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			 Introduction

		

		This study is comparative, thematically organized, and frankly humanistic. It aims at an understanding of Rimbaud’s overall production in a wide-ranging and at the same time pointedly significant literary and intellectual context. It differs somewhat from formalist and post-structuralist emphases in recent criticism, with their versions of Rimbaud’s work as defying traditional notions of structure and reference, as decentered and “unreadable”1—interpretations that contain much insight but that now need to be integrated into a comprehensive, insistently human perspective.

		For Rimbaud is crucial to any estimate of the poetic act in our world. He has had and continues to have an extraordinary impact because his work bears powerfully on such concerns as the growth of the person; the desire for integral satisfaction; the connections among mind, language, and external reality; the imaginative individual in confrontation with modern society. For these kinds of issues to emerge fully, the thematic vitality of his work needs both to be reasserted and to be seen in an expansive and pertinent framework.

		 Despite the limitations of thematic studies with which we are now familiar, theme remains important because we do respond to content as generating form, articulating sensibility, and overflowing the text into our lives. To say this is not to minimize the importance of form, even the kind of form that subverts received notions of self, discourse, and meaning. It is to say, on the contrary, that form must be attended to because it resonates with significance, to argue that great literature opens our eyes to the troubling intensity of existence in the world not only of language but also of the psyche, of nature, and of history.

		This series of terms implies the divisions of this book and, at the same time, suggests how unarbitrary they are. Arrived at through close study of Rimbaud, they seem to me right-—representing his expression of fundamental experiences and concerns within a definable historical and intellectual setting. This is to say again that the thematic organization of this study is inseparable from its comparative method. Clearly, publications addressed exclusively to the analysis of one author have value. But at some point it becomes desirable to consider a major writer in ways that are both integrative and discriminating. We need to grasp underlying patterns amid the detail of a poet’s entire production. But to gauge his or her significance, we also need an appreciation of individuality and value in relation to the productions of other relevant writers and intellectual figures.

		Rimbaud, who has been given little comparative attention, stands up well to it.2 He is a writer of rare intensity, whose importance nevertheless emerges effectively when his work is placed beside romantic and post-romantic poetry and related literary and intellectual materials. Precisely how I see him in relation to such writers, traditions, and ideas emerges in detail in the body of this study. Let me here summarize what I take to be the most significant emphases and analogues for the study of Rimbaud.

		Chapter 1, “Childhood and the Origins of Poetry,” pursues the persistence of childhood, origins, memory, continuity and rupture, innocence and vulnerability, erotic energy and surreal vision that makes of Rimbaud the inheritor and perhaps purest exemplar of the romantic poetry of childhood. Analysis of his work in relation to that poetry, especially in Blake, Hölderlin, and Wordsworth, as well as to the psychological tradition (in particular Freud, whose ideas dovetail closely with both thematic and formal features of such writing), allows us to assess the centrality of childhood in Rimbaud in terms that advance us beyond the considerable body of critical writing on this theme. For the intertwining of childhood and poetry concerns not only vision but also the temporal process, not only memory but loss. The comparison with romantic poetry and Freud thus uncovers a pervasive and informing element in Rimbaud’s work. It accounts for a special blend of preternatural vision, persistence, loss, and discontinuous form—features visible from the earliest texts, through U ne Saison en enfer, and on into a major series of Illuminations, which we can therefore see as characterized by a coherence of structure that has not been sufficiently remarked.

		Chapter 2, “Ecstatic Realizations,” investigates the bizarre expressions of frenzy, vision, sexual power, and savage dispersal in Illuminations such as “Barbare,” “Solde,” “Parade,” and others. These poems are extreme versions of tendencies that permeate Rimbaud’s writing; in the context of Freud and romantic poetry they appear as realizations of the absolute desire that is one aspect of the childlike. But in connection with a related current, that of visionary-ecstatic literature from Coleridge to Yeats and especially in Blake and Nietzsche, these texts assume another significance. Modern versions of an age-old aspiration to “altered states of consciousness,” they are accompanied by numerous allusions to ecstatic traditions, grow from a visionary poetic with comparable associations, and are marked by thematics, imagery, and structural features that are similarly explainable. Nietzsche and Blake, and behind them the altered modes of experience they wanted to attain, thus give us renewed insight into the strange exaltation, typical formal elements, and unity as a group of these unique yet archetypal poems. Here again is thematic and formal coherence—as well as the possibility of understanding Rimbaud’s deconstructed writing as a reenactment of an ancient rebellion against the constrictions of the rational and the real.

		Between “Child” and “Ecstasy” there are important connections; but also between nature and city, which as symbol, context, and reality figure importantly under each of those first two headings. Chapter 3, “Visions and Habitations: Nature, City, and Society,” treats these elements in Rimbaud against the background of nineteenth-century poetry and also of a poetic epistemology, a theory of creative perception, that draws on romantics such as Coleridge as well as on Marx and Engels. Nature and city are realms where we live and act, and also realities that we perceive, in part creating them through our perception. Such a perspective—man as fabricating reality through consciousness and action in history—allows for a significantly different emphasis in reading supposedly nonrefer- ential Illuminations from “Fleurs” to “Promontoire.” These poems are emphatically artificial, but they do open onto the realms of experience in the natural and man-made worlds. Indeed Rimbaud’s nature poetry is one of the most beautiful produced in the wake of romantic literature. And throughout his writing we can trace the subtle but unmis takable links between consciousness, natural reality, the city, and the problems of man’s existence in history and society. This approach, based on romantic concerns and Marx’s thinking, is to my mind true to the reality of Rimbaud’s writing, and chapter 3 contributes to the elaboration of a well-argued Marxist interpretation of Rimbaud, which has been slow to appear.3

		Rimbaud’s poetry of child and person, ecstatic gratification, nature, city, society, and history, in a comparative perspective: this summary states the contents of this book, as well as suggesting what I take to be the qualities of the most useful criticism—integrative and (to the extent of one’s capacities) interdisciplinary, insisting on human significance, recognizing the interpenetration of language, psyche, and world.

		Study of this sort is difficult, which in part explains the inordinate amount of time taken to complete this book. One must read in several domains, assess contexts, analogies, and contrasts with some delicacy, and then devise a form for presenting them without submerging the central figure. I have approached this task not only by using the unifying thematic emphases already described but also by dividing the three chapters into sections (as it happens, five in each chapter). In chapters 1 and 2 the opening sections treat numerous works by Rimbaud in a comparative setting, then the last sections bring that expanded understanding to bear on a detailed analysis of a series of Illuminations, followed by a concluding assessment. The material from other writers, presented in as concise a form as possible, supplemented by dense, unifying notes through which the reader may want to forage, thus consistently enriches our understanding of Rimbaud’s work. Chapter 3, drawing on much that has gone before, requires less comparative preparation. Still the third section of that chapter systematically pursues Rimbaud’s city poems, while the fourth opens beyond them to themes of society and history. The last section provides a unifying epilogue not only for the chapter but for the book as a whole.

