POETRY
Mallarme & the Language Obsession
By John Weightman
died in 1898 at the
»J relatively early age of 56, and has now had a
posthumous existence of some 80 years. If we
date his publicly effective career from 1875, when
he settled in Paris, in the flat in the Rue de Rome
which was to be his final address, he has been an
important and active influence for just over a
century. It was some time after moving to the
Rue de Rome that he began to act as host at the
Tuesday evening meetings there, the famous
mardis de la Rue de Rome, which were attended
over the years by a great many writers and artists,
a number of whom—including Paul Valery,
Andre Gide, and Paul Claudel—were later to
become celebrated in their own right.
During this century of his operative existence,
Mallarme's literary fortunes have waxed and
waned and waxed again. In his lifetime, while he
was looked upon as an amiable and puzzling
eccentric by some established men of letters, such
as Leconte de Lisle and Anatole France, who
never took him seriously, he was admired and
respected by a select minority of his contemporaries, particularly the younger ones, and they
included not only writers but also painters and
musicians; it is well known, of course, that his
poetry inspired Debussy and that he was a friend
of Manet. After 1884, when he received favourable
mention in the Decadent novel A Rebours, by
Joris-Karl Huysmans, as one of the poets
appreciated by the hero, Des Esseintes, the
quintessential aesthetic dandy, he also enjoyed a
certain public notoriety. Attempts were made to
parody his hermetic style, on the assumption that
his obscure compositions might conceal comic or
even obscene meanings. By the early part of this
century, a few of his easier poems had gradually
found their way into the anthologies, at the same
time as his example was beginning to influence
poets in various foreign countries. In France
itself, his poetic creed was perpetuated, at first
with only slight modifications, by his most
eminent disciple, Valery, whose dramatic monologue, La Jeune Parque, published in 1917, reads
Q T E P H A N E MALLARME

in places like a pastiche of Mallarme, just as some
of Mallarme's earlier works might have been
mistaken for newly discovered poems by
Baudelaire. In fact, the sequence—Baudelaire,
Mallarme, Valery—must be one of the closest in
the whole history of poetry.
Nevertheless, it is probably correct to say that,
for a long time, Mallarme's reputation was that
of a relatively minor poet. For instance, he
remained overshadowed by Baudelaire during
the years when Baudelaire was being promoted
to the position of chief French poet of the 19th
century, in place of Victor Hugo who had seemed
the dominant figure up to 1900 and beyond. Also,
Mallarme's three most notable poetic contemporaries—Verlaine, Rimbaud, and Lautreamont—have had their periods of pre-eminence,
when they have seemed to push him into the
background. Verlaine has always appeared more
immediately poetic to the general public both
within France and abroad. Rimbaud's extraordinary flowering before the age of twenty-one,
his scandalous relationship with Verlaine, his
renunciation of literature and his departure for
Abyssinia surround him with an exotic appeal
that has never declined and has given rise to
what Professor Etiemble has called Le mythe de
Rimbaud. Lautreamont was taken up by the
Surrealists as a relatively unknown, enigmatic
revoke and could appeal to them because of a
violence that was totally missing from Mallarme.
I THINK WE HAVE TO SAY, then, that while
Mallarme has always been important as a poet's
poet, his general reputation has been slow to
develop. There was a certain amount of interest
in the 1930s, when Albert Thibaudet devoted the
first full-length study to him and Roger Fry
published his literal English transcriptions of
Mallarme's verse; but only since the 1940s has
he come to be treated as a major figure, on a par
with Baudelaire, Verlaine, and Rimbaud. Perhaps
he benefited retrospectively from the fame of his
disciple, Valery. Certainly, it was a friend and
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admirer of VaJery, Dr Henri Mondor—one of
those devoted servants of literature that France
seems to produce more frequently than other
countries—who wrote the standard life and began
the edition of the correspondence, which has
been continued by Professor Austin of Cambridge.
Incidentally, English-speaking scholars have been
particularly active in the last generation in
bringing to light Mallarme material and producing
interpretations of his poems.
But, over and above Mallarme's present
popularity as an object of academic study, one
can feel his presence nowadays over a whole area
of French writing. It is not simply that French
poetry, in so far as it exists, seems to follow on
from Mallarme, Rimbaud and Valery much more
than from Baudelaire and Verlaine. There is also
at the moment, in Paris, an overwhelming
obsession with language, and a predilection for
difficult, precious, abstract and contorted writing,
which seems to owe something not only to
Mallarme the poet, but also to Mallarme the
prose-writer, the inventor of the curious style
exemplified in his collection of essays entitled
Divagations. Anyone familiar with that little work
will recognise echoes of it in the writings of the
anthropologist Claude Levi-Strauss, the psychologist Jacques Lacan, the literary critic
Maurice Blanchot, the essayists Michel Leiris and
Roland Barthes, and in the prose of most of the
contributors to the reviews Tel Quel, Critique,
and Poetique. A certain Mallarme-likeflavourhas
been propagated over a wide field of literary and
intellectual discourse in France, and Mallarme
has been a major promoter of the present selfconsciousness about language in France and
elsewhere. Certainly, his primary cultural importance lies in the fact that he was a languageobsessed man, although he is, of course, only one
important element in a very rich and confused
situation.
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some supposedly definite and reliable statement.
The Existentialists and Absurdists were acutely
aware of the arbitrary nature of language and of
the gap between reality—if indeed, such a
conception as "reality" is valid—and its linguistic
transposition. More recently still, the Structuralists have taken language as a model of all
human patterning and have tended to stress the
form of the pattern as being more important than
any supposed content, or as being itself the real
content. Simultaneously, certain branches of
avant-garde literature, such as the New Novel in
France, have made a cult of linguistic form, and
have even argued that novel-writing, for instance,
is a kind of language-game which should accept
its own arbitrariness quite consciously and
dispense altogether with the notion of necessary
content.
Now it so happens that Mallarme, because he
concentrated so passionately on the problem of
language, can be seen as having points of contact
with all these developments, and can be quoted
in connection with any of them, and indeed often
has been. Moreover, in the other arts—painting,

