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Introduction

In the late summer of 2006, I began to translate a few favorite early Verlaine poems. This innocent amusement somehow became an obsession—and a kind of love affair. What has by now become a complete translation of Verlaine’s first book, the Poèmes saturniens (Poems Under Saturn) of 1866—so far as I know the only complete translation of the book in English—began with two motivations common to most, if not all, translations: admiration for the original work, and a certain impatience with the existing translations. Of the former I shall say more in a moment.

The Verlaine translations I knew first were those by C. F. MacIntyre (dating from 1948), which have long been standard in English. Yet I came to feel that these somehow condescend, both to Verlaine and to the contemporary reader, in a way that simply would not do. They also ride on now-unaccountable complacencies of culture and gender, even after we make allowances for those present in the original. “How fresh and adolescent the whole poem is!” MacIntyre exclaims at one point; elsewhere, he speaks of “Those lovely girls of one’s first fine flush of rapture!” Often, in his attempt to preserve Verlaine’s rhymes, MacIntyre sacrifices syntax or diction or both, and includes padding, as do later translations of Verlaine by Doris-Jeanne Gourévitch (1970).

Joanna Richardson’s translations (1974) alternate between free verse and metrical verse, though meter shapes some of her best lines. Her commitment to rhyme is similarly variable. Among contemporary translations, Norman Shapiro’s (1999) are probably the most successful, but like the other translators mentioned so far, he is trying to represent the whole span of Verlaine’s work in a single volume.

Martin Sorrell’s translations in the Oxford World’s Classics series also date from 1999. These are, however, unrhymed, and indeed, the translator declares that “the worst tyranny for any translator of Verlaine was rhyme” (p. xxx) By taking it for granted that rhyme “does not anyway have such a strong place in modern English prosody,” Sorrell clears the way for his own free verse translations. But in fact rhyme is alive and well in both contemporary English and American poetry, and ignoring it in the hopes of sounding more “contemporary” seems too easy. Furthermore, in a “critique” of the Poèmes saturniens he wrote in 1890 at the time of the reissue of his first book, Verlaine speaks of those who would accuse him of “timidity” with regard to vers libre, and retorts, “My God, I thought I had smashed verse enough, I thought I had freed it enough, if you like, in displacing the caesura as much as possible, and with regard to rhyme, making use of it with discretion, though, without constraining myself much to employ either pure assonances or inconsiderately excessive types of echo.” (“Mon Dieu, j’ai cru avoir assez brisé le vers, l’avoir assez affranchi, si vous préférez, en déplaçant la césure le plus possible, et quant à la rime, m’en être servi avec quelque judiciaire pourtant, en ne m’astreignant pas trop, soit à de pures assonances, soit à des formes de l’écho indiscrètement excessives.” Le Dantec/Borel, 1074.) From this point of view, the use of rhyme is an actual imperative if the translator is to remain faithful to Verlaine’s original and to its innovation.

I felt, therefore, that there was room for a fresh attempt, and one that would restore some of these often-anthologized poems to their original context in Verlaine’s first book. Robert Bly has remarked that “the best translation resembles a Persian rug seen from the back—the pattern is apparent, but not much more” (Bly, 48). In thinking about what part of Verlaine’s “pattern” to concentrate on first, I was guided by my own practice of thirty years in writing and publishing poems in English, and decided that I would preserve, poem by poem, Verlaine’s diverse schemes of end-rhyme. Bly further opines that “I believe in working as much as possible with internal rhymes, but I think it’s best not to insist on reproducing end rhymes . . . .the translator has to add images that destroy the poem’s integrity” (Bly, 44). However, I resolved that I would seek to avoid both such padding of images and the earlier translators’ compromises of syntax, while trying to preserve an English language diction infused with as much as possible of the range of the French original, which as I understand it mines high and low, academic and colloquial. As Paul Valéry remarks of Verlaine, “His verse, free and moving between the extremes of language, dares stoop from the most delicately musical tone to prose, sometimes to the basest of prose, which he borrows and adopts deliberately” (“Son vers, libre et mobile entre les extrêmes du langage, ose descendre du ton le plus délicatement musical jusqu’à la prose, parfois à la pire des proses, qu’il emprunte et qu’il épouse délibérément”; Valéry, 183). There is a striking lexical energy in this book, and, without being seduced by false cognates, the translator must rejoice at the opportunity to carry into English words like “bister” (“bistre”), “amaranth” (“amarante”), or “wyvern” (“guivre”). In any case, the translator who obeys Bly’s judgment about end-rhyme, in the case of Verlaine (or of Rilke, who was Bly’s subject) is depriving the reader of one of the chief auditory beauties of the original poetry.

