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R im baud and reality

R im b a u d  as a  p oe t  occup ies  a  u n iq u e  position in the  h is to ry  o f  F re n c h  
l i te r a tu re  a n d  w ith  his th eo ry  of’p oe try  he g rea t ly  in f luenced  no t only  the  
Sym bolis t  m o v e m e n t  o f  w h ic h  he w as one  o f  the  ch ie f  in i tia tors ,  b u t  all of 
c o n te m p o ra r y  poetry .

W h a t  m akes  his inf luence  all th e  m o re  a s to u n d in g  is th e  fact th a t  his poetic 
c a re e r  las ted  for a p p ro x im a te ly  fou r  shor t  years. H e  s ta r te d  w r i t in g  poe try  
a t  the  age  o f  sxteen a n d  a t  tw en ty  h a d  ren o u n c e d  poe try  for ever.

A r th u r  R i m b a u d  w as b o rn  on  20 O c to b e r  1854 in th e  sm all in d u s t r ia l  to w n  
o f  C har lev i l le ,  n e a r  th e  B elg ian  fron tier .  His fa ther ,  a professional soldier,  
h a d  a n  a d v e n tu r o u s  n a tu r e  a n d  soon found  life in a small to w n  in to lerab le .  
W h e n  R i m b a u d  was six y ears  o ld  his fa th e r  d ese r ted  his fam ily  a n d  the  
c h i ld re n  w ere  left to  be b r o u g h t  u p  by th e i r  m o th e r .  S he  w as very  s tr ic t  a n d  
the  severity  o f  th e  p o e t ’s u p b r in g in g ,  in w h ich  p iety  a n d  e c o n o m y  w ere  the  
g u id in g  p r inc ip les ,  p e rh a p s  exp la ins  his rebel l ion  aga in s t  th e  w o rld  o f  
n a r ro w  respec tab i l i ty  d u r in g  his adolescence.

A l th o u g h  he was a b r i l l ian t  scho la r  at school a n d  w on th e  “ C onco u rs  
g e n e ra l” o f  1869 w ith  som e L a t in  verses he wrote ,  he was co n s tan t ly  a t  w a r  
w ith  all fo rm s o f  a u th o r i t y ,  a n d  even  r a n  aw a y  from  h o m e  a c o u p le  o f  times. 
In  1870, for e x a m p le ,  he r a n  a w a y  to  P aris  bu t  h a d  to r e tu rn  h o m e  for w an t  
o f  m o ney .  O n  a n o th e r  occas ion  he  w a n d e re d  th r o u g h  F ra n c e  a n d  Belgium 
on  foot before  r e tu rn in g  to C h ar lev i l le  a n d  school. T h e  m e m o ry  o f  these 
e scap ad es  se rved  as in s p ira t io n  for m a n y  oi his e a r l ie r  poem s such  as Le 
Buffet. M a Bohenie a n d  Le Dormeur du Vat. .All these p oem s a re  expressions o f  
his in n o c en t  joy o f  life a n d  love o f  libert\' .

H a v in g  re a d  a n d  a d m i re d  th e  w ork  o f  Pau l \ 'e r la in e ,  R im b a u d ,  on  leaving 
school, d e c id c d  to  sen d  som e o f  his verse to  th e  o ld e r  poet.  H e  th e n  received 
an  in v i ta t io n  to  visit X’e r la in e  in Paris. T h e  two m e t  for first t im e  in 
S e p te m b e r  1871. X 'e i la ine  was la sc ina ted  by R i m b a u d ’s ta len t an d  
persona li ty .  T h e  upsho t  o f  th e  m ee t in g  was th a t  \ ’e r la ine  a b a n d o n e d  his 
w ile a n d  infant son a n d  vvandered oil u  ith R im b a u d  to Belgium a n d  London .

M )



T h e i r  life to g e th e r  was o ne  ol' d e b a u c h e ry  a n d  d ru nk enn ess .  All social 
co n v e n t io n s  a n d  laws w ere  t h r o w n  o v e rb o a r d  by th em . T h e i r  associa tion  
las ted  som e e ig h te e n  m o n th s  a n d  was cu t  sho r t  w h e n  \ ' e r l a i n e  fired a g u n  at 
R i m b a u d  in a  Brussels ho te l  a n d  w o u n d e d  h im  in the  wrist.  V 'erlaine was 
sen ten ced  to tw o  y ea rs ’ im p r i so n m e n t  a n d  R im b a u d  re tu rn e d  to C har lev i l le  
w h ere  he f in ished w r i t in g  Í 'ne snisori en enfer. Betw een S e p te m b e r  1874 a n d  
J u n e  1875 he  c o m p o s e d  his last poem s, w h ich  w ere  la te r  co llec ted  a n d  
p u b l i sh e d  u n d e r  th e  ú ú t  Illuminations. A fter  1875 he  s to p p ed  w r i t in g  poetry .

