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Alicja Piechucka 
 

 
 

Journeys Down Memory Lane 

 was laboring over in 
November 1919. In the letter to his friend Gorham Munson, from which the above quote 

uent letter to Munson, the mys-
o-

 1926 debut collection White 

Buildings. The line which serves as an epigraph to the volume, 
The end of the world must be just ahead ; trans. Wyatt 

Manson), 
 is incontestable, as I have demonstrated else-

Rimbaud wrote a few years before Illuminations (Illuminations), the cycle from which 
Childhood  comes. In an attempt to further illuminate the meanings of 

both poetic texts, I have decided to examine them in terms of their affinities with certain 
aspects of memory presented by Marcel Proust in Remembrance of Things Past (
Recherche du Temps perdu opus 

magnum in 1926 (Fisher 306), which coincided with the publication of White Buildings, 
e-

ates a useful background against which the notions of femininity and the temporal expe-
rience explored by Crane and Rimbaud are amplified. 

While we cannot be sure that the author of The Bridge was familiar with the particular 
work by Rimbaud dealt with in this article, the fact that Crane felt a spiritual and artistic 
kinship with the French poet and that this kinship resurfaces in his own work remains 
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certain. The aim of my exegesis is to show that the two poems I have chosen have sever-
al affinities: not only do Crane and Rimbaud treat similar themes, but, despite the differ-
ences between the two poems, which I shall also point out, they seem to follow analo-
gous lines of thought. More importantly, even though in the Rimbaud-Crane relationship 
the former must be seen as the master, for reasons to do with both chronology and the 

ature, it is the Crane poem that strikes me as more complex, as i

e-
it 

must be remembered that all of his literary output was produced by the time he turned 
twenty, the age at which he gave up writing poetry, and that he is arguably the most cel-
ebrated example of poetic precocity in the history of literature. It is also worth noting 

-year-old Crane, who 
was only three years into a poetic career that was to span a decade and half. In both cases, 
we thus have to do with juvenile works, in which young poets reflect on the role of 
memory and try to establish a relationship with the past, and which complement each other 
despite or perhaps because of the differences as well as the parallels between them. 

n-
net on an old sideboard which sounds like a flimsy relative of the scent- and memory-

Les F leurs du Mal  He does, however, 
rs 

 

(qtd. in Robb 61). Vague as the adjective may sound, it is appropriate in reference to  
a poem whose impact on the reader relies heavily on the aura of warmth and sweetness 
which permeates Rim
obvious choice for a poetic topic, but the down-to-earth, homely character of the ob-
ject unabashedly named in the very title is counterbalanced by the evocative power of 
the poem itself.  

its contents, which the poet unveils to the reader with a characteristic symbolist penchant 
for catalogue-like poetic structures: 

 
 

 
 

Grandmotherly scarves embroidered with griffins (Rimbaud Complete 33) 
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In the stanza th
  

the inside of 

and which are at once worthless and priceless, suggests that examining the contents of 
the sideboard is a real feast for the eyes. The pleasure one might derive from fingering 
the old pieces of clothing, locks of hair and dry petals, from handling them and feeling 
their texture is almost palpable. Importantly, olfactory sensations play a crucial role in 
building up the overall atmosphere of the poem. Floral and fruity fragrances amalgamate 

ct satisfied, for 
e-

minds us, the sideboard, which typically holds tableware, table linen and victuals, can be 
associated with the pleasures of the palate. It is even able to produce aural effects, as 

 35), somewhat lost in the English translation 
Rimbaud Complete 33) but connoting pleasurable, homely noises in the 

French original. 
It may, however, be inferred that, far from being reduced to the level of sensory stim-

uli, the visual, the olfactory and the auditory and, by extension, the tactile and the gus-
tatory are in fact carriers of bygone days and mediums for recollections, as elusive as 
the evanescent scents that are central to the poem. The old sideboard is not just a reposi-
tory of sights, smells and sounds, but also of time and of things past, a vast store of me-
mentos and memories. Inviting and exciting, it has a unique aura, due to the sensual 
pleasure it gives b r-

