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TRANSLATOR’S INTRODUCTION

Baudelaire, in his last years, planned a new (“augmented”) edition of The Flowers of Evil and, as “pendant” to that work, a volume of “little poems in prose.” He did not live to see fulfilled either of these projects. The third edition of The Flowers of Evil came out the year after his death, as volume one of Complete Works; a year later (1869) volume four of this posthumous omnibus included the prose poems. For neither collection had Baudelaire left very precise instructions (in spite of various lists) and the contents for both were arranged by the editors.

In 1863 he had written the publisher Hetzel (most famous now for the big red hardbacks of Jules Verne) that Paris Spleen would contain a hundred poems — of which he was still, he said, thirty short. In his remains were found only the fifty offered here.

He had published prose poems as early as 1855 (two years before the first — condemned — edition of The Flowers of Evil), so the book was not a sudden new idea. In a rare case he had rewritten a prose poem in verse; more often (but not really often) redone a verse poem into prose. Some poets write drafts in prose, then work them into verse. This was not Baudelaire’s practice.

POETRY, PROSE, VERSE

‘Prose’ in the phrase ‘prose and poetry’ has not the same meaning as ‘prose’ when opposed to ‘verse.’ We have in English, as Eliot noted decades ago, three words: prose, poetry, and verse — where we need four. The culprit is ‘prose.’ The same problem exists in French.

To distinguish prose from verse is easy: The basic element of prose is the sentence; that of verse, the line.

Baudelaire had no reason to question that he was writing poetry, for which I am not about to hazard a definition. After all, The Flowers of Evil was known to be a book of poems (its morality was argued, never its genre), and Paris Spleen he intended not to break with, but to continue, that work. The change from earlier to later was not poetry-to-prose but specifically verse-to-prose.

THE TITLE

The title adopted for the posthumous printing, Little Poems in Prose, which makes this perfectly clear, is a phrase the author had used for the collection he was working towards, but used descriptively, not as a title. Titles he had aplenty, such as Nocturnal Poems, Evening Twilight, The Solitary Walker, even Lycanthropic Poems — plus the one he came closest to having settled on, Paris Spleen.

Impossible not to notice how this last calls up the largest section of The Flowers of Evil, “Spleen and Ideal,” how in fact it seems to emphasize the melancholic spleen by dismissing the blissful ideal. And if this is taken as tendency, rather than as a strict rule, it is to the point. “Here again,” he also wrote, “is The Flowers of Evil, but much freer, more detailed, and with more raillery.”

Raillery (his word is raillerie, which the English word comes from) is not lacking in the verse poems, but in the prose poems is more obvious and more pungent. Here the snarl of satire and its nasty laughter are closer to the surface. Breton dug into these pages for his famous anthology of “black humor.”

WHY?

If he was continuing the poetry of The Flowers of Evil, why did he move gradually from verse to prose?

On one level this is a silly question, suggesting the obvious answer, “Because he wanted to.” A not entirely silly answer, since artists often need a change somewhere along. Not a complete change, which is rare (and sometimes catastrophic), but some difference in the doing. In Baudelaire’s case, having worked through two versions of The Flowers of Evil (the first having been condemned), the next book of poems would not likely try for absolutely the same thing.

But we might speculate a little.

Literary language always veers off to some extent from everyday, and other, modes of speech. In French literature (probably in most literatures), the veer is greater than in English. Until recently a French novel would be expected to use a verb tense never heard in conversation, and the meter (along with the pronunciation) of verse was highly formalized. Neither of these conventions has altogether disappeared.

Rhyme is much more important to French verse than to English (our most famous plays and our greatest epic being in blank verse — something practically unknown in French letters). French rhymes are technically classed as poor, sufficient, or rich, depending on how many elements are involved. A rime riche has the same consonants as well as the identical vowel (which, in English, would destroy the rhyme: for us, ‘hole’ does not rhyme with ‘whole’ or ‘hale’ with ‘inhale’).

And it so happens that in the eighteen-forties (Baudelaire then in his twenties and already working on poems for his coming book) there was intense engagement in extending or tightening the already rather strict rules of prosody, including those of rhyme. Only rich rhymes, for instance, were really respected. This growing movement, not yet named, would come to be called “Parnassus.”

The poems in The Flowers of Evil are in various classical meters and they rhyme in the classical manner. They more or less keep up with the new emphasis on rich rhyme. But his rhymes, in the fury of the fad, could be (and sometimes were) read as banal. It was noted, for instance, that he tended to repeat rhymes: ténèbre / funèbre is a rich rhyme but in Les Fleurs du mal it appears in at least ten poems. And lustre / illustre is in several poems, and — though rich — was a rhyme considered “commonplace.”

His book has survived such disparagement, but at the time, Baudelaire can hardly have appreciated what he must have taken as petty criticism. It could be (I have no real evidence) that the notion of simply walking away from such tiresome over-regulation, moving into a medium still free of managers, was appealing.

But what was it he was walking into?

THE POEM IN PROSE

“Which of us,” he asks a friend and fellow poet in the dedicatory epistle you will find by turning a few pages, “has not . . . dreamt the miracle of a poetic prose, musical without rhythm or rhyme . . . ?” (The letter, by the way, was written to go with a group of twenty of these prose poems in a review of 1862, edited by Houssaye, later attached to the posthumous edition.)

By “rhythm” he means, of course, meter, a paradigm of rhythm. He does want the work to be “musical,” its prose to be “poetic.” Since there are some who suppose a prose poem less “genuine” (whatever that means) or “easier to write” than a poem in verse, I can only admit that to me every attempt at beauty seems infinitely difficult and all great art is “miracle.”

To get a feel for the difference, and the similarity, between the verse of The Flowers of Evil and the prose of Paris Spleen, look (preferably in the original) at “Invitation to the Voyage” in the two books. I make no suggestion that one is better than the other.

Several models for Baudelaire’s prose poetry might easily be brought up, such as “The Centaur” of Maurice de Guérin or something from Alphonse Rabbe’s Album of a Pessimist. Or certain pieces by Poe that Baudelaire himself had translated: “Shadow — A Parable” or “Silence — A Fable.” And even Eureka, which Poe himself had called a “prose poem.” But, as you will notice from the same letter to Houssaye, Baudelaire specifies his model.

ALOYSIUS BERTRAND

Accounts of Aloysius Bertrand’s life (born 1807 as Louis Bertrand) are weighed down with sickness, poverty, lost jobs, unaccepted work. A play was hissed (in Dijon, not Paris), a later play rejected under three different changes of title. The year after Bertrand’s death in 1841, his book of prose poems, Gaspard de la Nuit, written over a period of years, was published, but hardly noticed, the introduction by Sainte-Beuve no doubt responsible for what meager attention it got. The most recent edition I have seen of Gaspard calls Bertrand the “incontestable inventor of the French prose poem.”

The book has, for our concern, an important sub-title, Fantasies in the Manner of Rembrandt and Callot, a slightly altered crib from E. T. A. Hoffmann’s title for a collection of stories, Fantasy Pieces in Callot’s Manner. Hoffmann, composer as well as writer and painter, was using the term fantasy as musicians do: sonata, fugue, waltz . . . all such labels indicate some predetermined structure (as does meter, as does rhyme . . .), whereas a fantasy has no set pattern, but is determined by its own internal development.

Both Hoffmann and Bertrand give a bow to the seventeenth-century artist Jacques Callot, probably to warn readers of grotesqueries they will encounter. Bertrand adds (for balance, we may suppose) the name Rembrandt.

Since much Baudelaire criticism seems to sell Bertrand short, let me say at once that I think Gaspard de la Nuit a wonderful book. It is, in Baudelaire’s phrase, “singularly different” from his own poems. But that is no reason to deny that it helped Baudelaire settle on what his own poems in prose might be.

The third book of Gaspard (“The Night and Its Marvels”) is a series of eleven poems on death in which death is presented with as much raillery as anything in Paris Spleen. Scarbo, the disgusting dwarf psychopomp, presumably gets his name from escarbot, slang for a dung-beetle.

Scarbo

“Dying, whether absolved or damned,” murmured Scarbo in my ear this night, “your winding sheet will be a spider’s web, and I will bury in it, along with you, the spider.”

“Oh,” I made reply, eyes red with weeping, “give me at least, for shroud, an aspen leaf, to cradle me in the lake’s breath.”

“No!” cried the dwarf in mockery [le nain railleur], “but you can be fodder for snails who, evenings, hunt flies blinded by the setting sun.”

“Would you prefer then,” I continued, still in tears, “would you prefer me to be sucked up by a tarantula’s elephantine trunk?”

“Well all right,” he said then, “console yourself: with gold-speckled snakeskin I will wrap you like a mummy,

“And from where I deposit you, propped upright against a wall in the dark crypt of Saint Benign, you will be able to hear at leisure the wailing of babies in Limbo.”

AND AFTER?

For half a century, French prose poems clearly echo those of Baudelaire. (With exceptions, such as the lovely chinoiserie of Judith Gautier’s Book of Jade, in versets, published the year of Baudelaire’s death. Or, of course, the unique prose epic Songs of Maldoror.)

And not just the French: Oscar Wilde and Turgenev are in the vein (Yeats considered the style of Wilde’s prose poems affected).

Mallarmé, after reading the twenty prose poems Baudelaire published in 1862, answered two years later with a couple of his own — dedicated “to Charles Baudelaire” (who, note, was still alive). By his 1897 collection Divagations, these had grown into a group of thirteen prose poems, labeled “Anecdotes or Poems.”

This is one of those dedicated to Baudelaire, but in its final version:

Autumn Complaint

Since Maria left me for another star — which? Orion? Altair? you, green Venus? — I’ve always cherished solitude. Such long days I have passed, alone with my cat. By alone I mean without a material other, my cat being mystical companion, a spirit. So I may say that I have passed long days alone with my cat and, alone, with one of the last authors of the Latin decadence; for since my lucent being is no more, I have loved strangely and peculiarly all that is suggested in the word fall. My favorite time of year is the last languid days of summer, the cusp of autumn — and of the day, my hour of stroll while the sun hesitates before disappearing, its rays brazen on gray walls and on windows coppery. In literature likewise, my spirit’s voluptuous insistence remains in the poetic death-throes of Rome’s last moments — but stopping short of any whiff of Barbarian rejuvenescence, and no jabbered childish Latin of earlier Christian prose.

I was reading one of those dear poems (whose gross makeup charms me more than youth’s rosy cheeks), running my hand through a fur purely animal, when below my window an organ-grinder sang out with languor and melancholy. He played in the lane lined with poplars, whose leaves now seem sad to me even in spring, since Maria, decked with candles, passed her last time that way. Instrument, truly, of the sad: the piano sparkles, the violin illuminates strings torn, but that hurdy-gurdy, in memorial twilight, dragged me into desperate dreams. Murmuring now a joyously vulgar air, making merry suburban hearts, a tune out of date and banal: how could its recurrences reach my soul to make me weep, like some romantic ballad? I savored it slowly and threw no coin from the window, for fear I might do something mad, or might find that the instrument was not singing alone.

And I will only mention here the best known of Paris Spleen’s offspring, the Illuminations of Rimbaud and A Season in Hell. Vastly influential they have been; among the Modernists, their influence in some ways eclipsing that of Baudelaire’s.

In France the prose poem, after Reverdy and Max Jacob, becomes omnipresent. And American poets, in recent years, seem to have gotten the idea.
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FOR ARSÉNE HOUSSAYE

Dear friend, I send you a work no one can claim not to make head or tail of, since, on the contrary, there is at once both tail and head, alternating and reciprocal. Consider, I beg you, how admirably convenient this combination makes it for each and all — you, me, the reader. We may stop whenever we like, I my daydream, you the manuscript, the reader his reading — whose stubborn will I would not hold to the unbroken thread of some superfluous plot. Cut out any vertebra and the two pieces of this serpentine fantasy will easily rejoin. Chop it into many fragments and you will see how each is able to exist apart. Hoping some of these stumps will be lively enough to please and amuse you, I make bold to dedicate to you the entire snake.

I’ve a small confession to admit to you. In leafing through, for at least the twentieth time, the famous Gaspard de la Nuit of Aloysius Bertrand (a book known to you and to me and to a few of our friends, don’t we have the right to call it famous?) that the idea came to me to try something analogous, applying to the description of modern life — or, rather, to a certain modern and more abstract life — the procedure he applied in painting a life long gone, strangely picturesque.

Which of us has not, in his ambitious days, dreamt the miracle of a poetic prose, musical without rhythm or rhyme, supple enough and striking enough to suit lyrical movements of the soul, undulations of reverie, the flip-flops of consciousness.

Above all, it’s from being in crowded towns, from the criss-cross of their innumerable ways, that this obsessive ideal is born. Have you yourself, dear friend, not attempted to translate into song the strident cry of the Glazier,1 and to express in a lyric prose all the distressing possibilities his cry sends even to the dormers through the street’s upmost haze?

But, truly, I’m afraid my jealousy has not ended happily. The work hardly begun, I realized that not only did I remain far below my mysterious and brilliant model, but also that I had made something (if this can be called something) singularly different, mischance anyone else would doubtless brag about, but which profoundly humiliates a mind that considers the poet’s highest honor to have accomplished just what he proposed to do.

Your most affectionate,
C. B.

1. Houssaye’s “La Chanson du Vitrier” is in prose.


I
The Stranger

Whom do you love best? do tell, you enigma: your father? your mother, sister, brother?

— I have no father, no mother, neither sister nor brother.

— Your friends?

— That is a word I’ve never understood.

— Your country?

— I don’t know at what latitude to look for it.

— Beauty?

— Immortal goddess, I would gladly love her.

— Gold?

— I hate it as much as you hate God.

— Well then, you puzzling stranger, what do you love?

— I love clouds . . . clouds that go by . . . out there . . . over there . . . marvelous clouds!


II
An Old Woman’s Despair

The shrunken little old woman rejoiced to see such a pretty infant whom everybody was making over, whom everyone tried to please; this pretty thing, as fragile as she, the little old woman, and, again like her, short on teeth and hair.

So she came closer, wanting to give babyish laughs and make appropriate faces.

But the terror-stricken infant writhed under the caresses of the decrepit old woman and filled the house with howls.

So the old woman retired into her eternal solitude, crying in a corner, saying: — “Ah, we unhappy old females, past the age of pleasing, even pleasing these innocents; and we horrify the little ones whom we would love.”


III
The Artist’s Confiteor 2

How the close of an autumn day pierces! Pierces to the point of pain, for delightful sensations, though vague, may be intense, and there is no sharper pang than that of Infinity.

What greater delight than for the eye to drown in the immensity of sky and sea! Solitude, silence, incomparably chaste blue, on the horizon a tiny sail quivering which, by its smallness and isolation, resembles my irredeemable existence, monotonous melody of the sea swell — all these things think through me, or I think through them (for, in the grandeur of reverie, the I is soon lost); they think, I say, but musically and picturesquely, without quibble, without syllogism, without deduction.

These thoughts, whether from inside me or from external things, soon become too intense. Voluptuous energy creates uneasiness and positive suffering. My overtense nerves then give out only peevish and painful vibrations.

And now the depth of sky is appalling; its clarity exasperates me. I find the indifference of the sea, the immutability of the spectacle, revolting . . . Ah! must I suffer eternally, or else eternally flee the beautiful? Nature, pitiless enchantress, always victorious rival, let me go! Tempt no more my desires and my pride! Study of the beautiful is a duel in which the artist cries out in fear, before being bested.

2. The confiteor is a liturgical form (beginning, literally, I confess) acknowledging sinfulness and requesting mercy.


IV
A Joker

Explosive New Year’s Day: chaos of mud and snow, criss-crossed by a thousand carriages, sparkling with toys and toffee, crawling with greed and despair, standard delirium of a metropolis, made to disturb the brain of the sturdiest solitary.

In the midst of bohu and din, a donkey trotted briskly, hard pressed by a rascal with a whip.

As the donkey came to turn a corner, a gentleman, gloved, polished, imprisoned in cruel necktie and spanking new duds, bowed ceremoniously to the humble beast and, doffing his hat, addressed it, “All the best for you in the new year,” turning then to I know not what companions with a fatuous air, as if praying them to approve his own satisfaction.

