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§ WHITMAN, RIMBAUD, AND
JULES LAFORGUE
POEMS WITHOUT METER

1886

_ . According to English and American literary histor-
ies, Modernism in poetry was created in the years 1910-1913 by some
“little magazines” edited by Ezra Pound, and four men with initials—
T. S. Eliot, D. H. Lawrence, F. S. Flint, and T, E. Hulme—inspired by
Walt Whitman. But almost all of these initiators denied it. Their mentors
they said, were all French, except for Whitman. To Whitman’s invention’
fr_ee verse, they even gave a borrowed French name, vers libre. As Pounci
himself put it in Poetry, in 1913, “Practically the whole development of
the English verse-art has been achieved by steals from the French 1
They were right. Unlikely as it sounds, Modern {(modernist) poetry
was launched in France, a generation before, in a single year--1886. That
spring, Léo d’Orfer, a critic; Gustave Kahn, an adventurous minor poet;
and Felix Fénéon, an editor of genius and the art critic who would ﬁrs;
explain Seurat, began publishing a new literary weekly in Paris. It was
called La Vogue. In April, the first issue was confiscated for obscenity.
Regular publication, which began in May, ceased in January 1887, never
to resume. There were only about twenty numbers all told, and only a
few hundred copies of each one, but they contained multitudes. Most
importantly, this “little magazine” contained the most powerfully influ-
ential work of the three “onlie begetters™ of Modern poetry: Walt Whit-
man, Arthur Rimbaud, and Jules Laforgue.
None of the three lived anywhere near La Vogue’s editorial offices on
the rue Laugier in Paris, but Laforgue was close enough to visit. In 1886
he was in Berlin, serving as French reader to the old Empress Augusta of
Germany. The previous year, 1885, had been endlessly encouraging, Vic-
tor Hugo had finally died, removing the weight of his colossal authority
from the future of poetry; and Laforgue himself had finally succeeded in
getting his first two books into print, one volume of fifty-two poems
called Complaintes (Complaints) and another of twenty-two called
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Imitation de Notre-Dame la Lune (Imitation of Our Lady the Moon).

rse, Laforgue had had to pay Vanier, his publisher, for this plea-

but for his next two books he was negotiating the kind of contract

re the publisher paid the writer. Both of the new books, a third vol-

of poems and his first collection of stories, were well under way.

Meanwhile his old friend, Gustave Kahn, was publishing the new poems
d stories, one by one, in La Vogue. In those same pages, Fenéon was
g, under the title Les Hluminations, poems written a decade ago by
hiir Rimbaud, the enfant terrible whom everyone in Paris thought was
d. Somewhere else on his desk Laforgue kept the translation he was
king on: Brins d’berbe (Leaves of Grass), an old book of poems by a
rded patriarch in America named Walt Whitman. Always slightly
ad of fashion, Laforgue had shaved his beard. Twenty-six, and in love
his English teacher, a black-eyed, chestnut-haired Devonshire beauty
d Leah Lee, Jules Laforgue’s large confidence in his own future was
not misplaced. Today there are readers in half a dozen Western languages
v to name Laforgue as the most modern of the three great poets of
Vogue.

.aforgue’s unusual job had been found for him in 1881 by indulgent
nds, including the suave art historian Charles Ephrussi (Proust would
ter take Ephrussi as a model for Swann), because the pay was comfort-
¢-and regular, and the demands were both limited and pleasant, in-
ding, for example, long summer vacations in Paris. Laforgue was a
andsome cigar-smoking dandy who relished the opportunity to wear
ock coats, toppers, and morning dress when he went over to sit with

.old empress and read her the tony Revue des deux mondes in the

nguage she preferred to German. Just the thing for an artist whose par-
ents weren’t rich.
- Laforgue’s parents were not really poor, just good bourgeois in strait-
ened circumstances. His father had done well as a bank manager, but he
ad also fatbered eleven children. The Laforgues were also, in a curious
ay, immigrants. Both parents had been born in France, but they had
rown up, married, and begun their family in South America. Born in
‘Montevideo, Uruguay (like his predecessor Lautréamont), Jules Laforgue
ad not come to France until he was six years old, just in time for the
French humiliation in the war with Prussia and the Red revolt in Paris.

" He had had school problems, too. Although his intelligence had been
bvious in the fycées of Tarbes and Paris, he had failed his baccalaureate
xamination in his senior year of high school—twice-—while his school-
rate Henri Bergson, who had won lesser prizes, went on to academic
clory. That was in 1877, the year his mother died bearing her twelfth
hild. Ineligible for college, Jules took to hanging out over at the Beaux-
Arts School, where his brother Emile was learning design.* He audited
ourses, doodled portraits in his notebook, and showed up at public lec-
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tures on art history given by the fashionable positivist Hippolyte Tain
When he tried to continue his education by reading on his own, he foun
himself turned down for a readers card at the Bibliothéque Nationals
France’s Library of Congress, on the grounds that he had no diploma.

