine, a thuggish fornicator, a soldier who signed up only for the loot.2 Many of his contemporaries would have considered this a fair description of the poet: Rimbaud by name, rimbaud by nature.


Three years before Rimbaud was born (20 October 1854), Napoleon III founded the Second Empire with a coup d’état and legitimized it by harking back, architecturally and administratively, to Ancient Rome. Rimbaud, who witnessed the fall of the Empire and dreamed of ideological steamrollers flattening society itself, harked back a little further:




I have the bluish-white eyes of my ancestors the Gauls, their small brains, their clumsiness in battle. I find my dress as barbaric as theirs. But I do not butter my hair.3




This worthless inheritance, according to Une Saison en Enfer, also included idolatry, love of sacrilege, extraordinary ineptitude in simple daily tasks, the full range of vices – ‘especially deceitfulness and sloth’ – and, to go with them, ‘no moral sense’.


This is the self-portrait of the poet who became one of the most influential artistic gurus of the twentieth century: a one-man, alternative comédie humaine. The story told in the following pages will inevitably magnify the individual. It belongs to an ancient, optimistic genre, originally devised for mythological heroes and founders of religions. But it should be said that beyond these thickly carpeted chapters lies the great outdoors of Rimbaud’s work, and that this unusual individual is also, by his own admission, a face in the undescribed crowd: a ‘yokel’ stranded in a landscape of factories and office buildings, a ‘pagan’ damned by the god of an imported religion, a ‘negro’ without a history.


*


THE HAPLESS SERFS and witless iconoclasts of Une Saison en Enfer are more particularly identifiable, in Rimbaud’s mental world, as the family of his mother, Vitalie Cuif. The Cuifs were probably descendants of the Remi tribe, which gave its name to Rheims. For centuries, they had tilled the stony fields of the Attigny district on the border of the Champagne and the Ardennes. They emerge, dimly, into recorded history towards the end of the eighteenth century. In 1789, the Revolution caused some Church property to fall into the hands of the poet’s great-great-grandfather. Gradually, he pieced together a small estate, including several farms. Rimbaud’s sardonic comment on the rise of the bourgeoisie – a history of the nineteenth century in half a sentence – suggests that he did after all have some precise knowledge of his forebears: ‘families like mine, which owe everything they possess to the Declaration of the Rights of Man’.4


Rimbaud’s mother, Vitalie Cuif, was born in 1825 and grew up in the middle of distant horizons. On a small lump in the landscape, the stolid, grey farmhouse built by her grandfather seemed to block the muddy lane that ran through the hamlet of Roche.5 It commanded a monotonous view of fields and tree-lined streams. The Germans used it as an observation post in the First World War. Even in peacetime, its barred windows and fortress-like courtyard seemed to brace themselves against attack; but the only incursion of history into Vitalie’s early life was the construction of the Ardennes Canal which severed the ancient road from Rheims – the road that had once enabled Julius Caesar to pacify Rimbaud’s barbarian ancestors.


Vitalie was only five years old when her mother died. Almost before she learned to read, she was a mother to her two brothers and a wife to her father. M. Cuif was forty-one but never remarried. Vitalie was a powerful support, and perhaps, over the years, a peculiar relationship developed. A psychoanalyst has detected traces of incest,6 and it does seem a desperate convenience to attribute her phenomenal capacity for not showing affection to ‘natural disposition’. But whatever damage was done, its causes have disappeared with the seasons that marked out her life. She spent her first twenty-seven years cleaning, mending, helping with harvests, feeding the animals and her family, and saving up for a marriage that became increasingly unlikely.


After the bleak winter of 1851–2, old M. Cuif decided that it was time to retire and to take his daughter to market. They moved to the prosperous town of Charleville, twenty-five miles to the north, on a bend of the river Meuse. It boasted some impressive monuments – an Old Mill that looked like part of a château, a declamatory town hall, and the vast, cobbled Place Ducale, a dumpy and distended version of the Place des Vosges in Paris. Everything exuded confidence and steady profit. Across the bridge lay Charleville’s older sister, the medieval citadel of Mézières. From the other bank, the town was overlooked by a low, shrub-covered hill known as Mount Olympus.


M. Cuif and his daughter took a south-facing apartment above a bookshop (which still exists) at 12 Rue Napoléon (now Rue Thiers), the busy main street that leads to the Place Ducale. On market days and Sunday mornings, the neighbours saw a thin, stony-faced girl with the hands of a peasant and the bearing of a bourgeoise. A fortress of rectitude, besieged by a mysterious enemy.


One brother, Félix, had been in trouble with the courts for an unknown reason and ran away in 1841 to fight in Algeria. The younger brother, Charles, was a drinker, slowly returning to the sods on which the family had built its fortune. While Charles and Félix organized their lives around alcohol and army discipline, Vitalie took to religion – a pitiless, Jansenist form of Christianity that demanded hard work with no guarantee of reward. Religion filled the gaps in her routine and gave her an exact, unvarying measure of other people’s worth. ‘The people who should be sent packing’, she told her daughter many years later, ‘are those who do not believe in God, because they have neither heart nor soul and should be sent off to live with the cows and the pigs, who are their equals.’7


No picture of Vitalie Cuif has survived, except perhaps a sketch by her second son, Arthur. It shows a stiff, skeletal figure of harsh, black lines, bent in grief or racked by migraine, severely buttoned, its hair bound tightly in a net. Vitalie was never described by anyone of her own generation, and she tends to appear in a dark, antediluvian light. This may not be entirely misleading; but the fact, for instance, that she once had herself lowered into the family vault to ensure that the niche for her corpse had been properly constructed does not necessarily denote a grim, suspicious personality. It may simply indicate previous experience of Charleville stonemasons.8


The most durable image of Mme Rimbaud is the ambiguous Impressionist tableau in her son’s poem, ‘Mémoire’ – a Grim Reaper with a parasol and walking-shoes, bisecting the horizon:




Madame is standing up too straight in the meadow


nearby, where the threads of toil snow down, a parasol


in her fingers, trampling the umbels, too haughty for her;


children reading in the flowery green


their book of red morocco!*




*


ALHOUGH VITALIE’S social life was confined to church, shopping and occasional games of whist, she somehow managed to meet a French army officer in 1852. Vitalie was twenty-seven, the officer was thirty-eight. Perhaps she and her father had gone to hear the military band that played in the Place de la Musique (now Square de la Gare) – the ‘niggardly lawns’ of Rimbaud’s poem ‘A la musique’, ‘where everything is well-behaved, the flowers and the trees’:




The song of trombones makes the soldiers feel romantic –


Very naive – smoking the better brand of cigarette,


Fondling babies to seduce the maids . . .




On the other hand, brother Félix might have met Captain Rimbaud in Algeria and painted a flattering picture of his sister: a hardworking, blue-eyed girl who kept an immaculate house and was in line for a handsome inheritance.


The potential husband was Frédéric Rimbaud, the son of a farmer’s daughter and a master tailor from Dôle in the Juras.9 He had volunteered in 1832 at the age of eighteen, rose through the ranks and distinguished himself as a Chasseur in the barbaric conquest of North Africa. Since 1847, he had spent more time blackening paper than slaughtering Bedouin tribesmen. He was put in charge of the Arab Bureau in the small Algerian outpost of Sebdou. His predecessor had just been massacred by horsemen led by Lieutenant Rimbaud’s chess partner, the chief of the local tribe. At Sebdou, Rimbaud collected taxes, dispensed justice and acted as a kind of military anthropologist: learning about native culture, the better to repress it.


In 1852, he was promoted to the rank of Captain in the 47th Regiment and left the Sahara desert for the cold, damp and undangerous Ardennes. The only known image of him is a second-hand description of a half-remembered portrait: fair hair, blue eyes, full mouth, average height. But we do know that he wore a long moustache and a pointed beard since these were compulsory in the Chasseurs.10


For Vitalie, allowing herself to be courted by Captain Rimbaud was almost a rash, romantic act. He had nothing to offer but his salary, some personal effects and a clean record. The marriage contract, drawn up on 3 January 1853, was the fruit of calm reflection. Vitalie’s assets – land and money totalling 140,000 francs* – are described, not as a dowry, but as the bride’s ‘personal fortune’.11 No man was going to nibble at her savings. The Captain obtained permission to marry and the wedding took place on 8 February 1853 in Charleville.


Captain Rimbaud consummated the marriage, left for his regiment in Lyon, and, for the next seven years, saw his wife about as often as a bull sees a field of cows. A son, Frédéric, was born exactly eight months and three weeks after the wedding. The following year, Captain Rimbaud’s leave was commemorated in the same fashion. On 20 October 1854, at six in the morning, a second son was born above the bookshop in the Rue Napoléon.12 At 5 o’clock that afternoon, his grandfather and the bookseller from downstairs went to the town hall and had him inscribed in the register as ‘a child of the male sex’: Jean-Nicolas-Arthur Rimbaud. He was baptized a month later.


There is a story, told by those who believed that Arthur Rimbaud belonged to a race of superior beings, that he was on the road within minutes of birth. The midwife returned with the swaddling clothes to find the baby heading for the exit, eyes wide open and, even more remarkable, chortling to itself.13


The first plausible sign of independent activity gives no hint of supernatural origins. Arthur was supplied with linen and a cradle and put out to nurse in a family of nail-makers at Gespunsart, seven miles away, near the Belgian border. Mme Rimbaud turned up one day for a surprise inspection and was horrified to see the workers’ baby resplendent in the clothes provided for Arthur. Meanwhile, a smutty, naked thing was grovelling happily in an old salt chest. It was eventually proved to Mme Rimbaud that this was what her baby wanted.14


The fact that Mme Rimbaud remembered this incident is more significant than the incident itself: the sight of little Arthur spurning the benefits of his station in life. For Mme Rimbaud, everything was an omen. The ignoble uncles cast a long shadow. Perhaps, like them, her child was not inherently bourgeois.


