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Felix Feneon never published a book with his name on it, signed very 
few of the articles he wrote for the numerous anarchists papers he 
helped publish, and remained opaque both to the police and the 

public. He was a revolutionary anarchist and kept his name a secret in or-
der to avoid the suspicion of the authorities. Today, his most well-known 
writings are the Novels in Three Lines, a sequence of 1,220 news items no 
longer than three lines. He wrote them in 1906 for the Parisian newspaper 
Le Matin in order to fill up empty column space. These three line news 
items reflect not only the opacity of Felix Feneon’s life but the general 
opacity of any event that a writer desires to represent.
  On February 12th, 1894, an associate of Feneon named Emile 
Henry placed a bomb at the Cafe Terminus in Paris. He had originally 
meant to assassinate the French president Sadi Carnot but due to high 
security he changed his mind and found a crowded cafe instead.1 After 
the bomb exploded, Henry entered into a gun battle with police and was 
ultimately captured. Twenty people were wounded and one person died as  
a result of the blast at the Cafe Terminus. This was just one of many bombs 
planted in Paris by anarchists from 1892-1894, and within a month there 
had been three more bombs (one of which killed its author, a Belgian an-
archist named Pauwels, on March 15th, 1894)2. 
 Two and a half weeks later on April 4th, Felix Feneon manufac-
tured a bomb out of explosive powders, bullets, and a flower pot that held 
a hyacinth3. He placed it in the Cafe Foyot, a restaurant popular among 
the politicians of the French senate, and when it exploded only one person 
was injured (the poet Laurent Tailhade, an anarchist sympathizer who had 
critisized Emile Henry, lost an eye in the explosion).4 The police searched 
Feneon’s house the next morning but found no evidence linking him to the 
crime. After making him sign a statement that “he repudiated the ideas of 

1: Butterworth, Alex. The World That Never Was: A True Story of Dreamers, 
Schemers, Anarchists and Secret Agents. (New York: Pantheum, 2010) 326
2: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 275
3: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 276
4: Butterworth, Alex. The World That Never Was: A True Story of Dreamers, 
Schemers, Anarchists and Secret Agents. (New York: Pantheum, 2010) 335

stilled explosion, by which is radiated, but to which remains immune, the 
mind of a Poet.”45 It was in this manner that these poets “leaned on each 
other in ecstasy. They were indeed sovereigns for a whole morning, while 
all the houses were adorned with crimson hangings, and for an entire after-
noon, while they made their way toward the palm gardens.”46

45: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 74
46: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 37
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militant anarchists,”5 the police released him to his family. However, due to 
the publicity of the bombing Felix, his mother, and his niece were evicted 
from their apartment a few days later. They moved into a new apartment 
on April 10th, lived there peacefully for the next two weeks, and then re-
ceived another visit from the police who accused him of bombing the Cafe 
Foyot. When they interrogated him at the station “Feneon coldly denied 
everything or refused to answer at all.”6   
 In one entry for the “News in Three Lines” column in Le Matin, 
Feneon provides the following description, written in 1906: “Countering 
the prosecution in court at Saint-Etienne, Crozet, a.k.a. Aramis, presumed 
prolific thief, met all questions with silence.”7 This description was based 
on real events and constitute one of 1,220 other true stories condensed 
into three lines. It offer a few simple facts: a presumed thief named Aramis 
maintained his silence in court. It offers nothing more that itself, and the 
full context remains opaque to the reader. Feneon arranged the facts of the 
matter in this particular order, and given his own silence to the authorities 
when he was arrested, this entry in Le Matin stands out among the other. 
It is the only one of the 1,220 with silence as its culmination.
 Every three line news item written by Feneon is opaque to the 
reader, but some are more self contained than others. For example: “There 
were 12,000 francs in the safe of the rectory at Montmort, Marne. Burglars 
took it.”8 The reader does not know the fate of the burglars, nor their past, 
nor the history of the rectory. Unlike the previously quoted entry, this one 
has theft as its culmination rather than silence. While he was on trial for 
the Cafe Foyot bombing, Feneon was held in court along with 30 other 
people, four of them women, the rest men. 19 of them were anarchist 
militants, propagandists, or intellectuals, while the other 11 were thieves 
(for example, the anarchist thief Ortiz was also on trial, just as a butcher’s 
apprentice was on trial for stealing a cutlet from his place of work).9 All 
5: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 276
6: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 280
7: Fenon, Felix. Novels in Three Lines. (New York, New York Review of Books, 
2007) 27
8: Fenon, Felix. Novels in Three Lines. (New York, New York Review of Books, 
2007) 26
9: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 286