On his second try in 1879 Laforgue managed to get his library car
by pleading literary ambition; but by then he was increasingly alone i
Paris. He still sorely missed his mother. His widowed father had take
sick and returned to the provinces. His oldest sister Marie, who inherited
the job of keeping house for the children still in Paris, moved soon afte
from the old house on the Right Bank, near Montmartre, to newer b
even more crowded digs on the Left Bank. Tules helped by staying out:
much as possible. Eventually he got an airless little room of his own, n
far from the Luxemburg Gardens. There he read and wrote, publishin
occasionally in a provincial paper in Toulouse. “Two years of solitude'in
libraries, without love, without friends, fearing death”* “When I read
my journal of that time T ask myself with shudders how 1 didn’t die <
them.”* Among his carliest readings were the German ironist Heinric
Heine, “who sobs and smiles, with a bitter smile;”* and Charles Baud
laire, whose single book of “indecent” poems, Les Fleurs du mal {Flowe:
of ev1l), was beginning to be thought worthy by a few young people
replace the twenty volumes of Victor Hugo as the most powerful Fren
poetry of the nineteenth century. :

Laforgue moved on to even more depressing books, like Schope)
hauer’s World as Will and Idea, which insisted on the calamity of too
long life brought on by a “will to live” that was blind, inhuman, and
irresistible. He pored over Buddhist and Hindu scriptures that swept md
viduals into a transcendental world-soul. Then there was that strange
book, Philosophy of the Unconscious, by Eduard von Hartmann, just
translated from German into French, whose message was that the worl
soul (called “the Unconscious™) really existed and that it was malevole
through and through, controlling every random event that surged intg
consciousness, though consciousness could never perceive it. “I was
believer,” he wrote later.

ciality and dream. It tended in philosophy toward pessimistic ideal-
in art and literature roward the celebration of perversity and
s decay. Its progenitors, he wrote, were Edgar Allan Poe, Baude-
“was Poe’ French translator), and Count Villiers de I'Isle-Adam

ephane Mallarmé, who were disciples of both of them. “We ac-
t) wrote Bourget in 1876, “without humility as without pride, this
e Word decadence.”” Laforgue’s acceptance of decadence seems to
n' nothing more than a bad dose of adolescent depression. He
book of poems he called Le Sanglot de la terre {The sob of the
h) about how awful it was to go on existing in a meaningless universe.

The storm beats on my windowpane, the wind exhales
To bloom the log where my boredom stirs the coals
Oh! Autumn, autumn!

wrote apologetically two years later, “That is by me. My God,

€ most poets, Laforgue was more in need of contemporaries than
of models. As the winter of 1879-1880 at last began to wane,
ue met the three men who were to become his first great literary
s:and backers. One was Charles Henry, who knew mathematics as
e knew poetry and is still remembered as Seurat’s mentor on the
_g ‘of lines. Then there was the man who introduced h1m to Henry,
ve Kahn, a poet who had published “poems in prose” as far back
79, and was thus well on his way to becoming one of the inventors
omething the French were to call vers libre. In France the rules of
osody were taken much more seriously than they ever were in England.
had to have a correct count of syllables, because in French the beat
o fluid to be the basis for meter. Twelve was classic, ten acceptable;
fes with eleven or some other uneven number of syllables were
ied on. Even unrhymed (blank) verse was considered bad form.
d aire had written some “poems in prose.” and so had a few of his
ssors like Verlaine, Cros, Mallarmé, and Rimbaud; but until Mod-
m took over, prose poems were hard to publish in France. As for vers
Was unknown. Before 1886, the only French poet who had writ-
ms Wlth a dlfferent number of syllables in every line was Rim-

For five months I played at the ascetic, the lietle Buddha with two eggs and
a glass of water a day and six hours of library. . . . At 19 I dreamed of going:
out over the world, feet bare, preaching the true law, the abandonment of.
ideas, the postponement of life, etc. (you know the tunes). Alas! at the first:
stage, the gendarmes would have arrested me as a vagrant—Prophecy is no.
longer a trade.®

aforgue seems to have met Kahn at a meeting of the Hydropathes
nslates as either Water-Haters or Water-Curers), a club where bright
ng Frenchmen got drunk and entertained each other on Wednesday
Saturday evenings with contentious talk, humor, and poetry. Here he
15-also to have met Paul Bourget, the oracIe of Décadence, who lived
ess than a block from the café in the rue Jussieu where the Hydropathes
iet, and had been among their founders in 1878, together with the cari-
rist André Gill, the humorist Alphonse Allais, and the poet Charles

It all qualified him perfectly to belong to the French literary-artisti
school called Décadence, then taking over from Réalisme in the first grea
revolt against the scientism and positivism of the age of industry. In thi
view of one of its early leaders, Paul Bourget, Décadence was based o
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rtune and reputation to be made in reciting “The Kippered Her-
wanted more like it; but what was it? a poem? a dramatic recita-
laylet? Today we would unhesitatingly label it stand-up comedy
formance art, but in nineteenth-century Paris such forms had yet
inyented. Ovc?r the next ten years Coquelin commissioned at least
of Cros’s pieces, gave them the theatrical name monologues, and
L a rage that spread first to Cross friends and fellow Hydropathes
iyry-to Allais, and eventually to most of the playwrights and song-
in:France
e;new form was short, but otherwise it resembled the humorous
lecture with which Americans like “Josh Billings” and “Artemus
ad recently learned how to pack houses in New York and Lon-
: .1-.876, one of the American humorous lecturers—he called himseif
'l_jwam ?—had begun applying the form to a novel, with the result
cribed in a letter as “Huck Finn’s autobiography.” Besides conci-
_]piggest difference between the monologue and the humorous
e scemed to be that in monologue the joke was always on the
e Ea}nd also, to some extent, on the universe. Monologue also re-
In more than name something the English called “dramatic
10logue,” a poetic form that had begun to crowd out the direct lyric
<in he 1830s when English romanticism was coming to an end. Dra-