*


IT WAS BECAUSE of the uncles that most of Arthur’s early childhood was spent on the farm at Roche. Charles Cuif had finally been forced into a semblance of activity. He took a wife in February 1852. Vitalie left the running of the farm to her brother, and he celebrated his independence by devoting himself to drink. Whenever a tradesman came to the door, Charles would invite him at gunpoint to join him in refreshments until both men were completely paralytic. Anyone who declined the invitation was given a taste of buckshot. His wife packed her trunk and returned to her village. One day in 1855, the sun-scorched veteran returned from Algeria and turfed his brother out. ‘The African’, as Uncle Félix was known in the village, ran the farm until December, when, for an unknown reason, he died.


Vitalie now took over, and held the farm in such a tight fist that it became extremely difficult to manage. Tenant farmers came and went, exasperated by pernickety conditions and the steely blue eye that had memorized every fence-post and furrow. The house was said to contain an iron chest full of gold coins.15 ‘It is good to give alms’, Mme Rimbaud later told her daughter, ‘but wisdom tells us that we should give away only part of our surplus.’16


From time to time, a wine-sodden Uncle Charles came staggering into the farmyard, looking for work. Vitalie would ask to see his papers as if he were a stranger, then send him on his way. Uncle Charles spent the next fifty-eight years wandering the hedgerows of the Ardennes, a part-time labourer and a full-time embarrassment. He died in a convent in 1924 ‘with the comforts of religion’ and the greater consolation, a few moments before death, of a litre of red wine.17


It was at Roche – three miles from the nearest café – that Captain Rimbaud came to know his wife: the chill, rasping voice, the infectious gloom, the crushing conviction that people should be as hard on themselves as she was on herself. Captain Rimbaud had inadvertently joined a new regiment. He began to look forward to the end of the holidays and the comparatively benign regime of army life.


In September 1856, having survived trench-digging in the Crimea, a bout of cholera and a month-long march across Europe, Captain Rimbaud left his regiment on the road to Paris and braced himself for a visit to Roche. Nine months later, in June 1857, a third child was born: Vitalie. She died in July, thus earning herself a special place as her mother’s favourite child. Invisible in the normal light of day, Mme Rimbaud’s tenderness blossomed in the tomb. The most touching passages of her later correspondence concern the exhumation of her second daughter when the family vault was rearranged: an appalling description of the greasy scraps of corpse and hairy scalp which she lovingly gathered up in her arms.18


Two months later, Captain Rimbaud was back to supply a replacement, then shot off again to Grenoble. Vitalie II was born punctually the following June. She first enters the family history two years later, when the four-year-old Arthur supposedly offered her to the bookseller downstairs in exchange for some coloured prints in his window.19 The nice idea of trading in a family member for some objets d’art suggests that Rimbaud himself was the source of the tale.


The register of births in Charleville continued to keep step with the leave roster of the 47th Regiment. After supervising the harvest of 1859, Mme Rimbaud travelled to Sélestat near Strasbourg (her first trip beyond the Ardennes) and returned, pregnant, to the Rue Napoléon, where the landlord asked her to pack her bags and leave.


The dubious assertion that has become embedded in the Rimbaud legend is that the landlord was alarmed by the relentless proliferation of Rimbauds: it was a simple matter of space. But why could he not have waited until the lease expired two months later at the end of the year? Surely the death of Mme Rimbaud’s father in 1858 had freed up a room or two? This sudden eviction of the pregnant mother probably had more to do with her notorious ability to antagonize neighbours.


The family camped until Christmas at the Hôtel du Lion d’Argent in the centre of Charleville. The search for new lodgings produced nothing better than an apartment at the north end of the Rue Bourbon – a dingy street of low houses with yards that smelled of rotting cabbages and cesspits, teeming with undesirables.20 Mme Rimbaud set up her bourgeois outpost in the proletarian mire and gave birth to another daughter, Isabelle, on 1 June 1860.


Rimbaud’s earliest memory dates from this difficult period, his sixth year. Like all earliest memories, it has a magnetic, three-dimensional quality – a single episode into which other, less innocuous scenes have insinuated themselves. Here is the story as Rimbaud told it to his schoolfriend, Ernest Delahaye:




He remembered a conjugal altercation involving a silver bowl that stood on the sideboard. The use to which the bowl was put made an indelible impression on him. His father snatched it up in a rage and flung it on to the floor, where it bounced and made a musical sound. Then he replaced it on the sideboard. His mother, in the same lofty manner, took the resonant object, made it execute the same dance, then picked it up immediately and set it back carefully in its proper place. This was how they emphasized their arguments and asserted their independence. Rimbaud remembered the incident because it caused him great amusement and perhaps made him a little envious: how he would have loved to send the beautiful silver bowl spinning himself!21




This splendid example of screen memory seems to have been Rimbaud’s only clear recollection of his father. The image is as rich and concise as a poem or a dream: his parents engaged in a curious, ritualistic activity with a valuable, hollow object that bounces up and down and arouses feelings of envy in the son. Somewhere in this scene lies the irreversible catastrophe of childhood. From then on, the silver bowl was to remain firmly in its place.


Several reasons have been found for the rift between Rimbaud’s parents, most of them implausible and all of them unprovable. References to Captain Rimbaud’s drunkenness, idleness and atheism are based on nothing more substantial than a poor opinion of French army officers, as Colonel Godchot pointed out in 1936. And it seems unfair to attribute to Rimbaud Sr the mental illness later diagnosed in his son as ‘dromomania’ or ‘ambulatory paranoia’22 (a chronic case of the fidgets) simply because he belonged to a regiment.


It is more likely that the Captain’s virtues were to blame. In his spare time, he was an avid compiler and annotator. He wrote enormous commentaries on army affairs (now lost), including a dissertation on military speeches, ancient and modern. His African reports show a real talent for describing the most unusual and horrific events in dry, analytical prose. The ravages of locusts, the duplicity of Arab diplomats, the attacks of tar-coated camels set on fire by suicidal tribesmen, are all treated with the same unruffled pen. He also produced a compendium of Arab jokes and a parallel-text translation of the Koran. Had these works been published, they might have earned him a serious reputation as an orientalist. This apparently fruitless scribbling must have eaten into the time he could have spent on the farm. In Mme Rimbaud’s mind, anything that verged on the literary was flimflam and hypocrisy. ‘I am not writing to wish you a Good New Year’, she told her daughter Isabelle in 1906. ‘It’s futile. Actions are everything.’23 Only the Captain’s epic Correspondance militaire found favour: it was written on large sheets of paper which proved to be just the thing for wrapping up vegetables.24


The marriage was doomed from the beginning: a wife who felt violently uncomfortable whenever her views were questioned, and a husband whose favourite spare-time activity was textual analysis. A few visits in seven years, interspersed with five pregnancies and the Crimean War, were unlikely to iron out the differences.


One day in September 1860, Captain Rimbaud left to join his regiment in Cambrai. He never returned. Arthur was about to celebrate his sixth birthday. His mother was thirty-five. She was unhappier than she had ever been, marooned in a seedy neighbourhood with four demanding children and an excruciating personality: a combination of intransigence and acute awareness of what other people were thinking. To lose a husband while he was still alive was an unmentionable humiliation. She decided that from now on she would be known as ‘Widow Rimbaud’.


Rimbaud often evokes this abandonment in his poetry. Like any personal disaster, it was not the event of a single day but the atmosphere of a whole life. The surprise is that the loss is invariably depicted through the mother’s eyes and presented as something like the ache of sexual deprivation:




The regret of thick, young arms [. . .]


The gold of April moons in the heart of the sacred bed!


(‘Mémoire’)


And yet she wants, she wants, her soul in distress,


Her head in the pillow, dented by stifled cries,


To prolong the final flashes of affection,


And drools . . . – Darkness fills the houses and the yards.


(‘Les Premières communions’)




All that remained of the Captain – apart from his children – was a pile of manuscripts and a Bible-sized book full of annotations: an 878-page Grammaire Nationale, the sort of gargantuan summary of rules that seems to impress on its reader the obvious fact that no single human being can ever master anything so complex and devious as a language. The volume has survived. On the title-page, Captain Rimbaud has written, ‘Grammar is the basis and foundation of all human knowledge’ – a tantalizing axiom which his son must often have pondered. At an unknown date, Arthur inserted a slip of paper into this paternal monument. It bore the word ABRACADABRA and an explanatory note, ‘To keep away fever’. Later, he came up with a more practical motto and inscribed it carefully above his father’s phrase:




Have whichever thoughts you like,


But think carefully before you speak.25




Mme Rimbaud settled into her misery like an old woman taking to her bed. It was now that her character solidified into the intimidating grey tower known to literary history as the mother of Arthur Rimbaud. According to one of his contemporaries, she had ‘a rather refrigerative appearance’.26 She was never known to laugh or even smile. Descriptions written decades later still convey a sense of childish fear. Early this century, grizzled peasants at Roche, intercepted on their way to the beetroot field, remembered being chased from the doorstep by a sour-faced woman who threatened them with ‘the galleys’. The Rimbaud children were said to have a slightly cretinous appearance, like beaten animals. Sympathy was expressed for the departed Captain.27


For Frédéric and Arthur, the final disappearance of their father meant more frequent smacks on the head. Any child would search itself for guilt, and Mme Rimbaud did nothing to dispel their doubts. A conviction formed like a scar. She had ‘sacrificed’ her certain happiness with the Captain for the sake of her children, and the children would have to work very hard indeed to pay off the debt.28


Meanwhile, a vast Empty Quarter had opened up in Arthur’s mind – the world into which his father had disappeared, taking with him the answers to questions as yet unformulated.


In their anxious search for origins, Romantic works like Rimbaud’s are detective novels written by the unwitting perpetrator of the crime. Rimbaud was to become an unusually intrepid investigator, with an astonishing memory for the fantasies, or the facts, that might one day form a picture of the truth:




Sometimes I thought of my father:


In the evening, the card-game, the conversation turning naughty,


The neighbour, and me, told to go away, the things I saw . . .


(For fathers are disturbing!) and the things I thought of! . . .


His knee, that sometimes fondled; his trousers,


And that gap my finger itched to open . . .29






2


Filth




‘the miserable incidents of my childhood’


(‘Ouvriers’, Illuminations)




After the Captain’s desertion, Mme Rimbaud almost managed to be two parents at once. Frédéric and Arthur were subjected to the usual array of punishments, dispensed with unusual regularity: temporary starvation, isolation and sudden physical pain.1 They were often smacked, in public, by the hand that had reaped harvests and driven cattle to the milking-sheds. When Rimbaud depicted the ‘seven-year-old poet’ with a ‘brow full of eminences’, he may have been referring, not only to phrenological signs of genius or to pimples, but also to the marks of his mother’s love.