In order to maintain as close a fidelity to Verlaine’s original as possible, I have defined “rhyme” in English with a latitude that is conscious of work by American poets such as Robert Pinsky in his 1994 translation The Inferno of Dante. Pinsky proved the viability of rhyme over the long haul with the notoriously restrictive form of terza rima. In his “Translator’s Note” to that volume, Pinsky describes pitfalls of the kind that presumably made Bly give up on end-rhyme: “squeezing unlikely synonyms to the ends of lines, and bending idiom ruthlessly to get them there” (Pinsky, xix). In order to avoid these, seeking what he calls an “audible scaffold,” Pinsky widens the spectrum of rhyme so that it includes “the same consonant-sounds—however much vowels may differ—at the ends of words” (Pinsky, xix). My translation has relied upon a system of rhyme that ranges from perfect (masculine rhymes like “yell” and “swell,” “leaps” and “weeps”; feminine rhymes such as “plastic” and “fantastic”) through a spectrum of imperfect rhyme, from consonant rhyme (“citrus” and “boleros,” “coast” and “rest”) through more approximate rhymes, such as “waves” and “wreathes,” “flesh” and “Electra,” “zigzags” and “masks,” “ingénues” and “known,” and “ecstatic” and “Viaticum.” Throughout, the change from singular to plural is forgiven, as part of the rhyme: “reeds” and “onward,” “swans” and “green,” “fast” and “artists,” etcetera.

To be sure, there are sound effects in Verlaine’s first book that cannot be rendered in English, such as the complex crossed internal rhymes of lines like “Des bouts de fumée en forme de cinq / Sortaient drus et noirs des hauts toits pointus” (“Shaped like a five, the wisps of smoke / Poured thick and black from the high gables”). An acoustic pun is also lost in translation, such as that in play in the two lines “Comme l’aile d’une orfraie / Qu’un subit orage effraie” (“Like the wing of an osprey / Frightened by the storm’s sudden fury”), in which one bird, the osprey or white-tailed eagle (“orfraie”), mingles with another, the barn owl (“effraie”), whose name in French corresponds to a form of the verb “to frighten.” Then there is the opening line in “Monsieur Prudhomme,” in which the subject is mayor of his town and both mother and father of his family, in French, but only mayor and father, in English (“il est maire et père de famille”).

What have been sacrificed, in my version, are Verlaine’s syllabic meters, which, as Sorrell points out (Sorrell, xix), both engage with traditional prosody and challenge it. But if it is possible to distinguish between meter and rhythm, I have certainly tried to be sensitive to those exquisite rhythms, in certain of Verlaine’s early poems, in which his unique combination of verbal music and psychological state announces itself. This is what Jacques Borel describes, in his Introduction to the Pléiade edition, as “the musical quality of this art . . . the magic of a song inseparable from tactile or visual sensations, auditory or olfactory, finally confounded, integrated into the melody through which they are made known to us” (“la qualité musicale de cet art . . . la magie d’un chant indissociable des sensations tactiles ou visuelles, auditives ou olfactives finalement fondues, intégrées à la mélodie à laquelle elles se communiquent à nous”; Le Dantec/Borel, 55).