Cros. Cros, who had invented the phonograph and was working on color:
photography, had a broad curly mop of hair, a generous moustache, and
features and coloring that made him look rather like a Pacific Islander
He had been one of the poets Rimbaud had stayed with when he came
to Paris in 1871; but when Rimbaud began seducing the poet Paul Ver-
laine, Cros had dropped him. After all, Cros’s close friend, Charles de:
Sivry, was Verlaine’s wife’s brother. In the early 1870s Cros had published
with Mallarmé, Villiers, and Verlaine in the most adventurous little mag-
azine of 1872, the short-lived weekly Renaissance littéraire et artistique,
edited by a man named Emile Blémont who had an avant-garde taste for
prose poems, monologues, and English literature. Laforgue never did
make a friend of Cros, but he must have been pleased to meet him, since
he had reviewed a new edition of Cros’s only book of poems for the
Toulouse Wasp the year before, and liked it enough to keep it by him the
rest of his life. The Hydropathes kept from drowning in Décadence b
making fun of things, and it was Cross humor that went deepest. “I am
the one who got expelled from the old pagodas,” one of his poems began,
“Having laughed a little during the mysteries.” * His fellow Hydropathes
particularly relished a number Cros would do standing up in the middle
of the evening to recite, utterly deadpan, a poem he claimed to have writ:
ten for Villiers and published as a sort of nursery rhyme in Blémont’s
Renaissance in 1872,

: " The difference was that in the best of monologue the distance
hs _.J;d__er to assess. Was the man who nails up the herring a moron, a
1ist, or the possessor of transcendant wisdom? Was he all thrée?
_'_§;oryteller any simpler? In any case, could either of them be
__h_e_j questions are no easier to answer in any of Cros’s mono-
—for example, “Autrefois” (Yesterdays):

Tae KiprErED HERRING

There was a great white wall—bare, bare, bare,
Against the wall a ladder—high, high, high,
And below, a kippered herring—dry, dry, dry.

I composed this simple story—simple, simple, simple,
To infuriate serious people—solemn, solemn, solemn,

And entertain little children—small, small, small. ng s}go - . . but long isn’t enough to give you the idea. Still, how better

ng ago. Long, long ago. I mean long ago, long ago, long ago.

> one day . .. but there was no day yet. Or night either. So0. One time
b.L_lt_.._t_here Wwas no ... Yes there was, what do you want me to say? So
ot it into his head (no, there was no head) He got the idea . .. Yes
it..He got the idea to do something. :
"vyanted to drink. But what to drink. There was no vermouth, no
et 4, 110 white wine, no red wine, no Dréher beer, no cider, no water!
ts beg_ause you haven't realized they’d have had to invent all that; and it
1't been done, that there’s been progress. Ah! Progress, ™ ’

The Hydropathes did not know it at the time, but the most influential
art form they ever sent down into the world below Montmartre turned
out to be an extension of “The Kippered Herring.” Sometime before the
club’s founding, Charles Cros’s little nursery rhyme had crossed the path
of one of France’s better-known actors, Ernest Coquelin, known as G
quelin Cadet, or Coquelin the Younger. In the form of a comic lecture
in his own voice in 1881, Coquelin Cadet gave his own version of his dis
covery, calling Cros the “mother” and himself the “midwife” of this
“child of bizarre conformation whose first babble was “The Kippered He
ring,”” which Coquelin reports hearing Cros recite at a supper in Ba
gnolles one summer morning at four A.M.* Since this was the age of the
lecture and the platform performance, Coquelin discovered that there was

"hﬁy'lggl the Hydropathes had stopped meeting, and Laforgue and
ahn:

were following the crowd to Le Chat Noir.
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The Black Cat café opened in Montmartre in 1881, and remained
for more than a decade the epicenter of revolt in France’s ardstic life.’® It
was decorated in high and low relief, inside and out, with caricatures,
impossible visions, black cats, and symbols in every size of the tabooed
and diabolical. The decorators were the emerging geniuses of the poster’
and the cartoon, like André Gill and Willette; and their employer, Ro-
dolphe Salis, ran Le Chat Noir as if Montmartre were a foreign country.
The patrons were anarchists, artists, and professional eccentrics, and a
good many of the best minds in Paris. Even the most proper of intellectu-
als seldom passed up a chance to go slumming up on the Butte. There,
along with undistinguished food and drink, they were offered entertain-
ments whose special feature was that no one knew how seriously they
were supposed to be taken. From small platforms in different rooms
chansonniers in eccentric outfits sang devastating satires against anything
official or established, and writers from amateur to disreputable read
their stories out loud. It became, even when Coquelin wasn’t there, the
world headquarters of monologue, the place where one could hear Cros
himself, Allais and Sivry, Maurice Mac-Nab and Jéhan Rictus, and the
extraordinary diseuse Yverte Guilbert.

How much of an impression monologue was making on Laforgue
may be judged from his “Tristesse de réverbére” (Sadness of a streethght)
a prose sketch he published in September 1881, :

me: of the 1889 World’s Falr, and in 1886 Henri Riviére began pro-
intasies of the past and future on the Chat Noir's walls, some-
alis billed as the “shadow-theater” By 1898, the Chat Noir itself
d but its style and atmosphere were known all over Europe and

Ftists in Barcelona to the Gnensrmdl in Vienna where Karl Kraus com-
is anti-Victorian lampoons. The French even had their own word,
ranslatable, for the combination of the outrageous and the dead-
at constituted the Chat Noir attitude: fumisterie, or what we might
slaté as smokescreening.
af_oxgue s Sobs certainly demonstrate a crying need for smoke-
ening. Laforgue began adopting the fumniste style in 1881, and the
Noir' was one of the places he picked it up. Willette’s early panel
, launched by Le Chat Noir in 1881 and starring a clownish char-
ca_Iled “Pierrot fumiste,” impressed Laforgue so powerfully that by
1882 he had borrowed the title and the character for a play. La-
s Pierrot was an anguished virgin (Laforgue himself may have been
aintaining his virginity through a comic honeymoon by regular
ocations of Schopenhauer. Clearly ridiculous, but curiously heroic. To
Mabhali, a fellow poet, Laforgue wrote that “Pierrot” made him
: convulsively,” but perhaps that is because he was then flirting very
onclusively with Mahali herself."”
was soon after Bourger and Ephrussi got Laforgue away to Berlin
ovember 1881 that he finally tried applying the tone of monologue
 He put the Sobs away in a drawer and began the Complaintes.
ere 111 verse, rhymed and with exact syllable counts, but the counts

T'm a streetlight getting bored. Oh! You must have noticed me. You
know? at the corner of Mouffetard and Pot-de-Fer streets. A lowdown cor-
ner, right? To my right a wine shop, to my left a baker.