U n t i l  his d e a th  in 1879, R i m b a u d  c o n t in u e d  his ro v ing  exis tence, e n d in g  up  
in H a r a r ,  A byssin ia ,  v he re  he b e cam e  a t r a d e r  a n d  to a  c e r ta in  ex ten t  an  
explore r .  T h e  e x p lo re r  o f  th e  ideal th u s  b e c a m e  th e  a d v e n tu r e r  a n d  ex p lo re r  
o f  the  real. A  p a in fu l  t u m o u r  in his knee  forced h im  to re tu rn  to F ra n c e  
w h e re  his leg w as l a t e r  a m p u t a t e d .  H e  d ied  c n  10 N o v e m b e r  1891 a t  the  
H o sp ita l  o f  the  C o n c e p t io n  a t  Marseil le .

In p o e try  as in politics, R i m b a u d  was a rev o lu t io n a ry .  H e  w a n te d  to  be a  
ivyanl. a  seer, a  m a n  w h o  sees b ey o n d  rea l i ty  in to  th e  t r u e  n a tu r e  o f  th ings  
a n d  sell. It was his b e l ie f  th a t  th e  task o f  th e  poet is th e  search  for the  
u n k n o w n  a n d  th e  un d isco v e re d .  T h is  was th e n  also th e  reason  w hy  he 
a b a n d o n e d  h im se l f  to  every  fo rm  o f  physica l  a n d  m e n ta l  d e b a u c h e ry .  H e  
b e l i e \e d  th a t  by the  d e l ib e ra te  d is o rd e r in g  o f  th e  senses he  c ou ld  b eco m e  “ le 
s u p re m e  s a v a n t” — th e  s u p re m e  sage.

O n e  c a n  also see his excesses as th e  a c t io n  o f  a n  ado lo scen t  on  th e  b r in k  o f  life 
— w ho has no  p a t ie n c e ,  th en ,  to g a in  exp e r ie n c e  o f  life by degrees. H e  h a d  to 
sn a tch  a t  e v e ry th in g  — ex p e r ien ce ,  kn ow led ge ,  u n d e r s ta n d in g  — even  if it 
m e a n t  d es t ro y in g  h im se lf  in th e  process.

R i m b a u d  c o m p le te d  th e  S ym bol is t  revolt agains t  th e  t r a d i t io n a l  versif ica­
t ion  o f  the  P a rn as s ia n s ,  w h ich  B a u d e la i re  h a d  s ta r ted .  In  his p o e try  he 
m akes  use o f  im p a r i sy l l a b ic  lines (u n ev en  n u m b e r s  o f  syllables) a n d  often  
mixes lines o f  d if fe ren t lengths.  H e  often  t rea ts  rhs me w ith  the  sam e 
ind iffe rence ,  in s e r t in g  lines o f  b la n k  verse in b e tw e e n  o rd in a ry  rh y m e  
p a t te rn s .  Illuminations, for e x a m p le ,  is a collection  ol prose poems.

R i m b a u d  o ften  ach iev es  his effect by p i l ing  u p  im ages  w h ic h  a re  b o th  
u n e x p e c te d  a n d  s tr ik ing .  In  this  w ay  he  succeeds in evok in g  in his r e a d e r  the  
sam e  sen t im en ts  t h a t  he  ex p e r ie n c e d  himself.  His im ages a re  m a in ly  visual.  
In  c o n t r a s t  w i th  V 'er la ine  his p e rc e p t io n s  a re  not p r i tn a r i ly  a u ra l  a n d  his 
p o e t r \  th ere fo re  lacks the  m us ica l i t \  w h ich  one  finds in V e r la in e ’s work.
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As a l r e a d y  m e n t io n e d ,  this p o e m  w as w r i t te n  e a r ly  in R i m b a u d ’s career ,  
a l t e r  o ne  o f  his h a b i t u a l  fl ights from  hom e. The p o e m  is a  r e g u la r  sonnet 
consis ting  o f  an  o c tav e  a n d  a sestet a n d  has a reg u la r  rh y m e  scheme.

