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            PREFACE

         

         The year 1876 was the pivot of Arthur Rimbaud’s life, the midpoint between his intellectual beginning as a child wonder in classical languages and his death in 1891, at the age of thirty-seven. Five years before, the visionary verse of the adolescent Rimbaud had astounded literary Paris, which made him its difficult darling; five years later he was a commercial agent in the remote outpost of Harar, Abyssinia, dealing in gold, ivory, and guns, having abandoned literature completely.
         

         In 1873, after the disastrous conclusion of a demented love affair with an older man, the poet Paul Verlaine, Rimbaud embarked on a restless period of foreign travel, which reached its most distant point in the island of Java. In May 1876 Rimbaud enlisted as a mercenary in the Dutch Colonial Army and sailed to the Indies. Soon after he arrived at his garrison in central Java he deserted and vanished into the jungle. Nothing is known of his whereabouts from then until he turned up again in France at the end of the year.

         This book is a study of Rimbaud’s journey to Java. I have called it his “lost voyage” because we know less about it than any other major passage in his life. From the age of fifteen Rimbaud was a great letter-writer, his correspondence occupying hundreds of pages in his collected works; yet not one letter from 1876 survives. By then he habitually concealed his previous life as a poet from strangers, so to the other men in his battalion he was simply young Rimbaud from Charleville, in the Ardennes, clever and good-looking but nobody special. None of his comrades published a memoir about him. Apart from a handful of terse, opaque official documents relating to his enlistment and desertion, the Java voyage is a void. It remains one of the most elusive enigmas among the many that constitute his tumultuous life, and is often overlooked outside Rimbaldian circles.
         

         There are thousands of people (we know who we are) who would take a lively interest if a pair of socks turned up in an old chest in Harar that could be proved to have belonged to Arthur Rimbaud. For them, for us, an attempt to arrive as close as documentary resources permit at an understanding of Rimbaud’s adventure in Java requires no justification. Few poets in any language have attracted so passionate a worldwide following – in the derisive vernacular, a cult. When a previously unknown photograph of Rimbaud in Aden came to light in 2010, bringing the number of authenticated images of him as an adult to three, it was a major international news story.

         The fascination begins in his beautiful, sometimes bewildering poetry, written before he turned twenty. Rimbaud is one of those writers who can change the reader’s life – not in the sense of being an inspiration or a moral guide but by changing the way one thinks. In A Season in Hell, Rimbaud described his growth as a poet:
         

         
            Poetic antiques played a large part in my alchemy of the word. I became accustomed to pure hallucination: I saw very clearly a mosque in the place of a factory, a school of drummers led by angels, carriages on the highways of the sky, a drawing-room at the bottom of a lake; monsters, mysteries; the poster for a vaudeville show raised horrors before me. Then I explained my magic sophisms with the hallucination of words.

         

         In an era when the word is in retreat, Rimbaud’s verbal alchemy still has the marvellous power to transport the reader to places that don’t exist in this world. This transformative magic required the creation of a wholly original poetic language, one that often defies conventional logic. Rimbaud’s poetry isn’t really an artistic expression so much as an experiment in a new way of thinking. Elsewhere in A Season in Hell he explained, “I wrote silences, I wrote the night. I recorded the inexpressible. I made vertigo a permanent state.” His virtuosic verse and dazzling prose poems still puzzle readers 140 years after they were written – perhaps even more than they puzzled his contemporaries, for most modern readers have lost the habit of reading poetry.
         