Have you considered the fate of a being who can only see at night? . . .

In the wine merchant’s shop, they bray, they drink, they smoke, and,
through the windows of houses, I see the lamps, those sweet virgins who,
in modesty, veil themselves with a lampshade.

At midnight, the wine merchant closes up. Behind the illuminated cur-
tains [ make out the forms of good citizens going to bed. And other things,
but I am a self-respecting streetlight.

Soon, all the windows go out. Then in the great silence of a deserted
neighborhood, I listen . . .

A faraway footstep fades away. A sleepy hansom. A drunk who makes
monologues. . ..

What a lousy neighborhood.™

Within months of the Black Cat’s founding, Salis had launched a
weekly paper, edited by Allais, featuring poetry and prose by the caf€’s
entertainers and cartoons by those who had decorated its bar. In its
pages, Le Chat noir preserved the best of Salis’s Montmartre leftism and
his ephemeral entertainments while it satisfyingly scandalized the good
citizens of Victorian Paris. The café served as a base for incursions into

Ladies and gentlemen
Whose mother is no more,
The old gravedigger
Scratches at your door.
Six feet down

Is a dead man’s place;

He hardly ever

Shows his face.!8

year later, in December, 1882, Laforgue was “working like a slave
t night by lamplight™ on the new poems." Verlaine had just pub-
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diction—this writer was not, as the French say, serious. In
when the word “symboliste” began to be applied to young poets,
e’s work still didn’t seem to fit.
ept to the English poet and critic Arthur Symons. In 1899, for a
rsion of his 1893 article on contemporary literature, Symons
bandon the term “Decadent” and rename the entire era from
898, including Laforgue, as The Symbolist Movement. Symbol-
1d define as the literary group that came to the Tuesday get-
s:at- Mallarmé’s Paris apartment. Mallarmé&’s “Tuesdays” had be-
ry informally in 1872, when the hot literary -ismes were realism
irnassianism. They were still going on when Décadence became
le in about 1880, and continued when the poet Jean Moréas
is “Symbolist Manifesto” in 1886, and the word Symboliste
to replace Décadent. By the time Symons and his friend William
eats. appeared there in the 1890s, nearly every French writer
forty:- was likely to be labelled a symbolist, together with a gaggle
ian poets (like Maurice Maeterlinck and Emile Verhaeren) and
inters {like Odilon Redon and Gustave Moreau). Mallarmé’s
arse and difficult as it was, served as a standard for the rest; but
the work of a much stranger person. There was a sonnet by him
Vovelles” (Vowels) in the October 1883 issue of Lutéce, which
ue must have read before he sent his Complaintes to Lutéce’s edi-
fanier. It was the fourth published poem of Arthur Rimbaud.?
nbaud was poetry’s Billy the Kid. Already a vanished legend in
- had crashed into the Paris literary world in 1871, when he was
ars old and the Germans were besieging Paris. When the police
 home as a vagrant, he left, but turned around and walked back.
he had met Cros and Mallarmé, published a single poem in Blé-
Renaissance littéraire et artistique, and run off with Verlaine to
Tn-a Brussels café in 1873, Verlaine had pulled out a revolver
him. Rimbaud had survived, and in 1875, in Stuttgart, Germany,
en Verlaine for the last time, handing over a handful of manu-
and saying goodbye. He was barely twenty then, but he was never
another poem. Blémont and Verlaine kept manuscript copies of
wels,” which he had written at the age of sixteen when neither he
anyone:else had heard of “symbolism.” Now the poem is habitually
ed-as the best illustration of symbolist aesthetics:

lished his advice to poets to “wring the neck of eloquence,”* but L3
forgue was doing it better than Verlaine himself.?!

The universe without a doubt
Is inside out!

—Abh, if only a woman were to come to me,
Ready to drink from my lips or die!

May God grant me leave until that day
To live in the same old compromised way.
Where does human or divine

Dignity begin or end?

Let us juggle entities:

Pierrot trembles, the Almighty leads!
Now you see them, now you dor’t,

Now you don’t, and now you do,

All oppaosites are the same,

And the Universe will not suffice!

And having adopted as my aim

A life of impossibility,

I feel less and less localized 22

As he wrote his sister Marie in May of 1883,

've given up my old ideal of Berthollet street, my philosophical poems. I
think it’s stupid now to put on a big voice and play at eloquence, Now that
I'am more sceptical and get wound up less easily, now that, on the other
hand, T have hold of my language in a more precise and clownlike fashion,
['write little poetic fantasies, with a single goal: making something original
at all costs. 2 '

Ten days later, Laforgue sent one of the Complaintes, “Complainte des
journées,” to Coquelin Cadet as a monologue.?* There was no reply. La
forgue had gone beyond such mentors. He was now writing poetry in.
stead of performance art. "