T h e  first q u a t r a in  o f  this sonn e t  p resen ts  th e  v a g a b o n d  poet. T h e  rov ing  
c h a r a c t e r  o f  th e  poe t is s t ro ng ly  u n d e r l in e d  by the  use o f  th e  indefin i te  verb. 
" J e  m 'e n  a lla is”  evokes th e  im press ion  of a repe t i t ive  ac tion ,  o f  his 
h ab i tu a l ly  se t t ing  o i l  to  n o w h e re  in p a r t ic u la r .  T h is  indeed  is escape  from 
e v e ry th in g  th a t  restricts  his f reedom .

F ro m  th e  very  first l ine we h av e  th e  s tr ik ing  im a g e  o f a  t r a m p ,  c h a rac te r iz ed  
onlv  by his sh a b b y  co a t  w i th  its t a t t e r e d  pocke ts  — so th r e a d b a r e  th a t  it 
becom es a lm o st  in tang ib le .  T h is  v a g a b o n d  lives abo ve  th e  o rd in a ry  w orld  
a n d  has no  use for m u n d a n e  th in gs  such as clothes. His a t t i t u d e  is insoucian t 
a n d  th e  to n e  o f  th e  w h o le  p o em  is o n e  o f  b a n t e r  a n d  playfulness. His poverty  
does not b o th e r  h im , b u t  is in fact a  p re re q u is i te  for t r a n q u i l i ty  a n d  freedom  
of  spirit.

T h e  w o rd  “ id é a l” in th e  th i r d  line lau n ch e s  the  e lem en t  o f  fantasy  w h ich  he 
m en t io n s  in his sub- ti t le .  “J ’allais sous le c ie l” , seems to dismiss all o th e r  
aspects o f  n a tu r e  from  th e  m i n d ’s eye. T h e  poet finds him self  a lone  u n d e r  the  
w ide  ex p a n se  o f  th e  sky. T h is  im a g e  u n d e r l in e s  th e  w o n d e r fu l  feeling of 
freedo m  th a t  he is ex p e r ie n c in g  a n d  h is joy  a t  b e ing  ab le  to  do  w h a t  he really  
wants: to  be  th e  faithful follower o f  the  Muse.

T h e  a rc h a ic  w o rd  “ fea l”  evokes th e  m ed iev a l  t r o u b a d o u rs ,  them selves 
w a n d e re rs ,  s ing in g  th e i r  songs from  c o u r t  to  co u r t ,  a n d  d ra w s  to g e th e r  the  
im ag e  o f  th e  t r a m p  a n d  the  ro m a n t ic iz e d  figure o f  a k n ig h t -e r r a n t  serving 
his mistress.

But the  R i m b a u d  w h o  jeers a t  all g ra n d i lo q u e n c e  a n d  refuses to  take  him self  
seriousK’, exclaims:

" O h !  lá lá! q u e  d ’am o u r s  sp lendides  j ’ai rêvées!”

T iie  c h a n g e  o f  tense in this  line suggests a s l ightly  o ld e r  poet looking  back  on 
the  a sp i ra t io n s  o f  his y o u n g e r  self, in  s tark  co n tra s t  to these sp len d id  fancies, 
the  poet recalls reality:

" M o n  u n iq u e  cu lo t te  avail  un  large t r o u ” (1. 5).
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In  the  p o e t ’s m in d ,  w a n d e r in g  s l ightly  p e rh a p s  as th e  result o f  h u n g e r ,  he 
b ecom es  th e  lost T o m  T h u m b  w h o  in s tead  o f  peb b le s  o r  c ru m b s  leaves a 
tra il  o f  verse b e h in d  h im . T h e  w o rd  “ é g ren a is”  also suggests th e  facili ty w ith  
w hich  he  com po ses  his rhym es.

T h e  e n j a m b m e n t  in lines 6 a n d  7, w i th h o ld s  th e  d irec t  ob jec t  “ Des r im es” 
w h ich  gives a s u rp r i s in g  twist to  th e  m e t a p h o r  a n d  also un d e r l in e s  th e  fact 
th a t  this  a d o le s c e n t  t r a m p i n g  a lo n g  th e  roads  possesses so m e th in g  w o r th  far 
m o re  th a n  all th e  treasu res  o f  th e  world: his poetry .