Robert Pinsky has also remarked that “Translation is the highest form of reading.” Implicit in what he says, it seems to me, is a notion of translation as a kind of homage to an original, and as an act of absolute attention and comprehension. It might well be asked: why translate Verlaine’s first book? Being his first (absent a Rimbaldian precocity), it could hardly be expected to be his best, revealing instead a number of apprentice debts. And the critical consensus is that Verlaine wrote too much poetry: that it is always necessary to pick and choose among his poems. As a contemporary American poet, rather than a trained scholar of French, I am less able to offer scholarly or critical justifications for this translation than I am able to reexamine my own initial enthusiasm and admiration.

In the Introduction to his 2000 translation of Beowulf, Seamus Heaney speaks of the attraction of translating, of falling in love with the source text: “The erotics of composition are essential to the process, some pre-reflective excitation and orientation, some sense that your own little verse-craft can dock safe and sound at the big quay of the language. And this is as true for translators as it is for poets attempting original work” (Heaney, xxvi). This is what translator Christopher Middleton has described as the translator’s feeling that “he might be reweaving the original spell” (Warren, 24). I would take this further and suggest that the profound excitement one experiences in deciding to translate the work of a poet writing in a different language is something like that of discovering a world with which, though it was hitherto unknown, one feels instantly familiar: or of encountering a mind, a sensibility, with which one feels an immediate affinity. In an essay entitled “The Added Artificer,” scholar Renato Poggioli describes it this way: “Through the shock of a recognition primarily psychic in quality, the translator suddenly finds that a poem newly discovered, or discovered anew, offers him an exemplary solution for his own formal problems, as well as an expressive outlet for his subjective Erlebnis . . . .translation is, both formally and psychologically, a process of inscape, rather than of escape” (Brower, 141–42). And Bly speaks of a stage of translation at which “the translator should ask himself whether the feelings as well as the concepts are within his world. If they are not, he should stop” (Bly, 21).

There is no doubt a risk that such a sense of familiarity will invite the translator to take too much for granted. When a writer finds a kindred spirit in literature, he may assume, like a lover, that he perfectly understands that spirit, whereas true understanding comes with long cohabitation. And there is a different risk of familiarity, too, which is that the translator will simply use the original as a kind of palimpsest upon which to inscribe his own obsessions. Thus Heaney, in describing the process of his translation of the Irish poem he calls Sweeney Astray (1983), writes, “[Robert] Lowell’s example was operative here. His trick of heightening the sense by adding voltage to the diction and planting new metaphors into the circuit was not lost on me. Nor was his unabashed readiness to subdue the otherness of the original to his own autobiographical neediness. . . . I cuffed the original with a brusqueness and familiarity that was not earned but that gave me immense satisfaction. I was using Buile Suibhne as a trampoline . . .” (Warren, 17–18). As Rosanna Warren points out in the Introduction to the anthology in which Heaney’s “Notes on Translating Buile Suibhne” appear, “We grow by welcoming difference, not by assimilating it entirely to ourselves” (Warren, 5).

The risks of such subjectivity make it seem imperative to find other reasons after all, more external or objective reasons, for translating. So, to speak once again of my admiration for this book of Verlaine’s, the first thing that struck me about the Poèmes saturniens, along with its range of experience (whether real or imagined), was its erudition. The fact that the young Verlaine is participating in Leconte de Lisle’s Parnassian retrospect to the Greeks and the Hindus does not diminish my pleasure in his learning; it is dazzling even if new-minted. As one whose own sense of poetic possibility had been shaped by the Late Modernist intellectual achievements of learned and ambitious poets such as Berryman, Lowell, and Jarrell, I could hardly have responded otherwise.