	
		
			 Note on Sources and Translations

		

		All quotations of Rimbaud are from Œuvres, ed. Suzanne Bernard, 2d ed., rev. (Paris: Garnier, I960). For the sake of convenience I list here editions of other authors frequently cited:

		Baudelaire, Charles. Œuvres. Bibliothèque de la Pléiade. Ed. Y.-G. Le Dantec. Paris: Gallimard, 1954.

		Blake, William. Complete Writings. Ed. Geoffrey Keynes. London: Oxford University Press, 1972.

		Freud, Sigmund. The Standard Edition of the Complete Psychological Works of Sigmund Freud. 24 vols. Ed. James Strachey. London: Hogarth Press, 1953-1974.

		Hölderlin, Friedrich. Sämtliche Werke. 7 vols. Ed. Friedrich Beissner. Stuttgart: J. G. Cottasche, 1946-1977.

		Hugo, Victor. Œuvres poétiques completes. Ed. Francis Bouvet. Paris: Pauvert, 1961.

		Nietzsche, Friedrich. Werke. 3 vols, and index vol. Ed. Karl Schlechta. Munich: Carl Hanser, 1954-1965.

		Wordsworth, William. The Poetical Works of William Words worth. 5 vols. Ed. Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1941-1949.

		Wordsworth, William. The Prelude or Growth of a Poet’s Mind. 2d ed. rev. Ed. Ernest de Selincourt and Helen Darbishire. Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1959. Cited in the 1850 text unless otherwise noted.

		Yeats, W. B. The Collected Poems of W. B. Yeats. New York: Macmillan, 1954.

		All references in the notes are to these editions, and are reduced to essential information: titles, and volume and page numbers when necessary. Occasionally, for the sake of simplicity, book and line numbers of Wordsworth’s Prelude and chapter or plate and line numbers of longer works by Blake are inserted parenthetically in the text rather than in notes.

		Consonant with my presentation of a comparative perspective on Rimbaud as a writer of importance for Western literature in general, foreign language quotations are accompanied by translations. My practice is as follows. All citations of Rimbaud and citations of other poetry and prose when the original language is relevant to the discussion are given in the original; other prose passages are translated or paraphrased. Translations of foreign language quotations are provided in the text, except for passages repeated within a few pages, cognate with English, or directly explicated in my commentary. Similarly, in the interest of more streamlined sentences, foreign language titles are not translated. Translations of writers other than Rimbaud are mine, with a few exceptions indicated in the notes; those of Rimbaud are also mine, although I have consulted with profit the numerous and widely available English versions of his work: Rimbaud: Complete Works, Selected Letters, tr. Wallace Fowlie (Chicago: University of  Chicago Press, 1966); Illuminations, tr. Bertrand Mathieu (Brockport, N.Y.: Boa Editions, 1979); Arthur Rimbaud: A Season in Hell, The illuminations, tr. Enid Rhodes Peschel (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1973); Arthur Rimbaud: Complete Works, tr. Paul Schmidt (N.Y.: Harper & Row, 1976); A Season in Hell and The Drunken Boat, and Prose Poems from the Illuminations, tr. Louise Várese (N.Y.: New Directions, 1945 and 1946, respectively). Finally, although some editions give Rimbaud’s prose poems the title Les Illuminations, I follow Bernard’s practice in not including the article. I frequently refer to Une Saison en enfer simply as Saison, and occasionally abbreviate other titles as well.

	
		
			  ONE

			Childhood and the Origins of Poetry

		

		The memories of childhood have no order, and no end.

		Dylan Thomas

		J’ai été comme un enfant Et comme un homme J’ai conjugué passionnément Le verbe être et ma jeunesse Avec le désir d’être homme

		Paul Eluard

		 Striking indeed is the romantic-modern preoccupation with the child. From Rousseau to the great poets of the nineteenth century, from major novelists (Dickens, Kafka, Grass) to the leading figures of psychology, the child has dominated literature and thought in unparalleled fashion. Perhaps, as Peter Coveney suggests, the disintegrating world order signaled by the French Revolution made reflection on the origins and continuity of the life of the individual a necessity. Certainly, too, Jung and Kerényi and Bachelard have shown us that the mysterious and mythic existence of the child constitutes a link between mankind and an ever-rarer awareness of Being. And, as Freud and the poets even more have revealed, the child is at the origin of any reflection about the vicissitudes of the self—the complicated pattern of possession and loss, of rupture and continuity that structures our view of reality as well as our adherence to a vision that refuses to be limited by its constraints.1

		The writers to whom I shall allude are all important in these contexts, and each illuminates the case of Rimbaud—but none is more crucial than he. An exemplary but also unique temperament, he lived out, in personal and familial conflict, the most trying experiences of the child becoming man; he consecrated his youth to a poetry that largely grew out of such experiences; his themes and his overwhelmingly beautiful poetic expression constitute one of the single greatest realizations of the poetry of childhood, adolescence, and youth—more directly powerful even than the work of Blake or Wordsworth or Hölderlin. So much in Rimbaud’s child poetry is lived intensely from within; it embodies in compelling form those fundamental human concerns—origins, being, ecstasy, vision, vulnerability, loss, violence, continuity, hope.

		
			 Origins

		

		Origins, the pure and ultimate beginning, an aspiration to know the moment when we first came into existence—this primordial concern is given insistent meaning in the poetry of the romantic tradition. It is a mysterious quest (“Ein Räthsel ist Reinentsprungenes,” according to Holderlin’s “Der Rhein”—the purely arisen is a riddle). And it is seen in Wordsworth’s Prelude as ultimately unattainable. “Hard task,” he says, “to analyze the mind,” in which

		each most obvious and particular thought, Not in a mystical and idle sense, But in the words of Reason deeply weighed, Hath no beginning.