 After Fenon was arrested for planting a bomb at the Cafe Foyot, 
Mallarme stated to the public that “all I can tell you is that I consider Fe-
lix Feneon very talented, a young man with rare intelligence, who writes 
with refinement...M. Feneon is one of our most distinguished young writ-
ers and a remarkable art critic, extremely sharp in his judgment...you say 
they are talking of detonators. Certainly, for Feneon, there was no better 
detonators than his articles.”41 On April 4, 1894, Feneon had “fabricated 
a small lethal bomb from a mixture of dinitrobenzene and ammonium ni-
trate and packed it with bullets. The container was—not a cooking pot—a 
flowerpot, tightly sealed, with an opening for a fuse to hide inside a stalk 
of hyancinth.”42 When the bomb went off, only one person was injured, 
a poet and anarchist sympathizer named Laurent Tailhade. As Mallarme 
would later explain, “the injury reduced to an accident from a sinister flow-
er pot—no one can contain your majestic stalk, imagination, was about the 
sense of the crude news item—out friend would come out marked, oblig-
atorily for those myopic people who couldn’t see him any other way.”43 
 Both Mallarme and Tailhade wholeheartedly defended Feneon af-
ter the bombing, for they all belonged to same milieu that championed 
Rimbaud and the memory of the Paris Commune. Certain members of 
this milieu were fond of a stained glass window in the Cafe Foyot and 
after the explosion, Tailhade is said to have exclaimed “so long as nothing 
happened to the stained-glass window up there!”44 Although he lost an eye 
from the explosion, Tailhade only increased his support for the anarchist 
movement, so strong was the commitment of this milieu to the ideals of 
the Commune. As Mallarme would later write, “nothing happened, de-
spite the intrusion of political accident on glasswork, I know the one you 
meant Tailhade, and it was not hurt; protected by a fragility where pieces of 
glass are already encased in lead throughout its colored surface, not a single 
shining piece, colored by passion, gemstones, overcoats, smiles, or lilies, 
is lacking in your splendid Rose Window, which already itself simulates a 
41: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 281-282
42: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 275-276
43: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 
73-74
44: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 74
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of them were lumped together by the prosecution as part of a “sect which 
establishes among all its followers bonds of Compagnonnage (camaraderie), 
with the purpose of destroying society as a whole, by means of theft, pil-
lage, arson, and murder.”10 
 The prosecution was unable to prove this assertion, and when the 
trial ended on August 12, 1894, all of the defendants were found not guilty 
of constituting an “association of malefactors,” Feneon was found not 
guilty of the Cafe Foyot bombing for lack of evidence, and all but three of 
the thieves were found not guilty. Ortiz, the anarchist thief, was given the 
harshest sentence: 15 years in a penal colony. After he was released, Feneon 
told the press that Ortiz “was victimized because of us, the  ‘intellectuals,’ 
as the judge called us” and that “he admired Ortiz’s courage and the proud, 
calm way he faced his sentence.”11 

 12 years later, in his column for Le Matin, Feneon assembled hun-
dreds of three line news items and did not fail to include exceptional rob-
beries and thefts. Like the news item regarding Aramis the thief, Fenon 
often had clear sympathy with the criminals or embedded humor in the 
description of their crimes. For example: “Under a series of pseudonyms, 
a young woman finds employment as a maid and then leaves quickly, em-
burdened. Her take: 25,000 francs. No arrest yet.” To be burdened with 
25,000 francs is not a heavy burden, and this humor lends itself to the 
robber and not the robbed. Like the other three line news items this one is 
also opaque, its full context missing.
 Feneon never wrote a three line news item about his own arrest 
and acquittal, but if he had the sentence would include the following facts: 
he was arrested for possessing explosives, he made jokes in the courtroom 
(“Can you tell me, Your Honor, where behind a lamp-post is?”)12, and in 
the end he was set free for lack of evidence. These would have been the 
facts, verifiable from the court transcripts and the newspaper accounts, but 
nowhere would it say that Feneon was in fact the person who planted the 
bomb at the Cafe Foyot. The truth remains opaque in this instance, just as 
it does in every three line news item written by Feneon for Le Matin.