On Sundays, according to the same poem, he was forced to ‘sit, pomaded, on a mahogany stool’, reading ‘a Bible edged in cabbage green’. The Communion picture shows Arthur’s hair shining with the grease that signified cleanliness. Comparing the photograph with later pictures of his electric shock of hair gives some idea of the adhesive force of this pomade – a permanent firm hand pressing on the scalp.


As long as they stayed in the working-class Rue Bourbon, Mme Rimbaud felt that her children were in danger of contamination. Like a family photo album assembled by a blackmailer, ‘Les Poètes de sept ans’ records some of the perils of living with the plebs:




His only playmates were those


Puny, bare-browed kids whose eyes had run


On to their cheeks, who hid their thin, yellow fingers,


Black with smut, in antiquated clothes that stank of shit,


And who talked with the sweetness of idiots!


And if his mother panicked when she caught him


Being nice to filth, his pity fed on her amazement –


As it should . . . She had the blue eyes of the liar!




The child’s defiance and the detection of hypocrisy in the mother’s blue eyes – the same colour as his own – certainly date from the period in which the poem was written (Arthur’s sixteenth year); but the images belong to the Rue Bourbon. This list of ‘favourite things’ is also a list of Mme Rimbaud’s reasons for wanting to move: the pungent urchins, the ‘black men, returning in smocks to the suburb’, and the strapping eight-year-old girl next door who used to pounce and sit on him until he sank his teeth into her buttocks (‘for she was never wearing drawers’).




Then, bruised by her fists and her heels,


He’d take the smell of her skin back into his room.




At a time when pestilential odours were thought to be carriers of depravity as well as disease, and when respectability entailed a constant war on smut, a foul stench could have the fragrance of forbidden fruit. These memories of the ‘seven-year-old poet’ may not be genuine snapshots of the past, but they do commemorate the discovery of the world within and the uncontrollable rabble of sensual impressions. Somewhere in the mind was a private room with a lock on the door – a place of sudden relaxations:




[. . .] In summer


Especially, dull and subdued, he persistently


Locked himself up in the cool of the latrines.


And there at peace, he thought, opening his nostrils wide.




*


IN OCTOBER 1861, just over a year after the final disappearance of Captain Rimbaud, Arthur’s universe suddenly expanded. He and his brother were sent as day-boys to a nearby school.


The Institut Rossat2 looked like any other building in the street: a dark green door in the Rue de l’Arquebuse. Inside, a dim vestibule gave no hint that this was about to become one of the most up-to-date schools in the country, with laboratories and workshops. It would even have its own steam forge. Religious education was to be replaced by horticulture and mechanical engineering.


After a glimpse of stuffed birds and a skeleton on the right, the hallway opened on to a tight, rectangular courtyard. Its walls were painted a colour which a former pupil identified as ‘corpse yellow’. On the far side, three steps led down to the art room. The wall on that side appeared to have been attacked by a virulent fungus: it was traditional for pupils to smash their inkwells against it on prize days. In a second quadrangle, which was too small for football, 300 boys played marbles under the windows of tenements that would have been called slums had they been for domestic use. When it rained, they huddled together under an open wash-house like passengers waiting for a train. The classrooms were damp and stale, crowded with massive wooden desks, rutted by years of doodling. If the environment had reflected its pedagogical aims, the Institut Rossat would have been preparing its pupils for a life in prison. It was Arthur’s first taste of freedom, a haven of filth that seemed to collude in its own decay:




In the gloom of musty-papered corridors he passed,


Sticking out his tongue, both fists clenched


Around his groin, watching spots under his eyelids.




Arthur’s rebellion – suggestively summarized in these lines from ‘Les Poètes de sept ans’ as masturbation, insubordination and hallucination – took the form of academic excellence. In his three and a half years at the Institut Rossat, he won thirteen prizes and eleven merits. Shortly before his tenth birthday, he was tottering home with a pile of books presented to him for coming top in Latin grammar and translation, French grammar and spelling, History and Geography, Classical recitation and reading. He also won a merit in Arithmetic. These were not rewards for original thought. They showed simply that Rimbaud minor was better than anyone else in his year at ingesting and regurgitating the facts and precepts bequeathed by the past. Apart from his prizes, all we know about him in 1861–4 is that he was short, but able to defend himself in a fight, and remarkable for his pale blue eyes, said to be quite beautiful but strangely difficult to look at. They were so often likened to the sky that this must have been a genuine impression rather than a literary cliché.


Blue eyes excepted, none of this appears to match the infant rebel of ‘Les Poètes de sept ans’. But the stern little face in a photograph of messily arranged Rossat boys in the autumn of 1864 does seem to have slipped out from between the lines of Rimbaud’s poem:




All day long, obedience oozed from every pore – a highly


Intelligent boy; and yet, dark twitches flashed across his face


And seemed to prove the pungent hypocrite within.




In the photograph, Arthur sits to the left of brother Frédéric, looking like a recently punished child, fists hidden by his képi, glowering at the lens; a living reproach, or a living self-reproach. This is the picture of a child who could find nothing in himself to match what his mother called love. The sense of his own hypocrisy was to stay with him like a tell-tale smell, just as the inquisitorial voice of Mme Rimbaud helped to give his later poems their characteristic, argumentative tone:




[. . .] that awkward boy,


Such a stupid little beast,


Must never for a moment cease


To scheme and to deceive


Like a Rocky Mountain cat,*


And to stink up every sphere!3




*


IN THE EARLY 1860s, the inhabitants of Charleville often saw a strange procession passing through the town.4 In front, two little girls held each other by the hand; then came two slightly older boys, also holding hands. They clumped along in big shoes, wearing old-fashioned clothes, very clean, tidy and silent, trying to ignore the sarcastic remarks of passers-by. They were followed, at a distance that never varied, by ‘Widow Rimbaud’, heading for church or bent on the purchase of some vegetables.


Home was now 13 Cour d’Orléans, a brighter, more respectable area. But there was to be no backsliding. Brute discipline would turn them into useful citizens, even if it meant cutting them off from the rest of society. After school each day, Frédéric and Arthur were met by their mother and marched home where their sisters had the job of supervising their homework.5 Any unauthorized activity was reported to Mother, who would then set extra homework. Before supper, the boys recited their Latin prose. Mme Rimbaud followed in the book, understanding just enough to know when they strayed from the text. A mistake meant bed without supper.


In April 1865, despite Arthur’s satisfactory progress, Mme Rimbaud suddenly decided to transfer her sons to the municipal Collège de Charleville. She might have been concerned at the lack of religious instruction or, more likely, developed a suspicion that Arthur was not being stretched. There were also some worrying reports about the Institut Rossat. M. Rossat had been inviting liberal thinkers to give talks in Charleville and was even offering ‘public lessons’ to workers. He was suspected of promoting ‘intellectual emancipation’. The effect of these ‘advanced ideas’ was soon apparent: pupils from the Institut were spotted drinking beer in cafés and smoking cigars on the public promenade.6


The Collège de Charleville was environmentally similar to the Institut Rossat but less cramped since it was less popular. It stood next to the tanneries by the river Meuse, on the edge of the Place du Saint-Sépulcre. Mothers had been known to stalk out of the building, vowing never to entrust their child to such a cesspit. ‘Awful smells’, according to a ministerial report, ‘originating in the latrines, permeate the classrooms’. But improvements had been promised: general refurbishment, a new headmaster, and two clerics on the teaching staff.7


Rimbaud minor quickly made his mark at the Collège de Charleville. While Frédéric plodded along at the bottom of the class, Arthur, who was eleven months younger, was catapulted into the year above by an astonishing piece of homework which his fellow pupils remembered for years to come.


He had condensed ‘ancient history’ into a single piece of prose so beautifully written that it was shown to the whole school as a model to be imitated and admired. Arthur went straight from septième to cinquième and into the hands of M. Pérette – the sort of teacher who thrives on his pupils’ ignorance.


Headmaster Desdouest, an impressive, eloquent man of extraordinary hats and moon-like face, was already dreaming of future glories. Arthur Rimbaud would put the Collège de Charleville on the map. M. Pérette, however, was determined to be unimpressed. By producing relentlessly impeccable work, Arthur Rimbaud was impeding the normal ebb and flow of error and improvement. The boy was a statistical obscenity; in addition to which, he had a shifty-looking smile. ‘Call him intelligent as much as you like’, M. Pérette told the headmaster, ‘he’ll come to a sticky end’.8


The tetchy M. Pérette has often been praised for his foresight, but the same thing was said to so many pupils that if teacher expectations were as influential as they are thought to be, Rimbaud’s entire generation would have come to a sticky end. Rimbaud actually heard his inglorious demise predicted far less frequently than his fellow pupils. The only misdemeanour to report from his first years at the Collège de Charleville is not the act of a degenerate. A surveillant called Poncelet confiscated ‘a tiny notebook’ containing Arthur’s draft of an adventure story ‘set among the savage tribes of Oceania’.9 This must have been one of the stories which his sister Isabelle remembered, inspired by Robinson Crusoe, Fenimore Cooper, Jules Verne and, according to one of his classmates, the popular translation of Speke and Grant’s Discovery of the Source of the Nile:




He used to entertain us throughout the long evenings by reading us his fantastic voyages to strange, unknown lands [. . .] Naturally, these were merely the amusements of a child. As soon as he had written them and read them out, they would be torn up and lost . . .




This euphemistic use of the passive suggests that Mme Rimbaud would have approved of the surveillant: ‘Her principles’, says Isabelle, ‘made it impossible for her to encourage Arthur’s literary efforts.’10


The skimpy file of school records and anecdotes would leave a very hazy picture of Rimbaud at the end of his childhood were it not for the survival of what looks at first like an ordinary exercise-book. On closer inspection, this small bundle of paper has the magical effect of revealing Arthur Rimbaud for the first time in the act of creation.


