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SUMMARY

This thesis is in two parts. In the first I deal with the
personal mythology of Cocteau which contributed in great measure to
the poetic imagery in his works. After attempting to distinguish the
"real" Cocteau from his legendary "persona" by briefly examining
aspects of his life and the various influences which impinged upon his
artistic development, I proceed to discuss the constituent elements
of his personal mythology and try to show how they emerged gradually
as a result of his personal and artistic experiences over a long

period.

In the second part of the thesis I systematically examine the

illustrations of his poetic imagery and aesthetic theories in selected
works from the literary spheres in which he was prolifically active.

Examples are studied from his poetry, his novels, his plays and his
works of artistic criticism, which he described as his poésie critique,
and I try to demonstrate the inter-dependence of his works in the
various media he employed., In this section I also devote a final
chapter to his most characteristic works in the cinema, a medium in
which he possibly achieves the climax of his artistic aims by the
imaginative use of his oneiric imagery to realise, with great
versatility, the corporeal expression of his poetry, while siml-
taneously broadening the artistic dimensions of the art of the film.
In examining his works I attempt to demonstrate that his existential
dilemma, which he referred to as his malaise perpétuel, involved him

in incautiously and sometimes wilfully fostering a false image. Never-
theless, the resulting conflict within him stimulated his oneiric

experiences without which he could not have accomplished his poetic
mission, an exploration of the mystery he termed la nuit humaine,
from which he emerged endowed with a very individualistic morality of
freedom opposed entirely to the conventions of social morality.
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PART ONE

The personal mythology of Jean Cocteau

Chapter 1 ¢ Jean Cocteau : the legendary persona and the
real person

Chapter 2 ¢ The personal mythology - its gradual emergence
and its constituent elements



1.

Chapter 1 : Jean Cocteau - the legendary persona and the real person

It is not within the scope of this thesis to document fully a
1life so rich in activities as Jean Cocteau's, nor to study in depth
the varied and artistically enriching background against which he
developed. Yet a thorough appreciation and understanding of his
aesthetic milieu is essential in order to comprehend the artist.

These can be gained by studying the various biographies on Cocteau
which I have listed in the bibliography.

Throughout the span of his life Cocteau was both hero and victim
of myths many of which he himself perversely helped to create and
some of which were deliberately fostered by his enemies. One of the
most negative of the defamatory legends survived into the 1960s and
is only now beginning to be questioned in the light of research done
in the broader perspective of the 1970s. This was the legend that
pictured Cocteaun as a frivolous, superficial, extremely erratic
mystifier - a charlatan who displayed flashes of ephemeral brilliance
—~ by no means to be seriously considered, but merely to be tolerated
with grudging indulgence. The légend had its origins in the early
period of Cocteau's life when he became part of the entourage of
ephebes with which the famous and notorious actor Idouard de Max
surrounded himself, and, circulating in the fashionable Parisian
world of letters, he rather precociously published his first two

collections of poems La Lampe d'Aladin in 1909 and Le Prince frivole
in 1910. The latter title was soon attached to its author, and,

despite the fact that Cocteau later rejected these early, immature
examples of precious poetry, the label of "Le Prince frivole" stuck

for a considerable time.

Cocteau contributed in no small measure to this false legend by

very tactless exhibitions of fawning in public, by gaily playing the
chameleon of many colours, traits that persisted in his behaviour
throughout his 1life. As a result of his false legends he ironically
became the victim of what he considered to be the greatest sin of the
twentieth century - the sin of inattention, in as far as his literary
works were concerned. Nevertheless the blame for the sin must rest
upon Cocteau the public figure who, by his unwise behaviour, placed
this impediment between his works and his prospective readers. |

I believe that Cocteau himself must have realised this, especially
in the last months of his life, and when he suggested in a recorded
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interview that when he died he would like the words "Je débute" to be
inscribed upon his tomb, he was in fact saying that with the removal
of the distracting and sometimes irritating persona that he created
when he was alive, his works would be read and understood after his
death.

Unfortunately bad legends take a long time to die. A very
scabrous biography of Cocteaul which appeared as recently as 1969
presents the image of a clownish "farceur'" who dabbled in all the arts
but was a true master of none. But this book, which consistently
adopts the tone of a malignant diatribe, although it provides useful
documentation on the artistic milieu in which Cocteau worked, can not
be taken seriously as an evaluation of the poet because it is so
obviously and unfairly biased against him.

The term "prestidigitateur" crops up with banal regularity in
descriptions of Cocteau in various books, whilst no pains are spared
to reveal scandalous, unsavoury details of his private life. Although
it camnot be disowned that his private life was, to a certain extent,
disorganised by his "golits particuliers'", which he never denied, these
have to be accepted in their proper perspective, and, in his case, as
a necessary part of his way of 1life. In the anti-Cocteau vendetta
not even the members of his family are spared and veiled insinuations
are made concerning his uncle Raymond Lecomte and his connections with
the "homosexual camarilla" of Kaiser Wilhelm II., The mysterious
circumstances surrounding the suicide of Cocteau's father Geoi'ges are
also discussed in loud whispers. It is possible that Georges Cocteau

may have perceived in himself traits that later became more obviously
apparent in his son Jean, but this has never been conclusively proved.

In any event, would the possibility not serxrve to "mitigate" Jean
Cocteau's own inversion, if that were necessary?

Just as Cocteau's hostile critics attached the label of "Le
Prince frivole" to him early in his life, so they readily found
similar catch-phrases or labels to attach to his subsequent periods
of development or to the steady procession of dramatically attitudinised
personae he presented in public from time to time., Thus, when we are
told of how he was dazzled by the brilliance of the Ballets Russes in
their season of the year 1912, and how he came to know and associate

with Diaghilev, Nijinsky and Stravinsky, the famous incident of a
bored Diaghilev's injunction to a rather too winsome and somewhat
tiresome Jean Cocteau - "Etonne-moil" is invariably quoted as if to
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suggest that from that time onwards Cocteau strove only to astonish
the world with his dazzling works and did not apply himself to the
serious business of being a true poet, a serious creator. The fact
that Cocteau was just as receptive some years later to Raymond
Radiguet's advice that "Elegance consists in not astounding" is most
conveniently overlooked by Cocteau's detractors. Thelr narrow-
mindedness also causes them to regard the fruitful and mutually
inspirational relationship between Coctean and Radiguet coldly and
uncomprehendingly, emphasising only its purely emotional aspects,
and, when Radiguet so prematurely dies, and Cocteau is beside himself
with grief for his lost friend, they jeeringly and wickedly refer to
him as "Le Veuf sur le Toit", a play on the words of the title of his
ballet of the year 1920 Le Boeuf sur le Toit. |

Addicted as he already was in his adolescence to the smoking of,
opium during the period of his "flight" to Marseilles, the habit

persisted with Cocteau during the period of his friendship with
Edouard de Max., But when, still grieving for Radiguet, he increased
his daily intake of the drug under the influence of the journalist

and musicologist Louis Laloy, he provided more ammunition for those
people who were ever ready to shoot him down. No serious student of
Cocteau would deny that much of his work is undoubtedly the product

of his hypnagogic hallucinations brought on by the smoking of opium,
but there is a case for the justification of this "method" of creation

when one examines the works in question. It is not, after all, a

phenomenon without precedent, and certainly more and more common and
evident in the later years of the present century. Only the nature

or type of drug used has altered. The works to which I am particularly
referring are Opium and Les Enfants terribles. Opium can be regarded
elther as an encouragement or a deterrent to the smoking of opium, but

it is a fascinating, remarkable work that is in many ways unique,
whilst no one can deny the excellence of Les Enfants terribles, a novel
that was many years ahead of its time, a work that has not lost its
topicality and validly contributes understanding to the problems of
adolescence even today. Nor can the greatness of the poem I!Ange
Heurtebise, also written under the influence of 0piuni, be seriously

denied.

One of the main criticisms directed against Cocteau is that he
was a being completely lacking in humour, yet a significant aspect
of his humour is illustrated by his reactions to the drug. A good
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example is his account of the oft-quoted incident of the 1lift that

remarkably changed its name.

"T1 m'arrivait, trés intoxiqué, de dormir d'interminables
sommeils d'une demi-geconde. Un Jjour que J'allais voir
Picasso, rue La Boétie, Je crus, dans l'ascenseur, que
je grandissais cdte & cOte avec Je ne sais quoi de
terrible et qui serait éternel. Une voix me criait :
'Mon nom se trouve sur la plaque!' Une secousse me
réveilla et je lus sur la plaque de cuilvre des manettes

ASCENSEUR HEURTEBISE. Je me rappelle que chez Picasso
nous parlémes de miracles; Picasso dit que tout était
miracle et que c'était un miracle de ne pas fondre dans

son bain comme un morceau de sucre. Peu aprés, l'ange
Heurtebise me hanta et je commengai le poeme. A ma

prochaine visite, je regardal la plaque. Elle portait
le nom OTIS-PIFRE: l'ascenseur avait changé de marque."

(Jean Cocteau : Opium pp. 57-58)

This excerpt illustrates only one aspect of Cocteau's very
special brand of humour. It is a puckish, tongue-in-cheek type of
humour that will obviously appeal only to those who can appreciate

the importance of minor incidents seen in a perspective where they
will not be taken too literally or too seriously. Examples of
Cocteau's humour will be found in the most unexpected of contexts,
but always it has a specific function and often we can find in it a

key to the maze of his vivid imagery which he deliberately encumbers
with the bric-a-brac of those things which have particular significance

for him, and many of which are associated with incidents or people in
his life, objects such as hands, painted eyes, rubber gloves, busts,
lyres, snowballs, mirrors and crystal, which he uses to illustrate his

poésie.

When Cocteau came to realise that he could never shake off the
falgse legends that had been fabricating themselves around him, he
began to add to them himself, consciously and unconsciously, naively
and sometimes perve::sel;sr..2 But the perversity of which he was

occasionally guilty is that which is typical in the behavioural
pattern of the homosexual at moments of extreme frustration, born of

anxiety and self-doubt., Moments of weakness such as these were,
however, comparatively rare in his life. But when they did occur he
was guilty of manipulating people, of playing them against each other,
and, when faced with the monstrosity of his actions, he would retire
behind a veil of naive innocence that could have been gemuine in a
stupid person, but in his case could only have been feigmed.

Cocteau's attempts to have Igor Stravinsky write a score for his
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ballet David provide a perfect example of the exasperating side of
his nature. The Cocteau-Stravinsky "friendship" was indeed a very
one-sided relationship with Cocteau idolising Stravinsky, who, in
point of fact, considered him to be more of a nuisance than anything
else. Stravinsky's attitude and remarks concerning Cocteau would
appear to be very uncharitable, but the fact remains that Coctean,
persistent and tiresome and even tactless, pestered Stravinsky by

letter and telegram when the composer was at Leysin, busy working on

the score of The Nightingale and greatly worried by the poor state
of his wife's health. Despite Stravinsky's requests for a postponement,

Cocteau insisted upon arriving to "visit" him, preceding his arrival
with a series of supplicating letters in one of which he even requested
Stravinsky to arrange for his accommodation. And when he eventually
did arrive he was not alone but accompanied by his latest "protégé"
Paul Thévenaz, the Swiss painter and dancer. In any case the projected
ballet David, on which they were to collaborate, (Cocteau writing the

text and Stravinsky the music), was doomed from the start because there
was a Diaghilev-Misia Sert conspiracy against it. Diaghilev was bound
to harbour resentment against any artistic project involving Stravinsky
that was being planned without his "official" knowledge. Another
factor was that Stravinsky himself was not really interested at that
particular time in a subject having a Biblical setting. Thus Cocteau's
almost naive persistence in desiring to collaborate with Stravinsky
showed tactlessness and even impertinence in his assuming that
Stravinsky and he were colleagues. Since Stravinsky (even in those
days fully aware of his own genius) did consider Cocteau's assumption

to be presumptuous, only his own good manners prevented him, at the
very start of their correspondence, from telling Cocteau the truth.

Another weakness in Cocteau's nature was his inability to resist

the temptation of indulging in self-publicity. Even as he grew older
he was never able to cast off this "faible'" and his thirst for
publicity remained unquenched. It cannot be denied, nevertheless,
that he had a positive genius for publicity. Already in 1915 his
exploits in accompanying the flying ace Roland Garros in hig flights
over the German lines were much publicised. The production and first
public showings of his film Le Sang d'un poéte in 1930 brought him
even more publicity. In 1936 his famous wager with Paris-Soir to
tour the world in eighty days took a prominent place in the columns
of that newspaper for several weeks. In 1937 he took up the causé of
the former champion boxer, the American Al Brown, who had become &



6.

drug addict, put him back in training and encouraged and helped him
to regain his world title. In 1942 he boldly appeared in the Cour de
Justice as a witness for the defence for Jean Genet who was subsequently

acquitted.

Commendable and brave activities such as these, because of the

attendant publicity, irritated and annoyed Cocteau's enemies. The
great climax in Cocteau's campaign to provoke and confound his ever—
present detractors was undoubtedly his election to the Académie
Francaise in 1955, and he rose histrionically to the occasion,
surpassing himself in a brilliant show in the full panoply of his
fine academician's xobe ini'black with green facings and sporting his
academician's sword designed and created specially for this glorious

and auspicious occasion. The sword has been described as

"g compact kit of Cocteauian symbols, the pommel forming
a lyre, and the handle forged into a Greek profile, the -

haft sheathed in metal grating to represent the Palais-
Royal, and the coquille bearing Cocteau's signature in
the shape of a six-pointed star." 3

But nothing could have been more appropriate for this occasion than
Cocteau having with him a sword embodying so many of the symbols of
his personal mythology.

It was perhaps his predilection for the opportunities of such
occasions together with his unerring gift for creating publicity for
himself on the slightest pretext that brought forth two cruel remarks

on the day of his death. Igor Stravinsky commented:
"Cocteau is unable to die without making publicity."

Claude Mauriac remarked -

"T'm amazed, that he could do something as natural, as
simple, as undevised as dying'"

- not only betraying bad taste on his part in making such anyuncharitable
comment, but providing with the remark itself a typical example of the
manner in which Cocteau's enemies thought about him, It was never in
Cocteau's own nature to utter disparaging comments of this kind in
referring to the demise of any of his enemies.

While I 'would accuse the detractors of Cocteau of being guilty
of inattention in respect of his works, it is only fair to add that
there are certain mitigating circumstances that would account for
their neglect. In the first instance they may have been distracted
by his outstanding gifts as a "parleur" into thinking that nothing
he could write would possibly come up to the high quality of his talk.
As a compelling conversationalist Cocteau modelled himself at an early
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age upon Anna de Noa,:l.lles4 and, in the manner of hers, his conversations
Invariably assumed the form of brilliant monologues in which his agile
mind expressed its ideas upon a thousand different topics as he
continued to speak quickly, barely pausing for dbreath. The flow of

his ideas was even faster than his speech and his listeners were so
benumbed by the rapid stream of words that they found it difficult on
the following day to recall exactly the gist of Coctean's conversation.

In the second instance they may have been confused by the fact that
Cocteaun excelled in so many different artistic activities. In their
eyes such versatility was decidedly suspect. And again, human nature
being what it is, his very excellence in so many artistic fields would
be bound to excite the Jealousy of those who realised that their own
work was very ordinary in comparison. Others were préjud.iced by his
nature which they regarded as abnormal or unnatural and therefore, in
their opinion, rendering him incapable of producing a work of art of

a consistently high order. By the same token they could have dismissed
as insufficient the works of Socrates, Plato, Aristotle, Cicero, Horace,
Michelangelo, Leonardo da Vinci, Shakespeare, Marlowe, Fitzgerald,
Verlaine, Rimbaud, Proust and Gide, to name but a few.