I also found in Verlaine’s first book a confirmation of a notion of poetic originality that is unfashionable at the moment. T. S. Eliot suggested long ago (in his 1917 essay “Tradition and the Individual Talent”) that true originality lies in the way the poet responds to what has come before him. And in this first book, Verlaine is deliberately engaging (sometimes down to the phrase and image) with his contemporaries, his predecessors, with the giants of French poetry up to his time. The influence of Baudelaire—all that languor and baleful carnality—is particularly clear. Jacques Borel emphasizes Verlaine’s indebtedness to Baudelaire when he says that in this first book, “The break with all earlier poetry, the turning point from which all modern poetry takes its origin, and first of all that of Verlaine himself, could not be more strongly affirmed” (“La cassure avec toute la poésie antérieure, ce tournant majeure à partir duquel toute la poésie moderne prend naissance, et d’abord celle de Verlaine lui-même, ne sauraient être plus résolument affirmés”; Le Dantec/Borel, 50). Furthermore, in an age (our own) in which the aftermath of Confessional poetry has given rise to incomparably tedious vistas of autobiographical verse, there is something invigorating about the Parnassian doctrine of l’impassible (the “impassive” or “unmoved”), about the challenge of creating emotion in poetry by means that have little or nothing to do with (traumatic) personal testimonial, with the details of the poet’s own experience. And this is true even if the fascination of Verlaine’s early poems lies, in part, in the inconsistency of their attitude toward l’impassible.

Verlaine’s engagement is not just with authors, but with genres of poetry, too. Such is the case with ekphrasis, or poems that speak to works of visual art—fashionable in Verlaine’s time as it has become so again in our own. In the same essay, “The School of Giorgione,” in which he offers his famous dictum (quite relevant to Verlaine’s practice also) that “All art constantly aspires toward the condition of music,” Walter Pater remarks upon the analogy “of French poetry generally and the art of engraving.” In the section of Verlaine’s book called “Eaux-fortes” (“Etchings”), and in particular in a poem like “Effet de nuit” (“Night Effect”), we find lines of poetry that seem to have been carved by some fierce burin with a visual clarity quite equal to the cross-hatched savagery of the image they describe; and the extent to which visual effects contribute to the atmosphere of terror in the later parts of “La mort de Philippe II” (“The Death of Philip II”) is uncanny.

I was attracted to these poems not only for their intellect, but for their sensuousness as well, what Norman Shapiro refers to as the “synthesis of the cerebral and the visceral” in Verlaine’s work (Shapiro, 3). The intoxications of the flesh, the “smell of bodies young and dear,” mingled with self-disgust: the mixture is still a potent one, even after a century and a half. And just as one begins to feel that the worldly irony audible in some of these poems is a kind of late-adolescent posture, a startling and convincing erotic longing erupts in others. This longing has partly to do with Verlaine’s rejection of bourgeois values and social pretense. The title of the poem “Jésuitisme” (“Jesuitism”), for example, connotes not just intrigue or equivocation but hypocrisy. And “La chanson des ingénues” (“The Song of the Ingenues”) seems to be propelled partly by longing and partly by rage. A recurrent phrase in this book is “sans trèves,” that is, “unceasingly, relentlessly,” and the drive here (on the part of the twenty-two-year-old author) is to beat down the suffocating confines of mid-nineteenth-century French society.

For Verlaine, not only the intellect and the emotions, but also the spirit, always speak through the body. English author George Moore remarked of Verlaine that “he abandoned himself to the Church as a child to a fairy-tale” (Richardson, Verlaine, 133). He is certainly trying on attitudes in these early and secular poems, but there is an energy of feeling that relates them to both the devotional poems of the 1881 volume Sagesse (Wisdom) and to the more leering or louche poems of Chansons pour elle (Songs for Her), published in 1891. What one hears in Poèmes saturniens is a kind of labile passion that never settles on either the sacred or the profane, the spirit or the body, but instead whipsaws between them, and indeed requires both of them. With good reason, Valéry speaks of “the dark and powerful mixture of mystical emotion and sensual ardor that develop in Verlaine” (“le mélange puissant et trouble de l’émotion mystique et de l’ardeur sensuelle qui se développent dans Verlaine”; Valéry, 173).

In short, much of Verlaine’s later work is prefigured by these first poems. In his Confessions, written near the end of his life, Verlaine spoke of “these Poèmes saturniens in which the self I was then breaks out, strange and a little fierce” (“ces Poèmes saturniens où éclate bien le moi fantasque et quelque peu farouche que j’étais”; Verlaine, 103). Actually, the adjectives Verlaine uses to describe himself, “fantasque” and “farouche,” are hard to translate; the first can also mean “fantastical” or “whimsical,” and the second can mean “sullen,” “unsociable,” or “shy.” The young Verlaine is all of these things, and in Poèmes saturniens he both acknowledges his debts to his elders and explores the extraordinary range of his own voice.
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An ellipses [ . . . ] has been used to indicate a stanza break
when poem continues onto a new page.