The document consists of a few ink-spotted sheets, held together by a pin. It is known rather portentously as the ‘Cahier des dix ans’, though it almost certainly dates from Rimbaud’s eleventh year: allusions to Alexander, Darius and ‘their cronies’ and to ‘that filthy language’, Greek, indicate the syllabus of the Collège de Charleville.11 Most of the sheaf is taken up with lines and homework – a fluent translation of some Cicero, the story of Adam and Eve in Latin, a smattering of venerable facts (‘The Nile, with its floods, is the benefactor of Egypt’) and some fragments of arithmetic (‘If 20 litres cost 3,250, how much do 7 decilitres cost?’). Areas of scrawl and a tendency to write without punctuation or accents suggest a child with little time to waste. He signs himself ‘Rimbaud Arthur de Charleville’, which is the form his name would have taken in the prize lists of regional academic competitions. But any suspicion that these are the jottings of a teacher’s pet is dispelled by a 750-word story, written, presumably, while he was pretending to do his homework.


The tale sets off along the broad path of cliché with a neo-classical evocation of twilight. The sun sets, the ferns bend their verdant brows before the freshening breeze, and the narrator drifts off beside a stream:




I dreamed that I was born in Rheims in the year 1503. [. . .] My parents were not very rich but they were very respectable. Their only property was a little house which had always belonged to them and which was in their possession twenty years before I was born, plus a few thousand francs and in addition to that the small sums which came from my mother’s savings.




This was obviously a child who had been impressed with the importance of domestic economics.


Two hundred words into the story, the narrator is already on his third genre – classical description, historical novel, and now realistic family drama:




My father was an officer in the King’s armies.* He was a tall, thin man with black hair, and beard, eyes and skin [sic] of the same colour. Though he was nearly 48 or 50 you would certainly have thought him 60 or 58. He was fiery and hot-headed, often in a temper and unwilling to suffer anything he did not like. My mother was quite different: a calm and gentle woman, easily alarmed, she nonetheless kept her house in perfect order. She was so calm that my father used to tease her like a young girl.* I was the favourite. My brothers were not as brave as I even though they were bigger. I was not very fond of studying – learning to read, write and count. But decorating a house, tending a garden or going shopping – that was fine, I liked doing that.




Most autobiographies are testaments to the power of self-deception, but the ruses of an eleven-year-old are revealingly inept. Arthur’s slightly shop-soiled fantasy of home is quite apparent. Mme Rimbaud’s obduracy is turned into a virtue, while the angry black father comes in for some heartfelt criticism: his presence in the tale coincides, significantly, with the clumsiest syntax. A passage of broken phrases mentions the toys and sweets the father used to promise his son if he finished his sums. (‘But I never could.’) Then comes a torrent of consciousness which is as eloquent in its way as a picture of the schoolboy squirming at his desk, prematurely worried about the future:




Despite that, my father sent me to school as soon as I was ten. What’s the point, I said to myself, of learning Greek and Latin? I don’t know. There’s no call for it. What do I care if I pass? What’s the point of passing examinations? There’s no point, is there? Yes there is. People say you can’t get a job unless you’ve passed. But I don’t want a job. I’m going to be a rentier [a man of private means]. Even if you do want a job, why learn Latin? No one speaks that language. Sometimes I see some Latin in the newspapers but I’m not going to be a journalist, thank God.


[. . .] And are we quite certain that the Latins ever existed? Perhaps it’s a made-up language, and even if they did exist, why can’t they leave me to be a rentier and keep their language to themselves? [. . .]


Ah saperlipotte de saperlipopette! Sapristi!* I’m going to be a rentier. It’s not much fun sitting on your backside all day long on a bench. Saperlipopettouille!


To get a job as a bootblack you have to take an exam because the jobs people give you are either as a bootblack, a swineherd or a ploughman. Thank God, I don’t want to do that. Saperlipouille!


And on top of that you’re paid with a slap in the face. People call you a beast, which isn’t true, little nipper, etc. Ah! saperpouillotte!


To be continued soon.




By the end of the episode, sixteenth-century Rheims looks much like nineteenth-century Charleville. Rimbaud significantly sympathizes with the junior urban proletariat, the butt of adults’ insults and aggression. To an eleven-year-old schoolboy with a furiously disinfecting mother, scraping the mud off adults’ boots must have seemed the epitome of all professions. Perhaps Mme Rimbaud had told Frédéric – who was already showing signs of downward aspiration – that even swineherds had to pass examinations. Arthur, by contrast, has identified the key to freedom in the modern world: he wants to be a capitalist and a saver like his mother, not a soldier like his father. Neither is he going to devote himself to school work, which is seen here as an extension of the father’s tyranny. Yet the story itself shows that intellectual pursuits already have an urgent appeal.


The other intimate section of the notebook is a little gallery of seven rough sketches purporting to illustrate the ‘Pleasures of Youth’.12 They show the Rimbaud family going about its daily self-destructive business. Two boys on a sinking boat cry for help. The ‘Queen of the Northland’ (one of Arthur’s sisters) is about to have a sledging accident. A chair supporting a wobbly girl hangs from a door-knob. ‘ ’Old on wiv yer ’and!’ her brother urges her in a northern accent. ‘Agriculture’ shows the children flapping their arms in amazement at a huge, fleshy thing protruding from a flower-pot. Religion is represented by two kneeling sisters handing a doll to their brother, who is dressed as a priest. Caption: ‘Got to get it baptized’. In ‘The Siege’, a mother, a father and two sons stand at a window, hurling an assortment of missiles at a crowd in the street below. A man in a top-hat is saying, ‘A complaint will have to be made.’ Finally, as if to explain this constant state of imminent catastrophe: a woman sits weeping while a man – or a boy – strides away like someone escaping from the scene of a crime. Is this Captain Rimbaud leaving home, or Arthur following his example?


‘The Siege’ can be interpreted as an allegory of the Rimbauds’ relationship with Charleville society. For mysterious reasons, perhaps not unconnected with men in top-hats making complaints, Mme Rimbaud was about to move again, to 20 Rue Forest. But the sinking boat was drawn from real life: a tanner’s skiff that was moored to the riverbank opposite Mount Olympus. Ernest Delahaye, the son of a widow who ran a grocery store in Mézières, had seen Arthur and his brother playing quietly in the boat on their way to school. It was their only unsupervised moment. They pushed off with their feet until the chain jerked taut, felt the current take hold, then stared at the river flowing past, before pulling the boat back in and running off to school.


According to Delahaye, the Rimbaud brothers looked like little businessmen: bowler hats and umbrellas (though the school was less than 700 yards away), white collars, black jackets and slate-blue trousers cut by Mme Rimbaud from such a gigantic bolt of cloth that Arthur’s legs were still slate-blue when he left for Paris six years later. Delahaye had met the elder Rimbaud in German class and in the corridor outside, where Frédéric was often sent to stand, according to pedagogical logic, for failing to keep up with the others. He first knew Arthur as the stick that was used to beat Frédéric: teachers asked why he couldn’t be as clever and as studious as his brother. ‘Who’s this Arthur?’ asked Delahaye. ‘Arthur?’ replied Frédéric. ‘He’s brilliant!’13


It was hard to make the acquaintance of the young genius. Even after Mme Rimbaud stopped picking him up from school, Arthur hurried straight home every day with Frédéric. Attempts to bully him had faltered at a faintly mocking smile and an air of impenetrable reserve. He was curiously indifferent to marbles, stamps and recreational violence. It was said that Arthur Rimbaud had already devoured hundreds of books. Verlaine’s claim that Rimbaud had read all of French poetry by the age of fourteen is slightly over-enthusiastic,14 but the ‘Cahier des dix ans’ does show an unusual familiarity with several forms of fiction. He was known as a boy who took his own thoughts very seriously. One day, as they trooped out of chapel, some of the older pupils gathered round the font and started splashing each other with holy water. Rimbaud flew at them in a rage, punching and biting until the teachers intervened. This earned him the name ‘sale petit cagot’15 (‘sanctimonious little so-and-so’), but it seems to have enhanced his reputation as a committed intellectual.


Even his teachers found his silence unnerving. They peered into the all-absorbing tunnel to see whether anything was about to come out. A teacher called Lhéritier was asked to give Rimbaud extra tuition to prepare him for the regional examinations. M. Lhéritier prided himself on his matey relations with the boys, but his usual trick of defacing a porcelain figure that stood on his desk failed to break the ice, as did the more dangerous device of claiming to have written a poem in honour of Orsini, the man who had recently tried to blow up Napoleon III on the steps of the Opera. Rimbaud smiled politely and looked embarrassed.16 Apparently, the adult world had no surprises for him. He was used to living with a human time-bomb that reprimed itself after every explosion.


When Delahaye finally managed to engage Rimbaud in conversation, some time in 1866, he proved to be worthy of his reputation. He already had an intellectual history. The ‘sanctimonious’ phase must have lasted a few weeks at most. Since then, he had discovered Romantic literature and was something of an expert on the plays and poems of Victor Hugo. But even Hugo was old hat. Delahaye had been amazed to learn that one of his classmates ‘disapproved’ of the coup d’état of 1851 which brought Napoleon III to power. Far from being shocked, Rimbaud already had a firm opinion of his own: ‘Napoleon III should be sent to the galleys!’17


Sending people to the galleys was one of Mme Rimbaud’s favourite notions. She had already mentally depopulated a large part of Charleville; but she had certainly never thought of applying the expression to the French Emperor. Delahaye felt a surge of excitement: ‘God! What would happen next! . . .’ Charleville suddenly seemed a very small place.




3


‘Perfect Little Monster’




‘Did I not once have a nice, heroic, legendary youth to record on sheets of gold?’