Who, then, were Cocteauls detractors? PFirst and foremost the
surrealists headed by André Breton, whose hatred of Cocteau bordered
on tﬁe maniacal, and Louls-Aragon - his Dadaist and surrealist "enemy",
although it should be remembered that in later years Aragon became
reconciled with Coctean and was openly friendly towards him., When
Valentine Hugo, who had been Cocteaut's close friend, became associated
with the Surrealists and André Breton, she turned against Cocteau and
often brought accusations of ingratitude against him. André Gide
vacillated in his feelings towards Cocteau, alternating great tolerance
with bouts of hatred and jealousy. The Gide-Cocteau "war" started
early in the century with the publication of Cocteau's La Danse de
Sophocle which was reviewed in very cautionary terms in the September,
1912 issue of the Nouvelle Revue Francaise over the signature of Henri
Ghéon. Since Ghéon was intimate with Gide at that time, it is very
probable that Gide influenced the content of the article to a very
great extent. The relations between Gide and Cocteau, mainly cold on
Gide's slide, deteriorated further in 1917 when Gide suspected Cocteau

of enticing one of his own disciples away from him, Gide's rage
exploded in an open letter to Cocteau in the June, 1919 issue of the

Nouvelle Revue Francaise. The essence of Gide's criticism was that
Cocteau's work was not original.



From 1922 until Gide's death in 1951 their relations were
characterised by a number of exchanges, differences of opinion,
truces, reconciliations, but there were never any intimacies between
them, Francis Steegmuller suggests that Gide may have had Cocteau
in mind when he made his famous remark about someone else: "Je suls

pédéraste, i1 est tapette."

Pablo Picasso, to whom he offered only affection and adulation,

used Cocteau and abused him, warmed to his flattery but reviled him
to others when he was not present to defend himself.,

The poet Paul F:luard, arch-surrealist, was hostile to Cocteau,
and on one occasion he caused a scene at a dress rehearsal of
Cocteau's play La Voix humaine at the Comédie Frangaise, but in later
years he also became friendly with Cocteau.

Coco Chanel befriended Cocteau and often came to his aid when he
was financially embarrassed. She paid for his many detoxications when
he was trying to overcome the habit of opium-smoking. Yet, after his
death, she frequently denigrated him. These were but a few of the
many people who were at one time or another hostile to Cocteau.

Yet his greatest enemy was the one which he himself most encouraged
- the press, which so often ignored his artistic accomplishments but
never failed to publicise his weaknesses, and so unfailingly drew
attention to the false, clownish image which he often assumed. But

why did Cocteau so regularly adopt this image? The answer is very
simple. He did have a sense of humour and it did not trouble him to

appear in public in g ridiculous light. He did not have the great
love of himself that other men of genius such as Picasso or Stravinsky

obviously had.

How, really, did Cocteau see himself? His physical appearance he
described with frankness and honesty in a aelf-portra.j.t which he
included in La Difficulté d'étre under the title of 'De Mon physique':

"Je n'al jamais eu un beau visage. La Jeunesse me tenait
lieu de beauté. Mon ossature est bonne. Les chairs
s'organisent mal dessus. En outre le squelette change
& la longue et s'abime. Mon nez, que j'avais droit, se
busque comme celuil de mon grand-pere. Et j'al remarqué
que celui de ma mdre s'était busqué sur son 1it de mort.
Trop de tempetes internes, de souffrances, de crises de
doute, de révoltes matées a la force du poignet, de
gifles du sort, m'ont chiffonné le front, creusé entre
les sourcils une ride profonde, tordu ces sourcils,
drapé lourdement les paupidres, molli les joues creuses,
abaissé les coins de la bouche, de telle sorte que si Je



me penche sur une glace basse je vols mon masque se
détacher de 1l'os et prendre une forme informe. Ma
barbe pousse blanche. Mes cheveux, en perda.nt
1'épaisseur, ont gardé leur révolte. Il en résulte
une gerbe de méches qui se contredisent et ne peuvent

se peigner. ©Si elles s'aplatissent elles me donnent
un air minable. Si elles se redressent, cette coiffure

hirsute semble étre le signe d'une affectation.

Mes dents se chevauchent, Bref, sur un corps ni grand
ni petit, mince et maigre, armé de pieds et de mains
qu'on admire parce qu 'elles sont longues et trés
expressives, je proméne une téte ingrate. Elle me
donne une fausse morgue. Cette fausse _morgue vient

de mon désir de vaincre la géne que ,j'eprouve 3 me
montrer tel que je suls, et sa promptitude a fondre,

de la crainte qu'on puisse la prendre pour une morgue
-4 "
veritable. (pp. 24-25)

There is no hint of vanity in this seif—portrait! It is indeed
in this same passage that Cocteau frankly describes one of his most
positive qualities. He says:

"La haine m'est inconnue. Ltoubli des offenses est
chez moi si fort qu'il m'arrive de sourire a mes
adversaires lorsque je me rencontre avec eux face &
face. Leur étonnement me douche et me réveille. Je
ne sais quelle contenance prendre. Je m'étonne qu'ils
se souviemnent du mal qu'ils m'ont fait et que j'avais
oublié," |
How does Cocteau see his function as an artist? He is not modest
when he describes himself as a poet using the word in the Greek sense
of creator. But he does not give himself the credit of creating,
seeing himself rather as the agent of a superior force which is

expressing its intentions through him., Thus, not being modest, he
nevertheless shows humility - humility in the role of artist or poet
which is not to be reconciled with the external persona he presented

in public, impeccably dressed, refined in his tastes, fastidious in
his good manners, truly exacting in his demands for complete 16yalty
from his friends, sometimes fickle and cruel, and most of thé time
apparently intent upon fostering his false legend as a "bricoleur'.
A very paradoxical and enigmatical person.

Was Cocteau, in encouraging the spreading of his false legends,
setting out deliberately to mystify? 4nd, if this was indeed the
case, what was his motive in so doing? It seems to me that the simple
answer to the first part of the question is Yes, and his motive was,
by means of deliberately ambiguous elements and by the special use of
the quality of surprise (inspired originally by Diaghilev's injunotion):
to attempt to create in his spectators a strong feeling of curiosity
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that would induce them to study his works and, in their exciting
explorations of these, to discover their hidden magic.

If we consider the important events in Cocteau's life (which
well-meaning friends as well as his enemies described as "his true
masterpiece") so many of these are swathed in mystery or so many
different versions exist, that it is extremely difficult to sift out
the elements of truth. In two fairly recent biographies on Cocteau
there are different accounts of his first meeting with Marcel Khill.

Brown describesgs it thus:

"Cocteau in turn discovered a younger and fresher consort
in Marcel Khill, an Algerian boy whom he had been admiring
on the beach. Khill's keeper proved to be an aged dandy
with a far-flung reputation in North-African homosexual
circles and a member of Marshal Lyautey's entourage. ...
Providentially (the keeper) died that year, and Cocteau,
when at last he returned to Paris, did so with a new

" -
10ver- (P' 305)
Now here is Francis Steegmuller's accounts

"Jean Desbordes married in 1937; a literary and personal
disappointment, he had been displaced by the Algerian.
eee This was Marcel Khill, born Khelloui, the son of an
Algerian soldier and a Norman peasant, enticed by Cocteau
away from his discoverer, a French naval officer who had
plucked him from a road gang and had been keeping him in
his house at Toulon, in Arab costume, to help with the
Opium pipes and other details." (P. 428)

Apart from minor points of difference the first version gives the

impression that Khill's protector had already died when Cocteau lured

him away, while Steegmuller's version suggests that Khill's discoverer
was at that time still alive. If reliable biographers find it difficult
to be consistent and accurate in their recounting of incidents in
Cocteau's life it is not to be wondered that Cocteau himself could be

similarly inconsistent in his recollection of details and incidents in
hig past. Indeed, Cocteau himself frequently declared that he was
guilty of misremembering. In recalling particular incidents he
enlarged and embellished, confusing facts with poetic impressions,
mixing dates, times and places, combining or even creating characters
or people and describing scenes that in reality had not taken place.
Ironically, he recounted these scenes with such sincere conviction
that he actually believed in their authenticity. Perhaps the most
charming example is his account of a moonlight ride at two o'clock in
the morning through the Bois de Boulogne in the company of Diaghilev,
Nijinsky and Stravinsky, immediately after the great scandale of the
first performance of Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps. According to
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Coocteau's account in his essay Le Coq et 1l'Arlequin, first published

in 1918, this is what happened:

A deux heures du matin, Strawinsky, Nijinsky, Diaghilew
ot moi, nous nous empilémes dans un flacre et nous nous

fimes conduire au bois de Boulogne. On gardait le
silence; la nuit etait fraiche et bonne. A une odeur
~ d'acacia nous reconniimes les premiers arbres. Arrivés
aux lacs, Diaghilew, matelassé d'opossum, se mit &
marmotter en russe; je sentais Strawinsky et Nijinsky
attentifs, et comme le cocher allumait sa lanterne, Je

vis des larmes sur la figure de l'impresario. Il
marmottait toujours, lentement, infatigablement.

- Qutest-ce? demandai-je.

- Du Pouchkine. |

I1 y eut un long silence, puis Diaghilew bredouills
encore une courte phrase, et l'émotion de mes deux

%

voisins me parut si vive que je ne résistal pas a

1tintexrrompre pour en connaitre la cause.
- Clest difficile a traduire, dit Strawinsky, difficile

en_ vérité; trop russe ... trop russe ... C'est & peu
pres ¢ "Veux-tu faire un tour aux 1les?" Oui, clest -

cela; c'est trds russe, parce que, comprends-iu, chez
nous, on va aux iles comme nous allons au Bols de
Boulogne ce soir, et c'est en allant aux iles que nous
avons imaginé le SACRE DU PRINTEMPS.
Pour la premiere fois, on faisait allusion au scandale.
Nous revinmes & l'aube, Vous n'imaginez pas la douceur
et la nostalgie de ces hommes, et, quoi que Diaghilew ait
pu faire dans la suite, je n'oublierai jamais, dans ce
fiacre, sa grosse figure mouillée, récitant du Pouchkine

au Bois de Boulogne." (p. 52)
According to Stravinsky it did not happen in that way at all. After
the performance he and Diaghilev and Nijinsky simply went to a
restaurant for a meal. Far from weeping, Diaghilev was very pleased

that Stravinsky's music had provoked such a scandale. The publicity
following it would prove to be helpful.

The simple fact that Cocteau indulged in the pleasures of opium
is another obvious reason for the existence in his memory of so many
dramatically delightful but quite fictitious incidents. From another
point of view the authenticity of the events or otherwise is of little
significance if we regard his descriptions of them as revealing
manifestations of the impressions created 1in his poetic imagination
by contact with people whom he respected and venerated. It is also l
the old problem of what actually happened and what the poet would have
wished to happen being poetically confused in recollection. Without
this trait, Cocteau would not have created many of the interesting
works that fascinate us.

In Cocteau's rapports with other people it is important to note
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that no derogatory remarks were ever made concerning him by artists
and technicians with whom he worked in the creation of his plays or
films. This was because, in the act of creating, Cocteau cast aside
his irritating idiosyncrasies and became his true self, the creator
in the grip of the superior force which he knew was using him as its

instrument, a poet in the process not of ingpiration but as he
preferred to call it - expiration, suggesting that what was emerging

in artistic form was being drawn up from the inner depths of his very
being. He has clearly described this process of artistic creation

in the following woxrds:

"Le podte est en quelque sorte la main-d'oeuvre d'un mol
plus profond que lui-méme et qu'il connait trés mal, Je
me permets méme de dire d'un schizophréne qui nous habite

" tous, dont les grandes personnes ont honte presque
toujours, dont toute une partie de l'humanité a honte,
ot dont les héros, les enfants et les poetes n'ont pas
honte. Ils sont les intermédiaires entre ce schizophreéne

et l'extérieur et 1ls essaient de le rendre viable -
voild exactement ce que c'est que le poeéte, et on m'a
fabriqué moi un perscnnage que je ne suis pas, un
personnage de 1égende qui ne me ressemble pas, mais qui
me protdge en quelque sorte, puisque je ne voudrais pas
3, ce personnage lui serrer la main. Mais il me protége
comme quand Don Juan déguise son domestique pour qu'il
recoive les coups & sa place, eh bien, quand je suis
roué de coups, brilé en place publique, ce n'est pas
moi qu'on a roué de coups et ce n'est pas moi qu'on a
brilé en place publique et ce personnage intérieur qui
m'habite est un personnage totalement intemporel et que
je connais, je vous le répéte, extrémement mal. Jonc,
je ne suls pas responsable de ce que Je suis en train de
vous dire, je ne suis pas responsable de mes poemes, Jje

ne suis qu'un intermédiaire, qu'un médium et qu'une main-
d'oeuvre, et tous les podtes sont des médiums et des

mains-d'oeuvre de cette force mystérieuse qui les habite.
Par conséquent j'ail du mal & vous en parler, mais je ne
m'en vante pas, je ne parle pas d'inspiration, cette
inspiration ne nous arrive pas de quelque clel,

1'inspiration devrait s'appeler l'expiration. C'est
quelque chose qui sort de nos profondeurs, de notre
nuit et en somme le poéte essaie de mettre sa nuit sur

la table ¢e¢"5

No better example of Cocteau in the grip of the mysterious
creative power is to be found than the period of production he spent
making his film ILa Belle et la Béte. It is fortunate that he has
left us an almost complete day-to-day account of his activity in the
book La Belle et la B&te — Journal d'un film, Here we find a Cocteau
who is completely absorbed, despite persistent and painful illness,
in creating a great work of art, inspiring a loyalty from his actors

and actresses and production crew that amounts to idolatry.
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un accident redevenait un atout pour lui. Je vous
cite un exemple. Nous tournions Les Parents terribles

ot nous tournions la dernidre scine du film. C'Stait
une sceéne qul partait en gros plan de Josette Day et

de moi et avec un travelling qui reculait, qui découvrait
une partie de la chambre avec Dorziat debout, Marcel
André qui jouait mon pdre a cdté, puis l'appareil
reculait, et découvrait toute la chambre, et puis il
découvrait les piéces & c6té, i1 découvrait tout
1'appartement, et le lendemain on avait démoli le

décor sans attendre la projection, et le lendemain a la
projection on a vu que le travelling &tait mal calé et
que l'image bougeait. Tout le monde, les producteurs,
1topérateur, tout le monde désespérait, les assistants
disant 'C'est une catastrophe. Il faut rebatir tout le
décor qui &tait trés compliqué car c'était tout
1'appartement.! Il y a eu un silence. Jean Cocteau a
dit : 'Non, non, non on ne va, on ne refera pas la scéne.
Je parlerai pour finir le film et Jje dirai -~ Et la
roulotte continue son chemin,' " 7

Cocteau as creator was, according to those who worked or collab-
orated with him, a genius to be admired and respected, a man free

from frivolity whose seriousness of purpose was beyond question. This
was the real Cocteau = the serious creator and philosopher, the deeply
perceptive theoretician, the cinéaste who, on the screen, could distil

magic from beautiful images.

It is very greatly to his credit that Cocteau was able to bear his
false legends and continue with his work realising that it would not be
completely understood in his lifetime. In some pages from La Difficulté

d'étre he explains how he philosophically came to terms with his false
image:

"Clest cette rage de lutter contre des crampes qui me

vaut d'étre un homme recouvert de légendes plus absurdes
les unes que les autres. Invisible a force de fables et
monstrueusement visible de ce fait.

Une démarche qui le déroute ne tarde pas & lasser le monde.
I1 se fatigue & nous suivre. Il nous en invente une et si
nous ne conformons pas & cette démarche, il nous en veut.
I1 est trop tard pour nous plaindre. Nous avons 'bonne
mine'!, comme on dit. Il est dangereux de ne pas
correspondre & 1l'id€e que le monde se fait de nous, car

il ne recule pas volontiers dans ses avis. Clest par ou
on lui échappe que la 1égende va son train. Qu'un critique
dtranger nous juge, il y a beaucoup de chances qu'il tombe
juste. Il nous connait mieux que nos compatriotes qui
s'écrasent le nez sur nous. L'espace Joue 1la le rdle du
temps. Nos compatriotes jugent l'oeuvre & travers 1'homme.
Ne voyant de l'homme qu'une image fausse, ils Jugent
faux.'" 8

But he derived a measure of comfort with the hope of an eventual
comprehension of his real character by readers who would one day judge
him by his works alone. Thus he wrote in Opium:
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Why did Cocteau embrace the medium of the film with so much

enthusiasm? He tells us in his Entretiens autour du cinématographes:

"Plus j'ai de travall manuel, plus j'aime & croire que
je participe aux choses terrestres et plus Je m'y
acharne, comme on s'accroche & une épave. C'est pour—
quoi j'ai abordé le cinématographe, dont le travail est

de chaque minute et m'éloigne du vide ol Jje me perds._."(QBj cit. page 19)*
And Cocteau brought to the medium of the film an originality of
approach and a simplicity of technique that make his work in this
sphere unique. These qualities will be discussed more fully in Part
II Chapter 7.