10: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 287
11: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 294
12: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 289-291

enter the world. What Rimbaud had described as “new forms” had finally 
been created with the help of many others. 
 In a long prose poem titled “Conflict,” Mallarme uses this new po-
etics to describe the act of occupying an empty house near a construction 
site. This prose poem was first published by Feneon in his journal La Revue 
Blanche and describes a scene on the outskirts of a bourgeois metropolis. 
Mallarme describes the thoughts of a narrator whose “taste for an aban-
doned house, which would seem favorable to such a disposition, makes me 
change my mind: every year the identical contement, the outside stairway 
growing greener and greener, a winter shutter opened against the wall as 
if there had been no interruption, the eye wandering over a spectacle that 
had been immobilized in the past.”35 After seeing this empty house for 
so long, the narrator exclaims, “the hell with it, too bad! I’ll go defend 
the property as mine.”36 After he has been living in this house for some 
time, the narrator sees a work crew invade the land to level ground and lay 
tracks because “the bourgeois...want a railway line.”37 In the midst of this 
the narrator expounds on “property, with all its proper and express usages, 
is closed, as the People would say, to the dreamer, from the deep shade of 
forests to the spacious retreat it offers: I must have avoided it, obstinately, 
for years—to say nothing of having the means of acquisition—in order to 
satisfy some instinct of owning nothing and simply passing through; at 
the risk of having the residence, as now, open to any adventure, which is 
not quite a chance occurrence, for it brings me closer, depending on my 
attitude, to the proletariat.”38

 Just like Rimbaud, Mallarme makes his position clear in this poem. 
At the end, his narrator describes how “keeping watch over these artisans 
of elementary tasks, I have occasion, beside a limpid, continuous river, to 
meditate on these symbols of the People—some robust intelligence bends 
their spines every day in order to extract, without the intermediary of 
wheat, the miracle of life which grounds presence.”39 The poem concludes 
with the narrator stating that “in fact their births fall into anonymity, and 
their mothers into the deep sleep that prostrates them, while the weight of 
centuries pressed down on them, eternity reduced to social proportions.”40

35: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 40
36: ibid
37: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 45
38: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 43
39: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 46
40: ibid
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 The string of bombs to which Feneon contributed began with a 
man named Ravachol. After two May Day demonstrations in 1891 were 
brutally suppressed by the French state (with many killed by soldiers in 
Fourmies), Ravachol took revenge on their behalf. He placed bombs at 
the house of a judge, a military barracks, and a prosecuting attorney, all of 
whom were complicit in the state repression. No one was killed by Rav-
achol’s bombs, and yet after being captured he was sentenced to death 
by guillotine and executed on July 11th, 1892. Inspired by his example, 
Emile Henry began his own bombing campaign, and when he planted his 
first bomb at the headquarters of a coal company in 1892, he wore a dress 
that belonged to Feneon’s mother.13 When he was captured after the Cafe 
Terminus bombing, Emile Henry told the court, “The assassins behind the 
massacres of the Bloody Week and Fourmies have no right to call others as-
sassins. Are these not innocent victims? Children dying slowly of anemia in 
the slums because bread is scarce at home? Women turning pallid in your 
sweatshops and wearing themselves out to earn forty sous a day, still lucky 
that poverty has not yet forced them to become prostitutes?” He ended this 
statement with the following sentence: “At least have the courage of your 
crimes, gentlemen of the bourgeoisie, and agree that our reprisals are fully 
legitimate.”14

