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Preface

A good many years ago, as an undergraduate, I concocted a

paper on Paul Verlaine, one of my favorite poets then as now.

And rightly so. But good aesthetic judgment does not neces-

sarily make for good academic writing; and over the years I

have continued to feel a little guilty at having been graduated

from a prestigious institution of higher learning with a

senior essay that, my then professors’ opinions to the con-

trary notwithstanding, strikes me as having reflected little

credit on me and not much more on Verlaine. To salve my

conscience after all this time, I would like to consider the

present volume as something of a belated expiatory offering

(in retrospect, and with the improved vision of hindsight)

both to myself and to him. Or at least to his memory.

This is a collection of translations; English versions of

poems by one of France’s, and western literature’s, most

gifted and prolific poets. It is not a dissection, a literary study

purporting to analyze his verse according to the canons of

this or that critical “ism,” traditional or modish. And it is

certainly not a detailed biography. Any good encyclopedia

article on Verlaine will acquaint the reader with the salient

facts of his tormented life and of his artistic role in the

development of French poetry. Which is not to say that his

biography is unimportant to an understanding of his work in

general and of specific works in particular. On the contrary.

Though we were assured, not many decades ago, that biogra-

phy is irrelevant to an aesthetic appreciation of “the poem

itself ”—or, indeed, of any literary work—I never believed it.

And while the New Criticism fades with age to become,

today, with a trace of a smirk, “the old New Criticism,” oth-

� xv �



ers are coming out of the critical closet to admit that they

never really believed it either.

In Verlaine’s case, while it is possible, even easy, to appre-

ciate in vacuo the medium of his verse—its varied forms, its

flexible rhythms, its lush musicality—it is quite another mat-

ter for his messages. Not to know the circumstances that sur-

rounded and gave birth to his poems is, in many cases, really

not to comprehend them, in the fullest etymological sense of

that verb. This is true even for his more “universal” but

often heavily allegorical poems of religious fervor, rather few

of which I include, preferring by far the more idiosyncratic

earlier and later works (many, if not most, of the latter, usu-

ally neglected, being translated here for the first time). I

think that the brief headnotes to each section of this volume,

as well as the notes to many of the individual translations,

will provide the reader with enough of that indispensable or

ancillary biographical background to meet this need, at least

in its essentials.*

��these translations were written during the summer

and fall of 1997, but the inspiration for them goes back many

years. Indeed, many decades. I am happy to express my grat-

itude to Seymour O. Simches, who, the first to introduce me

to the wonders of Verlaine and his melodious genius, nur-

tured and channeled that inspiration—though, at the time,

surely neither he nor I suspected that this volume would be

the result. I am grateful to him, both for his past role and for

his many years of encouragement; and, likewise, to friend

� xvi �

*The French texts reproduced in this volume are taken from a 1968 printing of

Jacques Borel’s substantially augmented 1962 revision (Paris: Gallimard, 1962) of

Yves-Gérard Le Dantec’s definitive edition of Verlaine’s Œuvres poétiques complètes,
in the series Bibliothèque de la Pléiade (Paris: Gallimard, 1948).



Willis Barnstone, for his much more recent role in reviving

my inspiration with a suggestion, albeit offhandedly prof-

fered, that Verlaine would be a worthy subject to follow on

the heels of my recent Baudelaire collection.

With this volume, no less than with all my incursions into

verse translation, the example of my late mother’s poetic tal-

ents has continued to inspire as well. I think that, thanks to

her, I learned to spout rhymes in iambs and trochees almost

before I learned to speak prose.

My thanks to Wesleyan University for its support of my

endeavors, including a grant from the Thomas and Catha-

rine McMahon Fund, established through the generosity of

the late Joseph McMahon; to Adams House, Harvard Uni-

versity, under the aegis of Robert and Jana Kiely, and Vicki

Macy, for offering a generous hospitality that has made much

of my past and recent work possible; to Steve Sylvester and

the staff of the Imaging Studio Services of Widener

Library; and to Morris Philipson and Randolph Petilos of

the University of Chicago Press for their confidence and

patience, as well as to Russell Harper for his editorial skills.

Again, as with my other volumes, a number of good

friends have been especially helpful. To Lillian Bulwa, Carla

Chrisfield, Rita Dempsey, and Caldwell Titcomb, my sincere

appreciation for their varied contributions to this endeavor.

And to Evelyn Singer Simha, who, as so often in the past,

has given, without stint, of her warm heart, sharp ear, and

sound judgment, a very special “thank you.”