		(II, 228-232)

		Much later Freud asserted the persistence of childhood in dream, fantasy, neurosis—a persistence rarely (if at all) grasped directly, but rather displaced, repressed, projected on “screen memories,” remembered in the form of constructions. This ungraspable persistence allows no clear perception of individual origin; but somehow that very imprecision is associated by writers such as Wordsworth and Coleridge with an awareness of the “unity of all” (Prelude, II, 221)—with a dim sense that beyond our limited being there stretches some far greater reality, so antecedent to our temporal perceptions as to seem timeless, without beginning. Gaston Bachelard puts it well: “Our reveries which turn toward the reveries of our childhood make us know a being that pre-exists our own, an entire perspective of antecedence of being. ” The search for the origin of personal existence leads to a glimpse of a more deeply grounded life, to an intuition of Being.2

		Noted in the early literature of psychology, this oceanic sense of being is visible in the water imagery of poets such as Wordsworth and Hölderlin in, for example, the recurrent motif of life as a river, rising from and returning to the ocean of Being. The Prelude is filled with such references to the origin of the mind, and the motif is at the heart of the “Lines” on Fox’s death, in which death is seen as a return to Nature’s “dark abyss” and in which water and sound imagery take us beyond stock allegory and powerfully evoke the fundamental reality that underlies all manifestations of life. 3 Holderlin’s “Der Mensch” and “Der Archipelagus” represent the beginnings of life and civilization as a flowering of islands from the depth of the sea, whereas “Der Rhein” uses the course of the river to figure the evolution of human life, again in a way that effectively communicates an impulsion to unity with the elemental reality of the world. Personified as a demigod, the Rhine is forced to go to the sea, despite its initial urge, characteristic of child poetry, to return to the origin. But the river never forgets the source in childhood and youth, “den Ursprung / Und die reine Stimme der Jugend” (the origin and pure voice of youth), just as in a more personal poem, “Stutgard,” the poet cannot embrace the human community without first evoking the emergence of his own existence: “Heilig ist mir der Ort, an beiden Ufern, der Fels auch, / Der mit Garten und Haus grün aus den Wellen sich hebt” (Holy to me is the place, on both banks—the cliff also—which with green garden and house rises out of the waves).

		Here, as in Wordsworth, is expressed a reverence for the place, the spot from which human life, habitation, and consciousness of nature well up from the fundamental waters. And when Wordsworth tries to return to his origin, his closest approximation is a different but equally elemental remembrance, of himself as “a five years’ Child, I A naked Boy,” bathing and plunging day-long in a stream or sporting, “A naked Savage, in the thunder shower” (Prelude, I, 291 ff., 1805-1806 ed.). Vigor and naked immersion in the flow of nature: such motifs, close to Rimbaud’s depiction of the child, are developed in The Prelude by a succession of later memories involving bathing, drinking, sports, reflection in water, and absorption of the child into the environing natural scene. For the poet in later life, too, the effort to return through memory to the childhood experience is associated with a current of water imagery—the “waters, rolling from their mountainsprings I With a soft inland murmur” of “Tintern Abbey,” a poem of personal memory; and the mythic evocation of the child’s proximity to the sacred reality of Being in “Ode: Intimations of Immortality”:

		Hence in a season of calm weather Though inland far we be,

		Our Souls have sight of that immortal sea Which brought us hither, Can in a moment travel thither,

		And see the Children sport upon the shore, And hear the mighty waters rolling evermore.

		These texts of Wordsworth and Hölderlin are the proper context in which to set such poems as “Après le déluge,” “Enfance,” “Larme,” and “Mémoire.” “Après le déluge” is a parable of the growth of human society, as well as of the poet’s situation and of the need for a revolutionary poetic act. But it is first and foremost a conjuring of the pure beginning or of the idea of such a beginning:

		 Aussitôt que l’idée du Déluge se fut rassise,

		Un lièvre s’arrêta dans les sainfoins et les clochettes mouvantes et dit sa prière à l’arc-en-ciel à travers la toile de l’araignée.

		Oh! les pierres précieuses qui se cachaient,—les fleurs qui regardaient déjà.

		As soon as the idea of the Flood had subsided,

		A hare stopped in the clover and the swaying flower bells and said its prayer to the rainbow through the spider’s web.

		Oh! the precious stones that were hiding,—the flowers that were looking about already.

		Here the primal waters are evoked, in their astonishingly purifying virtue, but at the same time as immediately, and already, subsided, lost to consciousness, about to be overcome by the filth and destructiveness of human society (cities, slaughtered animals, sexual conflict, murder, religion, commerce organizing and subduing the far reaches of nature, a pervasive and crippling monotony). Yet they are called upon again at the end of the poem, in which we realize that the poetic act Rimbaud desires must somehow recreate, bring back to consciousness, this un- graspable source—reason enough to assert the importance of the romantic poetry of origins in his undertaking. And the primary values are also the romantic ones: purity, the innocence of the animal and vegetable orders, a veritable natural piety, united, as in Wordsworth’s “My heart leaps up/’ with the sky through the spider web and the rainbow, that biblical symbol of unity.

		The only appropriate human inhabitants of this realm are children. In mourning, perhaps because their parents died in the flood, but more fundamentally to betoken their isolation from adults, they contemplate “marvellous images” as water still cascades down: “Dans la grande maison de vitres encore ruisselante les enfants en deuil regardèrent les merveilleuses images” (In the big glass house still streaming with water the children in mourning looked at the marvellous images). This sentence transforms human habitations through the sibilant liquidity of water and language (“ruisselante”) and simultaneously underlines the child’s capacity for vision (“vitres,” “regardèrent,” “merveilleuses images”). Then suddenly: “Une porte claqua,— et sur la place du hameau, l’enfant tourna ses bras, compris des girouettes et des coqs des clochers de partout, sous l’éclatante giboulée” (A door slammed,—and in the village square, the child spun his arms, understood by vanes and steeple cocks everywhere, under the glittering downpour). With a rapidity involving a certain discontinuity of action or perception, these lines create the “cosmic child” of Kerényi, Jung, and Bachelard: orphaned, freed from adults, like Wordsworth’s child immersed in the streaming and gusting life of nature, spinning about in the wind, in complicity with the world (“compris”), self-absorbed but in contact, through Rimbaud’s language, with an-elemental dynamism, luminosity, and liquidity (“sous l’éclatante giboulée”).

		Similar notions are embodied in part I of “Enfance,” notably in the second paragraph, which presents the child’s origin, its fusion with nature and its emergence from the liquid world:

		A la lisière de la forêt—les fleurs de rêve tintent, éclatent, éclairent,—la fille à lèvre d’orange, les genoux croisés dans le clair déluge qui sourd des prés, nudité qu’ombrent, traversent et habillent les arcs-en-ciel, la flore, la mer.

		 At the edge of the forest—the flowers of dream ring, burst, illuminate,—the girl of orange lip, knees crossed in the clear deluge that gushes from the meadows, nakedness shadowed, traversed and clothed by rainbows, flora, the sea.

		The first paragraph of “Enfance” stresses the intensity of the child’s existence, “insolent,” almost savage, as well as its isolation from grown-ups; this paragraph emphasizes rather the child as a virtual emanation of nature. A primal rather than personal memory, this passage describes a very early stage of childhood, in which the sexual distinction is apparent, but other aspects of personal consciousness are not.