Among the many circumstances described by Cocteau in his journal
of the production of La Belle et la Béte is the spate of bad luck that
assailed him throughout the entire period devoted to the making of the
film., Lesser spirits would have renounced the project. Cocteau went
on doggedly despite h:!;a misfortunes and accidents. To add to his
worries he was also being pestered by the press. The entry for the

last Wednesday of October 1945 reads:

"How can I protect my privacy? How silence this noise
that bellows round my silence? How can I stop these
write-ups, photographs and all the fantastic rumours
which invade my silence and prevent me from getting on
calmly with my work? I have an unhappy and inexplicable
faculty of creating a detestable tumult round my own
head, which the journalists increase every day, thinking
in all good faith that they are doing me a peculiar
favour. Shall I always have to put up with either
extreme fulsome praise or personal insults? And be the

centre of a legend that devours me and cuts across my
work?" 6

But when things went wrong technically, he very often profited by the
accident, putting it to positive use as an essential part of the film.

This gift he had of taking advantage of accidents, an essential part
of his technique, he referred to in the opening lines of his poem
Par lui-méme in the collection entitled Opéra where he says:

wpccidents du mystére et fautes de calculs Célestes,
j'al profité dleux, je ltavoue. Toute ma poésie est
13 : Je décalque L'invisible (invisible a vous)."

(p. 13)

Jean Marais, in an interview with Carl Wildman, described very
vividly how Cocteau took advantage of a particular accident on the
last day of shooting of the film version of his play Les Parents
terribles. Marais said:

"Pour moi, par exemple, c'est 12 ou Je trouvais que Jean

Cocteau avait du génie. C'test qu'il profitait des
accidents, c'est-a~dire que ... un ennui, un probléme,
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"L'espace joue un peu le rdle du temps. C'est déja un

recul, Un dtranger, qui juge notre caractere d'apreés
notre oeuvre, nous Jjuge mieux que notre entourage, qui
juge notre oeuvre d'aprés nous." (p. 249)

One of the justifiable criticisms that can be made against
Cocteau is the simultaneous appearance in his artistic output of works
of high quality together with others that can only be considered as
banal. This apparent inconsistency in him is hard to understand

unless we consider his own explanation that many of his works wexe
created when he was "awake", that is they were created deliberately
and consciously without the participation of his force su édrieure,
whilst the better works were created when he was "asleep" and they saw
the 1light as a result of his inner compulsion. There 1s, however,
another more obvious reason for the variable quality of his output,
namely, that the pattern of his productivity was affected by his
relationship with his friends. He could be over-sensitive and make

himself ill at moments of personal crisis.

The most productive friendships in his life were with Raymond
Radiguet and Jean Marais, both bringing forth works of first class
quality. The three brief years of his friendship with Radiguet were
fruitful and satisfying, a period of passionate activity when he set
up no new gods and temporarily dropped his intrigues to become famous.
Cocteau first met Radiguet on the 8th June 1919 at a matinée poétique
in memory of Guillaume Apollinaire and he has vividly described the
impact which the meeting made upon him.

"Dés ma rencontre avec Raymond Radiguet je peux dire que
j'ai deviné son étoile. A quoi? Je me le demande. Il
&tait petit, pile, myope, ses cheveux mal coupés pendaient
sur son col et lui faisaient des favoris. Il grimagait
comme au soleil. Il sautillait dans sa démarche. On efit
dit que les trottoirs lui &taient élastiques. Il tirait
de ses poches les petites feuilles de cahier d'écolier
qu'il y enfongait en boule. Il les déchiffonait du plat
de la main et, géné par une des ci@.rettes qu'il roulait
lui-méme, essayait de lire un poeme trés court. Il le
collait contre son oeill.

Ces poémes ne ressemblaient & aucun de 1l'époque dont je
vous parle. Ils contredisaient plutét l'époque et ne
s'appuyalent sur rien dtavant. Dirai-je, au passage,
que ce tact supréme, cette solitude des mots, cette
épaisseur du vide, cette adration de l'ensemble, nul ne
s'en est encore avisé en France et que les nombreux
pastiches qu'on tiche d'en vendre n'en présentent méme
pas une caricature?

I1 rendait leur jeunesse aux vieilles formules., Il
dépatinait les poncifs. Il décapait les lieux communs.
Quand il y touchait il semblait que ses mains maladroites
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remigsent dans l'eau quelque coquillage. C'était son
privildge. Il était seul & pouvoir y prétendre.

'T1 faut 8tre précieux' disalt-il, et dans sa bouche,
le mot précieux prenait le sens de rarissime et de
pierre précieuse.

I1 parlait peu. Voulait-il inspecter une toile ou un
texte, il sortait de sa poche des lunettes cassées qu'il
employait & la maniére d'un monocle.

Non seulement il inventa et nous enseigna cette attitude,
d'une nouveauté Stonnante, qui consistait & ne pas avoir
1'air original (ce qu'il appelait porter un costume neuf);
non seulement il nous conseilla d'écrire 'comme tout le

monde! parce que c'est justement par ou c'est impossible
que s'exprime l'originalité, mais encore il nous donnait
1'exemple du travail. Car ce paresseux (je devais
1'enfermer dans sa chambre pour l'obliger & finir un
chapitre), ce mauvais §ldve qui s'échappe par la fenétre
et bdcle son devoir (i1 le reprenait toujours dans la
suite) §tait devenu un Chinois penché sur des livres. Il
en lisait une foule de médiocres, les confrontant avec
les chefs-d'oeuvre, y revenant, notant, annotant, collant
des cigarettes et déclarant que le mécanisme d'un chef-
d'oeuvre étant invisible, il ne pouvait apprendre que dans
les livres qui passaient pour 1'&tre et qui ne l'étaient
PaB.

Ses coldres dtalent rares mais terribles. Il devenait pale
comme un mort. Jean Hugo et Georges Auric doivent se
souvenir d'une soirée au bord du bassin d'Arcachon, ou
nous lisions tous autour d'une table de cuisine. J'eus la
maladresse de dire que Moréas, ce n'était pas si mal. Je
lisais ses stances. Radiguet se leva, m'arracha le livre,
traversa la plage, le jeta dans l'eau et revint s'asseoir
avec une figure de meurtrier, inoubliable." 9

Out of this passionate friendship came Cocteau's great novels Le

Grand Ecart and Thomas 1'Imposteur, and Radiguet's Le Diable au corps

and Le Bal du Comte d'Orgel. Radiguet's death shattered Cocteau not
only because of his personal loss but because Cocteau was convinced

that Radiguet would have written even greater works.

The pattern of Cocteau's relationships with his friends changed

when he acquired a measure of fame. In the days of his youth he
preferred to admire or idolise men who were oldexr and more famous than
himself such as Edouard de Max, Comte Robert de Montesquiou or André
Gide., But, as he became aware of his own importance in the world of
the arts, his attentions turned to beautiful young men of promise in
whom he saw the potential of greatness and to whom he therefore
dedicated a great deal of his time.

If one is to approach Cocteau the artist and his work without
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prejudice or bias one must be prepared toioffer complete sympathy

and comprehension and in order to do this one must fully accept the
fact of his homosexuality. Today it is recognised that there cannot

be a M"cure" for a condition that is accepted as perfectly natural by
the homosexual himself., Cocteau realised this early in his life and
did not therefore consider his state as unnatural, nor did he see it

as an exceptional or forbidden phenomenon to arouse in him any feelings
of guilt. But he could not help feeling resentment at the attitude of

a society that considered the homosexual to be some kind of monster.
He was sufficiently intelligent to realise that, if he experienced the

emotion of love, it might not be reciprocated except by understanding
and sympathy. The consummation of this love could be realised only by
mitual endeavour and with the enthusiastic co-operation of its object
in producing great works of art. Thus, by its very nature, this kind

of love was condemned to be ephemeral.

Even before Radiguet!s death Cocteau had come to realise the
impermanence of their bond, and this explains why he could not bring
himself to sit beside Radiguet's bed as he lay dying, and why he was
unable to attend Radiguet's funeral. Their brief relationship, having

produced its works of art, had already been burning itself out. And
each time that Cocteau came to the end of these experiences of love he
found himself undergoing a transformation. These changes in his life
he came to refer to as "mues" and they generally indicate stages in

his development as a poet.

When Cocteau was in love his life always assumed a pattern of
intense identification with the object of his love. This explains the
common assertion by various commentators that Cocteau "wanted to
become the persons he loved". We find Cocteau's traits fully -

described in his novel Le Grand ﬁcart, where, in writing of his hero

Jacques Forestier, he might well be describing himself,

"Depuis 1l'enfance, il ressentait le désir d'@tre ceux qu'il
trouvait beaux et non de s'en faire aimer. Sa propre
beauté lui déplaisait. Il la trouvait laide." 10

(p. 14)
In this same chapter he writes:

"Il admirait les beaux corps et les belles figures, &
guelque sexe qu'ils appartinssent.” (p. 8)

Then he adds, perhaps in self-defence:

"Cette derniére singularité lul faisait prSter de
mauvalses moeurs; car les mauvaises moeurs sont la

seule chose que les gens prétent sans réfléchir." 1C() )
p. 8
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Cocteau's awareness of the danger of not being able to conform to the
ways of the world is apparent in the concluding words of this important

novel:

"Jacques se sentalt redevenir sombre. Il savait bien que
pour vivre sur terre il faut en suivre les modes et le
coeur ne s'y porte plus.," (p. 166)

Another important factor in the pattern of Cocteau's emotional
life is the number of young men with whom he became assoclated whose

names were also 'Jean'!. These were but a few : Jean Le Roy, Jean
Desbordes, Jean Bourgoint, Jean Genet, Jean Marais, Jean Pierre-Aumont,

an immediate if tenuous point of identification with his ideal self.
But the archetype of this self is the figure of Dargelos who features

so prominently in Cocteau's mythology and whom we first encounter
described in detail in Le Livre blanc and lLes Enfants terribles.

Since Cocteau underwent so many transformations or "mues'" in the
course of his life it is understandable that his biographers experience

difficulty in tracking down the real person. In his semi-autobiographical
works Opium, Journal d'un Inconnu, and Le Cordon ombilical he attains

a remarkable degree of what he would refer to as his 'invisibility'.
Ssuch an involved compound of faces, personalities, moods, doubts and
undeniable talents was bound to create problems for even the most

objective and conscientious biographer.

Francis Steegmuller has very cleverly put his finger on a revealing

aspect of the anti-Cocteau campaign. In discussing the first two
studies on the poet to be published = Claude Mauriac's Jean Cocteau ou
La Vérité du Mensonge (1945) and Roger Lamnes' Jean Cocteau (1945) he

SENET

"Those first two studies of Cocteau immediately set the two
contrasting tones that were to characterize much of the
future writing about him, Denigration was answered by
adulation; later the order was sometimes reversed.
Interest in Cocteau's work or in his personality often
triggered salvoes of critical abuse. OCometimes, as in
Mauriac, there is an unmistakable echo of Gide; or
latter-day partisans of Dada and Surrealism parrot their
leader Breton. In the field of abuse, there are few
instances in literature comparable to the writings about
Cocteau : so magnetic is his fascination that hostile
critics have devoted years of their lives to proving
that he has no artistic existence. ©Such attacks range
from wild obsession to calculated capitalisation on
Cocteau's drawing power., When, as is always the case,
the detractors find themselves obliged to point out
'exceptions'! in his work, the faintness of their
reluctant praise stands in amusing contrast to the
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strength of the admiration, even dedication, implied in
the energy and scope of the attack." 1l

Brown's biography of Cocteau immediately comes to mind in reading
these lines from Steegmuller.

It 1s Cocteau himself; however, who concisely sums up the problem
of the biographer faced with the formidable task of writing any poet's

life. In his Opium he says:

"Je me demande comment les gens peuvent écrire la vie des
poetes, puisque les podtes eux-mémes ne pourraient
écrire leur propre vie., Il y a trop de mystéres, trop
de vrais mensonges, trop d'enchevétrement.

Que dire des amitiés passionnées qu'il faut confondre

avec 1l'amour et qui sont tout de méme autre chose, des
limites de l'amour et de l'amitié, de cette zone du
coeur auquel des sens incomnus participent et que ne
peuvent comprendre ceux qui vivent en série? Les dates
se chevauchent les années s'embrouillent. La neige fond,
les pieds volent; il ne reste pas d'empreintes." 12

In the last analysis it is not what a person was or was not that really
matters. It is his work. What the poet produces is his best testi-
monial, In the chapters that follow I shall endeavour to demonstrate
that Cocteau's contributions to twentieth century poetry and prose,

to the theatre and the cinema and the graphic arts merit the most
serious consideration. I shall require first to define his mythology
and to describe its constituent elements and how they came to exist.
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NOTES

Chapter 1

L. Frederick Brown @ mperagonation of Angels ¢ A Biograr of
Cocteau (Longmans, London, 1969).

2. Examples of perversity in Cocteau's behaviour are often quoted,
and Francis Steegmiller cites the following that occurred when
Cocteau was young: "During the years preceding his adolescence
he displayed considerable open antagonism to his mother,
illustrated by a strange episode that took place in a train
bringing mother, son and governess back to Paris after a
holiday in Switzerland. Jean had insisted that Madame Cocteau
buy a box of cigars as a present for their Paris manservant,
Auguste, and once in the train he threatened to go into a
tantrum if his mother didn't grant a whim he had conceived -
that she hide the box under her dress to cheat the customs.

It is an indication of how fearsome the child's tantrums must
have been, and how great his mother's indulgence, that she hid
the box as he wished. At the border the customs inspector came
to the door of the compartment, made polite enquiries, saluted,
and was about to leave when Jean spoke up: 'This lady is hiding
a box of cigars under her dress'. Consternation, stammered
excuses, surrender of the box, and immediate recognition that a
fine must be paid did not satisfy the customs : Madame Cocteau
was ordered outside, made to undress, and searched." (Francis

Steegmuller ¢ Cocteau : A Biography, p. 11).

3., Frederick Brown : An Impersonation of Angels : A Biography of
Coctean, pp. 396-397.

4. The Comtesse Anna de Noailles was famous for her monologues
delivered in a penetrating voice that could be heard some
distance away. Cocteau not only imitated her manmer of
speaking, he also, for a time, copied her particular style of
handwriting.

5. Jean Cocteau ¢ Mon testament pour l'an 2000, propos recueillis
par Pierre lLaforet iDisque Vogue MC20 173, 19225.

6. Jean Cocteau : Di of a Film (translated by Ronald Duncan)
‘(Dennis Dobson, London, 19505 p. 124,

7. Homage to Cocteau : BBC Broadcast 1963.

8, Jean Cocteau : La Difficulté d'8tre (Editions du Rocher, Monaco,
1957) pp. 33-34.

9., De Raymond Radiguet, pp. 37-40, op.cit.
10, Jean Cocteau : Le Grand Ecart (Stock, Paris, 1947) Chapter 1.
11, Francis Steegmiller : oE;cit., p. 462,

12, Jean Cocteau : Opium (Stock, Paris, 1956) pp. 248-249.
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Chapter 2 : The personal mythology - its gradual emergence
and its constituent elements

"Mon oeuvre entiere tourne autour du drame de la solitude
et des tentatives de l'homme pour la vaincre."

(Jean Cocteau : Le Grand Ecart — Introduction)
(Ed. Stock 1957)

The "drame de la solitude" to which Cocteau here refers is the
drama of the romantic artist who is driven by his very nature to pursue
an ideal of his own conception, and who, in the course of this pursuit,
consciously and yet unawares, is creating a personal mythology that is
to be reflected in his important works. In this context I use the
word "mythology" in its very broadest sense to embrace Cocteau's ldeas,
his characteristic mamner of thinking and his unusual visionary
speculation. It is of necessity a very complicated and sometimes
baffling mythology which has a bearing not only upon his work but upon
his way of living inwardly and outwardly.

Highly strung and extremely sensitive as a child, it is not
surprising that Cocteau reacted strongly to the milieu in which he was
brought up at Maisons-Laffitte, in the heart of a femily that was
actually Parisian, solidly bourgeois, cultivated, easefully wealthy,
dabbling in music, painting end literature - an environment that could
not be other than happily propitious to the early development of his
artistic nature., Among the ordinary experiences in this early period
of his life, two stand out for him as especially significant, his
visits to the theatre and his excursions to the circus. He attended
with regularity the 'matinées classiques' at the Comédie-Francaise,
and the "red and gold" of the theatre held a fascination for him that

was to remain with him always.

