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maSel and the Benedictines of Maria Laach). For the effect of the

; Pteries of Christ is the mystery of grace, and grace in its turn
¢ seed of the mystery of eternal life.
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PAUL VERLAINE, MYSTIC AND SINNER
1844 — 1896
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| MHE poetry of Paul Verlaine is a challenge to the conven-
tional reader of religious literature. It is neither decreed

tothe, O supposed that every author of meditations or guides
the ﬂe Spiritual life be a saint, cither in glory or, by reputation, in
%“}l, but it is disconcerting if he is, publicly and, so to say,
Ver];.'agantly, a sinner. It can hardly affect the reputation of
e € tO say now, fifty years after his death, that he is best
hav:m ered as a poet who sinned. Such a reputation alone might
Wy effectively excluded him from the catalogue of religious
p“bli;}sl. Ve.rlaine enjoyed, however, the distinction of having
lnge ed, in what appeared subsequently as little more than an
tpy. PHON in his wayward career, poctic witness to a state of
Ny 100 and intimate conversation with God. He failed to win
difﬂclllsympathy from contemporary French Catholics, and it is
ity ¢ OW to accord his religious poetry the esteem which, on
o Merits exclusively, it deserves. In fact, he poses a problem.
tegle i‘est}’ demands that the boldness of his offence be not con-
Ny : Born in 1844, the young Verline was of that type,
iy, 0gly familiar, whose sensitive perception of human values
‘lnpasS . C_d, yet so estranged from grace, that a psychological
i lfils Inevitably reached. The least offensive form it takes is
‘repu dion' against conventions in manners or in mind, the worst,
Mg, . 2on of moral codes. A fundamental denial of spiritual
lyggyp. ¢ed not be read into this attitude—the subject is often too
Whe, SNt to deny so explicitly his spiritual perceptions, except
inthassmn, fostered by his pet perversions, drives both mind
®art to hibernation over a prolonged winter of discontent.
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The enjoyment of such characteristics, even a few wild 0at% r:cid
not have stigmatized Verlaine a sinner, in the sense thft v}‘)loic'-
enjoys when its mute but understood qualification is PY 40
Within a year of his marriage, however, in 1871, he submit
the evil influence of Arthur Rimbaud. Never unconscious © o
shame of their association, the attraction was so strong, and & A
emotional frailty so pathetic, that he elected to abandon his Wc
and child and accompany this vicious partner into circumst?”
of poverty and degradation which must have revolted his ©
sensibilities. If the first poem of the collection Sagesse \_Were i
examination of conscience, it would seem a heartrending .
dramatic repudiation of responsibility. Verlaine attribute
repeated falls not to himself, whom, on the contrary, he ‘CP i
as struggling with the endurance of a mythical hero, but to 37 3
of his heart’, trapped and seduced by an external agent. T eth‘
he does not examine, of course, is that of persevering m =
dangerous occasion of his alliance with Rimbaud. HOWCVE.I’
seems that the frank, violent attachment to evil on positive i
which quite distinguished Rimbaud from Verlaine, had the eGod'
of driving the latter, though long ineffectually, towards
and even as far as the confessional. "
This sordid liaison ended in an incident with a revolve.
Brussels. The resultwas not seriousfor Rimbaud, whilst for Ve~ ot
it secured a salutary term of imprisonment at Mons. Pr'OVlj )
could not have prescribed a better remedy for the emotio0&* 4
spiritual distemper of the sinner and poet. There, in solitude:
it appears, in contemplation of an image of the Sacred ',
which adorned his cell, he passed from a temperamental 1 . d
tion towards religion to the election of God as the formal 0bJ<”.
his life, as the true focus and very explanation of those ten p
which, falsely interpreted and sinfully employed, had COndl;Hig

him to the visible gates of hell. This state of conversion D¢y
1874, when Verlaine was thirty years old. From then till 1 72(]6
prepared for publication a collection of poems under the b 4
Sagesse, which he intended as a confession, simple, devot®™. 4
sincere, of his sin, conversion and repentance, a confessio 0% 1e

glory and love of God revealed to him not only throu8”. .
darkness he had penetrated, but through a certain lyrical ill enst
tion in which the Divine Lover disclosed his ultimate ch3’ 7
of abandonment and unitive life, a vision of mystical expe™
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» 10 the poetry of Verlaine, compares flatteringly with the
lons of mystics and saints whose ultimate credentials have
_héfd to stand criticism.
Stinguish three possible verdicts on Verlaine’s religious
Ty: (a) that its mysticism is false, in the sense that it interprets
experig more than a poet’s perception of a pos_siblf: religiqus
. ince; his personal experience is therefore objectively quite
imPfie( ) that it is genuine, and portrays authentically all that it
encs 1 the history of Verglame s conve_rsmn;‘tln.s seems to me
kis subollnter grave but not insuperable difficulties in the light of
tr Sequent defection, and (c) that it is genuine, but does not in
Chﬁsteipresent a complete and final submission to the way of
tyye M perfection, to the way of union and the influence of
tca] graces.