		Visionary in Wordsworthian terms, what is glimpsed here is certainly also the realm of the oceanic ego-state, as we are led to see by the structure of the single sentence without a main verb: first the frame of vision against the mysterious depth of the forest (“A la lisière”), then the dreamlike atmosphere and the preternaturally visible child, seated in the clear torrent (purity, permeability, transparence, dynamism), which in turn emerges from the natural scene (“qui sourd des prés”). The girl seems to have been produced by the landscape: all the verbs describe activity by elements of nature, as the sentence captures the moment at which the natural gives rise to the human in the form of a child. So intimate is her link with the natural world that she is not simply naked, but exists as an elemental “nudité,” shadowed, traversed, clothed by the same pure aspects of nature that appear in “Après le deluge”—here, in Rimbaud’s magical phrase, “les arcs- en-ciel, la flore, la mer.”

		This fusion of child and nature at the origin of life is mythic; it is by definition a persistence of an absence, of  something that cannot be grasped. The course of “Après le deluge” and “Enfance,” and of all Rimbaud’s child poetry, as of romantic child poetry before him, testifies to this experience of loss, which indeed provides the dynamic structuring principle of this literature. In the third and fourth sections of this chapter I will verify this proposition in detail in the work of Rimbaud and others; for now it suffices to recall the importance of the theme of origins, the pervasive water imagery, and the paradox of loss and persistence throughout Wordsworth and Hölderlin as relevant for Rimbaud.

		A well-known text such as “Mémoire,” for example, takes on added meaning in this context. It obviously concerns the functioning of memory itself and involves the elements of association, displacement, discontinuity, and latent sexuality that Freud later stressed in the operations of the psyche. From that process there emerges a sexual and familial allegory, in part projected onto the world of nature, in part imaging the trauma of conflict and loss in Rimbaud’s own family. These features of the poem are familiar, and do not require discussion here.

		But the poem is also a drama of movement away from the immediacy of the origin. It begins, “L’eau claire; comme le sel des larmes d’enfance” (Clear water; like the salt of childhood tears), before evoking women’s bodies. The loss of the origin is more elemental than the familial and sexual tensions that succeed it. An equivalence is made between sparkling liquidity and a childhood tinged with sadness, a sadness rendered desolate at the end by age, immobility, and impotence, the loss of transparency and freshness. Here Rimbaud offers an image of the poet late in life that is far more negative than that of the leechgatherer in Wordsworth’s “Resolution and Independence”: “un vieux, dragueur, dans sa barque immobile, peine” (an old man, dredger, in his motionless boat, struggles); “Jouet de cet œil d’eau morne, je n’y puis prendre, / … ni l’une / ni l’autre fleur” (Plaything of this mournful eye of water, I can pluck neither the one nor the other flower); “Mon canot, toujours fixe; et sa chaîne tirée / Au fond de cet œil d’eau sans bords,—à quelle boue?” (My boat, still stationary; and its chain drawn in the depth of this rimless eye of water,—to what mud?).4

		Another of the Derniers Vers, “Larme,” also concerns the child’s elusive link with the world of nature, this time with a different emotional tonality—a retrospective and puzzled sadness that finally yields a certain assertion of value and accomplishment. The speaker imagines his former state, when he was older than the girl of “Enfance” but nonetheless still a child, such as in the act of writing he no longer is. This separation from a former self is revealed by his questioning attitude as well as by the muted, almost oppressive scene that he describes:

		Que pouvais-je boire dans cette jeune Oise, Ormeaux sans voix, gazon sans fleurs, ciel couvert. Que tirais-je à la gourde de colocase?

		What could I have been drinking in that young Oise, Voiceless elms, flowerless grass, overcast sky.

		What did I draw from the gourd of the colocynth?

		This world was, nonetheless, that of the elemental child, removed from human contact and even from the more humanized aspects of nature. Far from birds, flocks, village girls, he would have been a “mauvaise enseigne d’auberge,” hardly a good inducement to hospitality and society. In his solitude he experienced an intimate closeness to nature that is now evoked despite the distance of time:

		 Je buvais, accroupi dans quelque bruyère Entourée de tendres bois de noisetiers, Par un brouillard d’après-midi tiède et vert.

		I drank, crouched in some heather Surrounded by tender hazel woods In a soft green afternoon fog.

		The nearness of the natural scene is conveyed by the imagery and sound texture of ”entourée,” “tendres,” “brouillard,” “tiède”; and the child’s existence in it, not quite as complete as that of the girl in ”Enfance” (there is after all a self-conscious “je” speaking), is nonetheless expressed by similar motifs: his physical attitude (“accroupi”), and that fundamental act of contact with the world—”je buvais.”

		Then, in this narration (“puis”—the mark in so many Rimbaud poems of rupture as well as of temporal progression), important transformations occurred, embodied in images of change in nature, travel, sexual awakening, and frustration:

		Puis l’orage changea le ciel, jusqu’au soir.

		Ce furent des pays noirs, des lacs, des perches, Des colonnades sous la nuit bleue, des gares.

		L’eau des bois se perdait sur des sables vierges.

		Then the storm changed the sky, until evening. There were black countries, lakes, slender poles, Colonnades under the blue sky, stations.

		The water from the woods was being lost on virgin sands.

		Of course, much of this scene is visible in the water itself, for in part ”Larme” pursues the suggestions created by the changing images in the stream. As in “Mémoire,” and like Wordsworth in The Prelude, Rimbaud is “incumbent o’er the surface of past time” (IV, 272), through memory interrogating the lost life in nature. And, though separated from his childhood, the poet asserts that like the fisher of gold or of shells, who seeks something precious in the depths of the sea, he has in fact drunk from nature: “Or! tel qu’un pêcheur d’or ou de coquillages, / Dire que je n’ai pas eu souci de boire!” (So! like a fisher for gold or shells, to say that I had no thought of drinking!).

		Taken together, “Après le deluge,” “Enfance,” “Mémoire,” and “Larme” testify eloquently to Rimbaud’s preoccupation with the child as embodying a link with the origin of being, a link that endures, that is rendered present in these texts, yet one that is also, and inevitably, lost. Hence the emotional resonance of this poetry. Transfigured by beauty, but shadowed by desolation, the child’s experience is asserted to be of continuing value, even if that value can only be formulated in what appear to be negative terms: “Or! tel qu’un pêcheur d’or ou de coquillages, / Dire que je n’ai pas eu souci de boire!”

		
			Innocence and Experience

		

		This fundamental ambiguity of the child as loss and persistence can be pursued under the category of innocence, a term having special meaning in Blake, but of general significance in the romantic tradition. Guiltlessness, intactness, self-possession, Freud’s “primary narcissism,” vulnerability to experience, closeness to death but also to poetry—al) these elements are comprised in the child’s innocence. Ir Rimbaud, whose unhappy childhood contrasts with the accents of joy that run through the poetry of Wordsworth and Hugo, these elements of innocence attain a poignant intensity.