 In the “News in Three Lines,” Feneon provides a partial index of 
French society in the year 1906. There are less than half a dozen bombs 
listed in his column, but none of them explode, nor are the true authors 
found. There is not a single instance of an anarchist killing another per-
son in the entire 1,220 entries. Instead, the column reflects a staggering 
amount of suicides, automobile accidents, industrial accidents, murder, 
and thievery. Of the entire 1,220 entries in “The News in Three Lines,” 
there are more people killed by lightning than anarchists. But far more 
people die of suicide than lightning strikes, and when Feneon describes 
these unfortunate deaths he does not fail to link them to capitalism. For 
example, Feneon writes that “the corpse of the sixtyish dorlay hung from 
a tree in Arcueil, with a sign reading, ‘Too old to work.’”15 Later he writes 
13: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 270
14: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-
Siecle Paris. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1988) 275
15: Fenon, Felix. Novels in Three Lines. (New York, New York Review of 
Books, 2007) 17

states that “rather than lacing charity, explain to me what’s good about this 
world of splendor, dust, and voices, in which you have had me live.”29 In a 
poem called “The Phenomenon of the Future,” Mallarme takes the reader 
through the new Paris of the future. He describes how in this place “many a 
lampost waits for dusk and revives the faces of an unhappy crowd, crushed 
by immortal sickness and the sin of centuries, the men next to their puny 
companions, pregnant with the miserable fruits with which the earth will 
perish.”30 At the end of this poem, Mallarme describes the fate of contem-
porary poets by describing how their “extinguished eyes reignite, will make 
their way towards their lamps, their brains spinning with a vague glory, 
haunted by Rhythm and in utter forgetfulness of living in a time that has 
outlived beauty.”31

 In 1885, the same year that Felix Feneon published Illuminations, 
Mallarme wrote a letter to Rimbaud’s old friend Paul Verlaine where he ex-
plains that he considers “the contemporary era to be a kind of interregnum 
for the poet, who has nothing to do with it: it is too fallen or too full of 
preparatory effervescence for him to do anything but keep working, with 
mystery, so that later, or never, and from time to time sending the living 
his calling card—some stanza or sonnet—so as not to be stoned by them, 
if they knew he suspected that they didn’t exist.”32 This crisis is expounded 
on further in an article titled “Villiers de l’Isle-Adam” where Mallarme 
writes that “the old French metrical system (I don’t call it French poetry) 
is undergoing, as I write, a marvelous crisis, unknown in any epoch or to 
any nation, in which, among the most zealous reworkings of all genres, it is 
forbidden to tamper with prosody.”33 Mallarme believed that Arthur Rim-
baud was in large part responsible for initiating this crisis and wrote how 
“he burst on the poetic scene like a meteor, ignited by no motive other than 
its presence, streaking alone in the sky, and extinguished alone. Everything 
would have remained the same since then without this considerable pas-
sage.”34 Along with Feneon and several others, Mallarme championed the 
works of Arthur Rimbaud as the beginning of a new type of poetics that 
would break the standard of metered verse and allow for new thought to 
29: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 
25-25
30: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 11
31: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 12
32: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 4
33: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 58
34: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 65
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that “Louis Lamarre had neither job nor home, but he did possess a few 
coins. At a grocery in Saint-Denis he bought a liter of kerosene and drank 
it.”16 In both entries, the relationship between the suicide and capitalism is 
made perfectly clear.
 When he was on trial in 1894, the prosecutor claimed that Feneon 
belonged to a sect “with the purpose of destroying society as a whole, by 
means of theft, pillage, arson, and murder.” In 1906, as he wrote his col-
umn for Le Matin, Feneon revealed a massive constellation of the French 
population engaged not only in “theft, pillage, arson, and murder,” but 
a variety of other crimes like rape, torture, and kidnapping. His column 
revealed that it was quite popular to steal telegraph and telephone wires, 
that more than dozen skulls were crushed by streetcars, that numerous 
men murdered their wives, and that women often chose acid to attack their 
male lovers. It is an index of capitalist society, where poverty and crime are 
rampant, where wealth is horded by the rich and protected by the forces of 
order. The entirety of “The News in Three Lines” can be seen as Feneon ex-
onerating not only himself, but every other anarchist who was put to death 
for fighting against capitalism. His column provided hard evidence of how 
violent capitalist society was on a daily basis, how the violence of anarchists 
was insignificant compared to the deadly power of the automobile, and 
how lived reality would always remain opaque and beyond the grasp of the 
observer. By sentencing certain anarchists who had never killed anyone to 
the guillotine, the French state only heightened the validity of anarchism. 
As Emile Henry said to the court, “you have hanged men in Chicago, de-
capitated them in Germany, garroted them in Jerez, shot them in Barcelo-
na, guillotined them in Montebrison and Paris, but you can never destroy 
Anarchism. Its roots are too deep.” The outright lies and contradictions of 
the French state only spread anarchism, and throughout his life Feneon 
was always eager and ready to reveal them to the readers of his articles. His 
column in Le Matin is a reminder that the full truth will always remain 
opaque and that no one should be judged by anyone claiming to under-
stand it. 