literary contemporaries already
M referred to—Verlaine,
Rimbaud and LauALLARME'S

treamont—were also, in a less organised way,
exponents of comparable varieties of linguistic
obscurity, so it was a phenomenon that extended
beyond himself. In the generation that followed
his, Freudianism and psychology in general were
to emphasise the uncertain relationships between
language and consciousness. Later, Surrealism
tried to disrupt language so as to get at truths
that were felt to lie hidden somewhere beyond
words. At the same time, the linguistic philosophers, in England and elsewhere, have had the
contrary, but complementary, ambition to cleanse
language of its so-called metaphysical, logical,
and emotional impurities in order to arrive at
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sculpture, music, theatre, and cinema—the
dominant theme during the last half-century or
more has been what each is to do with its language,

that is, its medium considered as being separable
in some way from content, or as taking precedence
over content, or as being indissoluble form/
content. Here again, Mallarme is often eminently
quotable; he commented directly on some of the
other arts, and what he says about poetry is
sometimes transferable to them. Consequently,
his obiter dicta may turn up in any context.
For instance, there is probably no more
significant anecdote in recent art history than the
one about his reply to Degas, whose violon
d'Ingres was the writing of poetry. Degas was
complaining that he found poetry surprisingly
difficult to write, although he had plenty of ideas.
To which Mallarme answered:
"One does not make poetry with ideas, Degas,
but with words."
That is, the arts only exist in their material
reality, their intellectualisations must be concretised, and that, precisely, is the problem. Of
course, in other contexts, he may seem to be
saying the opposite, that one should move back
from the concrete phenomenon to the abstract
idea, as in his famous definition of the flower:
L'absente de tous bouquets, but I think the
contradiction is more apparent than real, as I
shall try to show.
links up in this way with
B so manyMallarme
aspects of the modern movement in
ECAUSE

literature and the arts, and has in a sense only
come into his own quite recently, one is naturally
tempted to apply to him the celebrated first line
of his funeral sonnet on Edgar Allan Poe: Tel
qu'en lui-meme enfin Vetemite le change. But on
reflection I am not sure that it is quite appropriate.
It is a magnificently sonorous statement of the
fact that death can free the artist from the
trammels of his personal situation and allow him
to become his essential self for posterity, in so far
as that self is embodied in his art. But it does not
cover the other aspect of the truth, which is that,
even for posterity, there is no stable self of the
artist or final reality of the work, about which
absolute agreement can be reached. Posterity,
after all, is just an indefinite series of new people,
reacting to things and rethinking things in their
different ways. Time, as it happens, has not
ratified Mallarme's high estimate of Edgar Allan
Poe, and opinions may legitimately differ about
Mallarme himself, both as an artist and a
theoretician. While I myself have a great admiration for him, and think him unique in some
respects, after reading certain recent books about
him, I feel there may be a tendency in some