		Moral innocence—the purity of the child as opposed to the compromises, evil intent, and duplicity of adults—is a pervasive theme in romantic literature, from Rousseau’s Emile, Blake’s Songs of Innocence and Experience, Hölderlins Hyperion and “Da ich ein Knabe war,” to a series of often sentimentalized, sometimes moving texts by Hugo, in which the child’s presence irradiates the existence of adults, bringing them joy, inspiring them morally and, in particular, enlightening the poet. The theme remains powerful far into the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, in the works of writers as different as Dostoyevsky and Prévert. And the purity of the child that Wordsworth wants to preserve in “Tintern Abbey” is recognizable still in Yeats’s poems of “radical innocence,” “A Prayer for My Daughter” and “Among School Children.”5

		Hugo’s emotionalism, Wordsworth’s faith in nature, Yeats’s belief that “custom,” goodness, generosity, and a sense of the body’s and the person’s organic growth can protect against the storms of life and teach us that our being is “self-delighting”—each of these differs from what we find in Rimbaud and yet is relevant to him, like fragments of a pure and gemlike existence to which he may be seen to aspire. There is much anger and guilt and selfcondemnation in his work. But in “Matinee d’ivresse” and “Génie” he reaches for a state transcending traditional ethical distinctions. And in the Saison we see him searching for a tradition or culture in which to anchor his sense of his own innocence:

		La dernière innocence et la dernière timidité (The last innocence and the last timidity]

		 ô ma charité merveilleuse! ici-bas, pourtant!

		[O my marvellous charity! here below, however!]

		Apprécions sans vertige l’étendue de mon innocence.

		[Let us appreciate without vertigo the extent of my innocence.]

		Farce continuelle! Mon innocence me ferait pleurer. La vie est la farce à mener par tous.

		[Continuai farce! My innocence would make me cry. Life is a farce everybody has to lead.]

		(“Mauvais Sang”)

		Je suis esclave de mon baptême. Parents, vous avez fait mon malheur et vous avez fait le vôtre. Pauvre innocent!

		[I am enslaved to my baptism. Parents, you have caused my unhappiness and you have caused your own. Poor innocent!]

		(“Nuit de ï enfer”)

		Ah! cette vie de mon enfance, … plus désintéressé que le meilleur des mendiants, … quelle sottise c’était. [Ah! that life of my childhood, … more disinterested than the best of beggars, … what stupidity it was.]

		cette pureté des races antiques!

		[that purity of ancient races!]

		O pureté! pureté!

		[O purity! purity!]

		(“L'Impossible”)

		In this most compelling of personal reflections are so many anguished, and sometimes self-ironic, signs of a continuing sense of childhood and of individual innocence, in search of familial, societal, and cultural approval, but not finding it. In Rimbaud’s poetry the search yields neither the admiration of adults as in Hugo, nor an organic sense of culture as in Yeats, nor nature and the companionship of even a single sister as in Wordsworth’s “Tintern Abbey,” nor the comprehension of the poet-figure for the child. How different indeed are the texts by Wordsworth, Hugo, and Yeats in which the older poet implicitly or directly reasserts his own childhood in the comprehension of the life of his or another’s children. For Rimbaud, on the contrary, innocence carries not joy but hurt, frustration, outrage.

		Innocence is related to another significant aspect of the child in romantic poetry, one discussed by Freud: the child’s intactness, its not having been sullied or shattered by life—more fundamentally its joyous totality of being. Jung sees the child as the symbol of the ”synthesis of the self,” and in this he follows Freud, whose essay “On Narcissism” presents the child as fascinating to us because it is self-sufficient, inaccessible, its “own ideal.” According to Freud we are envious of children because we have lost this primary narcissism, which may explain not only our overestimation of our children and love partners but also the attraction that child poetry holds for us.6

		In fact the child’s happy self-possession is a recurrent poetic theme. Its existence as a godlike being, the freedom that exists only in the child, comes, according to Holderlin’s Hyperion, from its unreflecting identification with its own being: “Es ist ganz, was es ist, und darum ist es so schön” (It is wholly what it is, and from that comes its beauty). Similarly Hugo, who calls the child “le seul être encor vierge et complet” (the only being still virgin and complete), thus uniting innocence and intactness. So also Yeats, whose “Prayer for my Daughter” and “Among School Children” are filled with images of nat ural joy and organic continuity (bird, tree, child, music, dance), and some of whose other poems represent what he calls unity of being by the figure of the half-crazed child, dancing in unreachable ecstasy.

		But it is Wordsworth who perhaps saw most clearly this intriguing facet of the child’s existence. In “Characteristics of a Child Three Years Old” he describes his daughter as a “happy Creature of herself / … all-sufficient,” to whom solitude is “blithe society,” who “fills the air I With gladness and involuntary songs.” In “To Hfartley] C[oleridge], Six Year Old,” the “happy child” is seen as “exquisitely wild,” pursuing his own unfathomable thought and language, fitting to “unutterable thought I The breeze-like motion and the self-born carol.” “Lucy Gray” and the Lucy poems, among others, emphasize the child’s solitude. “To a Highland Girl” and “The Solitary Reaper” develop the theme of the incomprehensible foreign language incarnating the self-absorbed and inaccessible life of the child or young girl, whereas the first portion of “Ruth” (before Ruth’s unhappiness and madness) stresses the child’s selfenjoyment. “Herself her own delight,” the child Ruth was an unconscious, natural creature, like “The Green Linnet,” about which Wordsworth uses similar language: “Behold him perched in ecstasies”; “Thyself thy own enjoyment.”

		Rimbaud’s poetry is rarely if ever happy or delicate in the way that some of Wordsworth’s texts are; rather the theme of the child’s intactness has a strident urgency in his work, as exemplified by the intensity of the child, beyond the reach of adults, in the opening paragraph of “Enfance.” Une Saison en enfer records the outcries of a person in the process of losing, or rather becoming aware that he has lost, that state of unconsciously unified energy: “Les criminels dégoûtent comme des châtrés: moi, je suis intact, et ça m’est égal” (“Mauvais Sang”: Criminals are disgusting,  like the castrated: as for me, I’m intact, and I couldn’t care less); “N’eus-je pas une fois une jeunesse aimable, héroïque, fabuleuse, à écrire sur des feuilles d’or,—trop de chance! Par quel crime, par quelle erreur, ai-je mérité ma faiblesse actuelle?” (“Matin”: Didn’t once I have a lovely youth, heroic, fabulous, worth writing on leaves of gold—too much luck! By what crime, by what error, have I merited my present weakness?).

		But the last sentence of the work also records the determination to recapture this unity of being: “et il me sera loisible de posséder la vérité dans une âme et un corps’ (it will be permissible for me to possess truth in one soul and one body), “Loisible”: the discovery of the conditions under which this goal is right and possible; “posséder”: not a glimpse but absolute and lasting experience; and “la vérité” (truth, defined in “Conte” as the realization of essential desire) as unified in one’s personal soul and body—these are projections of the child’s narcissistic egostate, inevitably lost by the adult, into a program for the future. Freud said it well: the development of the ego consists in the departure from primary narcissism and results in a vigorous effort to recover it. The fascination with the child’s integrity of being, the painful loss of that state, attempts to rediscover or recreate it—as in child poetry generally—these provide the impelling energy of much of Rimbaud’s development.