         Rimbaud’s imperishable glamour, in the Scots sense of a spell of enchantment, derives equally from his amazing life, his many lives, a chronicle of adventure, pride, courage and tragedy that defies synopsis. It has the power and suggestive ambiguity of myth. In Étienne Carjat’s iconic portrait of the genius as a schoolboy, his otherworldly gaze simultaneously pours out sweetness and danger. We feel that we know him and that he is unlike anyone we know.
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               Rimbaud at seventeen, photograph by Étienne Carjat, 1871

               

            

         

         Reader, beware: the Rimbaud fascination can lead to a consuming enthusiasm, which brings with it the need to spread the word. Henry Miller wrote a study of Rimbaud called The Time of the Assassins, taking his title from the last line of Rimbaud’s prose poem “Morning of Drunkenness” (itself a reference to the medieval Persian order of Assassins, the legendary Hashishin). Miller described his response to his first contact with the poetry of Rimbaud: “His presence was always with me. It was a disturbing presence, too. ‘Some day you will have to come to grips with me.’ That’s what his voice kept repeating in my ears.”
         

         Rimbaud inspired great artists: T.S. Eliot and Ezra Pound acknowledged him as a master; Thomas Mann wrote him letters forty years after his death. Benjamin Britten composed a haunting chamber suite setting prose poems from Illuminations, Rimbaud’s final collection; Patti Smith addressed a classic rock anthem to him. How many artists greater and lesser have succumbed to the spell, how many artists manqués and ordinary readers have followed the Way of Rimbaud, it is impossible to say. I hope this book will speak to devotees, but I am writing for anyone who has the curiosity to embark on the journey, and particularly for readers who are attracted to the subject by an interest in the world that Rimbaud ventured into, which is as alien and exotic to us as it was to him. Java, too, was at a turning point in 1876, a medieval agrarian society permeated by magic, which was taking its first, tentative steps to join the modern world.
         

         For readers who are unacquainted with Rimbaud or have only a vague recollection of reading a few baffling poems in a school anthology, I prefix an introduction, which sketches the outlines of Rimbaud’s life and work to the age of twenty-one, when he embarked for Java. I’ve tried to propose ways of considering his work that may intrigue converts yet not chase off the curious. While Rimbaud’s voyage is an absorbing story in its own right, it seems essential to me that every reader bring to it a rudimentary knowledge of the voyager they’re coming to grips with.

         Part One of the book is a detailed factual narrative of Rimbaud’s Java adventure. I have filled in the background wherever I could with descriptions of the places and customs Rimbaud encountered, drawn from contemporary accounts by other foreign writers who visited the same places. I have nothing new to add to the record, no great discovery to report – no socks. Scholars have been poking into cupboards in search of Rimbaldian relics for nearly a hundred years, to the point that the only place left to look now is the whole wide world. Future discoveries depend on luck; the new photograph from Aden turned up in a flea market in Paris.
         

         The second part indulges in informed speculation about how one might fill in the tantalizing gap of his flight across Java as a fugitive from military justice. Here I address some of the perennial Rimbaud problems. His life changed in so many fundamental ways around the time of the Java voyage that it almost seems at times as though a doomed doppelgänger was magically substituted for the shining youth that captivated Paris in 1872, as in a weird tale by Edgar Allan Poe. I have no answers but offer but a few new possibilities to consider.

         The third, final part attempts to conjure what the Orient may have meant in Rimbaud’s imagination, by putting his journey to Java in the context of Eastern voyages by European writers before him, and thus presents a concise survey of literary orientalism.

         Because this book is itself in part an act of enthusiasm, with the intention here avowed of recruiting adepts to the alchemy of the word, I have quoted Rimbaud’s writings at every plausible occasion, in my own translations, as fully as I thought I could get away with it.

         
             

         

         J.J.
Kerobokan, Bali
         

      

    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            INTRODUCTION  
 RIMBAUD AT 21
            

         
 
         
            Only I have the key to this savage parade.
 
