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Introduction

AMONG the several motives which may impel a poet to write
about poetry, we must not overlook those arising from neces-
sity or obligation. A young poet may find himself writing
essays on poets and poetry, simply because a young poet, if
he has any talent for journalism at all, can earn more money
by writing about other poets” poetry, than he can by selling
his own. If he hopes that success in later years will free him
from this kind of distraction, his hope is vain: he will merely,
if successful, exchange one form of constraint for another.
There is a banquet: he has to respond to the toast of “Poetry,”
or to propose the health of some distinguished foreign visitor.
There is a centenary to be commemorated, a tablet to be un-
veiled, or the birthday of some venerable poet to be honored:
it is necessary that a middle-aged poet should be present to
drop the grain of incense, or fix, for the moment, a reputation.
There is a young, unknown, and very promising poet to be
assisted: the sale of his book will be promoted, or at least the
reviewers will be more attentive, if some respected senior
artisan will preface it. World conferences and congresses,
European and local conferences and congresses, follow each
other in endless succession : the public thirst for words about
poetry, and for words from poets about almost anything —
in contrast to its thirst for poetry itself—seems insatiable. In
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INTRODUCTION

short, the compulsions and solicitations to a poet to write
about poetry, and to talk about poetry, instead of writing
poetry, begin early in life and continue to the end.

The life of Paul Valéry forms no exception to this rule. On
the contrary: far from having purchased exemption by em-
inence, Valéry provides the most conspicuous confirmation
of my words. He has said somewhere, that he never wrote
prose except under some outside pressure or stimulus. This is
surely an exaggeration: yet no poet has ever been more the
victim of such molestations of fortune—to which, indeed, we
owe some of his most remarkable prose, and without which
we should have been deprived of much of what we know of
a singularly fascinating mind. His situation in life was such
thathe arrived at the importunities of fame without altogether
escaping the coercion of want. In his later years, he was saved
from the possibility of financial embarrassment by being
found a professorship at the Collége de France. There he
earned his livelihood, long after the poetry which provides
the solid foundation for his fame had been written, by lectur-
ing to the public—on the Art of Poetry. His inaugural lecture,
I have no doubt, drew a large and fashionable audience; but,
because of the subtlety of the argument, and the indistinctness
of his enunciation, it may have been difficult for the audience
to follow. The irony of such a life as Valéry’s is only fully
apparent in retrospect.

The occasional character of most of Valéry’s critical writ-
ing, of his poétigue, must not however be allowed to suggest
that there is anything perfunctory about it. He obviously
enjoyed writing about poetry, still more about the process of
writing poetry, and most of all about the process by which
his own poetry got written. If the best of his poems are among
the masterpieces, the best of his critical essays are among the
most rematkable curiosities of French literature.



INTRODUCTION

The writer whose critical essays have mostly been responses
to particular situations is exposed, once the essays have been
collected and published together, to a misunderstanding
against which the prospective reader should be warned. In
reading a volume of collected essays we are all, especially
when approaching them for the first time, prone to expect a
unity to which such work does not pretend. The essays con-
tained in the present volume are some of them divided by
many years from each other; and the French texts were
published in collections assembled chronologically rather than
by subject matter. The student of the poétigue of Valéry may
start in the expectation of complete coherence; and when he
does not find it, he may be tempted to complain of inconsist-
encies and to deride repetitions. Here and there, among
Valéry’s writings, you will find the same passage repeated
almost verbatim, without apology or explanation. I do not
myself object to this: I prefer to read critical essays in their
original form, not reshaped at a later date into an artificial
unity. Indeed, I regard repetitions and contradictions in a
man’s writing as valuable clues to the development of his
thought. When I have, myself, occasion to write on some
subject which I have treated in different circumstances in the
past, I prefer to remain in ignorance of my opinion of twenty
or thirty years ago, until I have committed to paper my
opinion of today. Then, and not till then, I wish to refresh
my memory. For if I find a contradiction, it is evidence that
I have changed my mind; if there is a repetition, it is the best
possible evidence that I am of the same mind as ever. An
unconscious repetition may be evidence of one’s firmest con-
victions, or of one’s most abiding interests.

I have thought it desirable to insist upon the occasional
character of many of Valéry’s essays; but I do not want to
suggest that the choice of subject was always dictated by the
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INTRODUCTION

occasion, or that the results, even when the subject was im-
posed, are ever negligible. In the main, the subjects are
obviously of his own choosing; and the occasion was only
the necessary stimulus to provoke a train of thought. Even
when the subject may have been indifferent, or the occasion
unwelcome, Valéry was skillful enough to turn it to his own
account, to direct it towards one of his dominant topics of
meditation.

The direction which Valéry’s meditations on poetry
tended to take was no doubt suggested to him by an essay of
Edgar Poe’s; but what was for Poe merely the theme of one
literary exercise among many, a tour de force perhaps, be-
came for Valéry almost an obsessive preoccupation. Valéry’s
art poétigue is inspired by different motives, and directed to
different ends, from those of any of the treatises, essays, or
scattered dicta of other poets, with the single exception of
Poe, from Horace to the present day. Apart from practical
precepts which have been the fruit of experience, much of
the best writing of poets about poetry has been written in
defense of some new style or of some new attitude towards
the material of poetry. Amongst such writings are the essays
of Dryden, the prefaces of Wordsworth, and (in part) Cole-
ridge’s Biographia Literaria. Beside forensic and polemic crit-
icism, there is the judicial: Samuel Johnson, in his Lives of the
Poets, appears in the role of a judge, who has not himself
chosen the persons to be tried in his court. Other poets have
been moved to write criticism in revision of current opinion
or traditional judgment, or to bring to light the work of
some poet unjustly ignored, or to restore the reputation of
some depreciated poet. Often, a poet is most effective as critic,
when he writes about those poets whose work has influenced
his own, or with whom he feels some affinity. And on the
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INTRODUCTION

other hand, a poet may write with unusual understanding of
some poet whom he admires and likes because that poet’s
work is utterly different from anything that he himself does
or wants to do. In our time, Mr. Ezra Pound combined several
of these functions of the poet as critic: the training of young
writers, the education of the public taste with regard to for-
gotten, undervalued, or unknown poets of the past in several
languages, and the advertisement of those contemporary and
younger writers whose work met with his approval.

Valéry’s poétique fits nowhere in the foregoing classifica-
ton. His appreciations of earlier poetry—for instance, the
charming “Concerning Adonis” in this volume—are all too
few; his appreciations of living poets, in his occasional pref-
aces, are most interesting when he wanders from his subject.
He is not didactic, and so has little in common with Horace
or Boileau or Pound. There are valuable hints to poets; but
his motiveis never primarily to guide the young, or to advance
the claims of a new school of poetry, or to interpret and
revalue poetry of the past. There are valuable hints to readers;
but Valéry is not primarily interested in teaching his readers
anything. He is perpetually engaged in solving an insoluble
puzzle—the puzzle of how poetry gets written; and the
material upon which he works is his own poetry. In the end,
the question is simply: how did I write La Jeune Pargue
(or Le Cimetiére marin)? The questions with which he is
concerned are questions which no poet of an earlier generation
would have raised; they are questions that belong to the pres-
ent self-conscious century. This gives to Valéry’s thought a
singular documentary value.

There are, of course, incidental observations which can
be taken to heart by the young poet; there are observations
which can help the reader towards understanding the nature
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of poetry. There are also, if I am not mistaken, observations
dangerous for the young poet, and observations confusing
for the reader. Before attempting to define Valéry’s central
interest, it seems proper to give a few instances of these
incidental remarks of both kinds.

The insistence, in Valéry’s poetics, upon the small part
played, in the elaboration of a poem, by what he calls le réve—
what is ordinarily called the “inspiration” —and upon the
subsequent process of deliberate, conscious, arduous labor, is
amost wholesome reminder to the young poet. Itis corrective
of that romantic attitude which, in employing the word
“inspiration,” inclines consciously or unconsciously to regard
the poet’s role, in the composition of a poem, as mediumistic
and irresponsible. Whenever we come across a poem (this
hasoften happened to mein the course of reading manuscripts)
which appears to have some original merit, but which has
been turned out into the world in an unfinished state, or which
perhaps is only a kind of note of something which might
provide the material of a good poem, we suspect that the
author has depended too confidently upon his “inspiration”;
in other words, that he has shirked the labor of smelting what
may have been payable ore. On the other hand, as any advice,
literally and unintelligently applied, can lead to disastrous
consequences, it is as well to point out that while the poet
should regard no toil as too arduous and no application of
time as too long, for bringing a poem as near perfection as
his abilities will take it, he should also have enough power of
self-criticism to know where to stop. As with the painting in
Balzac’s Le Chef-d’eeuvre inconny, there may be a point beyond
which every alteration the author makes will be for the
worse. A short poem, or a passage of a long poem, may
appear in its final form at once; or it may have to go through
the transformations of a dozen drafts. And my own experience
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is, that when the result is successful, nobody except the author
himself will be able to distinguish between those passages
which have undergone no alteration, and those which have
been rewritten again and again. I think I understand what
Valéry means when he says that a poem is never finished: at
least, his words to this effect have a meaning for me. To me
they mean that a poem is “finished,” or that I will never
touch it again, when I am sure that I have exhausted my own
resources, that the poem is as good as I can make that poem.
It may be a bad poem: but nothing that I can do will make it
better. Yet I cannot help thinking that, even if it is a good
poem, I could have made a better poem of it—the same poem,
but better— if I were a better poet.

A corollary, perhaps, of Valéry’s emphasis upon the fun-
damental “brainwork” (is not the phrase Dante Rossetti’s?)
is his insistence upon the value for the poet of the exercise of
difficult and complicated rhyming stanza forms. No poet was
ever more conscious of the benefit of working in strict forms,
the advantage to be gained by imposing upon oneself limita-
tions to overcome. Such exercises are, of course, of no use to
the man who has nothing to say, except possibly that of
helping him to appreciate the work of those poets who have
used these forms well; but what they can teach the genuine
poet, is the way in which form and content must come to
terms. It is only by practicing the sonnet, the sestina, or the
villanelle, that we learn what sort of content can ot be ex-
pressed in each of these forms; and it s only the poet who has
developed this sense of fitness who is qualified to attempt
“free verse.”” No one should write “free verse” —or, at least,
offer it for publication—until he has discovered for himself
that free verse allows him no more freedom than any other

verse.
Another important contribution by Valéry to the educa-
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tion of the poet is his emphasis upon structure. Although a
poem can be made out of a succession of felicitous verses, it
must nevertheless be built. This law, like others, could be
made too absolute, and lead us into absurdities as deplorable
as those of some eighteenth-century critics. It need not oblige
us to deny all merit to FitzGerald’s Rubdipdt: for that poem
does make a total impression which is not merely the sum of
the impressions of the several quatrains; but it does, I think,
justify us in affirming that The Deserted Village approximates
to a perfection that we miss in the Elegy Written in a Country
Church-yard.

Valéry’s analogy, in the matter of structure, is Architec-
ture. Elsewhere, as we shall see presently, he compares Poetry
to the Dance; and he always maintained that assimilation of
Poetry to Music which was a Symbolist tenet. Between these
analogies there is no contradiction, unless we are misled by
the famous phrase of Walter Pater. For Music itself may be
conceived as striving towards an unattainable timelessness;
and if the other arts may be thought of as yearning for
duration, so Music may be thought of as yearning for the
stillness of painting or sculpture. I speak as one with no
technical training in music, butIfind thatIenjoy, and “under-
stand,” a piece of music better for knowing it well, simply
because I have at any moment during its performance a
memory of the part that has preceded and a memory of the
part that is still to come. Ideally, I should like to be able to
hold the whole of a great symphony in my mind at once.
The same is true, surely, of a great tragedy: the better we
know it, the more fully we hold in mind, during the action,
what has preceded and what is to come, the more intense is
our experience. It is only in a detective thriller, or in some
kinds of comedy and farce, that the unexpected is a contribu-
tion to, and even a necessary element of, our enjoyment.
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I have considered Valéry’s insistence upon hard work,
upon study of prosodic and stanzaic form, and upon structure.
There is, however, one direction in which Valéry’s theory
and practice take him, which seems to me not without its
dangers. This direction is indicated, is even imposed, by the
sharp distinction which he draws between poetry and prose.
He supports this division by a very neat and persuasive
analogy, viz.:

Poetry : Prose :: Dancing : Walking (or Running).

Prose, Valéry maintains, is instrumental: its purpose is to convey
a meaning, to impart information, to convince of a truth, to
direct action; once its message has been apprehended, we
dismiss the means by which it has been communicated. So
with walking or running: our purpose is to get to a destina-
don. The only value of our movement has been to achieve
some end that we have set ourselves. But the purpose of the
dance is the dance itself. Similarly with poetry: the poem is
for its own sake—we enjoy a poem as we enjoy dancing; and
as for the words, instead of looking through them, so to speak,
we are looking at them. This is, as I have just remarked,
persuasive; or rather, it illuminates like the flash of an empty
cigarette lighter in the dark: if there is no fuel in the lighter,
the momentary flash leaves a sense of darkness more impen-
etrable than before. It would be a quibble, to point out that
dancing is sometimes purposive (the purpose of a war dance,
I believe, is to rouse the dormant pugnacity of the dancers);
for even if dancing is always pure delight in rhythmical move-
ment, the analogy may be misleading. I think that much
poetry will be found to have the instrumental value that
Valéry reserves to prose, and that much prose gives us the

kind of delight that Valéry holds to be solely within the
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province of poetry. And if it is maintained that prose which
gives that kind of delight is poetry, then I can only say that
the distinction between poetry and prose has been completely
obliterated, for it would seem that prose can be read as poetry,
or poetry as prose, according to the whim of the reader.

I have never yet come across a final, comprehensive, and
satisfactory account of the difference between poetry and
prose. We can distinguish between prose and verse, and
between verse and poetry; but the moment the intermediate
term verse is suppressed, I do not believe that any distinction
between prose and poetry is meaningful.

It is not, however, this attempt to discover some essential
difference between prose and poetry that seems to me dan-
gerous, but a tendency, which is very much favored by this
account of prose and poetry, to approve a difference of
vocabulary and idiom between poetry and prose. The words
set free by Valéry from the restrictions of prose may tend to
form a separate language. But the farther the idiom, vocab-
ulary, and syntax of poetry depart from those of prose, the
more artificial the language of poetry will become. When
the written language remains fixed, while the spoken lan-
guage, the vulgar speech, is undergoing changes, it must
ultimately be replaced by a new written language, founded
on current speech. Now the language of prose is ordinarily
nearer to that of speech than is the language of poetry; so
that if poetry arrogates the right to idiom, vocabulary, and
syntax different from that of prose, it may eventually become
so artificial as no longer to be able to convey living feeling
and living thought. Speech on every level, from that of the
least educated to that of the most cultivated, changes from
generation to generation; and the norm for a poet’s language
is the way his contemporaries talk. In assimilating poetry to
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music, Valéry has, it seems to me, failed to insist upon its
relation to speech. The poet can improve, indeed it is his
duty to try to improve, the language that he speaks and hears.
The charactersin a play can, and usually should, have a much
greater mastery of language than their originals in life would
have. But neither the poem nor the play can afford to ignore
the necessity of persuading us that this is the language we
should ourselves speak, if we spoke as well as we should like
to speak. It is perhaps significant that Valéry should attach so
much importance as he does to the achievement of Mallarmé,
and nowhere (so far as Iam aware) acknowledge any indebted-
ness to the discoveries of Laforgue and Corbiére.

Those observations of Valéry, which should be taken to
heart by poets, can also be pondered with profit by readers—
not for direct understanding of poetry, but as a help to under-
standing the kind of preparation that the poet needs, and the
nature of the labor that the poet undertakes. And especially
pertinent for the reader of poetry—and for the critic of poetry
—is his repeated insistence that poetry must first of all be
enjoyed, if it is to be of any use at all; that it must be enjoyed
as poetry, and not for any other reason; and that most of the
rest of what is written, talked, and taught is philology, history,
biography, sociology, psychology. He defends the privacy,
even the anonymity, of the poet, and the independence of
the poem when it has been written and dismissed by the poet.
At this stage, the poet’s interpretation of his poem is not
required: what matters is what the poem means—in the sense
in which a poem may be said to have “meaning.” What the
poet meant it to mean or what he thinks it means now that
it is written, are questions not worth the asking.

So far, however, I have not approached the essential
problem, which is that of the characteristics distinguishing

xvii



INTRODUCTION

Valéry's art poétique from that of anyone else. His purpose is
not to teach the writing of poetry or to improve the under-
standing of it; his purpose is not primarily to facilitate the
understanding of his own poetry—though it will very soon
strike the attention of the perceptive reader, that much of
what he predicates of “poetry” is applicable only to his own
poetry. The best approach, I believe, is through a little essay,
of very early date, included in this volume, entitled “On
Literary Technique.” The date is 1889, but this early credo
gives a clue to his later development. What it announces is
no less than a new style for poets, as well as a new style for
poetry. The satanist, the dandy, the podte maudit have had
their day: eleven years before the end of the nineteenth
century Valéry invents the role which is to make him rep-
resentative of the twentieth:

.. .atotally new and modern conception of the poet. He is no longer

the disheveled madman who writesa whole poem in the course of one
feverish night; he is a cool scientist, almost an algebraist, in the service
of a subtle dreamer. A hundred lines at the most will make up his
longest poems. . .. He will take care not to hurl on to paper every-
thing whispered to him in fortunate moments by the Muse of Free
Association. On the contrary, everything he has imagined, felt,
dreamed, and planned will be passed through a sieve, weighed,
filtered, subjected to form, and condensed as much as possible so as to
gain in power what it loses in length: a sonnet, for example, will be
a true quintessence, a nutrient, a concentrated and distilled juice,
reduced to fourteen lines, carefully composed with a view to a final
and overwhelming effect.

We must remember that Valéry was a very young man when
he wrote these enthusiastic words; but in making this allow-
ance, we are all the more struck by the fact that this is essential-
ly the point of view to which he was to adhere throughout

xviil



INTRODUCTION

hislife. The association of the “dreamer” and the “algebraist,”
for example, was to remain unbroken. The loyalty to Poe
(“a hundred lines at the most™) was to endure to the end.
But what is most impressive about the passage I have just
quoted, is that it discloses, behind Valéry’s Idea of Poetry,
another and perhaps the controlling Idea—Valéry’s Idea of
the Poet. It is from the conception of the poet that he proceeds
to the conception of poetry, and not the other way about.
Now this Idea of the Poet was a prophetic one, prophetic not
only of the mature Valéry, but of the ideals and the idols of
the coming age. Looked at in this way, the “cool scientist” is
an alternative, rather than the antithesis to the “disheveled
madman’’: a different mask for the same actor. Poe, to be
sure, combined both roles: but it is only as the *‘cool scientist™
that Valéry sees him, ‘mathematician, philosopher, and great
writer.” True, Valéry wrote this credo during the period of
des Esseintes and Dorian Gray. The mature Valéry would
not have extolled, as he did in this same manifesto of 1889,
“the morbid search for the rarest pleasures”; nor would he
have overworked the qualification “too” (*“we love the art of
this age. . .too vibrant, too tense, too musical,” etc.). What
is significant is not such phrases as these, but the introduction
of such a substantive as “nutrient” (osmazéme) and such a verb
as“distill” (cohober). In the year 1889, the young Valéry has al-
ready cast himself in the role which he was to play with such
distinguished success during the years from 1917 (the publica-
tion of La Jeune Parque) to his death in 1945.