		An aspect of the primary narcissism stressed by Freud, and paradoxically related to innocence, is the child’s physical energy and intense erotic life. Coveney notes Freud’s insistence on the sexuality of the young child, who comes as close as possible to embodying the pure pleasure principle, whose own body is the source of the greatest enjoyment, who is “polymorphously perverse,” whose bisexuality may be at the root of later “perversions,” whose narcissism may emerge as a form of homosexuality. All these emphases in Freud seem to counter the romantic image of the child but recall aspects of Rimbaud’s poetry. And it is true, despite, for example, the animal vigor that Wordsworth attributes to the child, that in the child poetry of Wordsworth, Hölderlin, and Hugo a truly Freudian amnesia concerning infantile sexuality is the rule. Blake, however, is a notable exception and in this is quite close to Rimbaud. Consider, for example, this evocation of the vigorous and innocent sexuality of the child:

		Infancy! fearless, lustful, happy, nestling for delight In laps of pleasure: Innocence! honest, open, seeking The vigorous joys of morning light; open to virgin bliss. Who taught thee modesty, subtil modesty, child of night & sleep?

		Here Blake equates the child’s sexuality with innocence. Backed by such passages, Norman O. Brown argues that, rightly understood, Freud’s doctrine of infantile sexuality is in fact a reformulation of the child’s innocence, that it is a vision of the guiltless joy to which the child is naturally heir before repressive tendencies set in.7 In this perspective Rimbaud, whose attention to the erotic in the child certainly contrasts with the work of some romantic poets, can nonetheless be seen as related to the poetic tradition that stresses the child’s self-enjoyment. In fact, Rimbaud’s contribution is preciously realistic—for he shows us the child’s and the adolescent’s sexuality, suggests their capacity for ecstasy, and at the same time depicts the constraints which inhibit that capacity and before which the child is vulnerable.

		The sense of inhibition and vulnerability is indeed strong. Expressions of loss are numerous: in the speaker’s reaction to his present state of weakness in “Matin” of the Saison, in the adult’s alienation from ‘Tenfance étrange et [les] affections énormes” in “Guerre,” and in his bitterness in “Jeunesse” at having lost the marvellous body of childhood. But the child’s exuberant sensuality retains its force in Rimbaud’s work, although perceived as lost, as in these texts, or in the process of being destroyed, as in the priest’s perversion of the girl in “Les Premieres Communions” (Rimbaud there calls Christ the eternal thief of energy). It may be projected into a mythical past, as in the early “Soleil et chair,” which abounds in superbly erotic satyrs and Venuses, or as in the more compelling “H,” whose “gestes atroces,” “mécanique érotique,” “dynamique amoureuse,” “ardente hygiène des races,” “passion,” “terrible frisson des amours novices sur le sol sanglant” (atrocious gestures, erotic mechanism, amorous dynamic, ardent hygiene of races, passion, terrible shudder of new loves on the bloody ground) are explicitly related to childhood: “sous la surveillance d’une enfance” (under guardianship by a childhood).

		Here erotic experience comes shockingly to consciousness in connection with the child, and the concluding riddle formula, “trouvez Hortense” (find Hortense), makes it a realizable goal, not a lost past experience. This attitude is characteristic of Rimbaud, who even in defeat in “Le Bateau ivre,” looks forward to recapturing an elemental vigor: “Est-ce en ces nuits sans fonds que tu dors et t’exiles, / Million d’oiseaux d’or, ô future Vigueur?” (Is it in these bottomless nights that you sleep and are exiled, O million golden birds, O future Vigor?). How therefore not to see in the child’s original sexuality the motive force of Rimbaud’s ecstatic poetry, his search for “la santé essentielle,” “un nouveau corps amoureux,” “notre très pur amour,” “Jeunesse de cet être-ci: moi!”, “jouissance de notre santé, élan de nos facultés” (essential health, a new erotic body, our very pure love, Youth of this being: me!, rapture of our health, surge of our faculties)?8

		But this attempt, though growing from the child’s experience, is better studied in those ecstatic texts. The child and adolescent poems themselves are on the whole more realistic, more concerned with representing in concrete detail the imposition of the reality principle on the child’s joy. Thus a number of verse poems concern adolescent sexuality. “A la musique,” “Première Soirée,” “Les Reparties de Nina,” and “Roman” contain imaginings of encounters with girls, expressions of desire, evocations of the pleasures of love, and forebodings of rejection. “Sensation” and “Rêvé pour l’hiver” project erotic desire onto nature and travel, whereas “Au Cabaret-Vert” and “La Maline” record the satisfactions of real escape, one component of which is the agreeably buxom servant girl. “Vénus anadyomène,” in contrast, expresses a violently negative attitude toward women, balancing the overestimation of them in “Soleil et chair” and “L’Etoile a pleuré rose.” But it is in “Les Poètes de sept ans” and “Les Sœurs de charité” that the child’s and the adolescent’s narcissism and sexuality are most convincingly shown in opposition to disappointing aspects of reality—and also as at the root of Rimbaud’s vocation for poetry.

		These poems reveal a lucid sense of narcissistic and erotic elements, reconstructed and projected by the six- teen-year-old poet in images of himself at the ages of seven and twenty. In the one poem we see the youth—eyes gleaming, brown skinned, “le beau corps de vingt ans qui devrait aller nu” (the beautiful twenty-year-old body that should go naked); in the other, the seven-year-old, rubbing his groin, shocking his mother by his activities with the neighborhood children who smell of excrement, skir mishing with the daughter of the neighboring working family:

		… il lui mordait les fesses, Car elle ne portait jamais de pantalons; —Et, par elle meurtri des poings et des talons, Remportait les saveurs de sa peau dans sa chambre.

		… he would bite her cheeks, Because she never wore underwear;

		—And, beaten by her fists and heels, Would take the savor of her skin back to his room.

		These texts thus give us idealized and realistic versions of sexual innocence: the young poet-figure is virginally beautiful in “Les Sœurs de charité,” intensely sexual in “Les Poètes de sept ans.” In both he runs up against the constraints of reality: the ugliness of the world, which provokes a deep and eternal wound in the poetic parable of “Les Sœurs de charité,” and the mother, with all that she represents of the truly narrow and destructive in religion, family, society, in the autobiographical “Les Poètes de sept ans.” And both poems are true to Freud’s assertion that primary narcissism and infantile sexuality are major sources of artistic activity when they are sublimated or channeled into the “reserve” realm of fantasy in the wake of the onslaught of the reality principle. In “Les Sœurs de charité” the shock of reality leads to a succession of displacements and sublimations. When woman does not satisfy him, the poet’s energy goes to nature, political activity, intellectual effort: “la Muse verte et la Justice ardente,” “la science aux bras aimes,” “la nature en fleur,” “la noire alchimie et les saintes études.” At the end, only death (“O Mort mystérieuse, ô sœur de charité”) seems to remain. “Les Poètes de sept ans,” less drastic, concludes with images of solitude and voyage after a series of motifs in which sexual energy is transposed into nature and other imaginative domains:

		… les deux poings

		A l’aine, et dans ses yeux fermés [il] voyait des points.