The donkey, oblivious to this high-class joker, continued its trek as duty directed.

For my part, I was taken suddenly with an incommensurate rage against this ostentatious imbecile, who seemed to me to concentrate in himself the whole spirit of France.


V
Double Bedroom

A room resembling a reverie, a room truly spiritual, stagnant atmosphere in soft pink and blue tints.

There the soul bathes idly, scented with regret and desire. — Something crepuscular, bluish and rose pink; voluptuous dream during an eclipse.

The furnishings are elongated, prostrate, languid. The furniture seems to dream; suggesting somnambulistic life, vegetable or mineral. The upholstery speaks a mute language, like flowers, like skies, like setting suns.

On the wall, no artistic abomination. Compared to pure dream, unanalyzed impression, an art made definite — positive art — is blasphemy. Here, everything has just enough clarity, and the delicious obscurity of harmony.

Hints of a choice and exquisite scent mingled with air lightly humid swim in this atmosphere, where slumbering spirit is rocked by hot-house sensations.

Muslin rains down abundantly over the windows and around the bed in snowy cascade. Within this bed is ensconced the Idol, queen of dreams. But how did she come there? Who brought her? what magic potency set her upon this throne of voluptuous reverie? Well never mind: there she is! I recognize her.

There indeed, those eyes whose flame travels the twilight; subtle and terrible organs of sight familiar to me from their fearsome malice. They call to, they beat down, they devour foolhardy focus fixed on them. I have made long study of those dark stars which excite curiosity and admiration.

To what benevolent demon do I owe being thus set about with mystery, silence, peace and perfumes? What beatitude! what we ordinarily call life, even when it expands most happily, has nothing in common with this supreme life that I now know and that I savor, minute by minute, second by second.

But no! there are no longer minutes, no longer seconds. Time has disappeared; it is Eternity that reigns, an eternity of delight!

But then there’s a terrible loud knock at the door and, as in hellish dreams, I feel a pickax in my gut.

Then enter a Specter: a bailiff come to torture me with legal matters; a notorious trollop bitching about money and loading her life’s trivialities on top of my own troubles; or maybe even an editorial guttersnipe demanding another installment of some manuscript.

The paradisal room, the idol, the queen of dreams, the Sylphide, as the great René calls her,3 all this magic has vanished with the Specter’s brutal blow.

Horrors! I remember. I remember! Yes! this hole-in-the-wall, this abode of eternal ennui, is mine. Pieces of furniture, stupid, musty, broken down; the fire unlit, emberless, fouled with spit; sad windows where rain has cut furrows in the dirt; manuscripts crossed out or unfinished; an almanac with a penciled check on dates to be careful of.

The other-worldly scent, in which I tippled with a practiced sensibility, is, alas! replaced by the fetid odor of tobacco mixed with a species of evil-smelling mildew. One breathes in rancid desolation.

In this shrunken world, so full of disgust, a single object attracts me: the vial of laudanum; old and terrible lover; like all lovers, alas, fertile in caresses and betrayal.

Oh! yes! Time has reappeared; Time reigns absolute now; and with that hideous old character has come his devilish retinue of Memories, Regrets, Convulsions, Fears, Anguish, Nightmare, Rage, Neurosis.

I swear that now the seconds are strongly, solemnly accentuated and each, flying off the clock, cries, “I am Life insupportable. I am implacable Life.”

There is only one single Second in human life with the mission of announcing good news, the good news that causes for each of us an inexplicable fear.

Yes! Time reigns, recovering his brutal dictatorship. And he drives me as if I were an ox, with his double goad. — “Gee up! ass! sweat, you slave! damn you! Live!”

3. The elemental called a sylphide is a spirit of air. The reference here is to a loved adolescent girl imagined by Chateaubriand (the ‘great René’).


VI
To Each His Chimæra

Under a wide gray sky, in a great dusty plain, pathless, grassless, without so much as a thistle or a nettle, I came across some men walking, their shoulders bent.

Each carried on his back an enormous Chimæra, heavy as a sack of flour or charcoal, or a Roman foot-soldier’s pack.

But the monstrous beast was no dead weight; on the contrary, it enveloped and mauled its man with supple and powerful muscles; scratching with two enormous claws the chest of its mount. And its fabulous head surmounted the man’s, like one of those horrible helmets ancient warriors wore, hoping to increase the terror of their foes.

I questioned one of these men and asked him where they were going. He told me he didn’t know, nor did the others; but obviously they were going somewhere, since they were driven by an invincible need to go.

Curious to note: none of these travelers seemed annoyed by the fierce beast hanging at his neck and attached to his back; one must suppose he considered it a part of himself. All these faces, tired and serious, betrayed no despair; under the splenetic cupola of sky, feet sunk in the dust of a soil every bit as desolate as the sky, they trudged on, with the resigned faces of those condemned forever to hope.

And the cortege passed by me and sank into the atmosphere at the horizon, where the planet’s rounded surface renders it unavailable to human curiosity.

And for a few moments I persisted in trying to solve the mystery; but soon irresistible Indifference came over me, and I was more heavily burdened with it than they by their crushing Chimæras.


VII
The Fool and Venus

What a fine day! The vast park swoons under the burning eye of the sun, like youth under Love’s dominion.

The universal ecstasy of things no sound expresses; the waters themselves as if put to sleep. Quite other than with human celebrations: here the orgy is silent.

It would seem that light increasing steadily makes objects sparkle more and more; that flowers in their excitement burn with desire to pit their colors against the blue of the sky; and that heat, rendering their scent visible, lifts them starward like smoke.

But in this universal enjoyment, I noticed one unblessed being.

At the feet of a colossal Venus, one of those made-up fools (voluntary buffoons employed in getting kings to laugh when overtaken by Remorse or Ennui, all tricked out in a loud and ridiculous costume, capped with horns and bells) crouching down against the pedestal, lifted his tear-filled eyes towards the immortal Goddess.

And his eyes said: — “I am the last and the most solitary of human beings, deprived of love and friendship, lower in that respect than the most imperfect animal. Nevertheless, I too am made so as to comprehend and appreciate immortal Beauty! Ah! Goddess! have pity on my sorrow, on my folly!”

But implacable Venus gazes yonder towards who knows what with her eyes of marble.


VIII
Dog and Flask

“ — My beautiful dog, good dog, dear bow-wow, come closer and sniff an excellent perfume, purchased at the best scent shop in town.”

And the dog, wagging his tail, which I suppose, in these poor creatures, the sign corresponding to laugh and to smile, approaches and, curious, puts his moist nose to the unstoppered flask; after which, drawing back in fright, barks at me, clearly a reproach.

“ — Ah! wretched dog, if I had offered you a bundle of excrement, you would have sniffed its scent with delight and perhaps devoured it. So you too, unworthy companion of my sad life, you are like the public, to whom one must not present the delicate perfumes which exasperate them, but carefully selected crap.”


IX
The Bad Glazier

There are natures purely contemplative, completely unsuited for action, who nevertheless, under mysterious unknown impulses, act sometimes with a rapidity of which they would suppose themselves incapable.

Those for instance who, afraid their concierge may have bad news for them, pace an hour timorously before daring to go in; those who hold letters for two weeks before opening them, or wait six months to take some step that has been immediately necessary for a year already — but sometimes abruptly feel precipitated into action by an irresistible force, like an arrow leaving the bow. Moralists and doctors, who claim to know everything, fail to explain from whence so sudden a mad energy comes to these lazy, voluptuous souls and why, incapable of the simplest and most necessary things, they find at certain moments a spurt of first class courage to execute the most absurd and even most dangerous actions.

A friend of mine, as harmless a dreamer as ever was, one day set a forest on fire, in order to see, he said, if a fire would catch as easily as generally claimed. Ten times the experiment failed; but the eleventh it was all too successful.

Another lit a cigar next to a powder keg, to see, to see if, to tempt fate, to force himself to prove his own energy, to gamble, to feel the pleasures of anxiety, for nothing, caprice, to kill time.

This sort of energy springs from ennui and reverie; and those in whom it so unexpectedly appears are in general, as I have said, the most indolent and dreamy of mortals.

Another, timid to the extent of lowering his eyes before anybody’s gaze, to the point of having to pull together his poor will to enter a café or go past the ticket office of a theater (where the managers seem to him invested with the majesty of Minos, of Aeacus and of Rhadamanthus) will all of a sudden fall on the neck of some geezer and embrace him enthusiastically, to the astonishment of passers-by.

Why? Because . . . because of an irresistibly sympathetic physiognomy? Maybe, but we may well suppose that he himself has no idea.

More than once I have been victim to these crises, these outbursts, that give some authority to the notion that malicious Demons slip into us and make us unwittingly accomplish their most absurd wishes.

One morning I got up on the wrong side, dejected, worn out from idleness, driven it seemed to me to perform some grand, some brilliant action. And, alas! I opened the window.

(Please note that the urge to practical jokes, in certain persons, the result neither of work nor planning, but of mere chance inspiration, belongs largely, even if only through the eagerness of desire, to that temper — hysterical according to doctors; by rather better minds than a doctor’s, satanic — which drives us irresistibly towards a host of dangerous or indecent acts.)

The first person I noticed in the street was a glazier whose cry, piercing, discordant, came up to me through the oppressive and dirty Parisian atmosphere. Impossible for me to say why this poor fellow roused in me a hatred as sudden as despotic.

“ — Hey there!” and I yelled for him to come up, meanwhile reflecting, not without amusement, that, my room being on the sixth floor and the stairs very narrow, the man would find it difficult to effect his ascent, to maneuver at certain spots the corners of his fragile merchandise.

Finally he appeared: I examined curiously all his glass and said to him: “What? you have no colored glass? pink, red, blue glass, magical glass, the glass of paradise? Shameful! you dare promenade this poor district and you don’t even have glass to suggest a better life!” And I pushed him smartly towards the staircase where he stumbled growling.

I went to the balcony, picked up a little pot of flowers, and when the man came out of the door below, I let my war machine fall straight down, onto the edge of his hooks. The shock sending him over backwards, he smashed under his back the whole petty fortune he carried, from which burst the sound of a crystal palace shattered by a bolt of lightning.

And, drunk with my folly, I shouted at him, madly, “The beauty of life! the beauty of life!”

These nervous pleasantries are not without danger, and sometimes quite costly. But what’s an eternity of damnation to one who has found in such an instant infinite satisfaction?


X
One A.M.

Finally! Alone! No longer hearing anything but the rumble of a few hackneys delayed and exhausted. For several hours we’ll have silence, if not repose. Finally! the tyranny of the human face has disappeared and from now on my sufferings will be my own.

Finally I’m allowed to relax, bathed in shadows. First, a double turn of the lock. Turning the key seems to me to increase my solitude and raise the barricade that effectively separates me from the world.

Horrible life! Horrible city! Let’s go over my day: having seen some men of letters, one of whom asked me can you go to Russia by land (apparently assuming that Russia is an island); argued at length with the director of a review, who to each of my objections replied, “We’re all gentlemen here,” as if to say that every other paper is put out by rogues; greeted a couple dozen people, three quarters of whom I didn’t know; shook hands with a like number, without the precaution of gloves; during a rain, to kill time, went to see a lady tumbler who wanted me to design a costume for Vénustre; paid court to a theatre director who, dismissing me, said, “You might do better consulting with Z — —, dullest, stupidest and most famous of my authors, the two of you might come up with something — go see him and then we’ll talk about it”; bragged (why?) about several nasty things I hadn’t done and denied in cowardly fashion some misdeeds in which I had luxuriated, flagrant braggadocio, offenses to human dignity; refused a friend an easy favor and wrote a recommendation for a perfect skunk; oof! can that be all?

Annoyed by everyone and annoyed with my self, I’d like to be redeemed and gain a little self-respect in the silence and solitude of the night. Souls of those I’ve loved, souls of those I’ve sung, strengthen me, sustain me, take from me the world’s lies and breath of corruption. And you, Lord God, accord me the grace to produce a few beautiful lines, enough to prove to myself that I am not the worst of men, that I am not beneath even those for whom I have such contempt!


XI
Wild Woman and Little Darling

“Really, my dear, you endlessly and without pity wear me out; one would suppose, to hear you sigh, that your sufferings are worse than those of the gleaners or the old beggar women who dig out crusts of bread from dance hall garbage cans.

“If at least your sighs expressed remorse, they might do you honor; but they convey merely a surfeit of well-being and despondency from sleeping too much. And then, you never cease breaking out uselessly, ‘Love me more! I have such need of love! Console me, caress me, this way, that way!’ Now hold on. I’m going to try and cure you; maybe for a few pennies at a fair, without going to any great trouble.

“Do note, please, in this iron cage — bounding, howling like the damned, shaking the bars like an orangutan exasperated by exile, imitating to perfection, sometimes the circular sulk of the tiger, at other times the stupid waddle of a polar bear — a hairy monster whose form suggests, vaguely, yours.

“This monster is one of those animals generally addressed as ‘my angel!’ that is to say, a woman. That other monster, the one yelling at the top of his voice, stick in hand, is a husband. He has imprisoned his legitimate wife like a beast, and displays her in the suburbs on days of the fair — with, it goes without saying, permission of the authorities.

“Now pay attention! see with what voracity (not necessarily simulated) she rips apart live rabbits and still clucking fowl that her keeper throws her. ‘Take it easy,’ he yells, ‘mustn’t eat up everything in one day,’ and, with that good advice, cruelly rakes back the spoil, uncurled guts caught for an instant on a tooth of this ferocious beast — I mean to say, the woman’s.

“Here we go! a good whack of the stick to calm her down! since her terrible eyes dart covetously towards the food taken away. Good God! the stick is no music hall slapstick, have you heard her flesh pop, despite the false hair? And, eyes starting from their sockets, now she howls more naturally. In her rage, she throws out sparks like beaten iron.

“Such are the conjugal relations of these two descendants of Eve and Adam, these works of your hand, O my God! This woman is, to a certainty, unhappy, though perhaps to her the titillations of glory are, when you come right down to it, not unknown. There are sorrows more irremediable, and without compensation. But in the world where she has been thrown, it would never occur to her to suppose that a woman might merit a different fate.

“And us, now, my precious! Seeing the hells that populate the world, how should I react to your pretty little hell? you who sleep on stuff soft as your skin, who eat only roasted meat carefully carved by servants.

“And what could they mean to me, you well-fed flirt, all these sighs that inflate your perfumed bosom? And all the affectations you’ve gotten out of books, and this tireless melancholy, meant to inspire the spectator with a feeling quite other than pity? It has truly from time to time given me the urge to teach you what real unhappiness is.

“And to see you, my so delicate beauty, your feet in muck and your eyes turned nebulously skyward, as if beseeching a king, you’re the very image of a young frog invoking the ideal. If you don’t like your King Log (which at the moment, as you know, I am) watch out for the crane who will crunch you up, gulp you down, kill you at his pleasure.4

“Poet that I am, I’m not the dupe you’d like to think me, and if you wear me out too often with your precious whining, I will treat you like a wild woman, or else throw you out the window, like an empty bottle.”

4. See La Fontaine’s fable “The Frogs Who Ask for a King.”


XII
The Crowd

It is not given to everyone to blend into the multitude: enjoying the crowd is an art, and only he can gain a stroke of vitality from it, at humanity’s expense, whose good fairy at his cradle bequeathed a taste for travesty and masque, along with hatred of home and passion for travel.

Multitude, solitude: equal and convertible terms for the active and productive poet. Those who cannot people their solitude can never be alone in a busy crowd.

The poet rejoices in this incomparable privilege, that he can, at will, be both himself and another. Like a lost soul searching for a body, he enters when he wishes into any character. For him all is vacancy; and if certain places appear to shut him out, in his eye they are not worth a visit.

Who walks alone with his thoughts draws a singular intoxication from this universal communion. Whoever readily commingles with the crowd knows feverish pleasures eternally denied to the egoist, locked like a strongbox, or the sloth, confined like the snail. He takes on himself all professions, all the joys and all the miseries that circumstances hand him.

What men call love is petty, limited, feeble compared with this ineffable orgy, with this sacred whoredom of the soul which renders itself entire, poetry and charity, to the sudden unexpected, to the passing unknown.