Valéry in fact invented, and was to impose upon his age,
not so much a new conception of poetry as a new conception
of the poet. The tower of ivory has been fitted up as a lab-
oratory—a solitary laboratory, for Valéry never went so far
as to advocate “teamwork” in the writing of poetry. The
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poet is comparable to the mathematical physicist, or else to
the biologist or chemist. He is to carry out the role of scientist
as studiously as Sherlock Holmes did: this is the aspect of
himself to which he calls the public’s attention. Our picture
of the poet is to be very like that of the austere, bespectacled
man in a white coat, whose portrait appears in advertisements,
weighing out or testing the drugs of which is compounded
some medicine with an impressive name.

What I have said above is what I may call the primary
aspect of Valéry’s poetics. The secondary aspect is its relation
to his own poetry. Everything that he says about the writing
of poetry must be read, of course, with constant reference to
the poetry that he wrote. No one, I think, will find these
essays fully intelligible until he has read Valéry’s most impor-
tant poems. To some extent, I see his essays on poetry as a kind
of defense and vindication of his own poems~a justification
of their being the kind of poems they are, of their being as
brief as they are, and of their being as few as they are. And to
some extent the essays seem to me a kind of substitute for the
poems he did not write. In one respect especially I find these
essays very different from Poe’s “Philosophy of Composi-
tion,” different and more genuine. I have never been able to
believe that Poe’s famous essay is an account of how The
Raven was written: if The Raven was written with so
much calculation, then it ought, as L have said elsewhere, to be
better written than it is. But what for Poe was an ingenious
exercise, was deadly earnest for Valéry, and from very early
years. Therefore, one is ready to believe that Valéry’s critical
intelligence was active from the start, and that he had thought
very deeply on how to write poetry before he composed
either La Jeune Pargue or Le Cimetiére marin: and this, for me,
gives to his notes on the writing of these poems a value greater
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than any that I can attach to Poe’s. Certainly, one feels that
Valéry’s theory and practice are faithful to each other: how
far his practice was the application of the theory, and how
far his theory is simply a correct account of his practice, is an
unanswerable question. It is this unity of the two which gives
his essays a perennial fascination.

Valéry’s account of the genesis, maturation, and comple-
tion of a poem cannot fail to arouse responses both of assent
and of dissent from other poets. There are moments when I
feel that an experience of Valéry’s has some correspondence
with one of my own: when he has recorded some process
which I recognize and of which he makes me for the first
time fully conscious. It is not in the nature of things that there
should be a point-for-point correspondence between the
mental processes of any two poets. Not only do poems come
into being in as many ways as there are poets; for the same
poet, I believe, the process may vary from poem to poem.
Every poem has its own embryological pattern: and only the
poem of a Valéry is attended, throughout its gestation, by an
illustrious medical specialist. Sometimes, I think, Valéry al-
lowed himself to be carried away too far by his metaphors
of the clinic and the laboratory, as in the following general
statement about his labors preparatory to writing a poem:

With every question, before making any deep examination of the
content, I take a look at the language; I generally proceed like 2
surgeon who sterilizes his hands and prepares the area to be opera-
ted on. This is what I call cleaning up the verbal situation. You must
excuse this expression equating the words and forms of speech with
the hands and instruments of a surgeon.

This passage I find very obscure; but it may be the fact that I
cannot identify, under the disguise of this metaphor, any
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experience of my own, that makes me suspect that ““cleaning
up the verbal situation” is, in plain English, eyewash.

The questions  have left to the end are: Why are Valéry’s
essays worth reading, and with what expectation should we
read them? These questions would be easier to answer if the
essays could be fitted into any existing category, the usefulness
of which is admitted. We do not turn to Valéry's art poétique
in the hope of learning how to write poetry or how to read it.
We do not even turn to it primarily for the light it throws on
Valéry’s poetry: certainly we can say as truly that if the prose
throws light on the poems, the poems also illuminate the
prose. I think that we read these essays, and I think people
will continue to read them, because we find Valéry to be a
singularly interesting, enigmatic, and disturbing author, a
poet who has realized in his life and work one conception of
the role of the poet so amply as to have acquired also a kind
of mythological status. We read the essays because, as Valéry
himself says, “there is no theory that is not a fragment, care-
fully prepared, of some autobiography.” We could almost
say that Valéry’s essays form a part of his poetical works. We
read them for their own sake, for the delight in following the
subtleties of thought which moves like a trained dancer, and
which has every resource of language at its command; for
the pleasure of sudden illuminations even when they turn out
to be feux follets; for the excitement of an activity which
always seems on the point of catching the inapprehensible,
as the mind continues indefatigably to weave its fine logo-
daedal web.

There is, in the mind and work of Valéry, a curious
paradox. He presents himself to the reader, not only as a
tireless explorer of the labyrinths of philosophic speculation,
but also, under the aegis of Leonardo da Vinci, as a man of
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scientfic temper, fascinated by the problems of method; a
ranging and restless mind; a dilettante of science but a special-
ist in a science of his own invention—the science of poetry.
Yet, when we peruse the list of titles of his essays, we find a
remarkably limited subject matter,withno evidence of omniv-
orous reading, or of the varied interests of a Coleridge or a
Goethe. He returns perpetually to the same insoluble prob-
lems. It would almost seem that the one object of his curiosity
was—himself. He reminds us of Narcissus gazing into the
pool, and partakes of the attraction and the mystery of
Nardissus, the aloofness and frigidity of that spiritual celibate.

The one complaint which I am tempted to lodge against
Valéry’s poetics, is that it provides us with no criterion of
seriousness. He is deeply concerned with the problem of
process, of how the poem is made, but not with the question
of how it is related to the rest of life in such a way as to give
the reader the shock of feeling that the poem has been to him,
not merely an experience, but a serious experience. And by
“experience” I mean here, not an isolable event, having its
value solely in itself and not in relation to anything else, but
something that has entered into and been fused with a mul-
titude of other experiences in the formation of the person
that the reader is developing into. I put it in this way, to
avoid giving the misleading impression that I place the
seriousness simply in the value of the materials out of which
the poem is made. That would be to define one thing in
terms of another kind of reality. The material of a poem is
only that material after the poem has been made. How far the
seriousness is in the subject treated, how far in the treatment
to which the poet subjects it, how far in the intention of the
poet, and how faritisin the poet below the level of conscious
intention, we shall never agree upon with any poem that has
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ever been written. But in mentioning something of which I
notice the absence in Valéry’s poetics, I am not questioning
the seriousness of his own finest poems. If some of Valéry’s
poems were not very serious poems indeed—if two of them,
at least, were not likely to last as long as the French language—
there could have been no interest for him in studying the
process of their composition, and no delight for us in studying
the result of his study.

T. S. ELIOT
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Preamble

Tmis volume contains various essays which have appeared
here and there, and which deal with the poet’s state and the
art of verse; but there is hardly anything to be found in it
that would explain poetry itself.

Poetry, an ambiguous term, sometimes means a feeling
that leads to creation, and sometimes, a production that tends
to affect us.

The first case refers to an emotion whose peculiar effect
is to fashion for itself in us and through us a worLD that
corresponds to it.

By the second sense of this word is meant a certain industry
that may be thought about. It strives to produce and reproduce
in others the creative state I spoke of, through the special
means of articulate language. It tries, for example, to suggest
a world that will give rise to the emotion just mentioned.
The peak of this art is reached, in relation to a particular
reader, when for the perfect and necessary expression of the
effect produced on him by a work, he can find only that
work itself.

But the first meaning signifies for us a kind of mystery.
Poetry is at the very meeting point of mind and life—two
indefinable essences.
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Those in whom this mystery occurs mostly content them-
selves with their awareness of it. They simply accept this
wonderful gift of being moved to create.

As passive or active poets, they endure or pursue pleasure
without knowledge. Indeed it is commonly held that these
two moods are mutually exclusive; that it is dangerous,
perhaps impious, to want to unite them in one person. In the
sphere of sensibility this opinion is incontestable—on condi-
tion that one labels as “sensibility” anything nonintelligent
and divine.

But where are the perils by which no one is attracted?

Certain persons, then—although not very many—are not
resigned to being merely favored by nature with a certain
causeless gift. Not without pain and resistance do they admit
that paroxysms and pleasures of such a high order are not
completed and resolved in intellectual contemplation.

Far from thinking that the clear, distinct operations of the
mind are opposed to poetry, these headstrong persons claim
that the ambition to analyze and to grasp the poetic essence,
besides being in itself in conformity with the general tendency
of our will to intelligence, and exercising to the full our
powers of understanding, is indeed essential to the dignity of
the muse—or rather of all the muses, for at present Iam speak-
ing generally of all our powers of ideal invention.

In fact, however sensuous and passionate poetry may be,
however inseparable from certain ravishments, and although
at times it goes even to the point of disorder, one can easily
show that it is still linked to the most precise faculties of the
intelligence, for if it is in its principle a kind of emotion, itisa
peculiar type of emotion, that wants to create its own figures.
The mystic and the lover can remain in the sphere of the
ineffable; but the poet’s contemplation or transports tend to
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fashion an exact and lasting expression within the real world.

Passion and emotions give us an intimate shock and affect us
by surprise. Sometimes they release secret forces in us that
suddenly disrupt the soul; sometimes they waste our energies
in mad disordered impulses that are explicable only by the
moment’s overflow; at other times, they drive us to more or
less reasonable and reasoned acts, tending to the attainment
of some object whose possession or destruction will restore
our peace of the moment before and our freedom for some
moments after.

Butsometimes these particularly deep states of disturbance
or emotion give rise to inexplicable bursts of expressive activ-
ity whose immediate effects are forms produced in the mind,
thythms, unexpected relations between hidden points in the
soul which, although remote from each other until that mo-
ment and, as it were, unconscious of each other at ordinary
times, suddenly seem made to correspond as though they
were parts of an agreement or of a pre-established event.We
then feel that there is within us a certain Whole of which only
fragments are required by ordinary circumstances. We also
observe the initial disorder of consciousness giving birth to
the beginnings of order, becoming mingled with projects and
promises; a thousand potential perfections arise from im-
perfection, accidents provoke essences—and a whole creation
or formation by contrasts, symmetries, and harmonies is
revealed, takes shape in the mind, and at the same time evades
thought, only allowing itself to be surmised.

But since I am speaking of emotions in connection with
poetry, 1 may here make a remark that bears 2 relation to the

general scheme of my reflections.
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Poets—I mean those persons who are especially prone to
feeling poetically—are not very different from other men in
respect to the intensity of the emotions they feel in circum-
stances that move everyone. They are not much more pro-
foundly touched than anyone else by what touches everyone
—although, with their talents, they may quite often make one
think so. But, on the other hand, they can be clearly distin-
guished from the majority of people by the ease with which
they are extremely moved by things that move no one else,
and by their faculty for providing themselves with a host of
passions, amazing states of mind, and vivid feelings that need
only the slightest pretext to be born from nothing and grow
excited. In a way, poets possess within themselves infinitely
more answers than ordinary life has questions to put to them;
and this provides them with that perpetually latent, super-
abundant, and, as it were, irritable richness which at the
slightest provocation brings forth treasures and even worlds.

This greatness of effect combined with this smallness of
cause is quite simply what marks the essential poetic tem-
perament.

But is not this the very character of our nervous system?
Is it not the remarkable function of this system to substitute
the controllable appearance for the unseizable, insurmount-
able, and inconsistent reality? Hence this agent and mysterious
apparatus of life, seeing that its function is to compose all
differences, to make what no longer exists act on what is,
make what is absent present to us, and produce great effects
by insignificant means, offers us, in short, everything needed
for the beginnings of Poetry.

A poet, in sum, is an individual in whom the agility,
subtlety, ubiquity, and fecundity of this all-powerful econ-
omy are found in the highest degree.

6
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If one knew a little more about it, one could hope in con-
sequence to form a fairly clear idea of the poetic essence. But
we are far from possessing this central science. The devotees
of analysis, of whom I'said just now that they are not resigned
to being merely the playthings of their talents, are soon aware
that the problem of the invention of forms and ideas is one
of the most delicate that a speculative and practiced intel-
ligence can set itself. Everything in this field of research must
be created—and not only the means, the methods, the terms,
and the notions—but also, and above all, the very object of
our curiosity must be defined.

A little metaphysics, a little mysticism, and much mythol-
ogy will for a long time yet be all we have to take the place
of positive knowledge in this kind of question.



Concerning Adonis

THis essay on ** Adonis” was written in a beautiful stretch of country, so
vast, and enclosed at such a distance by forests and gentle curves, that only
the decpest peace scemed to come as the fruit of that expanse lying open
to the sun and girded by enormous trees.

In that favorable spot I had no difficulty in feeling everything in the way
we may imagine La Fontaine felt it. There are uncounted hours in which
one seems to hear the murmur of pure time flowing by; one watches a whole
day melt in the sky without interrupting one’s musing by the least distraction.
Sometimes I roused myself from this shadowless sleep; I returned indolently
to my work, and studied myself alittle so as to imagine the poet at his labors.

This delicate task has hardly changed its procedure or its character since
poets first existed. La Fontaine labored and idled as we do. Virgil sought,
lost, and found with the same boredom and the same joys as we. Whatever
the language and the prosody, this odd craft of reconciling quite different
conditions is the same and is repeated in every age and almost everywhere.
I have lately been astonished by recognizing in a Chinese poet who some-
times comes to see me, a strange ability to grasp and make his own many o
the fine shades of our art which escape so many people here, even the well
read. I hardly dare add that being well read may spoil one’s right under-
standing of poetry; but it happens to be so—about seven times out of ten.

A poct is something of a potter. He takes a common material, he siffs it,
removes the gravel, and begins to impose on it the form of his idea; he feels
all the time as though he were poised between what is being made and what
he wanted to make. The expectation and the unexpected both act and react
oneachother through him. That is the godlike in him.God Himself fashioned
us from a little red earth and somewhat less wit. But that essential Poet,who
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could create infallibly, thought it more worthy of Himself to risk under-
taking a work. He did not make what He imagined, and we are like Him.

* * *

THERE hangs about La Fontaine a reputation for laziness and
dreaminess, an habitual suggestion of absence of mind and
perpetual distraction that naturally leads one to imagine a
fictidous personage perpetually taking the easiest course
through life. We see him vaguely as one of those inner images
which are never far from our minds, though they were
formed many years ago from the first engravings and the
first stories we knew.

Perhaps the very name of La Fontaine has, from our child-
hood, fixed forever upon the imagined figure of a poet some
indefinable suggestion of freshness and depth, some spell
derived from water. Sometimes a consonance creates a myth.
Mighty gods have been born of a play on words, which is
adultery of a kind.

He is, then, a creature who dreams and babbles on in
the greatest possible simplicity. We naturally situate him in a
park, or in a delightful countryside, whose beautiful shadows
he pursues. We give him the bewitched attitude of a solitary
who is never really alone: either because he is rejoicing with
himself at the peace around him, or because he is talking to the
fox, the ant, or another of those animals of the age of Louis
XIV who spoke so pure a language.

If the beasts leave him—for even the wisest of them do
not cease being restless and easily frightened by the slightest
thing—he turns toward the land spread out in the sun and
listens to the reed, the mill, the nymphs responding to each
other. He bestows his own silence on them, which they turn
into a kind of symphony.

He is faithful to nothing but the pleasures of the day (but

9



THE ART OF POETRY

on condition that they yield of themselves and that he does
not have to pursue them or use force to hold them), and his
destiny would seem to be fulfilled in drawing out by a silken
thread the sweetness of each moment: delicately deriving
from it endless hours.

There is no easier comparison with this dreamer than the
lazy cloud that holds his gaze: that gentle drift across the
sky insensibly diverts him from himself, from his wife and
child; it bears him toward forgetfulness of his own affairs,
relieves him from all consequences, absolves him from all
plans, for it is vain to try to outstrip the very breeze that
bears you; even vainer, perhaps, to claim responsibility for
the movements of a mist.

* kX

But a poem of six hundred lines in thyming couplets like
those of Adonis; such a prolonged sequence of graces; a
thousand difficulties overcome, a thousand delights captured
in an unbroken and inviolable web in which they come
together and so tightly that they are forced to melt into each
other, thus giving the illusion of a vast and varied tapestry—
all thislabor which the connoisseur sees transparently, through
the magic of the work, in spite of the action of the hunt and
of the vicissitudes of love, and at which he marvels as his
mind reconstructs it, makes him renounce once and for all
the first, crude idea he had held of La Fontaine.

* * *

We must no longer imagine that a lover of gardens, a man
who runs through his time as he does through his stockings;
part dazed, part inspired; a little stupid, a little quizzical, a
little sententious; dispensing to the small animals around him

10
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a kind of justice entirely based on proverbs—we must no
longer imagine that such a man could be the true author of
Adonis.Weshould note that here the nonchalance is deliberate;
the indolence is studied; the facility is the height of artistry.
As for artlessness, it is entirely beside the point: to my mind
such sustained art and purity exclude all sloth and all guile-

lessness.

* * *

One cannot engage in politics with a simple heart; but stll
lessis it by absence of mind and dreaming that one can impose
on speech such precious and rare arrangements. The true
condition of a true poet is as distinct as possible from the
state of dreaming. I see in it only willed inquiry, suppleness
of thought, the soul’s assent to exquisite constraints, and the
perpetual triumph of sacrifice.

It is the very one who wants to write down his dream who
is obliged to be extremely wide awake. If you would give a
fairly exact imitation of the oddities and self-betrayals of the
helpless sleeper you have just been, would pursue in your
depths that pensive fall of the soul like a dead leaf through
the vague immensity of memory, do not flatter yourself that
you can succeed without the utmost effort of attention; and
attention’s greatest achievement will be to discover that which
exists only at its expense.

Whoever says exactness and style invokes the opposite of
a dream; whoever meets these in a work must presuppose in
its author all the labor and time he needed to resist the
permanent dissipation of his thoughts. The most beautiful
thoughts are shadows, as are the others; and here the ghosts
precede the living. It was never an idle pastime to extract a
little grace, a little clarity, a little permanence from the
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mobility of things of the mind, or to change what passes into
what endures. And the more restless and fugitive the prey
one covets, the more presence of mind and power of will
one needs to make it eternally present in its eternally fleeting
aspect.