—Norman R. Shapiro
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f r o m

Poèmes saturniens (1866)

W hether, as a youth of twenty-two, Verlaine truly felt

himself to have been born under the malevolent sign

of Saturn, foreboding, this early in his life, of the dual

nature of his conflicted personality, or whether this was only

the aesthetic, self-indulgent posturing of an adulator of

Baudelaire and his “flowers of evil,” the fact is, his Poèmes
saturniens really have very little “saturnine” about them

except for the volume’s title and a brief self-conscious limi-

nary poem. His first collection to see print (though it does

not include all his earliest verse), it was brought out in 1866,

ostensibly by well-known Paris publisher Alphonse Lemerre,

but actually subsidized by the young poet himself, thanks to

the generosity of a doting female cousin whose death, a few

years later, was to affect him deeply.

The collection, comprising four groupings entitled

Melancholia, Eaux-fortes (Etchings), Paysages tristes (Sad

Landscapes), and Caprices, as well as a dozen miscellaneous

poems, brought together products of Verlaine’s early years as

a frequenter of the salon of the Marquise de Ricard and

other social venues, where he rubbed shoulders with promi-

nent artistic figures of the day, the likes of Anatole France,

Emmanuel Chabrier, inventor-poet and humorist Charles

Cros, the cynical antibourgeois idealist Auguste de Villiers

de l’Isle-Adam, and, especially, the then important poets

Théodore de Banville, François Coppée, José-María de





Heredia, Leconte de Lisle, and Catulle Mendès, all of whom

were to leave their mark.

While the predominant poetic taste and style of the peri-

od glorified the impassivity and pictorial impersonality of

the so-called Parnassians, who took their name from the sev-

eral successive volumes of Le Parnasse contemporain, and

although Verlaine, eager to espouse that prevailing “art for

art’s sake” ethos, managed to follow it up to a point and for a

time, he was quite unable to rein in his innately lyrical and

self-revelatory genius for long. Be it in neatly crafted son-

nets, a form inherited from the past and transmitted by the

idolized Baudelaire, or be it in free-form, lushly sonorous

vignettes of his own confection, Verlaine’s Poèmes saturniens
offer the emerging poet’s synthesis of the cerebral and the

visceral, the descriptively objective and the melancholically

subjective, the aesthetically detached and the personally

involved, and already show his great range of formal, visual,

musical, and sentimental artistry.

��



Mon Rêve familier

Je fais souvent ce rêve étrange et pénétrant

D’une femme inconnue, et que j’aime, et qui m’aime

Et qui n’est, chaque fois, ni tout à fait la même

Ni tout à fait une autre, et m’aime et me comprend.

Car elle me comprend, et mon cœur, transparent

Pour elle seule, hélas! cesse d’être un problème

Pour elle seule, et les moiteurs de mon front blême,

Elle seule les sait rafraîchir, en pleurant.

Est-elle brune, blonde ou rousse?—Je l’ignore.

Son nom? Je me souviens qu’il est doux et sonore

Comme ceux des aimés que la Vie exila.

Son regard est pareil au regard des statues,

Et, pour sa voix, lointaine, et calme, et grave, elle a

L’inflexion des voix chères qui se sont tues.

m e l a n c h o l i a ,  v i
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My Familiar Dream

Often I dream this poignant fantasy,

Strange, of a woman never met, but who

Loves me, and whom I love, and who seems new

Each time and yet who seems the same; and she

Loves me, and understands the mystery

Clouding my heart, as no one else can do;

And who, alone, with tears fresh as the dew,

Soothes, cools my pale and fevered brow for me.

Her hair? Red, blond, or brown? I don’t know which.

Nor do I know her name. But lush and rich

It is, like those of friends once loved, exiled

By Life. Her glance? A statue’s glance. And for

Her voice, it sings—distant and mellow, mild—

The music of dear voices heard no more.

m e l a n c h o l i a ,  v i
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Marine

L’Océan sonore

Palpite sous l’œil

De la lune en deuil

Et palpite encore,

Tandis qu’un éclair

Brutal et sinistre

Fend le ciel de bistre

D’un long zigzag clair,

Et que chaque lame

En bonds convulsifs

Le long des récifs

Va, vient, luit et clame,

Et qu’au firmament,

Où l’ouragan erre,

Rugit le tonnerre

Formidablement.

e a u x - f o r t e s ,  i i i
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Seascape