(‘Matin’, Une Saison en Enfer)




A new teacher’s first impression of Arthur Rimbaud:




Small and timid [. . .], a little stilted and ingratiating. His fingernails were clean, his exercise books spotless, his homework amazingly correct, his marks scholastically impeccable. In short, he was one of those exemplary, perfect little monsters, a prime specimen of the béte à concours.* This was the face he always wore in the classroom. No doubt it was the involuntary effect of habit rather than hypocrisy.1




In 1870, Rimbaud would describe a classroom in terms which suggest that his stand-offishness was not just the result of being two years younger than his classmates. In his mother’s mind, little boys were dirty animals, not much better than the livestock at Roche and considerably less useful. Her son took a similar view:




The pupils were like fat sheep sweating in their filthy coats, slumbering in the stench-laden asthmosphere* of the prep room, under the gaslight, in the stale warmth of the stove!2




One of these ruminants – a boy named Jolly – wrote to his brother on 26 May 1868 with a piece of news which seems to confirm the teacher’s assessment. The ‘perfect little monster’ had struck out on the road to glory:




You probably know the Raimbaults [sic]. One of them (the one who is now in troisième) has just sent a letter consisting of 60 lines of Latin verse to the little Imperial Prince on the occasion of his First Communion. He kept it all a great secret and didn’t even show his poem to the teacher. The result was that he made some grammatical errors and some of the lines were faulty. The Prince’s tutor has just replied, saying that the little his Majesty was touched by the letter and that since he too was a schoolboy, he willingly forgave him his faulty lines. That taught our Rimbaud a little lesson for trying to show off his skill. The headmaster did not congratulate him.3




The snide comment at the end of Master Jolly’s letter reflects the common view of Arthur Rimbaud: admiration for his intellectual prowess and a mute antipathy to his cold eyes and the thin smile that seemed to tax his face muscles.


When it was revealed in 1930 that Rimbaud, the avant-garde hero, had sent a Communion ode to the son of Napoleon III, some conservative critics declared that Rimbaud had been a natural Catholic and imperialist and had simply sulked himself anarchic. The notion that the grammatical strictures of a royal tutor turned him into a revolutionary says more about academic vanity than it does about Rimbaud’s intellectual development. The ode itself has never turned up in the Imperial archives. It was probably lost when the Tuileries Palace was burnt to the ground in 1871, but the fact that the tutor ungraciously picked holes in the ode, combined with the fact that Rimbaud was spectacularly good at Latin, suggests that his tribute was not entirely devoid of insulting ambiguities. This was not the only time that Rimbaud ridiculed an institution and sought its approval at the same time.


Rimbaud’s thoughts begin to make themselves heard more clearly towards the end of 1868. Amazed by his Latin homework, the form master sent a particularly fine example to the Moniteur de l’Enseignement Supérieur. This was a journal which allowed the regional education authority to pat itself on the back by publishing the most exquisite pieces of homework produced under its jurisdiction. The lines by which ‘Rimbaud Arthur, day-boy at the Collège de Charleville’ brought honour on his school were supposed to be a development, in Latin hexameters, of Horace’s ode, ‘Descende caelo . . .’.


In Rimbaud’s hands, the ode was a page of raw material waiting to be remodelled. His opening remarks on despotic teachers ‘crucifying’ their pupils bear no relation to the original text; nor does the assertion that Apollo had etched on the author’s brow with sacred flame ‘TU VATES ERIS’: ‘Thou shalt be a poet (or a seer)’.4 Some unusual items of vocabulary show that Rimbaud had managed to obtain a copy of Catullus, who was emphatically not on the syllabus.5 He used it to give a powerfully erotic depiction of the mind-enhancing warmth of Mother Nature, the divine antidote to academic enslavement.


This perfect, irreproachable insolence – pasting his own face on to a portrait of Horace – shows something more complex than furtive rebellion. Rimbaud was practising a kind of super-obedience, developing his anti-academic theme in a manner that was calculated to win academic acclaim. It never occurred to his teachers that the pupil who succeeds by identifying the aims and methods of the education system is also the pupil most likely to reject the system altogether.


*


THE ODE IN the Moniteur de l’Enseignement Supérieur was the first in a string of victories which make Rimbaud’s school career, as far as it went, one of the most glittering in French literature. In 1869, he won first prize in the regional examination with a Latin poem on Jugurtha. The enemy of Rome was compared to Abd-el-Kader, the hero of Algerian nationalism and one-time scourge of the French Army (and of Captain Rimbaud). It is tempting to assume that Rimbaud was being subversive; but if his allusion to Algeria’s ‘happiness under French domination’ was a cynical joke, as some have claimed, no such thought would have occurred to the examiners. In Rimbaud’s poem, Abd-el-Kader is urged to ‘yield to the new God’, Napoleon III: ‘Napoleo! proh Napoleo! [. . .] “Cede novo, tu, nate, Deo!”’ In any case, by the time Rimbaud wrote his poem, Abd-el-Kader was an ally of France. Rimbaud’s aim was not to score a political point and win the admiration of future readers. His aim was to win the competition.


While brother Frédéric saw school as an unpleasant illness from which he would inevitably recover in his late teens, Arthur treated it as a profession. In order to gain access to forbidden authors like Catullus, he started his own business: for a small commission, he offered to buy books for the boarders. He would go to the bookshop in the house where he was born, take whichever book he wanted on credit, read it in bed without cutting the pages, then return it the next day and exchange it for the book he was supposed to have bought in the first place. Result: money in his pocket and knowledge of illicit literature.6


The legend of the poet who scorned the regular pay-cheque for the sake of Art is an insult to Rimbaud’s ingenuity. In the prison economy of school, he was the alternative supplier. A black market in homework sprang up and appeared for a time to raise the general academic standard. Rich pupils who were also lazy or incompetent hired Arthur Rimbaud to write their Latin homework for them.7 In Mathematics class, he quietly produced several slabs of Latin verse on the same subject. Each piece of homework had its own distinctive style, tailored to the customer. When they read out their ghost-written homework in class, dim-witted pupils sounded like ridiculously brilliant parodies of themselves.


None of these counterfeit pieces has survived – with the possible exception of a Latin poem in the Moniteur de l’Enseignement Supérieur by an otherwise unremarkable pupil in Rimbaud’s class called Alfred Mabille. But a similar sort of exercise can be detected in Rimbaud’s early poems: his skilful imitations of contemporary poets could easily be read as a one-man anthology of mid-nineteenth-century French poetry.


This parasitic service industry feeding on the education system is a splendid achievement for a child of fifteen. Rimbaud had a keen eye for the needs of the market and a firm grasp of self-advertisement. The memoirs of his classmates show that he already had that combination of theatricality and indifference which tends to create a legend. Every month brought a new Rimbaud story. Sometimes, he wrote the same piece of homework in three languages: French, Latin and Greek, all in verse. In Mathematics, he handed in poems instead of equations. Following the example of his father’s annotated Grammaire Nationale, he presented his form master with a detailed list of stylistic errors in Boileau’s L’Art poétique (1674)8 – generally held to be the last word on proper poetic practice. In this, he was three years ahead of the leading virtuoso poet of the day, Théodore de Banville, whose Petit traité de poésie française (1872) would codify the precepts of the l’art pour l’art school and recast Boileau as a ham-fisted ignoramus.


For Rimbaud, the Collège de Charleville was a stage. In the six-hour regional concours of 1869, which he won, he appeared to sleep at his desk from 6 to 9 a.m., writing nothing. A nervous inquiry from the headmaster produced the information that Rimbaud had missed breakfast. The concierge was sent for a basket of food. Rimbaud ate slowly, then bent over his desk and handed in his poem on the stroke of midday, faultless and complete. The headmaster was still marvelling at this feat forty years later.9


Strangely, Rimbaud appears to have said nothing about his most impressive achievement. One of his poems had appeared in a ‘real’ journal: the Revue pour tous, guaranteed to be safe on any coffee-table. ‘Les Étrennes des orphelins’ (‘The Orphans’ New Year’s Gift’) was submitted in time for the appropriate issue (2 January 1870). It was a thoroughly competent, tear-jerking tale in French alexandrines. Though it appears in most editions as Rimbaud’s first poem, it was obviously the masterpiece of his early manner, the only survivor of several trial runs.10




Your heart has understood: these children have no mother.


No mother in the home! – and the father’s far away! . . .


[. . .] The little ones are all alone in the frozen house –


Four-year-old orphans. In their mind, by degrees,


A cheerful memory awakes . . .




The two orphans, abandoned at Christmastime, are visited in their sleep by an angel. On waking, they are overjoyed to discover their mother’s funeral wreath. (Evidently, they mistake the wreath for a Christmas present, though this is far from clear on a first and even on a second reading.)


Apart from the hallucinatory touch of a womb-like sideboard with its keyhole in which ‘one seemed to hear a distant sound’, Rimbaud’s first known French poem is a kit assembly of lines from his favourite poets: the domestic, sentimental Hugo, the picturesque, anthologizable Baudelaire, and some popular poets – now utterly forgotten – who worked themselves up into a studiously emotional state over grandmothers, spinning-wheels, firesides and sickly children. This Victorian taste for chocolate-box winsomeness was to stay with Rimbaud for a surprisingly long time. He might even have thought he was achieving a similar effect in later poems which seem too sarcastic or intellectual for pathos.


At the age of fifteen, Rimbaud had more admirers than friends, but his skill as a writer made him a valued member of the institution, the apple of several paternal eyes which were, on the whole, willing to go blind if the prize pupil neglected Mathematics, read unsuitable books, grew his hair or, on one occasion, threw his dictionary at a classmate. Frédéric, who had been blamed for a drawing of the history master taking a bath ‘without a vine-leaf’, owed his continued presence at the Collège to his little brother. He was judged to be ‘lazy and of bad character’, but the headmaster was ‘inclined to be indulgent’, as the school inspector reported:




The brother of this day-boy is the best pupil in the school – young Raimbaud [sic], one of our prize-winners. His departure would no doubt follow the expulsion of his brother and be a most regrettable loss to the school.11




The first signs of open subversion in Rimbaud’s work actually betray a desire to confirm his place in school society. In an attempt to convince the Imperial authorities of its fearless conservatism – and perhaps to make a saving on teachers’ salaries – the Collège de Charleville had formed an alliance with the seminary next door. Older boys who were studying for the priesthood now shared lessons with the ‘rabble’ from town. Each classroom became a junior model of the French parliament: a tense ménage of repressive clerics and reforming liberals.12


This exercise in cohabitation emphasized what until then had been trivial differences. The seminarists became more snobbish and unctuous; they took to carrying snuff-boxes and analysed their teachers’ lessons for ideological incorrectness. The secular pupils became more profane, smoked cigarettes, and expressed atheist and liberal ideas. There is something of this unholier-than-thou attitude in Rimbaud’s early verse: ‘Les Premières communions’, in which the young communicant complains that her flesh still ‘crawls with the putrid kiss of Jesus’, or the masturbating abbé of ‘Le Châtiment de Tartufe’, ‘slobbering the creed from his toothless mouth’.