16: Fenon, Felix. Novels in Three Lines. (New York, New York Review of 
Books, 2007) 19

rise of Arthur Rimbaud into public exposure and mass-acclaim.
 The year before he published Illuminations, Feneon provided a 
definition of the new poetry he saw emerging from Rimbaud and those 
who read him. In 1885, he wrote that someone must “carry out our dreams 
of self-contained form, and concise, distilled poetry.”23 This new poetry 
was similar to his definition of the neo-impressionist painters to whom 
“objective reality is simply a theme for the creation of a higher, sublimated 
reality, suffused with their own personality.”24 The same year he published 
Illuminations, Feneon began to publish the poems of Stephane Mallarme 
in the pages of La Vogue. It is easy to see their dreamlike similarity to the 
work of Arthur Rimbaud. In a poem called “The White Waterlilly,” Mal-
larme commands the reader to “give a last good look at the absence en-
closed in this solitude, and, as one plucks, in memory of a site, one of those 
magical closed water lilies that spring up all of a sudden, enveloping with 
their hollow whiteness a taste, made of intact dreams, of the happiness 
that didn’t take place and that your held breath feared would be destroyed 
by an apparition, and depart with it: silently, rowing gently but rapidly 
home, trying not to leave any splashes or waves at the feet of the unknown 
suggesting the theft of the ideal flower.”25 Mallarme would mourn the fate 
of the Commune in his own manner, such as in the poem “The Demon 
of Analogy.” Mallarme writes, “harassed, I resolved to let the sad words 
just wander on my lips, and I walked on, murmuring comfortingly, as if 
offering condolences, ‘The Penultimate is dead, she is dead, really dead, 
the poor desperate Penultimate.”26 The first person narrator ends the poem 
by calling himself a “strange person, probably condemned forever to wear 
mourning for the inexplicable Penultimate.”27 Mallarme was fully  con-
scious of his place in the Paris after the Commune and in a poem titled 
“An Interrupted Performance” he writes that “I, to make you free, am still 
garbed in the nebulous atmosphere of caves where I’ll reconfine, during 
the night of these humble eras, my latent force.”28 In the same poem, he 

23: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 189
24: ibid
25: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 
35-36
26: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 18
27: ibid
28: Mallarme, Stephane. Divigations. (Cambridge, Harvard University Press, 2007) 25
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In the last decades of the 19th century, an anarchist named Felix Feneon 
published the works of both Arthur Rimbaud and Stephane Mallarme, 
two of the most famous poets in France. At the time, Rimbaud was 

unknown and Stephane Mallarme was busy trying to refine the type of 
prose poem and free verse pioneered by the young poet in his collection of 
poems Illuminations. These poems were passed from hand to hand among 
a small milieu of writers and artists until they were published by Feneon 
in a journal called La Vogue. After this first popular issue of the poems, 
Feneon released a full version and wrote a review to promote its sale. This 
full publication of Illuminations was what truly launched Rimbaud into the 
public consciousness. Feneon was very partial to these type of prose poems, 
and over the next decade he published various others by Stephane Mal-
larme (most of these poems were later compiled into the book Divigations). 
Between the composition of Illuminations in 1873 and the publication of 
Divigations in 1897, the words and poems of Rimbaud and Mallarme ex-
plored the defeat of the Paris Commune in 1871 and the apparent triumph 
of bourgeois capitalism. Within this they also explore the roles of art, lan-
guage, dance, entertainment, cities, intoxication, theater, new mediums, 
derangement, beauty, revolution, women, and the unknown. Their style 
of free verse and prose poems were consciously promoted by Felix Fene-
on, a committed anarchist and defender of the Commune’s memory. The 
imagery, content, and style of Rimbaud and Mallarme were able to reflect 
something of the unknown, a concept that fascinated both of them. It was 
precisely the unknown that the Paris Commune ventured into during the 
spring of 1871. It was this great unknown that Rimbaud, Mallarme, and 
Feneon wished to keep alive.
 Before he began to write the poems that would become the Illu-
minations, Rimbaud was torn between the metropolis of Paris and his pro-
vincial home of Charleville. He had been in Paris just six days before the 
outbreak of the Commune and returned at is peak in April, 1871. In a let-
ter written to his former teacher George Izambard in May, 1871, Rimbaud 
explains his feelings towards poetry and the Paris Commune he had just 
returned from. Rimbaud first repudiates the style of poetry favored by his 
teacher by writing “not to mention that your subjective poetry will always 
be horribly insipid. Some day I hope—many others hope so too—I’ll see 
objective poetry in your principle. I shall see it more sincerely than you will 