His taste for ritual was fed at an gaxly age by the detailed
preparations at home that preceded visits to the theatre. His mother

would dress with care for the occasion and Jean, with eager eyes,
would follow every little detail of her toilette, looking with great
interest and enjoyment as Madame Cocteau's maid adjusted her clothes
and arranged her coiffure. Cocteaun has described this ceremony in the

third chapter of his Portraits-Souvenir, first published in 1935, where

he wrote:

"Woici comment se passaient les choses. J'assistais a
la toilette de ma mére. Un nuage de parfum et de poudre
de riz mauve embaumait sa chambre, la pénombre entre les
perses & ramages multicolores (arbres exotiques et
oiseaux des fles). Une porte ouverte sur le gaz intense
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du cabinet de toilette dclairait l'armoire & glace ol
la sceéne se reflétait plus belle et plus profonde. C'est

dans cotte glace que jJe suivais les préparatifs. Ma
mere svelte, monumentale et en raccouroi, de ma place
agsise entre la commode et la cheminéde, semblait maintenue

par la longue robe raide en velours rouge brodée de jails,
une robe de chez Raudnitz, & manches ballon, d'ou les
bras, les épaules, la poltrine, surgissaient, livides,
d'une torsade du méme velours sur un corselet tres simple,
propre & devenir le fond de la scéne classique au bord
des loges : éventail d'écaille et de dentelle noire qui
palpite, mise au point de la lorgnette de nacre,
applaudissements discrets. C'est, du moins, la pantomime
que J'imaginais, pendant la cérémonie des gants longs,
difficiles 8 metire, peaux mortes qui commenqa.ient

vivre, & coller et & prendre forme Jusqu'a l'effoxt
successif de chaque doigt et l'adorable rite final qui
consistait a boutonner sur le poignet, d'un geste
féminin, immortalisé par Mayol, la petite lucarme ol
j'embrassais la paume nue., C'était le terme du spectacle
véritable pour lequel toutes ces élégances étaient
inventées et la glace de l'armoire me montrait ma mere,
que dis-je, cette madone bardde de velours, étranglée de

diamants, empa,nachée d'une aigrette nocturne, chataigne
étincelante hérissée de rayons, haute, distraite,
partagée entre les dernieres recommandations d'étre sage
et le dernier coup d'oeil au miroir. La femme de chambre
étalant la traine & genoux, prosternée, achevait de
conférer 3 ma mdre une noblesse de Vierge espagnole.
Ensuite, le manteau de fourrure cachait les bouquets et
les poignards lumineux, maman se penchait, m'embrassait
vite et partait vers ltocéan de rumeurs, de bijoux, de
plumes, de cra.nes, ol elle irait se jeter comme un fleuve
rouge et melanger son velours aux velours du théitre, son

dtincellement & l'étincellement du lustre et des girandoles."

Written some thirty years after the event, the details here re-

called by Coctean have already been adorned with elements from his
personal mythology. Thus his mother is viewed not directly but through
the mirror of the wardrobe, in a different dimension. Significantly,

he does not actually describe her features. She is present as a
rather splendid figure draped in the red, Jjet-embroidered, velvet of
her magnificent dress, which actually seems to be supporting her as
she stands, slim, like a monument. And, as she proceeds to put on her
long kid gloves, which up to that moment are merely inert pieces of
hide, they appear to come to life on her arms. And by the time that
the young Jean is kissing the little skylight of bare skin left on the
upper palm of her hand after the glove has been buttoned on her wrist,
he is already imagining the scene in the box of the theatre, the
fluttering of his mother's shell and black lace fan, the focussing

of her mother-of-pearl opera-glasses, the cautious, discreet applause
proper to her class. This is as typical an example of the poet's use
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of double perspective as we shall find in his work. The emphasis

on the Madonna~-like appearance of his mother is also significant
because it is indicative of his attitude to her, his placing her on
a kind of pedestal suggesting the invisgible barrier that was to exist
between them, despite his undeniable affection for her. The fact
that he kissed the palm of her hand also suggests a deferential
attitude concealing slightly sensual undertones.

It was also at this period that Cocteau had his first experiences
of going to the circus and he was fascinated and delighted by the
feats performed by the acrobats and tight-rope walkers. The idea of
the peril of walking a tighi-rope, actually and in a figurative sense,
with its attendant danger to life, was another that was to find
expression in his method of approach to his work. He sald many times
that the art of creation, in its many forms, is always a risk. In the

throes of creating a new work he was ever a prey to a sense of pre-
cariousness, and he was at the same time able to revel in it, conscious
as he was that dangers lurked within every sentence, every line of
poetry, every foot of film., Thus the notion of risk became another
basic element in his mythology. In Le Potomak (1924) he wrote:

"1l y a toujours sur le vide une corde raide.
L'adresse consiste & marcher, comme sur des oeufs,
sur la mort.

t o “~n, & %
Un mot d'écrit : un pas a'6té & la chute.” (p. 257)

In the period of his childhood preceding the years of pubexrty
Cocteau absorbed, in the milieu of his family, many of the basic

characteristics of the arts. There was a strong musical influence
since the members of his family not only listened to and appreciated
good music but also expressed themselves by playing musical instruments.

Cocteau's grandfather on his mother's side, Eugeéne Lecomte, lived with
his wife in a separate flat of the large house in the rue la Bruyére
where the Cocteau family lived when they were not spending their time

at Maisons-Laffitte. It was in this flat that Lecomte, himself a

keen violoncellist, proudly kept his valuable collection of Stradivarius
violins in a large glass cabinet in the billiard room. Often Lecomte
took delight 1n playing quartets by Beethoven with his friends Grébert,
Sarasate and Sivori, and the recitals would take place in the billiard
room to the delight of Jean and his brother Paul, as they then felt

free to roam around the flat into forbidden little rooms whilst the

grown-ups were occupied in playing Beethoven. Many of the unusual
objects that they found became important fetishes for Jean and they
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were later to be transposed into his poetry and his films. There was,
for example, a wig that had belonged to Rossini, inherited by Lecomte,
and carefully preserved in a green oval box in his dressing-room.

There were beautiful paintings by Ingres and Delacroix. There was a
bath made of solid silver no longer used for ablutions but for the
storage of shoes and books. Greek busts abounded everywhere in the
flat, and, in the billiard-room itself, the focal point of this
domestic museum, together with vases from Cyprus resting on the shelves

and Florentine medallions and coins carefully arranged, stood, on a
revolving plinth, a replica statue of Venus. But the objets d'art

which most fascinated Jean were a set of very fine terra-cotta masks
from Antinoopolis with rather frightening faces having enamel eyes -

" ... derridre leur vitre, les Masques d'Antinoe avec
des yeux d'émail, des joues pales de terre culite, des
colliers de barbe, s'étagealent dans le velours rouge
comme une loge de Manet." 1l

Red velvet, gloves, a wig, violins, vases, medallions and coins,
a statue, terra-cotta masks with enamelled eyes - already Cocteau was
storing a collection of fetishistic objets d'art that would serve as
convenient props or furnishings in the general setting of his inmer
poetic world, a world that could be enclosed in the claustrophobic
atmosphere of a family flat as in his play Les Parents terribles or
imbued with the sepulchral, muffled stillness of a no man's land as
in his film Orphée.

The enclosed feeling of the flat in the play Les Parents terribles

or the heightened, stifling air of the adolescents' room in the novel
Les Enfants terribles have their origins in the early impressions
gained by Cocteau as a child during his adventurous indoor explorations
in his grandfather's flat. Objects similar to those described above
were to be a feature of all his homes, and were still to be found in

his house at Milly-la-Forét in the 1960s.

Away from the more strictly Parisian atmosphere of rue la Bruyére,
when he was in Maisons-Laffitte Cocteau was no less sensitive to its
particular atmosphere. In Portraits-Souvenir he vividly describes

the extravagant milieu in which he spent his holidays -

"Au reste, le vral spectacle, le vrai jeu des tableaux,
&tait, en vacances, & Maisons-Laffitte. Le chiteau de
Maisons-Laffitte orme un vaste parc de tilleuls, de
pelouses, de plates-bandes, de Jets-d'eau, de barridres
blanches, de tennis, de chevaux de courses, de bicyclistes
et de propriétés bourgeoises. J'y pédalais ferme jusqu'ad
la forét de Saint-Germain pour fumer en cachette, avec



Aimé Simon-Girard, un tabac & priser infect dans des
marrons d'Inde creusés au canif en forme de pipe,
emmanchés d'une tige de sureau. Ensuite nous broutions
1'herbe, & quatre pattes, pour ne pas sentir le tabac,

Les entralneurs menaient grande vie. Max Lebaudy, le
etit sucrier, lavait ses caléches au champagne et
organisait des corridas. On y voyailt Mme du Gast,
présidente de la Société protectrice des animaux,
empoignée par des gardiens de la paix. Il y avait
des gymkanas avec course en sacs et dames conduisant
des lapins enrubannés en laisse." 2
In the midst of these interesting activities which included Max
Lebaudy having his carriages washed down with champagne, supreme
extravagance, Jean found time to engage in the mischief of smoking,
skilfully concealing the smell of the foul but highly prized tobacco
by nibbling grass afterwards. Like all children Cocteau was very
sensitive to odours. When he watched his father painting, he found
the smell of the oil paints quite delicious, and, in later years,
the moment he could smell the oil in a painter's studio he was reminded
of his father. And at home the smell of the paste for the plctures
which he cut out when he was ill, or the scent of the lime-trees which
grew more intense with the approach of thunderous stormy weather, the
smell of burnt-out fireworks, or of arnica applied to wasp stings,
the mildewed odour from bundles of old newspapers or the heady aroma
of dung heaps in the farmyard, the peculiar fragrance from the soil
studded with star-shaped white droppings where greengages buried theilr
heads when they fell from the trees, and the warm perfume from the
pots of geraniums in the hothouse in contrast to the foul stench of
the pool with its dead frogs - vivid as all these smells were, they
were eclipsed by "l'odeur du Nouveau-Cirque, la grande odeur

merveilleuse" - the smell of the sawdust mingling with that of the
animals and the strong smell of the grease-=paint worn by the clowns
which he would always associate with the danger of creating., Here 1s

how he describesgs it:

"Certes, on la savait faite de crottin de cheval, de tapis-
brosse, d'écuries, de sueurs bien portantes, mais elle
contenait, en outre, quelque chose d'indescriptible, un
mélange qui échappe a l'analyse, mélange d'attente et
d'allégresse qui vous saisissait & la gorge, que
1l'habitude levait en quelque sorte sur le spectacle et
qui tenait lieu de rideau. Et la richesse profonde du
fumier d'enfance m'aide & comprendre que cette odeur de
cirque est un fumier 1éger qui vole, une poudre de fumier
dore qui monte sous le d0me de vitres, irise les globes
de lumiére, met une gloire autour du travail des acrobates,
et retombe, aidant puissamment les clowns multicolores &
fleurir." 3
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Cocteau's passion for the circus remained with him during the
whole of his life and many of the features of the ring were to play
g, prominent part in his works, particularly in his first ballets.
He also harboured strong feelings of nostalgia for these early days
when he could still observe from the viewpoint of the audience,
seeing things in an entirely different dimension from that which he
would acquire with his backstage experience in later years. Un-

trammeled as yet by the responsibilities involving him when he would

one day be producing or directing, in these early days his imagination
could be allowed free rein and he could react to what he saw with

strong feelings of awe and wonderment that would leave their imprint
on his impressionable psyche.

As the time approached for Jean to start his formal education

he had his first innocent experience of the facts of life. It was
his 1ittle cousin Marianne who, shutting him one day in the family

"omnibus", was to play the role of precocious instructress. The
episode, innocuous and not without charm, is recounted by Cocteau in
Portraits-Souvenir as follows:

"Ma, cousine Marianne m'avait enfermé dans cet omnibus et
m'avait dit : 'Ecoute, je sais tout. Il y a des grandes
personnes qui se couchent en plein jour. On les appelle,
les hommes : des lapins, les femmes : des cocottes. Oncle
André est un lapin. Si tu le répdtes je te tueral a coups
de béche!,."

One cannot refrain from wondering how the course of Cocteau's life and
his whole situation might have been altered had he had his initiation
into the facts of life on a more practical level.

So now we find the young Cocteau embarking upon an ostensibly
inauspicious career at school in Paris where he was to attend the Lycée

Condorcet between 1900 and 1904, He was entering his adolescent years,
and although it is obvious that many of the elements of his personal
mythology had been forming already by this time in his sensitive
consciousness, it is nevertheless to this particularly impressionable
period in his life, when the deep sensibilities of the pubescent boy
are coloured by his sentimental experiences, that we have to look, in
order to discover the most durable and the most profound influences
upon his spirit. All subsequent experiences and influences will only
re-inforce those working upon him in his adolescence.

And the first important setting for his self-created myth, outside
the sphere of his family, of Maisons-Laffitte and rue la Bruydre is
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to be 1la Cité Monthiers, a high, rectangularly shaped, long, cobbled
courtyard, which still exists today, lying between the rue d'Amsterdam

and the rue de Clichy. In fact the archway of the Cité on the rue
d'Amsterdam side looks directly upon the Lycée Condorcet. The young
Jean was obliged to walk across the Cité Monthiers twice each day on
his way to and from school, and it became the setting of his most
touching schoolboy adventures. It appears frequently as a frame to
events in his literary and cinematic works, figuring particularly

prominently in the film Le Sang d'un Poete. It is crucially important
in that it acts as a background for the poet's most powerful mythical

character, Dargelos.

It was in the Cité Monthiers that Cocteau and his schoolfellows
lingered each day after school, rumbustiously trading stamps or
boisterously bartering marbles, and always intent upon pursuing the
mysteries of their childhood rites. And when the Cité lay undexr snow
in winter, transformed, it became for the young Jean a verltable
courtyard of miracles. He describes it under snow in Le Livre blanc,
in Les Enfants terribles, and it appears under a thick layer of snow
in Le Sang d'un Poéte. How does he recall it in his Portraits-Souvenir?

He writes:

"Or, le champ de bataille de mon enfance, sa cour des
miracles, surtout lorsque la neige 1'idéalisait et la
calfeutrait de féerie, c'était 1a Cité Monthiers, ou
1'on entre au théitre de 1'Oeuvre par une grille de la
rue de Clichy et que notre armée de chevaliers en
armures de laine et & boucliers de cartables, envahissait,
au galop, entre quatre et cing heures du soir, par la

voite d'un immeuble de la rue d!'Amsterdam, en face duquel
le Petit Condorcet ouvre ses portes." (p. 108)

Thus he recalls it as a "courtyard of miracles", "a battlefield of
knights in woollen armour". The miracle for him was the presence of a
particularly magic "knight", his ideal, Dargelos. Now there was in
fact a boy called Dargelos in Cocteau's class, but this real Dargelos
has 1little or no connection with the Dargelos that Cocteau created,

as a simple perusal of an early photograph of the class showing both
Cocteau and the real Dargelos proves. Cocteau was probably lured by
the sound of the name, finding it attractive, and he proceeded to apply
it to the type of schoolfellow he admired or hero-worshipped, so that
this archetype Dargelos whom he created is, in fact, a composite
figure of several of the school bullies, handsome, brutal, defiant,
possessing a sort of animal-like, sensual magnetism, the school vamp
who lent glamour to the otherwise dull school routine., And it is
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important to realise that Dargelos remains a type in Cocteau's work
who represents quite different elements in each of the works in which

he appears.