            “Parade,” Illuminations
            

         
 
         By the age of twenty-one, Arthur Rimbaud had:
         
 
         won first prize for Latin verse composition in a national competition for French schoolboys;
 
         been arrested and jailed for riding to Paris on the train from his home in Charleville without paying the fare;
 
         returned to Paris on foot around the time of the Commune of 1871, where he lived on the streets for two weeks and then walked back to Charleville, a distance of 200 kilometres each way;
 
         come to Paris – again on his own, for the third time – to live as the protégé of an established poet, Paul Verlaine, whom he had never met;
 
         run away from Verlaine to live in a flophouse on the boulevard Saint-Michel, where he drank absinthe and smoked hashish daily;
 
         written (at sixteen) “The Drunken Boat,” a classic of French lyric poetry;
         
 
         stabbed the photographer Étienne Carjat in a drunken argument at a poetry reading;
 
         seduced Verlaine into abandoning his wife and ten-month-old son to follow him first to Brussels and then to London, where they lived openly as lovers;
         
 
         quarrelled with Verlaine, who shot him in the wrist, a crime for which the elder poet was tried and sentenced to two years in prison;
 
         published a book based in part on his affair with Verlaine, A Season in Hell, which has become a basic text of modern world literature;
         
 
         returned to London to live with another poet, Germain Nouveau;
 
         studied German in Stuttgart;
 
         crossed the Alps on foot;
 
         worked as a longshoreman in Leghorn;
 
         enlisted in Marseilles as a mercenary in the Carlist army in revolutionary Spain, but deserted before being assigned to a regiment;
 
         studied (in addition to English and German) Italian, Spanish, Dutch, Russian, Greek, Arabic, Hindi and Amharic; and
 
         learned to play the piano.
 
         
             

         
 
         This résumé includes only what is certainly true, or anyway verified by the historical record. Verlaine claimed that Rimbaud “had read all of French poetry by the age of fourteen,” which is possible, within the limitations of the libraries of Charleville. It is also very likely true that by the end of his twenty-first year, in 1876, Rimbaud had abandoned his literary career, if not by then certainly within the next year or two at the outer limit. It’s a vexed question that revolves around when he finished writing Illuminations, his last major work, a collection comprising mostly prose poems, which remained unpublished until 1886, when Verlaine gave the unique manuscript to a magazine in Paris. By then Rimbaud was in Abyssinia, planning a caravan to trade in gold, ivory and musk.
         
 
         It is also possible, as Graham Robb argues in his biography of the poet, that Rimbaud and Verlaine created the modern gay identity. Their public demonstration of their private homosexuality in 1872 was dangerous; indeed it was intended to provoke danger. This was particularly true of their sojourn in England, where the crime of sodomy was punishable by life imprisonment (which had superseded the death penalty just eleven years before).
 
         I would also propose the hypothesis that Rimbaud created modernism in literature. The first piece in Illuminations, “After the Flood,” begins:
         
 
         
            As soon as the idea of the Flood had subsided, a hare paused among the clover and the swaying bellflowers and said his prayer to the rainbow through the spider’s web.
 
            Oh! the precious stones that were hiding – the flowers that were already looking around.
 
            In the dirty main street kiosks rose, and barges were tugged toward the sea rising in tiers, like in an engraving.
 
            Blood flowed at Bluebeard’s – in slaughterhouses – in circuses, where the seal of God blanched the windows. Blood and milk flowed.
 
            Beavers built. Coffee mugs steamed in the cafés.

         
 
         The imagery is of this world but does not describe it. All perceptible phenomena, natural or artificial – rainbows, spider webs, barges, beavers, coffee mugs – are the raw stuff of art, which may be appropriated and manipulated to suit the artist’s impulse. Mystical affinities are discerned between objects that have no apparent relation. The world is observed from a heroic or celestial point of view, capable of seeing everything under the sun with radical shifts in scale – or it might be a mechanical spectacle, a magic lantern show projected by a marvellous telescope in the sky.
         
 
         The difference between Lewis Carroll’s White Rabbit consulting his pocket watch in Alice in Wonderland and Rimbaud’s praying hare is that in the former case the reader willingly suspends disbelief in order to participate vicariously in the magical world of the nursery, whereas in Illuminations irony is conspicuously lacking. The rational, reassuring order of the “real world” is negated. Readers must do more than suspend disbelief; they must believe. It is the difference between whimsy and epic. Farther along in “After the Flood” is this stanza: “A door slammed, and in the village square the child waved his arms, understood by weather vanes and cocks on steeples everywhere, under the glittering downpour.” The connection between the door slamming and the child waving his arms is understood by weather vanes and cocks on steeples, but it is not, cannot be, revealed to human understanding.
         