voice! Sole soother of this vile despair.” And then he provides a haunting, 
surreal image of how “the upland pond smokes continuously. What witch 
will rise against the white west sky? What violet frondescence fall?”18 In 
the beautiful ending of this poem, Rimbaud writes, “I lower the jets of 
the chandelier, I throw myself on the bed, and turning my face toward the 
darkness, I see you, my daughters! My queens!” This secret group of wom-
en are the ones truly in command of the Commune and the mysterious 
magic that allowed it all to happen.
 Rimbaud never attempted to publish any of these poems (unlike 
his Une Saison en Enfer) and merely handed them over to his friend Paul 
Verlaine in 1875 as a bundle of papers. These circulated among post-Com-
mune literary and artistic circles until it was located by Felix Feneon and 
published in the June, 1886 issue of La Vogue.19 Becuase numerous people 
had already read through these loose poems, Feneon had no “qualms about 
arranging” as he pleased “such a chance pack of cards.”20 After the print run 
of that issue of La Vogue had been sold, Feneon published a bound version 
that no one bought until he wrote a popular review where he describes 
the poems as “beyond—and probably superior to—all literature.”21 Fene-
on describes the climax of Illuminations as “abrupt, then awakening full of 
hate, sudden jolts, a call for social upheaval yelped in an alcoholics voice, 
an insult shouted at this military and utilitarian Democracy.”22 Feneon did 
not become obsessed with Arthur Rimbaud as many others did, he simply 
considered him one of the many bright lights that still inhabited the artis-
tic and literary landscape. La Vogue also reprinted Une Saison en Enfer but 
Feneon did not wish to help with its publication. He said, “as a simple lov-
er of letters—therefore without obligation to them—I did not find it nec-
essary to spoil for their austere benefit my pleasure in the Illuminations.” 
Although Rimbaud was still alive when Feneon’s edition of Illuminations 
was released, his friend Paul Verlaine believed him to be dead (he would 
eventually die in 1891) and the author was publicly identified as the “late” 
Arthur Rimbaud. Nevertheless, these publications by Feneon started the 

18: ibid
19: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 66
20: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 67
21: Halperin, Joan Ungersma. Felix Feneon: Aesthete & Anarchist in Fin-de-Siecle 
Paris. (New Haven, Yale University Press, 1988) 68
22: ibid
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do it! I’ll be a worker: that is the idea that holds me back when mad rage 
drives me toward the battle of Paris where so many workers are still dying 
while I write to you! As for my working now, never, never; I’m on strike.”1 
Prior to writing this letter, Rimbaud had joined two battalions of irregu-
lar Commune soldiers with the names Enfatns Perdus (Lost Children) and 
Pupilles de la Commune (Students of the Commune)2. Rimbaud decided to 
leave Paris when the troops from Versailles began to shell Paris at random 
in the middle of April, 1871. By the time he returned to his native town of 
Charleville, Rimbaud had already formulated his new theory of poetry. In 
the same letter to George Izambard, Rimbaud explains that he wishes “to 
arrive at the unknown through the disordering of all the senses, that’s the 
point. The sufferings will be tremendous, but one must be strong, be born 
a poet: it is in no way my fault. It is wrong to say: I think. One should say: 
I am thought.”3 
 In another letter written two days later to his publisher friend Paul 
Demeny, Rimbaud elaborates his new theory even further. After attaching 
a copy of his Chants de Guerre Parisien (Paris War Song), he formulates 
a principle of the detachment and destruction of the ego with the words 
“I is someone else. If brass wakes up a trumpet, it isn’t to blame. To me 
this is evident: I witness the birth of my thought: I look at it, I listen to 
it: I give a stroke of the bow; the symphony begins to stir in the depths or 
comes bursting onto the stage. If the old fools had not hit upon the false 
significance of the Ego only, we should not now have to sweep away these 
millions of skeletons who, since time immemorial, have been accumulat-
ing the products of those cockeyed intellects claiming themselves to be the 
authors.”4 Rimbaud then returns to the concept of the unknown when he 
writes “the poet makes himself a visionary through a long, a prodigious and 
rational disordering of all the senses. Every form of love, of suffering, of 
madness; he searches himself, he consumes all the poisons in him, keeping 
only their quintessences. Ineffable torture in which he will need all his faith 
and super-human strength, the great criminal, the great sick-man. The ac-
cursed,--and the supreme Savant! For he arrives at the unknown!”5 Rim-
baud states that “even if, half crazed, in the end, he loses the understanding 