Laforgue sent Les Complaintes off to Vanier, “the publisher of the
Moderns,” in March 1884, little suspecting that Vanier would sit on ic
for a year and a half, and began work on a series of verse monologues’
he eventually called L'Imitation de Notre-Dame lg Lune {(Imitation of
Our Lady the Moon). As its title suggests, the irony here was even more
pervasive and delicate. To a bookstore browser in 1883, the year Vanier.
finally published it, Imitation probably looked like the latest thing in Dé-
cadent poetry about ghostly ladies in vaguely medieval settings, but such’
a browser would have been quickly disabused. Too much playfulness and

. Black A, white E, red I, green U, blue O—vowels
Some day I will open your silent pregnancies

A, black belt hairy with bursting flies

Bumbling and buzzing over stinking cruelties

Pits of night; E, candor of sand and pavilions,
High glacial spears, white kings, trembling Queen Anne’s lace;
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of 1886, when La Vogue was publishing [Hluminations, he was
i a native village near the Somali coast, trying to get a camel
ler way to the interior of Ethiopia with 2,000 rifles and
artridges for the rebel army of Menelik, the pretender to the
ince the day in Stuttgart when he had handed over his poems,
had been living what he had dreamed in them, a kaleidoscope
ies and imperial ports of call. He had been a warehouseman
quarry foreman in Cyprus, an ivory hunter in the Ogaden, a
yer in Arabia. In the wilds of Java he had deserted the Dutch
gion, sent out to quell native “uprisings” in the East Indies. In
Bremen, Germany, he had tried unsuccessfully to join the United
vy. Gunrunning in Africa was only the last chapter in the same
ble life that had begun when he had run away from home so
‘Allons! the road is before us!” Walt Whitman had called. “Let
remain on the desk unwritten”?° Or, as Rimbaud himself put
le aren’t serious when they’re seventeen.”3!
ut the poems were spectacular. Fach time he abandoned another
of poetry-making Rimbaud seemed only to have enlarged his control
the resources of language. As each issue of La Vogue came out that
d summer of 1886, it became clear that Les Wluminations were
nturous than anything in French poetry so far—more adven-
en than A Season in Hell, which La Vogue, tor good measure,
in three of its issues for September. Were the Illuminations
ms? None of them had a consistent meter, only a couple were
nted in lines or verses. And what could they be about? All of
full of extravagant images that seemed to be resolutely discon-
nd-incoherent. In a Mallarmé poem, a reader might slowly suc-
extracting a single poetic subject from the entourage of symbols
gested it, but in these poems of Rimbaud’s the subject was “unde-
2 You couldn’t tell how the images related or what they all sym-
inless it was the mind of a maniac. “Mouvement” {Motion), the
free verse poem, which came out in the June 21 issue, seemed some-
about passengers on a boat. But was it not also about a city
ificial light of positivism and industry? Was it not also about a
rning consciousness? What must Laforgue have made of it, arriv-
is.for his long vacation on the day the issue hit the bookstalls?

L, bloody spittle, laughter dribbling from a face
In wild denial or in anger, vermilions;

U, . . . divine movement of viridian seas

O, supreme Trumpet, harsh with strange stridencies

O . . . omeea . . . the violet light of His Eyes!?

In a letter to his high school teacher written a little earlier than
poem, Rimbaud explained how he aimed deliberately to unhinge himsell
in order to become a visionary. The interrelation of different sense expe)
ences, technically called “synesthesia,” was part of that unhinging. !
was opium and hashish. The assault on positivism-on rationality
self-—could not have been made clearer, and included references to ever
thing that could charm a Décadent, including occultism. But “Vowels”
no more Modernist than any of the other poems Rimbaud had writie
before he came to Paris. To begin with, it’s a sonnet that rhymes. In 1873
Rimbaud had gone much further than that in a set of poems he had wri
ten about the Verlaine affair and privately printed as Une Saison en Enfer
(A season in Hell}. They were partly in prose, partly in unconvention;
and simplified verse-forms. If the parts were not formally new, the comb
nation was; and it was well suited to convey the mixture of hallucination
and confession with which Rimbaud accounted for a relationship th:
had gone from exchanging poems to crotch-fondling in cafés and ha
ended with a public shooting. '

But it is the poems he wrote last, the ones he gave to Verlaine i
Stuttgart, that are the basis of Modernism’s claim on Rimbaud.?” Ow
the next eleven years, they passed in and out of Verlaine’s hands, ending;
up with his brother-in-law, Sivry, but no one seemed in any hurry to pul
lish them. As they had no collective title, Verlaine took the word “Tllumi
nation” from the bottom of the manuscript of “Promontory,” a poer
mspired by Rimbaud’s visit to an English seacoast resort in 1874, and
told Fénéon to call them IHfuminations, an English word for medieval
manuscript paintings.® In May 1886 Kahn and Fénéon laid out the firg
Hlumination, “Apreés le déluge” (After the flood) in the pages of the fift
issue of La Vogue.? Five issues later, in June, they had printed them al
the most unconventional and difficult poems French readers had eve

MoTioN

- swaying motion on the banks of the river falls
he vortex at the sternpost,

swiftness of the rail,

e:vast passage of the current

onduct through unimaginable lights

spondents were his mother, his sisters, and business acquaintances, none
of whom knew or cared that La Vogue existed. Verlaine couldn’t be Sur
whether Rimbaud was dead or in darkest Africa. Actually, that whole
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And chemical change
The travellers surrounded by waterspouts of the strath
And of the strom

alin Rimbaud is single-minded, like that of the old romantics.
lways ironic, like that of the Moderns to come.

forgue were ready to learn anything from Rimbaud, it would
ive been how to write poems in a form of verse with no consis-
He had yet to write one himself when Rimbaud’s first free
“Marine,” appeared in La Vogue's poetry typeface in the
ay:29, 1886;% but there is another influence, earlier and more
han “Marine” Sometime earlier that month, Laforgue sat in
ous Berlin apartment, spreading out the turgid pages of the
wie des deux mondes to prepare for his morning reading to the
Augusta. There, on page 112, was a review of E. C. Stedman’s
America by a certain Thérése Bentzon, who, the Revue noted,
ken aim at Whitman in the same publication back in 1872.
Hlowed only a little since.