		[… both hands

		At his groin, and in his closed eyes he would see points.]

		A sept ans, il faisait des romans, sur la vie

		Du grand désert, où luit la Liberté ravie

		[At seven, he composed novels on the life

		Of the great desert, where ravished Liberty gleams]

		Il s’aidait

		De journaux illustrés où, rouge, ¿1 regardait

		Des Espagnoles rire et des Italiennes.

		[He helped himself

		with illustrated papers in which, blushing red, he looked at laughing Spanish and Italian women.]

		Il rêvait la prairie amoureuse …

		… pubescences dor

		[He dreamed of the amorous prairie

		… pubescences of gold]

		In these two poems, therefore, innocence and creativity are linked to infantile and adolescent sexuality in ways that illustrate Blakean and Freudian propositions. But the dominant note is of the resistance of the real, before which the child-adolescent-artist remains vulnerable. “Les Sœurs de charité” and “Les Poètes de sept ans” therefore accentuate a further meaning of the child’s innocence—its submission to reality, its potential for suffering and deformation.

		Everything that I have said about Rimbaud implies this  vulnerability in the face of life, this sense of the inevitability of suffering:

		La dernière innocence et la dernière timidité. … Ne pas porter au monde mes dégoûts et mes trahisons.

		Allons! La marche, le fardeau, le désert, l’ennui et la colère.

		(“Mauvais Sang”)

		The last innocence and the last timidity. … Not to carry to the world my disgusts and my betrayals.

		Let’s go! The march, the burden, the desert, the boredom and the anger.

		Consciousness of such harsh necessity, and a corresponding sadness, are widespread in the literature preceding Rimbaud—in Holderlin’s lament in Hyperion that men drive the child from his paradise before nature does, in the structure of loss in “Da ich ein Knabe war” and “Hyperions Schiksaalslied,” and in similar expressions of that theme in the second Empedokles dramatic fragment; in Coleridge’s melancholy in beholding the face of a beautiful child; in Wordsworth’s feeling that Hartley Coleridge is like a delicate dewdrop, easily soiled, easily slipping “out of life”; in Hugo’s evocations of sleeping children, watched over by angels and the anxious poet who realize the impending awakening to reality of which the children are still unaware. Such feelings doubtless contribute as well to the use of motifs of pre-existence and disinheritance from Wordsworth’s “Immortality Ode” to Baudelaire’s “Bénédiction” and Hugo’s L’Art d‘etre grand-père. Freud said that our extraordinary worry about children, especially our own, involves in part a projection onto them of our own narcissism, an assertion that goes far in explaining these elements  of sadness and concern in nineteenth-century child poetry.9 Even more so in Rimbaud we feel this concern for himself, despite the third-person speaker, generalizing titles, and dramatized situations of poems like “Les Poetes de sept ans” and “Les Effarés.” His work at times seems an almost unmediated expression of the child in the very process of being subjected to Experience.

		Among the evils of Experience are, first, the parents— supposedly most loving but at the same time the agents by whom the child is domesticated to adult existence. Their ultimate betrayal is their disappearance or death, which accounts for the numerous figures of lost, abandoned, and orphaned children that we encounter in the work of Blake, Wordsworth, and Hugo. One of the earliest texts that we possess by Rimbaud, “Les Etrennes des orphelins,” treats this theme with a sentimentality that could be easily read as self-pitying. A somewhat later text, “Les Effarés,” presents a nearly mythic dramatization of psychological and cosmic abandonment. The benign father figure, the baker, is presented amidst images of heat, food, and sexual accomplishment: “Ils voient le fort bras blanc qui tourne / La pâte grise et qui l’enfourne / Dans un trou clair” (They see the strong white arm that turns the gray dough and thrusts it into the clear hole of the oven). But he is unattainable by the children, who are lost in the cold outside, desperate and “blottis … I Au souffle du soupirail rouge I Chaud comme un sein” (snuggling in the breath of the red vent warm as a breast). Moreover, this allegory of separation from the parents is enlarged in the poem, made to represent a global loss, a universal feeling of exile. For the baker’s fire is said to “souffle[r] la vie” (breathe out life) and is described as “ces lumières / Du ciel rouvert” (this light from heaven opened again).

		The parents, of course, do not have to be dead or  absent to be the child’s primary antagonist. Rimbaud was a victim of an absent parent and a repressive one, and has left us the poems to document both, “Mémoire” but especially “Les Poètes de sept ans.” The latter of these repays further attention, as an exemplification of the child’s unhappiness, against which the whole tradition of romantic poetry protested. To grasp this theme we will need to consider issues not only of parenthood but also of religion and education.10

		We have seen that the mother in the poem is truly a figure of oppressive parenthood. She does not see her child, neither his enforced hypocrisies nor his awareness of her own hypocrisy: “Elle avait le bleu regard,—qui ment!” (She had that blue gaze,—that lies!). Scandalized by his sexuality, she seems a realistically drawn version of those figures in Blake who constrain their children, an agent of the system of religious and societal repression that Blake perceived in the “mind-forg’d manacles” of “London” and the “Priests in black gowns … binding … my joys & desires” of “The Garden of Love,” and that Hugo attacked in L’Art d’etre grand-pere and “L’Ane.” In “Les Premieres Communions” Rimbaud just as aggressively exposes the way in which the priest destroys the innocence of children, whereas in “Nuit de l’enfer” of the Saison he reveals how profoundly he himself was marked by religion: “C’est l’exécution du catéchisme. Je suis esclave de mon baptême. Parents, vous avez fait mon malheur et vous avez fait le vôtre” (This is the execution of the catechism. I am enslaved to my baptism. Parents, you have caused my unhappiness and you have caused your own). And in “Les Poètes de sept ans” the antireligious theme is equally important, for the child rejects God in favor of men and is fearful of the joyless discipline associated with religion:

		 11 craignait les blafards dimanches de décembre, Où, pommadé, sur un guéridon d’acajou, Il lisait une Bible à la tranche vert-chou.

		He feared the livid December Sundays,

		When, with pommaded hair, on a mahogany table, He would read the cabbage-colored pages of a Bible.