* * *

Even a fabulist is far from resembling that careless being we
once carelessly created. Phédre is all elegance, the La Fontaine
of the Fables is full of artifice. It is not enough to have heard,
under a tree, the chattering of the magpie or the dark laughter
of the crow to make them speak so felicitously: for thereisa
strange abyss between the speech that birds, leaves, and ideas
hold with us and that which we attribute to them: an in-
conceivable distance.

This mysterious difference between even the clearest im-
pression or invention and their finished expression becomes
as great as it can be—and hence most remarkable—when the
writer imposes on his language the system of regular verse.
This is a convention which has been greatly misunderstood.
I shall say a few words about it.

* * *

Freedom is so seductive, particularly to poets; it presents
itself to their fancy with reasons that are so plausible and, most
of them, well grounded; it clothes itself so suitably in wisdom
and novelty, and urges us, by so many advantages whose
dark side one hardly sees, to reconsider the old rules, judge
their absurdities, and reduce them to the simple observance
of the natural laws of the mind and the ear, that at first one
does not know what to reply. Can one even say to this
charmer that she is dangerously encouraging carelessness,
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when she can so easily reply by showing us an appalling
quantity of very bad, very facile, and terribly regular verse?
It is true that one can hold against her an equal quantity of
detestable free verse. Accusations hurtle between the two
camps: the best supporters of one party are the weak members
of the other, and they are so much alike that it is impossible
to understand why they are divided.

It would therefore be extremely embarrassing to make a
choice, if this were absolutely necessary. As for myself, I think
that everyone is right and that one should do what one wants.
But I cannot help being mystified by the kind of obstinacy
with which poets of every age, up to the days of my youth,
have voluntarily put themselves in chains. This subjection,
which one hardly noticed before it was found to be unbear-
able, is a fact difficult to explain. Whence comes this im-
memorial obedience to commandments that appear so futile
to us? Why this long-continued error on the part of such
great men, who had, moreover, such a great interest in giving
their minds the highest degree of freedom? Must one solve
this riddle by a dissonance of terms, as is the fashion since the
decline of logic, and think that there exists an instinct for the
artificial? These words swear at each other.

» * *

Another thing amazes me. Our epoch has seen the birth of
almost as many prosodies as it has counted poets, that is,
rather more systems than persons, for some of them produced
several. But, during the same period, the sciences, like indus-
try, pursuing an altogether contrary policy, created uniform
systems of measurement; they established units, they set
up standards for them and imposed their use by laws and
treaties; meanwhile each poet, taking himself as a collection
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of standards, set up his own body, the period of his personal
rhythm, the interval of his breathing, as absolute types. Each
made of his ear and his heart a universal diapason and time-
piece.

Did they not thus risk being wrongly understood, badly
read, and ill recited; or at least being taken in a totally un-
expected way? This risk is always very great. I do not say that
an error in interpretation always harms us and that a strangely
curved mirror does not sometimes embellish us. But those
who fear the uncertainty of the exchanges between author and
reader undoubtedly find in the fixed number of syllables and
in the more or less artificial symmetries of the old verse the
advantage of limiting this risk in a very simple—one might
even say crude—manner.

As for the arbitrariness of these rules, it is no greater in
itself than the arbitrariness of language, whether of vocabu-
lary or syntax.

* * *

I will go somewhat further into this apologia. I do not deem
it impossible to give to convention and strictness, which are
so arguable, their own individual value. To write regular
verses is, no doubt, to return to a strange, somewhat senseless
law, always harsh and sometimes cruel; it deprives life of an
infinity of beautiful possibilities; it summons from afar a
multitude of thoughts which did not expect to be conceived.
(Of these latter I admit that half were not worth conceiving
and that the other half, on the contrary, procure us delicious
surprises and harmonies not pre-established, so that loss and
gain balance each other, and I have no need to bother about
them any further.) But all the innumerable beauties which
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will remain shut in the mind, all those whose appearance is
strictly prevented by the necessity of thyming, by meter,
and by the incomprehensible rule of the hiatus, seem to us
an immense loss that we may truly mourn. Let us try for
once to rejoice over it: it is the business of a wise man always
to force himself to change a loss into the semblance of a loss.
One has only to think, to probe deeply into oneself, in order
to succeed often enough in turning to ridicule the idea we
first had of loss and gain in the matter of ideals.

* * *

A hundred figures of clay, however perfectly molded, do
not give the mind the same noble idea as a single one of marble
almost as beautiful. The former are more fragile than our-
selves; the latter slightly less so. We can imagine how it
resisted the sculptor; it would notleaveits crystalline darkness.
This mouth, these arms, cost many long days. An artist struck
thousands of rebounding blows, slow questioners of the
future form. The dense, pure shadow fell shattered, it fled in
sparkling powder. With the help of time, man advanced
against a stone; with difficulty, he felt his way toward a
mistress deeply asleep in the future, and prowled round this
creature, gradually overcoming her, undl she was finally
detached from the mass of the universe, as from the uncer-
tainty of theidea. Behold her, a monster of grace and hardness,
born, for an indeterminate time, from the duration and energy
of a single thought. These rebellious alliances are the most
precious of all. The sign of a great soul is the weakness of
wanting to draw from itself some object at which it will
wonder, which resembles it and disconcerts it by being purer,
more incorruptible, and in some way more necessary than
the very being from whom it came. But by itself the soul

15



THE ART OF POETRY

produces only the mingling of its facility and its power,
which it does not easily distinguish; it revives good and evil;
it does what it will, but it wills only what it can; it s free, not
sovereign. You must try, Psyche, to use up all your facility
against an obstacle; face the granite, rouse yourself against it,
and for a while despair. See your vain enthusiasms and your
frustrated aims fall away. Perhaps you lack sufficient wisdom
yet to prefer your will to your ease. You find that stone too
hard, you dream of the softness of wax and the obedience of
clay? Follow the path of your aroused thought and you will
soon meet this infernal inscription: There is nothing so beautiful
as that which does not exist.

* * *

The exigencies of a strict prosody are the artifice that confers
on natural language the qualities of a resistant matter, foreign
to our soul and, as it were, deaf to our desires. If these require-
ments were not half senseless and did not excite us to revolt,
they would be radically absurd. Once they are accepted, one
can no longer do everything, one can no longer say every-
thing; and in order to say anything, it is no longer enough to
conceive it strongly, to be full of it and drunk with it, nor to
give off at some mystic moment a figure which has been al-
most completed in our absence. To a god alone is reserved the
ineffable lack of distinction between his act and his thought.
But for us, we must labor; we must bitterly recognize their
difference. Our task is to pursue words that do not always
exist and chimeric coincidences; we must remain impotent
while trying to couple sounds and meanings, while creating
in full daylight one of those nightmares which exhaust the
dreamer when he tries endlessly to match two phantom shapes
as unstable as himself. We must, then, wait passionately,
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change the hour and the day as one would change a tool—
and will, will. . . . And, moreover, not will too much.

* * *

Purged from all compulsion and from all false necessity,
these severities of the old laws have today no virtue beyond
that of defining very simply an absolute world of expression.
That, at least, is the new meaning that I find in them. We
have stopped submitting nature—by which I mean language
—to any rules other than its own, which indeed are not
necessary, but which are ours; and we even carry this firmness
to the point of not deigning to invent them: we take them as
they come.

They clearly separate what exists of itself from what
exists only through us. This is strictly human: a decree. But
neither our pleasures nor our emotions perish or suffer from
being submitted to it: they muldply, they are even born of
conventonal disciplines. Consider all the trouble taken by
chess players, all the ardor inspired in them by their odd rules
and by the imaginary restraints upon their acts: they see their
little ivory horse invincibly subjected to a particular jump on
the board; they are aware of fields of force and invisible
constraints unknown to physics. This magnetism vanishes
with the match, and the extreme concentration which had
sustained it for so long loses its nature and disappears like a
dream. . . .The reality of games is in man alone.

* * *
Please understand me. I do not say that “trackless delight”
is not the principle and very aim of the poet’s art. I do not

disparage the dazzling gift which our life makes to our
consciousness when it suddenly throws a thousand memories
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all at once upon the fire. But up to now neither a happy stroke
nor a collection of happy strokes has ever been seen to con-
stitute a work.

* * *

I have only wished to make it understood that compulsory
meters, thymes, fixed forms, and all that arbitrariness, adopted
once and for all and ranged against ourselves, have a kind of
philosophic beauty of their own. Fetters that tighten at
every movement of our genius remind us at that moment of
all the contempt deserved, without doubt, by that familiar
chaos which the vulgar call thought, not knowing that its
natural conditions are no less fortuitous or futile than the
conditions of a charade.

Skilled verse is the art of a profound skeptic. It presupposes
an extraordinary freedom with respect to the whole of our
ideas and sensations. The gods in their graciousness give us an
occasional first line for nothing; but it is for us to fashion the
second, which must chime with the first and not be unworthy
of its supernatural elder. All the resources of experience and
of the mind are not too much to render it comparable to the
line which was a gift.

* * *

The author of Adonis could only be someone of a singularly
alert mind, compact of delicacy and refinement. This La
Fontaine, who later knew how to write admirably varied
lines, was not to do so until he had devoted twenty years to
symmetrical verse: exercises among which Adonis is the finest.
During that time, he gave observers of his epoch a spectacle
of simple-mindedness and laziness, whose tradition they
simple-mindedly and lazily transmitted to us.
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Literary history, like any other, is woven of legends more
or less golden. The most fallacious of these are bound to
come from the most faithful witnesses. What is more mis-
leading than those truthful men who confine themselves to
telling us what they saw, just as we might have seen it our-
selves? What do I care for what can be seen? One of the most
responsible men I ever knew, and with the most methodical
habits of thought, ordinarily gave the impression of complete
frivolity : a second nature cloaked him in nonsense. Our mind
and our body are alike in this: they wrap in mystery and hide
from themselves what they feel is most important; they mark
and protect it by the depth at which they place it. Everything
that counts is well veiled; witnesses and documents obscure
it; acts and works are expressly made to disguise it.

Did Racine himself know whence he drew that inimitable
voice, that delicate tone of inflection, that transparent manner
of discourse which make him Racine, and without which he
shrinks to that inconsiderable personage about whom the
biographers tell us a great number of things that he had in
common with ten thousand other Frenchmen? The so-called
lessons of literary history, indeed, hardly ever deal with the
mysteries of the genesis of poems. Everything takes place
deep within the artist, as though the observable events of
his existence had no more than a superficial influence on his
works. The most important thing— the working of the Muses
themselves—is independent of adventures, manner of life,
incidents, and everything which might appear in a biography.
Everything that history can observe is insignificant.

Butitis the indefinable happenings, the hidden encounters,
the facts which are visible only to one man, and others which
are so familiar or so simple to that man that he ignores them,
which form the essential part of the work. One can easily
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discover from oneself that these incessant and impalpable
events are the stuff of our real person.

Every man who creates—half sure, half unsure of his
strength—feels in himself a known and an unknown whose
incessant relations and unexpected exchanges finally give
birth to some product. I do not know what I shall do; and
yet my mind thinks it knows itself; and I build on that
knowledge, I count on it, calling it my Self. But I shall surprise
myself; if I doubted this, I would be nothing. I know that I
shall be astonished by some thought which will presently
come to me—7yet I look for this surprise, I build and count
on it, as I count on my certainty. I hope for something un-
expected, and aim towards it; I need my known and my
unknown.

What, then, will give us an idea of the true maker of a
fine work? He is not positively anyone. What is the Self, if I
see it change its opinion, change sides, during the course of
my work, to the point of disfiguring the work in my hands;
if each change of mind can entail immense modifications; and
if a thousand accidents of memory, attention, or sensation
which befall my mind finally appear in the finished work as
the essential ideas and original objects of my efforts? And yet
the work is indeed by me, for my weakness, my strength,
my repetitions, my idiosyncrasies, my light and shade are
always recognizable in what falls from my hand.

We must despair of a clear vision in these matters. One
must lull oneself with an image. My image of the poetis ofa
mind full of resources and cunning, feigning sleep at the
imaginary center of his yet uncreated work, the better to
await that instant of his own power which is his prey. In the
vague depths of his eyes all the forces of his desire, all the
springs of his instinct are taut. And there, waiting for the
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chance events from which she selects her food—there, most
obscure in the middle of the webs and the secret harps which
she has fashioned from language, whose threads are inter-
woven and always vaguely vibrating—a mysterious Arachne,
huntress muse, is on watch.

* * *

Predestined to be united by the soft and voluptuous euphony
of their Greek® and Latin names, Venus and Adonis meet on
the banks of a stream, where the one is dreaming,

Il ne voit presque pas I'onde qu’il considére;

and the other comes to rest and alights from her chariot.

Venus is fairly well known. There is no delight lacking in
this entirely sensual abstraction except, perhaps, precisely
that which she has hurried here to find.

It is very difficult to portray a Venus. Since she has all the
perfections, it is almost impossible to make her really seduc-
tive. What captivates us in a person is not that supreme degree
of beauty nor such general graces: it is always some individual
trait.

As for Adonis, to whom she is hastening to be loved, he
shows no traces, in La Fontaine, of the mystical adolescent
who was adored in Byblos. He is only a very beautiful young
man about whom there is very little to say, once one has
admired him. Doubtless one can get from him only pleasant
and magnificent actions, which will be enough for the Muses
and will satisfy the Goddess. He is here to make love, and
then, to die: intelligence is not needed for these great things.

% * *

*But the Greek name, Adonis, comes from 2 Semitic name. (P.V.)
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One should not be surprised at the great simplicity of
these heroes: the principal personages of a poem are always
the sweetness and vigor of the verse.

* * *

The happiness of our two lovers is incomparable. There is no
attempt to describe it for us: one must avoid the insipid and
be on guard against the crude. What then is the poet to do
but trust himself to the poetry alone and make use of a
deliciously combined music to touch on everything that we
know and of which we need only to be reminded?

To Venus, lovely and apparently satisfied as she is, there
comes, nevertheless, the subtle feeling that a touch of philos-
ophy would not spoil this happiness. The sensual enjoyment
that is shared, or rather doubled, between lovers always risks
a certain monotony. Two people who accord each other al-
most the same delights sometimes end by finding that they
are too little different. A couple, at the highest moment of
their happiness, compose a kind of echo, or—which is the
same thing—an arrangement of parallel mirrors—Baudelaire
said: “twin mirrors.”

In this the goddess shows a profundity that she gained
perhaps from her brushes with Minerva. She has come to
understand that love cannot be infinite if it is reduced to
being finished as often as it can. With the majority of lovers,
one too often sees that their minds are ignorant of each other
as naturally as their bodies know each other. They have
learned their likes and dislikes, which they have matched or
harmoniously united; but they know nothing and indeed
wish to know nothing about their metaphysics and their not
immediately usable curiosities. But love without intelligence,
supposing it mutual and with no obstruction, is no more
than an habitual occupation. It needs misfortunes or ideas.

22



CONCERNING ‘ADONIS’

However that may be, Venus attempts a few reflections
on permanence. She shows that she has not read very much
on this serious subject. Neither Heraclitus nor Zeno had yet
been born. Kant, Aristotle, and the difficult M. Minkowski
lay jumbled in the anachronism of the future. However, she
observes very correctly that time never returns to its source;
but how great is her error when she says this fine thing:

Vainement pour les dieux il fuit d’un pas léger.

She hardly foresaw the destruction of her finest temples
or the decadence of her cult; I mean, of course, her public
cult.

Adonis is not listening to her. They return to straight-
forward pleasure, of which the poet himself is somewhat

weary:

Il est temps de passer au funeste moment
O4i la triste Vénus doit quitter son amant.

This brisk platitude is a very obvious sign of fatigue. It is
true that in poetry everything which must be said is almost
impossible to say well.

* * *

Venus, then, must leave in order to go to Paphos to dispel
rumors there that the goddess no longer cares for her wor-
shipers. It is strange that she should care so much for being
worshiped while she loves and is loved.

But vanity, and the stupidities that we imagine to be the
obligations of our state, always persuade us to leave our
chamber, which in this case is a beautiful forest. No one has
yet been found, even among the gods, who felt powerful
enough to scorn his faithful. And as for despising his altars
and sanctuaries, the sacrifices consumed there, the prayers and
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smoke rising from them; as for detesting praises, and in
disgust raining down fire and misfortune on all those heads
which only fear and desperate hopes have turned toward
divine things, I have never yet seen an immortal who has
made up his mind to it. This taste they have for us is beyond
me.

So Venus, happy as she is, and almost omnipotent, is to

separate herself for a while from Adonis, so as not to upset
her devout clientele. If there were none of these oddities,
there would be no gods, perhaps no poems, and certainly
no women. . . .
She gives a thousand counsels to the lover whose office she is
so pointlessly interrupting. The little speech she makes to put
him on guard against the two imaginable dangers—his death
and his infidelity—is delightfully proportioned. I notice in it
this very fine line, in which all at once the great artistry and
abstract power of Corneille appear, and which comes when
she adjures Adonis not to become attached to the wood-
nymphs. She says:

Leurs fers aprés les miens ont pour vous de la honte.

* * *

What farewells are theirs! They are only eight lines, but eight
miracles; or rather, one miracle of eight lines, which is almost
infinitely rarer and more astonishing than eight beautiful
lines. It is impossible to separate two beings more volup-
tuously; and, by this pure affliction, to add anything to the
idea we had formed of the sweetness of their union. Using a
refinement of which there are not many examples in our
poetry, La Fontaine here takes up again, as it were in a minor
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key, the motif of the delightful moments of which he had
just told us. He had bestowed them upon his heroes:

Jours devenus moments, moments filés de soie. . . .
And now he takes them back:

Moments pour qui le sort rend vos vaeux superflus,
Délicieux moments, vous ne reviendrez plus!

* * *

Now Adonis suffers all the pains of absence.

In other words, he enumerates all the perfections of the
happiness he has just lost. Once the bodies are separated, the
soul is entirely occupied with the contrast between the two
realiies which contend for it; it reconstructs even those
pleasures which it had hardly noticed; the past which is re-
called seems richer than the vanished present from which it
proceeds; and the period of separation works to tighten, with
increasing cruelty, the inner bond insensibly woven by so
many caresses. Adonis is like a stone halted in its fall, during
which it had ceased to have any weight. If it feels anything,
it must feel at that moment all the violent effects of a suddenly
arrested movement; and then all its weight, which it had lost,
as it were, when it was free to obey it. So the sentiment of
love, which is weakened by possession, is developed by loss
and deprivation. Possession means ceasing to think; but loss
means possessing indefinitely in the mind.

Adonis, being unhappy, was about to become intelligent.
The terrible memories left behind by a season of excessive
warmth and voluptuousness were working on him, deepen-
ing him, leading him to the threshold of the most important
doubts, and they were threatening to involve him in those
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inner difficulties which, by dividing our feelings, force us to
invent our intelligence.

Adonis, about to become intelligent, hastens to order a
hunt. Death rather than reflection.

* * *

It must be admitted that this unfortunate hunt is the weak
part of the poem. It is almost as fatal to its singer as it will be
to its hero.