It is good sometimes to remind the favored of this world, were it only to bring down their stupid pride, that there are felicities greater than theirs, larger, more refined. Founders of colonies, pastors of their people, missionaries exiled to the end of the world, no doubt know something of these mysterious intoxications; and in the bosom of the vast family that their spirit has formed, they must sometimes laugh at those who pity their so troubled fortunes and so chaste lives.


XIII
Widows

In public gardens, Vauvenargues5 writes, there are lanes haunted mainly by disappointed ambition, by unlucky inventors, by fame come to nothing, by broken hearts, by all those tumultuous and dead-ended souls in which the last gasp of a storm still growls, and who shun insolent stares from the merry and idle. Such shady retreats are rendez-vous for those whom life has crippled.

These are the places towards which poets and philosophers prefer to aim their bold conjectures. There they find pasture. For if there is one place they disdain to visit, it is, as I have suggested elsewhere, the high glee of the rich. Its hollow turbulence does not attract them. They feel irresistibly drawn towards things feeble, ruined, depressed, orphaned.

An experienced eye never errs. In these rigid or dejected features, these sunken eyes lackluster or agleam with the latest sparks from the fray, in many deep creases, movements slow or spasmodic, it immediately deciphers unnumbered legends of love deceived, of unacknowledged devotion, of efforts unrewarded, of hunger and cold lived through humbly and in silence.

Have you not noticed widows on solitary benches, poor widows? In weeds or not, they are easy to recognize. There is always, for that matter, in the mourning of the poor some lack, some absence of harmony that makes it more heart-rending. They must skimp over their sorrows. The rich promote theirs in high style.

Which is the sadder widow, the more touching, the one with her arm around a child who cannot share her reverie or one alone? I am not sure . . . I happened once to follow for hours an old and afflicted woman, stiff, straight, under a threadbare shawl, her whole carriage indicating stoic pride.

She was evidently condemned by her absolute solitude to habits of an elderly celibate; the masculine cast of her manners added a mysterious piquancy to the austerity. I do not know in what miserable café and in what manner she breakfasted. I followed her to a reading room and watched a long time while she went through the newspapers, her eyes, already scorched with tears, searching for something of intense and personal interest.

Finally, in the afternoon, under a fine autumn sky, one of those skies from which masses of regrets and memories sift down, she sat apart in a park, to listen, off from the crowd, to the kind of concert army bands provide for the people of Paris.

That was undoubtedly the meagre debauch of the old innocent (or the purified old woman), the well-deserved consolation for one of those dull days, friendless, talkless, joyless, without crony, that God had let fall on her, perhaps for years now! three hundred sixty-five days each year.

Another:

I can never stop myself, curious if not always sympathetic, from taking in the horde of outcasts who mill about on the fringes of a concert in the park. The orchestra sends out across the night songs of celebration, of triumph, of voluptuousness. Dresses trail shimmering; glances cross; the idle, wearied from doing nothing, dawdle, feigning indolently to savor the music. Nothing here but riches, fortune; nothing but what breathes out or breathes in unconcern and the pleasure of taking life easy; nothing — except that rabble pressing up against the outside barrier, receiving gratis, at the wind’s pleasure, fragments of music, gawking at the glittering furnace within.

Always of interest: joys of the rich reflected in the eyes of the poor. But this particular day, among the people clad in cheap smocks or chintz, I noticed a figure whose nobility made a striking contrast with the surrounding triviality.

It was a woman tall, majestic, with an air so noble I could not remember having seen her equal in portraits of past aristocratic beauties. Her whole person emanated an aura of haughty quality. Her face, sad and emaciated, was in perfect accord with the deep mourning of her dress. She too, like the common crowd around her, to which she gave no heed, fixed her eye on the luminous world with a steady gaze, and she listened with a gently nodding head.

Singular vision! “Certainly,” I said to myself, “her poverty, if poverty it is, can be from no mean stinginess; her noble face assures it. Why then remain voluntarily in a crowd where she stands out so?”

But edging near her, I thought I began to understand why. The tall widow held the hand of a child dressed, like her, in black. Modest as the entrance price was, that sum might suffice to pay for some need of this little one or, even better, some unnecessity, some toy.

And she will return, on foot, thoughtful, dreaming, alone, always alone; for children are turbulent, egotistical, ungentle and impatient; and cannot even, like a mere animal, dog or cat, serve as confidant to a solitary sorrow.

5. Short-lived eighteenth-century author from Provence, famous for his Maxims and Reflections.


XIV
The Old Showman

The people were spread out, scattered, frolicking on holiday. It was one of those festivities which, by custom, showmen, jugglers, animal trainers, fair-booth salesmen, all count on to make up for slack seasons.

On holidays, I think, people forget discomforts, labors; they become like children. For the child, it is time off, with the horror of school looming in twenty-four hours. For the adults it’s an armistice declared with life’s malicious powers, a breathing-space in the universal struggle.

Even men of the world and those concerned with the life of the mind escape only with difficulty the influence of such popular jubilee. They absorb, willy-nilly, a share in this lackadaisical atmosphere. I myself, true Parisian, never fail to check on the flourish of booths decorating these sacred days.

They made, in fact, a redoubtable concert: squealing, bellowing, howling. A medley of cries, brassy blares, exploding rockets. Clowns and fools screwed up sunburnt faces, hardened by wind, rain, sun. They launched with aplomb actors with sure-fire acts, perfect one-liners, and gags as forceful and solid as Molière’s. Strong Men, proud of their enormous limbs, prognathous, beetle-browed, apelike, strutted their stuff in trunks laundered for the occasion. Dancers, beautiful as fairies, as princesses, capered and gamboled under bright lights that layered their skirts with glitter.

There was nothing but lights, dust, cries, joy, tumult; some giving, some getting, equally merry the one and the other. Children clung to mothers’ skirts in hope of a sugar stick, or climbed onto their fathers’ shoulder the better to see a stunning magician perform, godlike. And swirling everywhere, above all the perfumes, an odor of frying fat, incense to this feast day.

At the end of the row of booths, the very end, I caught sight of a poor showman, as if in shame self-exiled from all these splendors, bent, worn, decrepit, a human ruin, up against a post of his hovel; a hovel more miserable than that of the rudest savage, where two candle ends, runny and smoking, revealed a distress all too explicit.

Everywhere joy, profit, debauchery; everywhere certainty of tomorrow’s bread; everywhere vitality’s explosive frenzy. Here: absolute misery, misery decked out — to complete the horror — from the ragbag of comedy, a contrast introduced by necessity, not art. He, the miserable, was not laughing! He did not cry, he did not dance, he made no gestures, he did not scream; he sang no song, happy or sad; he did not beg. He remained mute and immobile. He had given up, surrendered. His fate was sealed.

But what a profound and unforgettable gaze he cast over the crowd and its lights, whose tide of movement halted several feet before his repulsive misery. I felt my throat constrict with a terrible hysteria and it seemed to me my vision was blocked by rebel tears refusing to fall.

What to do? What point in asking the wretch what curiosity, what marvel, he was prepared to show in his ill-smelling darkness, behind his torn curtain? I really didn’t dare; and in case you find my timidity risible, I admit that I feared humiliating him. Finally I had decided that in passing I would leave some money on one of his benches, hoping he might realize my intention — when the crowd in a surge, caused by some confusion or other, swept me past him.

And, turning back, obsessed by that vision, I tried to figure out my sudden sadness, saying to myself, here I have seen the image of the old man of letters who has outlived the generation he amused so brilliantly; the old poet without friends, without family, without children, brought down by misery and public ingratitude, into whose booth the forgetful world no longer wishes to enter.


XV
Cake

I had taken to traveling. The landscape in which I found myself was of irresistible grandeur and nobility. At that moment something from it must have crossed over into my soul. My thoughts fluttered up, light as air; vulgar passions, such as hate, such as profane love, now appeared to me distant as clouds drifting through the abysses under my feet. My soul seemed to me as vast and as pure as the dome of the sky encircling me; memories of earthly things came to my heart weakened, diminished, like a scarcely perceptible sound of cowbells from far away, very far away, from the slope of some other mountain. Over the little motionless lake, dark from its immense depth, passed sometimes the shadow of a cloud, like the reflection of an aerial giant sailing the sky. And I recall how this sensation, solemn and extraordinary, occasioned by grand, perfectly silent, movement, filled me with a mixture of joy and fear. In short, I felt, thanks to the rapturous beauty around me, in perfect peace with myself and with the universe; I believe, in fact, that in my perfect beatitude, totally oblivious to any earthly evil, I no longer found so ridiculous those declarations that man is born good; — at which point, unappeasable matter renewing its demands, I thought to relieve my fatigue and allay the appetite induced by my long climb. I took from my pocket a hunk of bread, a leather cup and the flask of a certain elixir pharmacists in those days sold to tourists, to mix at such moments with melted snow.

Tranquilly I broke my bread, when a light sound made me raise my eyes. Before me stood a small creature in rags, dark, dishevelled, whose hollow eyes, wild and imploring, devoured my bread. And I heard him sigh, in a low raucous voice, the word: cake! I had to laugh, hearing the term with which he sought to dignify my more or less white bread and I cut a hefty slice to offer him. Slowly he came nearer, his eyes never leaving the coveted object; then seizing the slice with his hand, jumped back, as if afraid my offer were not sincere or had been already taken back.

But at that moment, he was knocked over by another little savage, springing from I don’t know where, and so perfectly like the first that they could be supposed twins. Together they rolled on the ground, disputing the precious acquisition, neither one willing, obviously, to sacrifice a half to his brother. The first, exasperated, grabbed the other by his hair; who in turn clamped his teeth on the first one’s ear, spitting out a bloody bit of it along with a superb dialect oath. The rightful possessor of the cake then tried to dig his nails into the ursurper’s eyes while the other put all he had into strangling his opponent with one hand while, with the other, slipping the contested article into his pocket. But revived by desperation, the conquered made a comeback and brought his conqueror down by ramming his head into the other’s stomach. Useless to describe further this hideous fight which lasted in fact longer than seemed possible from their childish frames. The cake traveled hand to hand and changed pocket to pocket moment by moment; but, alas, changed also in volume; and when finally, exhausted, panting, bloody, they stopped because they could fight no more, there was no longer, actually, anything to fight about; the bread had disappeared, scattered in crumbs like the grains of sand it fell among.

For me, this spectacle darkened the landscape, completely gone the calm joy that had enlivened my soul before seeing these little men. I remained sad for some time, saying to myself over and over, “So there exists a superb land where bread is called cake, a delicacy so rare as to cause strictly fratricidal war!”


XVI
The Clock

The Chinese tell time by looking into the eyes of cats.

One day a missionary, rambling a Nanking suburb, found he had forgotten his watch and asked a boy for the time.

This imp of the Celestial Empire at first hesitated but then, thinking better, replied, “I’ll check.” Moments later, he reappeared carrying a fat cat and, peering (as it’s put) into its eyes, reported forthwith, “It’s not quite noon.” Which was correct.

As for me, if I incline towards the beautiful (and so well named) Feeline, who is at once paragon of her sex, pride of my heart, and my spirit’s balm; whether night or day, in sunshine or shadow, in the depth of her adorable eyes I see the time distinctly, always the same, a vast and solemn time, grand like space, undivided into minutes or seconds — an unmoving time not marked on clocks, but light as a sigh and quick as a wink.

And if some intruder disturbs me while I’m resting my eyes on this delicious dial, if some dishonest and intolerant Genie or disruptive Demon, asks, “What are you looking at so intently? What do you think you can discover in the eyes of this creature? Do you read the time there, you wasteful, lazy mortal?” I answer with no hesitation, “Yes, the time, I do see — it is Eternity!”

Well, Madame, is this not a worthy madrigal, as grandiloquent as yourself? It has in fact given me so much pleasure to embellish this pretentious gallantry, that I beg of you, in return, nothing at all.


XVII
A Hemisphere in a Head of Hair

Allow me long — longer — to inhale the odor of your hair, to bury my face in it, like a thirsty man at a spring, and to shake it out like a scented hanky, flinging its memories into the air.

If you only knew all I see! all I sense! all I comprehend in your hair! My soul is transported by its perfume as other men may be by music.

Your hair contains a dream, complete with mast and sails, contains the open sea where a monsoon hurtles me towards clement weather, space deeper and bluer, an atmosphere redolent of fruit, of foliage, of human skin.

In the ocean of your hair, I glimpse a port swarming with melancholy songs, sturdy men of all nations and ships of every shape, their careful and elaborate architecture outlined against an immense sky holding the eternal heat.

Caressing your hair, I find again the languor of long hours passed on a couch in the cabin of a fine ship, rocked by the imperceptible roll of the seaport, between potted flowers and cool drinking water.

At the blazing hearth of your hair I breathe the odor of tobacco mixed with opium and sugar; in the night of your hair, I see glittering the infinite tropical azure; on downy beaches of your hair the combined odors of tar, musk, and oil of coconut send me.

Leave me long to gnaw your dark weighty tresses. Nibbling your buoyant and rebellious hair I feel myself feasting on memories.


XVIII
Invitation to the Voyage

Superb land, Cockaigne it’s called, that I dream of visiting with my long-standing loved one. Singular land, drowned in our Northern fog — it could be labeled Orient-West, Europe’s China, so much enthused and capricious fantasy has reared, so patiently and relentlessly heightened with improved and delicate vegetation.

A true land of milk and honey, where all is beautiful, opulent, tranquil, honest; where luxury prides its orderliness; where life is rich, easy-going, altogether excluding disorder, turbulence, the unforeseen; where joy merges with quiet; where even cooking is poetic, at once plentiful and exciting; where everything, my angel, resembles you.

Don’t you feel the feverish illness wrapping us in bleak misery, this nostalgia for a land we don’t know, the anguish of curiosity? But there is a region that resembles you, where everything is beautiful, opulent, tranquil, honest, where fantasy has built an occidental Cathay, where the breath of life is sweet, where joy merges with quiet. That is where we must live, where we must die.

Yes, there we must go to breathe, to dream, to extend the hours by an infinity of sensations. A musician has written Invitation to the Waltz; who will compose Invitation to the Voyage to offer to the woman we love, to our chosen sister?

Yes, in that atmosphere we could build the good life — there where slower time yields more thought, where clocks chime out happiness with a deeper and more significant solemnity.

On glistening walls, or on darkly gilded vellum, live unobtrusive paintings, blissful, calm, deep, like the souls of the artists who created them. The setting sun’s violent colors reach dining room and parlor, subdued by fine curtains or through tall windows worked in small leaded panes. The furnishings are immense, curious, bizarre, larded with locks and secret recesses, like subtle souls. Mirrors, metals, fabric, gold-work, earthenware, compose for the eyes a mute and mysterious symphony, while from all of it — from every corner, crevices in drawers, folds of the linen — a singular perfume escapes, a Sumatra come-back-here, the soul of the apartment.

A true Cockaigne, I tell you, where all is opulent, proper, gleaming, like a clean conscience, like magnificent kitchen utensils, like splendid gold-work, like gaudy jewels! Treasures of the world abound there, as in the house of a hard worker who has well deserved the whole world. Singular land, as superior to all others as Art is to Nature, Nature made over by dream, corrected, embellished, remolded.

Let them search and continue to search, ceaselessly to push back their happiness limit — alchemists of horticulture! Let them offer sixty or a hundred thousand florins to someone who can solve their difficult problems! As for me, I have found my black tulip and my blue dahlia!6

Incomparable flower, retraced tulip, dahlia of allegory, is it not there, in that fair land so calm and dreamlike, we must go in order to live and to flower? Would you not step into your analogy; could you not see yourself in — as the mystics put it — your own proper correspondence?

Dreams! always dreams! The more ambitious and discerning the soul, the more dreams distance it from the possible. Every man carries within him his dose of natural opium, secreted and renewed endlessly. From birth to death, how many of our hours can we count fulfilled by positive delight, by action decided and done? Will we ever live, ever cross into this picture my spirit paints, this picture which resembles you?