		But on a related issue, that of education, “Les Poètes de sept ans” perhaps most urgently calls for comparison with the romantic tradition of child poetry. From Rousseau and Wordsworth to Yeats and Prévert, there is a sustained criticism of education as consistently harming children. Blake and Prévert represented education as a way of destroying buds and caging birds; Hölderlin and Hugo saw it as occurring too soon, prematurely depriving us of our childhood; and Rousseau, Wordsworth, and Coleridge depicted it as unnatural, excessively rationalistic, producing enfeeblement and boredom through constraint. Yeats worried about the danger of the body being “bruised to pleasure soul,” while earlier Rousseau and Wordsworth had been appalled by the self-displaying, conceited monsters that education can create. Wordsworth perhaps speaks best for them all, he who passionately desired “knowledge not purchased by the loss of power!” (Prelude, V, 425).

		But among all these writers, how many recount the experiences of the child itself as effectively as Rimbaud in “Les Poètes de sept ans”?

		Et la Mère, fermant le livre du devoir,

		S’en allait satisfaite et très fière, sans voir,

		Dans les yeux bleus et sous le front plein d’éminences, L’âme de son enfant livrée aux répugnances.

		 Tout le jour ¿1 suait d’obéissance; très Intelligent; pourtant des tics noirs, quelques traits, Semblaient prouver en lui d’âcres hypocrisies.

		And the Mother, closing the homework book, Would go away satisfied and very proud, without seeing, In the blue eyes and under the brow filled with eminences, The soul of her child given over to repugnances.

		All day he sweated obedience; very Intelligent; still some black ticks, some traits, Seemed to witness sour hypocrisies in him.

		“Very intelligent”—but under what pressure, and at what cost: given over to repugnance, sweating from obedience, his anguish expressed in nervous ticks, his candor turned into hypocrisy. This is the Rimbaud who achieved superlatively in school until the explosion came, the child whom Georges Izambard later described in this way: “a timid child, a bit stiff, well behaved and almost sweet, with clean nails, spotless notebooks, astonishingly correct homework, ideally scholastic classnotes, in short, one of those little exemplary and impeccable monsters, perfectly embodying the academic first-prize animal.”11 Izambard claims to have seen Rimbaud from the vantage of the kindly teacher—although we must not forget Rimbaud’s ambivalence toward him in the first of the voyant letters. But Rimbaud’s poem shows us the young poet more directly. He was the innocent and vulnerable romantic child, containing the seeds of great beauty and joy, but deformed by parents, religion, and education.

		In authors like Blake and Hugo such a vision of the unhappy child is the starting point for a thoroughgoing critique of an oppressive society, and in chapter 3 I discuss similar themes in Rimbaud. In the texts presently under consideration, however, what strikes us most is the note of personal suffering, the experience of the child and adolescent expressing his sense of having been brutalized.

		This suffering explains the virulence of Rimbaud’s attacks against adult figures of authority in “Les Assis,” “Les Douaniers,” and “Accroupissements”—poems marked by anger, ridicule, the imagery of excrement and unnatural love. Hatred of such intensity does not evolve without negative effects on the psyche, as is shown in “Honte,” in which the speaker accepts the image of himself as an “enfant gêneur” (bothersome child), full of ruses and treachery, literally stinking up everything. This text is filled with death imagery directed against the speaker by himself, but concludes with a desperate appeal for prayer—poignant inner poetry, expressive indeed of the plight of the “enfant gêneur.” In “Les Chercheuses de poux” the movement is more positive: from the torment and indolence of the child, through the erotically tinged ministrations of the two women in delousing him, to a sensuous experience of release, almost of innocent happiness:

		Voilà que monte en lui le vin de la Paresse,

		Soupir d’harmonica qui pourrait délirer;

		L’enfant se sent, selon la lenteur des caresses, Sourdre et mourir sans cesse un désir de pleurer.

		And there rises in him the wine of Laziness, Harmonica sigh close to delirium;

		The child feels in himself, in tune with the slowness of the caresses,

		A desire to cry ceaselessly surge and die.

		 Together these texts are remarkable in showing the violent feelings of the child in the face of the adult world, in revealing the sense of degradation to which he is prey and from which he needs to be saved. Even in a poem whose political implications are inescapable, “Le Dormeur du val,” this emphasis on the suffering child remains important. The last line coldly asserts what we have gradually realized, that the soldier has been killed in battle. But there is no explicit criticism of war, nor even any expression of the soldier’s (or child’s) view—which at once explains the poem’s effectiveness and its slight tendency to sentimentality. For what does strike us is its reassertion of the primordial image of the child in nature—its evocation, through light and liquid imagery, of the natural world and of the child-soldier’s immersion in it: “un petit val qui mousse de rayons”; “la nuque baignant dans le frais cresson bleu” (a little valley foaming with rays; his nape bathing in the fresh blue watercress). The soldier’s death is thus presented not as a military or political event but as an elementary impropriety in the order of things, a betrayal of health, nature, childhood and parenthood:

		Souriant comme

		Sourirait un enfant malade, il fait un somme: Nature, berce-le chaudement: il a froid.

		Smiling as

		A sick child would smile, he is napping: Nature, rock him warmly: he is cold.

		A far more powerful poem, “Le Cœur volé,” involves jmilitary figures but uses them to much more movingly ¿assert a horrible loss of purity. It is an intensely personal itext, not only in its use of the first person but also in the  way Rimbaud described it when he sent it to Izambard in the first lettre du voyant. In seeming mockery, he asks if the poem is satire, or poetry, then asserts that it is at bottom a work of fantasy. Supposedly not serious, therefore—but at the same time, while mocking Izambard, Rimbaud wants to avoid his censure: “Mais, je vous en supplie, ne soulignez ni du crayon, ni trop de la pensée” (But, I beg you, don’t underline in pencil, nor too much in thought either). Indeed, behind the mystifying formulas of the letter and the almost buffoonish qualities of the poem itself,12 there is an overt appeal by the suffering adolescent child, first to Izambard, then, through the poem, to us: “Ça ne veut pas rien dire” (This doesn’t mean nothing).

		As we read the poem, then, we are mystified and moved. We comprehend all too well and are troubled by the atmosphere of imprecision (Are these men soldiers or sailors?), by the overtones of sexual humiliation, and by the literally realized haut-le-cœur (stomach heave) that W. M. Frohock and Yves Bonnefoy perceive. The speaker imagines his heart lying on the poop of a ship, “drooling” in the tobacco juice and soup that the soldier-sailors have spat on it. That these motifs imply the homosexual group rape of Rimbaud that Colonel Godchot imagined is possible and unverifiable. But some event or feeling of equal horror is certainly there, for in its vague and brutal sexuality the poem conveys a sense of an irremediable degradation. This degradation is communicated through imagery of liquids that have lost their purity and become viscous and repulsive:

		Mon triste cœur bave à la poupe, Mon cœur couvert de caporal: Ils y lancent des jets de soupe, Mon triste cœur bave à la poupe.
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