In Le Livre blanc, for example, Dargelos enacts a very erotic,
sensual role, and this particular Dargelos bears little resemblance
to the Dargelos described by the poet in Portraits-Souvenir:

"Dargelos, lui, détenait, une fois pour toujours, la
dernidre, la premidre place d!'éléve nul. Mais il la
détenalt avec une telle force, une telle audace, un
tel calme, que persomne de nous n'efit songé a la lui
prendre, ni méme & en 8tre jaloux. Ajouterai-je qu'il
tait beau, de cette beauté dlanimal, d'arbre ou de
fleuve, de cette beauté insolente que la saleté accuse,
qui semble s'ignorer, tire parti de ses moindres
ressources et n'a besoin que d'apparaitre pour con-
vaincre. Cette beauté robuste, sournoise, évidente,
ensorcelait les personnes les plus certaines de n'y
étre point sensibles : le proviseur, le censeur, les
professeurs, les répétiteurs, les pions, le conclerge.
Imaginez quels désordres pouvait provoquer un Dargelos,
chef de bande, coq du collége, cancre impuni, Dargelos
3% la mdche nocturne, aux yeux bridés, aux genoux blessés
et superbes, sur des larves avides d'amour, ignorant
1'énigme des sens et le moins protégées du monde contre

les atteintes terribles que porte & toute &me délicate
le sexe surnaturel de la beauté.

Jt'ai toujours supposé que Dargelos connaissait son
privildge et en jouait., C'était la vamp de l'école. Il
nous éblouissait, nous fcrasait, nous éclaboussalt de son
luxe moral et développait en nous ce fameux complexe
d'infériorité dont, certes, on parle beaucoup trop, mais
qui existe et qui, plus que l'orgueil, est la cause de
bien des miséres. Dargelos nous méprisait, en bloc.
Obtenir de lui une grice était & l'origine d'intrigues,
dignes des mémorialistes de Versailles." 4

Cocteau, who had always been sensitive to beauty, in hie mother, in
misic, in the theatre and in nature, now found himself before a very

different kind of beauty that enchanted him just as strongly as he
had previously been mesmerised by the theatre and the circus. The
beauty of this new ideal, Dargelos, was a "shock" to his heart which
he was to symbolise by the incident of the snowball with which Paul
was struck and felled by Dargelos in Les Enfants terribles. And
Cocteau worshipped this image of Dargelos, who made him aware for
the first time of that havoc that could be wrought upon sensitive
souls by le sexe surnaturel de la beauté. Cocteau had already used
this very phrase in writing about Barbette, the young boy equilibrist
who performed dressed as a g:i.:r:l‘.,5 In using these words Cocteau is
evoking that particular stage of development in adolescence when
masculine and feminine traits can be observed simm]ltaneously in
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young persons, arousing in the receptive artist a passion which is
not based upon sexual desire. Writing about Barbette in the Nouvelle
Revue francaise in 1926 Cocteau said:

"]1 plaft & ceux qui voient en lui la femme, a ceux qui
devinent en lui l'homme, et & d'autres dont l'ame est
dmue par le sexe surnaturel de la beauté."

It is remarkable that an incident similar to the famous scene of
the fateful snowball at the start of Les Enfants terribles did actually
take place when Cocteau was a pupil at the Petit Condorcet. A boy was
struck in the chest by a snowball, fainted and stained the snow
slightly with his blood. Although it was suggested that the snowball
contained a stone, this was not actually proved, but in Cocteau's
imagination the incident came to symbolise the ti-emendously over-

powering magnetism of his hero. In any event he says:

"La pierre &tait inutile. J'ai toujours pensé que le
seul contact d'un Dargelos suffit & changer la neige en
marbre, 3 la durcir jusqu'au meurtre et qu'elle peut,
entre ses mains, devenir aussi dangereuse que les
couteaux d'Espagne." 6

Thus two important symbols emerge from this period of Cocteau's school-
days — Dargelos and his lethal snowball. The destructive, attractive,
adolescent schoolboy will remain a key figure in many of the poet's
mature works, constituting a recurring theme upon which he will

compose variations in different artistic media. Thus we shall find
Dargelos in Le Livre blanc (1928), in Les Enfants terribles written

as a novel in 1929 .and produced as a film in 1950 (where the part is

actually played by a girl), in Opium (1930), in the film Le Sang d'un
Poete (1932), in the poet's reminiscences of Portraits-Souvenir (1934)

and in La Fin du Potomak (1939).

In the final analysis what forces does Dargelos represent for
Cocteau?. In discussing the possible absence of verisimilitude between

the Dargelos he created and the real Dargelos, his school-companion,

Cocteau definitively describes what Dargelos symbolises for him, In
Portraits-Souvenir he says:

"Maintenant Dargelos a quitté mon Olympe intime et, comme
le violiniste tzigane se détache de l'orchestre pour
jouer entre les tables, il verse du réve a nombre de
jeunes lecteurs inconnus. Je n'al pas changé son nom,
Dargelos était Dargelos. Ce nom est un programme de
morgue. Ou vit-i1l? Vit-il? Se manifestera-t-il?
Verrai-je son fantdme ironique apparaltre mon livre &
la main?

Peut-étre gerai-je trés tonné de retrouver un Dargelos
humble, laborieux, timide, déshabillé de sa fable et
regrettant, & travers moi, ce qu'il dut prendre, & la



longue, pour des défauts, et peut-8tre parvenir a
vaincre. Peut-étre me demandera-t-il de lui rendre
gon pouvoir et les secrets de son prestige. J'aimerais

P

mieux qu'il demeure dans l'ombre ou je lui ai substitué

sa constellation, qu'il me reste le type de tout ce qui
ne s'apprend pas, ne s'enseigne pas, ne se juge pas, ne

stanalvse pas, ne se punit pnas, de tout ce qui singularise
un etre, le premier symbole des forces sauvages qul nous
habitent, que la machine sociale esgssayve de tuer en nous

et qui, par dela le bien et le mal, manoeuvrent les
individus dont l'exemple nous console de vivre." 7

Indisputable proof that in fact Cocteau used only the name of the
real Dargelos in creating his mythical flero is provided by Cocteau
h:l;nself in the last book written by him to be published in his life-
time - Le Cordon ombilical (1962) where he writes:

"Peu 3 peu je devais rompre avec les origines précises.

Et déja pour le personnage de ce Dargelos dont je
n'avais emprunté que le nom, que J.-J. Kihm crut

étre mon modele, que découvrit en chair et en os
Pierre Chanel en 1960 dans une petite maison de Seine-
et-Oise, et avec lequel je suls en correspondance. Il
accepta, avec une bonne grice charmante, de préter son
nom prestigieux & un songe." 8

Thus, through the poeticised figure of Dargelos, is created the myth
of a particular type of beauty, symbolising in some of its aspects
elemental forces in Nature that pervade the poet's works.9 It is an
ideal of beauty which is aildrognous in character, the poet's love
for the male becoming love for the female who resembles the male, or
his love for the female becoming love for the male who resembles the
female. Throughout his long period of artistic creation Cocteau
openly avowed his ardent feelings for beauty to whichever sex 1t
belonged. The most typical of Cocteau's works in which he deals with

the theme of the attraction of androgynous beauty are Le Grand Foart
(1923) where the protagonist Jacques falls in love with a brother and

sister who resemble each other, and Les Enfants terribles (1929) where
the relationship between the brother and sister contains similar

undertones.

The period 1904 to 1906 is the time of éocteau's adolescence
when, as a result of his leaving the Grand Condorcet due to g
combination of unfortunate circumstances including frequent truancy,
ill-health, an operation for appendicitis and the constant distractions
to which he subjectéd himgelf in the company of young friends, he
found himself attending first the Lycée Fénelon and then the private
classes of M. Dietz in order to prepare for his "bachot". Immediately
before this he had made the fateful trip to Venice in the company of
his mother. In Venice he had frequented young people of his own age
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group, most of whom were going through the emotional crises concomitant
with their tender years. Whatever happened to Jean during his stay

in Venice, it was from this time that he began to leave behind him his
childhood and to assexrt his independence from his mother. This is
demonstrated by the unpleasant incident at the customs on the return
journey referred to in note 2 of Chapter 1. Venice did not impress
Cocteau very favourably on its own account, as his description of the

clty as he saw it at this time proves:

"Un somptueux tir de foire, en miettes, c'est Venise le
jour., La nuit, elle est une négresse amoureuse, morte
au bain avec ses bijoux de pacotille ... Le lendemain
matin, Jacques vit la foule de touristes. Sur la place
Saint—Ma.rc, prise au piége par ce décor théatral, cette
foule élégante avoue ses moindres secrets, comme au bal
masqué. L'impudence la plus franche croise les ages et
les sexes. Les plus timides y osent enfin le geste ou le
costume qu'ils souhaitent honteusement & Londres ou a
Paris,

C'est un fait que le bal masque démasque., On diralt un
congseil de réforme. Venise, & force de rampes, de
projecteurs, montre les ames toutes nues." 10

So that the change in Jean to which he himself alludes is in no way
attributable to the ambiance of the city, but to his experiences with
the young people whom he frequented. Following closely upon the
Venetian episode and shortly after the start of his attendance at

the educational establishment of M. Dietz, a much more important
happening was to take place. Cocteau ran away from home and
apparently found himself in Marseilles where he was befriended by an
old Annamese woman as he wandered along the waterfront. He lied to
the woman, telling her that he had run away from home because his
family was monstrous, and that he never wanted to go back. §She took
him to the 0ld Quarter of Marseilles and there he remained for a year
undertaking various jobs including that of washing dishes in a Chinese
regstaurant. He also worked with the boys who acted as guides for
tourists, showing them the local sights and often going dancing with
them at night. Cocteau even lived under an assumed name as he was
able to use the identification papers of a boy of his own age who had
been drowned. Eventually, however, he was traced by his uncle and
escorted home in the care of two policemen. These are the only facts
lqlown about this mysterious episode in his life, but there would
appear to be little doubt that he acquired certain habits in Marseilles
that were to remain with him, habits such as the smoking of opium.
And opium was to be another of the key elements in his personal

mythology.
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On his return to Paris he was plunged back into his studies but,
recalcitrant as always in that fleld of activity, he failed his
"bachot", He had taken to frequenting the Palais de Glace in the
Champs-Elysées, since skating was the great fashion of the moment,
and it was here that he met and fell in love with Madeleine Carlier,
a lady ten years his senior. He even announced at one of the regular
Wednesday evening family dinners his intended engagement to her, but
the infatuation proved to be short-lived and it did not contribute
in any way to his mythology.

He was now beginning to circulate in theatrical circles and had
already made the acquaintance of the famous, notoriously paederastic
actor Edouard de Max whose flat, in rue Caumartin, adorned with all
kinds of objets d'art and theatrical props, provided a propitious

and suitably recognizable milieu for the budding poet in Cocteau. De
Max was then considered to be the leading male tragedian on the

Parisian stage, playing opposite Sarah Bernhardt, and, despite his
infamous reputation, under his protection Cocteau apparently came to
no harm, and it was de Max who generously organised a first public
reading before a fashionable, sophisticated audience, of Cocteau's
early poems at the Théatre Femina on April 14th, 1908. Cocteau later
fully realised the extent of the encouragement he had received from
de Max who had evaluated his potential talents with discrimination.
In Portraits-Souvenir he says on that account:

"Mais de Max m'aidait en fin de compte. Il lisait plus
loin que mes sottises, me devinait une force cachée,
m'obligeant & me vaincre et m'enseignant que la grandeur
s'accommode mal de nuances délicates." (p. 163)

The scandal created at the costume ball given by Robert d'Humieres
at the Théatre des Arts, when de Max arrived swathed in an Arab veil

with an eagle on his helmet, escorted by a bevy of ephebes consisting
of Chiro Vesperto the model, and Cocteau's schoolmate René Rocher
dressed as Arcadian shepherds, and Cocteau as Hellogabalus with red
curls, a large tiara, a long train embroidered with pearls, xrings on
each finger and toe, and varnished toenails, which provoked the anger
of the great Sarah Bernhardt who was also present, is only an example
of the extreme naiveté of de Max. Today it would be considered an
example of "high camp" and accepted with amused tolerance and possibly
delight. It is probably due to the early influences exerted upon him
by de Max that Cocteau retains strong currents of artlessness and
ingenuousness not only in his personal behaviour but also in the many
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forms that permeate his personal mythology.

Cocteau was now basking in the glory of the liméiight for the
first time in his life. He assumed a new sartorial elegance, read
Oscar Wilde, and became a close friend of Lucien Daudet, son of
Alphonse. Daudet acted as his guide and introduced him to famous
people such as Paul Claudel, Jules Lemaltre, the theatre critic,
ahd. Marcel Proust, who was Just then starting work on his A 1la
Recherche du Temps Perdu. Through Daudet he also met the dowager

Empress Eugénie, widow of Napoleon III, and on several occasions
thereafter called to pay his respects to her. Jean was lndeed
frequenting the élite of the land. He became acquainted with
Princess Bibesco who was an intimate member of Marcel Proust's
circle. Contact with such illustrious people helped to polish even
more his good manners to the point of impeccability, an attribute
that he would never lose and which would stand him in good stead in
the long years that lay before him., Indeed his fanltless manners
came to be regarded as an essential part of his aura and gave him
tremendous influence and power in his dealings with the nobility.
With his introduction to Edmond Rostand and to the Rumanian-Greek
aristocrat, the Comtesse Anna de Noailles, who wrote poems of love
in French, his entry into the high sphere of the poets was complete.
The Comtesse Anna de Noailles was to exert considerable influence

upon Coctean.

It was she who inspired in him the desire to become a great

arleur, because, although she fancied herself as a great conversa-
tionalist and could readily discuss any topic with fascinating
brilliance, the truth was that her conversations were reaily long
dialogues with herself, thus becoming lengthy monologues that
enchanted her interested listeners. §She had a penetrating voice which
nevertheless possessed a certain charm, her movements were graceful
"and her gestures expressive. Above all she had great wit and could
delightfully amuse her audience. Cocteau not only emulated her
poetry and copied her manner of talking, he also imitated the
characteristics of her handwriting in his own. In this way he had
two excellent mentors to guide him in the art of conversation for
Lucien Daudet himself also excelled in that particular sphere. To
complete the circle of distinguished figures in the range of his
friends and acquaintances Cocteau had also Catulle Mend®s, poet and
critic, to whom he had been introduced by de Max. He became a
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regular guest at the Saturday luncheons to which Mendés and his wife
invited their friends at their residence in Saint-Germain-en-Laye.

Firmly convinced that he had arrived as a poet, it was time now
for Cocteau to find a suitable poetic environment in which he could
independently live, away from home. Fortune was with him and he

discovered the Hotel Biron, vast and beautiful, once a convent, now

situated in an immense garden that had become a wilderness, not far
from the Boulevard des Invalides. It was within the HOtel Biron that
the great sculptor Rodin had his studio, and indeed it has become

the Musée Rodin'today. In this beautiful haven Cocteau rented a
large room which was quickly transformed into a garconniere with the
aid of a divan, some chairs, some packing cases and a plano. He
decorated the large room himself, and one can well imagine that it
had all the atmospheric appointments of a typical Coctelian room
with a generous array of objets d'art distributed tastefully around
it. In this room he joyfully entertained his friends until Madame

Cocteau chanced to discover her son's secret, when he was obliged %o
return to the protective ambience of his mother's house.

The year was 1909 and Cocteau now published his first collection

of poems La Lampe d'Aladin, With this same year came another momentous
influence in his life. The Ballets Russes arrived in Paris.

The long chronicle of Cocteau's complicated relations with
Diaghilew's Ballets Russes and its entourage of patrons, writers,
poets and composers has been adequately zrelated 1in several of
Cocteau's biographies. Notwithstanding the influences which dazzled
Cocteaun and inspired him to create beautiful posters and to write the
libretto of the exotic ballet Le Dieu bleu for the famous dancer
Nijinsky, the two most important things that happened to him during
the time of his association with the compény were his meeting with
Stravinsky, and the evaluation of his actual worth from the great

Diaghilew himself, summed up in his famous injunction to the young
poet: "Etonne-moi | "

The mere fact that Diaghilew did not pralse Cocteau as highly as
he might have expected was a certain indication that Diaghilew was
perfectly aware of his potential talent but that he strongly disapproved
of the young poet's manner of frittering it away upon indifferent,
mediocre creations such as the collections of poems he had published
up to that time. Diaghilew's injunction was therefore a direct appeal
to Cocteau to use his artistic energies more positively.
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Stravinsky too must have been aware of Cocteau's lmmaturity
since he so0 skilfully managed to avoid any artistic co-operation with
him on the projected ballet David, which, in fact, never materialised.
And it is very significant that Cocteau's characteristic tendency to
indulge in oneiric fantasies became partiéularly strong from the time
of his association with the Ballets Russes. The outstanding non-
incident that illustrates this is the dream that Cocteau earnestly
imagined to have really taken place after the first performance of

Stravinsky's Le Sacre du Printemps in 1913 - the famous coach ride
through the Bois de Boulogne with Diaghilew, Stravinsky and Nijinsky.