As the only boy who could beat the seminarists in academic combat, Rimbaud became the champion of the Collège. Without him, prize-giving would have been an annual humiliation. In 1869, he carried off eight first prizes, including the prize for Religious Education. He also covered himself in glory by embarrassing the history teacher, an abbé from the seminary. What, he asked, was the Church’s view of the Wars of Religion, the Saint Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and the Inquisition?13 His first prize in History was obviously well deserved. In 1870, perhaps not surprisingly, his prize-list (seven firsts) was blotted by a lowly ‘4th merit’ in History. Rimbaud was rapidly outgrowing the curriculum. A phrase in one of his essays had sent a little shock-wave through the school: ‘Marat and Robespierre, the young await you!’14


The young would not have long to wait.




4


‘Mad Ambition’




‘I feel there is something in me . . . that wishes to rise . . .’


(Rimbaud to Théodore de Banville, 24 May 1870)




Two weeks after Rimbaud’s poem appeared in the Revue pour tous, a new teacher arrived at the Collège de Charleville. Georges Izambard was only twenty-two years old. He had taught at a school in Victor Hugo’s old home in Paris, and he had some odd ideas about teaching: he thought that boys could learn without being bored. The headmaster briefed him on arrival. He was to be entrusted with a pupil called Arthur Rimbaud – something of a swot, but a valuable asset to the school. As a special case, Rimbaud should be allowed to read anything he liked.1


The prize pupil turned out to be two quite different people. In class, he was a ‘hermetic and reticent’ little gentleman who never blotted his copybook. Outside, he was a ‘true intellectual’, ‘vibrating with lyrical passion’ and two complementary ambitions: to become a poet and to escape from his mother.2


Every day, Izambard found Rimbaud waiting for him after school with neat copies of his poems. The first poem was ‘Ophélie’. An astonishing piece of work for a fifteen-year-old, it showed a rare ability to draw surprise effects from monotony and to infuse conventional phrases with real sentiment.




On the calm, black wave where the stars are asleep,


White Ophelia floats like a great lily,


Floats very slowly, lying in her long veils . . .


– In the distant woods the cries of hunters can be heard.




‘Ophélie’ used to appear in anthologies as one of Rimbaud’s three or four best poems. Critics admired it, not as a typical Rimbaud poem, but as the result of a careful shopping expedition, a consumer’s ode which pays a heavy tribute to the culture of its time. Its ‘debts’ are all quite evident: a poem by Banville, a painting by Millais and, apparently – rather than Hamlet – a theme set for homework by the Latin master. The self-conscious grandiloquence of the last stanzas makes the ominous thought seem relatively innocuous: the idea that the dreamer will be incapacitated by her visions.




Sky! Love! Liberty! What a dream, poor Lunatic!


You melted into it like snow in the fire:


Your great visions strangled your voice


– And the dreadful Infinite deranged your blue eyes!




Izambard was thrilled to have discovered a ‘first-rate cerebral mechanism’;3 but he never pretended to have recognized Rimbaud as a future poet. Writing verse was a normal adolescent activity and could not form the basis of a sensible profession. Arthur Rimbaud was a brain bound for academic glory – a brain that demanded to be fed. Izambard lent him books from his own collection, which Rimbaud returned almost immediately, read and digested. His first known letter is a request to Izambard to lend him three books: Curiosités Historiques, Curiosités Bibliographiques and Curiosités de l’Histoire de France – the alternative curriculum. ‘I shall come and fetch them tomorrow, at about 10 or 10.30. I shall be much obliged. They would be very useful to me.’


Some of Rimbaud’s reading list can be reconstructed from his early texts. Fuelled by Hugo’s Notre-Dame de Paris, the poems of Villon and a ‘medieval’ play by Banville, he produced a fashionable, Olde Worlde ballad about skeletons dancing on a gibbet (‘Bal des pendus’), and a long passage of mock old French (‘Lettre de Charles d’Orléans à Louis XI’) which shows him absorbing the vocabulary of an entire period as if it were simply a matter of picking up a tune.


‘Ophélie’ was followed by another anthology piece: a poem on summer evening walks, written in early spring. Its closest relative is  Victor Hugo’s poem on a dawn walk to his daughter’s grave. Unlike Hugo, Rimbaud allowed himself to be distracted by his body:




On fine summer evenings, I shall walk along paths,


Prickled by wheat-stalks, trampling the fine grass,


Dreaming, and feeling its coolness on my feet.


I shall let the wind wash through my hair.


I shall not speak, I shall not think,


But endless love will rise up in my soul,


And I shall go far, far away like a gipsy,


Through the countryside – happy as with a woman.




This tiny poem, which expands like a mirage on a sea of silence, is a notable achievement in mid-nineteenth-century French verse, an unusual escape from the thud of rhetorical machinery. The theme of blissful unconsciousness seems to bear out Izambard’s contention that Rimbaud wrote poetry in order to relax from the daily grind of school;4 but the most remarkable thing about these early poems is their unautobiographical nature. Rimbaud was treating French poetry as a private boudoir, dressing himself in different genres, inspecting his development in other poets’ mirrors.


*


RIMBAUD’S MAIN SOURCE of models was a prestigious anthology called Le Parnasse contemporain, which first appeared in 1866. It was published in instalments, some of which Rimbaud had managed to smuggle into his secret store in the attic.


In literary history, the ‘Parnassian poets’ are a sprawling constellation of lower-magnitude stars with which the dishevelled comets and dazzling supernovae of Hugo, Baudelaire and Mallarmé were briefly associated. It can be seen as a reaction to the failure of Romantic socialism in June 1848 and the subsequent triumph of the bourgeois Second Empire. Its watchword was ‘impassivity’ – the opposite of ‘inspiration’. Strict, formal perfection was held to be the guarantee of aesthetic excellence. Themes tended to be exotic and conveniently unpolitical. It is partly this rejection of modernity that gives the beautifully calculated poems of the school’s acknowledged leader, Leconte de Lisle, a haunting dullness. But as Rimbaud’s wily imitations were to show, the stern slopes of Parnassus rose steeply from an interesting swamp of repressed emotions.


The attachment to formal correctness had an obvious appeal, both for the pupil who enjoyed school exercises and for the poet who wanted to try out different disguises. It also happened to be the case that anyone who wanted to see their work published in a prominent literary review would do well to sound as Parnassian as possible. Just as ‘Les Étrennes des orphelins’ had been prepared as bait for the Revue pour tous, ‘Credo in unam’ was designed to be snapped up by the second volume of Le Parnasse contemporain, now approaching its final instalment.


‘Credo in unam’ (later titled ‘Soleil et Chair’) was a long, excited ode on the popular theme of a pagan Golden Age, when Man, his perceptions undimmed by ‘pale Reason’, sucked happily at the ‘blessèd teat’ of Nature: ‘When one lies in the valley one can feel / That the earth is nubile and brimming with blood.’ This pre-Christian paradise is contrasted, in the usual way, with the present age of puny, factory-warped serfs.


Rimbaud sent his poem, not to the lofty Leconte de Lisle, but to the smiling face of Parnassus, Théodore de Banville, who liked young poets, reviewed in liberal newspapers, and had been a close friend of Baudelaire. Rimbaud’s letter was dated 24 May 1870. His handwriting ran in straight lines, but with a delicate spindrift of tails. He included his poems on Ophelia and summer evenings, claimed to be seventeen years old (he was fifteen and a half), and expressed himself in a curious mixture of juvenile enthusiasm, journalistic pastiche and innuendo:




Two years from now, or perhaps in a year, I shall be in Paris. – Anch’io, gentlemen of the press, I shall be a Parnassian!* – I feel there is something in me . . . that wishes to rise . . . – I swear, dear Master, that I shall always adore the two goddesses, Muse and Liberty.


Please do not turn up your nose at these lines . . . You would make me mad with joy and hope if, dear Master, you could obtain for the poem ‘Credo in unam’ a small place among the Parnassians . . . I would appear in the last series of Le Parnasse: it would be the poets’ Creed! . . . Oh mad Ambition!




Then he copied out his poems and, changing to the Olympian style of Victor Hugo, made a final appeal in the postscript:




– I am unknown; what does it matter? Poets are brothers. These lines believe; they love; they hope, and that is all.


Dear Master, help me. Raise me up a little. I am young. Hold out your hand to me.




Banville kept the poems and probably sent one of his polite notes of encouragement; but there was no room for an unknown provincial schoolboy in Le Parnasse contemporain.


Rimbaud was undeterred. In any case his poem showed that he was already outgrowing the Parnassians. Lines like ‘Ape-like men who fell from their mothers’ vulvas’ were not the sort of thing one expected from a rosy young poet. Izambard was almost anxious with admiration. ‘The Parnassian school had amused him for a moment, but – pshaw! – three months later, he talked of it only with the bitterness of a disappointed lover.’5


Having improved his technique by imitating Parnassians, Rimbaud now set off down the path of deliberate destruction that was to produce some surprising discoveries. The first sign of his new manner, in the early summer of 1870, was an irregular, lopsided sonnet in which the Parnassian ideal of pagan beauty underwent a revolting transformation. Instead of Aphrodite rising from the waves, a large, bovine woman emerged from a green tin bath, ‘Hideously beautiful with an ulcer on the anus’.


Like Marcel Duchamp’s moustache on the Mona Lisa, Rimbaud’s ulcer on the goddess of Beauty signals a sense of estrangement from the classical past and the end of a kind of innocence.6 Rimbaud was going through poetic puberty at an alarming speed. In July, he presented his teacher with a short story which seemed to belong to a different tradition altogether – a tradition that was preserved, not in books, but on lavatory walls. Izambard found it ‘childish, stupid and filthy’.7 Many editions of Rimbaud’s work omit it altogether or relegate it to the back room of an appendix.