How is one to manage a hunt? The authors of the seven-
teenth and eighteenth centuries who dealt with this fine subject
have left us fragments whose vigor and precision, and hence
whose language, are admirable. From one of them, not among
the best known, Victor Hugo did not disdain to borrow a
whole page in the finest style, which he introduced almost
verbatim, and with great advantage, into the charming tale
of the Beau Pécopin and the Belle Bauldour. But La Fontaine,
Master Verderer though he is, gives us here only a venery of
pure rhetoric. Failing an amusing and learned account of a
hunt, one might have expected a kind of sylvan fantasy from
this future animator of the furred and feathered tribe. One
can imagine what this man, marked by the gods to write the
Fables, could have done with all those animals in movement,
some urged and lashed on, others hunted and brought to bay,
all beside themselves, the hounds belling, the huntsmen
galloping and winding their horns. He would have invented
the conversations and thoughts of these actors; and the re-
marks made by the winged creatures, safely watching from
their trees, would by a very natural artifice have informed us
of the events of the day. All these elementary souls, the reason-
ings they utter, their strategies, the passions that occupy them,
the figure men cut in this rude sport, all these are themes of
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which the Fables are full and whose combination would have
given us a wonderfully new and diverting hunt.

But, it would seem, La Fontaine did not realize that here
he was very near to what he was to become a little later. Far
from feeling himself conducted by his subject to the verge of
his natural kingdom, he was obviously somewhat bored by
the elaboration of the three-hundred-odd lines that this hunt
obliged him to write. Now yawning is not so far removed
from laughter that it does not sometimes combine curiously
with it. They have a common frontier, on the approaches to
which the absurdity of acting against one’s will easily turns
into burlesque action. When, therefore, I find essentially
comic lines in a sequence that does not call for anything of the
kind, and is even the occasion of serious and fatal events, I feel
the exasperated author suddenly taking revenge on himself,
for his self-appointed task and for the trouble he is taking, by
some drollery which escapes him uncontrollably. Laughter
and yawns overtake us in the very act of rejection.

So the assemblage of hunters does not pass without being
enlivened by various caricatures. I rather like this one in which
the whole humor is in the sonority of the verse:

On y voit arriver Bronte au ceur indomptable.

* * *

The monster also had to be depicted, a very redoubtable boar;
one of those solitary beasts who trust only in their tusks and
whose strong teeth rip up the horses and wound the hounds
“in the vitals.”

However terrifying 2 monster may be, the task of describ-
ing him is always slightly more terrifying. It is well known
that monsters, unhappy creatures, have never been able to cut
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any buta ridiculous figure in the arts. I can think of no painted,
sung, or sculptured monster that either gives us the least
fright or, moreover, fails to make us smile. The large fish
that devoured the prophet Jonah and, in the same vicinity a
little later, swallowed up the adventurous Sinbad; the same
that, at another period of its career, was perhaps the savior
and bearer of Arion; in spite of its great courtesy, and despite
thatscrupulous honesty which makes it punctiliously disgorge
on the shore its meals of distinguished men, restoring them
in such good condition to their occupations and studies, at
the very place, moreover, where they had intended to go,
although itis notintentionally formidable, but rather obliging
and docile, cannot help being extremely comic. Consider
that extravagantly composite animal which Roger, armed all
in gold, pierces at the feet of M. Ingres’ delightful Angelica;
think of that dugong or porpoise whose sudden leaps and
rough play in the foaming sea startle the horses of Hippolytus;
hark to the wheezing and lamentable Fafner braying in his
den—none of these has ever managed to beg from anyone
the least bit of terror. They are consoled only by this observa-
tion: that the more human monsters, the Cyclopes, the Gwin-
plaines, the Quasimodos, have never gained a much better
reputation or more authority than they themselves. The
necessary complement to a monster is a child’s brain.

This misfortune of being ridiculous, which for them sur-
passes the misfortune of being monsters, does not seem, how-
ever, to be connected so much with the incapacity of their
inventors as with their own nature and their extraordinary
vocation, as can be easily understood by the briefest visit to
a museum. There the authentic Bicorne, the combination of
wings and weight, of a supple neck with a most heavy belly;
there the true dragons, the wyvemns that have existed, the
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Hydras traced in the slate, the gigantic tortoises with pigs’
heads, all these successive populations which have lived on
the uneasy levels of the earth and which have ceased to gratify
this planet, offer us, as we are in the present, the grotesque
part of nature. They are like illustrations of fashions in
anatomy. We cannot believe we are so bizarre; and we are
rescued by a feeling of improbability and by the consideration
of a primitive clumsiness and stupidity measurable only in

laughter.

* * *

Let us leave the monster and go on to the rather stilted battle
which is joined. From this I would mention only one charm-
ingly executed distich, whose mocking music has always
amused me:

Nisus, ayant cherché son salut sur un arbre,
Rit de voir ce chasseur plus froid que n’est un marbre.

%= * *

It is in vain that the water goddesses, vaguely resembling in
their behavior and in their fluid habits and uncertain genus
those mad Rhine maidens who, under other skies, tried to
save the wild Siegfried, strive to protect Adonis. Knowing
that heroes always run directly toward their ruin, they try to
mislead this one and to make him miss his appointment with
death. They oppose to the Fates the most beautiful verses in
the world:

Les nymphes, de qui U'eeil voit les choses futures.
L’avaient fait égarer en des routes obscures.
Le son des cors se perd par un charme inconnu. . ..

The Fates care nothing for poetry, without which, how-
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ever, their very name would long since have dropped out of
the dictionary of usage. The Naiads have no influence over the
soul of this passer-by dedicated to death. Adonis must perish:
every road must lead him there. He enters the thick of the
hunt, eager to avenge his friend Palmire, who has just been
slightly wounded; he swoops, he strikes, he is struck. The
monster and the hero die; but they die in the finest style.
Here is the expiring boar:

Ses yeux d'un somme dur sont pressés et couverts,
Il demeure plongé dans la nuit la plus noire.

And as for Adonis:

On ne voit plus I'éclat dont sa bouche était peinte,
On n'en voit que les traits.

* * *

Venus having been informed by the winds, Venus hurrying
back affrighted, there is nothing left for her to do but to sing
to us of her despair, and she does so like a goddess. There is
nothing more beautiful than the attack and development of
this noble closing section; but I consider these accomplished
lamentations to have an importance apart from this. Nearly
all the qualities that Racine will not exhibit until a few years
later adorn this passage of about forty lines. If the author of
Phédre had thought of leading her to the body of Hippolytus
and of making her express her regrets, I do not think he could
have given them a purer sound or made the despairing queen
utter a more harmonious complaint.

It must be observed that Adonis was written in 1657, about
ten years before Racine’s full flowering, and that in the funeral
oration with which I am concerned, the tone, the develop-
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ment, the monumental shape, and even the sonority are
sometimes indistinguishable from those which are admired
in his best tragedies.

‘Whose lines are these?

Mon amour t’a donc pu te faire aimer la vie!
Tu me quittes, cruel! Au moins ouvre les yeux,
Montre-toi plus sensible & mes tristes adieux;
Vois de quelles douleurs ton amante est atteinte!
Hélas! Jai beau crier: il est sourd & ma plainte.
Une éternelle nuit I'oblige & me quitter. . . .

Encor si je pouvais le suivre en ces lieux sombres!
Que ne m’est-il permis d’errer parmi les ombres!

Je ne demandais pas que la Parque cruelle
Prit a filer leur trame une peine éternelle;
Bien loin que mon pouvoir I'empéchét de finir,
Je demande un moment, et ne puis I'obtenir. . . .
And so on. One might easily mistake the author’s name.
Acante was nineteen at the time when these verses might
have become known. Many people must have known them,
if not through the famous manuscript—a masterpiece of the
calligrapher Nicolas Jarry—which the poet dedicated to
Fouquet, at least through the copies which must have passed
from hand to hand and circulated from group to group and
from salon to salon.
I would not wager that Racine did not know our Adonis
by heart.
Perhaps these accents of Venus gave to that pure voice,
of whose quality I was speaking just now, its original tone
and first awareness of itself. Little enough is needed to bring
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to birth the great man within a young man ignorant of his
gifts. The greatest, and even the holiest, men have needed
forerunners.
* * *

It is natural, and absurd, to regret the fine things which have
not been done and which still seem to us to have been possible,
even after events have shown that there was no place in the
world for them. This odd feeling is almost inseparable from
the contemplation of history: we look on the passage of time
as a road of which each point is a crossroads. . . .

With Adonis before me, I regret all the hours spent by La
Fontaine on the mass of Tales he left us whose falsely rustic
tone I cannot bear, or the disgustingly facile verse,

Nos deux époux, a ce que dit Uhistoire,
Sans disputer 1’ étaient pas un moment. . .etc.,

or their general vulgarity, and all the boredom of lewdness,
so contrary to voluptuousness and so fatal to poetry. And
I miss even more the several Adonises he could have written
instead of those deadly Tales. What idylls and eclogues he
was born to write ! Chénier, who undertook them with such
felicity and who to a certain extent is La Fontaine’s successor,
does not entirely console us for this imaginary loss. His art
seems thinner, less pure, and less mysterious than that of our
author. One can see its workings more clearly.

* * %

The Adonis of La Fontaine was written about 260 years ago.
Since that time the French language has not been without its
changes. Moreover, the reader of today is very remote from
the reader of 1660. He has other memories, and quite a
different “sensibility”; he has not the same culture, always sup-

32



CONCERNING ‘ADONIS’

posing he has any (sometimes he has several, and it may hap-
pen that he has none at all); he has lost and he has won; he is
almost a different species. But the consideration of the most
probable reader is the most important ingredient of literary
composition ; the author’s mind, whether he wills it, or knows
it, or not, is as it were funed to the idea that he has necessarily
formed of his reader; and so the change of period, which is a
change of reader, is like a change in the text itself, a change
always unexpected and incalculable.

Let us be glad that we can still read Adonis, and nearly all
of it with delight; but let us not imagine that we are reading
the very same poem as the author’s contemporaries. What
they most valued perhaps escapes us; what they hardly noticed
sometimes touches us strangely. Some charming passages
have become profound, others quite insipid. Think of the
attraction and repulsion this text can inspire in a man of our
day, nourished on the modern poets; all these contemporary
works have attuned him to themselves; and his mind and ear
have become sensitive to impressions that the author had
never thought of producing, and insensitive to effects that
he had carefully studied. For example, when Racine wrote
his famous line

Dans I'Orient désert quel devint mon ennui!

he never thought of depicting anything but a lover’s despair.
But the magnificent harmony of those three words, when it
has been carried by time across the nineteenth century, ac-
quires an unexpected reinforcement and an extraordinary
resonance in romantic poetry; for a mind of our time it
mingles wonderfully with some of Baudelaire’s finest lines.
It is detached from Antiochus and acquires a pure and nostal-
gic universality. Its finished elegance is transformed into
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infinite beauty: that Orient, that désert, that ennui, brought
together in the time of Louis XIV, have acquired an unlimited
meaning and the power of a spell through the intervention of
another century, which could perceive them only in its own
colors.

It is the same with Adonis. What pleasure can be derived
nowadays from this gallant tale? It is revived, perhaps, by the
contrast of such a sweet form and such clear melodies with
our system of discords and the tradition of excess that we
have so docilely accepted. Our burning eyes seek rest in those
melting graces and those translucent shades; our exacerbated
palate finds novelty in pure water. Something well said may
even charm us of itself.

La Graulet, 1920
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Funeral Oration for a Fable

Darants loves Alcimadura. Alcimadura loves neither Daph-
nis nor Love.

Daphnis very soon dies of the rejection of his great love,
bequeathing all he has to the callous one, of whom, so as to
waste no words, it is not said whether she accepts the legacy.

In the evening of the very day of the lover’s death,
Alcimadura, freed from a nuisance and all overjoyed at
having gained a fortune, gives a dance for her young friends.
These maidens, who seem to be happy only among them-
selves, do not fail to go leaping and twirling, doubtless lightly
clad, around the statue of that essentially blind God of whom
it has never been known whether one should desire his favors
or fear them.

The pure idol falls, it strikes down and crushes the fair one
under its weight. Alcimadura, fallen into Hades, there be-
comes a gracious and unhappy Shade; and this new Shade at
once flies toward the Shade of Daphnis. But now the roles
are altered, the shepherd’s desires have changed into disdain,
and here below, her erstwhile disdain gnaws the soul of
Alcimadura, who was so disdainful when on earth. One
would think that death had transferred from one to the other
the feelings of these two beings. On both of them the sudden-
ness of their passing has the same effect as a long period of
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reflection, and the change from life into death changes their
hearts so much that Daphnis’s heart regrets having died of
love, just as Alcimadura’s deplores not having known tender-
ness. This is not the place to try to go deeply into the meta-
physics of regret. Hope or regret has never caused philosophers
of any age to say much that is clear or substantial.

How explain that we nearly always live before and after
the actual moment? “Nothing any longer exists for me,” said
awidowed princess. “Inever live but two years hence,” wrote
the indomitable emperor. . ..

We hardly ever are; but we were and we shall be. Our
very body subsists and sustains itself, prevents itself from
perishing only so as to be somewhat more than an event.

However that may be, once Daphnis and Alcimadura are
in Hades, the ineffectual phantom of the boy flees the regrets
and vague excuses of the ineffectual phantom of the girl.

This pale and perfect work, this fine but feeble piece, a
delicate child among the last of La Fontaine’s offspring—is
not this fable itself a literary Shade, a wandering apparition
of a poem, all but invisible to the eyes of a posterity that
rejects it without knowing it? It is still printed and reprinted,
but to no purpose; does it find any way of living again in
anyone’s mind? Nobody needs it and nobody cares about it.
As dead as Alcimadura, as Madame de La Mésangére, as
King Louis XIV, and as all the wishes, tastes, and ideals of an
era many of whose works, although admirable, gradually be-
come astonishingly insipid, it is indeed in the same indefinable
state as the sad inhabitants of Hades. They are and are not.
The inevitable fate of the majority of our works is to
become unnoticeable or odd. Successive generations are
either less and less moved by them or consider them more and
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more as being the artless or inconceivable or bizarre products
of another species of man. Between the fullness of life and the
final death of materially preserved works there is a lapse of
time which assures their imperceptible degradation and alters
them by degrees. They weaken irremediably, but not at first
in their actual substance, for this is formed from a language
which is still intelligible and still used. But as is proper with
things of the mind, they see one after another all their chances
of pleasing vanish, and all the props of their existence crumble.
Little by little those who loved them, those who appreciated
them, those who could understand them, disappear. Those
who loathed them, those who tore them to pieces, those
who mocked them, are dead too. The passions they stirred
are cool. Other human beings desire or reject other books.
Very soon an instrument of pleasure or of emotion be-
comes a school accessory; what was true, what was beauti-
ful changes into a means of discipline, or an object of curiosity,
but of a curiosity that forces itself to be curious. The un-
willing amateur who, moved by his duties and unvolup-
tuous desires, visits these works in their tombs of leather or
parchment is only too conscious that he is troubling and tor-
menting rather than reviving them, and that, without hope
and as though regretfully, he is giving them an empty and
artificial meaning and worth. Sometimes fashion, which is
constantly seeking everywhere the wherewithal to nourish
her future, discovers a few novelties in the sepulchers. For a
little while she props them open, delves within, and passes
on. But this deceptive longing only defaces a little more the
sad object of its restlessness. She barely disturbs its absence.
She can never offer the dead beauties more than a mistaken
notion in exchange for her whim.

Finally the very matter of works of the mind, a matter
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not properly corruptible, a singular matter made of the most
immaterial relations one can imagine, the matter of speech,
is changed without changing. It loses touch with man. The
word ages, becomes very rare, becomes opaque, changes its
form or its function. Syntax and turns of phrase grow old,
astonish, and end by repelling. Everything ends in the

Sorbonne.
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A Foreword

Asourt forty years ago a doubt was lifted from our minds.
Condusive proof dismissed as an illusion the ancient ambition
of squaring the circle. How fortunate are the geometricians,
who can from time to time resolve this kind of nebula in their
system; but the poets are less fortunate; they are not yet
assured of the impossibility of squaring every thought in a
poetic form.

As the operations by which desire is led to build language
into a harmonious and unforgettable shape are extremely
secret and complex, it is still permissible—and will always be
so—to doubt whether speculation, history, science, politics,
ethics, and apologetics (and all prose subjects generally) can
assume as their semblance the musical and personal semblance
of a poem. It would be only a question of talent: there is no
absolute prohibition. The anecdote and its moral, description
and generalization, teaching, controversy—I see no intellec-
tual matter that, in the course of the ages, has not been put
under the constraints of rhythm and subjected by art to
strange—even divine—exactions.

As neither the true object of poetry nor the means for
attaining it have been made clear (those who know them
remaining silent and those who do not holding forth about
them), any clarity about these questions remains an individual
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matter, the greatest clash of opinions is permissible, and for
each opinion there are famous examples and experiments not
casily denied.

Thanks to this uncertainty, the production of poems upon
the most diverse subjects has continued up to the present day;
indeed, the greatest, and perhaps the most admirable, works
in verse that have been handed down to us belong to the
didactic or historical order. The De rerum natura, the Georgics,
the Aeneid, the Divine Comedy, the Légende des siécles. . .derive
a part of their substance and interest from notions that could
have been treated in the most indifferent prose. They can be
translated without being rendered entirely insignificant. It
was to be expected, therefore, that a time would come when
vast systems of this kind would yield to differentiation. Since
one can read them in several unrelated ways, or break them
up into separate moments of our attention, these many kinds
of reading were bound to lead one day to a sort of division of
labor. (In the same way the consideration of some single
element eventually demanded the whole variety of sciences.)

Finally, toward the middle of the nineteenth century, we
see asserting itself in our literature a remarkable will to isolate
Poetry once for all from every other essence than itself. Such
a preparation of poetry in its pure state had been very ac-
curately predicted and advocated by Edgar Poe. It is therefore
not surprising to see in Baiidelaire the beginnings of this
striving toward a perfection that is concerned only with itself.

To Baudelaire, too, can be attributed another innovation.
He is the first of our poets to be influenced by, to invoke, and
to explore Music. Through Berlioz and Wagner, Romantic
music had sought after literary effects. It achieved them to a
superlative degree; thisis easily understood, since the violence,
even frenzy, and the exaggerated profundity, grief, radiance,
or purity which were to the taste of that period can hardly be
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translated into language without entailing many insipidities
and absurdities inassimilable to time; these elements of ruin
are less obvious in musicians than in poets. This is perhaps
because music bears in itself a kind of life that it imposes on us
physically, whereas, on the other hand, the monuments of
speech require us to provide it for them.. ..