They are the conquerors of the world
Seeking their personal chemical fortune;
Sports and comforts voyage with them;
They carry the education

Of races, classes and of animals, on this ship
Repose and dizziness

To torrential light

To terrible nights of study.

For from the falk among the apparatus, the blood, the flowers,
the fire, the gems,

From the excited calculations on this fugitive ship,

—One sees, rolling like a dyke beyond the hydraulic-power road,

Monstrous, endlessly illuminated,—their stock of studies;

They driven into harmonic ecstasy,

And the heroism of discovery.

much-touted originality of form, we know how much that is
It is easier to attain success by eccentricity than by any other
It matters little to those who do not make americanism the
a cult, like someone for whom this self-described citizen of the
se twhose mind is so essentially narrow) the radical, the iconoclastic
In the most startling atmospheric accidents,

A youthful couple holds itself aloof on the ark,
~Is it primitive shyness that people pardon?—
And sings and stands guard,*

& re than enough to send Laforgue our after the latest edition he
d find of Leaves of Grass. In June he began to translate it, starting
ght short poems from the first section, “Inscriptions,” which he
Kahn in Paris under the title “Dédicaces.” La Vogue published
islated from the astonishing American poet Walt Whitman,”
page of the last issue for June.’”

Four years before “Motion” was published, Laforgue had had a p
monition of it. In July 1882, he had written to Sanda Mahali, _“_
dreaming of a kind of poetry that says nothing, that is made up of bits:
dreaming, without coherence. If you want to say, explain or prove sor
thing, there’s always prose.”* In 1886 he could see at least in part w
Rimbaud was doing. “Never any stanzas, no finish, no rhymes. Every
thing is in the unheard-of wealth of confession, and the inexhausti
unexpectedness of the always adequate images. In this sense he is the's
isomer of Baudelaire”* But Laforgue was not Rimbaud. He never”
write a poem whose subjects were plural or undecidable. His wor
mained essentially lyrical and dramatic, reports on his own feelings 2
those of others. If anything was undecidable in the poems La Vogue wa
now printing next to Rimbaud’, it was the tone of voice or the cast
mind. Laforgue’s choice of words, his diction, had always demonstrate
a perfecr ear for tone. Each Complainte had used several different ton
from the exalted and aristocratic to the colloquial and childlike. Switch
ing from one to another, even within a line or phrase, he created a Sym:
phony of mutual ironies. The same symphony would appear in all ht
future poems, and in his Moralités légendaires (Moral tales) in prose. Th

PoETES A VENIR (POETS TO COME)3®

Poets to come! orators, singers, musicians to come!
Not to-day is to justify me and answer what I am for,
But you, a new brood, native, athletic, continental,

+ greater than before known,

Arouse! for you must justify me.

ages later, Gustave Kahr’s own first free verse poemn appeared to
t company.??

Whitman was sixty-eight in 1886, older than any of these
eti could imagine. He had worked as a nurse during the Civil
1 Laforgue was four years old and Rimbaud ten). Soon after-
ad been fired from a clerkship in the Interior Department be-
new Secretary, snooping in Whitman’s desk, had found a work-
v of Leaves of Grass, and decided it was obscene. Whitman had
ally published his book in Brooklyn in 1855, two years before
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Baudelaire’s Flowers of Evil, and had added to it continually since. O ermon. The combination of high seriousness and colloquial,

scene Or not, it was certainly as candid as anything in Baudelaire.
sections of it called “Children of Adam” and “Calamus” had succeede
in convincing a whole cadre of Americans, from Emerson to Twain, th
Whitman’s poetry was obscenely heterosexual, and another cadre of .
glishmen, from Swinburne to Wilde, that it was liberatingly homosexi
As for Whitman himself, he seems to have been both—or neither. He wa
as “adhesive” as his phrenologist had told him he was, bur like Rimba
he could adhere to anybody.

In France, despite Whitman’s ardent wish, only two notices of:
work had appeared by 1870, both unfavorable and both unknowr
him. He did know about a third one, a rave review, but this one ng
seems to have been secretly concocted by a friend. Whitman loved Fran
and liberally garnished his poems with misused and misaccented Fre,
words; but his love had almost nothing to do with modern French liters
ture. He couldn’t understand French any better than he could speak
As far as Walt was concerned, France was the home of his lifelong politi
cal creed—petty-bourgeois democratic radicalism—fondly remembere
and imputed to the French since the 1848 revolution of his own yout
and the 1789 revolution of his father’s. Among his earliest poems is ¢
in praise of the forty-cighters, and he had since produced similar odes s
the Convention of 1792 and the Republic of 1871.9 The only Frenc
poets he identified with were Victor Hugo and the forgotten radical so
writer Béranger. Ordinary French people, he thought, were a little m
egalitarian, more healthy-minded about sex, and thus a little less “deca
dent” than the likes of Baudelaire or Wilde.” What he never did under:
stand was that in France, one of the definitions of decadent literature w
unrhymed free verse poetry, the kind Whitman had all but invented in
1850s, and had gone on writing as if he owned it. ;