 
 

 
And have tales to tell, and speak each time 
Your big black doors slowly swing open. (Rimbaud Complete 33) 
 
Like Baudelaire before him and Proust after him, Rimbaud seems to suggest that the 

explicitly, its content, with the references to scents recurring in the first three of the son-
 

acrid odor, you may find an old flask that you recall, whence a returning soul springs, 
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that Izambard spoke of has a lot do with what the author of Les F leurs du Mal had in 

form by the two French symbolists, the link between sensory impressions and remem-
-explanatory passage from 

( ), the first volume of Remembrance of Things 

Past, could serve as a comment on the symbolist poems referred to in this article: 
 
But when from a long-distant past nothing subsists, after the people are dead, after the 
things are broken and scattered, still, alone, more fragile, but with more vitality, more 
unsubstantial, more persistent, more faithful, the smell and taste of things remain 
poised a long time, like souls, ready to remind us, waiting and hoping for their mo-
ment, amid the ruins of all the rest; and bear unfaltering, in the tiny and almost impal-
pable drop of their essence, the vast structure of recollection. (37)  
 
The above-quoted fragment is part of an episode in which the narrator of 

magnum opus manages to recapture his childhood thanks to the taste of a madeleine,  
a small, shell-shaped French cake, which he dips in tea on a bleak winter day. It is the 

 drink a bever-
age he is not in the habit of taking, she sends a servant to fetch a madeleine. The taste of 

child, he spent his summers in Combray, where, every Sunday morning, he visited his 

or a lime infusion. As has already been demonstrated, sensorial impressions, with partic-
ular emphasis on scents, are for Proust as well as for Baudelaire and Rimbaud the 
carriers of the past. However, what is also worth noting is that women are the key agents 
of the memory-resuscitation process. As we shall see, it is so not only in Remembrance 

of Things Past, but also in the Rimbaud and Crane poems under discussion. 
g-

Rimbaud Complete 33), as proof of the fact th

ace in their works with even 
greater conspicuousness than they do in the Rimbaud poem in question. A reading of 
both biographical materials and Remembrance of Things Past reveal the role his mother 
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ter and work. Without elab-
orating on the tender loving care bestowed on the young and frail Marcel by his closest 
female relatives, it is perhaps worth quoting an anecdote about a parlor game the future 
novelist once participated in, later immortalized as n-

-year-old 

ge, the hypersensitive American poet 
was taken care of by his mother Grace Crane and his maternal grandmother Elizabeth 
Hart, who periodically lived under the same roof with her daughter and grandson. Born 

 married name instead of his Chris-
tian name when he started writing and publishing poetry. Importantly, he did so at Mrs 

to your contributions & later to your books do 

 
nevitably needs to 

avity. The juxtaposition of 
women and children may suggest the mother-child relationship, while the adjective 
grandmotherly, which corresponds to the noun grand- French for grandmother

in the original, extends the mother-child relationship to the previous generation. Though 
it is not clear which grandmother, maternal or paternal, is being referred to or what sex 
the children are, the fact remains that men, though perhaps not totally excluded from 

en are not explicitly men-
tioned, their presence is reified. At the risk of being accused of gender stereotyping, one 
cannot help thinking that some of the other objects the sideboard contains, such as the 

 

mingly 
straightforward and self- e-

-twister, is 
conspicuously placed at the end of the line. Equally if not more conspicuous, the 

one-word line in the poem, thus becoming its visual and semantic nucleus. Alliteration,  
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(Cuddon 25), which, in this particular case, seems to be the emphasis placed on the fe-
male presence in the poem. The fact that Crane resolves to employ a periphrastic phrase 

e-

eco
mother, and the consequent 

prominence given to the figure of the mother and the mother figure in two successive 
r is also mentioned, if 

only en passant, and constitutes a link between him and his (grand)mother. Appearing in 
the poem as the (grand)son, the poet emphasizes the woman-child connection, which, as 

der verse, the basic word which 
the periphrasis develops typically appears in the title of the poem but not in its body, 
while modern poets tend to juxtapose the word with its more circumlocutory equivalent 

d-
n-

h  

There, the male 

 / Than 
-to-be, made inferior by -

giving power. Within the Crane and Rimbaud poems discussed here, femininity, mother-
hood and memory become intertwined in a way that makes them the reverse of what 

om-

n-
 

 
There are no stars tonight  
But those of memory. 
Yet how much room for memory there is 
In the loose girdle of soft rain. 
 