However that may be, there came an epoch when poetry
felt itself fade and weaken before the energy and resources of
the orchestra. The richest and most resounding poem of Hugo
is very far from communicating to its hearer those extreme
illusions, those thrills, those raptures and, in the more or
less intellectual sphere, those feigned lucidities, those models
of thought, those images of strange mathematics made real,
which the symphony releases, hints at, or thunders forth, and
which it draws out into silence or annihilates at one blow,
leaving in the mind the extraordinary impression of omni-
potence and deception. . . . Never before, perhaps, have the
trust that poets place in their particular genius, those promises
of eternity which they have received since the childhood of
the world and of language, their immemorial possession of
the lyre, and the leading rank they imagine they occupy in
the hierarchy of servants of the universe, appeared so directly
menaced. They came away from concerts overwhelmed.
Overwhelmed —dazzled; as though, transported to the
seventh heaven by a cruel favor, they had been caught up to
that height only that they might experience a luminous
contemplation of forbidden possibilities and inimitable mar-
vels. The sharper and more incontestable their sense of these
imperious delights, the more real and despairing was the
suffering of their pride.

Pride was their counselor. Among men of intellect it is a
vital necessity.
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Into each man according to his nature it breathed the
spirit of combat—a strange intellectual combat; every means
of the art of verse, every known artifice of rhetoric and
prosody were called upon, and many novelties summoned to
present themselves to the overexcited consciousness.

What was baptized Symbolism can be very simply described
as the common intention of several groups of poets (otherwise
mutually inimical) to “reclaim their own from Music.” The
secret of that movement is nothing else. The obscurities and
peculiarities with which it was so often reproached; the ap-
parently overintimate relations with English, Slavic, or
Germanic literature; the syntactical disorders, the irregular
rhythms, the curiosities of vocabulary, the continual images
.. .this is all easily deduced, once the principle is acknowl-
edged. In vain did those who watched these experiments, and
even those who put them into practice, attack the poor word
Symbol. It means only what one wants it to; if someone
fastens his own hopes upon it, he will find them there!—But
we were nourished on music, and our literary minds dreamed
only of extracting from language the same effects, almost, as
were produced on our nervous systems by sound alone. Some
cherished Wagner, others Schumann. I could as well say
that they hated them. In the heat of passionate interest these
two states are indistinguishable.

A description of the endeavors of that epoch would re-
quire a systematic work. Rarely have more fervor, more
audacity, more theoretical research, more knowledge, more
reverent attention, more disputes, been devoted in the space
of so few years to the problem of pure beauty. One might
say that it was approached from all sides. Language is a
complex thing; its many-sided nature allowed investigators
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a diversity of attempts. Some, who preserved the traditional
forms of French verse, studied how to eliminate descrip-
tions, maxims, moralizing, and arbitrary details; they purged
their poetry of nearly all those intellectual elements which
music cannot express. Others gave to every object endless
meanings that presupposed a hidden metaphysics. They made
use of delightfully ambiguous matter. They peopled their
enchanted parks and evanescent groves with an entirely ideal
Fauna. Everything was an allusion; nothing was confined
merely to being; in those kingdoms adorned with mirrors,
everything thought; or atleast everything seemed tothink. ...
Elsewhere, a few more determined and argumentative magi-
cians grappled with ancient prosody. For some of them color
in sound and the combinative art of alliteration seemed to
hold no further secrets; they deliberately transposed the tones
of the orchestra to their verse: they were not always wrong.
Others skillfully recovered the simplicity and spontaneous
grace of old popular poetry. Philology and phonetics were
quoted in the unending debates of those exacting lovers of
the Muse.

It was a time of theories, curiosities, commentaries, and
passionate explanations. A young and somewhat stern genera-
tion rejected the scientific dogma which was beginning to be
unfashionable, without adopting the religious dogma which
was not yet so. In the profound and scrupulous worship of
the arts as a whole, it thought it had found an unequivocal
discipline or even a truth. A sort of religion was very nearly
established. .. . But the works of that period did not themselves
positively disclose these preoccupations. Quite to the contrary,
one must note carefully what they prohibit and what ceased
to appear in poems during the time of which I am speaking.
It would seem that abstract thought, formerly admitted even
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into verse, having now become almost impossible to combine
with the immediate emotions that it was desired continually
to arouse, being banished from a poetry that was endeavoring
to reduce itself to its own essence, and dismayed by the
multiple effects of surprise and of music demanded by
modern taste, had betaken itself to the preparatory phase and
to the theory of poetry. Philosophy, and even ethics, tended
to shun the actual works and take their place among the
reflections preceding them. This was a very real progress. If
we discount vague and refuted matters, philosophy now
comes down to five or six problems, precise in appearance,
indeterminate in essence, deniable at will, and always reduc-
ible to linguistic quarrels, their solution depending on the
way in which they are written. But the interest of these
meticulous labors is not so restricted as one might imagine;
it lies in their fragility and in those very quarrels, that is, in the
delicate balance of the more and more subtle apparatus of
logic and psychology that they force one to use; it no longer
lies in their conclusions. To state opinions, however admir-
able, on nature and its creator, on life, death, duration, and
justice is no longer to philosophize. . .. Our philosophy is
determined by its apparatus, and not by its object. It cannot
be separated from its own difficulties, which constitute its
form; and it will not take the form of verse without losing its
own being, or corrupting the verse. To speak nowadays of
philosophic poetry (even invoking the names of Alfred de
Vigny, Leconte de Lisle, and a few others) is naively to confuse
incompatible conditions and uses of the mind. Is not this to
forget that the aim of speculation is to fix or create an idea—
that is, a power and an instrument of power—whereas the
modern poet tries to produce in us a state and to raise this
exceptional state to the level of perfect enjoyment?. ..
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* * *

On the whole this is how, at the distance of a quarter of a
century and across the intervening abyss of events, the great
scheme of the Symbolists appears to me. [ do not know what
the future will preserve of their multiform efforts; it is not
necessarily a clear-headed and equitable judge. Such experi-
ments do not take place without audacity, risks, exaggerated
cruelties, and childishness. . . . Tradition, intelligibility, and
psychic equilibrium, which are the usual victims of the mind’s
progress toward its object, suffered sometimes from our de-
votion to the purest beauty. We were sometimes obscure and
sometimes puerile. Our language was not always so worthy
of praise and of survival as our ambition hoped; and our
innumerable themes are now the melancholy occupants of the
quiet underworld of our memory. . . . I grant you the works,
the opinions, and the technical preferences! But our Idea
itself and our Sovereign Good, are they now no more than
pale elements of oblivion? Must all perish so completely?
How can it perish, O comrades?—What is it that has so
secretly deformed our certaintes, diminished our truth, de-
stroyed our courage? Has the discovery been made that light
can grow old? And how is it (here is the mystery) that
those who came after us and who in their turn will vanish,
grown sterile and disillusioned through a similar change,
could have had other desires than ours, and other gods? It
was 50 clear to us that there was no fault in our ideal! Was it
not deduced from the experience of all preceding literatures?
Was it not the supreme and miraculously retarded flower of
the whole accumulation of culture?

Two explanations of this kind of ruin suggest themselves.
First, it may be thought that we were merely the victims of
a spiritual illusion. Once it was dissipated, there remained
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to us only the memory of absurd acts and of an inexplicable
passion. . . . But a desire cannot be illusory. Nothing is more
specifically real than a desire, qua desire: like the God of §t.
Anselm, its idea and its reality are indissoluble. Another
reason must be sought, a more ingenious argument found
for our ruin. It must, in fact, be assumed that our way was
indeed the only one, that by our desire we reached the very
essence of our art, and that we really had deciphered the whole
significance of the labors of our ancestors, salvaged from their
works what seemed most delightful, built our path from these
fragments, and followed to infinity this precious track blessed
with palms and wells of sweet water; ever on the horizon
was pure poetry. . . . There was the danger; there, precisely,
our downfall; and.there, too, our goal.

For a truth of this kind is a frontier of the world; one may
not settle there. Nothing so pure can coexist with the cir-
cumstances of life. We only traverse the idea of perfection as
a hand passes with impunity through a flame; but the flame
is uninhabitable, and dwelling places on the serene heights
are necessarily deserted. I mean that our leaning toward the
extreme rigors of art—toward the logical result of premises
suggested to us by earlier successes—toward a beauty ever
more conscious of its origins, ever more independent of all
subjects, and of the vulgar attractions of sentiment as well as
the blatant effects of eloquence—all this overenlightened zeal
resulted perhaps in an almost inhuman state. That is a general
truth: .metaphysics, ethics, and even the sciences have expe-
rienced it.

Absolute poetry can only proceed by way of exceptional
marvels; works composed entirely of it constitute the rarest
and most improbable portion of the imponderable treasures
of a literature. But, as the perfect vacuum and the absolute
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zero of temperature, neither of which can be reached, can
only be approached at the cost of an exhausting series of
efforts, so the final purity of our art demands from those who
conceive it such prolonged and such harsh restraints as absorb
all the natural joy of being a poet, leaving at the end nothing
but the pride of never being satisfied. This severity is unbear-
able for the majority of young men gifted with the poetic
instinct. Our successors did not envy our torment; they did
not adopt our scruples; they sometimes mistook for liberties
what we had attempted as new problems; and sometimes
they tore apart what we meant only to dissect. They opened
again upon the accidents of being, eyes we had closed to make
ourselves more like its substance. . . . All this was to be ex-
pected. But it was also not impossible to guess the sequel.
Was it not likely that one day someone would try to link our
former past with the past which had followed it, borrowing
from each those of their teachings which were compatible?
Here and there I see this natural work going on in a few minds.
Life itself works in this way; and the same process we observe
in the succession of lives, a process in which continuity and
atavism combine, reappears in the sequences of the life of
literature. . . .
* * *

That is what I said one day to M. Fabre, when he came to
talk to me about his researches and his poems. I do not know
what spirit of rashness and error had aroused in his wise, clear
mind the wish to consult another mind not particularly so.
We tried to explain our points of view on poetry, and al-
though this kind of conversation time and again passes beyond
infinity, we managed not to lose each other. This was because
our separate thoughts, each moving and changing within its
impassable domain, managed to keepa wonderful correspond-
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ence. A common vocabulary—the most precise in existence—
constantly enabled us not to misunderstand each other,
Algebra and geometry, on which I am convinced the future
will model a language for the intellect, enabled us, from time
to time, to exchange precise signals. I found in my visitor one
of those minds for which my own has a weakness. I like those
lovers of poetry who venerate the goddess with too much
lucidity to dedicate to her the slackness of their thought and
the relaxation of their reason. They know well that she does
not exact the sacrifizio dell’ Intelletto. Neither Minerva nor
Pallas nor luminous Apollo approves the abominable mutila-
tions that some of their misguided worshipers inflict on the
organism of thought; and they reject with horror these bear-
ers of a bleeding logic they have torn from themselves and
intend to sacrifice on the altar. True divinities have no taste
for any but whole victims. Naturally they demand sacrificial
food; this exaction is common to all supreme powers, for
they must live; but they want it intact.

M. Lucien Fabre is well aware of this. It is not for nothing
that he has provided himself with a singularly close-knit and
thorough culture. The art of the engineer, to which he de-
votes not the best but perhaps the greatest part of his time,
in itself requires prolonged study and involves any man who
distinguishes himself at it in a complex activity: he must
handle men, give form to matter, and find satisfactory solu-
tions to unforeseen problems to which technology, econom-
ics, civil laws, and natural laws bring contradictory require-
ments. This kind of reasoning on complex systems hardly
lends itself to generalization. There are no formulas for such
special cases, no equations between such heterogeneous data;
nothing happens infallibly, and even gropings are here only
a waste of time if they are not guided by a very subtle instinct.
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In the eyes of an observer who knows how to ignore appear-
ances, this activity, these reflective hesitations, this way of ex~
pecting under constraint, and these discoveries are very like
the inner moments of a poet. But I fear there are few engineers
who realize that they are as near as I have suggested to the in-
ventors of figures and the arrangers of words. . . . There are
not many who, like M. Fabre, have penetrated deeply into the
metaphysics of being. He is familiar with philosophy. Theol-
ogy itself is no stranger to him. He has never believed that
the world of the intellect is as young and as restricted as is
commonly imagined nowadays. Could it be that his positive
mind simply assessed the smallness of a probability? How can
one believe, without being strangely credulous, that the best
brains have for ten centuries exhausted themselves without
result in empty and austere speculations? I sometimes think
(though with shame and only in the secret depths of my heart)
that a more or less remote future will look on the vast work
accomplished in our day on the continuous, the transfinite, and
a few other Cantorian concepts, with that air of pity which
we bestow on scholastic libraries. . . . But the substance of
theology is in certain texts; M. Fabre did not recoil from
Hebrew! . ..

This general culture and yet these habits of discipline, this
practical and decisive judgment and yet this gloriously useless
knowledge, all together bear witness to a will that organizes
and directs them. It so happens that it directs them to poetry.
This case is quite remarkable; one must expect a mind with
this preparation and precision to take up in its own way
those eternal problems of which I said a few words a few
pages back. If it were nothing but a purely technical intelli-
gence we should doubtless see it make abrupt innovations, and
bring to an ancient art an energy naive in its inventions.
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Examples are not wanting: paper accepts everything; the
desire to astonish is the most natural and most easily under-
standable of desires; it allows the meanest reader to decipher
with no effort the very simple secret of many surprising works,

But on aslightly higher level of consciousness and knowledge
one can see that language is not so easily perfectible, and that
prosody has not been unsolicited in many ways over the
course of the centuries; one can see that all the care and labor
we can expend in confuting the results of so much acquired
experience must necessarily fail us on other points. One must
pay an unknown price for the pleasure of not using what is
known. An architect can despise statics or try to transgress
the formulas for the resistance of materials. This is flouting
probability; only once in 2 hundred thousand times will the
penalty be far behind. In literature the penalty isless terrifying;
it is also much less prompt; but, in any case, time quickly
undertakes to counter by the neglect of a work the neglect
of the simplest rules of applied psychology. It is therefore to
our interest to calculate our audacities and our cautions as
exactly as possible.

M. Fabre, the calculator, has not ignored Lucien Fabre,
the poet. The latter having decided to perform the most
difficult and most enviable task in our art—I mean a sequence
of poems forming a spiritual drama, a finished drama that is
played out between the very powers of our being—the
accuracy and standards of the former found their natural
employment in this composition. The reader must judge this
curiously daring attempt to endow with the most passionate
life and movement entities brought directly into play. Eros,
a beautiful and violent Eros, but an Eros secretly in thrall
to a certain Reason which knows how to unleash and to
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restrain his frenzy, is the true coryphaeus of these poems.
I would not say that Reason does not sometimes show a bit
too clearly through the language. Ifelt I had to challenge some
of the words that M. Fabre has used, and which seem to me
not easily absorbed into the language of poetry. I was not on
very firm ground with this criticism, since poetic language
changes like any other; and the geometrical terms that here
and there aroused my opposition will perhaps eventually be
amalgamated, as so many other technical words have been,
with the abstract and homogeneous metal of the language
of the gods.

But any judgment one wishes to make on a work should take
into account primarily the difficulties that its author has set
himself. One may say that a survey of these deliberate restric~
tions immediately reveals, once one has managed to recon-
struct them, the intellectual level of the poet, the quality of
his pride, the fastidiousness and despotism of his nature.
M. Fabre has assigned himself noble and rigorous conditions.
He wanted his emotions, however intense they might appear
in his verse, to be closely co-ordinated and subject to the
invisible command of knowledge. Perhaps, in places, this
mysterious and prophetic sovereign suffers a few shocks and
diminutions of her empire—for, as the author says so

magnificently:
L’ardente chair ronge sans cesse
Les durs serments qu’elle a jurés.

But what poet would complain at this?
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Poetry and Abstract Thought

THE 1DEA of Poetry is often contrasted with that of Thought,
and particularly “Abstract Thought.” People say “Poetry and
Abstract Thought” as they say Good and Evil, Vice and
Virtue, Hot and Cold. Most people, without thinking any
further, believe that the analytical work of the intellect, the
efforts of will and precision in which it implicates the mind,
are incompatible with that freshness of inspiration, that flow
of expression, that grace and fancy which are the signs of
poetry and which reveal it at its very first words. If a poet’s
work is judged profound, its profundity seems to be of a
quite different order from that of a philosopher or a scientist.
Some people go so far as to think that even meditation on
his art, the kind of exact reasoning applied to the cultivation
of roses, can only harm a poet, since the principal and most
charming object of his desire must be to communicate the
impression of a newly and happily born state of creative
emotion which, through surprise and pleasure, has the power
to remove the poem once and for all from any further
criticism.

This opinion may possibly contain a grain of truth, though
its simplicity makes me suspect it to be of scholarly origin. I
feel we have learned and adopted this antithesis without
reflection, and that we now find it firmly fixed in our mind,
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as a verbal contrast, as though it represented a clear and real
relationship between two well-defined notions. It must be
admitted that that character always in a hurry to have done,
whom we call our mind, has a weakness for this kind of
simplification, which freely enables him to form all kinds of
combinations and judgments, to display his logic, and to
develop his rhetorical resources—in short, to carry out as
brilliantly as possible his business of being a mind.

At all events, this classic contrast, crystallized, as it were,
by language, has always seemed to me too abrupt, and at the
same time too facile, not to provoke me to examine the things
themselves more closely.

Poetry, Abstract Thought. That is soon said, and we imme-
diately assume that we have said something sufficiently clear
and sufficiently precise for us to proceed, without having
to go back over our experiences; and to build a theory or
begin a discussion using this contrast (so attractive in its
simplicity) as pretext, argument, and substance. One could
even fashion a whole metaphysics—or at the least a “psychol-
ogy” —on this basis, and evolve for oneself a system of mental
life, of knowledge, and of the invention and production of
works of the mind, whose consequence would inevitably be
the same terminological dissonance that had served as its
starting point. . ..

For my part I have the strange and dangerous habit, in
every subject, of wanting to begin at the beginning (that is,
at my own beginning), which entails beginning again, going
back over the whole road, just as though many others had
not already mapped and traveled it. . . .

This is the road offered to us, or imposed on us, by
language.

With every question, before making any deep examina-
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tion of the content, I take a look at the language; I generally
proceed like a surgeon who sterilizes his hands and prepares
the area to be operated on. This is what I call cleaning up the
verbal situation. You must excuse this expression equating the
words and forms of speech with the hands and instruments
of a surgeon.

I maintain that we must be careful of a problem’s first
contact with our minds. We should be careful of the first
words a question utters in our mind. A new question arising
in us is in a state of infancy; it stammers; it finds only strange
terms, loaded with adventitious values and associations; it is
forced to borrow these. But it thereby insensibly deflects our
true need. Without realizing it we desert our original problem,
and in the end we shall come to believe that we have chosen
an opinion wholly our own, forgetting that our choice was
exercised only on a mass of opinions that are the more or less
blind work of other men and of chance. This is what happens
with the programs of political parties, no one of which is (or
can be) the one that would exactly match our temperament
and our interests. If we choose one among them, we gradually
become the man suited to that party and to that program.