Now this tendency to oneiric invention is, in Cocteau's case, an
artistic as well as a personal necessity. It is part of his nature
and should not in fairness be interpreted as an attempt on his part
to attach importance to himself by stressing the extent of his
intimacy with famous people. Indeed, Cocteau was the last person in
the world who required to have recourse to such strategies, surrounded

as he always was by famous people from all walks of life. The
phenomenon in Cocteau with which we are here confronted, and which

is yet another of the basic elements that contributes to his personal
mythology, is simply the functioning of his highly attuned poetic
consciousness on an oneiric plane. And it is precisely on this plane
that Cocteau exerts himself most creatively conferring poetry upon the

commonplace and the banal.

Cocteau's first really significant literary work Le Potomak,
written in 1914, is a useful illustration as well as a summing-up of

what he gained from his experiences in the period of his impression-
ability under the influence of the company of the Ballets Russes and

its attendant host of outstanding personalities. It is in this partly
autobiographical and partly critical work that he displays the first
signs of the originality that was to characterise most of his subsequent
output. By temporarily abandoning all that was traditional in the

arts, he was shedding his skin, undergoing the first of his many '"mues"
and adopting an attitude that was completely modern. In this way, by
being aware of his faults as well as his positive qualities, he was
trying to be himself., Le Potomak will be the subject of Part II,
Chapter 1 of this thesis. |

The Period- from 1914 to 1918
The period from 1914 to 1918 was to be one of spiritual and
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and physical adventure for Jean Cocteau in the theatre of war. The
war erupted just as he was ending his first artistic transformation,
and the best short survey of that war in Cocteau's words is to be
found in the opening lines of Thomas 1'!TImposteur, which, although
inspired by his experiences when he served with the ambulance corps

organised by Misia Sert, was not actually written until four years

after the end of the war. Cocteau wrote:

"La guerre commenca dans le plus g;rand désoxrdre. Ce
désordre ne cessa point, d'un bout a ltautre. Car une
guerre courte efit pu s'améliorer et, pour ainsi dire,
tombexr de l'arbre, tandis qu une guerre_ prolongée par
d'étranges intéréts, attachée de force a la branche,
offrait toujours des améliorations qui furent autant

de débuts et d'écoles." (p. 7)
He was now twenty-five years'of age, and, after the physical adventures

which he experienced in the Misia Sert ambulance corps at Rheims, fully
described in Thomas 1'Imposteur, he was ready for a spiritual adventure

that was to start him off on a long, difficult, twisting road on the
quest for his poetic self. When Misia Sert disbanded her ambulance
corps, Cocteau set out on his own and found himself in the following
year on the Belgian front at Nieuport where he was adopted as a mascot
by a company of marines. It was here that he wrote his war poem
Discours du Grand Sommeil, later dedicated to Jean Le Roy, a young
soldier poet, and the first in the long series of young men with
artistic aspirations whom Cocteau would take under his wing, and for

whon he would play the role of protector.

It is in Discours du Grand Sommeil that Cocteau, having submitted
to his baptism of fire, blood and death in June 1915 in the midst of
his comrades in the company of marines, all of whom perishedin an
assault on the enemy on the day following Cocteau's departure from
the company, moved by this primordial experience, comes face to face
for the first time with another self within himself, a self which he

had not even suspected of existing. And it was this encounter with
death,ll which brushed past him to claim his comrades, that made him
realise that he had actually become aware of another dimension within
which another self existed.

The momentous day is the 22nd of June, 1915, the longest day of
the year, and the shortest night. It is the day when the figure of
the Angel takes form in Cocteau's mythology. Discours du Grand
Sommeil is the account of the Angel's birth, an awakening of
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" ... L'ange informe
intérieur, qui dort
et quelquefois, doucement
du haut en bas s'étire :

11 se réveillel" (Discours du Grand Sommeil) (p. 163%)
Up to that time Cocteau believed that he could recognise the qualities
of angels in some of the young men with whom he became infatuated,
young men who for him represented the Dargelos archetype. He did not
realise that the Angel he was seeking in them was actually within
himself, still unknown to him, not yet formed, but asleep in his inner
being. And now, suddenly and unexpectedly, the Angel awoke and, like
g, mugse, told Cocteau the words he was to utter. Now this Angel, as
Cocteau was later to say, did not have any connection with the angels
of religious imagexy.lz It was an incarnation of the poet's dramatic
encounters with the phenomenon of beauty as he recognised it, that

particular desire within him that, remaining ever unguenched, could
never be satiated. The Angel took possession of his inner being and

his desire was sublimated. Since the poet could never possess beauty,
he would create it. But the presence of the Angel within him called
for renunciation and suffering on his part. The Angel represented the
night within him, another world that was dark and unknown, perhaps
unfathomable, into which Jean could enter only within the limits of

his human nature, and essentially alone, for the Angel was no companion
but a brutal force pushing him forward by the shoulder.

And now the time had come for Cocteau to make a difficult choice.
Was he to lead a normal, external life or should he devote himself
entirely to the immer world of poetry that beckoned to him? Therein

lay his existential dilemma. Because, although he realised that it
was his destiny to be fulfilled as a poet, he was nevertheless drawn

stfongly to the external world. And, in attempting to participate
desperately in both worlds, he found himself baulking, sometimes
grumbling as he cursed his extraordinary fate. It was thus that he
found himself limping, with a foot in one world and the }other in
another world. Here we have the obvious explanation for the apparent
alternation in the long line of his activities. He turned for
affection to human beings, warming himself in the ephemeral glow of
personal contact for a time, only to be drawn back forcibly into his
inner world of poetry where he was compelled 'Eo assume the quality of
invigibility. Now Cocteau's concept of invisibllity is closely
connected with what he refers to as vitesse. His theory, as I under-
stand it, is that the minds of different people function on different
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planes at different frequencies. And the frequency of the poet's
aura, which represents his mental essence, can be so high as to
render him invisible to ordinary beings. Often, both of these
qualities, vitesse and invisibility are implicit in his writing
because the typical Coctelian sentence, while being in form
essentially swift, articulate, and luecid, yet conceals its true
content because it is at the same time mysterious or enigmatical.

The qualities of vitesse and invisibility are also present in

the Angel, and Cocteau wrote in 1921 in Le Secret professionnel:

" ..o l'lange se place entre l'humain et 1t'inhumain. C'est

un jeune animal éclatant, charmant, vigoureux, qul passe
du visible 3 1l'invisible avec les puissants raccourcis
d'un plongeur, le tonnerre d'ailes de mille pigeons
sauvages. La vitesse du mouvement radieux qui le
compose empéche de le voir. Si cette vitesse diminuait,

sans doute apparaltrait-il." (pp. 201-202)

In 195% in Journal d'un Inconnu he wrote:

"Je suis, sans doute, le poéte le plus inconnu et le plus
célébre. Il m'arrive d'en 8tre triste, parce que la
célébrité m'intimide et que je n'aime susciter que
1ltamour, Cette tristesse doit wvenir de la boue qui
nous impregne et contre laquelle je m'insurge. Mais, si
j'y réfléchis, je moque ma tristesse. Et Je pense que
ma visibilité, construite de 1égendes ridicules, protége
mon invisibilité, l'enveloppe d'une cuirasse épaisse,
étincelante, capable de recevoir impunément des coups."

(p. 20)
Whilst in 1921, again in Le Secret professionnel he said:

"Lorsque vous l'entendez dire d'un artiste, d'une femme,
qu'ils sont angéliques, n'y cherchez pas ltange de vos
images de premiére communion.

Désintéressement, égoisme, tendre pitid, cruauté,
souffrance des contacts, pureté dans la débauche,
mélange d'un goit violent pour les plaisirs de la terre

et de mépris pour eux, amoralité naive, ne vous y
trompez pas : voild les signes de ce que nous nommons
1'angélisme et que posséde tout vrai poéte, qu'il
écrive, peigne, sculpte ou chante., Peu de personnes
1'admettent, car peu de personnes ressentent la poésie."

(p. 203)

Cocteau's vocation as poet of his inner world did not come easily.

There were many heartbreaks and many crises. For a long time he
treated the Angel which wanted to possess him as an adversary, whom
he hated and loved at the same time. Then, gradually but surely, he
began to resemble the Angel, to fall in with him, And, with this,
his 1ife became more and more dedicated to his work, His poetic
impulses, which at first appeared to be alienating him, casting him
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adrift, little by little brought him back to his new self, which,
ever growing within him, was inexorably extirpating his worldly self.
And now that he knew how to listen to the superhuman message of the
Angel within him, it was his task to express it in words. But words
were inadequate '!:6 express the message effectively. So he found
himself at grips with the written language that poured from his pen,
breaking it up, disarticulating it, bespattering the page with words,
taking these same words and tossing them into the air so that they
might land upon the page in random order to create unforeseeable
combinations which only chance could create, or again he might
paradoxically return to the alexandrine, or to the stopgap which
might inspire the word which he had on the tip of his tongue, but
which refused to come forth. And he was obliged to lead astray his
intelligence, to lose his memories. In search of the lost treasure
of poetry, the poet found himself like a blind man groping at a dense
wall constructed of words which, surrounding him, seemed to be
protecting him from reality, tragically isolating him from it, as

he attempted frantically to find the key word that, yielding to the
pressure of his hand, would bring the whole wall tumbling down only
to reveal behind it the inexpressible.

This is the concept that Cocteau conveys to us in Discours du
grand Sommeil, It is the concept of the Angel within the poet, a
basic element in his mythology, not merely a creature that will
appear in Cocteau's subsequent works, not merely the emitter of
messages that the poet will be receptive to and transcribe as best

he can in his poetry, but also an actual being, a person of many
incarnations, and at the same time the poet's double, that part of
the poet which is his shadow or his night - his unconscious., And in

Discours du Grand Sommeil the Angel exists already in two dimensions,
for he is not only the creature who appears to the poet on the 22nd
of June, 1915, and saves him from death, but he is also the dedicatee

of the work, the young soldier Jean Le Roy who died on the 26th of
April, 1918, the very spirit who addresses the poet in the prose poem
Visite, near the end of the work, and says to him:

"Je suis Nous. Vous étes Je. Les vivants et les morts
sont prés et loin les uns des autres comme le cdté pile
et le cdté face d'un sou, les quatre images d'un jeu
de cubes. Un méme ruban de clichés déroule nos actes.
Mais vous, un mur coupe le rayon et vous délivre. On
vous voit bouger dans vos paysages. Notre rayon & nous
traverse les murs. Rien ne l'arréte. Nous vivions
£ "
épanouis dans le vide. (pp. 227-228)
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And a 1little further on he continues:

"Ce qui t'étonne, cl'est que Jje parle comme tes livres, que
je sache si bien ce qu'ils contiennent. J'étais de ceux
qui doutent. Tu ne me grondais pas. Tu ne m'expliquais
pas. Tu me traitais comme un enfant, comme une femme,
J'étais naivement ton ennemi. Je te demande pardon.
C'est pour te demander pardon que j'ail fait 1l'étrange
effort d'apparaitre. La poésie ressemble & la mort.

Je connais son oeil bleu. Il donne la nausée. Cette
nausée d'architecte toujours taquinant le vide, voila
le propos du poete. Le vral poéte est, comme nous,
invisible aux vivants. Seul, ce privilége le distingue
des autres. Il ne révasse pas : il compte. Mals 1l
avance sur un sable mouvant et, quelquefols, sa Jambe

t S "
enfonce jusqu'a nous. (pp. 229-230)

To sum up, Cocteau's malconformation of personality up to the
time of the first appearance of the Angel manifested itself in his
inability to love by possession, whilst he at the same time succumbed
to the dizziness and tortures of love by adulation of or identification
with the object of his affections., The crisis he experienced in 13913,
which he described in Le Potomak, began a process of splitting of his
personality : a new being, as yet unknown to him, had suggested its
existence within him, and had then awakened within him. "His subsequent
experience in June 1915 began to impart form, contour and nature to
this being, and it emerged as the Angel. Up to that moment, before
discovering the Angel within himself, he had sought his essence in
others. And by loving the Angel whom he saw personified in others, he
was actually loving an invisible part of himself, a part whose presence
he suspected did exist but could not yet see within himself. Never-
theless, it had heen evident to him, materialised or incarnated in
others. Thus Cocteau was a Narcissus incapable of loving himself,
seeing himself as ugly and physically repulsive. He also reacted in
this way to his own spirit and character. Consequently he had an
urgent need of those others who represented an enlarged image of himself
in the mirror of his sensitivity, an image of what he yearned to be but

was all too sadly aware that he was not. A Narcissus in love with his
counterpart, and not with himself.

Now, since those others that he loved were none other than pro-
Jections of himself, frustration and disappointment were bound to
attend him, inasmuch as these beautiful young people could not measure
up perfectly to his projections. They could not satisfactorily inter-

pret the role assigned to them by Cocteau. A further complication in
this dilemmatic condition was that Cocteau, had he been able to do 80,
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would willingly have detached himself from his other being, since he
algo felt the need to be his ordinary self.

Thus the Angel came to represent for the poet, at this stage in
his artistic development, the sublimation of two tendencies in his
nature that were beginning to converge, namely, the recognition of
another being within himself and the recognition of his other self
which compelled him to seek the form of the other being in other

people. The Angel was the paradoxical outcome of the combination of
the two tendencies.

The misunderstandings which arise in life are dissipated in
death. Thus the young man who speaks to Cocteau in Visite understands
what he could not comprehend when he was still alive, because he is
now dead. The misunderstanding in their case had arisen from the
fact that, since they were both poets, each of the two had his own
angel. Thus there were in fact four of them -~ "les quatre lmages d'un
jeu de cubes" - and the two who were really in love were the angels,
constricted or hampered within the two young men who contained them.
Cocteau, aware of the Angel within the person he loved, endeavoured

to make that person also aware of the Angel's existence. Only death,
however, could liberate the angels within them.

Seeking out the Angel in fellow human beings means exposing one-
self to the worst possible disappointments and to inevitable slanders.
In a manner, it also means deceiving oneself for, in Cocteau's case,
the initial attraction is of necessity physical and is only ennobled
if it develops into love. But the strange circumstance is that nearly
all of the young men whom Cocteau loved in this period of his life
bore special characteristics that set them apart from their fellows,
and most of them died in their youth. This circumstance, with its
strong undertones of coincidence, could not fail to have a profound
effect upon the impressionable poet.

In Discours du Grand Sommeil Cocteau added substantially to his
personal mythology and the two outstanding concepts that were to

survive in the rest of his work were the Angel within and death as a
liberating agent.

Almost contemporaneously (1916—1918) with the poetic trauma which
he underwent in Discours du Grand Sommeil, Cocteau now experienced

another '"shock" that was to further his artistic development and
enrich his poetic imagery. He became friendly with Roland Garros,
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the great flying ace, who, on many occasions, took Cocteau up with
him in his aeroplane and executed what appeared to be miraculous
feats to the wondering poet. From this adventurous episode in
Cocteau's life came forth his collection of poems Le Cap de Bonne-
Espérance, dedicated, as might be expected, to his friend Roland
Garros. Having tentatively made his first explorations of the zones
of death in Discours du Grand Sommeil, he was now able to experience
the sublime sensation of flying, which he naturally felt as a vivid
perception of yet another dimension of great silence and suspended
animation akin to sleep.

Le Cap de Bonne-Espérance is, in many ways, a unique work.
Inspired directly in its form, rhythm and imagery by the thrill of

flying, it is probably the first collection of poems to describe
accurately and poetically the oneiric nature of the experience.

Claudel suggested that the poems should be read in the manner in
which one flies over a landscape, an observation that is perhaps only

apparently correct, since the poems create a kind of art where the
spontaneous, pure, crude sensation serves as a starting point and a
governor for the poet's spirit. In this respect they constitute a
kind of spectacular show, in which we can recognise the poet's
adherence to his myth of liberation in his wrench from the earth, and
thus from earthly things, even although his attempt to liberate him-
self is very tentative and clumsy, and he realises that he is not

yet ready to break away completely from the order of things that lies
below. "Nous sommes lourds mon pauvre ami" (p. 23), he writes in the
last line of the first poem Dédicace.

