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It is not an easy thing to write a life of Paul
Verlaine. It is not easy; and it is not quite
necessary. The material is there, of course ; vivid
and, if you like it, sensational. The collected works
are there; seven volumes of heterogenecus prose
and poetry. There are the official biographies,
friendly, discreet, and on the whole accurate;
there are memoirs galore, kind or unkind references
scattered throughout the writings of the period, and
behind it all a great fund of floating memories both
in France and England. But the subject has been
worn threadbare. For those who care for French
literature the facts of Verlaine’s life are abundantly
familiar. For those who do not care, the story
may appear merely unplessant or even deleterious.
Although there exists no Anglo-SBaxon monograph
on the life and works of Paul Verlaine, it is ques-
tionable therefore whether to put down in English
what has been done so adequately by Lepelletier
and Delahaye may not, after all, be a gratuitous
undertaking. The thing can be little else than a
picture, mnmorlaaasympathahn of a charactar
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failing consistently to cope with the rudiments of
a social conscience, of & nature despicable by all
current gtandards, of a life-story which is apt to
pall in its monochrome of vice and futility. Even
from a strictly literary point of view Verlaine is
somewhat of a back number, a plaintive miscellany
thumbed only by the eighteen-nineties; an influ-
ence indirect rather than vital, & habit and an
atmosphere rather than a directive force.

And thus, as one reads the guarded testimony
of others, or the jaunty revelations of Verlaine
himself, one feels that it is but a thankless task to
disinter these forgotten and fugitive scandals, that
it were better done, perhaps, to leave the Verlaine
of most Anglo-Saxons as a vague and suffering
figure, apprehended only through his few successful
poems or in the facile ditties of Reynaldo Hahn.

Perhaps this is so: but, if so, there are other
reasons which may justify this monograph. In the
first place, Verlaine, however diffused and indefinite
his present influence, stood during his [ifetime in a
quite unique relation to the movements of French
literature. He was born during the Romantic
period, his first writings were composed under the
aegis of the Parnassiens, and in his later years he
reflected and inspired the impulses of the Symbolists
and the Decadents, There is no one who illustrates
more vividly the currents and cross-currents which
swayed French poetry between the ’sixties and the
"nineties ; there is no biography which can equal
his as an Introduction to the French literature of