Philosophical and aesthetic questions are so richly obscured
by the quantity, diversity, and antiquity of researches, argu-
ments, and solutions, all produced within the orbit of a very
restricted vocabulary, of which each author uses the words
according to his own inclinations, that taken as a whole such
works give me the impression of a district in the classical
Underworld especially reserved for deep thinkers. Here, are
the Danaides, Ixions, and Sisyphuses, eternally laboring to fill
bottomless casks and to push back the falling rock, thatis, to
redefine the same dozen words whose combinations form
the treasure of Speculative Knowledge.

54



POETRY AND ABSTRACT THOUGHT

Allow me to add to these preliminary considerations one
last remark and one illustration. Here is the remark: you have
surely noticed the curious fact that a certain word, which is
perfectly clear when you hear or use it in everyday speech, and
which presents no difficulty when caught up in the rapidity
of an ordinary sentence, becomes mysteriously cumbersome,
offers a strange resistance, defeats all efforts at definition, the
moment you withdraw it from circulation for separate study
and try to find its meaning after taking away its temporary
function. It is almost comic to inquire the exact meaning of
a term that one uses constantly with complete satisfaction. For
example: I stop the word Time in its flight. This word was
utterly limpid, precise, honest, and faithful in its service as
long as it was part of a remark and was uttered by someone
who wished to say something. But here it is, isolated, caught
on the wing. It takes its revenge. It makes us believe that it
has more meanings than uses. It was only a means, and it has
become an end, the object of a terrible philosophical desire.
It turns into an enigma, an abyss, a torment of thought. . . .

Itis the same with the word Life and all the rest.

This readily observed phenomenon has taken on great
critical value for me. Moreover, I have drawn from it an
illustration that, for me, nicely conveys this strange property
of our verbal material.

Each and every word that enables us to leap so rapidly
across the chasm of thought, and to follow the prompting of
an idea that constructs its own expression, appears to me like
one of those light planks which one throws across a ditch or
a mountain crevasse and which will bear a man crossing it
rapidly. But he must pass without weighing on it, without
stopping—above all, he must not take it into his head to
dance on the slender plank to test its resistance! . . . Otherwise
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the fragile bridge tips or breaks immediately, and all is hurled
into the depths. Consult your own experience; and you will
find that we understand each other, and ourselves, only
thanks to our rapid passage over words. We must not lay stress
upon them, or we shall see the clearest discourse dissolve into
enigmas and more or less learned illusions.

But how are we to think—I should say rethink, study
deeply whatever seems to merit deep study—if we hold lan-
guage to be something essentially provisional, as a banknote
or a check is provisional, what we call its “value” requiring us
to forget its true nature, which is that of a piece of paper,
generally dirty? The paper has passed through so many
hands. . . . But words have passed through so many mouths,
so many phrases, so many uses and abuses, that the most
delicate precautions must be taken to avoid too much confu-
sion in our minds between what we think and are trying to
think, and what dictionaries, authors, and, for that matter,
the whole human race since the beginning of language, want
us to think. ...

I shall therefore take care not to accept what the words
Poetry and Abstract Thought suggest to me the moment they
are pronounced. But I shall look into myself. There I shall
seek my real difficulties and my actual observations of my
real states; there I shall find my own sense of the rational and
the irrational; I shall see whether the alleged antithesis exists
and how it exists in a living condition. I confess that it is my
habit, when dealing with problems of the mind, to distinguish
between those which I might have invented and which re-
present a need truly felt by my mind, and the rest, which are
other people’s problems. Of the latter, more than one (say
forty per cent) seem to me to be nonexistent, to be no more
than apparent problems:"I do not feel them. And as for the

56



POETRY AND ABSTRACT THOUGHT

rest, more than one seem to me to be badly stated. ...Ido
not say I am right. I say that I observe what occurs within
myself when I attempt to replace the verbal formulas by
values and meanings that are nonverbal, that are independent
of the language used. I discover naive impulses and images,
raw products of my needs and of my personal experiences.
It is my life itself that is surprised, and my life must, if it can,
provide my answers, for it is only in the reactions of our life
that the full force, and as it were the necessity, of our truth
can reside. The thought proceeding from that life never uses
for its own account certain words which seem to it fit only
for external consumption; nor certain others whose depths
are obscure and which may only deceive thought as to its
real strength and value.

I have, then, noticed in myself certain states which I may
well call poetic, since some of them were finally realized in
poems. They came about from no apparent cause, arising
from some accident or other; they developed according to
their own nature, and consequently I found myself for a time
jolted out of my habitual state of mind. Then, the cycle
completed, I returned to the rule of ordinary exchanges
between my life and my thought. But meanwhile a poem had
been made, and in completing itself the cycle left something
behind. This closed cycle is the cycle of an act which has, as
it were, aroused and given external form to a poetic power. . ...

On other occasions I have noticed that some no less insig-
nificant incident caused—or seemed to cause—a quite differ-
ent excursion, a digression of another nature and with another
result. For example, a sudden concatenation of ideas, an
analogy, would strike me in much the way the sound of a
hom in the heart of a forest makes one prick up one’s ears,
and virtually directs the co-ordinated attention of all one’s
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muscles toward some point in the distance, among the leafy
depths. But this time, instead of a pocm, it was an analysis of
the sudden intellectual sensation that was taking hold of me.
It was not verses that were being formed more or less easily
during this phase, but some proposition or other that was
destined to be incorporated among my habits of thought,
some formula that would henceforward serve as an instru-
ment for further researches. . . .

I apologize for thus revealing myself to you; but in my
opinion it is more useful to speak of what one has experienced
than to pretend to a knowledge that is entirely impersonal,
an observation with no observer. In fact there is no theory
that is not a fragment, carefully prepared, of some autobiog-
raphy.

I do not pretend to be teaching you anything at all. I will
say nothing you do not already know; but I will, perhaps,
say it in a different order. You do not need to be told thata
poet is not always incapable of solving a rule of three; or that
a logician is not always incapable of seeing in words some-
thing other than concepts, categories, and mere pretexts for
syllogisms.

On this point I would add this paradoxical remark: if the
logician could never be other than a logician, he would not,
and could not, be a logician; and if'the poet were never any-
thing but a poet, without the slightest hope of being able to
reason abstractly, he would leave no poetic traces behind
him. I believe in all sincerity that if each man were not able
to live a number of other lives besides his own, he would not
be able to live his own life.

My experience has thus shown me that the same self can
take very different forms, can become an abstract thinker ora
poet, by successive specializations, each of which is a deviation
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from that entirely unattached state which is superficially in
accord with exterior surroundings and which is the average
state of our existence, the state of undifferentiated exchanges.

Let us first see in what may consist that initial and invariably
accidental shock which will construct the poetic instrument
within us, and above all, what are its effects. The problem
can be put in this way: Poetry is an art of Language; certain
combinations of words can produce an emotion that others
do not produce, and which we shall call poetic. What kind of
emotion is this?

I recognize it in myself by this: that all possible objects of
the ordinary world, external or internal, beings, events, feel-
ings, and actions, while keeping their usual appearance, are
suddenly placed in an indefinable but wonderfully fitting
relationship with the modes of our general sensibility. That
is to say that these well-known things and beings—or rather
the ideas that represent them—somehow change in value.
They attract one another, they are connected in ways quite
different from the ordinary; they become (if you will permit
the expression) musicalized, resonant, and, as it were, harmoni-
cally related. The poetic universe, thus defined, offers ex-
tensive analogies with what we can postulate of the dream
world.

Since the word dream has found its way into this talk, I
shall say in passing that in modern times, beginning with
Romanticism, there has arisen a fairly understandable confu-
sion between the notion of the dream and that of poetry.
Neither the dream nor the daydream is necessarily poetic; it
may be so: but figures formed by chance are only by chance
harmonious figures.

In any case, our memories of dreams teach us, by fre-
quent and common experience, that our consciousness can be
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invaded, filled, entirely absorbed by the production of an
existence in which objects and beings seem the same as those
in the waking state; but their meanings, relationships, modes
of variation and of substitution are quite different and doubt-
less represent, like symbols or allegories, the immediate
fluctuations of our general sensibility uncontrolled by the
sensitivities of our specialized senses. In very much the same
way the poetic state takes hold of us, develops, and finally
disintegrates.

This is to say that the state of poetry is completely irregular,
inconstant, involuntary, and fragile, and that we lose it, as we
find it, by accident. But this state is not enough to make a poet,
any more than it is enough to see a treasure in a dream to find
it, on waking, sparkling at the foot of one’s bed.

A poet’s function—do not be startled by this remark—
is not to experience the poetic state: that is a private affair.
His function is to create it in others. The poet is recognized—
or at least everyone recognizes his own poet—by the simple
fact that he causes his reader to become “inspired.” Positively
speaking, inspiration is a graceful attribute with which the
reader endows his poet: the reader sees in us the transcendent
merits of virtues and graces that develop in him. He secks
and finds in us the wondrous cause of his own wonder.

But poetic feeling and the artificial synthesis of this
state in some work are two quite distinct things, as different
as sensation and action. A sustained action is much more
complex than any spontaneous production, particularly when
it has to be carried out in a sphere as conventional as that of
language. Here you see emerging through my explanations
the famous ABSTRACT THOUGHT which custom opposes to
POETRY. We shall come back to that in a moment. Meanwhile
I'should like to tell you a true story, so that you may feel as
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Ifelt, and in a curiously clear way, the whole difference that
exists between the poetic state or emotion, even creative and
original, and the production of a work. It is a rather remark-
able observation of myself that I made about a year ago.

I had left my house to relax from some tedious piece of
work by walking and by a consequent change of scene. As I
went along the street where I live, I was suddenly gripped by
arhythm which took possession of me and soon gave me the
impression of some force outside myself. It was as though
someone else were making use of my living-machine. Then
another rhythm overtook and combined with the first, and
certain strange fransverse relations were set up between these
two principles (I am explaining myself as best I can). They
combined the movement of my walking legs and some kind
of song I was murmuring, or rather which was being mur-
mured through me. This composition became more and more
complicated and soon in its complexity went far beyond any-
thing I could reasonably produce with my ordinary, usable
rthythmic faculties. The sense of strangeness that I mentioned
became almost painful, almost disquieting. I am no musician;
Iam completely ignorant of musical technique; yet here I was,
prey to a development in several parts more complicated
than any poet could dream. I argued that there had been an
error of person, that this grace had descended on the wrong
head, since I could make no use of a gift which for a musician
would doubtless have assumed value, form, and duration,
while these parts that mingled and separated offered me in
vain a composition whose cunningly organized sequence
amazed my ignorance and reduced it to despair.

After about twenty minutes the magic suddenly vanished,
leaving me on the bank of the Seine, as perplexed as the duck
in the fable, that saw a swan emerge from the egg she had
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hatched. As the swan flew away, my surprise changed to
reflection. I knew that walking often induces in me a quick-
ened flow of ideas and that there is a certain reciprocity
between my pace and my thoughts—my thoughts modify
my pace; my pace provokes my thoughts—which after all
is remarkable enough, but is fairly understandable. Our
various “‘reaction periods” are doubtless synchronized, and
it is interesting to have to admit that a reciprocal modification
is possible between a form of action which is purely muscular
and a varied production of images, judgments, and reasonings,

Butin the case I am speaking of, my movementin walking
became in my consciousness a very subtle system of rhythms,
instead of instigating those images, interior words, and poten-
tial actions which one calls ideas. As for ideas, they are things
of a species familiar to me; they are things that I can note,
provoke, and handle. ... But I cannot say the same of my
unexpected rhythms.

What was I to think? I supposed that mental activity
while walking must correspond with a general excitement
exerting itself in the region of my brain; this excitement
satisfied and relieved itself as best it could, and so long as its
energy was expended, it mattered little whether this was on
ideas, memories, or rhythms unconsciously hummed. On
that day, the energy was expended in a rhythmical intuition
that developed before the awakening in my consciousness
of the person who knows that he does not know music. I imagine
itis the same as when the person who knows he cannot fly hasnot
yet become active in the man who dreams he is flying.

I apologize for this long and true story—as true, that is,
as a story of this kind can be. Notice that everything I have
said, or tried to say, happened in relation to what we call the
External World, what we call Our Body, and what we call Our
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Mind, and requires a kind of vague collaboration between
these three great powers.

Why have I told you this? In order to bring out the pro-
found difference existing between spontaneous production by
the mind—or rather by our sensibility as a whole—and the
fabrication of works. In my story, the substance of a musical
composition was freely given-to me, but the organization
which would have seized, fixed, and reshaped it was lacking.
The great painter Degas often repeated to me a very true
and simple remark by Mallarmé. Degas occasionally wrote
verses, and some of those he left were delightful. But he often
found great difficulty in this work accessory to his painting.
(He was, by the way, the kind of man who would bring all
possible difficulty to any art whatever.) One day he said to
Mallarmé: “Yours is a hellish craft. I can’t manage to say
what I want, and yet I'm full of ideas. . ..” And Mallarmé
answered: “My dear Degas, one does not make poetry with
ideas, but with words.”

Mallarmé was right. But when Degas spoke of ideas, he
was, after all, thinking of inner speech or of images, which
might have been expressed in words. But these words, these
secret phrases which he called ideas, all these intentions and
perceptions of the mind, do not make verses. There is some-
thing else, then, a modification, or a transformation, sudden
or not, spontaneous or not, laborious or not, which must
necessarily intervene between the thought that produces
ideas—that activity and multiplicity of inner questions and
solutions—and, on the other hand, that discourse, so different
from ordinary speech, which is verse, which is so curiously
ordered, which answers no need unless it be the need it must
itself create, which never speaks but of absent things or of
things profoundly and secretly felt: strange discourse, as
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though made by someone other than the speaker and ad-
dressed to someone other than the listener. In short, it is 2
language within a language.

Let us look into these mysteries.

Poetry is an art of language. But language is a practical
creation. It may be observed that in all communication be-
tween men, certainty comes only from practical acts and from
the verification which practical acts give us. I ask you for a light.
You give me a light: you have understood me.

But in asking me for a light, you were able to speak those
few unimportant words with a certain intonation, a certain
tone of voice, a certain inflection, a certain languor or brisk-
ness perceptible to me. I have understood your words, since
without even thinking I handed you what you asked for—a
light. But the matter does not end there. The strange thing:
the sound and as it were the features of your little sentence
come back to me, echo within me, as though they were
pleased to be there; I, too, like to hear myself repeat this little
phrase, which has almost lost its meaning, which has stopped
being of use, and which can yet go on living, though with
quite another life. It has acquired a value; and has acquired it
at the expense of its finite significance. It has created the need to
be heard again. . . . Here we are on the very threshold of the
poetic state. This tiny experience will help us to the discovery
of more than one truth.

It has shown us that language can produce effects of two
quite different kinds. One of them tends to bring about the
complete negation of language itself. I speak to you, and if
you have understood my words, those very words are abol-
ished. If you have understood, it means that the words have
vanished from your minds and are replaced by their counter-
part, by images, relationships, impulses; so that you have
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within you the means to retransmit these ideas and images in
a language that may be very different from the one you
received. Understanding consists in the more or less rapid
replacement of a system of sounds, intervals, and signs by
something quite different, which is, in short, a modification
or interior reorganization of the person to whom one is
speaking. And here is the counterproof of this proposition:
the person who does not understand repeats the words, or
has them repeated to him.

Consequently, the perfection of a discourse whose sole
aim is comprehension obviously consists in the ease with
which the words forming it are transformed into something
quite different: the language is transformed first into non-
language and then, if we wish, into a form of language
differing from the original form.

In other terms, in practical or abstract uses of language,
the form —that is the physical, the concrete part, the very act
of speech—does not last; it does not outlive understanding;
it dissolves in the light; it has acted; it has done its work; it
has brought about understanding; it has lived.

But on the other hand, the moment this concrete form
takes on, by an effect of its own, such importance that it asserts
itself and makes itself, as it were, respected; and not only
remarked and respected, but desired and therefore repeated —
then something new happens: we are insensibly transformed
and ready to live, breathe, and think in accordance with a
rule and under laws which are no longer of the practical
order—that is, nothing that may occur in this state will be
resolved, finished, or abolished by a specific act. We are
entering the poetic universe.

Permit me to support this notion of a poetic universe by
teferring to a similar notion that, being much simpler, is
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easier to explain: the notion of a musical universe. I would ask
you to make a small sacrifice: limit yourselves for a moment
to your faculty of hearing. One simple sense, like that of
hearing, will offer us all we need for our definition and will
absolve us from entering into all the difficulties and subtleties
to which the conventional structure and historical complex-
ities of ordinary language would lead us. We live by ear in
the world of noises. Taken as a whole, it is generally incohe-
rent and irregularly supplied by all the mechanical incidents
which the ear may interpret as it can. But the same ear isolates
from this chaos a group of noises particularly remarkable and
simple—that is, easily recognizable by our sense of hearing
and furnishing it with points of reference. These elements
have relations with one another which we sense as we do the
elements themselves. The interval between two of these
privileged noises is as clear to us as each of them. These are
the sounds, and these units of sonority tend to form clear
combinations, successive or simultaneous implications, series,
and intersections which one may term intelligible: this is why
abstract possibilities exist in music. But I must return to my
subject. :

I will confine myself to saying that the contrast between
noise and sound is the contrast between pure and impure,
order and disorder; that this differentiation between pure
sensations and others has permitted the constitution of music;
that it has been possible to control, unify, and codify this
constitution, thanks to the intervention of physical science,
which knows how to adjust measure to sensation so as to
obtain the important result of teaching us to produce this
sonorous sensation consistently, and in a continuous and
identical fashion, by instruments that are, in reality, measuring
instruments.

The musician is thus in possession of a perfect system of
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well-defined means which exactly match sensations with acts.
From this it results that music has formed a domain absolutely
its own. The world of the art of music, a world of sounds, is
distinct from the world of noises. Whereas a noise merely
rouses in us some isolated event—a dog, a door, a motor car
—a sound evokes, of itself, the musical universe. If, in this hall
where I am speaking to you and where you hear the noise of
my voice, a tuning fork or a well-tempered instrument began
to vibrate, you would at once, as soon as you were affected
by this pure and exceptional noise that cannot be confused
with others, have the feeling of a beginning, the beginning
of a world; a quite different atmosphere would immediately
be created, a new order would arise, and you yourselves
would unconsciously organize yourselves to receive it. The
musical universe, therefore, was within you, with all its
associations and proportions—as in a saturated salt solution
a crystalline universe awaits the molecular shock of a minute
crystal in order to declare itself. I dare not say: the crystalline
idea of such a system awaits. . ..

And here is the counter proof of our little experiment: if,
in a concert hall dominated by a resounding symphony, a
chair happens to fall, someone coughs, or a door shuts, we
immediately have the impression of a kind of rupture. Some-
thing indefinable, something like a spell or a Venetian glass,
has been broken or cracked.. ..