Such treasures, such furnishings, this abundance, this order, these perfumes, miraculous flowers — all this is you. You as well, the grand rivers and tranquil canals. Afloat on them, loaded with valuables, amid the monotony of the crew’s songs, those enormous ships are my thoughts, on your bosom sleeping or sailing. You conduct them gently towards that sea which is the Infinite, reflecting the while celestial depths in your beautiful and pellucid soul. And when, sick of the sea-swell and overloaded with Eastern goods, they return to their native port, my thoughts, grown rich, still turn again from the Infinite towards you.

6. La Tulipe noire is the title of a novel by Dumas père; the image comes from an episode of the Dutch tulipomania. “Le Dahlia bleu” is a song by Pierre Dupont, a popular poet much admired by Baudelaire.


XIX
A Toy for the Poor

I’d like to introduce an innocent diversion. There are so few amusements not wicked.

Going for a morning stroll to take in the sights along a main street, fill your pockets with cheap little gimmicks — such as cardboard puppets on a thread, little blacksmith figures beating anvils, horsemen on horses with a whistle for tail — and along by the taverns, under the trees, offer them gratis to whatever poor and unknown children you come by. You will see their eyes widen. At first they won’t dare accept, such good fortune not quite believable. Then they will grab the gift and move away, as cats distance themselves to eat what you toss them, having learned to distrust mankind.

On a drive inside the gate of a large garden, where sunlight reveals a lovely white manor, stood a neat and beautiful little boy in fastidious country garments.

Luxury, freedom from care, habitual wealthy surroundings, give children good looks like this, until one could suppose them made of a different substance from offspring of the middle class or of the poor.

Beside him, on the grass, lay a splendid toy, a figure neat as its master, polished, gilded, in a purple robe covered with plumes and trinkets. But he paid no attention to this favored toy, for here is what he was actually looking at:

Outside the gate, across the road, between thistle and nettle, was another boy, dirty, sickly, soot-covered, one of those outcast urchins whose beauty an impartial eye might appreciate, if — as connoisseurs can spot a transcendent painting veneered over with later varnish — it could wash off the repulsive patina of poverty.

Across the symbolic bars separating two worlds, big street and big house, the poor boy displayed his own toy to the rich, who stared greedily, as if at an object rare and unknown. For the toy that this guttersnipe poked at, shook, waved about in a cage, was a live rat! His parents, for economy no doubt, had provided him a toy from life itself.

And the two children, each to the other, laughed fraternally, with teeth of equal whiteness.


XX
Fairy Gifts

It was a grand assembly of the Fairies, gathered to work out procedures for distributing their gifts among all the new-born come into the world in the last twenty-four hours.

Motley in the extreme, all these ancient and capricious Sisters of Destiny, all these bizarre Mothers of joy and sorrow: some with a gloomy look, surly, others playful, cunning; some young, who had always been young, some old, having always been old.

All the fathers with faith in Fairies were there, each holding his new-born in his arms.

The Gifts, the Faculties, the good Luck, unbeatable Circumstances, were stacked beside the tribunal, as prizes to be handed out. The unusual thing here was that these Gifts were not awards for anything accomplished but, on the contrary, a grace given to those having not yet lived, a grace determining their fate, source both of happiness and of unhappiness.

The poor Fairies were quite busy, since the crowd of petitioners was enormous and that intermediate world, between man and God, is ruled as we are by the terrible law of Time and its infinite posterity, Days, Hours, Minutes, Seconds.

In fact, they were as overwhelmed as ministers in session or as the director of a pawn shop might be when a national holiday authorizes free redemptions. I believe they were even from time to time eyeing the hands of a clock with as much impatience as a human judge, sitting since early morning, unable to keep his thoughts from running to dinner, family, warm slippers. If supernatural justice is sometimes rushed and chancy, we shouldn’t be surprised when it happens in human justice. That would mean we were ourselves judging unjustly.

That day there were also some blunders committed, which might be considered bizarre — but only if you suppose carefulness, rather than caprice, to be the distinctive and eternal character of the Fairies.

Thus the power to attract fortune magnetically was allotted to a very rich family’s sole inheritor who, neither endowed with a sense of charity nor covetous of life’s visible goods, would later be vastly encumbered by his millions.

Thus the love of Beauty and the Poetic gift were given to the son of a down-and-out stonecutter who could by no means aid in the development, or supply the needs, of his pitiable offspring.

I’ve neglected to say that these solemn favors are without appeal and cannot be refused.

The Fairies all got up, thinking their job done, no gift remaining, no further benefit to cast before this human riffraff, when an honest man, probably a poor small-time merchant, rose and, seizing by her robe of multicolored vapors the Fairy nearest at hand, cried out:

“Oh! Madame! you’re forgetting us! There is still my little one! I don’t want to have come for nothing.”

The Fairy could have been embarrassed, for there was nothing left. But luckily she remembered in time a well-known, albeit rarely invoked, law of the supernatural world, habitat of impalpable deities, friends of mankind and often constrained to adjust themselves to his passions, such as Fairies, Gnomes, Salamanders, Sylphes, Sylphides, Nixies, Ondins and Ondines — I refer to the law that allows a Fairy, in a case such as this, that is to say a case where the lots are exhausted, the right to present one more, supplementary and exceptional, assuming always that she has sufficient imagination immediately to create it.

Thus the good Fairy replied, with the assurance appropriate to her rank, “I give your son . . . I give him . . . the Gift of Pleasing.”

“But to please, how? to please . . . ? why please?” the petty tradesman held on doggedly, no doubt one of those common rationalists, not capable of rising to the logic of the Absurd.

“Because! just because!” replied the indignant Fairy, turning her back; and, rejoining her crowd of companions, said to them, “How do you like that, this vain little Frenchman, who wants to understand everything, and who when his son is awarded the best of all fates, dares to start questioning and to dispute the indisputable?”


XXI
Temptations

or Eros, Plutus7 and Glory

Two superb Satans and an equally impressive She-Devil came last night up the mysterious staircase by which Hell mounts attack on a helpless man asleep and covertly converses with him. And they appeared to me, gloriously, posing as if on stage. From all three emanated a sulfurous splendor, standing out against the background of opaque night. They gave an impression so proud and dominating that I took them at first for three veritable Gods.

The first Satan’s face was of ambiguous sex and the contour of his body had the softness of ancient Bacchus. His beautiful languid eyes, cloudy, of uncertain color, resembled violets still plashed with heavy tears after a storm, and his lips, ajar, were like censers billowing out fine perfume, while at each sigh, musky insects, fluttering near, grew luminous from his hot breath.

About his purple tunic was tied, as sash, a glistening serpent, whose sluggishly upturned head fixed glowing eyes on him. From this live sash were hung, along with vials of sinister liquids, shiny knives and surgical instruments. In his right hand he held another vial containing something glowing red, labeled with these bizarre words: “Drink, this is my blood, perfect cordial;” in his left hand a violin, no doubt to help him sing his pleasures and his pains and to spread the contagion of his madness on nights of the Sabbat.

From delicate ankles trailed gold links of a broken chain and when he looked down irritably his vanity engrossed him in his toenails, brightly polished like well-wrought stones.

He gazed at me with eyes inconsolably woebegone, from which poured an insidious intoxication, and he addressed me in a sing-song voice: “If you wish, if you wish, I will make you lord over souls and you will be master over live matter even more completely than the sculptor over his clay; and you will know pleasures ever new, be able to leave yourself and find oblivion in another and to absorb other souls to mix with your own.”

And I answered: “Many thanks! but my poor existence could hardly be improved by anything from this shoddy bunch. Though with reminiscences mainly shameful, I would still rather not forget anything. And even if I didn’t know you, old monster, your mysterious cutlery, those suspicious vials, your hobbling chains, suggest enough the drawbacks to becoming your friend. Keep your presents.”

The second Satan had neither that air at once tragic and smiling, nor the ingratiating manners of the first, nor his delicate and scented beauty. This was a very gross fellow, eyes hidden in the fat of his face, paunch hanging heavily down his thighs, all his skin gilded and covered with tattoo-like pictures of a crowd of little figures, moving, representing the many forms of universal misery. There were tiny gaunt men voluntarily hanging on nails; there were minuscule gnomes, straggling, deformed, whose suppliant eyes did more for begging alms than their trembling hands; and also aged mothers, miscarriages held to their exhausted breasts. And many another.

This fat Satan tapped his great gut with his fist which answered with a long loud metal clanking, followed by vague groans made of a multitude of human voices. And he laughed, revealing his bad teeth, an enormous idiotic laugh, like certain men from most anywhere, having too well dined.

And he said to me: “I can give you what will get you anything, what is worth anything, what makes up for everything!” And he tapped his monstrous gut and its sonorous echo provided commentary on his gross words.

I turned away with disgust and announced: “My well-being is not going to depend on anyone’s misery; and I have no desire for wealth drawn like wall-paper with all the wretchedness represented on your hide.”

As for the She-Devil, it would be misleading not to admit that at first glance I found her bizarrely charming. To define this charm, I can only put it as that of quite beautiful women, in decline, who nevertheless age no further and whose beauty holds on with the pervasive magic of ruins. She had an air at once imperious and ungainly and her eyes, though ringed, possessed a fascinating force. What struck me most was the mystery of her voice, which brought back to mind the most wonderful contraltos, but also of the husky sound from throats bathed constantly in brandy.

“Would you like to know my power?” said the false goddess with her charmed and paradoxical voice. “Listen.”

And she put to her lips a gigantic trumpet, beribboned with the titles of all the world’s newspapers, and through this trumpet she cried out my name, which thus rolled across space with the roar of a hundred thousand thunderclaps and came back to me reverberating with echoes of the most distant planets.

“The Devil!” I gasped, half won over, “that really is something!” But scrutinizing more attentively the seductive virago, I seemed vaguely to recognize in her someone seen drinking with some rascals I used to know; and the raucous sound of the brass brought to my ears the vague memory of some whorish trumpeting.

So I responded, with utter disdain, “Get away! I’m not the type to engage myself to an unmentionable character’s moll.”

Certainly I deserve some pride for such self-denial. But then, unfortunately, I woke up and all my will-power went away. “Really,” I said to myself, “I must have been stunned by sleep to have had such scruples. If I could only get them back while I’m awake, I’d not be so squeamish.”

And I invoked them aloud, begging their pardon, offering to abase myself as often as necessary to maintain their favor; but I guess I had deeply offended them, at any rate they never came back.

7. God of wealth.


XXII
Evening Twilight

Nightfall. Poor souls exhausted by their day’s labor feel immense relief now that their thoughts take on twilight’s soft and uncertain color.

Meanwhile from the mountainside there comes to my balcony through transparent evening clouds a great howl, made up of many discordant cries, transformed by distance into a lugubrious harmony, like that of the mounting tide or of a rising storm.

Who are those unfortunates, whom evening does not calm and who, like owls, take night’s approach as a signal for the Sabbat? Sinister tu-whoo’s come to us from the dark asylum perched on the slope and, evenings, while smoking and contemplating the long dormant valley, bristling with houses, each window saying “Here is our present peace; here the joys of family,” I am able, in the wind from up there, to lull my thought, astonished at this imitation of hell’s harmonies.

Twilight excites madmen. — I remember two old friends rendered quite ill by the gloaming. The one, at that hour, let all questions of friendship and politeness drop and bullied whoever was around. I saw him throw at the waiter a perfectly good poulet, thinking he saw written on it some insulting hieroglyph. Evening, guide to the voluptuous deep, ruined for him the most succulent items.

The other, an ambitious failure, would turn, as day declined, ever more sour, more gloomy, testy. Indulgent and sociable through midday, evenings he was inflexible, not only others but himself as well subject to his crepuscular rages.

The first died mad, incapable of recognizing wife or child; the second carries within him a perpetual unease and, were he to receive all possible honors from all nations and all nobilities, I suspect the onset of twilight would still stir in him the burning desire for other, imaginary, distinctions. Night, filling their souls with shadows, shines light into mine and, though it is no rare thing for the same cause to have contrary effects, still I am intrigued and disturbed.

O Night! O refreshing dark! For me you signal inward celebration; you deliver me from anguish. In flatland solitude or in the stony labyrinths of a capital, star twinkle or burst of streetlamps, you are the goddess Liberty’s fireworks.

Twilight: how tender, how supple. Glimmers of rose on the horizon like the death pangs of day under night’s victorious dominion, lights from candelabra making opaque red spots on sunset’s final glory, the heavy draperies drawn by a hidden hand out of orient depths, give image to all the complicated feelings that wrangle for the heart of a man in the solemn hours of life.

Like, also, the ballerina’s strange garb, dark transparent gauze half revealing dimmed splendors of a bright skirt, even as under the black present a delightful past shines through; and the flickering gold and silver stars sprinkled across it indicate the fire and fantasy that show up nowhere but on Night’s deep mourning.


XXIII
Solitude

A philanthropic journalist tells me that solitude is bad for human-kind and, in support of his thesis, cites — as unbelievers generally do — the Church Fathers.

I’m aware of how the Demon prefers arid places and how the Spirit of murder and lust, left in solitude, unaccountably ignites. But possibly such solitude is dangerous only for idle and incoherent souls, who populate it with their own passions, their own chimæras.

Certainly a chatterbox, his supreme pleasure to spout from pulpit or rostrum, if put on Robinson Crusoe’s island is not at all unlikely to go raving mad. I don’t ask of my journalist the courageous stamina of Crusoe, but I insist he not condemn, out of hand, all those enamored of solitude and mystery.

There are, in our garrulous tribe, some who would take on the supreme penalty with less repugnance, if only they were permitted, from the gallows itself, to harangue the crowd of spectators without dread of their spiel being cut off by Santerre’s drums.8

Not that I blame them, since I suppose they are as gladdened by oratorical overflow as others are by silence and meditation. Still, I do despise them.

Mainly I want the damned journalist to let me enjoy myself my own way. “So you never feel the necessity,” he says, down his apostolic nose, “of sharing your pleasures?” See there, the subtle envy! He knows I disdain his pleasure and so wants to infiltrate mine, the wretched spoil-sport.

“The unfortunate inability to be alone! . . .” La Bruyère says somewhere, casting shame on those who rush into a crowd for forgetfulness, fearful no doubt of being unable to stand their own selves.

“Practically all our mishaps come from not staying in our room,” says another sage, Pascal I think, recalling thus to the cell of meditation all the fools searching for happiness in movement and in a prostitution I would call fraternalistic, if I wanted to speak in my century’s uppity tone.

8. Antoine-Joseph Santerre, Commander of the National Guard, ordered drums to cover the voice of King Louis XVI at his beheading.


XXIV
Planning

To himself he said, wandering alone in a large park: “How beautiful she would be, wearing an elaborate and elegant court dress, in the fine feel of evening, coming down the marble steps of a palace to broad lawns and ornamental lakes. Since she has by nature the air of a princess.”

Later, along his way, he dropped into a shop of engravings and, coming across the print of a tropical scape, he said to himself: “But no, it’s not in a palace I should make her mine. Such a place would not be ours. Besides, those gold-ridden walls have no place to fasten her image, the solemn galleries no corner left for intimacy. It’s definitely there we must live, to cultivate my life’s dream.”

And with an analytical eye on details in the print, his thought continued: “On the seashore, a fine wooden hut surrounded by all these bizarre glossy trees whose names I’ve forgotten . . . in the air an indefinable, intoxicating odor . . . inside the hut a heavy scent of rose and musk . . . seen behind our little domain, the tops of masts riding the sea surge . . . all around, beyond the bedroom, its rosy light filtering through blinds, strewn with new mats and heady flowers, with rare Portuguese Rococo couches of a dense dark wood (where she would lie so calm, refreshed, smoking tobacco with a trace of opium), from beyond the flooring a racket from birds drunk with light along with chatter from little black girls . . . and, for accompaniment to my dreams: night, the plaintive song of musical trees, melancholy filaos. Yes, truly there the setting I look for. What have I to do with palaces?”

And farther on, going down a wide avenue, he noticed a nice little inn where from a window sporting gaudy Indian curtains two heads leaned out, laughing. And suddenly, “My brain must be vagabonding,” he said to himself, “to search so far afield for what is so close. Pleasure, happiness, they’re in whatever inn, the next inn chanced upon, voluptuous. A roaring fire, loud table service, passable supper, rough wine, a very wide bed with sheets a bit worn but clean. What could be better?”