There is even room enough  
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Elizabeth, 
That have been pressed so long 
Into a corner of the roof 
That they are brown and soft, 
And liable to melt as snow. (5) 
 

on the one hand, with that of femininity and, on the other, with memory and the passage 
of time. In both poems, women are referred to explicitly, but their presence is also im-

space, which is in fact that of the sideboard, connotes the home and homemaking, which 
nineteenth-century popular belief and social practice viewed as feminine fields of activi-
ty, opposed to the public sphere of extradomestic preoccupations traditionally reserved 
for men. Similarly, the lines from Cr

makes the reader think, in synecdochic mode, of the house in its entirety. The house is
and was even more so in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries traditionally 

both reinforces and is reinforced by the woman-home connection. As for the third text I 
have chosen to examine here, , it is unarguable that the family house in 

grandmother, his great-   
ht if not necessarily, in the end, 

found
Tapper points out the role of rain as an activator of memory: 

 
 a figure 

memory of them as remembered stars. But the rainy evening, obscuring the real stars, 
s grand-

s-
ness with no actual physical existence. (22) 
 
If the rain sets off the process of remembering, it must be seen as an agent of memory, 
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argued that the association of softness and gentleness with a woman is stereotypical, the 
fact remains that it is an association to which Crane was no stranger. Dealing with casual 

White 

Buildings collection, Crane s e-

feminine
If we analogically interp
element reinforcing the female dimension of the poem. The motif of rain itself is also 

r-
ences to the woman. Associated with the act of conception, rain functions in all cultures 
as a symbol of fertility and is regarded as analogous to other fertility symbols, such as 
woman, the earth and water (Chenel and Simarro 43). Furthermore, though Crane uses 
the word girdle 

worth thinking about its literal meaning as well. A girdle is a kind of belt, which may be 
associated with women and has time-honored denotations and connotations, of which 
Crane may have been aware. Though worn in the past by both men and women, the gir-
dle has acquired several associations which are gender-

allego

o-
tion of generational continuity present, as has already been demonstrated, in both poems 

a-
tion with time and memory. 

Of all the qualities of memory, fragility is the one that is emphasized throughout 

that of the rain. While such fragility sends us back to the motif of femininity, since 
women are or at least were traditionally believed to be more vulnerable than men, it 

. T

by implication, indicates all sorts of pressure and repression to which memory is subject-
ed, including the threat of marginalization and even erasure. Color symbolism also plays 
an important role: the letters have turned from white to brown, which suggests aging, 
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decay, degradation and the attendant fear of annihilation and disintegration. The third 
a-

gility of memory: 
 
Over the greatness of such space 
Steps must be gentle. 
It is all hung by an invisible white hair. 
It trembles as birch limbs webbing the air. (5) 
 

to 

hang by a thread, substituting the human element hair n-

second image, the white bark of the birch echoes the whiteness of the hair, which inevi-
tably brings to mind o
The tree itself is anthropomorphized, because its branches are referred to as limbs, a 
word that may also denote human arms or legs. It is also worth noticing that the speak-

p-
posed to be gentle to women. Like a woman, memory is fragile and must be handled 

  