In fact, the first big foreign response to the poet of democratic soli
darity had come from aristocratic England and occupied Ireland. In 1868
admirers like the poet Swinburne had managed to get an edition’o
Leaves of Grass into print there. Abridged and expurgated though it was
it drew a considerable following. Oscar Wilde had visited Whitman' i
1882, to recruit him as a precursor of his “Aesthetic” movement. Whit
marn was now resisting the role, judging the Aesthetes to be mere literary
performers, like the French Décadents from whom they took their cue
With or without his blessing, however, the Aesthetes continued to tr
to catch up with Leaves of Grass, writing more and more candidly and
colloquially in verse-forms that stretched the already loose rules of E
glish prosody. What they could not do was sing as Whitman did with thy
wholehearted subjectivity of early romanticism. Whitman did not imag
ine monologues (like those of Browning and Tennyson) in the voice o
the other. Instead he used his own voice, and not only as lyric but also a

Thérése Bentzon, the Revue’s resident expert on American [it-
eaves of Grass was a mess. The long, long line with its varied,
tric, in which rhyme appeared “as if by chance,” was irregular,

He had no literary culture. His favorite subjects—“egoism and
o7 mwere “essentially modern” and equally unsavory. Rough
yns Bentzon had made of some of the Leaves showed an “excess
reetic bad taste” leading to a confusion of “muscles with genius”
raw- “iconoclasm [and] titanic temperament” of the worst of
or Bandelaire.*

ictly one week later, Emile Blémont, still fascinated by the newer
English poetry, began his own series of three articles on Walt
an’s:poetic revolution in his Renaissance littéraire et artistique.¥
last was Whitman’s French rave. What Bentzon called defects,
imply defined as virtues. If critics made fun of Whitman, “the
ended him?” He was “original,” more “American” than the great
"p':'oetry was Wagnerian, his philosophy Hegelian, his aesthetics
volutionary as Hugo’s had once been. A lover of “liberty,” “science,”
ity? freedom of religion, “the flesh,” and “simplicity,” Whitman’s
as that he made poems alone in nature, without books. It was his
age that he had no rhyme or preordained meter. His synthesis of
nd evil, self and mass, love and lust was a harbinger of a radical
#Walt Whitman,” Blémont apostrophized, “you have addressed to
_ "ci_.to France moving words, grand words! You have also addressed
self to the first comer.” Well, he went on, “I am today that first comer,
ver the seas I answer to the signal that you have given. . . ”
Whitman had pever seen either of these reviews, nor would he have
n able to read them if he had; but one person who might well have
- 50 is Rimbaud. Though Rimbaud never, after 1871, acknowledged
ding anything but books on science and engineering, we know him as
ne of the most avid and polymathic readers ever born. In June 1872 he
as.in a Paris walk-up overlooking the Lycée Saint-Louis playground,
teen years old and dreaming of being the greatest poet in the world.
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Since only two of his poems had ever been published, he was now sendin;
work like “Vowels” to Blémont’s Renaissance, hoping to break into pri )
in the company of Cros, Mallarmé, and Verlaine. “Don’t forget to shi
on the Renaissance,” he wrote a friend, and indeed, the review onl;
printed one of his poems, “Les Corbeaux” (The crows), holding it ba
until the September 14 issue, when Rimbaud was long gone.** Rimbaud
must have made an effort to find and read the poems about which Blé
mont and Bentzon disagreed so thoroughly. The same 1868 English e:
tion of Leaves Blémont and Bentzon had used was being read and talkec
about when Rimbaud got to England in 1872, and in 1873, when he had
secured a British Museum reader’s card, learned English thoroughly, and
taught it for a living in London. Was that edition—or a less expurgated
American one—pressed into Rimbaud’s hand by a fellow Décadent, per-
haps someone who had heard it said that Whitman was gay? One of the
unreal cities Rimbaud names in Wuminations is Brooklyn, which, until
the Bridge was built, Europe hardly knew except as Whitman’s formet
home town and the subject of one of his greatest poems.+ _
We know one of the places Whitman got his prosodic revolution, his
amorphous stanza, and his long poetic line. It was the rolling versicles of
the King James version of the Hebrew Bible. We also know that although
nineteenth-century France, both Catholic and secular, was largely ign
rant of the Bible, Rimbaud wasn’t. He was the only major French writ
of the time for whom the Bible had been a childhood book and who kne
firsthand the rhythms of prophecy.* Besides the Law and the Prophets,
Rimbaud and Whitman shared a dithyrambic democratic mysticism, and
here too they had read the same book: The People, by the French histo
rian Michelet. They even shared a forlorn hope of somehow weaning the
century of its scientific materialism by wedding it to its contrary, visiol
ary idealism.*” In any case, out of a whole generation of French poe
who eventually threw themselves into free verse, Rimbaud is the on
one who left no acknowledgment of the influence of Leaves of Gras
Those who happily recognized and used the Whitman legacy included
the pioneers Kahn, Krysinska, Moréas, and Maeterlinck; the Modernist
galaxy Guillaume Apollinaire, Francis Vielé-Griffin, André Gide, Charles:
Péguy, and Paul Claudel (who learned from both Whitman and Rim
baud); and their successors from Larbaud and Cendrars to St.-John Pers
Besides the French, there were Italians like Gabriele D’Annunzi
Spanish-Americans like José Marti, Germans like Stefan George, Fnglish
like D. H. Lawrence, and Russian poetic geniuses from Khlebnikov:to
Mayakovsky. Of all of them, only Emile Verhaeren and Stephen Crane
ever claimed they had learned to write free verse before they found o
about Walr Whitman.*8 :
Laforgue made no such claim. His third Whitman translation, “Un
femme m’attend” (A woman waits for me), from the most controversial

‘Leaves of Grass, called “Children of Adam,” appeared in La
r August 2, 1886.%

A Woman Warrs ForR ME

Bgs, proofs, purities, delicacies, results, promulgations,
ommands, health, pride, the maternal mystery, the seminal milk,
'pﬁcs,': benefactions, bestowals, all the passions, loves, beanties,

._ehgﬁt:s: of the earth,

is own poems in its light. Whitman had no irony to speak of,
one tone of voice; but Laforgue saw no difficulty in using Whit-
n-ended lines of free verse to show off his own mastery of juxta-

o0f 1886. Even in translation, the ironies of diction come through:

Tue CoMING OF WINTER

Sentimental blockade! Cargoes due from the East!