The moon, in mourning, eyes

The moaning, churning sea,

Churning up endlessly

While, in the copper skies,

A heaven-splitting crash—

Like clashing stroke of doom—

Streaks, zigzags through the gloom

Its long, bright lightning flash;

On, on the surf swells, rolls,

Breaks with convulsive bounds—

Comes, goes—glistens, resounds

Against the rocky shoals;

On, on, rumbling asunder,

The very firmament,

Everywhere tempest-rent,

Roars with its mighty thunder.

e a u x - f o r t e s ,  i i i
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Effet de nuit

La nuit. La pluie. Un ciel blafard que déchiquette

De flèches et de tours à jour la silhouette

D’une ville gothique éteinte au lointain gris.

La plaine. Un gibet plein de pendus rabougris

Secoués par le bec avide des corneilles

Et dansant dans l’air noir des gigues nonpareilles,

Tandis que leurs pieds sont la pâture des loups.

Quelques buissons d’épine épars, et quelques houx

Dressant l’horreur de leur feuillage à droite, à gauche,

Sur le fuligineux fouillis d’un fond d’ébauche.

Et puis, autour de trois livides prisonniers

Qui vont pieds nus, un gros de hauts pertuisaniers

En marche, et leurs fers droits, comme des fers de herse,

Luisent à contre-sens des lances de l’averse.

e a u x - f o r t e s ,  i v
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Night Scene

Night. Rain. Spires, empty-windowed turrets, jutting;

A distant, lifeless Gothic city, cutting

Sharp silhouettes against a sallow sky.

The plain. A gibbet, corpses hanging high,

Withered and wizened, swinging, raven-pecked,

Dancing weird nighttime jigs, while wolves collect,

Ravenous, foraging upon their feet.

Against a background, outlined, incomplete—

Bramble-twined chaos, murky mass—left, right,

A bush, a briar, pushing its ghostly height.

And there, marching three prisoners—ashen faces,

Barefoot—a squad of halberdiers: their maces,

Stiff as portcullis spikes, rise from the plain,

Glistening athwart the javelins of the rain.

e a u x - f o r t e s ,  i v

� 9 �



Soleils couchants

Une aube affaiblie

Verse par les champs

La mélancolie

Des soleils couchants.

La mélancolie

Berce de doux chants

Mon cœur qui s’oublie

Aux soleils couchants.

Et d’étranges rêves,

Comme des soleils

Couchants sur les grèves,

Fantômes vermeils,

Défilent sans trêves,

Défilent, pareils

À des grands soleils

Couchants sur les grèves.

p a y s a g e s  t r i s t e s ,  i
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Sunsets

Dim-dawning glow

Of breaking morn

Rains here below

The hope forlorn

And wistful woe

Of sunsets born.

Their wistful woe

Lulls, cradles me,

And fills my soul

With fantasy:

Dream-sunsets—droll,

Strange—reverie

Of trolls a-stroll

Unceasingly,

On shore and shoal:

Sunsets a-stroll

Astride the sea.

p a y s a g e s  t r i s t e s ,  i
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Crépuscule du soir mystique

Le Souvenir avec le Crépuscule

Rougeoie et tremble à l’ardent horizon

De l’Espérance en flamme qui recule

Et s’agrandit ainsi qu’une cloison

Mystérieuse où mainte floraison

—Dahlia, lys, tulipe et renoncule—

S’élance autour d’un treillis, et circule

Parmi la maladive exhalaison

De parfums lourds et chauds, dont le poison

—Dahlia, lys, tulipe et renoncule—

Noyant mes sens, mon âme et ma raison,

Mêle dans une immense pâmoison

Le Souvenir avec le Crépuscule.

p a y s a g e s  t r i s t e s ,  i i
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Mystical Evening Twilight

Memory, with the Twilight’s dusky light,

Reddening, trembles on the burning sky’s

Hope-filled horizon: flames that, in their height,

Glimmering backward, forward, seem to rise

Like some mysterious wall, where, trellis-wise,

Many a flower lies in the gathering night

—Buttercup, dahlia, tulip, lily white—

Spread, basking in their heavy-perfumed sighs,

Hot, torpid-breathed, whose poisons mesmerize

—Buttercup, dahlia, tulip, lily white—

And drown my mind, my soul, my ears, my eyes

In one consuming swoon, where, listless, lies

Memory, with the Twilight’s dusky light.

p a y s a g e s  t r i s t e s ,  i i
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