In form the poems are visually striking because of the unusual
typographical arrangement of the printed words, which Jean-Jacques
Kihm maintains, is meant to represent the aerial acrobatics of Garros.
The arrangement certainly imparts a suggestive value to the words
themselves in a very impressionistic fashion. But at first glance it
resembles the perforations on those mechanical piano music scrolls
which only reveal the secret of their music when they are set in
motion. 1 have no doubt that a key element already alluded to in
the poet's mythology is at work here, namely that of vitesse, speed
that will not tolerate the congestion of words. In fact the first
line of the second poem Préambule suggests the poet's haste at the

outset:
"Il n'y a pas une minute & perdre." (p. 26)
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It is in the following poem Tentative d'Evasion, that the flights
with Garrogs assume the symbolical significance of the poet's attempt
to flee from that which is visible towards the unattainable. This
is the poem that ends with the famous line:

"Je taquine l'éternité." (p. 68)

Studied in its entirety Le Cap de Bonne-Espérance emerges
similtaneously as a poetic if somewhat dogmatic manifesto and an epic '
poen sung within the developing mythology of the poet. It is indeed
a lyrical work, but the lyricism has an almost ethereally icy quality
which appears to suffocate the poet. It nevertheless has lmportance

as an indication of a dramatic stage in Cocteau's artistic development.

After the war = new idols - further growth of the mythology.

When Cocteau returned to Paris, the wai', ag far as he was con-
cerned, was already over. And he was ever ready and eager for new
artistic associations and experiences. Paris was no longer under the
exotic influences of Diaghilew and the Ballets Russes. In May, 1914,
Cocteau had met a strikingly beautiful young woman at the Opéra.
Valentine Gro.'a;sl3 was well known in Parisian soclety as a btalented
painter and designer. The two young people were attracted to one
another and it was through Valentine that Cocteau came to know the
painters of Montparnasse, and, in particular, Pablo Picasso, and the
composer Erik Satie. It was indeed around the eccentric Satie that
revolved the young composers, whose cause Cocteau now enthusiastically
espoused - Les Nouveaux Jeunes, soon to be known as Les Six and
consisting of Georges Auric, Louis Durey, Arthur Honegger, Darius
Milhaud, Francis Poulenc and the lady of the group Germaine Taille-
ferre.

The year was 1918 and Cocteau now published his next important

work - Le Cog et 1l'Arlequin - Notes auntour de la Musique. This short
book, ostensibly an appreciation of Erik Satie with a dedication to

Georges Auric, presents a plea for new attitudes to the art of music.
It is however couched in terms which embrace almost every field of
artistic and creative activity, and it is written in a new style, very
elert and crisp. The book 1s a veritable treasure store of themes
that are central in the poet's mythology. In the first few pages we
encounter such Coctelian truths as:

"L'art c'est la science faite chair." (P 17)



"Une oeuvre dlart doit satisfalre toutes les muses.
C'est ce que j'appelle : Preuve par 9." (p. 17)

"Io tact dans l'audace c'est de savoir jusqu'ou on
peut aller trop loin." (p 17)

"Il y a une maison, une lampe, une soupe, du feu, du
vin, des pipes, derriére toute oeuvre importante de
chez nous." (p 17)

"Un artiste peut ouvrir, en tatommant, une porte
secréte et ne jamais comprendre que cette porte
cachait un monde," (p. 18)

"I,a vitesse d'un cheval emballé ne compte pas."
(Cf: Po 18)

"Un artiste ne saute pas de marches; s'il en saute,
c'est du temps perdu, car il faut les remonter

apr%s." (p 19)
"Il faut étre un homme vivant et un artiste posthume."
. (Cf- p.#19)

"Un poete a toujours trop de mots dans son vocabulairs,

un peintre trop de couleurs sur sa palette, un
musicien trop de notes sur son clavier."

(ef. p. 21)

"Il faut s'asseoir d'abord, on pense apres."
(cf. p. 21)

"Le beau a l'air facile. C'est ce que le public méprise."
(ef. p. 22)

"On ferme les yeux des morts avec douceur; c'est aussi
avec douceur qu'il faut ouvrir les yeux des vivants,™

(p. 22)

"Assez de nuages, de vagues, d'aquariums, d'ondines et de
parfums la nuit; il nous faut une musique sur la terwre,

UNE MUSI o
QUE;DE TOUSILES JOURS (Pl 28)

"Le music-hall, le cirque, les orchestres américains de
négres, tout cela féconde un artiste au méme titre que
la vie. Se servir des émotions que de tels spectacles
éveillent ne revient pas & faire de l'art d'aprés l'art.
Ces spectacles ne sont pas de l'art. I1ls excitent comme
les machines, les animaux, les paysages, le danger."

(p. 30)

"La tradition se travestit d'époque en époque, mais le
public connait mal son regard et ne la retrouve jamais
SOUS ses masques."

: (ef. p. 34)

"Le public n'aime pas les profondeurs dangereuses; il

préféere les surfaces. C'est pourquoi dans une expression

d'art qui lui demeure encore suspect il incline plutét
en faveur des supercheries.* (p 26)
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"o public n'adopte hier que comme une arme pour frapper

sur maintenant." (cf. Do 36)
"I,'extréme limite de la sagesse, voila ce que le public
baptise folie." (Cf. D, 37)
"T,e public veut comprendre d'abord, sentir ensuite."
(p. 38)
"S1il faut choisir un crucifié, la foule sauve toujours
- Barabbas." | (5. 39)

"Un artiste original ne peut pas copier., Il n'a donc
qu's copier pour &tre original." (p. 39)

"On ne blame pas une époque, on se félicite de n'en
voir pas &été."
AYORE pas ens (p. 40)

"On s'est trop longtemps habitué au charme du seul
échafaudage. Nous autres, architectes, nous démolissons
1'échafaudage une fois la maison construite."

(p. 40)

"L'école impressionniste substitue le soleil & la
lumiére et la sonorité au rythme." (p. 41)

"D'une certaine attitude frivole. — Si tu te sens la
vocation de missionnaire, ne te cache pas la téte comme
1'autruche; va chez les négres et remplis tes poches de
pacotille." (p 42)

"On nous demande trop de miracles; je m'estime déja bien
heureux si j'al fait entendre un aveugle.”

(p. 43)
"Nous abritons un ange que nous choquons sans cesse. Nous
devons étre gardiens de cet ange." (cf. Do 43)

"Que pense la toile sur laquelle on est en train de peindre
un chef d'oeuvre? 'On me salit. On me brutalise, On me

cache.! Ainsi 1'homme boude son beau destin."

(p. 43)

In this fascinating work we encounter for the first time a very

powerful anti-sentimental flavour in Cocteau's writing which is aptly
expressed in the form of aphorisms and paradoxes that are to become
such a regular feature in his work in the years that will follow. A
certain number of typically Coctelian attitudes are also first
apparent in this work. Since it has the sub-title Notes autour de la
Musique 1t deals obviously with the poet's attitude to music as an
art. His contention is that French music, in order to acquire
identifiable qualities and characteristics of its own, should purge
itself of those Russian and German influences, which, according to
Cocteau, had spoiled the music of Debussy. Cocteau desires French
misic to be essentially French and he indicates that Satie, whose
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music is free of foreign influences, is the ideal French composer.

Cocteau's well-informed attitude to the public is also strongly
expressed. It is here that he attacks its fickleness and laziness
for the first time, suggesting that its taste in matters of art is
shallow, that its method of appreciation is mistaken, although he

does not suggest (in this instance showing unusual tact!) that the
public is guilty of stupidity. Margaret Crosland, in her fine bio-

graphy of the poet, suggests that Le Coq et 1l'Arlequin is a clear
enunciation of his thought process, his aphoristic statements

revealing a very penetrating intelligence combined with "a clear-
sighted perception which perpetually finds short cuts and does not
make mistakes" (p. 123).

Le Coq et 1l'Arlequin, in another of its sections, describes the
creation of the ballet Parade, when Cocteau found himself collaborating
with Satie, who wrote the music, and Picasso, who designed the costumes

and the décor. Cocteau's relationship with Picasso was another major
influence in the formation of his poetic mythology and the constituent
elements of Picasso's methodology have a great deal in common with
the poet's own. It is, however, only a few years later, in 1923 to
be precise, that the poet reveals the extent of Picasso's influence
upon his thought when he writes his testimonial on the artist in his
essay Picasso where he says:

"Voicl donc un Espagnol, pourvu des plus vieilles recettes
francaises (Chardin, Poussin, Le Nain, Coxot), en
possession d'un charme. Les objets, les visages, le
suivent jusqu'ol il veut. Un oeil noir les dévore et
ils subissent, entre cet oeil par ou ils entrent et la
main par ou ils sortent, une singuliére digestion.
Meubles, animaux, personnes, se meélent comme des coxrps
amoureux. Pendant cette métamorphose, ils ne perdent
rien de leur puissance objective. Lorsque Picasso change
1l'ordre naturel des chiffres, il arrive toujours au
méme total.

A peine possede-t-il ce charme qu'il en use. Sur quoi
1l'expérimentera~t-il? On imagine Midas aprés que Bacchus
lui a conféré le pouvoir de changer en or ce qu'il touche.
Un arbre, une colonne, une statue le rendent timide., 1I1
n'ose pas. Il hésite; il touche un fruit.

Picasso s'essaye d'abord sur ce qui se trouve a portée de
sa main., Un journal, un verre, une bouteille d'Anis del
Mono, une toile cirée, un papier a fleurs, une pipe, un
paquet de tabac, une carte a jouer, une guitare, la
couverture d'une romance : Ma Paloma.

Iul et Georges Braque, son compagnon de miracle, débauchent
d'humbles objets. S'éloignent-ils de l'atelier? On



retrouve sur la Butte Montmartre les modéles qui furent
1'origine de leurs harmonies : cravates toutes faltes
chez des merciéres, faux marbres et faux bois des zincs,
réclames d'absinthe et de Bass, sule et papiers des
immeubles en démolition, craie des marelles, enselgnes
des bureaux de tabac ou sont naivement peintes deux
pipes Gambier, retenues par un ruban bleu de ciel."

(pp. 278-279)

By transferring the commonplace objects around him on to his
canvas, Picasso conferred upon them a special quality as well as a

new dimension. In the same manner Cocteau took ordinary everyday
articles such as gloves, hands, roses, statues and imbued them with

the magic of his poetry. Cocteau and Picasso also both excelled in
the art of spontaneous improvisation with felicitous results. Cocteau

cites an interesting example involving Picasso:

"La veille de la rdpdtition géndrale d'Antigone en décembre

1922, nous &tions, acteurs et auteur, assis dans la salle
de 1l'Atelier, chez Dullin., Une toile du bleu des boules

3 lessive formait un fond rocheux de créche. Il y avall
des ouvertures & gauche et & droite; au milieu, en l'air,
un trou derridre lequel se déclame le rdle du choeur, avec
un porte-voix. J'avais accroché autour de ce trou les
masques de femmes, de gargons, de vieillards, peints par
Picasso et ceux que j'avais exécutés d‘'aprés ses modeles.
Sous les masques pendait un panneau blanc. Il s'agissait

de préciser sur cette surface le sens d'un décor de
fortune qui sacrifiait l'exactitude et 1tinexactitude,

 d A
dgalement coliteuses, & 1l'évocation d'une Journée de
chaleur,

Picasso se promenait de long en laxrge.

I1 commenca par frotter un biton de sanguine sur la planche
qui, 3 cause des inégalités du bois, devint du marbre.
Ensuite il prit une bouteille d'encre et traga des motifs
d'un effet magistral. Tout & coup il noircit quelques
vides et trois colonnes apparurent. L'apparition de ces
colomnes était si brusque, si surprenanis que nous

applaudimes," (p. 289)

What impressed Cocteau most in Picasso's painting was tfle appearance
of three oxders of greatness which stand out from one another, namely:

precision, lucidity and sovefeignty.

"L,'intelligence de l'oeuvre d'un Picasso, clest les
chiffres faits chair.™
(p. 279)

"TL,a Clairvoyance domine son oeuvre."
4 ° (p. 281)

"Chaque ouvrage puise dans la tragédie intime dont

i1 résulte une intensite de calme." (p. 281)

One can discover so many directly equivalent statements made by Cocteau
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in respect of his own poetry, that it is not difficult to find reasons
for the exceptional creative comradeship that survived for such a long

time between the two artists,

The Affair with Raymond Radiguet.

We come now to the event that was to strengthen
Cocteau's personal mythology and inspire it to reach its very fullness,
The year is 1919, the date is the 8th of June, and the setting is the

Léonce Rosenberg gallery where a matinée poétique was being given in
memory of Guillaume Apollinaire who had died on the 12th November 1318,

the day after the signing of the armistice that brought to an end the
first world war. This was the occasion of the first meeting between
Cocteau and Raymond Radiguet, who was then only sixteen years of age.
On this important occasion Radiguet was one of the readers of |
Apollinaire's poeﬁs. A week later he presented himself at Cocteau's
house at 10 rue d'Anjou to be eagerly welcomed by the vulnerable poet.

Thus began what was to be for Cocteau the most passionate friend-
ship he ever experienced. Radiguet revived for Cocteau the myth of
Dargelos and, of all the young men with whom he was to fall in love,
it was Radiguet who resembled most closely for him the Dargelos that
he had created. Radiguet, in these early days of their liaison, -had
certain qualities of "commonness" in his manner that appealed greatly
to Cocteau who was irresistibly drawn to an uncouthness, sometimes
combined with bullying traits, which he interpreted as a kind of noble
axrogance. Where Radiguet did differ from many of the young men with
whom Cocteau had been involved until then was.in the fact that he did
have the potential for greatness that the impressionable Jean usually
thought he recognised in the most unworthy objects of his affections.
When Cocteau became physically attracted to a young man who took his
fancy, he tended, in his rather blind admiration, to see qualities in
his lover that did not actually exist except in his own héightened
imagination. In Radiguet's case he was not mistaken. And the short
period of three years in which they were to be together was a time of
strong mutual inspiration. Cocteau's influence on Radiguet was to a
large extent disciplinary, for he had often physically to compel the
erratic and listless younger man to write. Radiguet, on the other
hand, discouraged Cocteau from indulging his inclination to "astonish"

by creating works that purported to be original in form and style,
persuaded him to lend serious study to classics such as Madame de la
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Fayette's L.a Princesse de Cléves and Benjamin Constant's Adolphe,
and demonstrated clearly to the older man that a break with tradition
in form was not necessarily an advantage. With his rationally
classical approach to writing, Radiguet's literary criteria at that
time were indeed of a higher order than Cocteau's, and the latter was
quick to appreciate the lesson in listening to his young friend's
oft repeated woxrds:

"Il faut faire des romans comme tout le monde,"
So Radiguet's main influence on Cocteau was to re-direct him to a more
strictly classical approach to literature, which is evident 1n the
novels that he wrote during the period of his friendship with the
younger man - Le Grand Ecart and Thomas 1'Imposteur, both of which
were published in the same year 1923.

In the same period that Cocteau was writing these novels, Radiguet

produced Le Diable au Corps and Le Bal du Comte d'Orgel. Shortly
before writing them Radiguet collaborated with Cocteau on the libretto

for an opera based upon Bernardin de Saint-Pierre's Paul et Virginie,
the music for which was to be composed by Erik Satie, and the two
friends also worked together on a one-act comic opera with music by
Francis Poulenc -~ Le Gendarme incompris, the text of which, spoken by
a Bﬁock-comedy policeman, as it turned out later, had actually been
1lifted almost word for word from Mallarmé's Div
particular, from the poem L'Ecclésiastigque. I mention these less
serious activities to demonstrate that Radiguet, despite the great
seriousness of his literary intentions, was not above amsing himself

tions, and, in

with Cocteau in works of a less urgent nature.

The most striking features to be added to Cocteau's mythology
through his affair with Radiguet emerge in his collection of poems
Plain-Chant which appeared in print in 1922. These are love poems
inspired by the boy, and they show evidence of a new attitude which -
1s very unusual for Cocteau - resignation. In the face of an unattain-
able ideal = complete identification with the beloved person through
perfect, consummate possession — the poet is obliged to acknowledge
the imperfections of man and the difficulties of realising love when
the object of one's love is impossible to hold because he is a free

soul, independent and insubordinate, and paradoxically loved because
of those very qualities.