 
         There was nothing quite like that in the published literature of the mid-1870s. French poetry had already begun to change, expanding the universe of theme and image to embrace the outré, in language that was often incongruous and at times even ugly. Yet when Baudelaire speaks of poison dripping from the eyes of the beloved, or imagines her body as a rotting, maggoty corpse, as shocking as the language is it still describes a real love with a real woman. 
         
 
         In addition to enlarging the scope of poetic logic, Rimbaud made some revolutionary formal innovations. Two of the Illuminations, “Marine” and “Motion,” make a plausible claim to being the first poems in free verse. A good case might also be made for Whitman’s prosy, incantatory Leaves of Grass, less than twenty years before, but the same case would have to be made for the poetical books of the King James Bible, which Whitman’s long, lashing lines consciously echo. Yet there’s nothing prosy about the Rimbaud poems: they are clean prototypes of the flexible verse form that, perfected by Ezra Pound, would become a mainstream poetic vernacular in the twentieth century. Here, a close, literal translation of “Motion”:
         
 
         
            
               The sinuous motion on the bank of the river cascades,
 
               The abyss at the sternpost,
 
               The speed of the handrail,
 
               The enormous passage of the current
 
               Lead through incredible lights
 
               And chemical innovation,
 
               The travellers surrounded by waterspouts of the valley
 
               And of the strom.1
               

            
 
            
               They are the conquerors of the world
 
               Seeking their personal chemical fortune;
 
               Sport and comfort travel with them;
 
               They bring the education
 
               Of races, classes and animals on this vessel.
 
               Repose and vertigo
 
               To diluvian light
 
               To terrible nights of study.

            

         
 
         
         
 
         
            
               For from the chatter among the machines – blood, flowers, fire, jewels –
 
               From the excited calculations aboard this fleeing ship,
 
               You can see, rolling like a dike beyond the motorized hydraulic road,
 
               Monstrous, illuminated without end – their stock of studies;
 
               They are driven into harmonic ecstasy
 
               And the heroism of discovery.

            
 
            
               Amid the most amazing atmospheric accidents
 
               A youthful couple stands apart on the ark
 
               – Should this antique shyness be forgiven? –
 
               And sings and keeps watch.
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               The Drowning Man’s Elegant Gesture, collage by Max Ernst, 1929
 
               

            

         
 
         Rimbaud is frequently described as a precursor of surrealism. The Illuminations, with their logical incongruities and extreme shifts in scale, share a sense of threatening revelation with the collages of Max Ernst. “The Drunken Boat,” Rimbaud’s longest surviving poem, is written in a visionary style that Breton and Apollinaire would later develop into elaborate symbolic narratives of carefully crafted weirdness. Rimbaud’s masterpiece, for all its strangeness still rooted in the poet’s emotions, radiates an exuberant beauty, a youthful, exhilarating delight in itself. Two stanzas near the end predict the poet’s later vagabondage:
         
 
         
            
               I who trembled, hearing at fifty leagues’ distance
 
               The groan of rutting Behemoth and dense maelstroms,
 
               The eternal spinner of blue immobilities,
 
               How I long for Europe with its ancient parapets!

            
 
            
               I have seen sidereal archipelagos! and islands
 
               Whose delirious heavens are open to the voyager:
 
               Are you sleeping, exiled in those bottomless nights,
 
               O million golden birds, O Life Force of the future?

            

         
 
         After Rimbaud’s death, his vision and technical innovations lay dormant, a time bomb that would explode in the high modernism of the Americans in London, Eliot and Pound. The dislocating shifts in point of view and mystical pessimism of The Waste Land are directly descended from Rimbaud, as is The Cantos’ move “away from the word as symbol toward the word as reality,” in William Carlos Williams’ phrase. Among Pound’s last works, composed in a mental hospital in Washington, D.C., were translations of poems by Rimbaud. 
         