And once home, at an hour when Wisdom’s counsels are no longer drowned in the buzz of outside life, he said to himself: “I had today, in dream, three dwellings I found equally pleasant. Why force my body to change places, since my soul travels so lightly? And what good would it do to execute such plans, since planning is in itself sufficient enjoyment?”


XXV
Dorothea the Beautiful

Sun levels this town with direct and terrible light; sand dazzles, the sea glitters. A stunned world sinks cravenly into siesta, the siesta a delicious kind of death in which the sleeper, half roused, savors the delights of his own extinction.

Dorothea, nevertheless, strong and proud as the sun, makes her way along the deserted street, only living soul at this hour under the blue immensity, a dark shiny spot in the light.

She proceeds, slight torso balanced on broad hindquarters. Her dress of clinging silk, gaudy pink, contrasts strongly with her shadowy skin and shows exactly the length of waist, the hollow of her back, her pointed breasts.

Her red parasol, straining the light, rouges her dark face with hints of blood.

Her slightly bluish hair weighs enough to bend her delicate head back, giving her the air of triumphant indolence. Heavy pendants tinkle secretly into her dainty ears.

From time to time the sea breeze lifts a corner of her billowing skirt to display a superb gleaming leg while her foot, like the feet of marble goddesses Europe would confine in a museum, leaves precise prints in the fine sand. Because Dorothea is so completely the coquette that the pleasure of being admired means more to her than being freed and, though free, she walks barefoot.

So she proceeds, harmoniously, happy to be alive and smiling a bland smile, as if she recognized in the distance a mirror reflecting her gait and her beauty.

At the hour when even dogs howl with pain in the sun’s jaws, what powerful motive brings out now the lazy Dorothea, beautiful and cold as bronze?

Why has she left her little hut, so coquettishly arranged, flowers and mats making up, quite cheaply, a perfect boudoir; where she takes such pleasure combing her hair, smoking, fanning herself or watching in the glass her great fan of feathers, while the sea, beating the shore a hundred feet away, makes powerful monotonous accompaniment to her inchoate reveries, while the iron pot, seething with a ragout of crabs with rice and saffron, sends her, from the far end of the court-yard, its exciting scents?

Maybe she has an assignation with some young officer who, on a distant shore, once heard his comrades refer to the famous Dorothea. Without fail she will beg him, simple creature that she is, to describe the Opera Ball, ask him if it is possible to attend barefoot, like the Sunday dances at which even old Kaffir women get drunk and go wild with joy — and then again, if the belles of Paris are really all more beautiful than she.

Dorothea is admired and petted by everyone and she would be perfectly happy, if she were not obliged to come up with piastre after piastre to buy back her little sister, eleven years old, already matured, and so beautiful! She will certainly succeed, the good Dorothea; the child’s master being quite stingy, too stingy to understand any beauty but that of cash.


XXVI
The Eyes of the Poor

Ah, so you’d like to know why, today, I hate you. Less likely, no doubt, for you to understand than for me to explain, since you are the best example of feminine impenetrability I’ve ever met.

We had spent a long day together, which seemed short to me. We had assured each other that our thoughts were thoughts in common and that our two souls from now on would be one. Not, after all, the most original dream, what all men have dreamed and no man accomplished.

That evening, rather tired, you wanted to sit at a new café at the corner of the new boulevard, still full of stripped plaster but already gloriously presenting its unfinished splendors. The café glittered. The gas-lights themselves displayed all the ardor of a premiere and threw their beams on blindingly white walls, mirrors full of dazzling table-cloths, golden mouldings and cornices, plump-cheeked page-boys pulled by dogs on leashes, women laughing at the falcon perched on a fist, nymphs and goddesses crowned with fruit, paté, fowl, Hebes and Ganymedes whose extended arms offered a little jar of Bavarian cream or an obelisk of mixed ices; all history and the whole of mythology put to the service of gluttony.

Right in front of us, on the sidewalk, was a fellow, fortyish, graying beard on his tired face, holding with one hand a little boy and carrying on the other a tiny creature not yet able to walk. As nursemaid he was giving his children the evening air. All of them in tatters. The three faces were extraordinarily serious and their six eyes contemplated steadily the new café, with equal admiration, but nuanced according to age.

The eyes of the father said: “Beautiful! how beautiful! It’s as if all the gold from the poor world had come to live in these walls.” — The eyes of the little boy: “Beautiful! how beautiful! But it’s somewhere only for those who are not like us.” — As for the eyes of the littlest one, they were too fascinated to express anything beyond a deep and stupid joy.

Song writers claim that pleasure improves the soul and softens the heart. The song that evening did — to me, that is. Not only was I touched by this family of eyes, but I felt a bit ashamed of our glasses and pitchers, bigger than our thirst. I fixed my gaze on yours, my love, in order to read there what I was thinking; I plunged into your eyes, so beautiful and bizarrely tender, into your green eyes, inhabited by Caprice and inspired by the Moon, as you said to me: “I find these people insupportable, their eyes wide as barn doors! Couldn’t you ask the head waiter to get them out of here?”

That shows how difficult understanding is, my angel, and how thought is incommunicable, even between lovers.


XXVII
An Heroic Death

Fancioulle was an admirable jester and almost a friend of his Prince. But for professionals dedicated to the comic, serious concerns form a fatal attraction and, while it may seem odd that ideas of country and liberty should take over completely a mountebank’s brain, Fancioulle one day entered into the conspiracy of some discontented gentlemen.

There is, inevitably, some well-placed person to notify the authorities of bitter cantankerous individuals who decide, without further consultation, to depose a prince and undo a society. The gentlemen in question were arrested — along with Fancioulle — and faced with certain death.

I would like to believe the Prince was sorry to find his favorite performer among the rebels. This Prince was neither better nor worse than others, but an excessive sensibility rendered him, in many cases, crueler and more despotic than the rest. A passionate lover of the arts, excellent connoisseur as well, in pleasure he was insatiable. Caring little for men or for morals, himself a true artist, he considered Ennui his only foe, and the bizarre efforts he took to flee or to vanquish this universal tyrant would certainly have made a serious historian classify him as “monster” — if, in his domain, it had been permitted to write anything not for enjoyment (or astonishment, enjoyment in a particularly delicate form). The Prince’s great misfortune was that he never had a theatre large enough for his genius. Many a young Nero there is, smothered in too narrow a strait, whose name and good intentions will not resound through the centuries. Providence, lacking foresight, had given this one faculties out of proportion to his circumstances.

But suddenly a rumor ran that the sovereign had pardoned the conspirators, rumor reinforced by the announcement of a grand spectacle in which Fancioulle would play one of his main (and best) roles, assisted — it was claimed — by the gentlemen condemned. Obviously a sign, shallow minds assumed, of the offended Prince’s generous nature.

In the case of a man so naturally and purposefully eccentric, anything was possible, even virtue, even clemency, especially if he could hope to find therein some unwonted pleasure. But for those like me, given to a deeper delve into the depths of this curious sick soul, it was infinitely more likely that the Prince wanted to gauge the histrionic abilities of a man condemned to death. He would profit from the occasion to make a physiological experiment of capital interest — verifying to what point an artist’s habitual abilities might be altered or modified by an extraordinary situation. Beyond that, was there in his soul a more or less settled intention to provide clemency? That point was never clarified.

Finally, the great day come round, this minor court drew out all its pomp, and it would be difficult to conceive, without having seen it, what splendors the privileged class of a small state with few resources can muster for a true solemnity. Doubly true, noting first the luxuries magically revealed, but also the mysterious and moral interest involved.

Now Fancioulle was best in mute roles or in those with little dialogue, often the protagonist in plays of fantasy representing symbolically the mystery of life. He came on stage lightly and with perfect ease, which confirmed the noble public’s notion of grace and pardon.

When we say of an actor, “What a really good actor,” we use a formula which implies that beneath the character we still sense the actor, that is to say, the art, the effort, the will. But could an actor be, to the character he is given to express, what the best ancient statues — miraculously animated, alive, at large, seeing — were in relation to a confused general idea of beauty, there we would have no doubt a case singular and entirely unexpected. Fancioulle was, that evening, a perfect idealization, impossible not to be experienced as alive, possible, real. This jester came, went, laughed, cried, writhed, an indestructible nimbus about his head; a halo invisible to all, but which I could see and which joined in a strange amalgam the radiance of Art and the glory of Martyrdom. Fancioulle, by some peculiar gift, introduced the supernatural, the divine, into even the most extravagant of his buffooneries. My pen trembles and tears of an ever present emotion flood my eyes as I try to describe to you this unforgettable performance. Fancioulle proved to me, peremptorily, irrefutably, that Art’s ecstasy is best suited to mask the terrors of the abyss; that a genius can play a comedy at the brink of the grave with a joy that conceals the grave, lost as he is in a paradise canceling any idea of graves or of destruction.

The entire audience, however blasé, however frivolous, soon fell under the artist’s all-powerful sway. None dreamt any longer of death, loss, torture. Each submitted without disquiet to the manifold pleasure of a masterpiece of living art. Repeated eruptions of joy and admiration shook the arches of the edifice with continual thunderous energy. The Prince himself, ecstatic, applauded along with his courtiers.

On the other hand, to a clairvoyant eye, his ecstasy was flawed. Did he feel threatened in his despotic power? humiliated in his ability to make hearts tremble and spirits sink? his hope frustrated? expectation unfulfilled? Suppositions like these, perhaps unjustified but not completely unjustifiable, crossed my mind at sight of the Prince’s face, on which a new paleness stole steadily over his habitual pallor, like snow falling on snow. His lips contracted more and more, his eyes lit from an interior fire as if with jealousy and spite, even while seeming to applaud the talents of his old friend, that strange jester, so apt at jesting death. At one point I noticed His Highness lean back towards a young page behind him and whisper something in his ear. A smile lighted up the pretty boy’s mischievous physiognomy, after which he scrambled from the royal loge as if on urgent business.

A few minutes later a whistle, shrill and prolonged, interrupted Fancioulle in one of his best moments, ear-splitting and heart rending. And from the end of the hall, from whence the unexpected interruption, a boy rushed in, choking with laughter.

Fancioulle, shaken, awakened from his dream, first closed his eyes, then opened them hugely wide, opened also his mouth as if to breathe convulsively, staggered a bit forward, back a bit, and fell stone dead across the boards.

The whistle, swift as a sword, had it really cheated the hangman? Had the Prince himself realized the murderous efficiency of his trick? We may doubt it. Did he regret his dear and inimitable Fancioulle? It is legitimate and agreeable to suppose so.

The guilty gentlemen had played a last time the spectacle of comedy. That same night they were erased from the living.

Since then, several mimes, justly appreciated in various other realms, have come to play before the court of — — ; but none has approached the marvelous talent of Fancioulle, or were exalted into the same favor.


XXVIII
The False Coin

As we were leaving the tobacconist’s, my friend carefully sorted his coins. Into his left vest pocket he slipped little pieces of gold; into his right, silver pieces; into the left pocket of his trousers, a clutch of pennies; and, finally, into the right, a two-franc silver coin he had carefully checked.

“Odd and fussy distribution,” I said to myself.

We came upon a beggar who held his hat out shakily. — I find nothing more disquieting than the mute eloquence of such suppliant eyes, containing at once, for who can read it, so much humility, with as much reproach. Something nearing that profoundly complicated feeling can be seen in the eyes of dogs when they are whipped.

My friend’s offering was much larger than mine and I said to him, “You are right; except for the pleasure of being astonished, there is no greater than to cause surprise.” — “That was the false coin,” he replied tranquilly, as if to justify his prodigality.

But my poor brain, always scouting out imaginary byways (what a tiresome head nature foisted on me), suddenly arrived at the idea that my friend’s conduct was excusable only if meant to create an event in the life of this poor devil, maybe even to understand the diverse consequences, baleful or other, that could result from a false coin in a beggar’s hand. Might it not multiply into genuine coins? could it not get him thrown in prison? An inn-keeper, for instance, or a baker, could have him arrested as counterfeiter or passer of false coins. Just as likely, the false coin might prove, for a petty speculator, the germ of a few days’ wealth. So my fantasy went on, lending wings to my friend’s wit and deducing all the possibilities of all possible hypotheses.

But then my reverie was rudely broken by my own words recurring: “Yes, you are right; no pleasure can be sweeter than a man’s surprise, getting more than he hoped for.”

Looking my friend squarely in the eye, I was appalled to see his eyes shining with incontestable candor. Clearly then I saw how much he wanted to make at once a charitable act and a good deal; a bit of gain along with God’s approval; to win paradise at a bargain; finally, to get for nothing a reputation of being charitable. I could almost have pardoned the desire for criminal enjoyment I had just thought him capable of; I could have found curious, singular, that he was amused to compromise the poor; but I would never pardon the ineptitude of his calculation. Meanness is never excusable, but there is some merit in knowing you are mean. The most unredeemable vice is to do evil from stupidity.


XXIX
Generous Gambler

Yesterday, in the crowd on the boulevard, I felt myself jostled by a mysterious Being whom I had always wanted to meet and whom I recognized immediately, although I had never seen him before. He must have had, with regard to me, a like desire, for in passing he gave a significant wink, to which I quickly responded. I followed him attentively and soon descended after him into a dazzling subterranean domain glittering with more luxury than the best Paris houses can boast. It struck me as odd that I had often gone past this amazing haunt without ever noticing the entrance. A densely exquisite atmosphere hovered here, almost instantly clearing the mind of life’s prosy horrors. Here one breathed in a dark beatitude, such as the lotus eaters must have experienced when, disembarking on an enchanted island lit by the glow of an eternal afternoon, they felt born within them — to the soporific strains of melodious cascades — the desire never to return home, to wife, to child, nor ever again to ride the tall waves of the sea.

Strange faces of men and women, bearing a fatal beauty, familiar already, it seemed, from times and countries impossible to recall exactly, struck me with fraternal sympathy rather than with the fear presence of the unknown ordinarily fosters. If I had to define in some way how they looked, I would say that I never saw eyes glowing so powerfully with a horror of ennui and an immortal desire to feel themselves alive.

My host and I by the time we were sitting down had become good and longtime friends. We ate, we drank excessively all sorts of extraordinary wines and, no less extraordinary, it seemed to me I got no more drunk than he. Meanwhile, gaming — that superhuman pleasure — now and then cut into our frequent libations, and I should note that I had staked, and (in two-out-of-three) lost, my soul, with nonchalance, with heroic indifference. The soul is a thing so impalpable, often so useless, occasionally annoying, that its loss cost me just a little less emotional disturbance than if I had, on a walk, lost my calling cards.

We puffed for quite a time on some cigars whose incomparable savor and smell rendered a soul nostalgic for unknown lands and luck and, drunk with all these delights, in a burst of familiarity (that seemed not to displease him) I made free, brandishing a full glass, to cry, “To your immortal health, Old Goat!”

We talked, also, about the universe, its creation and future destruction; about our century’s grand idea, that is to say, of progress and perfectibility; and, in general, about all the forms of human infatuation. On that subject, His Highness had no lack of witty and irrefutable sallies and expressed himself with a suave diction and easy banter such as I never heard from any of the most eminent human authorities. He explained to me the absurdity of various philosophies now in possession of the human brain and deigned even to impart confidentially some fundamental principles, the authorship and benefits of which I would prefer not to share with anyone. He by no means complained of his bad reputation all over the world, assured me that he himself was the one most determined to destroy superstition, and claimed that only once was he ever in doubt of his own power — the time a preacher, more subtle than most, declared from the pulpit: “Never, my brethren, forget, when you hear enlightenment vaunted, that the neatest trick of the devil is to persuade you that he does not exist.”

The memory of that celebrated orator led us naturally to the subject of academies, and my strange tablemate insisted to me that he was not averse, quite often, to inspiring the pen, the words and the conscience of pedagogues, and that he almost always attended in person, albeit invisible, all meetings of the Academy.

Moved by his kindness, I asked him for news of God, and if he had seen Him lately. He replied, his nonchalance tinged with a certain sadness: “We greet one another when we meet, but in the manner of two old gentlemen whose innate politeness cannot entirely extinguish the memory of old resentments.”