Un Cœur sous une soutane (‘A Heart – or, in slang, ‘Penis’ – under a Cassock’) is the tale of a pusillanimous young priest who falls in love with a certain Thimothina – a hairy, flat-chested individual who sounds suspiciously unfeminine: ‘I sought your breasts in vain’, writes the narrator. ‘You don’t have any. You disdain those worldly ornaments.’


Like most of Rimbaud’s satirical work, Un Cœur sous une soutane occupies an ambiguous zone. It can be read as a puerile farce, a political satire or as a sarcastic treatment of adolescent sexuality: ‘I took a stuffed chair, reflecting that one part of myself was about to impress itself on some embroidery that Thimothina had probably made herself.’ ‘These socks I have been wearing for a month, I told myself, are a gift of her love.’ It can also be read as a pre-Freudian analysis of the language of a group – the pseudo-religious jargon of the Charleville seminarists and the early French Romantics: milksops and pederasts, in Rimbaud’s view, whose ‘mysterious effluvia’ and ‘gentle zephyrs’ are symptoms of what would now be called an anal obsession.


Rimbaud was testing the limits of Izambard’s open mind. So far, the new teacher had proved to be an ideal older brother – someone who would give criticism and affection without expecting much in return. Would he still be a friend when he saw the inside of his pupil’s mind?


But Rimbaud was also thinking of his earlier self, the ‘sanctimonious little so-and-so’. Writing allowed the mind to act upon itself. He was already revising his first poems, subjecting himself to the same parodic treatment. His annotated copy of Le Parnasse contemporain (which he later gave to a friend)8 shows that, instead of imitating poems he admired, he tended to remodel poems which had struck him as unusually clumsy or inane. In a piece by the forgotten Mme Blanchecotte, the line, ‘My last chagrin wore heavily on me’ was changed to ‘My last chignon . . .’. Another alteration had God bestowing gifts on ‘his pale human seal’ (‘phoque’ instead of ‘race’).


When it was applied to his own poems, the same device produced a kind of instant originality: even the blandest lines came out sounding like sudden illuminations. ‘Fine summer evenings’ became ‘blue summer evenings’, while the ‘flowering lotus’ of ‘Credo in unam’ turned into a mysterious ‘chattering lotus’. These little tricks are significant precursors of a new aesthetic age, when the final work emerges from the destruction of its earlier drafts, incongruous and evocative.


At school, too, Rimbaud was becoming almost dangerously proficient. The April 1870 issue of the Moniteur de l’Enseignement Supérieur was practically a special Arthur Rimbaud number. It contained four pieces of work. One was a daring French verse translation of some Lucretius – daring, because Rimbaud had taken the new translation of De natura rerum by the Parnassian, Sully-Prudhomme, copied out the appropriate passage, improved it with a few tasteful changes, and handed it in as his own work, thereby sneering at his teachers and winning their praise at the same time. The theft went undetected until 1932.


The other notable piece was criminal in a different sense: a Latin adaptation of a French text on Jesus in his father’s workshop. The set passage coyly compared a trivial carpentry wound to the blood of the Passion. Rimbaud’s version has been described as ‘pious’, ‘irreproachable’ and ‘edifying’.9 In fact, as George Tucker has demonstrated, it shows a remarkable grasp of Latin sexual innuendo. Jesus Christ labours with a heavy tool, pushing it to and fro until he spatters himself with blood, and receives the loving attentions of his mother.10


There is a thin line here, as in Un Cœur sous une soutane, between parody and self-analysis. Even if Rimbaud was amusing himself by imagining a passionate, incestuous relationship between the Virgin Mary and her son, he was also experimenting with the chaotic power of language: a few ambiguities, and the whole picture could change like a landscape clouding over. Perhaps he was beginning to reflect on the nature of his mother’s iron-fisted affection. It is unfortunate that Ernest Delahaye remembered only the first and last lines of a narrative poem which Rimbaud showed him in 1870:




A brunette, she was 16 when she married.


. . . . . . . . . . . . . .


For she’s passionately in love with her 17-year-old son.11




*


BY NOW, Mme Rimbaud had realized (to quote ‘Les Poètes de sept ans’) that ‘the soul of her child’ was ‘a prey to repugnant things’. One day, his security measures failed and a compromising object came to light. On 4 May 1870, with long, lunging downstrokes that suggest an unusually durable nib, she carved out a letter to M. Izambard:




Sir,


I am extremely grateful to you for everything you are doing for Arthur. You lavish advice on him and you set him extra homework. These are attentions to which we are not entitled.


But there is one thing of which I cannot approve and that is, for instance, the reading of a book like the one you gave him a few days ago (Les Misérables, V. Hugot [sic]). You must know better than I, Sir, that one should take great care in choosing books that are to be placed in the hands of children. For that reason, I thought that Arthur must have got hold of the book without your knowing. It would certainly be dangerous to allow him to read such things.




Les Misérables was ‘dangerous’ because, as Mme Rimbaud reminded Izambard in a meeting arranged by the headmaster, Victor Hugo was an enemy of Church and State who had quite properly been thrown out of France.12 Since Les Misérables was on the Index of Proscribed Books, she had probably not read it, but she would have known that its hero was an escaped convict, not unlike the itinerant Uncle Charles. It would soon be too late to stop the rot. Arthur was already in the habit of talking to strange men he met on the road – navvies, quarrymen and vagrants. Even when they were drunk, he told Delahaye, they were ‘closer to Nature’ and more truly intelligent than the educated hypocrites of his own class.13 These were men who, like Captain Rimbaud, could set off down the road and never come back.


A passage of Une Saison en Enfer suggests that these western nomads were role models and objects of fantasy for Rimbaud far more than any writer. His mother was obviously right to be worried:




When I was still a child, I admired the intractable convict on whom the prison always closes. I visited the taverns and the furnished rooms he was said to have sanctified by his presence. With his mind, I saw the blue sky and the flowery toil of the fields. I sniffed out the fate that dogged him in the cities. He had more vigour than a saint, more common sense than a traveller, and himself, himself alone!, to witness his glory and his reason.




Mme Rimbaud was not alone in fearing subversive influences. On 19 July 1870, the Government of Napoleon III seized on a feeble pretext and declared war on Germany. Victory, it was assumed, would be swift and total. The whole country – including disaffected republicans – would be united in a spirit of self-righteous belligerence. The Empire would be saved.


That summer, the inhabitants of Charleville stood on their doorsteps, cheering the brave soldiers as they set off for certain victory at the front with cries of ‘To Berlin!’ Brother Fred was inspired to go and drink beer at the enemy’s expense. He marched off without saying goodbye, managed to get himself enrolled in a regiment, despite being under age, and spent the next few months trapped by the Prussian army in Metz.14


Arthur found his militaristic brother contemptible. He had already refused to wear the new military school uniform, and when his fellow pupils pompously announced their intention to donate the money for their prize books to the war effort, he refused to cooperate.15 This was a serious blow since Rimbaud was the only pupil in his year who won prizes. He did however agree to sell his books to the highest bidder.


For Rimbaud, this gung-ho chauvinism was a nationwide epidemic of smug provincialism. Any poet, it seemed to him, should be opposed to the Empire. This is why Delahaye had been able to win his confidence by crossing the Belgian border, entering a café and memorizing passages of the latest Lanterne16 – the pocket-sized newspaper in blood-red covers that was banned in France for fomenting revolt and turning Napoleon III into a cartoon idiot. La Lanterne was written by a man who lived in Brussels in the home of Victor Hugo: proof that Romantic literature could still throw bombs at the establishment.


The bookshops of Charleville were a poor source of subversive literature. Rimbaud put his talent to work and wrote a saucy, songlike poem on a canoodling boy and girl (‘Trois baisers’), which he sent to the savage satirical magazine, La Charge. The poem was printed on 13 August 1870 and earned him a free subscription.17


When war was declared, he added the blunt, slangy rhetoric of republican propaganda to his literary arsenal and devoted two poems (‘Le Forgeron’ and ‘Morts de Quatre-vingt-douze’) to the heroes of the French Revolution, those ‘million Christs with soft, dark eyes’.18


Since it seemed a foregone conclusion that France would crush the enemy within a few weeks and consolidate the Empire, these poems were unlikely to be the shortest route to a literary career; but then, when he finally reached Paris – which he intended to do, he told Izambard, even if it meant ‘dying on a heap of stones’ on the way – the ideal society of ‘brother’ poets would surely accept him for what he was.


The 1869–70 school year ended in splendour and misery. Rimbaud came top once again in the regional examination, this time with a piece on ‘Sancho Panza mourning his dead ass’ (unpublished because of the war and now lost). Prize-giving on 6 August was largely a matter of the local bourgeoisie cheering Arthur Rimbaud. But Izambard was not there to see his pupil sneer at the applause. He had left on 24 July for his aunts’ home in Douai. Rimbaud was anticipating a long and thirsty summer.


Fortunately, Izambard had told his landlord that Rimbaud should be given the key to his apartment. Every day, he went to sit in Izambard’s pool of books like a parched sponge. By the time he wrote to his teacher on 25 August, he had sucked up the entire library and was already re-reading books which had not seemed particularly interesting the first time.


The brevity of Rimbaud’s work tends to conceal this encyclopedic urge, which makes him a close literary relative of Balzac. The idea was not to accumulate knowledge at a steady pace but to exhaust the entire field as quickly as possible, even if it ended in a spasm of rejection. A few weeks later, he found the perfect image for his work in an essay by Montaigne and began to recite it to anyone who cared to listen:




The poet, seated on the Muses’ tripod, furiously pours out all that comes into his mouth, like the gargoyle of a fountain, and there escape from him things of diverse colour, contrary substance, and interrupted flow.




It was a good description of his letter to Izambard. The envelope was marked ‘Very urgent’:




Sir,


You’re lucky you don’t live in Charleville any more! My native town is not the least in stupidity among all the little towns of the provinces.* I have no more illusions on that score. [. . .] It’s a horrible sight – retired grocers dressing up in uniform. They’re wonderfully dashing, those solicitors, glaziers, tax-collectors and cabinet-makers, all the pot-bellies patriotrolling [‘qui font du patrouillotisme’] at the gates of Mézières. My fatherland is rising up! Personally, I prefer to see it sitting down. Don’t stir yourself, that’s my motto.