Rimbaud Complete 33) and is referred to 

u-
 35), which literally means something like 

antique antiquities. Since a poetic use of pleonasms often serves the purpose of amplifi-
size the notions 

of aging and old age in the poem. Consequently, we learn that the oak the sideboard is 
Rimbaud Complete 

r-
stood as susceptibility to being marked by the passage of time, is, however, to be found 

 holds objects which by definition are carriers of memory, 
whose dryness is itself a mark left by time or 
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 35) which may be translated, as Mason did, as medallions, but 

which in French may also mean lockets, a translation which seems logically connected 
with the hair Rimbaud mentions in the same stanza. Less metaphorical in his use of hair 
imagery than Crane, the French poet draws on the fashions and social customs of his 
day, based on a long tradition of combining hair and remembrance. As Sherrow writes in 
Encyclopedia of Hair: A Cultural History

someone who has died. Since hair is already dead once it grows from the head, it re-
mains much the same after it has been cut. Saving the hair of deceased loved ones dates 

t-

called lockets, some of which were made 
de 

rigueur 

women of the period nearly always show them wearing such a locket high on their 
e-

though the French poet, with a typical symbolist penchant for suggestiveness, does not 
say so explicitly this quality may be ascribed to memory itself. 

At this point in my analysis, it seems worthwhile to return to Proust. The concept of 
memory as delicate and fragile underlies the madeleine episode discussed earlier in this 

various stages of the process he underwent. He begins with the initial extraordinary sen-
-

(35), the narrator embarks on an intense self-examination, aiming to determine the 
source and meaning of that joy: 

 
I drink a second mouthful, in which I find nothing more than in the first, a third, 
which gives me rather less than the second. It is time to stop; the potion is losing its 
magic. It is plain that the object of my quest, the truth, lies not in the cup but in my-
self. The tea has called up in me, but does not itself understand, and can only repeat 
indefinitely with a gradual loss of strength, the same testimony; which I, too, cannot 
interpret, though I hope at least to be able to call upon the tea for it again and to find it 
there presently, intact and at my disposal, for my final enlightenment. (35-36) 
 

because the quester struggles as if in the dark, chasing something elusive, something he 
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is seemingly close to taking hold of one minute and about to lose hold of the next. The 

from every difficult enterprise, every work of importance, has urged me to leave the 

its very nature something that eludes us, disquiets and torments us. It is an amalgam of 
subtle sensations that fade out as we attempt to seize them. Capturing such fleeting im-
pressions, let alone analyzing them, seems to be beyond human reach. 

The process of self-scrutiny sparked off by the taste of the tea-soaked madeleine, 
which re n-
volves difficulty and mental effort, which, as we shall see when we return to Crane, are 
inseparable from any endeavor to reconstruct memories. Importantly in the context of 
the 

n-
ever the mind feels that some part of it has strayed beyond its borders; when it, the seek-
er, is at once the dark region through which it must go seeking, where all its equipment 

linked with space is motion, and both concepts serve the narrator as he attempts to ver-
t-

ing-place and attempts to rise, something that has been embedded like an anchor at a 
great depth; I do not know yet what it is, but I can feel it mounting slowly; I can measure 

will turn out to be the recapturing of a childhood memory, the narrator has the sensation 
that some upward movement is taking place inside him and that long distances are being 

ual memory which, 
being linked to that taste, has tried to foll
fully manifests itself, the narrator will experience further anxiety resulting from his be-

tacle to thoroughly comprehending the meaning of the 
extraordinary phenomenon is again presented in spatial terms as the distance which sepa-

 
a spatial form: that of Combray, t d-

 

White Buildings, Crane famously de-
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fended his poetic practice in a letter to Harriet Monroe, the editor of Poetry magazine. 
To exemplify his point, Crane drew an analogy between his work and modern science: 

 
a-

tion have inadvertently so extended the concepts of the entity they were invented to 
measure (concepts of space, etc.) in the mind and imagination that employed them, 
that they may metaphorically be said to have extended the original boundaries of the 

now that scientists are proceeding to measure the universe on principles of pure ratio, 
quite as metaphorical, so far as previous standards of scientific methods extended, as 
some of the axioms in Job. (169) 
 

v-

f relativity, which was announced three years prior to the 

time and space is central. If we attempt the reverse of what, as Crane claims in the letter 
to Monroe, is the case with modern science and apply notions derived from physics to 
poetry, we may, metaphorically speaking, argue that the poem discussed here revolves 

