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This thesis is a study of the theatre imagery in 
Fimbaud's poetry. This covers theatre per se, and in 
addition such related themes as the circus, the carn&val, 
processions and "shows" of all kinds. It also involves 
an analysis of the theme of the poet himself, the poet 
transformed into the actor, the acrobat, the juggler, 
the clcv/r., - or the spectator of his own visions. The 
subject thus constituted was chosen as a key one in 
nineteenth century French poetry and indeed in French 
literature as a whole.

The presence in romantic and in post-romantic poetry 
of the themes mentioned above raises such important 
questions as the degree of consciousness or "self- 
consciousness of the poet, his subjectivity or objectivity 
in depicting his visions, his authenticity, his sincerity, 
and finally his own evaluation of his poetry in terms of 
success or failure.

The research done for the thesis, in particular 
concerning the significance of play-acting and role- 
playing, revealed two different interpretations of 
theatre, or of the function of theatre. The theory put 
forward by some historians and theoreticians, of our 
present-day theatre having evolved from sacred rites, 
from ancient mysteries, gives rise to the notion of a 
supernatural, magical, primitive theatre, or as Artaud 
calls it, a "total" theatre. The function of this 

theatre is to invoke one gods, it is a reaching out
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towards the supernatural sphere through "imitation" 
(ArxStotle) or mimicry, in order to capture and to retain 
some of its magical powers in the material world. The 
other concept is that of theatre as we see it today : a 
theatre stripped of its magical function, the purpose of 
which is merely to represent, to depict and sometimes to 
parody the material world.

A close reading of Rimbaud's poetry brought out a 
dual image of theatre which corresponds to these two 
concepts and which is wholly consistent with the duality 
of his poetic vision.

The first image, that of the supernatural or primitive 
theatre, reflects Rimbaud's own attempt at penetrating 
the "unknown" or supernatural sphere, and is therefore 
not incompatible with the mission of the seer- 
poet.

The second, however, the very idea of a "performance" 
or a "show", set on an artificially constructed, well- 
defined stage, is a contradiction of his quest for the 
unlimited, the undefined, the unnamed, the "unknown", 
symbolized in his poetry by the imago of "ia lumiere 
nature" ("natural light" or the "Light of Nature"). The 
concomitant idea of the actor/poet playing various parts, 
or even of donning a costume or a mask, is a negation of 
the seer-poet's mission : that of penetrating the various 
layers or trappings which obscure "la verite essentielle" 
("the essence of truth"). The idea of a spectator/poet 
lookirg at his visions and thus remaining eternally 
separate from them, is unacceptable to a poet who wants
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to "see", to embrace, to merge with the universe. The 
presence of this type of theatre in Rimbaud's poetry can 
thus be read as an admission of failure.

Because of the fragmented and ''chaotic" nature of 
Rimbaud's poetry, these two different concepts of 
theatre, or the different functions of theatre, are not 
distinct and are not clearly recognizable. We did however, 
discover that when analyzed in their context and in their 
relationship to other images and symbols in his poetry, 
the fragments which make up his vision could be grouped 
together in a more or less coherent fashion.
Thus our thesis reflects these two strains which run 
right through the Lettres lu Vcvant. the early poetry, 
the Illuminations and Vne caisor. en infer. In the 
absence of chronological data as far as these last two 
volumes are concerned, we decided not to treat each 
volume as a separate entity, but rather in a manner 
calculated to highlight various aspects of our theme in 
Rimbaud’s poetry taken as a whole. After the second 
chapter which deals specifically with the Lettres du 
Vovant. we therefore investigate the relationship of 
"drama" to "comedy" (chap. Ill), the relationship of the 
supernatural theatre (chap. IV) to parody (chap. V) and 
finally the relationship of the noet to these various 
forms of theatre and the role he himself plays 
(chap. VI).