Poet
Ry

Perce Slatter view is, I think, not only the true one, but is clearly
ey Ptible to a closer reading of those poems in Sagesse which
e eht the climax of Verlaine’s spiritual pilgrimage. Excluding
, foexct?ptional combinations of the poetic and mystical genius
Doy T example, St John of the Cross, most mystics will make less
DY Of their experience the deeper they penetrate the mystery.
o % on the other hand, glimpse those ‘hid battlements of
y g.long before they arrive at the point where, practically,
P%tsc Olce of final election is open to them. Poets, Romantic
Wy 2Byway, could barely escape at least some grasp of that
dissol ¢ Romance where every ideal of their ‘philosophy’
by ved into light; it is a lurking nostalgia for the most profane,
by v pursue those icy paths that traverse the mountains of
* I'o have received such rare graces as precede the very

to };:1 e of election, to have beheld and understood the choice and
% Ve feared and refused it, I believe to have been the position
peri erlaine, In more conventional terms we may say that he
Tlenced 5 genuine conversion from sin and entered into the
um-gat“’e and illuminative ways, but at the very entrance to the
choive Where, after all, man’s very merit is the freedom of his
togp > 1is weakness, which creeps into his poems of greatest
ta]en:ien‘:e, prompted him to turn away, competent through his
fig, .00 Teport the vision vouchsafed, still competent, through
e g to abandon the life of grace. By renewed falls he dis-
Cug ¢d himself, and understandably discredited his poems in
olic eyes, but I cannot see how he could possibly discredit
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the grace of God which illumines the poetry of his expefl_cncez:
brilliantly as if he had followed it to a life of heroic sanctl_rY'd -
that matter, I see neither justice nor charity in any implied ¥ gul
ment on his end, or on the application to the economy 0 51:
standing before God of those graces gained during the %’
of light. e o0

Conversion, to Verlaine, was a discovery, like Augustin€ %
late, too late’, of the valid object of the heart’s desire. Witho
I am confident, any conscious reminiscence of St Teres® "
describes his experience as a renewal of heart; the appl'C’Pl;l .
agent of that operation, Malheur, Souffrance, represente ZO{
masked horseman who pierces his heart with a lance, like tha e
the crucified Lord. The chevalier places his mailed hand i .
poet’s side, and at his touch a new heart springs to life. In 5
state of conversion Verlaine is directed by a visionary mist o
whose patronage enables him, temporarily at least, to OVe’fC?lle
his ungratified desires. Her name is ‘Prayer’, but she is cui®”
reminiscent of scriptural Wisdom. Although an advanc® o
spiritual life is clearly indicated throughout Sagesse, which 7
however, chronological, the persistence of temptation a0¢ g
at recurring falls are frequent, but so too is perseverance an ¢ ot
to grace and sacraments and cultivation of the theological
of hope. i

Verlaine’s descriptions of his advance in the way of purg? d
are poignant. He suffered indeed like a desert father, with €% ¢
the ‘external helps of organized Catholic life or associati®™
seems to me that his struggles to persevere at this period were ot
far from heroic. Irrespective of his religious choice, bis P4
refinement must have loathed the life of degradation ont W
he had turned his back, even while he hankered after its Sau;'his
tions. On the other hand, his new experience left muc 0 ;zll‘l
personality unsatisfied; he left behind ‘un doux vide, un 8
renoncement’. He heard in pursuit the melodious baym}ifsh
Francis Thompson’s hound, but he was dismayed by th€ *\
voices of Pride, Hate, the Flesh, of ‘Autrui’; he experiéffcc )
demon of Ennui; he depicts himself as twisting hands, biti?8 ff
opaque-eyed in the ordeals of temptation, and foresaw, pet
prophetically, that those

‘hiers allaient manger nos beaux demains’.