1: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxvi
2: Robb, Graham. Rimbaud: A Biography. (New York, W.W. Norton & Co., 2001) 79
3: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxvii
4:   Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxix
5: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxx1

-10- -15-



Venus enters the caverns of ironsmiths and hermits. Groups of belfries 
ring out the ideas of the people. Out of the castles built of bone comes 
mysterious music. All the legends advance and elks surge through towns. 
The paradise of storms collapses.”15 In another city depicted in the poem 
“Historic Evening,” Rimbaud depicts “a ballet of familiar seas and nights, 
worthless chemistry and impossible melodies. The bourgeois magic wher-
ever the mail-train sets you down. Even the most elementary physicist feels 
that it is no longer possible to submit to this personal atmosphere, fog of 
physical remorse, which to acknowledge is already an affliction.”16 This is 
Paris in the winter of 1871-1872, a time when “bourgeois magic” was be-
ing used to restart the economy of the devastated metropolis. Rimbaud did 
not think very highly of these bourgeois magicians and in the poem “De-
mocracy” he describes their philosophy as being “ignorant as to science, 
rabid for comfort; and let the rest of the world croak.”17 
 It is quite clear that Rimbaud views these people as his enemies. 
Not once does he name anyone specific, nor does he cite any specific events 
in this collection of poems. Nevertheless, each poem transmits a series of 
images and impressions that are objective in their effects. For example, a 
clear feeling of bitterness and revenge permeates the poem “Morning of 
Drunkenness.” Rimbaud explains that “this poison will remain in all our 
veins even when, the fanfare turning, we shall be given back to the old 
disharmony. O now may we, so worthy of these tortures!, fervently take 
up that superhuman promise made to our created body and soul: that 
promise, that madness! Elegance, science, violence! They promised to bury 
in darkness the tree of good and evil, to deport tyrannic respectability so 
that we might bring hither our very pure love. It began with a certain dis-
gust—and it ends,--unable instantly to grasp this eternity—it ends in a riot 
of perfumes.” In just one line (“a riot of perfumes”), Rimbaud evokes the 
street of Paris after the fall of the Commune. He ends this poem with the 
commanding lines, “we have faith in the poison. We know how to give our 
whole life every day. Now is the time of the Assassins.” 
 In the poem “Phrases,” Rimbaud mentions his “comrade, beggar 
girl, monster child! O it’s all one to you these unhappy women, these wiles 
and my discomfiture. Bind yourself to us with your impossible voice, your 