quarters to take all his statements as revealed
truth and to enthuse about all his poems as if
they were equally successful. Perhaps we have
entered the era of the Mallarme myth: enfin en
mythe la posterite le change. This is no doubt
what happens eventually to all outstanding
artists, so that it becomes increasingly difficult to
see the wood for the trees.
THE SAKE OF CLARITY—if it is not
FORsacrilegious
to try to be clear when dealing

with Mallarme—(and I don't think it can be,
since Valery, his most devoted follower, spent all
his life trying to think clearly)—I would like to
summarise his position in the history of the
modern attitude to language, as I see it, under
three headings: (1) his conception of the role of
the poet or artist; (2) his subversion of traditional
French clarity; and (3) the consequences of his
artistic ideal.

The Role of the Artist
of the role of the
M
artist involves, at first sight, a basic
contradiction, which is not peculiar to him since
ALLARME'S CONCEPT

he shares it with a number of his predecessors and
contemporaries, but which he exhibits in an
extreme form. He was at once alienated from the
mass of the society around him, and yet had a
high opinion of the function of the artist in
relation to society. The contradiction still exists,
of course, and some people would probably
maintain that it is a permanent and inevitable
tension. If, in the evolutionary scheme of things,
art (in Sartre's phrase) is the negativity of
society, and always consists in rising above that
which is in order to create something better, new
or different, then the artist, and more particularly
the writer, can never be in a state of acceptance.
The fact remains, however, that the tension has
varied from period to period, and that it reached
a peak in France in the second half of the 19th
century, so that the poet had the strongest
possible notion of his own importance at the
same time as he placed his hope of recognition in
the future with posterity.
It is easy to suggest reasons for this state of
affairs. The concept of the poet as an outstanding
figure who voices the highest truth about the
world and is, in a sense, indistinguishable from
the vates or priest, is an ancient tradition, which
has re-emerged from time to time over the
centuries. It was common, at least as a conventional theme, during the literary revival of the
Renaissance. It burst out again with tremendous
force as one of the aspects of Romantic egotism,
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at the beginning of the 19th century. Shelley
proclaimed that the poet was the unacknowledged
legislator; Victor Hugo referred to himself as le
mage or magus; Alfred de Vigny likened the
isolation of poetic genius to the solitude of Moses
or the suffering of Christ.
In France, this sense of uniqueness which, we
might say, was in the major key with the great
Romantic poets, and which manifested itself also
in prose—for instance, in the Napoleonic complex
running through Balzac's work—gradually shifted
into the minor key, because of changing social
and political circumstances. In the generation
before Mallarme, Baudelaire had an almost
hysterical vision of the poet as a sacrificial
victim, a superior being with a mission which
made him the interpreter of Nature. and a
favourite of God, and yet a social outcast,
rejected by bourgeois society and rejecting it
because of its materialistic values.
This polarisation between art and philistinism,
Bohemians and Bourgeoisie, poetes maudits and
respectable citizens, avant-garde and official art
has been one of the great commonplaces of
cultural history in France since the mid-19th
century. It runs from the Art for Art's sake
movement, through Parnassianism to the Decadents, and then continues in the Surrealist
Movement and the Existentialist opposition
between authenticity and bad faith, until it has
broadened out immensely and become institutionalised today, not only in France but in
many other parts of the world, as the contrast
between the Establishment or the System on the
one hand, and the various forms of artistic and
social revolt, on the other.