Poems Under Saturn / Poèmes saturniens


Les Sages d’autrefois, qui valaient bien ceux-ci,

Crurent, et c’est un point encor mal éclairci,

Lire au ciel les bonheurs ainsi que les désastres,

Et que chaque âme était liée à l’un des astres.

(On a beaucoup raillé, sans penser que souvent

Le rire est ridicule autant que décevant,

Cette explication du mystère nocturne.)

Or ceux-là qui sont nés sous le signe SATURNE,

Fauve planète, chère aux nécromanciens,

Ont entre tous, d’après les grimoires anciens,

Bonne part de malheurs et bonne part de bile.

L’Imagination, inquiète et débile,

Vient rendre nul en eux l’effort de la Raison.

Dans leurs veines, le sang, subtil comme un poison,

Brûlant comme une lave, et rare, coule et roule

En grésillant leur triste Idéal qui s’écroule.

Tels les Saturniens doivent souffrir et tels

Mourir,—en admettant que nous soyons mortels,—

Leur plan de vie étant dessiné ligne à ligne

Par la logique d’une Influence maligne.

P. V.

 

The ancient Sages, like today’s worth listening to,

Believed—a point still not elucidated, though—

That in the sky they read both disaster and happiness

And that each soul was bound to one of the stars.

(We scoff a lot at this explanation of

The nightly mystery without thinking that our laugh

Is a ridiculous as well as a disappointing one.)

But those who are born under the sign of SATURN,

Dear to necromancers, tawny planet,

Shared, according to the ancient

Black books, a large part of misfortune and bile.

Imagination, restless and feeble,

In them brings to nothing the effort of Reason.

The blood in their veins flows subtle as a poison,

Burning like lava, rarefied, it rolls,

Crackling their sad Ideal, which crumbles.

So must these Saturnians suffer

And so must die,—admitting that we are

Mortal,—their life’s plan sketched out line for line

By the logic of a malignant Sign.

P. V.


Prologue / Prologue

 

Dans ces temps fabuleux, les limbes de l’histoire,

Où les fils de Raghû, beaux de fard et de gloire,

Vers la Ganga régnaient leur règne étincelant,

Et, par l’intensité de leur vertu troublant

Les Dieux et les Démons et Bhagavat lui-même,

Augustes, s’élevaient jusqu’au Néant suprême,

Ah! la terre et la mer et le ciel, purs encor

Et jeunes, qu’arrosait une lumière d’or

Frémissante, entendaient, apaisant leurs murmures

De tonnerres, de flots heurtés, de moissons mûres,

Et retenant le vol obstiné des essaims,

Les Poètes sacrés chanter les Guerriers saints,

Ce pendant que le ciel et la mer et la terre

Voyaient—rouges et las de leur travail austère—

S’incliner, pénitents fauves et timorés,

Les Guerriers saints devant les Poètes sacrés!

Une connexité grandiosement alme

Liait le Kchatrya serein au Chanteur calme,

Valmiki l’excellent à l’excellent Rama:

Telles sur un étang deux touffes de padma.

—Et sous tes cieux dorés et clairs, Hellas antique,

De Spartè la sévère à la rieuse Attique,

Les Aèdes, Orpheus, Alkaïos, étaient

Encore des héros altiers et combattaient,

Homéros, s’il n’a pas, lui, manié le glaive,

Fait retentir, clameur immense qui s’élève,

Vos échos, jamais las, vastes postérités,

D’Hektôr, et d’Odysseus, et d’Akhilleus chantés.