15: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 63
16: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 113-115
17: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 129
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geois capitalism in the metropolis of Paris. The “precious stones that began 
to hide” are the sparks of light extinguished by the Bloody Week of May, 
1871 when the Commune was destroyed. These “precious stones being 
buried” are people like him, the ones who survived the Parisian holocaust 
where “blood flowed” from the bodies of the 30,000 men, women, and 
children who were executed as if they were in “slaughterhouses.” There is 
no mention of the Commune in this poem and for this reason it is better 
able to convey the impressions of what happened to Paris. But at the end 
of poem, Rimbaud intimates that the deluge was set in motion by “the 
Witch who lights her fire in the earthen pot” who “will never tell us what 
she knows, and what we do not know.” This occult feminine force recurs 
throughout the poems of the Illuminations.
 In the poem “Childhood,” Rimbaud provides an image of someone 
inhabiting a nameless city. The unnamed protagonist says, “Let them rent 
me this whitewashed tomb, at last, with cement lines in relief,--far down 
under ground. I lean my eblows on the table, the lamp shines brightly on 
these newspapers I am fool enough to read again, these stupid books. At 
an enormous distance above my subterranean parlor, houses take root, fogs 
gather. The mud is red or black. Monstrous city, night without end!”11 This 
poem was composed between the fall of the Commune ad 1874. It may 
have been written in Paris itself (although it may have been written in En-
gland or Belgium or provincial France).12 In any case, it is known that Rim-
baud spent the winter of 1871-1872 in Paris and was able to see the way 
the city reconstructed itself.13 All of the Illuminations were composed after 
Rimbaud had observed this sad spectacle of Paris once it had been cleansed 
of its “precious stones.” In the poem “Cities,” Rimbaud describes how “the 
official acropolis outdoes the most colossal conceptions of modern barbar-
ity: impossible to describe the opaque light produced by the immutably 
gray sky, the imperial brightness of the buildings and the eternal snow on 
the ground.”14 
 Many of the cities described in the Illuiminations are depicted as 
hallucinatory dreamscapes filled with a variety of illusions and magical 
creatures. In a different poem also titled “Cities,” Rimbaud describes a 
place where “Bacchantes of the suburbs sob and the moon burns and bays. 

of his visions, he has seen them!” and that “there will come other horrible 
workers: they will begin at the horizons where he has has succumbed.”6 In 
this letter he also states “poetry will no longer accompany action but will 
lead to it” and that “inventions of the unknown demand new forms.”7 
But perhaps more importantly, he explains the role of women in this new 
poetic future by exclaiming “these poets are going to exist! When the in-
finite servitude of woman shall have ended, when she will be able to live 
by and for herself; then, man—hitherto abominable—having given her 
her freedom, she too will be a poet. Woman will discover the unknown. 
Will her world be different from ours? She will discover strange, unfathom-
able things, repulsive, delicious. We shall take them, we shall understand 
them.”8

 Rimbaud spent the next two years shifting away from the metered 
verse that dominated contemporary French poetics. His “inventions of the 
unknown” yielded the new poetic forms revealed in the Illuminations. In 
the poem “After the Deluge,” Rimbaud presents a dream like description 
of a world recovering from a flood. “As soon as the idea of the Deluge 
had subsided, a hare stopped in the clover and swaying flowerbells, and 
said a prayer to the rainbow, through the spider’s web. Oh! The precious 
stones that began to hide,--and the flowers that already looked around.”9 

After opening the poem with the imagery of plants and animals, Rimbaud 
evokes a “dirty main street” and describes how “blood flowed” in places 
like “slaughterhouses” and “circuses.” The urban imagery of the “village 
square,” the “steeples everywhere,” and the “Hotel Splendid” evoke a re-
building of the world “after the deluge.” But the poem ends by returning 
to the natural world with the command, “Gush, pond,--Foam, roll on the 
bridge and over the woods;--black palls and organs, lightening and thun-
der, rise and roll;--waters and sorrows rise and launch the Floods again. For 
since they have been dissipated—oh! The precious stones being buried and 
the opened flowers!--it’s unbearable! and the Queen, the Witch who lights 
her fire in the earthen pot will never tell us what she knows, and what we 
do not know.”10 In no uncertain terms, this “deluge” is the Commune and 
the rebuilding of the world described in the poem is the triumph of bour-

6: ibid
7: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxiv-xxxv
8: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) xxxiii
9: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 3
10: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 5

11: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 15
12: Robb, Graham. Rimbaud: A Biography. (New York, W.W. Norton & Co., 2001) 240
13: Robb, Graham. Rimbaud: A Biography. (New York, W.W. Norton & Co., 2001) 132
14: Rimbaud, Arthur. Illuminations. (New York, New Directions Press, 1957) 69
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