IN THIS GENERAL PATTERN, Mallarme has

his

peculiar place. Although he was obsessed to the
point of mimeticism with Baudelaire and Edgar
Allan Poe, and had fairly close relationships with
some other Bohemian writers, such as Villiers de
L'Isle Adam and Verlaine, curiously enough, he
was not himself a Bohemian. In his late teens, he
revolted against his bourgeois family tradition by
refusing to be a civil servant, and he qualified
instead as a teacher of English, under the
impression—which turned out to be mistaken—•
that teaching would prove more congenial than
office work. Also, when he was still only twenty or
so, he seduced a German governess in his then
home town of Sens, and eventually married her,
although she had neither financial resources nor
useful family connections. This was the sum total
of his revolt.
Thereafter, he lived the humdrum external life
of a breadwinner and respectable paterfamilias,
moving from one southern provincial town to
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another, until he was appointed in due course to
Paris. His life was so empty of exciting events that
he was credited with only one possible sentimental
adventure, a liaison with a demi-mondaine, Mery
Laurent, who was the ex-mistress of Manet and
whose official protector was an American dentist
called Evans, who made a fortune in Paris
towards the end of the Second Empire, thanks to
his acquaintance with Napoleon III. It is doubtful
whether Mallarme's relationship with Mery was
anything other than platonic, although he
frequented her salon in bachelor fashion. He
refers to her unselfconsciously in his letters to his
wife and daughter, and Dr Evans was helpful
about Mme Mallarme's false teeth; so it would
seem that the connection never engendered any
great stress. The only drama was in Mallarme's
career as a schoolmaster. His professional
existence was one long martyrdom, because he
was incapable of maintaining discipline, and he
had no particular interest either in the English
language as such1 or in the business of teaching.
The school-inspectors' reports were almost
invariably unfavourable; and he was allowed to
retire at the age of fifty-two.
HOWEVER, THIS MODEST and inefficient little
teacher of English, whose domestic routine
continued undisturbed for 30-odd years, had the
highest possible conception of the dignity of the
poet, that is of himself in his creative capacity,
and this no doubt accounts for the ascendancy he
was able to establish over the young men who
attended his Tuesday gatherings. As we can now
see from his recently published correspondence
and from his other writings, he was totally
devoid of vanity, but his pride as a poet knew no
bounds. Indeed, his ultimate ambition, as
1
He published one book about English, Les
Mots anglais (1877), and left another, Themes
anglais, in an unfinished form. He himself
dismissed them as textbooks written to earn
money. Both are piously reproduced in the Plelade
edition of the Oeuvres completes; but they are
a bitter disappointment to the reader seeking
enlightenment about Mallarme's views on
language.
The first contains some very dubious, and
perhaps non-serious, remarks about the supposed
psychological significance of the initial sounds of
English words; the second is a list of English
proverbs, chosen to illustrate certain grammatical
rules. Neither, strangely enough, has any
educational or linguistic interest, except that they
show that Mallarme could get his English wrong.
If he wrote any extended, truly personal, analysis
of language in general, it must have been among
the papers destroyed after his death.

revealed in the manuscripts published in 1957 by
Professor Scherer under the title Le Livre de
Mallarme, might be considered by some people
to amount almost to a form of megalomania. He
dreamed of the creation of the perfect, definitive
b(5ok—the orphic explanation of the world, to

quote the expression he uses in a letter to Verlaine
—which would be, as it were, the Bible of a new
literary ritual. People would assemble in secular
temples to listen to it being read aloud with due
solemnity by hieratic officiants.
There, is some disagreement among the critics
about whether he had hoped to write this book
himself, or whether, by the Book, he meant the
collective achievement of all valid poets. But, in
either case, it is certain that he had an allconsuming ideal, which he likens to Le grand
oeuvre of the alchemists, the search for the
philosopher's stone. The alchemists had sought to
transmute base metal into gold; his passion was
to convert all reality into its ideal literary
expression: Le monde est fait pour aboutir a un

livre (The world only exists in order to be turned
into a book). The idea haunted him all his life,
and is one of the constant explicit or implicit
themes of his work.
THIS IS WHAT IS MEANT by the frequent assertion

that Mallarme's poetry is predominantly about
the writing of poetry, or about the difficulty of
writing the sort of poetry that he thought ought
to be written. In the slim volume of his complete
poetic works—he wrote in all between 50 and 60
poems, most of them short—a remarkably high
proportion of the verse celebrates the poet in
general or the poetic process, whether in connection with recently dead poets whom he
admired—Edgar Allan Poe, Baudelaire, Gautier,
and Verlaine—or in the guise of a symbol, such
as the faun or the swan. In other words, with
Mallarme, poetry becomes the glorification of
itself; it reaches its highest point of selfconsciousness in the modern world, and in so far
as self-consciousness and more particularly poetic
self-consciousness is a good thing, Mallarme
stands supreme, since even Valery's abundant
analyses of the poetic function are basically
developments of ideas initiated by him.
needs to be
A emphasised here, and whichthatat first
sight may
N IMPORTANT POINT