It is unlikely that His Highness had ever given so extended an audience to a simple mortal, and I feared taking advantage. Finally, as a shivering dawn whitened the windows, this famous character, sung by so many poets and served by so many philosophers, working unknowingly to his glory, said to me, “I would like to leave you with a good impression of me and to prove to you that, though often bad-mouthed, I am sometimes (in your vulgar locution) a good old devil. To compensate the irremediable loss of your soul, I’m giving you the stake you would have won had fate been for you; that is, the possibility of soothing and vanquishing, your whole life, that bizarre state of Ennui, the source of all your maladies and all your progress. Never will you form a desire, that I will not help you realize; you will rule your vulgar fellows; you will gain flattery and even adoration; silver, gold, diamonds, fairytale palaces, will search you out and fall into your grasp without your having sought them; you will change region and country often as your fantasy suggests; you will swoon with voluptuousness, spared from lassitude, in lovely lands always warm, where the women smell sweet as the flowers — et cetera, et cetera . . .” he added, rising and taking leave of me with a good smile.

If I had not been afraid of humiliating myself before such a grand assembly, I would willingly have fallen at the feet of this generous gambler, to thank him for his unheard of bounty. But little by little, after leaving, my incurable distrust came back; I did not dare believe in such prodigious good fortune and, at bedtime, saying again my prayers — remnant of a stupid habit — I kept repeating, half asleep, “My God! O my Lord God! make the devil keep his promise!”


XXX
The Rope

for Édouard Manet

“Illusions,” said my friend, “are numberless as the ties of man with man or of man with things. And when an illusion is eliminated, that is, when we see a person or event as it is in existence, apart from us, we feel a bizarre sentiment, half regretting the vanished phantom, half agreeably surprised by the new, by what really is there. Now if there were ever a phenomenon unmistakably obvious, trivial, unchangeable, surely it is maternal love. As difficult to imagine a mother without maternal love as light without heat; perfectly legitimate then, is it not, to ascribe to maternal love the sum of a mother’s actions and words, in regard to her child? But listen to this little story, which has mystified me by the most natural illusion.

“My profession — painting — leads me to regard faces attentively, physiognomies presented on my way, and you know what pleasure we derive from this faculty, which brings to our eyes life more alive and more significant than to other men’s. In the remote quarter where I live, where areas of turf still separate the houses, I often noticed a child whose eager roguish face engrossed me more immediately than the others. More than once he posed for me and I made him sometimes into a little gypsy, sometimes an angel, sometimes into mythological Amor. I had him sport a vagabond’s violin, the crown of thorns and nails of the cross, or Cupid’s torch. Eventually I found so much enjoyment in watching the boy at his play that one day I asked his parents, a poor couple, to give him to me, promising to house him, provide pocket money and assign him no more arduous tasks than to clean my brushes and run a few errands. The boy, cleaned up a bit, turned out to be charming and the life he led with me appeared to him as a paradise, compared to the parental hovel. Except, I must say, that the young fellow sometimes astonished me with odd states of precocious sadness and that he soon manifested an immoderate craving for sugar and for liquor — to the point that, when I discovered he had again, despite frequent warnings, pilfered some, I threatened to send him back to his parents. I went out then and one thing and another kept me out quite a while.

“What was my horror and shock when, back home, the first thing I saw was the little fellow, rogue companion of my life, hanging from the crest of the wardrobe! His feet almost reached the floor; a chair he had no doubt kicked from under him lay nearby; his head bent convulsively onto one shoulder; from a bloated face his wide eyes, dreadfully fixed, gave me at first the illusion of life. Getting him down was not the simple task you might suppose. He was already quite stiff and I was unaccountably reluctant to let him drop to the floor. I had to support him entirely with one arm and, with my other hand, cut the rope. But, this done, it was not over; the little monster had used a thin cord, biting deeply into the flesh, so that now, with tiny scissors, I had to pry the rope out of its swollen gully to free his neck.

“I forgot to say that I called loudly for help; but my neighbors to a man refused to come to my aid, faithful to the civilized custom (which I’ve never understood) of refusing any association with a person hanged. Finally a doctor arrived, to assert that the boy had been dead several hours. When, later, we needed to remove his clothes for burial, rigor mortis was such that, unable to unbend his limbs, we had to cut and tear the cloth to remove them.

“The commissioner to whom, of course, I had to report the accident, looked askance at me and said, ‘A bit suspicious,’ given no doubt to an ingrained habit, in line with official procedure, of whenever possible frightening guilty and innocent alike.

“A supreme task remained, of which the mere thought cost me anguish: I had to inform his parents. My feet at first refused to take me there. Finally the courage came. But to my astonishment, the mother was impassive; not so much as the corner of an eye moist with tears. This odd behavior I attributed to the plain horror she must be feeling and the old saw came to me: ‘The worst sorrows are mute sorrows.’ As for the father, he brought himself to say — half idiot, half dreamer — ‘After all, this is maybe better; he would anyway have ended badly.’

“Meanwhile, the body lay on my divan and, a maid assisting, I was engaged in the last preparations, when his mother came to my studio. She wished, she said, to view her son’s remains. I could hardly forbid her a draught of sadness or refuse her this supreme and somber consolation. She then asked me to point out the site where her little one had hanged himself. ‘Oh no, Madame,’ I replied, ‘it would not be good for you.’ And as my eyes turned involuntarily towards the funereal wardrobe, I noticed, with an angry and horrified disgust, that the nail remained where it had been driven and from it still dangled a length of rope. I sprang quickly to snatch up these remaining vestiges of the disaster but, as I went to toss them out the window, the unfortunate woman grabbed my arm and in an irresistible voice said, ‘Oh! Monsieur! let me have that. Please! I beg you!’ Her despair, it seemed to me, had so darkened her mind that she looked with tenderness on the instruments involved in her son’s death, wishing to preserve them as horrible and precious relics. — Along with the rope she seized the nail.

“At last! At last it was over. All that remained was for me to get back to work, more actively than usual, little by little to drive from my brain the haunting little corpse whose phantom distracted me with its wide fixed stare. But the next day I received a stack of letters, some from my building, others from neighboring houses. One from the first floor, another from second, from third, and so on; some half in jest, as if to disguise as pleasantry the seriousness of their request, others barefaced and badly spelled, but all with the same aim, that is, to get from me pieces of that mortal and beatific rope. Among the signers there were, I must report, more women than men; but not all, believe me, low-class, vulgar. I still have the letters.

“And then, all at once, I saw the light, understood why his mother wanted so badly to get that cord away from me, and on what commerce she depended to be consoled.”


XXXI
Callings

In a nice garden where the autumnal sun seemed pleasantly to linger, beneath a sky already tinted green, in which gold clouds floated like traveling continents, four handsome children, four boys, obviously tired of play, chatted among themselves.

One said: “Yesterday I was taken to the theatre. Into grand sad palaces, in the depth of which you see ocean and sky, where men and women, also sad and serious (but more beautiful and better dressed than those we ordinarily see), speak with music in their voices. They’re threatened, they entreat, they grieve, and often they rest their hand on a dagger sheathed in a sash. Ah, it’s so beautiful! The women are prettier and taller than those who visit us at home and, although with their great hollow eyes and enflamed cheeks they radiate terror, it’s impossible not to love them. You’re afraid, you want to cry, and at the same time you like it . . . And then, odder yet, it makes you want to dress like them, to say and do the things they say and do, and to speak with the same voice . . .”

One of the four boys, who for the last little while had stopped listening to his comrade’s talk, gazing with complete fixity on some point or other of the sky, all of a sudden said: “Look. Look up there . . . ! Do you see him? He’s sitting on that little lone cloud, a tiny cloud the color of fire, gently moving along. And he is looking, and you can tell that he sees us.”

“But who?” the others asked.

“God!” he replied, with a tone of firm conviction. “Ah, he is already far away; soon we will not be able to see him. No doubt he’s on a journey, visiting all his territories. Wait, he’s going behind those trees almost on the horizon . . . and now he’s going down behind the church tower . . . Ah . . . can’t see him any more.” And the boy remained a long while turned the same direction, straining at the line between sky and earth, eyes bright with an inarticulate expression of ecstasy and regret.

“Is he ever stupid, this guy with his good God, that only he can see!” said now the third, whose whole compact person showed signs of unusual vivacity and vitality. “Let me tell you how something happened to me that never happened to any of you — and is a bit more interesting than your theatre and your clouds. — Some days ago my parents took me with them on a trip, and since in the inn where we stopped there were not enough beds for us all, it was decided I would sleep in the same bed with the maid.” — He drew his comrades closer and lowered his voice. — “That gives an odd effect, believe me, to go to bed not alone and to be in bed with the maid, in the dark. Not falling asleep, I amused myself while she slept by passing my hand over her arms, over her neck and over her shoulders. Her arms and neck are much heavier than other women’s and the skin there is soft, so soft you think of paper for writing, or tissue paper. I found it so pleasant that I would have gone on longer if I hadn’t been afraid, afraid first of all she might wake up, and then afraid of something I couldn’t place. After that I buried my face in her hair that flowed along her back, thick like a mane, smelling as good, honestly, as the garden flowers do now. So let’s see you come up with something as good as that!”

The young author of this prodigious revelation, talking, had eyes wide in a sort of stupefaction from what he was still feeling, and the rays of the setting sun, gliding across red tousled curls, kindled there the likeness of a sulfurous halo of passion. It was easy to guess that this one would never lose his life searching for the Divinity in clouds, and also that he would find it, frequently, elsewhere.

Finally the fourth said: “You’re aware that I don’t much enjoy myself at home; I’m never taken to a play, my guardian is too stingy; God takes no note of me or of my ennui and I’ve no good-looking maid to pamper me. It’s often seemed to me that my pleasure would be to take off straight ahead, without knowing where, without disturbing anyone, and always be seeing new lands. I am never happy anywhere and always think I would be better off somewhere else than where I am. Well now! I saw, at the next village’s most recent fair, three men who live as I would like to live. You others paid no attention. They were tall, almost black, and stood proudly, though in rags, seeming to depend on no one. Their big dark eyes became really brilliant while they were playing music; a music so startling that one needs to dance, or to cry, or do both at once, and which would madden you if you listen too long. One, drawing the bow across his violin, seemed to be telling a trouble, while another, making his little hammer skip from string to string of a miniature piano held by a strap around his neck, seemed to be mocking his partner’s moans; and from time to time the third struck his cymbals with extraordinary violence. They were so happy being themselves that they continued playing their savage music even after the crowd had dispersed. Eventually they picked up their pennies, heaved their bags onto their shoulders, and left. Wanting to find out where they lived, I followed them at a distance to the edge of the forest, where it occurred to me that they lived nowhere.

“One of them said then, ‘Should we put up the tent?’

“’No no,’ another replied, ‘it’s such a splendid night.’

“The third said, counting the receipts, ‘The folk here have no sense of music and their women dance like bears. Fortunately, in less than a month we’ll be in Austria, among a nicer people.’

“’We might better head for Spain,’ one of them said, ‘since it’s getting towards winter; let’s leave the rain and wet only our whistles.’

“I’ve kept it all in mind, as you see. Afterwards they each drank a cup of brandy and then went to sleep, facing the stars. At first I thought I would ask them to take me with them and teach me to play their instruments; but I didn’t dare, no doubt because it really is difficult to decide anything, and also because I was afraid of being caught before getting out of France.”

The lack of interest his three comrades showed made me think that this youngster was already a misunderstood. I scanned him closely; in his eye and on his brow a hint of fatal precocity, which generally discourages sympathy and, for some reason, excites mine — to the point of giving me an instant the bizarre idea that I could have an unknown brother.

The sun was down. Night took its solemn setting. The children separated, each to go, unaware, according to circumstance and chance, to grow into his destiny, scandalize his parents, and gravitate towards glory or towards dishonor.


XXXII
The Thyrsus

for Franz Liszt

What is a thyrsus? By its moral and poetical meaning, it is a sacerdotal emblem in the hand of priests or priestesses celebrating the divinity they interpret and serve. But physically it’s nothing but a stick, a hop-pole, a vine-prop — dry, hard, straight. Around this stick, in capricious meanders, stem and blossom frolic and frisk, the former sinuous and shy, the latter bent like a bell or a cup turned over. And an amazing glory gushes forth from this complexity of soft or dazzling lines and colors. Could we not say that the curve and the spiral pay court to the straight line and dance before it in mute admiration? Or claim that all these delicate corollas, all these flower-cups, explosions of scent and color, execute a mystic fandango around the hieratic stick? And what imprudent mortal, after all, will dare decide if the flowers and shoots are made for the stick or if the stick is only a pretext for exhibiting the beauty of shoot and flower? The thyrsus is the representation of your astonishing duality, master strong and venerable, dear Bacchant of mysterious and passionate Beauty. No nymph provoked by invincible Bacchus ever shook thyrsus over her maddened cohorts with more energy and caprice than your genius stirs in the hearts of your brothers. — The stick is your will, direct, firm, steadfast; the flowers, they are your fancy’s ramble about your will; the feminine element’s prestigious pirouettes around the male. Straight line and arabesque, intention and expression, firmness of will, sinuosity of word, unity of aim, variety of means, all-powerful and indivisible amalgam of genius, what analyst will have the vile temerity to divide or separate you?

Dear Liszt, past the mists, beyond the rivers, above towns where pianos sing your glory, where the presses translate your wisdom, wherever you are, in the splendor of the eternal city or in the fogs of the dreamy lands Cambrinus9 consoles, improvising songs of delectation or ineffable sadness, or confiding to the page your abstruse meditations, cantor of eternal Voluptuousness and Anguish, philosopher, poet, artist, I salute you in your immortality.

9. Supposed inventor of beer.


XXXIII
Be Drunk

You must be drunk always. That is everything: the only question. Not to feel the horrible burden of Time that crushes your shoulders and bends you earthward, you must be drunk without respite.

But drunk on what? On wine, on poetry, on virtue — take your pick. But be drunk.

And if it should chance, on the steps of a palace, in the green weeds of a ditch, in the dreary solitude of your bedroom, you awake, your drunkenness grown less or gone, ask of the wind, of the wave, a star, bird, clock, anything fleeing, any that moan, that roll along, that sing, that speak, ask what hour it is; and the wind, wave, star, bird, clock, will reply, “The hour to be drunk! Not to be Time’s racked slaves, be drunk; be drunk without respite. On wine, on poetry, on virtue — take your pick.”


XXXIV
Already!

A hundred times already the sun had sprung up, radiant or in sorrow, from the vast vat of the sea, banks barely perceptible; a hundred times plunged again, glittering or in gloom, down to its immense evening dip. For a number of days now, we could contemplate the firmament’s other side and decipher the celestial alphabet of the antipodes. And all the passengers groaned and grumbled. It seemed that the approach of land accentuated their suffering. “Well, when,” they said, “will we stop sleeping this wave-tossed sleep, troubled by winds that snore louder than we? When can we get back to eating meat not salted like the awful element we sail on? When will our digestion settle down in stable chairs?”

There were those thinking of home, regretting their wives, unfaithful and disgruntled, and their squalling progeny. They were all driven so mad by the image of absent land that I think they would have eaten grass more enthusiastically than animals do.

Finally a coast was spotted and we saw, approaching, that it was a magnificent land, dazzling. The musicalities of life seemed to sheer off into a vague murmur and from these shores, rich in all sorts of green, sent out over several leagues a delicious odor of flowers and fruit.

At which everyone became joyful, abandoning his ill humor. Quarrels were forgotten, all reciprocal wrongs forgiven; arranged duels were disremembered and grudges dissipated like smoke.

I alone was sad, inconceivably sad. Like a priest robbed of his divinity, I could not, without heart-wrenching bitterness, pull myself from this so monstrously seductive sea, the sea so infinitely varied in its terrifying simplicity, and which seems to hold within itself and to represent by its games, its allures, its angers and its smiles, the agonies and ecstasies of all souls who have lived, who live, and who will live!

Saying farewell to this incomparable beauty, I felt pulled down deathwards; which is why, when companions said, “At last!” I could only cry, “Already!”

For all that, it was land, a land with its noise, its passions, its commodities, its celebrations; it was a land rich and magnificent, full of promise, sending us a mysterious perfume of rose and musk, where life’s musicalities came to us in amorous murmurs.