 
         Other readers may point to passages in Baudelaire or even Flaubert that speak to them in a modernist tongue, but establishing priority among works of art, ordering them like records in cricket or football, is a sterile, essentially anti-aesthetic pursuit. In my reading, Rimbaud’s passage from the ecstatic vision of “The Drunken Boat” to Illuminations is a journey into an alien realm that appears to exist beyond the artist’s direct control. The poet is not godlike so much as machinelike, a passionless mediator between competing realities who makes no judgements and draws no conclusions. The artist’s hand is present as that of a workman, like Andy Warhol silk-screening paintings at the Factory.
         
 
         Rimbaud did not write about the human condition; he aspired to an inhuman condition. When he was sixteen he wrote two letters, one to his teacher and friend Georges Izambard and the other to a young poet named Paul Demeny, in which he expounded his aesthetic philosophy. Known as Les lettres du voyant, the Seer Letters, they have attained a classic status in world literature akin to that of the Ninety-Five Theses of Luther or the Declaration of the Rights of Man. In these letters Rimbaud promulgates a vision of the poet’s mission that still has the power to shock. He informs Izambard that he stays drunk as much as possible, and explains why:
         
 
         
            I want to be a poet, and I am working to make myself a seer: you won’t understand this at all, and I hardly know how to explain it to you. The point is to arrive at the unknown through the disordering of all the senses. The sufferings are enormous, but one must be strong, to be born a poet, and I have discovered myself to be a poet.
            

         
 
         He continues with an often quoted and ceaselessly explicated motto, “Je est un autre”: “I is someone else.”2
         
 
         It is a truism, true to some extent of every poet, that the reader creates an inner, personal version of the work. My understanding of a line as simple as “My love is like a red red rose” isn’t quite the same as yours: we each have our own private stores of loves and roses to draw on when we read Robert Burns. Yet the truism is true of Rimbaud’s poetry in a different way. Even the most outlandish metaphors in Baudelaire and Lautréamont are still metaphor, grounded in observable reality and intended to convey a particular emotion. However, the range of possible readings of “After the Flood” has no identifiable limit. The beavers and coffee mugs don’t mean anything other than what they are. They’re simply beavers and coffee mugs: “Toward the word as reality.” The disorienting juxtaposition may excite with equal validity terror or delight, it may simply make the image of beavers and coffee mugs more thumpably real – and it might stimulate the reader to a new view of the universe, one without causation or order.
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         There’s nothing one can say about Rimbaud the opposite of which is not also true. He was atheist and Catholic, classicist and revolutionary, aesthete and barbarian, mystic and materialist. He was filthy and pure, he lived for art and he renounced art: with Rimbaud, paradox is the only constant.
 
         The poet’s mature creations (if the phrase can be used to describe the work of a boy who was at the height of his powers at sixteen) become more mysterious as the reader approaches them. When they slip into focus they cease to be true. Our pleasure lies precisely in that ambiguity: if we ever arrived at a definitive reading of Rimbaud, if we could say with certainty what his poems mean, and how, they would lose their thrilling power. Over a lifetime, every reader of Rimbaud may experience terror or delight, find clarity or intellectual upheaval in the same texts.
 
         If it cannot finally be proved that he created modernism, there’s no doubt that Rimbaud was besotted with the concept of the modern and wrote about it in a modern way. Another Rimbaldian motto, from A Season in Hell: “One must be absolutely modern.” Being modern, for Rimbaud, required not only new uses of language but a new vocabulary, or rather vocabulary new to poetry. In my translation of the opening passage of “After the Flood,” “coffee mugs” renders mazagrans, slang for a type of footed cup or glass used in the cafés of Paris to serve coffee with a splash of brandy. The word comes from a town in Algeria where, in 1840, French soldiers besieged by Resistance fighters fortified themselves with this cocktail (or so the story goes). To most modern readers it is obscure, requiring another footnote, but for Rimbaud’s readers it would have been a colourful café idiom, equivalent to “Cuba libre” for rum and cola – language they were not accustomed to seeing in poetry.
         