I’m disoriented, sick, enraged, stupid and dazed. I was hoping for sunbathing, endless walks, some rest, journeys, adventures – gipsying about. I was especially hoping for some newspapers and books. – Nothing! Absolutely nothing! The post has stopped sending things to booksellers. Paris is really treating us shabbily: not a single new book! Death! For newspapers, I’m reduced to the honourable Courrier des Ardennes. [. . .] It sums up the aspirations, desires and opinions of the population. You can just imagine! Bloody marvellous! . . . Exiles in our own land!!!




After painting this energetic picture of frustration, Rimbaud copied out a large piece of glutinously sentimental verse by Louisa Siefert about a childless young woman. One line was singled out for admiration: ‘My life, at eighteen years, contains a whole past’. ‘It’s as beautiful as the lamentations of Antigone in Sophocles’, he commented, impressively erudite. (In fact, he found the remark in the editor’s preface and copied it word for word.)


He had also read ‘a very bizarre and funny’ book of poems by a young Parnassian, Paul Verlaine – a poet who was not afraid to break the longest-standing rules of French verse. Verlaine’s Fêtes galantes contained the first example Rimbaud had ever seen of an alexandrine in which the caesura was straddled by a word – analogous to a sudden,  fleeting change of time-signature.* Strange things were happening in the literary capital . . .




Au revoir. Send me a 25-page letter – poste restante – and make it snappy!


A. Rimbaud




An enigmatic postscript hinted at an escapade: ‘Soon I’ll be sending you revelations on the life I’m going to lead . . . after the holidays . . .’


*


A DAY OR two later, Rimbaud gathered up some books and took them to a secondhand dealer. This time, instead of exchanging them for new books, he asked for cash and returned home, determined and inscrutable.


Meanwhile, the retired grocers of Charleville were becoming less enthusiastic about their ‘patriotrolling’. Retreating soldiers were straggling into town, survivors of the most inept military campaign in modern French history. The Collège de Charleville was converted into a hospital. The weather was fine, but there was the sound of distant thunder. Eleven miles to the east, at Sedan, the ailing Napoleon III was watching the Prussian artillery through a haze of gun-smoke and opium. His beautiful army was being destroyed. At Charleville station, travellers were informed that the Prussians had removed sections of track to the south. Anyone wishing to reach Paris would have to take a train in the opposite direction as far as Charleroi in Belgium and then change to the Saint-Quentin line.


On 31 August, while Mme Rimbaud sat at her window staring at the muddied streets in a state of arrested panic, the train from Charleroi was crossing the plains of northern France. In a third-class carriage, a small boy was hiding under the seat, watching out for the ticket inspector. With his last francs, he had bought a ticket for Saint-Quentin; but the train had passed through Saint-Quentin station hours before. It had now reached the ‘military zone’, where the roads were cluttered with cartloads of furniture and families heading west, abandoning their villages to the enemy.


Soon, the train would be entering the gravitational field of the huge urban sprawl, the inexhaustible fount of books and newspapers, the city where poets lived.




5


Convictions




‘I am not a prisoner of my reason.’


(‘Mauvais sang’, Une Saison en Enfer)




At the Gare du Nord, Rimbaud crept out of his carriage and joined the crowd that was heading for the barrier. A few yards in front of him he could see the Parisian traffic passing in the square.


Two men in railway uniform asked him for his ticket. He was taken to one side and searched: a suspicious little figure with long hair and grubby but respectable clothes. He had an accent that might be foreign. His pockets proved to contain incomprehensible notes, written in lines of different length. The story that he was suspected of espionage may well be true. Reports were coming in all the time of attempted coups and political agitators returning from abroad. Five days after Rimbaud’s arrest, Victor Hugo arrived at the same station, but with a first-class ticket and a cheering crowd at the exit. Hugo and his republican supporters were believed to have formed an alliance with the Prussians. The ticketless boy, who came from a region that was now in enemy hands, might be part of an avant-garde.


Giving his age as seventeen and a half might have been a good idea professionally (in three different poems written around his sixteenth birthday, Rimbaud implied that he was seventeen); legally, it was suicidal. Anyone over the age of sixteen convicted of vagabondage was liable to six months in jail.1
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	I sent to the Prison of the Préfecture de Police Master Rimbaud, aged 17½ years, native of Charleville, arrived in Paris from Charleroi with a ticket for Saint-Quentin, without domicile or means of support.2








Rimbaud watched the upper storeys of apartment blocks fly past the grill in the back of the police wagon – the famous ‘salad basket’ he had read about in Les Misérables. It trundled down the boulevards to the centre of Paris, crossed the Seine and came to a halt in the courtyard of police headquarters. He was marched into an office, interrogated by the desk sergeant, then deposited in the prison yard while his file began its administrative journey.


Business was brisk in the last days of the Empire. Rimbaud found himself surrounded by criminals with time on their hands – pimps, pickpockets and anarchists. Something unpleasant certainly occurred – perhaps just ‘the ritual beating-up’, as Izambard claims. But Izambard had a tendency not to want to believe Rimbaud’s tales of life in the wild. Rimbaud’s claim that he ‘had to defend his virtue’ against improper advances is entirely credible.


Finally, he was led before the examining magistrate and answered the questions that were put to him with such ‘ironic disdain’ (according to Rimbaud)3 that he seemed to have his heart set on prison. Since the boy had no money and was unable to give an address in Paris, the magistrate had no choice but to send him to Mazas.


Rimbaud’s tantalizing tour of Paris now continued east, along the Rue Saint-Antoine, towards the Place de la Bastille and the proletarian suburbs. Eventually, the ‘salad basket’ arrived at a building which Thomas Cook’s Guide to Paris pointed out to tourists as a ‘gloomy and repulsive-looking’ monument.4 The brick walls of Mazas prison loomed over a sunless district of factories and slums. The flagship of the French penal system, Mazas was divided into single cells so that men whose crimes were of ‘essentially different moral character’ would not rub shoulders.5 Evidently, the idea had not yet caught on at the Préfecture de Police.


Rimbaud was stripped, shaved, measured (5 feet 4 inches) and ordered to the showers while his clothes were fumigated. Then he was marched through a series of doors and locked into a cell. It contained a gas lamp, a table and a stool, two mess tins, a water bottle, hooks from which a hammock was hung at night, and the latest sanitary appliance: ‘an odourless toilet fitted with a ventilator’ – a stern contrast to the pungent latrines of home. Meals arrived in metal trucks which ran on a little railway.


Several days passed. With the country close to collapse, juvenile vagrants were not an urgent priority. Rimbaud wrote home, but the letter never arrived. Communications were suddenly interrupted. The Emperor had surrendered at Sedan, the day after Rimbaud’s arrest. The Prussian army was marching on Paris.


In the streets outside, modern France was being born. On 4 September, a moderate republican government was entrusted with the job of defending what was left of France from the victorious Prussians. The word ‘imperial’, in Rimbaud’s letter to Izambard, suggests that he knew nothing of these events. The only sound that reached him from the outside world was the clattering of trains on the nearby railway viaduct.




Paris, [Monday] 5 September 1870


Dear Sir


I have done what you advised me not to do: I left my mother’s home and went to Paris! Arrested as I left the train for having no money and owing the railway thirteen francs, I was taken to the Préfecture and I am now waiting to be sentenced at Mazas! Agh! – I place my trust in you as in my mother. You have always been a brother to me and now I am asking urgently for the help you offered. I have written to my mother, to the imperial prosecutor and to the police superintendent at Charleville. If you don’t hear from me on Wednesday, before the train that goes from Douai to Paris, take that train and come here to claim me either by letter or by going to see the prosecutor and pleading with him, vouching for me and paying my debt! Do what you can, and when you get this letter, write, I order you, yes, write to my poor mother (5, Quai de la Madeleine, Charlev.) to comfort her. Write to me too. Do your utmost! I love you like a brother and I shall love you like a father.


Greetings.


Your poor


Arthur Rimbaud




At the bottom of the page, a tiny postscript contained the main point of the letter, perhaps even the object of the whole adventure. He knew that in a milliner’s shop in Douai, 100 miles to the north, three kind sisters lived with the orphan they had raised as their own son – Georges Izambard: ‘And if you manage to set me free, you’ll take me back to Douai with you.’


‘Poor Arthur Rimbaud’ had an oddly aggressive way of being pitiful. With its bullish demands, its detailing of the precise manner in which help was to be offered and its avoidance of the word ‘please’, Rimbaud’s letter to Izambard gives a vivid image of his upbringing: any affection was inextricably bound up with coercion. The sharpness of his self-analysis is one of the delights of his poetry. In life, it took the form of emotional blackmail: Rimbaud was holding interviews for a ‘father’. Izambard, who had already had a taste of Mme Rimbaud’s temper, was to write to Arthur’s mother and ‘comfort’ her . . .


A money-order arrived from Izambard. The vagrant was escorted to the station and put on the train to Douai. That afternoon, in a quiet, affluent street in the northern town, Izambard’s ‘aunts’ opened the door to a grim-faced figure with very large feet and hands: a silent, dishevelled and smelly little boy. Even in its recently shaved condition, his scalp may have supported a sufficiently large population of lice to justify the operation described in the poem, ‘Les Chercheuses de poux’ (‘The Lice-Seekers’), which Izambard associates with his aunts; but the poem was written several months later and there is no good reason to demand its biographical means of support. It is enough to know that Rimbaud enjoyed being fussed over by friendly women for the first time in his life.


He swore like a prisoner, ate like a pig, never passed the salt and never said ‘thank you’, but three weeks later, Izambard would find a short poem, gouged with a pencil into the green paint of the front door: a little farewell ode, not to his hosts, but to the house itself.6 For Rimbaud, it seems, almost everything was easier said in verse.


Rimbaud’s uncouth behaviour suddenly became easier to understand when a letter arrived from Charleville. It was a message from ‘the Mouth of Darkness’, as Rimbaud now called his mother. This curiously sexual, astronomical expression is the title of a poem from Victor Hugo’s Les Contemplations in which ‘la Bouche d’Ombre’ engulfs the poet in a dark tidal wave of apocalyptic pronouncements. In Mme Rimbaud’s letter, Izambard was verbally savaged for conniving in Arthur’s ‘escape’. He was to send the boy home at once.
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