XXXV
Windows

Who stares into an open window never sees as many things as someone looking at a closed window. There is no object more profound, more mysterious, more fecund, more sinister, more dazzling, than a window candle lit. What can be seen by sunlight is always less interesting than what occurs behind a windowpane. In this dark or illumined gap life lives, life dreams, life suffers.

Across waves of rooftops, I catch sight of a woman, mature, already wrinkled, poor, always bent over something, who never goes out. By her face, by her clothes, by her gestures, by practically nothing, I have reconstructed the story of this woman or, rather, her legend, and sometimes I repeat it to myself, weeping.

Were it a poor old man, I would have reconstructed his just as easily.

And I lay me down, proud to have lived and suffered in other than myself.

Perhaps you will ask me, ”Are you sure this legend is true?” What do I care about the reality of things outside me, if it helps me to live, to feel that I am and what I am?


XXXVI
The Urge to Paint

As a man perhaps wretched, but how fortunate the artist who is torn by desire!

I burn to paint her whom I glimpsed so briefly, who fled so soon, like a thing of beauty the traveler regrettably leaves behind in the night. So long ago she is gone!

Beautiful, more than beautiful: stunning. She is rich in black — all her inspirations are nocturnal and deep. Her eyes are two caverns in which mystery flickers vaguely and her gaze flashes like lightning, an explosion in the dark.

I would liken her to a black sun, were it possible to conceive of dark stars pouring forth light and happiness. But she makes me think rather of the moon, which surely marked her with its formidable influence; not the white moon of idylls, which resembles a frigid bride, but the moon sinister and intoxicating, hung in the depth of a stormy night and assaulted by moving clouds; not the peaceable discreet moon visiting the sleep of the pure, but the moon vanquished and rebellious, ripped from the sky and pressed by Thessalonian sorceresses to dance on terrified grasslands.

In her narrow brow live tenacious will and the love of prey. At the same time, in her disquieting face, where quivering nostrils breathe in the unknown and the impossible, a laugh bursts with inexpressible grace from the grand mouth, red and white and delightful, suggesting the miracle of a superb flower opening in volcanic soil.

There are women who inspire the need to master and enjoy them; but she kindles the desire to die slowly, with her watching.


XXXVII
Moon Favors

The Moon, caprice incarnate, looked through the window while you slept in your cradle and said, “This child pleases me.”

And softly she descended her stairway of clouds and passed noiselessly through the windowpanes, then stretched out over you with the lithe tenderness of a mother and deposited her colors on your face. Your eyes have remained green and your cheeks extraordinarily pale. In contemplating this visitor it was, that your eyes became bizarrely enlarged; and she so gently clasped your throat that you have retained always the need to weep.

Then, her joy increasing, the Moon filled the room with a phosphorescent atmosphere, like a luminous poison; and all this living light gave thought and spoke: “You will remain eternally under the influence of my kiss. You will be beautiful in my fashion. You will love what I love and what returns my love: water, clouds, silence, night; the sea immense and green; formless and multiform waters; whatever place you are not; the lover you will never know; monstrous flowers; delirium-inducing perfumes; ecstatic cats on keyboards moaning like women with rough sweet voices!

“And you will be loved by my lovers, courted by my courtiers. You will be queen of green-eyed men, whose throats I have also clasped in nocturnal caresses; queen of those who love the sea, the immense sea, tumultuous and green, formless and multiform waters, the place they are not, the woman they know not, sinister flowers resembling censers from some unknown religion, perfumes that puzzle the will, and wild voluptuous animals, emblems of their own madness.”

And that, dear spoiled and accursed child, is why now I kneel at your feet, scrutinizing your self entire for a reflection of that formidable Divinity, fateful godmother, poisonous nurse of all lunatics.


XXXVIII
Which Is the True?

I once knew a certain Benedicta, who filled the atmosphere with the ideal, whose eyes spread a desire for greatness, for beauty, for glory, for whatever favored belief in immortality.

But this miraculous young woman was too beautiful to live long; she died only a few days after I met her, and it was I who buried her, a day when spring swung its censer even to the graveyards. I it was who buried her, well enclosed in a coffin of scented and incorruptible wood like that of chests from India.

And even as my eyes remained fixed on the ground under which my treasure lay, all at once I saw a small figure closely resembling the dead woman and who, stamping the freshly turned soil with bizarre and hysterical violence, screamed in a burst of laughter, “Me! I am the true Benedicta! Me, renowned slut! And to punish your blind folly, you are going to love me just as I am!”

But furious, I shouted back, “No! No! No!” and the better to accentuate my refusal, I stamped the ground with such violence that my leg went into the recently dug grave up to my knee, and like a wolf in a trap I rest attached, perhaps forever, one foot in the grave of the ideal.


XXXIX
A Thoroughbred

She is quite ugly. Nevertheless she’s delicious!

The claws of Time and Love have marked her and have taught her, cruelly, that each minute and each kiss wear away youth and its blossom.

She is truly ugly; she is ant, if you like, or spider, skeleton even; but she is also drink, restorative, witchcraft! in short, she is exquisite.

Time has not broken the sprightly harmony of her step, nor the indestructible elegance of her frame. Love has not altered the sweetness of her childish breath; nor has Time thinned her abundant mane which exudes in musky perfumes all the devilish vitality of the French Midi: Nîmes, Aix, Arles, Avignon, Narbonne, Toulouse, towns of love and charm, blessed by the sun.

Time and Love have nibbled at her steadily, in vain, having by no means diminished the vague but eternal charm of her boyish figure.

Worn perhaps, but not exhausted; always heroic, she gives the impression of those great thoroughbred horses a true connoisseur recognizes, even if they’re harnessed to a hired coach or to a heavy wagon.

And then she’s so sweet and so fervent. She loves as one loves in the fall, the approach of winter seeming to kindle in her heart a new flame, and her gentle servility is never wearisome.


XL
The Mirror

A hideous man comes in and looks at himself in the mirror.

“Why look at yourself in the mirror, since seeing yourself can only be unpleasant?”

The hideous man replies, “Monsieur, by the immortal principles of 1789, all men have equal rights; so I possess the right to look in this mirror. Pleasant or unpleasant, that’s purely a personal matter.”

From the point of view of common sense, I was certainly right; but, legally, he could not easily be faulted.


XLI
The Port

The port is a fascinating resort for souls worn out from life’s warfare. The breadth of sky, the ever-changing architecture of the clouds, the sea’s fluctuating colors, lighthouses flashing, all form a marvelous prism to exercise the eyes without tiring them. The slender shape of ships with their complicated rigging, to which the sea surge adds harmonious oscillations, serves to promote in the soul a taste for rhythm and for beauty. And then, above all, there is a sort of mysterious and aristocratic pleasure for one who has lost all curiosity and ambition, recumbent in the belvedere or reclining on the pier to contemplate the movements of those who leave and those who arrive, those who still have strength of will, the desire to travel or to grow rich.


XLII
Mistresses Portrayed

In a men’s boudoir, that is to say, in a smoker adjoining a fashionable whorehouse, four men sat smoking and drinking. They were not particularly young or old, neither handsome nor ugly; but old or young they carried that unmistakable distinction of veterans of pleasure, that indescribable quality, the cold and sardonic sadness that clearly declared, “We have lived greatly and we are looking for what we may love and prize.”

One of them led the discussion onto the subject of women. Not talking at all would have been more philosophical, but there are these wits who, after drink, do not shirk banal conversation. They attend to talk then as they might listen to dance music.

“All men,” the one said, “have once been Cherubino’s age; that’s the period when, lacking dryads, we embrace — without disgust — the trunks of oak trees. That is love’s first degree. In the second degree, we begin to choose. Being able to think about it is already decadence. At that stage we insist on looking for beauty. Myself, gentlemen, I am proud to have, long ago, arrived at the climacteric, the third degree, when beauty as such no longer suffices unless seasoned with perfume, jewelry, that sort of thing. I must admit I sometimes aspire, as to an unknown felicity, to a possible fourth degree, amounting to absolute calm. But for my whole life, except at the age of Cherubino, I have been more acutely sensitive than any to the enervating stupidity, to the irritating mediocrity, of women. What I love more than all else in animals is their candor. Judge then how much I must have suffered from my last mistress.

“She was a prince’s bastard. Beautiful, that goes without saying; why else would I have taken her on? But that great quality she spoiled by a sick and unseemly ambition. She was a woman who wanted to be the man. ‘You are not a man! Ah, if only I were a man! Of us two, it’s I who am the man.’ Such were the unbearable refrains from a mouth I only wanted to hear sing. If I mentioned liking a book or a poem or an opera, ‘You really think that’s good!’ she put in immediately, ‘what do you know about it?’ and on she’d go.

“Well, one day she went into chemistry; from then on I found a glass mask between her lips and mine. And with that, a regular Mrs. Grundy. Any gesture a little too amorous and she was into convulsions like a sensitive plant violated . . .”

“How did that come out?” said one of the other three. “I never reckoned you so patient.”

“God,” he replied, “with every evil includes the remedy. One day I discovered this Minerva, hungry for ideal power, in a clinch with my man-servant, a situation that obliged me to step back discreetly to avoid making them blush. That same evening I discharged them both, careful to pay them their back wages.”

“For my part,” said the one who had barged in, “I can only complain of my own self. Happiness came to me, and I didn’t recognize it. Fate had lately granted me the enjoyment of a woman the sweetest, most submissive, most devoted of creatures, always ready but never with enthusiasm! ‘If you want it, then I do.’ That was her usual response. You could beat the wall or this divan and get more sighs than could be pulled from my mistress’s bosom during the most arduous love-making. After a year of living together, she admitted she had never experienced climax. I was disgusted with such an unequal duel. And then this incomparable woman married. Later I had a fancy to see her again, and she told me, while exhibiting six beaming children, ‘Well, dear friend, the wife is still as much virgin as was your mistress.’ She had not changed in the slightest. Sometimes I have regrets: I should have married her.”

The others laughed complacently and a third said in turn:

“Gentlemen, I have known pleasures you have, perhaps, neglected. I’m speaking of the comedy in love — and of a comedy that does not exclude admiration. I admired my last mistress more, I believe, than you can possibly have hated or loved yours. And all others admired her as much as I. If we went into a restaurant, after a few minutes everybody forgot to eat, their attention all on her. Even the waiters and the hostess felt a contagious ecstasy and forgot what they were supposed to be doing. In short, I lived intimately for a time with a living phenomenon. She ate, chewed, chomped, gulped, swallowed, but with the most casual and unconcerned air. For a long time she held me ecstatic. She had a smooth, dreamy, English, romantic way of saying, ‘I’m so hungry!’ And she kept repeating these words day and night, revealing the prettiest teeth in the world, which would at once soften and amuse. — I could have made my fortune exhibiting her at fairs as polyvorous monster. I fed her well. And even so, she left me . . . — For a grocer, no doubt? — Something of the sort, somebody in a quarter-master’s office who, by filching, perhaps allowed that poor child the rations of a platoon of soldiers. At least that’s what I assume.”

“I,” said the fourth, “I have endured atrocious sufferings by the contrary of the standard reproach against egoistic females. I find you ill-advised, more than fortunate mortals, to complain of imperfection in your mistresses.”

This was spoken in high seriousness by a calm and sedate looking fellow, physiognomy almost clerical, brightened unfortunately by eyes of slate gray, eyes whose stare proclaimed, “I want!” or, “It must be!” or even, “I never pardon!”

“Had you, G — —, nervous as I know you, or you two, K — — and J — —, cowardly and frivolous as you are, had you coupled with a certain woman of my acquaintance, you would either have taken flight or have died. I, as you see, survived. Imagine someone incapable of committing an error, whether of feeling or of calculation; imagine a distressing serenity of character; a devotion to duty neither theatrical nor bombastic; an unfailing kindness; an energy without violence. The story of my love resembles an interminable voyage across a surface pure and polished as a mirror, vertiginously monotonous, reflecting all my feelings and my movements with the ironic exactitude of my own consciousness, so that I could not permit myself an irrational movement or feeling without immediately perceiving the mute reproach of my inseparable spectre. Love came down on me as an overseer. How many follies she kept me from, that I regret not having committed! How many of my debts paid, in spite of me! She held me back from all the benefits I could have drawn from my personal folly. With a cold unbreakable rule, she barred all my caprice. To complete the horror: dangers past, she exacted no gratitude. How many times I came near taking her by the throat, crying, ‘Show some imperfection, wretched woman! enough for me to love you without feeling ill or angry!’ For some years I admired her with a heart full of hatred. But at last, I was not the one to die.”

“Oh,” others put in, “then she is dead?”

“Yes. Things could not continue that way. Love had become for me an overwhelming nightmare. Win or die, as they say in Politics, that was the alternative fate had dealt me. One evening, in a wood . . . on the edge of a pond . . . after a melancholy walk, while as to her, her eyes reflected the softness of the sky, with me, my heart tightened hellishly . . .”

“What!”

“How . . . !”

“What are you saying?”

“It was inevitable. I’ve too great a sense of fairness to beat, to insult or to dismiss an irreproachable servant. But I had to reconcile this sense with the horror this being inspired in me; to rid myself of this being without a loss of respect. What could I do with her, since she was perfect?”

His three companions cast on him a vague and rather bewildered look, as if feigning incomprehension, as if declaring implicitly that they themselves were not capable of so rigorous an act, though indeed adequately explained.

Afterwards, they called for more bottles, to kill Time, so hard to kill, and to accelerate Life, which creeps so slowly.


XLIII
The Gallant Marksman

Crossing the wood, he stopped the carriage at a shooting-range, remarking how agreeable it would be to fire a few shots, to kill Time. Killing that monster, is it not everyone’s most ordinary and legitimate occupation? — And he offered his hand gallantly to his darling, delightful, execrable wife, to that mysterious woman to whom he owes so many pleasures, so many sorrows, and perhaps also a great part of his genius.

Several balls struck far from the proposed aim; one indeed lodging in the ceiling; and as the charming creature laughed wildly, mocking the clumsiness of her husband, he turned to her suddenly and said, “See that doll, out there, straight ahead, her nose in the air, with a haughty look. So, darling angel, I’m reckoning her as you.” And he closed his eyes and pressed the trigger. The doll was cleanly decapitated.

Then, leaning towards his darling, his delightful, his execrable wife, his inevitable and pitiless Muse, respectfully kissing her hand, he added, “Ah, my angel darling, how I thank you for my dexterity.”


XLIV
Soup and Clouds

My darling little madwoman made us dinner and by the open dining room window I contemplated the mobile architectures that God forms from vapors, marvelous impalpable constructions. And I said to myself, in tune with my contemplations, “All these fantasmagorias are almost as beautiful as the eyes of my darling beauty, the little mad monster with her green eyes.”

And suddenly a fist hit me hard in the back, and I heard a rough and charming voice, a voice hysterical and as if made hoarse from brandy, the voice of my dear little darling, saying, “Are you ever going to eat your soup, you silly buggering cloudmonger?”


XLV
Shooting-Gallery and Cemetery

Cemetery View Tavern— “Odd signboard,” thinks our pedestrian, “but well calculated to encourage thirst. The master of this cabaret certainly appreciates Horace and the poet-disciples of Epicurus. Maybe he’s even aware of the profound subtlety of the ancient Egyptians, for whom a banquet was no good without a skeleton, or at least some emblem of life’s brevity.”

So in he went, had a beer in sight of the gravestones and slowly puffed on a cigar. Then the notion took him to go down into the cemetery, where the grass was high and inviting, and where a rich sun held reign.

In fact, the light and the heat were raging and it seemed the drunken sun was wallowing across a carpet of magnificent flowers fattened for their destruction. An immense rustle of life filled the air — life of the infinitely small — cut into at regular intervals by the crackle of gunfire from a neighboring gallery, bursting like explosions of champagne corks in the buzz of a muted symphony.

Then, under the sun scorching his brain and in an atmosphere of Death’s ardent perfumes, he heard a voice whisper from below the tombstone he sat on. And the voice said, “Cursed be your targets and your carbines, restless quick, who take so small regard for the dead and their divine repose! Cursed be your ambitions, cursed be your plans, impatient mortals, come to study the art of killing beside Death’s sanctuary! If you knew how easily the prize is gained, how easily the aim attained, and how all is nothingness, save for Death, you would not tire yourselves so, live laborers, and you would trouble less the sleep of those who long ago found their Aim, the only true aim of detestable life!”