In our conclusion (chap. VII) we discover that 
Rimbaud's "sortie" into the world of theatre throws a 
new light on, and in fact prepares the way for his
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total and uncompromising rejection of poetry and that 
mysterious departure into the depths of Africa which 
remains one of the enigmas of late nineteenth century 
literature.
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Introduction
Definition

Delimitation du su.let
"Theatre” ou 'V rectacle" ?
Au seuil de cette etude, il convient de justifier le cncix 

du terme "spectacle’' dans notre titre. Pourquoi parler de 
"spectacle" plutSt que de "theatre" dans la poesie de Rimbaud?

II nous semble, et T. Kowzan dans son ouvrage, Ilttera- 
ture et S-nectacle. confirme notre idee, que le terme "theatre" 
est trop etroit : "II est attache a une certaine tradition, 
a certaines conditions macerielles".' Le terme "spectacle", 
en revanche^ "est assez large pour pouvoir contenir une mul­
titude de formes dans leur variete historique et technique.
Son etymologie fait ressortir 1'aspect essentiel des ouvrages

pd'art en question, notamment leur ascent visuel."
D'apres nous, le terme "spectacle" comprend done toutes 

les formes "thelltrales" : drame, comedie, tragedie, opera, 
ballet, danse, pantomime, marionnettes, - et encore, "cas 
suspects"3; les jets d'eau, les feux d'artifice, les corteges, 
les concerts, - pour ne pas parler de "spectacles" moaernes 
comne le cinema et la television qui ne nous interessent 
evidemment pas ici.

Le lecteur ne s'etonnera done pas de trouver que dans 
notre texte le terme "spectacle" sera utilise a la fois comme 
synonyme du mot "theatre" et pour designer une quantite de 
spectacles tres varies qui aepassent le cadre etroit du 
"theatre" proprement dit.

1. T. Kowzan, Litterature et Jr;ectacle. ’Varszawa,
P.'.V.N. editions scientifiques de Fologne, et 
La Haye - Paris, !!outon et Cie., 1975, p.2?

2. ibid.. e'est nous qui soulignons.

2

3. ibid., p.28.
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le Spectacle
Suivant le Grand Robert, le terme spectacle" a deux 

significations majeures :
1. C'est d'aoord un ’’ensemble de choses, de faits 

qui offre au regard une vue remarquable, capable 
d'eveiller des sentiments, de provoquer des reac­
tions; le fait de voir, de contempler (de telles 
choses)". Nous 11appelierons le spectacle "specta- 
culaire".

2. C'est ensuife une '^'representation theatrale, 
lyrique, ..., cnoregraphique; la piece,
1'ensemble de numeros qu'on presente au pu­
blic au cours d'une m?me seance; par extension : 
l'ensemble des activites concernant le theatre,
..." (chez Rimbaud il faut eviderxent y ajouter 
le cirque et la f§te). Ceci correspond au spec­
tacle en tant que representation theatrale cu 
jeu aont nous parlerons dans notre deuxieme 
section.

1. I-e spectacle srec cacuialre
D'apres cette premiere definition, est spectacle tout 

ce qui est "spectaculaire", "qui parle aux yeux et a l'i- 
magination; qui est fait pour la montre, pour le public."^ 
Cette premiere categorie n'a de commun avec la deuxieme que
le fait de s'offrir aux regards d'un spectateur. Le spec-

Ptacle, au sens etymologique au mot , est chose regardee. 
Pour litre, il depend de la presence du spectateur. Dans ie 
cadre de cette premiere definition il nous faudra done 
aborder le probleme du spectateur : le spectacle, peut-il 
exister objectivement, independamment de sa vision? Cu 
bien est-ce le spectateur qui, en regardant, ;ree le spec­
tacle - informe, deforme, transforme a son gre ce qu'il

1. P. Robert, Dictionnaire alphabetize et 
analo.daue de la lan^ue frar^aise. (ait :
Le Grand Robert), Faris, P.U.F., 1951.

2. du Latin "spectaculum", (spectare - regarder).
