The poetic universe is not created so powerfully or so
easily. It exists, but the poet is deprived of the immense
advantages possessed by the musician. He does not have
before him, ready for the uses of beauty, a body of resources
expressly made for his art. He has to borrow language—the
voice of the public, that collection of traditional and irrational
terms and rules, oddly created and transformed, oddly cod-
ified, and very variedly understood and pronounced. Here
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there is no physicist who has determined the relations between
these elements; no tuning forks, no metronomes, no inventors
of scales or theoreticians of harmony. Rather, on the contrary,
the phonetic and semantic fluctuations of vocabulary. Noth-
ing pure; but a mixture of completely incoherent auditive
and psychic stimuli. Each word is an instantaneous coupling
of a sound and a sense that have no connection with each other.
Each sentence is an act so complex that I doubt whether
anyone has yet been able to provide a tolerable definition of
it. As for the use of the resources of language and the modes of
this action, you know what diversity there is, and what con-
fusion sometimes results. A discourse can be logical, packed
with sense, but devoid of rhythm and measure. It can be
pleasing to the ear, yet completely absurd or insignificant;
it can be clear, yet useless; vague, yet delightful. But to grasp
its strange multiplicity, which is no more than the multiplicity
of life itself, it suffices to name all the sciences which have been
created to deal with this diversity, each to study one of its
aspects. One can analyze a text in many different ways, for
it falls successively under the jurisdiction of phonetics, seman-
tics, syntax, logic, rhetoric, philology, not to mention metrics,
prosody, and etymology. ...

So the poet is at grips with this verbal matter, obliged to
speculate on sound and sense at once, and to satisfy not only
harmony and musical timing but all the various intellectual
and aesthetic conditions, not to mention the conventional
rules.. ..

You can see what an effort the poet’s undertaking would
require if he had consciously to solve all these problems. ...

It is always interesting to try to reconstruct one of our
complex activities, one ‘of those complete actions which
demand a specialization at once mental, sensuous, and motor,
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supposing that in order to accomplish this act we were obliged
to understand and organize all the functions that we know
play their part in it. Even if this attempt, at once imaginative
and analytical, is clumsy, it will always teach us something.
As for myself, who am, I admit, much more attentive to the
formation or fabrication of works than to the works them-
selves, I have a habit, or obsession, of appreciating works
only as actions. In my eyes a poet is a man who, as a result of
a certain incident, undergoes a hidden transformation. He
leaves his ordinary condition of general disposability, and I
see taking shape in him an agent, a living system for producing
verses. As among animals one suddenly sees emerging a
capable hunter, a nest maker, a bridge builder, a digger of
tunnels and galleries, so in a2 man one sees a composite organ-
ization declare itself, bending its functions to a specific piece
of work. Think of a very small child: the child we have all
been bore many possibilities within him. After a few months
of life he has learned, at the same or almost the same time,
to speak and to walk. He has acquired two types of action.
That is to say that he now possesses two kinds of potentiality
from which the accidental circumstances of each moment
will draw what they can, in answer to his varying needs and

Having learned to use his legs, he will discover that he
can not only walk, but run; and not only walk and run, but
dance. This is a great event. He has at that moment both in-
vented and discovered a kind of secondary use for his limbs, a
generalization of his formula of movement. In fact, whereas
walking is after all a rather dull and not easily perfectible
action, this new form of action, the Dance, admits of an
infinite number of creations and variations or figures.

But will he not find an analogous development in speech?
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He will explore the possibilities of his faculty of speech; he
will discover that more can be done with it than to ask for
jam and deny his little sins. He will grasp the power of reason-
ing; he will invent stories to amuse himself when he is alone;
he will repeat to himself words that he loves for their strange-
ness and mystery.

So, parallel with Walking and Dancing, he will acquire
and distinguish the divergent types, Prose and Poetry.

This parallel has long struck and attracted me; but some-
one saw it before I did. According to Racan, Malherbe made
use of it. In my opinion it is more than a simple comparison.
I see in it an analogy as substantial and pregnant as those
found in physics when one observes the identity of formulas
that represent the measurement of seemingly very different
phenomena. Here is how our comparison develops.

Walking, like prose, has a definite aim. It is an act directed
at something we wish to reach. Actual circumstances, such
as the need for some object, the impulse of my desire, the
state of my body, my sight, the terrain, etc., which order the
manner of walking, prescribe its direction and its speed, and
give it a definite end. All the characteristics of walking derive
from these instantaneous conditions, which combine it anovel
way each time. There are no movements in walking that are
not special adaptations, but, each time, they are abolished
and, as it were, absorbed by the accomplishment of the act,
by the attainment of the goal.

The dance is quite another matter. It is, of course, a system
of actions; but of actions whose end is in themselves. It goes
nowhere. If it pursues an object, it is only an ideal object, 2
state, an enchantment, the phantom of a flower, an extreme
of life, a smile—which forms at last on the face of the one
who summoned it from empty space.

It is therefore not a question of carrying out a limited
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operation whose end is situated somewhere in our surround-
ings, but rather of creating, maintaining, and exalting a
certain state, by a periodic movement that can be executed
on the spot; a movement which is almost entirely dissociated
from sight, but which is stimulated and regulated by auditive
rhythms,

But please note this very simple observation, that however
different the dance may be from walking and utilitarian
movements, it uses the same organs, the same bones, the
same muscles, only differently co-ordinated and aroused.

Here we come again to the contrast between prose and
poetry. Prose and poetry use the same words, the same syntax,
the same forms, and the same sounds or tones, but differently
co-ordinated and differently aroused. Prose and poetry are
therefore distinguished by the difference between certain links
and associations which form and dissolve in our psychic and
nervous organism, whereas the components of these modes of
functioning are identical. This is why one should guard
against reasoning about poetry as one does about prose. What
is true of one very often has no meaning when it is sought in
the other. But here is the great and decisive difference. When
the man who is walking has reached his goal —as I said — when
he has reached the place, book, fruit, the object of his desire
(which desire drew him from his repose), this possession at
once entirely annuls his whole act; the effect swallows up the
cause, the end absorbs the means; and, whatever the act, only
the result remains. It is the same with utilitarian language:
the language I use to express my design, my desire, my
command, my opinion; this language, when it has served its
purpose, evaporates almost as it is heard. I have given it forth
to perish, to be radically transformed into something else in
your mind; and I shall know that I was understood by the
remarkable fact that my speech no longer exists: it has been
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completely replaced by its meaning—that is, by images, im-
pulses, reactions, or acts that belong to you: in short, by an
interior modification in you.

As a result the perfection of this kind of language, whose
sole end is to be understood, obviously consists in the ease
with which it is transformed into something altogether
different.

The poem, on the other hand, does not die for having
lived: it is expressly designed to be born again from its ashes
and to become endlessly what it has just been. Poetry can be
recognized by this property, that it tends to get itself re-
produced in its own form: it stimulates us to reconstruct it
identically.

That is an admirable and uniquely characteristic property.

I should like to give you a simple illustration. Think of a
pendulum oscillating between two symmetrical points. Sup-
pose that one of these extremes represents form: the concrete
characteristics of the language, sound, rhythm, accent, tone,
movement—in a word, the Voice in action. Then associate
with the other point, the acnode of the first, all significant
values, images and ideas, stimuli of. feeling and memory,
virtual impulses and structures of understanding—in short,
everything that makes the content, the meaning of a discourse.
Now observe the effect of poetry on yourselves. You will
find that at each line the meaning produced within you, far
from destroying the musical form communicated to you,
recalls it. The living pendulum that has swung from sound to
sense swings back to its felt point of departure, as though the
very sense which is present to your mind can find no other
outlet or expression, no other answer, than the very music
which gave it birth.

So between the form and the content, between the sound
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and the sense, between the poem and the state of poetry, a
symmetry is revealed, an equality between importance, value,
and power, which does not exist in prose; which is contrary
to the law of prose—the law which ordains the inequality of
the two constituents of language. The essential principle of
the mechanics of poetry —that is, of the conditions for produc-
ing the poetic state by words—seems to me to be this harmon-
ious exchange between expression and impression.

I introduce here a slight observation which I shall call
“philosophical,” meaning simply that we could do withoutit.

Our poetic pendulum travels from our sensation toward
some idea or some sentiment, and returns toward some
memory of the sensation and toward the potential act which
could reproduce the sensation. Now, whatever is sensation
is essendally present. There is no other definition of the present
except sensation itself, which includes, perhaps, the impulse to
action that would modify that sensation. On the other hand,
whatever is properly thought, image, sentiment, is always, in
some way, a production of absent things. Memory is the sub-
stance of all thought. Anticipation and its gropings, desire,
planning, the projection of our hopes, of our fears, are the
main interior activity of our being.

Thought is, in short, the activity which causes what does
not exist to come alive in us, lending to it, whether we will
or no, our present powers, making us take the part for the
whole, the image for reality, and giving us the illusion of
seeing, acting, suffering, and possessing independently of our
dear old body, which we leave with its cigarette in an arm~
chair until we suddenly retrieve it when the telephone rings
or, no less strangely, when our stomach demands prov-
ender.. ..

Between Voice and Thought, between Thought and
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Voice, between Presence and Absence, oscillates the poetic
pendulum.

The result of this analysis is to show that the value of 2
poem resides in the indissolubility of sound and sense. Now
this is a condition that seems to demand the impossible. There
is no relation between the sound and the meaning of a word,
The same thing is called HORsE in English, HIPPOS in Greek,
EQUUS in Latin, and cHEVAL in French; but no manipulation
of any of these terms will give me an idea of the animal in
question; and no manipulation of the idea will yield me any
of these words—otherwise, we should easily know all lan-
guages, beginning with our own.

Yet it is the poet’s business to give us the feeling of an
intimate union between the word and the mind.

This must be considered, strictly speaking, a marvelous
result. I say marvelous, although it is not exceptionally rare.
I use marvelous in the sense we give that word when we think
of the miracles and prodigies of ancient magic. It must not
be forgotten that for centuries poetry was used for purposes
of enchantment. Those who took part in these strange opera-
tions had to believe in the power of the.word, and far more
in the efficacy of its sound than in its significance. Magic
formulas are often without meaning ; butit was never thought
that their power depended on their intellectual content.

Let us listen to lines like these:

Meére des souvenirs, maitresse des maftresses. . .
or
Sois sage, 6 ma Douleur, et tiens-toi plus tranquille. . . .

These words work on us (or atleast on some of us) without

telling us very much. They tell us, perhaps, that they have
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nothing to tell us; that, by the very means which usually tell
us something, they are exercising a quite different function.
They acton uslike achord of music. Theimpression produced
depends largely on resonance, rhythm, and the number of
syllables; but it is also the result of the simple bringing
together of meanings. In the second of these lines the accord
between the vague ideas of Wisdom and Grief, and the tender
solemnity of the tone produce the inestimable value of a spell:
the momentary being who made that line could not have done
so had he been in a state where the form and the content
occurred separately to his mind. On the contrary, he was in
a special phase in the domain of his psychic existence, a phase
in which the sound and the meaning of the word acquire or
keep an equal importance— which is excluded from the habits
of practical language, as from the needs of abstract language.
The state in which the inseparability of sound and sense, in
which the desire, the expectation, the possibility of their in-
timate and indissoluble fusion are required and sought or
given, and sometimes anxiously awaited, is a comparatively
rare state. It is rare, firstly because all the exigencies of life are
against it; secondly because it is opposed to the crude simpli-
fying and specializing of verbal notations.

But this state of inner modification, in which all the
properties of our language are indistinctly but harmoniously
summoned, is not enough to produce that complete object,
that compound of beauties, that collection of happy chances
for the mind which a noble poem offers us.

From this state we obtain only fragments. All the precious
things that are found in the earth, gold, diamonds, uncut
stones, are there scattered, strewn, grudgingly hidden in a
quantity of rock or sand, where chance may sometimes
uncover them. These riches would be nothing without the
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human labor that draws them from the massive night where
they were sleeping, assembles them, alters and organizes
them into ornaments. These fragments of metal embedded
in formless matter, these oddly shaped crystals, must owe all
their luster to intelligent labor. It is a labor of this kind that the
true poet accomplishes. Faced with a beautiful poem, one can
indeed feel that it is most unlikely that any man, however
gifted, could have improvised without a backward glance,
with no other effort than that of writing or dictating, sucha
simultaneous and complete system of lucky finds. Since the
traces of effort, the second thoughts, the changes, the amount
of time, the bad days, and the distaste have now vanished,
effaced by the supreme return of a mind over its work, some
people, seeing only the perfection of the result, will look onit
as due to a sort of magic that they call iNspiraTION. They thus
make of the poet a kind of temporary medium. If one were
strictly to develop this doctrine of pure inspiration, one
would arrive at some very strange results. For example, one
would conclude that the poet, since he merely transmits what
he receives, merely delivers to unknown people what he has
taken from the unknown, has no need to understand what he
writes, which is dictated by a mysterious voice. He could
write poems in a language he did not know. . ..

In fact, the poet has indeed a kind of spiritual energy of a
special nature: it is manifested in him and reveals him to
himself in certain moments of infinite worth. Infinite for
him. . . . I say, infinite for him; for, alas, experience shows us
that these moments which seem to us to have a universal
value are sometimes without a future, and in the end make
us ponder on this maxim: what is of value for one person only
has no value. This is the iron law of Literature.

But every true poet is necessarily a first-rate critic. If one
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doubts this, one can have no idea of what the work of the
mind is: that struggle with the inequality of moments, with
chance associations, lapses of attention, external distractions.
The mind is terribly variable, deceptive and self-deceiving,
fertile in insoluble problems and illusory solutions. How
could a remarkable work emerge from this chaos if this chaos
that contains everything did not also contain some serious
chances to know oneself and to choose within oneself what-
ever is worth taking from each moment and using carefully?

Thatis not all. Every true poet is much more capable than
is generally known of right reasoning and abstract thought.

But one must not look for his real philosophy in his more
or less philosophical utterances. In my opinion, the most
authentic philosophy lies not so much in the objects of our
reflection as in the very act of thought and in its handling.
Take from metaphysics all its pet or special terms, all its
traditional vocabulary, and you may realize that you have
notimpoverished the thought. Indeed, you may perhaps have
eased and freshened it, and you will have got rid of other
people’s problems, so as to deal only with your own difficul-
ties, your surprises that owe nothing to anyone, and whose
intellectual spur you feel actually and directly.

It has often happened, however, as literary history tells
us, that poetry has been made to enunciate theses orhypotheses
and that the complete language which is its own —the language
whose form, that is to say the action and sensation of the Voice,
is of the same power as the content, that is to say the eventual
modification of a mind—has been used to communicate “ab-
stract” ideas, which are on the contrary independent of their
form, or so we believe. Some very great poets have occasion-
ally attempted this. But whatever may be the talent which
exerts itself in this very noble undertaking, it cannot prevent
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the attention given to following the ideas from competing
with the attention that follows the song. The DE rerun
NATURA is here in conflict with the nature of things. The state
of mind of the reader of poems is not the state of mind of the
reader of pure thought. The state of mind of a man dancing
is not that of a man advancing through difficult country of
which he is making a topographical survey or a geological
prospectus.

I have said, nevertheless, that the poet has his abstract
thought and, if you like, his philosophy; and I have said that
it is at work in his very activity as a poet. I said this because
I have observed it, in myself and in several others. Here, as
elsewhere, L have no other reference, no other claim or excuse,
than recourse to my own experience or to the most common
observation.

Well, every time I have worked as a poet, I have noticed
that my work exacted of me not only that presence of the
poetic universe I have spoken of, but many reflections, dec-
sions, choices, and combinations, without which all possible
gifts of the Muses, or of Chance, would have remained like
precious materials in a workshop without an architect. Now
an architect is not himself necessarily built of precious mate-
rials. In so far as he is an architect of poems, a poet is quite
different from what he is as a producer of those precious
elements of which all poetry should be composed, but whose
composition is separate and requires an entirely different
menta] effort.

One day someone told me that lyricism is enthusiasm, and
that the odes of the great lyricists were written at a single
stroke, at the speed of the voice of delirium, and with the
wind of inspiration blowing a gale. . ..

I replied that he was quite right; but that this was not 2
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privilege of poetry alone, and that everyone knew that in
building a locomotive it is indispensable for the builder to
work at eighty miles an hour in order to do his job.

A poem i really a kind of machine for producing the
poetic state of mind by means of words. The effect of this
machine is uncertain, for nothing is certain about action on
other minds. But whatever may be the result, in its un-
certainty, the construction of the machine demands the
solution of many problems. If the term machine shocks you,
if my mechanical comparison seems crude, please notice that
while the composition of even a very short poem may absorb
years, the action of the poem on the reader will take only a
few minutes. In a few minutes the reader will receive his
shock from discoveries, connections, glimmers of expression
that have been accumulated during months of research, wait-
ing, patience, and impatience. He may attribute much more
to inspiration than it can give. He will imagine the kind of
person it would take to create, without pause, hesitation, or
revision, this powerful and perfect work which transports him
into a world where things and people, passions and thoughts,
sonorities and meanings proceed from the same energy, are
transformed one into another, and correspond according to
exceptional laws of harmony, for it can only be an exceptional
form of stimulus that simultaneously produces the exaltation
of our sensibility, our intellect, our memory, and our powers
of verbal actiofi, so rarely granted to us in the ordinary
course of life.

Perhaps I should remark here that the execution of a poetic
work—if one considers it as the engineer just mentioned
would consider the conception and construction of his loco-
motive, that is, making explicit the problems to be solved—
would appear impossible. In no other art is the number of
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conditions and independent functions to be co-ordinated so
large. I will not inflict on you a detailed demonstration of this
proposition. It is enough for me to remind you of what I'said
regarding sound and sense, which are linked only by pure
convention, but which must be made to collaborate as effec-
tively as possible. From their double nature words often make
me think of those complex quantities which geometricians
take such pleasure in manipulating.

Fortunately, some strange virtue resides in certain mo-
ments in certain people’s lives which simplifies things and
reduces the insurmountable difficulties I spoke of to the scale
of human energies.

The poet awakes within man at an unexpected event, an
outward or inward incident: a tree, a face, a “subject,” an
emotion, a word. Sometimes it is the will to expression that
starts the game, a need to translate what one feels; another
time, on the contrary, it is an element of form, the outline
of an expression which seeks its origin, seeks a meaning within
the space of my mind. . . . Note this possible duality in ways
of getting started: either something wants to express itself, or
some means of expression wants to be used.

My poem Le Cimetiére marin began in me by a rhythm,
that of a French line . . . of ten syllables, divided into four
and six. I had as yet no idea with which to fill out this form.
Gradually a few hovering words settled in it, little by little
determining the subject, and my labor (a very long labor)
was before me. Another poem, La Pythie, first appeared as
an eight-syllable line whose sound came of its own accord.
But this line implied a sentence, of which it was part, and this
sentence, if it existed, implied many other sentences. A prob-
lem of this kind has an infinite number of solutions. But with
poetry the musical and metrical conditions greatly restrict
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the indefiniteness. Here is what happened: my fragment
acted like a living fragment, since, plunged in the (no doubt
nourishing) surroundings of my desire and waiting thought,
it proliferated, and engendered all that was lacking: several
lines before and a great many lines after.