XLVI
Lost Halo

“What! you here, old friend? You, in such a low quarter! you who sip the quintessence, who drink ambrosia! There’s something really surprising here.”

“Friend, you know my terror of horses and carriages. A few minutes ago, hastily crossing the boulevard, jumping over mud, through that chaos where death comes galloping from all directions at once, my halo, jarred, slid off my head into the muck on the asphalt. I hadn’t the courage to retrieve it. It seemed less annoying to lose my badge than to get my bones broken. And then, I told myself, sometimes misfortune has its good side. Now I can stroll about incognito, do mean things, launch into debauches, like ordinary mortals. So here I am, just like you, as you see.”

“You should post your loss of halo, or go to police lost-and-found.”

“Heavens no! I like it this way. You are the only one to recognize me. Besides, rank I find boring. Also I imagine with pleasure some bad poet picking it up and wearing it shamelessly. To make a man happy, what joy! and especially one I could laugh at. Just suppose X — —, or Z — —. Ha! what a gag that would be!”


XLVII
Mademoiselle Bistoury

As I reached the edge of the district, under the gas lights, I felt an arm slip gently under mine and heard a voice at my ear, “You are a doctor, Monsieur?”

I turned to look. It was a tall young woman, robust, wide-eyed, lightly made up, hair stirring in the breeze along with her hat strings.

“No; I am not a doctor. Let me pass.” “Oh yes! You are a doctor. I see it plainly. Come to my place. You’ll find it nice with me. Come!” “Well yes, see you I will, but later, after the doctor, what the hell! . . .” “Ah ha!” she said, still hanging on my arm and bursting with laughter, “you’re a jokey doctor, I’ve known several of your kind. Come.”

Now, mystery I love passionately, hoping each time to unravel it. So I let myself be led away by this stranger or, rather, this unexpected enigma.

I’ll not bother with a description of her miserable room; it can be found in several well-known older poets. Only — a detail Régnier10 missed — two or three portraits of celebrated physicians graced its walls.

How I was coddled there! Blazing fire, mulled wine, cigars; and, presenting me with these things and even herself lighting my cigar, the silly creature said to me, “Make yourself at home, my friend; be at ease. That will remind you of the hospital and youthful times. — But my, where did you get these gray hairs? You didn’t have them just a little time ago, when you were an intern at L — —. I recall you assisting at difficult operations. A man liking to cut, to carve, to trim! It was you who handed him his instruments, threads, sponges. — And, the operation complete, he said proudly, checking his watch, ‘Five minutes, messieurs!’ Oh, I go everywhere. I know these Messieurs.”

Moments later, now saying tu to me, she took it up again: “You are a doctor, aren’t you, darling?”

This unintelligible refrain brought me to my feet, furious. “No!” I cried.

“Or surgeon?”

“No! no! unless to cut off your head! Holy Saint Maquerelle!”

“Wait,” she went on, “you’ll see.”

And she pulled out of a drawer a bundle of papers which was nothing but a collection of portraits of illustrious doctors of the time, lithographs by Maurin11 for sale on Quai Voltaire for years.

“There now. Do you recognize this one?

“Yes, it’s X — —. The name is under the picture, but I happen to know him personally.”

“As I thought! Here: this is Z — —, the one who told his class, speaking of X — —, ‘This monster wears on his face the blackness of his soul!’ All just because they disagreed on some case. How they laughed at that in the medical school at the time. You remember? Here: this is K — —, who denounced to the government the rebels he was treating in his hospital. That was during the riots. How could such a good-looking man have such a hard heart? Look here now: This is W — —, a famous English doctor; I caught up with him on his trip to Paris. Has the look of a young girl, don’t you think?”

And as I fingered a packet with a string around it that was on the table, “Wait,” she said, “these are the interns, the other packet is externs.”

And she fanned out a mass of photographic images of much younger faces.

“Next time we meet, dear, you will give me your picture, won’t you?”

“But,” I said, back to my original question, “what gives you the idea that I’m a doctor?”

“It’s because you are kind and good to women.”

“Strange logic!” I said to myself.

“Oh, I’m hardly ever mistaken. I’ve known quite a few. I so love them that, without being sick, I go to see them, merely to see them. There are some who say coldly, ‘There is nothing whatever wrong with you!’ But others understand, from how I smile at them.”

“And those who don’t understand . . . ?”

“Oh, well, for uselessly bothering them, I leave ten francs on the mantel. So good and so gentle those men are. I’ve discovered at the Pitié hospital a little intern, pretty as an angel and so cultivated, and who works hard, the poor boy. His fellows told me that he hasn’t a penny, his parents being so poor they can send him nothing. That gave me confidence. After all, I’m not a bad looking woman, even though not the youngest. I said to him, ‘Come see me, come see me often. And with me, don’t worry, I don’t need money.’ But mind you I let him understand this by various ways; I didn’t say it crudely; I was afraid of humiliating him, the little dear. Well, would you believe it, I’ve a funny yen I’m shy to tell him of. I would like him to come to me with his doctor’s bag and in his apron, even with a trace of blood still on it.”

She said that completely candidly, as a sympathetic man might say to an actress he loves, “I would like to see you in the costume you wore for the famous role you created.”

Persistent, I kept asking, “Can you recall when it was and how it happened that you conceived this peculiar passion?”

It was difficult to get her to comprehend; eventually it sank in. But she replied with a sad expression and even, as best I recall, turning her eyes from me, “I don’t know . . . I don’t remember.”

If you can get around to look for them, what bizarre things you find in a big city. Life swarms with innocent monsters. Lord, my God! you the Creator, you the Master; you who made both Law and Liberty; you the Sovereign who lets it all happen, you the Judge who pardons; you who teem with motives and causes, and who perhaps endowed my spirit with a taste for horror in order to convert my heart, like healing at the knife’s edge; Lord, have pity, have pity on madmen and madwomen! O Creator! could there exist monsters in the eyes of the only One who knows why they exist, how they were made and how they could have not been made?

10. Mathurin Régnier, seventeenth-century satirist.

11. Célébrités contemporaines (1842).


XLVIII
Anywhere Out of the World 12

This life is a hospital, where each patient is possessed by the desire to change beds. That one prefers to suffer nearer the stove and this one believes he would get well next to the window.

To me it seems always it would be well for me to be somewhere I am not, and the question of moving is one that my soul and I discuss endlessly.

“Tell me, my soul, poor chilled soul, how about going to live in Lisbon? It must be warm there and you could bask like a lizard. The city is on the water; they claim it is built out of marble and that the people so hate vegetation that they’ve uprooted all trees. There’s a landscape to your taste, a landscape made of light and minerals, with liquid to reflect them.”

My soul makes no reply.

“Since you love repose so much, along with the spectacle of movement, would you like to come live in Holland, that beatific land? You might find diversion in this country whose images in museums you have often admired. What would you think of Rotterdam, since you love forests of masts, and boats moored at the doors of houses?”

My soul remains mute.

“Maybe Batavia13 would please you more? We would, moreover, find there the spirit of Europe in the embrace of tropical beauty.”

Not a word. — Could my soul be dead?

“Have you gotten to the point of numbness, where nothing pleases you but your displeasure? If that’s the case, let us flee to those countries like unto Death. — I’m the one in charge, poor soul. We will pack our trunks for Torneo. Let’s go farther, to the far end of the Baltic; still farther from life, if possible: we’ll go live at the pole. There the sun skims earth obliquely and the slow alternations of light and night suppress variety and increase monotony, that half measure of nothing. There we could take long shadow-baths, except when, to divert us, the northern lights send us from time to time their rosy showers, like reflections of Hell’s fireworks.”

Finally, my soul erupts, and in wisdom cries out, “Anywhere! anywhere! out of this world!”

12. The title (in English) is a quote from Thomas Hood’s “The Bridge of Sighs.”

13. The Indonesian port now called Djakarta.


XLIX
Knock Down the Poor!

For fifteen days I kept to my room, surrounding myself with books popular at the time (sixteen or seventeen years ago): I’m referring to books on the art of making people happy and wise and rich in twenty-four hours. I had thus digested — or rather, swallowed — every elucubration of every entrepreneur of public happiness, those who counsel all the poor to become slaves, and those who would rather persuade the poor that they are each and all dethroned kings. It is not surprising that I was in a state somewhere between vertigo and idiocy.

Only it had seemed to me that I felt, hidden at the bottom of my intellect, the obscure germ of an idea superior to all the old wives’ formulas I had come across recently in the dictionaries. But it was only the idea of an idea, infinitely vague.

I left my room with a great thirst. A passionate taste for bad reading matter breeds a proportionate need for the air at large and for refreshment.

As I went into a bar, a beggar held out his hat with one of those looks that would throw down thrones if mind moved matter, or if the magnetizers could really ripen grapes.

At the same time, I heard a voice at my ear whispering, a voice I knew well; it was that of a good Angel, or good Demon, one always with me. If Socrates had his good Demon, why could I not have my good Angel, and why could I not have the honor, like Socrates, of my own certificate of madness, signed by the subtle Lélut and the circumspect Baillarger?14

There is this difference between Socrates’ Demon and mine, that his acted only in restraining, averting, holding back, whereas mine works to counsel, suggest, persuade. Poor Socrates had merely a prohibiting Demon; mine is a great affirmer, a Demon of action, a Demon of combat.

What his voice whispered now was: “One is equal to another only if he can prove it, and worthy of liberty only if he can win it.”

Immediately I attacked my beggar. With a single blow of my fist I took care of one eye which, in a second, swelled into a ball. I broke one of my fingernails in cracking two of his teeth and, since I didn’t feel strong enough — delicately endowed as I am and without experience in boxing — to knock this old guy out quickly — with one hand I grabbed him by the collar and with the other seized his throat and proceeded to bang his head against the wall. I must admit I had already given the place a good look around, verifying that in this deserted suburb I could count on plenty of time outside any police beat.

Afterwards, by a kick in the back sharp enough to break a shoulder blade, having floored this battered sexagenarian, I got hold of a fallen tree branch and belabored him with the fierce energy of a cook tenderizing a steak.

Then suddenly — O miracle! O joyful philosopher, the excellence of whose theory is verified! — I beheld that antique carcass flip over and rise up with an energy I would never have suspected in a machine so dilapidated and, with a look of hatred that appeared to me good augury, the decrepit ruffian threw himself on me, blacked both my eyes, broke four teeth, and with the same old branch fell to beating me nearly to jelly. — By my active medication I had restored to him his pride and his life.

Well I gave him forcible signs that I considered the discussion at an end and, standing up with the satisfaction of a Stoic sophist, I said to him, “Monsieur, you are my equal! Do me the honor of sharing my purse; and remember, if you are really a philanthropist, then you must render to all your colleagues, when they go to begging, the theory that I just had the pain of trying out on your back.”

He swore to me that he understood my theory, and would follow my counsels.

14. Asylum keepers, who claimed that Socrates was mad.


L
Good Dogs

for Joseph Stevens

I have never been ashamed, even among my century’s young writers, of my admiration for Buffon; but today it is not the soul of that painter of stately nature to whom I call for aid. No.

I rather call on Sterne, to say, “Descend from the sky, or rise from the Elysian Fields, to inspire me in celebrating good dogs, poor dogs, a song worthy of you, sentimental jester, incomparable jester! Do come, astride the famous ass who always accompanies you in posterity’s memory and above all let this ass not forget to carry, held delicately between the lips, his immortal macaroon.”

Down with the academic muse! I have nothing to do with that old prude. I invoke the familiar, urban, living muse to help me sing the good dogs, the poor dogs, dirty dogs, those everybody chases off as plague-ridden or flea-bitten, except for the poor man, with whom they are partners, and the poet, who regards them with fraternal eye.

Fie on the dandified dog, overbearing quadruped: great dane, pug, king-charles or cocker spaniel so enchanted with itself that it bounds indiscriminately against a visitor’s knees or up on his lap, as if sure to please; unruly as a child, silly as a tart, sometimes snarling, and insolent as a servant. Fie especially on those four-footed serpents, idle and shivering, called greyhounds, who don’t have enough flair in their pointed muzzles to track a friend or enough intelligence in their flat heads to play dominoes.

To the kennel with all those tiresome parasites!

Back to silky padded kennels with them! I sing the dirty dog, the poor dog, the homeless dog, the dog at large, the performing dog, the dog whose instincts — like those of poor people, Gypsies, actors — has been wonderfully honed by the good mother necessity, true patroness of intelligence.

I sing the dog of calamities, whether wandering alone in the circuitous ravines of immense cities, or having declared, batting clever eyes, to some abandoned man, “Take me with you, and perhaps our two miseries will add up to a kind of happiness.”

“Where are the dogs?” Nestor Roqueplan15 once wrote in an immortal column which he has no doubt forgotten, which I alone, and Sainte-Beuve perhaps, still remember.

Where are the dogs? you ask, inattentive people. Tending their own business.

Tending to business, tending to love. Through the fog, across snow, through mud, on gnawing dog-days, under pouring rain, they go, they come, they trot, they duck under carriages, moved by fleas, by passion, need, or duty. Like us, they’re up early, searching out their lives or high-tailing it for pleasure.

Some sleep in wreckage in the boondocks and report each day, at a given hour, to claim alms at the kitchen of the Palais-Royal; others run in packs more than five leagues to partake of a repast prepared for them by certain charitable sexagenarian virgins, whose unoccupied hearts are given over to these beasts, stupid men being no longer interested.

Others who, like runaway slaves, lovesick, on certain days quit their region to slip into the city, gambol for an hour with a pretty bitch, not terribly tidy but proud and grateful.

And all quite exact, without notebook, without notes, without billfolds.

Do you know sluggish Belgium, and have you admired as I have the vigorous dogs hitched to a butcher’s cart, or a milkman’s, or baker’s, and who give witness with their triumphant bark to the proud pleasure they experience in rivalry with horses?

Here are two that belong to an order still more civilized. Let me sneak you into the room of an absent saltimbanque. Painted wooden bed, no curtains, bedbug smirched covers in disarray, a couple of cane chairs, cast-iron stove, one or two damaged musical instruments. Ah, such sad furnishings. But notice, please, those two intelligent personages in frayed but sumptuous garments, their hair arranged like that of a troubadour or a soldier, who watch with witchlike care the nameless work simmering on the stove, whose center sports a long spoon like an aerial mast put up to signify a finished building.

Isn’t it reasonable, how zealous actors don’t take to the road without a bellyful of strong substantial soup? And can’t one overlook a bit of sensuality in these poor devils facing day after day the public’s indifference and the injustice of their manager, who takes the lion’s share and downs more soup than any four actors?

How often have I pondered, smiling and touched, so many four-legged philosophers, complaisant slaves, obedient or devoted, whom the republican vocabulary might distinguish as over-obliging, if the Republic, overly occupied with the happiness of men, gave a little time to the honor of dogs!

And how often have I thought there must be some way (who knows?) to recompense so much courage, patience, labor — a special paradise for good dogs, the poor dogs, the dogs dirty and desolate. Swedenborg claims there’s a paradise for Turks and even one for the Dutch!

Theocritus’ shepherds, and Virgil’s, in return for their songs, could look forward to a good cheese, a well-made flute, or a nanny goat ready for milking. The poet who has sung the poor dogs has received as recompense a fine vest of a color at once rich and faded, reminiscent of autumnal suns, of the beauty of mature women, of Indian summer.

No one present at the tavern on rue Villa-Hermosa16 will forget with what enthusiasm the painter shed his vest in favor of the poet, cognizant of worth and honesty in singing the poor dogs.

Likewise a magnificent Italian tyrant, in the good old days, let the divine Aretino choose between a dagger encrusted with precious stones and a court mantle, in exchange for a precious sonnet or a curious satiric poem.

And each time the poet dons the painter’s vest, he cannot help thinking of good dogs, of philosopher dogs, of Indian summer, and of the beauty of mature women.

15. Journalist, contemporary with Baudelaire.

16. In Brussels.
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