-time continuum. 
The notion of space, which, as I have already shown, may be identified with the fe-

male presence in the poem, is instantly combined with that of time when the speaker of 

 completed by the beginning of the 

is supposed to be channeled, appears to offer an opening for the poet-
to reconstruct the past. Spatial metaphors recur throughout the poem, in the third stanza 
of which the word space 

immediately slides by is: which space does Crane 
have in mind? 
the word space itself is preceded by the predeterminer such, which may mean like that or 
so great or unusual. What seems likely is that the great and unusual space that Crane 
speaks of is the distance the poet-speaker has to cover to successfully recapture the past. 
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encountered by one trying to recreate the past in the present, for the formidability of the 
enterprise. The notion of space is interwoven with that of fragility on the one hand, and 

ec-
ommended by the speaker. As in Proust, motion comes to represent the process of reach-
ing for the past, of retrieving memories. The speaker, whose presence in the poem has so 
far directly manifested itself only through the use of the possessive personal pronoun my, 
used in the title and in line six, expresses himself in the first person in line sixteen, which 
follows the third stanza and, standing alone, is not part of a l
myself by quotation marks, forming 

 
 

 
Old keys that are but echoes: 
Is the silence strong enough 
To carry back the music to its source 
And back to you again 

 
 
The passage again revolves around the interplay of time, space and motion. The 

length of the fingers, which the speaker suspects may turn out to be insufficient, implies 

youth. The motif of the echo, a phenomenon which requires considerable space to mate-
rialize, is also inscribed in the overall framework of a poem in which time is 

v-
 directions are signaled by Crane as he charts the to-and-fro trajec-

 
o-

lead

poet- -
of movement which includes the idea of fall or, on the figurative level, of uncertainty or 

stumble
osexual love life. 

right in underscoring the sexual dimension of the poem, since its very title suggests the 
centrality of three themes: the female, the erotic and the textual. It is at the intersection 
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of these three elements that the poet-
memories is played out. If we now return for a moment to the Rimbaud poem discussed 
here, we realize that similar themes appear in it, but the French poet, unlike Crane, mere-

billets-doux ve 
and tokens of commitment which inscribe themselves into nineteenth-century sentimen-

-
n-

taining 
e

there is a love story; 
suggests the narrative potential inherent in the sideboard in which the keepsakes are 
stored: 

 
 

And have tales to tell, and speak each time 
Your big black doors slowly swing open. (Rimbaud Complete 33) 
 

does not directly confront the problems connected with either the painstaking process of 
reconstructing memories or the equally difficult task of translating them into a literary 
text. The latter difficulties are at the most suggested by the French poet when he has the 

translation corresponds, as I have already observed, to a verb denoting noise in the 
-language 

 35), 
which literally means you would like to tell your tales. The speaking of the sideboard is 
in fact no more than the squeaking of its doors, which may be read as a suggestion that 
the titular piece of furniture, a repository of memories and, consequently, narratives, is a 
hapless story-teller, powerless to verbalize the stories which cannot wait to be shared 
with others. 

The metaliterary dimension which I have just re
-

marked and marred by explicit self-
stanza, quoted earlier in this article, is, as Fis tly, 
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however, the question relies on musical metaphors, with the speaker positioning himself 
as a pianist who confronts the silence-music dichotomy. The analogy between making 
music and writing poetry, which, as is well-known, has melic origins, is, of course, time-

act of creation that is being referred to, and the poet-speaker questions not just his ability 
to recapture the past, but d

-referential poem whose speaker 

whether he is able to do so in poetic form. In fact, artistic creation and memory recrea-
tion are inextricably linked by their very nature, not just because a poet or writer might 
wish to transpose the latter into the former. Recapturing memories is a creative process, 
as P e-

More than that: create. It is face to face with something which does not so far exist, to 
which it alone can give reality and substance, which it alone can bring into the light of 

rrator makes sure that 
 

rtantly, the narrator of 
 -speaker sets himself the 

w-
ever, seems less important when we understand, thanks to Proust, that even the recon-

 of the same coin. 
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