 
         The first nine lines of a sonnet of 1871, called “Paris,” consists entirely of proper names listed in standard rhyming stanzas – names of shops selling boots, clay pipes, chocolates and pianos, of a manicurist and an apothecary, mingled with a random assortment of famous or infamous men. One line of the poem, “Veuillot, Tropmann, Augier!”, sandwiches Jean-Baptiste Tropmann, a teen psycho-killer convicted of murdering a family of six who was beheaded in 1870 before a mob of 25,000 people, between a conservative Catholic journalist (Veuillot) and a moralistic hack dramatist (Augier). The poem anticipates the frenetic effect of a boogie-woogie painting by Stuart Davis, simulating a dash down a busy city street with a hypnotic rhythm that actually anticipates hip-hop more than jazz. “Paris” has lost its power to speak; the shops disappeared a century ago, and the famous people are forgotten. It’s not great poetry, obviously, but no one had written anything like it before.
         
 
         Rimbaud dashed off the poem in a communal scrapbook when he was living at the Hôtel des Étrangers on the boulevard Saint-Michel, dossing down with unemployed musicians and unpublished writers, smoking hashish and drinking absinthe night and day. His crew called themselves the Cercle Zutique, as in zut alors!, which carried a slightly stronger charge at the time, along the lines of “Oh, shit!” The Zutistes passed the album around in bars and cafés to jot down quick poems, satires and cartoons. This aspect of Rimbaud’s writing was completely forgotten until the Album Zutique was rediscovered in 1936.
         
 
         “Paris” was never intended for publication. Yet even in his most polished creations, those he hoped would make his name as a poet, Rimbaud engaged in the sort of sophisticated wordplay that would later be called Joycean. “The Stolen Heart” (originally entitled “The Tortured Heart”) is an early masterpiece. The first stanza may be translated:
 
         
            
               My poor heart drools at the poop,
 
               My heart covered with shag tobacco: 
               
 
               They splash jets of soup upon it,
 
               My poor heart drools at the poop.
 
               Under the gibes of the crew,
 
               Which raise a general guffaw,
 
               My poor heart drools at the poop,
 
               My heart covered with shag tobacco!

            

         
 
         The French uses some unusual words. In the second verse, “Mon coeur couvert de caporal,” I have translated caporal as “shag tobacco,” but if you look it up in the dictionary, it will tell you that the word means “corporal.” Rimbaud is using it in the slang sense of tabac de caporal, the tobacco issued to corporals in the Army. In the context of jets of soup, it might also mean tobacco juice, spat on the poet by sailors having a chew. The second stanza may be left untranslated:
         
 
         
            
               Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques, 
               
 
               Leurs quolibets l’ont dépravé! 
               
 
               Au gouvernail on voit des fresques 
               
 
               Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques. 
               
 
               Ô flots abracadabrantesques, 
               
 
               Prenez mon coeur, qu’il soit lavé! 
               
 
               Ithyphalliques et pioupiesques, 
               
 
               Leurs quodlibets l’ont depravé!
               

            

         
 
         Ithyphalliques is in the dictionary; it describes effigies of erect phalluses used in ancient Greek bacchanals, a highfalutin but apt word for the cruel gibes (quodlibets) of the sailors who torment the poet; yet pioupiesque is not in the dictionary, nor is abracadabrantesque. A pioupiou is a soldier boy, another military word. Thus the sailors’ gibes, priapic and soldierly, have depraved the poet’s heart. Frescoes on the ship’s tiller (gouvernail) – perhaps obscene graffiti? – are likewise priapic and soldierly. The poet addresses the abracadabra-like waves of the sea, asking them to take his heart and wash it, but the last line of the stanza, repeating “depraved,” suggests that the poet’s heart will never be clean again. The final stanza:
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