Iapologize for having chosen my examples from my own
little story: but I could hardly have taken them elsewhere.

Perhaps you think my conception of the poet and the
poem rather singular. Try to imagine, however, what the
least of our acts implies. Think of everything that must go on
inside a man who utters the smallest intelligible sentence, and
then calculate all that is needed for a poem by Keats or
Baudelaire to be formed on an empty page in front of the
poet.

Think, too, that of all the arts, ours is perhaps that which
co-ordinates the greatest number of independent parts or fac-
tors: sound, sense, the real and the imaginary, logic, syntax,
and the double invention of content and form . . . and all this
by means of a medium essentially practical, perpetually
changing, soiled, a maid of all work, everyday language, from
which we must draw a pure, ideal Voice, capable of commu-
nicating without weakness, without apparent effort, without
offense to the ear, and without breaking the ephemeral sphere
of the poetic universe, an idea of some self miraculously
superior to Myself.
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IN THE course of some forty-five years I have seen Poetry
subjected to many enterprises and very diverse experiments,
seen it venture down entirely unknown paths, return at times
to certain traditions; share, in fact, in the sudden fluctuations
and in the regime of frequent change which seem character-
istic of the world at present. Variety and fragility of combina-
tions, instability of taste and rapid alteration of values, and,
lastly, belief in extremes and the disappearance of what is
enduring are features of this epoch, and they would be even
more noticeable if they did not satisfy very exactly our own
sensibility, which is becoming progressively more obtuse.
During this past half century a succession of poetic for-
mulas or methods has been enunciated, from those of the
“Parnassus,” rigid and easily definable, to the loosest possible
productions, and to experiments that are, in the truest sense,
free. It is useful, indeed necessary, to add to this sum of in-
ventions certain revivals, often very felicitous: borrowings,
from the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, of
pure or learned forms, whose elegance is perhaps imprescrip-

tible.

* * *

All these experiments were initiated in France, which is some-
what remarkable, as this country is considered to be not very
poetic, although it has produced more than one famous poet.
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It is true that for about three hundred years the French have
been taught to misunderstand the true nature of poetry and
to follow, mistakenly, roads leading in a quite opposite direc~
tion from its home. I shall easily demonstrate this in a moment.
It explains why the outbursts of poetry which have occurred
among us from time to time have had to occur in the form of
revolt or rebellion; or else, on the contrary, have been
confined to a small number of ardent minds, jealous of their
own secret certainties.

But, in this very nation which sings so little, an amazing
richness of lyric invention appeared during the last quarter
of the past century. Around 1875, when Victor Hugo was still
living, and Leconte de Lisle and his followers were reach-
ing fame, the names of Verlaine, Stéphane Mallarmé, and
Arthur Rimbaud arose, those three Magi of modern poetics,
bearers of such costly gifts and such rare spices that even
the time that has elapsed since then has altered neither the
glory nor the power of these extraordinary gifts.

The extreme diversity of their works, added to the variety
of models offered by the poets of the preceding generation,
has conduced, and conduces, to the conception, understand-
ing, and practice of poetry in an admirable number of very
different ways. There are some today, no doubt, who still
follow Lamartine; others continue the work of Rimbaud.
The same man may change his tastes and his style, burn at
twenty what he adored at sixteen; some kind of inner trans-
mutation shifts the power of seduction from one master to
another. The lover of Musset becomes more mature and leaves
him fot Verlaine. Another, after being first nourished by
Hugo, devotes himself completely to Mallarmé.

These spiritual changes generally operate in one particular
direction rather than in the other, which is much less probable:
it must be extremely rare for Le Bateau ivre to lead eventually
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to Le Lac. On the other hand, by loving the pure and hard
Hérodiade one does not lose one’s taste for the Priére d’Esther,

These defections, these sudden accesses of love or of grace,
these conversions and substitutions, this possibility of being
successively sensitized to the work of incompatible poets, are
literary phenomena of the first importance. Therefore no one
ever mentions them.

But—what are we talking about when we talk about
“Poetry”’?

It amazes me that in no other sphere of our curiosity is the
observation of the things themselves more neglected.

I know that it is always the same when one has reason to
fear that a truly searching look may dissolve its object or strip
it of illusion. I was interested to notice the displeasure aroused
by what I once wrote about History, and which consisted
merely of simple observations that everyone can make. This
little uproar was quite natural and easily foreseen, since it is
less trouble to react than to reflect, and since in the majority of
minds this minimum is bound to triumph. For myself, I
always refrain from following that flight of ideas which shuns
the observable object and, from sign to sign, hastens to stir up
subjective impressions. . . . I believe that one should give up
the practice of considering only what habit and the strongest
of all habits, language, present for our consideration. One
should try pondering other points than those suggested by
words, that is to say, by other people.

I shall therefore try to show how Poetry is commonly
treated, and turned into what it is not, at the expense of what
it is. '

* * *
One can scarcely say anything about “Poetry” which will not
be exactly useless for those in whose inner life the strange power
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that causes Poetry to be sought after, or produced, is re-
vealed as an inexplicable demand of their being, or as its
purest answer.

These persons feel the need of something which in the
ordinary way serves no purpose, and sometimes they perceive
a kind of rightness in certain arrangements of words, which
to other eyes appear quite arbitrary.

These people do not easily allow themselves to be taught
to love what they do not love, nor not to love what they
love—which used to be the chief aim of criticism.

* * *

For those who are not strongly aware either of the presence
or the absence of Poetry, it is doubtless only an abstract and
mysteriously acknowledged thing: something as empty as
you please—though a tradition which it is proper to respect
attaches to this entity some indeterminate value, of a kind that
has a vague place in the public mind. The respect accorded to
a title of nobility in a democratic country may be given as
an example.

I consider that the essence of Poetry is, according to
different types of minds, either quite worthless or of infinite
importance: in which it is like God Himself.

* * *

Fate has arranged that among those men with no great appe-
tite for Poetry, who feel no need for it and would not have
invented it, there should be many whose task or destiny it is
to judge it, to comment on it, to provoke and cultivate
a taste for it: in short, to dispense something they do not
possess. They often employ all their intelligence and zeal in
this: which is why the results are to be feared.
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Under the magnificent and discreet name of “Poetry,”
they are inevitably either led or forced to consider everything
except the object with which they think they are occupied.
Without realizing it, they make everything serve their turn
for escaping or eluding what is essential. Everything serves
their turn except that one thing.

For instance, they list what seem to be the methods used
by poets: they note the frequency or absence of certain words
in their vocabulary; remark their favorite images; point out
borrowings, and resemblances between this one and that.
Some try to reconstruct the poets’ secret designs and, with
deceptive clarity, read intentions and allusions into their
works. Withacomplacency thatshows where they go wrong,
they like to study what is known (or thought to be known)
about an author’s life; as though one could ever know its true
inner development, and moreover, as though the beauties of
expression and the delightful harmony—always . . . providen-
tial—of terms and sounds were the more or less natural results
of the charming or pathetic incidents of an existence. But
everyone has been happy and unhappy; and the extremes of
joy, like those of grief, have not been denied to the coarsest
and least lyrical souls. To perceive does not imply to make
perceptible—still less: beautifully perceptible. . . .

* * *

Is it not extraordinary that one should seek and find so many
ways of treating a subject without ever touching on its prin-
ciple, and that, by the methods one uses, the kind of attention
one brings to it, and even the trouble one inflicts on oneself,
one should reveal a complete and perfect misapprehension of
the true problem?

Further: among the many scholarly works which, for
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centuries, have been devoted to Poetry, one finds amazingly
few (and I say “few” to keep from saying “none”) which do
not imply a negation of its existence. The most perceptible
characteristics and the very real problems of this most com-
plex art are, as it were, perfectly obscured by the very type
of glance turned on it.

* * *

What happens? The poem is treated as though it were (and as
though it ought to be) divisible into a discourse in prose which is
self-sufficient and self-contained and, on the other hand, a
piece of special music, more or less allied to music proper, and
such as the human voice can produce; but ours does not rise to
song, which, in any case, scarcely preserves the words, being
concerned only with the syllables.

As for the discourse in prose—that is, a discourse which if
put into other words would answer the same purpose—this
again is divided. It is thought that it can be broken up, on the
one hand, into a short text (which can sometimes be reduced
to one word, or to the title of the work) and, on the other, a
certain amount of accessory speech: ornaments, images, figures,
epithets, and “fine details,” whose common characteristic is
their capacity for being inserted, augmented, or deleted
ad libitum. . . .

And as for the music of poetry, that special musicI mentioned,
it is imperceptible to some; unimportant for most; for others
it is the object of abstract research, sometimes scientific and
nearly always sterile. I know that honest efforts have been
made to deal with the difficulties of this subject, but I fear that
this energy has been misplaced. Nothing is more misleading
than those so-called “scientific” methods (in particular, mea-
surements and recordings) which always permita “fact” to be

87



THE ART OF POBTRY

given in answer to a question, even if it is absurd or badly
put. Their value (like that of logic) lies in the way they are
used. The statistics, the marks on wax, the chronometric
observations which are used to solve entirely “subjective”
problems of origin or trend, do indeed say something; but
here, instead of resolving our difficulties and ending all con-
troversy, the oracles merely introduce a naively disguised
metaphysics under the forms and apparatus of the material
of physics.

Even if we measure the footsteps of the goddess, note their
frequency and average length, we are still far from the secret
of her instantaneous grace. So far, we have not seen that the
laudable curiosity which exerts itself in sifting the mysteries
of the music of “articulated” language has produced anything
of new and capital importance. There is the whole point.
The only gauge of real knowledge is power: power to do or
power to predict. “All the rest is Literature. . . .”

I must recognize, however, that these researches which I
find not very fruitful have at least the merit of secking preci-
sion. The intention is excellent. . . . Our epoch is easily satis-
fied by the approximate, wherever material things are not con-
cerned. For this reason our epoch is at once more precise and
more superficial than any other: in spite of itself, more precise;
and of itself, more superficial. It values chance more than
substance. It is amused by people and bored by man; and
above all it dreads that happy boredom which, in more peace-
ful and so to speak emptier times, provided us with profound,
critical, and desirable readers. Who would nowadays weigh
his own lightest words, and for whom? And what Racine
would ask his friend Boileau for permission to substitute the
word misérable for the word infortuné in a certain line—a per-
mission which was not granted?
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* * *

Since I am undertaking to disengage Poetry a little from the
prose and the prosaic mentality that overwhelm it, veiling it
with kinds of knowledge quite unnecessary for a knowledge
and possession of its nature, [ may well observe the effect these
labors produce on more than one mind of our time. It some-
times happens that the habit of extreme exactness developed
in certain fields (and familiar to many, from its applications
in practical life) tends to make useless, if not unbearable,
many traditional speculations, many theses or theories which
could doubtless still occupy us, spur our intellects a bit, and
cause many an excellent book to be written—and even glanced
through—but which, on the other hand, make us feel that a
somewhat keener glance, or a few unexpected questions,
would be enough to make these abstract mirages, arbitrary
systems, and vague perspectives dissolve into mere verbal
possibilities. Henceforward all the sciences whose only assets are
what they say are “virtually” depreciated by the development
of those sciences whose results are continually felt and used.

Imagine the judgments that can be formed by an intellect
accustomed to some discipline, when confronted with certain
“definitions” and “developments” purporting to initiate it
into an understanding of Letters, and particularly of Poetry.
What value can we attach to the arguments about “Classi-
cism,” “Romanticism,” “Symbolism,” etc., when we should
have the greatest difficulty in linking the peculiar character-
istics and qualities of execution which constitute the worth
of a particular work, and have assured its preservation, kept
it alive, with the so-called general ideas and “aesthetic” tend-
encies which these fine names are supposed to indicate? They
are abstract and conventional terms: but conventions that
are anything but “convenient,” since the lack of agreement

22 66
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among authors about their meaning is somehow the rule;
and since they appear to have been made in order to provoke
this disagreement and to form a pretext for endless differ-
ences of opinion.

* * *

It is only too clear that all these classifications and cavalier
judgments add nothing to the delight of a reader who is
capable of love, nor do they increase a craftsman’s under-
standing of the methods that the masters have used: they teach
neither reading nor writing. Moreover, they sidetrack the
mind and release it from the consideration of the real problems
of art, while allowing many blind men to discourse admirably
on color. How many facile things have been written thanks
to the word “Humanism,” and how many stupidities in order
tomake people believe that R ousseau invented “Nature”!. .,
It is true that once they have been adopted and absorbed by
the public, with a thousand other useless phantasms that
occupy its mind, these simulacra of thoughts take on a kind
of existence and provide reason and substance for a mass of
combinations of a certain scholarly originality. A Boileau is
thus ingeniously discovered in Victor Hugo, a romantic in
Corneille, a “psychologist” or a realist in Racine. . . . All these
things are neither true nor false—in fact they could not
possibly be either.

* * *

I agree that literature in general and poetry in particular may
be held of no account. Beauty is a private affair; theimpression
one has of recognizing and experiencing it at a given moment
is an accident that may be more or less frequent during one’s
existence, like that of sorrow and pleasure; but even more
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fortuitous. It is never certain that a particular object will
delight us, nor that having once pleased (or displeased) us, it
will please (or displease) us the next time. This uncertainty,
which baffles all calculations and all forethought, and which
permits combining all sorts of works with all sorts of indi-
viduals, permits every rejection and every idolatry, involves
the fate of writings with the caprices, passions, and moods of
anyone at all. If someone really savors a particular poem, the
fact can be known by this: he speaks of it as of a personal
affecion—if he speaks of it at all. I have known men so
jealous of what they passionately admired that they could
hardly endure that others should be taken by it, or even ac-
quainted with it, feeling their love spoilt by sharing. They
preferred to hide rather than disseminate their favorite books,
and treated them (to the detriment of the authors’ general
fame, but to the advancement of their worship) as the wise
husbands of the East treat their wives, surrounding them
with secrecy.

* * *

But if one wishes, as is customary, to make of Letters a kind
of public utility, to associate with a nation’s renown—which
is, in fact, a State security—the titles of “masterpieces,” which
must needs be inscribed after the names of its victories; and
if, by turning instruments of intellectual pleasure into means
of education, one assigns to these creations an important place
in the formation and classifying of young people—then one
should take care not to corrupt thereby the true and proper
sense of art. This corruption consists in substituting meaning-
less and external kinds of precision or agreed opinions, for
the absolute precision of pleasure or direct interest aroused by
a work, and in turning this work into a reagent for pedago-
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gical control, a ground for parasitic developments, a pretext
for absurd problems.. ..

All these aims lead to the same result: to avoiding the real
problems and to forming a misconception. . . .

When I look at what is done to Poetry, at the questions
asked and the answers given about it, the idea of it got in
the classroom (and almost everywhere), my mind, which
(no doubt because of the intimate nature of the mind) thinks
itself the most simple of minds, is astonished “to the very
limits of astonishment.”

It says to itself: I see nothing in all this which helps me
either to read this poem better—to perform it better for my
own pleasure—or to understand its structure more clearly.
Iam being urged toward something quite different, and noth-
ing is omitted that will lead me away from the divine. I am
taught dates and biography, I am told of quarrels and doc-
trines I care nothing about, when what is in question is the
song and the subtle art of the voice transmitting ideas. ...
Where then is the essential matter of these remarks and theses?
What has happened to the immediately perceptible part ofa
text, to the sensations that it was written to produce? It will
be time enough to deal with the poet’s life, loves, and opinions,
his friends and enemies, his birth and death, when we shall
have advanced sufficiently in the poetic knowledge of his poem,
that is, when we shall have made ourselves the instrument of
what is written, so that our voice, our intelligence, and all
the fibers of our sensibility are banded together to give life
and powerful actuality to the author’s act of creation.

The superficial and fruitless character of the studies and
teaching at which I have just been marveling appears at the
slightest precise question. While I listen to these disquisitions
which lack neither “documentation” nor subtlety, I cannot

92



PROBLEMS OF POETRY

help thinking that I do not even know what a Phrase is. . . .
I vary about what is meant by a Verse. I have read or invented
twenty definitions of Rhythm and have adopted none of
them. . .. Nay more!... If I merely stop to ask what a
Consonant is, I begin to wonder; I search; and I find only the
semblance of precise knowledge divided between twenty dif-
fering opinions. ... .

If Inow decide to find out about those uses, or rather those
abuses, of language which are grouped under the vague and
general heading of “figures,” I can discover no more than
abandoned traces of the extremely imperfect analysis of these
“rhetorical phenomena” which was attempted by the ancients.
Now these figures, which are so neglected by modern criti~
dsm, play a role of the first importance not only in explicit
and organized poetry, but also in that perpetually active
poetry which harasses the rigid vocabulary, expands or con-~
tracts the meaning of words, works on them by symmetries
or conversions, constantly altering the values of this legal
tender—a poetry that, sometimes through the mouths of the
people, sometimes from the unforeseen needs of technical
expression, sometimes through the writer’s hesitant pen, en-
genders that variation in the language which insensibly
changes it completely. No one seems even to have attempted
to resume this analysis. No one tries, by a profound exami-
nation of these substitutions, these abbreviated signs, these
deliberate misconceptions, and these expedients (which until
now have been so vaguely defined by the grammarians), to
discover the particular qualities they imply, which cannot be
very different from those that are sometimes shown by the
genius of geometry, with its art of creating for itself instru~
ments of thought progressively more flexible and penetrating.
Without knowing it, the Poet moves within an order of
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possible relationships and transformations, perceiving or pur-
suing only those passing and special effects which are of use
to him in a particular phase of his inner activity.

I agree that researches of this kind are terribly difficult and
that their usefulness can be apparent to only a limited number
of minds; and I grant that itis less abstract, more simple, more
“human,” more “living” to develop observations on poetic
“sources,” “influences,” “psychology,” “milieus,” and “in-
spirations” than to devote oneself to the organic problems of
expression and its effects. I neither deny the value nor contest
the interest of a literature that has Literature itself as a décor,
and authors for its characters; but I must observe that I have
never found much there of any positive use to myself. It is
suitable for conversations, discussions, lectures, examinations,
or theses, and all external matters of that kind—the demands
of which are very different from those of the merciless con-
frontation of someone’s purpose with his ability. Poetry is
formed or communicated in the purest abandon or in a state
of profound attention: if one makes it an object of study, it
is in this direction that one must look: into the living being

and hardly at all at his surroundings.

How surprising it is (my simple mind runs on) that an age
which, in the factory, the workshop, the arena, thelabora-
tory, or the office, carries to incredible lengths the division of
labor, the economy and efficacy of action, the purity and
suitability of procedures, should reject in the arts the advan-
tages of acquired experience and refuse to invoke anything
but improvisation, the bolt from the blue, or dependence on
chance under various flattering names! . . . At no other time
has contempt been more strongly marked, expressed, affirmed,
and even proclaimed for what ensures the true perfection of
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works of art, and what, by linking th