In those fabled eras, the limbo of history

In which the sons of Raghu, handsome with fard and glory,

Extended their brilliant reign toward the Ganga, rivals of

Gods and Demons and Bhagavan himself,

In the intensity of their august virtues,

Ascending toward the supreme Nothingness,

Ah! the earth and the sea and the sky, still pure

And young, sprinkled by a trembling gold shower,

Calming their rumbling thunderheads,

Their ripe harvests and sudden floods,

Restraining their swarms in stubborn flights,

Heard sacred Poets sing of Warrior Saints,

This while the sky and the sea and the earth

Saw—now grown flushed and weary with

Their austere labor—the Warrior Saints bow, chastened,

Their wildness awe-struck, before the sacred Bard!

A close sustaining bond joined them,

Serene Kshatriya and the Singer who was calm,

The excellent Valmiki and the excellent Rama:

As on a pond two clumps of lotus flower.

—And, ancient Hellas, beneath your clear gold sky,

From stern Sparta to laughing Attica,

Orpheus, Alkaïos, the epic poets

Were still lordly heroes and fought in combat.

Homer, if he did not himself wield the sword,

Nonetheless made ring out your unwearied

Echoes, raised immense clamor, great legacies

Sung of Hektor and Odysseus and Akhilleus.

Les héros à leur tour, après les luttes vastes,

Pieux, sacrifiaient aux neuf Déesses chastes,

Et non moins que de l’art d’Arès furent épris

De l’Art dont une Palme immortelle est le prix,

Akhilleus entre tous! Et le Laërtiade

Dompta, parole d’or qui charme et persuade,

Les esprits et les coeurs et les âmes toujours,

Ainsi qu’Orpheus domptait les tigres et les ours.

—Plus tard, vers des climats plus rudes, en des ères

Barbares, chez les Francs tumultueux, nos pères,

Est-ce que le Trouvère héroïque n’eut pas

Comme le Preux sa part auguste des combats?

Est-ce que, Théroldus ayant dit Charlemagne,

Et son neveu Roland resté dans la montagne

Et le bon Olivier et Turpin au grand coeur,

En beaux couplets et sur un rythme âpre et vainqueur,

Est-ce que, cinquante ans après, dans les batailles,

Les durs Leudes perdant leur sang par vingt entailles,

Ne chantaient pas le chant de geste sans rivaux,

De Roland et de ceux qui virent Roncevaux

Et furent de l’énorme et superbe tuerie,

Du temps de l’Empereur à la barbe fleurie? . . .

—Aujourd’hui, l’Action et le Rêve ont brisé

Le pacte primitif par les siècles usé,

Et plusieurs ont trouvé funeste ce divorce

De l’harmonie immense et bleue et de la Force.

La Force qu’autrefois le Poète tenait

The heroes in their turn, after great contests,

Made pious sacrifice to the nine chaste

Muses, and no less than the art of Ares

Loved that Art for which the immortal Palm was the prize,

Akhilleus above all! And Odysseus, Laertes’ son,

Tamed the spirit and heart and soul of everyone,

Convinced, enchanted by his golden speech always,

Just as Orpheus tamed the tigers and bears.

—Later, in rougher climates, in barbaric eras,

Among the riotous Franks, our ancestors,

The heroic Trouvère, did he not,

Like the valiant Knight, have his distinguished share of combat?

Did not Theroldus, having sung of Charlemagne

And his nephew Roland who stayed in the mountain

And good Olivier and Turpin the great-hearted

In handsome couplets in which harsh rhythm vaunted,

And, in battles fifty years later,

Did not the hard Liege-Men whose blood would pour

From twenty wounds sing of Roncevaux,

The Chanson de geste of Roland and those who saw

And were a part of the huge superb butchery

In the time of the Emperor whose beard was flowery? . . .

—Action and Dream have broken, nowadays,

Their primitive pact worn down by the centuries,

And some have found it disastrous, this divorce

Between immense blue harmony and Force.

Force, that once upon a time the poet bridled,

En bride, blanc cheval ailé qui rayonnait,

La force, maintenant, la Force, c’est la Bête

Féroce bondissante et folle et toujours prête

À tout carnage, à tout dévastement, à tout

Égorgement d’un bout du monde à l’autre bout!