Oh rainfall! Oh, nightfall!

Oh, wind!

Halloween, Christmas, and New Years

Oh; my smokestacks lost in the drizzle, all

My factory smokestacks!

Where can one sit? The park benches are dripping and wet;
Th_é:_éeason is over, [ can tell it’s true;

The woods are so rusty, the benches so dripping and wet,
nd the horns so insistent with their constant halloo!

Now is the time when rust invades the masses,
When the rust gnaws into the kilometric spleen
O telegraph wires on roads where no one passes.!

1e Coming of Winter” appeared in La Vogue on August 16, La-
rotie’s twenty-sixth birthday. A famous letter to Kahn went with it, de-
ribing his achievement with unconvincing nonchalance: “Roughly what
iext book] will look like is that piece on Winter I sent you. I forget
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irst- World War. T. S. Eliot not only didn’t think much of Whit-
1ce wrote, “I must say frankly that it seems to me you are
ir time in attempting to relate my work to that of Walt Whit-
1 this way. . . ”%* But Eliot did like Laforgue. He discovered him in
of Arthur Symons’s book, and mail-ordered his complete works
uring his junior year at Harvard. Eliot’s reading of Laforgue
r changed his style completely, sent him to Paris, and emanci-
m from the last traces of Victorian America’s genteel style. It may
e¢d him into a poet. Pound marveled that Eliot was the only
met:-who had “modernized himself on his own;” but if he had
it without Laforgue, it is unlikely he would have been anything
a professor of philosophy. When he married Vivienne Haigh-
her hastily in 1915, Eliot arranged for the little ceremony to be
e same Saint Barnabas Church on Addison Road, where he
ames of Jules and Leah Laforgue on the register.
‘aforgue was not more of a Modern than Rimbaud, or even
“he was at least less of a romantic. After he abandoned Sob of
7th, he embraced, as wholeheartedly as a modern mind can em-
anything, the failure of certainty—even subjective certainty. “Aux
oyens. Il 0’y a plus de raison!” as he wrote to Kahn—“To arms,
There is no more Reason.” Ambiguity is more than a style, and
¢ than an arttitude. It is the epistemological principle of Mod-
Emotions superimpose themselves in the minds of poets and suc-
‘other in the hearts of readers without predictability, logic, or
Modernism discovered that they cannot be rendered by rant,
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to rhyme, I forget the number of syllables, I forget to set it in stanza
the lines themselves begin in the margin just like prose. . . . And I'll nev
write poetry any different from what I'm writing now”* So he resigne
his post as reader, proposed marriage to Leah Lee, and returned to Pz
in September to become a great writer. In his luggage was the new boo
Fleurs de bonne volonté (Flowers of good will), a finished sheaf of poen
he was now systematically pulling apart and turning into free verse. -

Laforgue timed his return to full-time writing to coincide with hj
own banner year, but in 1886 it was a considerable risk for him to.q
his day job. Poetry paid no better then than it does now. La Vogue coul
not give him a paid column. La Revue indépendante, which went on'th
stands a bit before La Vogue folded in 1887, picked up some of the slac
It was edited by Edouard Dujardin, who had met Laforgue in Berlin
March 1886, and talked a lot about the relation between writing a
music. Laforgue sent him a few more of the poems he was revising fro;
the Flowers, plus the last of his Moral Tales, which Dujardin promise
to turn into a separate book. In December, he crossed the Channel in.
winter gale to meet Leah Lee in London; and on New Years Eve 1881
at Saint Barnabas Church in Addison Road, he married her, Before 1887
was out he and Leah were both dead of tuberculosis. Rimbaud survived
him by four years. s

Whitman was destined to survive them all. On April 14, 1887, asio
other 14ths of April since 1879, Whitman was at Cooper Union, in Ne
York City, giving his bread-and-butter public speech, “The Death:of
Abraham Lincoln,” accompanied as usual by a recitation of “Oh Captain
My Captain!” the only poem he had ever written in traditional form (an
just about the only one audiences had ever asked him to recite). At'th
end of the performance a young American joined the line to meet the ol
patriot, clutching a paper-covered book. Stuart Merrill had been born
Virginia, but in 1884 Merrill had graduated from the Paris lycée wher
Mallarmé taught English. Now he was a dropout from Columbia La
School, and an aspiring French poet. La Vogue had published one of hi
first poems, “Flite,” in May 1886, and the book in his hand was th
August 2 issue with Laforgue’s translation of “A Woman Waits for Me:
Awestruck, he offered it to Whitman, who beamed when he learned
“they have translated me into French.” He asked which poems Laforg
had translated. Merrill told him, “The Children of Adam” With a mis
chievous look, Whitman replied, “I was sure that a Frenchman would h
on that part.”* He had in fact given this section a French title to begi
with: “Enfans I’Adam.”

There is no getting around the fact that the French found Whitma
before the Americans did. Pound had a deep quarrel with Walt Whitman’
“barbaric yawp.”* Pound’s friend William Carlos Williams, who though
Whitman was the only American poet, didn’t discover him until just be
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