g
To all this he opposed hope. There is a short series of p*°
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n t!l{it virtue, and the sisters he found it: poverty of spirit,
‘(Zunmht}’, and faith. As for the discouraging apparatus of life—
) est laide’, he admits—‘encore, c'est ta soeur’.
distino ot suggest that Verlaine was aware, of the traditional
e ‘;Llons of purgative, 1Hun_unat1ve and unitive ways, or 1{ he
togh at he made any conscious attempt to relate his writings
belo;m' But Sagesse does readily divide into those poems which
f°llrt}§ to the period of conversion and early struggles, the great
tregy 11306m of section two, which is a colloquy with God at the
Whicho d of complete SL}rrender, and certam,mte_rmedlate poems
e may be conveniently allotted to a period of spiritual
of sification or illumination. Here we must allude to his image
e C Mountain, for T suspect that he never really regarded its
he dal ts as open to his attainment. If he knew all the answers, as
s kny reports them and as, perhaps, too many of us know them,
of o owledge remained external. His perception of the goodness
od never equalled his internal conviction of his own sin, and
Ormer without the latter does not make true humility, but
a: *Uspicion of despair. The Mountain represents first only the
¢ ‘inable, a desirable contrast to the revulsion of irresistible
A (’)3 feminiscence of childhood’s innocence, something abiding
disc: the harshness and ugliness of life and humanity. Later he
QVQ]:I:IS the Mountain again in a poem which records victory
preSSe:Inptatlon. He arms himself ,Wlth poverty and hope and
con towards the ‘couch of joy’ which death prepares zjthea‘d.
Wequgls, and la,ughs, anc.i takes on childish ways, to decc?lve le
Wiy séducteur” who spies on his progress and besets his path
traps, but his object is
‘Paix—sur la hauteur,
Qui luit parmi des fanfares de gloire.
Th Monte, ravi, dans la nuit blanche et noire.”
tiop. iPOems of tl}is group are redolent (zf ’the spirit of renuncia-
I“Vis"be embra_ces Devoir, et sa forme bourriie’, the treasury of gogds
har le, he bids an ‘adien léger’ to all things changeable, with
i Piness, and on the wings of the Cross flies off to find ‘la vertu
* ignore’,
Wi otbalance such ardent resolution we have some bargaining
iy € past and a consciousness of the ms’ufﬁaency of his efforts
' en‘ ¢es coins autour de ces pauvres vertus'. Two poems, on the
tenth century and the middle ages as religious ideals,
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allchc

represent abortive efforts to find a milieu where his new, g
of3

spiritual life might feel less isolated. His poems on contemp 5
religious affairs, the expulsion of the Jesuits, against the rationé"hs (;
etc., show him quite out of depth and artificial in style. He byn‘
means shared the advantages which helped his friend J*
Huysmans in his spiritual adventure. He seemed to foresee th’,;‘hc
outpouring of grace might precede his readiness to accept ;
Divine hand, he wrote, was ‘toujours préte a la chute du J*
patiente avec I'abre et s’abstient de pousser’. o
The day came when the Lord did push and the fruit fell, ﬂ.ﬁ
however, without his explicit challenge throwing the soul to‘m
knees, amazed, incoherent, staggered at the Divine gcn5r051
the revelation of a Love that could assume sinners to the boso®
the Trinity. The poems which relate this colloquy with God o
a lyrical quality beside which most of the rest pall. Wh‘*tcoe;
happened in the soul of Paul Verlaine, the inspiration of the P; y
at least reached its apogee. This is recorded in the middle Sccﬂcc,
of Sagesse. The final collection represents no conclusion or adva®”
but rather a conscious abandonment of an opportunity, 2 fes,lgré:g
‘tion to a natural mysticism tinged with religion which ¥
more normal preserve of the poet. ot
The central poem is divided into nine sections, of which |
first seven are sonnets, the eighth comprises three sonnet
the ninth one line. The whole is a conversation between G©
Verlaine. God invites the poet to abandon himself wholly t.onii
Divine Love and the reply is a veiled refusal. The conClusllcoofz
couched in five pathetic words, the epitaph of the shipwre
soul:
: ‘Pauvre dme, c'est cela’. " ¥
However understandable may be the reticence with wh! oy
orthodox mind treats this masterpiecc of Verlaine the st rif“’[
prejudice can violate the grandeur of that literary and SPICV‘Z
tour de force, the ‘sanctuary’ of Sagesse, a disclosure bearing #
testimony to the sincerity and humility of a man’s disco‘ufs_co o
God. To what extent does it truly represent an invita®
enter the life of mystical union: To this I hesitate to rep ¥ nt?
am confident that here at least Verlaine describes an €xp° i
which penetrated his entire personality, heart and sous
which the spiritual dominated and transformed the pOC“‘;ir oss 1
God the Son, with theological exactitude, opens his