The first section of the collection of poems re-inforces the
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Angel theme:

"Chaque fois que Je m'amuse
On ne souffre pas par lui
Mon ange, espece de muse,
Me replonge dans la nuit,

Chaque fois que Je dégaine,
Comme un bouquet de muguet,
Mon coeur fatigué de haine,
L'ange cruel fait le guet.

Cet ange, ce monstre informe,

Ne dort jamais un moment,
Et non plus il ne m'informe

De quoi je suis l'instrument." (p. 120)

And the suggestion that the presence of the Angel within him makes

him suffer is also made:

"Jo n'al jamais d'argent et chacun me croit riche,
J'al le coeur sans écorce et chacun le croit sec.
Toujours sur ma maison mentira cette affiche,
Méme un aigle viendrait l'en arracher du bec.

Ainsi veut ltange, afin que la gloire se cache

Et mirisse en silence - a l'abri des clameurs.

Le fouet de son aile interme me cravache 3

Je veux vivre, dit-il; qu'importe si tu meurs." (p. 118)

The Angel here has assumed the form of Radiguet, who, because of his
strong propensity for creatures of the opposite sex, made Cocteau
suffer.

In the last of the poems in the first section, which is also angel-—
inspired, Cocteau uses the image of mud to represent our ordinary life
on its earthly plane -

"Notre boue a des douceurs,
|
Notre humaine, tendre boue.' (p. 122) |

- an image which is to be used often in this sense, but most compeilingly
mich later in the film of Orphée with the parallel image of eau sale at
the moment when Heurtebise, having, at the instigation of the Princess,
guided Orpheus back to Eurydice and life, remarks: "Il fallalt les
remettre dans leur eau sale"., Once an element has been implanted in

Cocteau's mythology it will appear again and again in his work,
becoming an essential part of his poetic language.

The body of the second part of Plain-Chant contains the love poems
directly inspired by Radiguet, and they are rich In precious themes
that are dear to the heart of the poet's mythology. There is, for
example, the chimerical notion of sleep as a link with death or with
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the dead. There is also the fanoiful idea of the one body with two
heads representing the double identity as well as the double nature
of the poet, or indicating his presence contemporaneously in two
worldas, the aotual and the poetic. The figure of the ever-vigilant
Angel is always there, and impressively there ia also the vaant sea,
a hostile element in Cocteau's poetry that welcomes the poet's
beloved but rejects the poet himself. The sea here is obviously
death.,

Cooteau is also obsessed with sleep as another element and the
large number of drawings which he made of Radiguet show the young
writer in the posture of the sleeper, and it is in this state, when
his features are in repose, that Radiguet assumes for Cocteau the
physical traits of Dargelos. This is very evident in the drawings,
and it is the same Dargelos profile that Cocteau was to pailnt over
and over again, decorating the walls of chapels, or drawn to illusirate
his novels or plays. Indeed it is the same profile which gained
renown and world-wide circulation by appearing on a postage stamp
that Cocteau designed before he died.

As always brilliantly versatile and prolific, during this opame
period Cocteau was not only writing poetry and novels but algo hin
theatrical adaptations of Sophocles' Antigonse and Qedipus., In the
field of his poésie critique he wrote his important easay Picasno, a
thesis on poetry Le Secret professionnel which contains his dissertation
on angels, and he gave an address at the Colldge de France - D'un ordre
considéré comme une anarchie in which he not only praised the work of

Radiguet, but also neatly summed up in illustrative examples many of
the artistic theories which he had recently conceived to add to the

body of his personal mythology. Here are some interesting examples
culled at random from the body of the addresst

"Chaque fois que l'art est en route vers cette profonde
§1égance qu'on nomme classicismo, l'émotion disparaft.
C'est 1'étape ingrate. Lo merpent glacial abandonne
une peau bariolée." (p. 237)

Only a Cooteau could have used the vivid imagory in the last gentence
to {llustrate a stage in artistic development.

"Nous contenons tous un regsort. Il ne faut pas le
casser, Il faut pourtant le remonter a fond. Ensuite,
nous vivrons du mécanisme animé par ce ressort qui se
déroule. Lo dermier tour de oclef est décisif., Il est
indispensable d'en avoir l'instinot. Comprenez-moi. Je
parle d'un systéme d'iddes qui nous dirigo et reolie ontre
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eux nos actes les plus incohdrents. Remonter le
ressort & fond, c'est rabadcher. Tourner un peu trop
loin, c'est radoter. Un peu plus loin, on casse

tout." (p. 238)

In this example we have a brilliant justification for Cocteau's
tendency to repeat himself, for which his critics frequently belittled
him. What they conveniently overlooked was the fact that, although he
repeated the same themes, he gave them an entirely new interpretation

each time they re-appeared, or expressed them in other terms with new

imagery. A good example is the idea expressed in the last two
sentences of the above quotation -

"Tourner un peu trop loin, ctest radoter. Un peu plus
loin, on casse tout.," (p 238)

Another version of the same idea is:

"Le tact dans l'audace c'est de savoir jusqu'ou on peut
aller trop loin." (p 17)

Here are some more examples of his concise manner of expressing

important concepts taken from D'un ordre considéré comme une anarchie:

"A force de ne pouvoir me mettre d'aucune école, ni m'en
fabriquer une, l'opinion éprise d'étiquettes me les
accroche toutes dans le dos. C'est ainsi que j'al
représenté Dada aux yeux de 1l'étranger, alors que
jt'étals la béte noire des dadaistes." (p. 240)

"Je propose l'absence d'un style. Avolr du style au
lieu d'avolir un style." (p 241)

"2 poésie est une électricitd. ... La forme des lampes
et des abat-Jour est une autre affaire," (p. 254)

"La poésie est un tour de cartes exécuté par l'ame. Elle
habite des ruptures d'équilibre et de divins calembours,*

(p. 255)

"Aprés Le Cog et 1l'Arlequin, nous couriimes le risque
d'étre pris au sérieux, ce qui est le commencement de

re mort.! (vp. 244-245)

"Je vous concede que de loin, 1lthomogénéité d'une oeuvre
prend le dessus et qu'il nous est tres difficile de

salsir les volte-face par quoi un homme de génie se
renouvelle,
(p. 242)

Up to the time when Guillaume Apollinaire died, in 1918, Coctean
had always signed his letters after his name with a little heart.
Then, after the death of Apollinaire, he adopted a star symbol,

which, with the passing of the years becoming little more than a
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slightly smudged asterisk or oross, he used until he died.14 Now in
D'un ordre considéré comme une anarchie Cocteau, in discussing
Apollinaire and suggesting that he had been born out of his time -
nJe n'al pas connu d'homme plus mal & l'aise 2 l'extréme
pointe de son époque" (p. 243)

- (another recurring theme in Cocteau's work) - goes on to refer to

Apollinairet's work and says:

"Woyez la goutte d'encre qui tremble au bout de sa
plume. Elle tombe et fait une tache étoilée. Toute
1'oeuvre de ce grand podte est une suite de patés

d'encre¢ exquis." (p. 244)

In indicating the role played by chance in the poetry of Apollinaire,
Cocteau is also referring to the existence of the same exiraordinary
element in his own. Now the allusion to the "star-shaped blot" which
fell from Apollinaire's pen is important because it happens to be
mentioned not long before the time when Cocteau was to change the
gsign after the signature of his name from a heart to a star.

And how is this star actually formed in early examples of iis
use by the poet? It consists of two triangles with a dot in the

centre thus:
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Naturally, since it was always drawn freehand, it varied slightly in
aoctual form, and sometimes, when it was re-produced with more care in
drawings, e.g. in the drawing Ange in Maison _de Santé (Paria, 1926),
the dot in the centre assumes the outline of a human eye, in the
centre of the star, which in turn is placed in the centre of the

angol's chest,

Now this star is probably the central symbol in the poet's

personal mythology. The faot that he used it for coms forly years
is significant enough to indicate its importance for him. On its
simplest level, inspired as it was supposed to have been by the shape

of the scar which Cocteau saw on Apollinaire's forehead, it io a
symbol of the poet. But it can also be accepted as a symbol of a
many-faceted talent - Cocteau's talent. Again it can also be taken
as a symbol of the unification of disparate arts in the indissoluble

body of Cocteau's podsie, And it can be taken as a mystical symbol
of Cocteau's inner life, the oneirioc line of experience into which

he sank when he was "agleep".

It is not generally known that Cocteau, for a time at least,
was a8 practising Rosiomoian.15 The Rosicrucians are a pecret
gociety whose members strive for knowledge of the secretis of nature,
the transmitation of metals, the existence of elemental spirits, and
they study mystical phenomena. They also use magical signatures such
as the sign of the inverted triangle combined with the upright
triangle to form a star. In Rosicrucian language these oymbolise
the infinite and the finite planes. Nothing could therofore be more

appropriate as a Cootelian symbol than this particular star ropresent-
ing the outer and the inner life of the poet, his extroversion and

introversion, his two planes of existence. Rosicruclan symbolology
plays an important part in Cocteau's mythology and helps to explain
his great love of panoply and his use of various signs and objects
as an essential element of his poetic methodology.

From the foregoing observations it should now be apparent that
the artistic imagery we shall discover in the body of Cocteau's work
is coloured by and indeed a part of his own mythology, which, in
turn, he created from the fabric of events and spiritual experiences
in his life. Although certain leitmotive, objects and symbols will
appear frequently in nearly all his works, there are certain key workso
which contailn a particular set of thelr own, peculiar to them, and
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representative either of a particular period in his artistic develop-
ment, or summing up the philosophical experience of a period Jjust
completed. In some cases the essence of a particular relationship
with someone he loved affects the content and the style of the woxrk.
In my illustrations of Cocteau's personal mythology in the selected
works with which I shall be dealing in the following chapters, I
shall endeavour, in the case of each work, to indicate not only the
relevant keys to the symbolism, but to describe the nature of the
approach that will be necessary in each case, in order to arrive at
an understanding of the content. My reactions will be, to a very
great extent, of a subjective nature, since it is in the nature of ..
Cocteau's work to attune the student to a state of very personal
regsponse. In such a condition it sometimes becomes difficult to
distinguish between one's designative and appraisive perceptions.

This is particularly so in studying much of Cocteau's poetry which
exists "in the blurred frontier between dream and reality". But 1T

| also applies to many of his prose works which often do not keep in
focus. The poet's contribution of the cultural factor of his back-
ground in his work will also be found to vary in the light of the
spatial differentiation which he may employ to set out his ideas.
His method will contrastingly be found to be lﬁcid.ly gcientific in
some works, even in the exposition of concepts that are essentially
philosophical, and hence abstract, subtle and transcendental, and in
some instances occult or magical. The pattern of the network of
ideas that we shall encounter in each work will, however, in most
cases, be peculiar to that particular work, and an indication of the
poet's psyche at the time when the work was created.

I am also certain that there exists a unifying pattern in the
whole panorama of his work - a homogeneity owing its existence to
the personality of the poet behind it. But Cocteau does not actually
interfuse his work with the heavy aura of a strong personality. He
is rather content to add a suggestion of it, and, for the rest, allow
his material to speak for itself,

It is also in vain that we may seek consistency in his art, He
was too sensitive to the ever-changing climate of the avant-garde
world of movements and vogues to be able to confine himself to any
one of these at a given time., And he tried his best to be always one
step ahead of current trends in the arts. Also, Cocteau himgelf had
an intense dislike of consistency. He once said that to glve oneself
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wholly to each particular case, even if this were to involve one in
a series of apparent contradictions, puts one on a straighter course,
and gives one deeper insights than abstract principles, which so
often compel one to be untrue to that which is best in oneself.

This helps to explaln the form of many of his works.

The idea of ideologies was anathema to Cocteau. And yet,
contradictorily, he himself was an ideologist in the sense that he

was in many ways a visionary. But he did not recognise himself as
such, because, for him, being a visionary would have meant being
unpractical, in that the visionary must live in a state of perfect

harmony. And, for Cocteau perfection in harmony, symmetry or balance
produced a state of inertia fatal to the poet. This explains
Cocteau's adherence to one of his favourite dogmas -~ the cult of
imperfection,

And, of course, Cocteau himself was not perfect. He produced a
great deal that was inferior in his works. But one must seek out the
gold amidst the dross. No one is perfect. The only perfection foxr
Cocteau is to be found in death, which, for him, is one of the many

forms of life. Is this why death fascinated him so much? Is this
why he was obsessed by death in its many forms? Is this why he
treated the theme of death with so much originality in his work, and
in his life, even to the extent of arranging to have one of the most
unusual of tombs at Milly-la-Forét in the floor of the little chapel
of St. Blaise des Simples where we can look down and see simply his
name
Jean Cocteau

and beneath the name in the poet's characteristically and jauntily
linear handwriting the truth:

"Je reste avec vous,"
followed by his star?
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NOTES

Chapter 2

Jean Cocteau ¢ Portraits-Souvenir, p. 28.

Op.cit., p. 3l.

Op.cit., p. 64.

OE-Cit., PP" 111“"112.

Barbette was later to play a part; that of a Peautiful young
woman, in a scene in the film Le Sang d'un Poete.

Op.cit., p. 112,

Op.cit., pp. 114-115.
Jean Cocteau : Le Cordon ombilical (Plon, 1962), Pe 13,

It is also true to say that Cocteau's search for the incarnation
of the Dargelos ideal is ever-present in the succession of young
men who filled his life. Dargelos also figures prominently in
Cocteau's drawings and paintings. His profiles can still be
seen on the walls of the little chapel of St. Blaise des Simples
where Cocteau is buried. Thus the circle is closed and even in
death Cocteau is watched over by the forms of Dargelos.

Jean Cocteau : Le Grand ﬁcart, pp. 18-19.

In point of fact this was not the first time that Cocteau had

come face to face with death. As a boy, returning from
Switzerland with his mother on the night train, he inadvertently

swallowed powdered cocaine, mistaking it for poppy powder. The
doctor attending him told him that he had never been closer to
death.,

In Journal d'un Inconnu (1953) Cocteau wrote: "Avant mon podme

1'Ange Heurtebise, le signe 'ange' ne présentait déja, dans mon

oeuvre, aucun rapport avec une certaine imagerie religieuse ..."

(p. 46).

Although it was rumoured that Cocteau and Valentine Grogs were
in love and likely to marry, a possibility encouraged by Madame
Cocteau who saw in Valentine an eminently suitable partner for

her son, Valentine actually married, some time later, Cocteau's
friend, the artist Jean Hugo, grandson of Victor Hugo,

The simple changing of a symbol after his name naturally had
other complicated implications, as, with everything that the
poet did, there was always a reason within a reasson within a
reason!

Elizabeth Sprigge and Jean-Jacques Kihm have given some interest-
ing details to the lmportant event in their blography Jean
Cocteau : The Man and the Mirror (Gollancz, 1968) where on

pp. 109-110 they write: "Jacques Maritain wag naturally deeply
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shocked by the book* and wrote a severe review which ended
Cocteau's close friendship with him., Desbordes had already
written in J'Adore that he did not want Jacques Maritain's God
'shut up in a church'; now Cocteau, strongly influenced by
Desbordes' hatred of dogma and his own more pagan religion
wrote: 'Let Maritain returm to his Christian philosophy, and I
will return to poetry'. As a mark of this change and of his
renunciation of the sacred heart, symbolised by the red heaxrt
worn by Pére Charles Henrion, which had so much impressed him,
Jean Cocteau now gave up putting a tiny heart beside his
signature and for the rest of his life put a star instead -~ a
star, he said, suggested by the scar on Apollinaire's forchead."

* The book referred to here was Jean Desbordes' pantheigtic
novel J'Adore. Desbordes, another protégé of Cocteau,
another angel, was a Protestant, and this may in part explain
Cocteaut's turning away from the Roman Catholic church at this

time,

I had a short acquaintance in a semi-professional capacity with
Cocteau in 1952 of which I shall say more later. I was then a
member of AMORC* the Californian centre of the Roslcrucian Order,
In the course of our conversations it became apparent to me that
he was well acquainted with the teachings of the Order. 1 am
not at libexrty to reveal the details of our conversations for
obvious reasons, but when I departed he shook my hand in the

manner of a Rosicrucian.
* AMORC = Ancient Mystical Order of the Rosy Cross.
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Illustrations of Cocteau's poetic imagery and

aesthetic theories in selected works
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