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here was no one wilder than
Rimbaud. Before he was

I- rwenty,one, the boy,pet had
crosxd the Alps on foot, rcd<ed as a
longshorernan in Leshorn, fallen in
love wirh Vedaine (and been shor in
the wrist by him, and seen the older
poer go to jail for rro years), enlisced as
a mercenary, slepc on rhe strecrs, lived
in a ilophouse drinkinc absinthe daih
relked ftom Charleville to Paris-oh,
and written A &ason in lftI, in q,hich
h€ predicted his next novs "My day is
donq I'm leaving Enope. The sea ak
will burn my lungq lost climes will tan
Iny skin." Nexr h€ joined rhe Dutch
Colonial Arrny and sailed to Java,
where he soon deserted, vanishins
inro lhe jungle. He stayed a few
mond\s aod lo one kr$$s anltJiing at
all about whar he did there.

Jamie Janes, a former art critic for
Tlv Ne* Yorlcer, has written a
necrssarily shott, deliehdut Sook abour
this "lost Rimbaud." R rM LIAU D l\
JAVA (Editioos Didier Millet, $14.95)
was intended as a novel, bur James,
despairing o{ putting dialogue in the
mouth o{ rh€ protagonisr, v€ered inro
non,fiction: a sensible decirion. His
altemate rout€ is still a hich-wire per-
{ormce. Ir's not an aqdenic book
and itt nor r€ally a history either; oor
isit--Codhelptls a "meditatior' It
generally spares irs readen dre pointless
Iorularior If Ri'rbaut hrd LEen herc
hemost protubl'1tnrltMue . . .lnsread
it offe6 a more honesr morimtion for
w.iring, stripped of the vereer of "pro-
Fssionalization": iove. As James puts it,
this book is'hn act ofenrhliia$r,l'

He is obs€s6ively enthusiastic about
Rimbaud, and so, like his fellow devo-
tees, is profoundiy, perhaps irEtionally
interesred in wherher or not Rimbaud
smoked opium out there in rhe jungle,
or had a lover, or took the P;ns oan
Crary'e steamer or a local p/rinid schoo"
ner on his rcrum journ€y-all ofwhich
iCs impossible ro know. Such specula-
tions fascinate James, and h€ weaves
the p$sibilirier into hb understanding
of the poetry, and of the man. lf it all
sound6 too whimsical at nrst (it did to
ne, reading the blurb), ,ou soon realize
lhat the bert reason ro stick with Rim-
bard in Java is not for the facrs or the
fantasy but for rh€ sp€ctacle of reading
someone write beautifuuy about some-
thing he inds, well, beautiful:

Th. gtano\tr thar hs .etlctred tr€U to
Rimlaud's o4ssey-in-rcveB the t€as
ere !€ople care s pasi@tely about
donsrr@ting rhe iti@ry of hi! .es-
l$s effor$ ro Ga!€ fton home, pat
rals of the Mgftric artBction of bis
pcrry. h derivs its lotency ftom an 6-
srial quliry of $e sicm* the longet
one poDd6 Rirnbddt litu, dE ll@ tt
can sc@ as if the paft€m of liddles
*u(M in onet My is a deLibeole @'
,tion, a p@Ddemisr aduitbdtion of a
winy losdnoddilr c6tu!e, tuher tbd
a life liv€d at hlaid. like any other life.

You can always 6nd a coffee-table,
crushing cultual hisrory but I quite like
the idea of leaming, in a Gw hours, a
whole lot ahout Jav+ Orimalism, Rim-
bau4 Victorian atrtudd to"€nl homo-
sexoatiry, global shippins rcurs, and the
Suez CanaL The book shines a orch
do$n dre *ril of*re nireteenth con:ry
ard ilurninats a litde paah on an inn€r
wallneardrebottxn Bdore,youhadto
trawl for miles through *ie srack to
ligure our whar iou tough.; now You
know sooner, and know sooner whar
you'll neve. 6nd Miaohistoryi If it's dE
begianing of a trend I worlt conpJain
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