T h a n k s  to  his w o n d e r fu l  gift he  c a n  ov e rc o m e  h u n g e r  a n d  fa t igue  a n d  
t r a n s p o r t  h im se l f  to  a n  id t a l  w orld .  H e  no lo n g e r  w alks th e  e a r th  b u t  finds 
h im se lf  in th e  sky re s t in g  in a n  in n  w h ich  is p ecu lia r ly  his ow n: ‘'M o n  
a u b e rg e  . . .” , ' ‘m es  é to i les . . .” . O n c e  ag a in  he  is e m p h a s iz in g  his w ea l th  in 
spite o f  his a p p a r e n t  poverty .

R i m b a u d 's  l ingu is tic  inven t iveness  is c lea r ly  i l lu s tra ted  in th e  synaes thes ia  
o f  the  e ig h th  line:

"... M es étoiles au  ciel av a ie n t  u n  d o u x  fro u -fro u” .

H e re  th e  s h in in g  q u a l i ty  ol the  s tars  becom es a  so un d  — the  rustle  o f  silk — 
u  h ich  in tu r n  is sugges ted  by th e  o n o m a to p o e ic  w ord  “ frou -frou ” .

The p ic tu re  o f  th e  v a g a b o n d  poet is c o n t in u e d  in th e  first te rce l  o f  th e  sestet. 
T h e  rh \  th m  c h a n g e s ,  h o w ev er ,  a n d  becom e s  slower. T h e  poe t is no  lon ger  
s tro ll ing  a lo n g  j a u n t i l y  b u t  is sea ted  by th e  w ayside , c o n te m p la t in g  the  
b eau ti fu l  even ing .

O n c e  a g a in  R i m b a u d  uses tw o  h ac k n ey ed  poetic  images, th a t  o f  d e w  as the  
gen tle  su s te n a n c e  from  h e a v e n ,  a n d  th a t  o f  the  poe t 's  b row , a n d  gives th e m  
a p ic tu r e s q u e  tw ist to  c r e a te  a n  en t i re ly  n ew  a n d  I'resh im age. In  keep ing  
w ith  th e  idea  o f  a n  inn  w h e re  he  is resting, the  dew  on  his fo reh ead  becom es a 
w ine  w h ich  in v ig o ra te s  his w ho le  body. In  this w ay  poetic  in sp ira t io n  
becom es a phys ica l  sensation ,  a n d  th e  ab s t ra c t  assumes co n c re te  shape.

But this vis ion o f  th e  poe t s i t t ing  by th e  ro ad s id e  is too c o n v e n t io n a l  for 
R im b a u d .  H e  su b s t i tu te s  for it a  c a r i c a tu r e  w h ich  is bo th  p ro v o ca t iv e  o f  
l a u g h te r  a n d  sad . In  th e  ab sen ce  o f  a  rea l K re ,  th e  fjoet uses the  e las tic  o f  his 
shoe to m a k e  m u s ic  w i th  w h ich  to  a c c o m p a n y  his rhym es. In using  the  
o b je c t i \ e  "b le ssés !” to  desc r ibe  his shoes, he is once  ag :ú n  ju x tap os in g  the  
su b l im e  a n d  th e  r id icu lous .  In s te ad  ol his h a n d  ovei his h e a r t ,  as is 
cu s to m a ry  w ith  t r o u b a d o u r s ,  th e  poei sings his song with  his foot aga in s t  his 
hea r t  I
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T h e  p ic tu r e  o f  th e  p o e t  in this  h igh ly  im p ro b a b le  a n d  u n c o m io r ta b le  
posi t ion  is also a  v iew  o f  p o e try  w h ich  is c lea rly  self-mocking. W e  c a n  
p e rh a p s  find a n  im p lic i t  c r i t ic ism  o f  ro m a n t ic ism  in this  p ic tu re  he  creates. 
H e irony sweeps aw a y  em o t io n  a n d  th e  ideal is rep laced  by th e  real .

In  this p o em  w h e re  fan tasy  a n d  rea l ism  a re  closely in te rm in g led  we find a 
good e x a m p le  o f  R i m b a u d ’s poe t ic  style. T h e  ru d e  c o n ta c t  w ith  a  rea l i ty  
w h ic h  has b een  sh o rn  o f  all  a d o r n m e n t  in  R i m b a u d ’s case does no t  s tu n t  
in sp ira t io n  b u t  r a t h e r  en co u ra g e s  his flight in to  th e  ideal world.
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