L’Action qu’autrefois réglait le chant des lyres,

Trouble, enivrée, en proie aux cent mille délires

Fuligineux d’un siècle en ébullition,

L’Action à présent,—ô pitié!—l’Action,

C’est l’ouragan, c’est la tempête, c’est la houle

Marine dans la nuit sans étoiles, qui roule

Et déroule parmi des bruits sourds l’effroi vert

Et rouge des éclairs sur le ciel entr’ouvert!

—Cependant, orgueilleux et doux, loin des vacarmes

De la vie et du choc désordonné des armes

Mercenaires, voyez, gravissant les hauteurs

Ineffables, voici le groupe des Chanteurs

Vêtus de blanc, et des lueurs d’apothéoses

Empourprent la fierté sereine de leurs poses:

Tous beaux, tous purs, avec des rayons dans les yeux,

Et sur leur front le rêve inachevé des Dieux!

Le monde, que troublait leur parole profonde,

Les exile. A leur tour ils exilent le monde!

C’est qu’ils ont à la fin compris qu’il ne faut plus

Mêler leur note pure aux cris irrésolus

Que va poussant la foule obscène et violente,

Et que l’isolement sied à leur marche lente.

Le Poète, l’amour du Beau, voilà sa foi,

White-winged steed that dazzled.

Force, now, Force, it is the ferocious

Mad bounding Beast, and always

Ready for any carnage, for any devastation,

From this end of the world to the other one!

Action, once measured by the song of the lyre,

Drunken, disrupts, prey to the hundred thousand obscure

Deliriums of a boiling century,

Action, just now—Action—o pity!—

It is the hurricane, the tempest, the surging tide

In the starless night that will unroll and spread

Amid dull sounds, the red and green terror

Of its lightning bolts through a sky ajar!

—Meanwhile, proud and gentle, far from the uproar

Of life and the undisciplined shock of mercenary war,

See them, ascending the ineffable height,

Here, the group of Singers dressed in white,

And the glimmerings of the setting sun

Reddening the serene pride of their position:

So beautiful, so pure, in their eyes the beam

Of light, in their countenance the Gods’ unfinished dream!

Disturbed by their profound speech, the world

Exiles them, and they exile that by which they are exiled!

Because they have finally understood that loneliness suits their

Slow march, that they need no longer mingle their pure

Tone with the crowd’s exhalation,

its irresolute cries, violent and obscene.

The Poet, the love of Beauty is his faith, his battle

L’Azur, son étendard, et l’Idéal, sa loi

Ne lui demandez rien de plus, car ses prunelles,

Où le rayonnement des choses éternelles

A mis des visions qu’il suit avidement,

Ne sauraient s’abaisser une heure seulement

Sur le honteux conflit des besognes vulgaires,

Et sur vos vanités plates; et si naguères

On le vit au milieu des hommes, épousant

Leurs querelles, pleurant avec eux, les poussant

Aux guerres, célébrant l’orgueil des Républiques

Et l’éclat militaire et les splendeurs auliques

Sur la kitare, sur la harpe et sur le luth,

S’il honorait parfois le présent d’un salut

Et daignait consentir à ce rôle de prêtre

D’aimer et de bénir, et s’il voulait bien être

La voix qui rit ou pleure alors qu’on pleure ou rit,

S’il inclinait vers l’âme humaine son esprit,

C’est qu’il se méprenait alors sur l’âme humaine.

—Maintenant, va, mon Livre, où le hasard te mène.

 

Standard the Azure, his law the Ideal!

Ask no more of him, because his eyes,

In which the radiance of eternities

Has put the visions he follows eagerly,

Would not know how to abase themselves even briefly

With the shameful conflict of your low

Tasks, your empty vanities; and if, not long ago,

One saw him amid human beings, taking on their

Quarrels, weeping with them, urging them to war,

Celebrating the pride of their Republics,

Military pomp and the court’s bardic

Splendor on the kithara, harp and lute,

If, from time to time, he would honor the present

With a greeting and even deigned to play

The role of priest, to love and bless, and wanted to be

The voice that cried or laughed, when one laughed or cried,

If toward the human soul his spirit bowed,

He was mistaken about the human soul, only that.

—Now go, my Book, where chance may indicate.
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