’
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e 5o, from the unity of the Trinity: ‘O mon frére en mon Pére,
n Mon fils en PEsprit’, and at once discloses himself not only as a
®ence already mystically manifested in the soul by suffering,
‘N'ai-je pas sangloté ton angoisse supréme,
bug Et #'aije pas sué la sueur de tes mfit;?’
biy 3 the hitherto unrevealed object of his perverse and em-
tered quest. :
befoidaine replies by tracing the'tale of his shame, ret%‘eating
o sue the waves of grace that wait to sweep his shores, instead
o Perging the past beneath them. Of all regrets none was
*® painful than the Betrayal which characterised his sin:
T “un lourd baiser (qui) tient la paupiére .
o ® reply is profound and immortal, rich beyond centuries of
TY In insight and understanding:
' ‘Je suis I'universal Baiser.
Je suis cette paupiére et je suis cette lévre
Dont tu parles, o cher malade, et cette fiévre
Iy Qui t'agit, c’est Moi toujours.”
gy the next stanza the poet almost abandons poetry for an
41 rence of spiritual intoxication. Half-broken remonstrances
fog Ytical ejaculations culminate in a daring accusation: Etes-vous
g C;S\I?lural because addressec} to the Trinity, which replies, ‘Je
to ous que tu nommals—— _ o
P°etrym this almost unrivalled altitude the inspiration of the
'sedllcedand the copﬁdence qf the soul dech{xe, overcome by fear,
defect by that introspective glance at his own weakness and
Which is the root of despair.
Jai Pextase et j'ai la terreur d’étre choisi.
. . un trouble immense
& Brouille Uespoir que votre voix me révéla.’
o at Challenge were authentic, the acceptance, were it ever
Ve, 20, failed lamentably. But as I see it, there was none.
gl We Tecognised his failure, and dared to record it as frankly
8 es3exaltation. To this end he assembled in the final section of
Y :lPOGms of a quieter tone, of a simpler piety, a poetic or
the - Mysticism, or of trivial matters. The arrangement is all
Ote significant in that it is by no means chronological.
ldy “Un grand sommeil noir tombe sur ma vie.
Qt‘ﬁinimt know whether opportunities of this sort come twice.
Y Verhine had now tasted experience to the full, save
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that last, which he refused. At least he had found some intuiti®”
however limited, of a great, unique and ultimate love. One P‘zﬁl
in the final group appears to summarize his conclusions: all eaf };'
loves, he asserts, are vain, void, treacherous—yet, at the behest?
Jesus, for what in them participates of the Divine Spark, they
bidden form a choir, marshal into a procession, to sing in dolor? p
unison, and to the glory of the Divine Sufferings, ‘L’ hymne 4
sied a présent’.

& & &

SELECTIONS FROM PERE LALLEMANT:
II. PERFECTION

Translated by Hugh Farmer, O.S.B.
A. Seeking God

RULY to seek God implies that we consider him abo‘;g
I all as the first principle of both nature and grace, cggﬂ
the conserver of all being, and thirdly as the sover by
master who governs every creature and arranges everyth''s 4
his providence. Hence we should consider all events, eve?
smallest, as manifestations of God’s will and pleasure. .
Seeking God means willing nothing and desiring nothl:lﬁ
except what he wills and arranges by his providence. We $ i
consider as it were two acts in God in our regard: one by ¥ ot
he wills to"give us certain graces to lead us to a certailt degoﬁ
of glory if we are faithful to him, and the other by which hCe d
not will to give us more grace or raise us to a higher deglrit)’
glory than this. Few people have enough courage and fi cde
fulfil God’s purpose, and reach by their co-operation that o
of grace and glory which God desires. We should have 9, ~
esteem, submission and love for the manifestations of God's 08
judgement and providence that we desire neither more gﬁj vt
more glory than he is pleased to give us, even if we coul
as much as we liked; we should confine ourselves to these 5 of
of his through the infinite respect we owe to the disposi®

divine providence.

t0
]
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