seem difficult to accept, is that Mallarme, in
placing his absolute in poetry, is not a transcendentalist, although he has been variously
presented as a Neo-Platonic mystic or as a dabbler
in the occult. He himself may be partly responsible
for the misunderstanding, through his use of the
comparison with le grand oeuvre and because of
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the religious tone in which he writes about Le
Livre with a capital L, or le Verbe, the Word, with
a capital V. Also, he shares to some extent the
Symbolist and Decadent vocabulary with its many
references to angel's wings, harps, and other
august ecclesiastical attributes, and its paradisal
or diabolical implications. Besides, many of the
notable figures in the general poetic tradition to
which he belonged were transcendentalists of one
kind or another. Baudelaire combined Catholicism with a mystical apprehension of Nature as a
system of divine intimations. Villiers, Verlaine,
Robert de Montesquiou and Huysmans, with
whom Mallarme associated, were all Catholics,
although their faith may not have been very
orthodox. Even Rimbaud and Lautreamont can
be put into the camp of the believers, and indeed
have been put there by some of their admirers.
They can be interpreted either as miscreants who
denied the existence of God, or as blasphemers
whose violence is an inverted recognition of the
importance of God. A similar ambiguity was to
occur later in the case of the Surrealists, who were
loudly opposed to orthodox religion, at the same
time as they tried to enter into communication
with the Beyond under the name of the Super-real
or Surreal.
In the case of Mallarme, we can see clearly
from his correspondence and some of his literary
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texts that he was a total non-believer. He had
been brought up as a Catholic and his very early
poems reflect conventional religious sentiment.
But in his early twenties, when he was living in
Tournon, he underwent a dramatic spiritual
crisis, the so-called crise de Tournon, during which
he accepted the scientific view of the universe as a
mass of evolving forms with no perceptible Beyond
and no ultimate meaning accessible to man. He
repeats in his correspondence, and implies in
certain of his poems, that everything in the end
returns to Le Neant, nothingness, non-being or
the void, by which he means, I think, not that
matter itself is destructible; presumably, it isn't,
or doesn't need to be; but that the semblances of
significance taken on by matter are all ephemeral,
and therefore equivalent to non-being. There is
no immortality of the human soul, and although
one proof of the quality of good art is that it
survives the individual artist, there is, in the long
run, no eternity of art either, since it too will
eventually be obliterated by the passage of time:
monuments crumble, aesthetic forms become
incomprehensible, languages die out, and so on.
As far as one can tell, Mallarme was a complete
sceptic, and so it follows that his use of the word
"eternity" in the line: Tel qu'en lui-meme enfin
Veternite le change is purely relative and as a
literary intensifier.
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SUCH SCEPTICISM was not unique in the late 19th
century. It was, as it happened, the professed
philosophy of Leconte de Lisle, the semi-official
poet who was an avowed pessimist, whereas the
other well-known, semi-official poet of the day—
and eventually a Nobel Prize-winner—Sully
Prudhomme, represented a more optimistic trend.
The difference between Leconte de Lisle and
Mallarme seems to have been that the former felt
the metaphysical problem less deeply and was
more fluent and conventional in his treatment of
it, while Mallarme was subject to attacks of
despair and artistic paralysis.
The theme of literary impotence to which he
gave such poignant expression—le vide papier que
sa blancheur defend—is obviously related to his
philosophical position. But in his positive moods,
which were on the whole the dominant ones, his
curiously original solution to the problem of
metaphysical despair was to place his concept of
the absolute in language, when it is used poetically,
and by this he meant when its significance cannot
be exhausted by an immediate act of apprehension,
but goes on echoing indefinitely in the mind. He
did not believe in the divine nature of language.
He accepted language as a human invention, the
origins of which are lost in the mists of time. He
saw each given language as a historical build-up
of sounds and symbolisations, and therefore as
being largely accidental or arbitrary from the
point of view of any particular individual who
has to use it.

as it comes to us, is a collective
product, full of the impurities of haphazard
creation since the beginning of time. The function
of the poet is to select and arrange words in such
a way as to conquer accident or chance—vaincre
le hasard—so that the sounds and their connotations, instead of operating more or less at
random, as they do in ordinary speech, echo
symphonically to produce an unbroken aesthetic
experience, which is the highest form that human
existence can achieve. This is the meaning of the
phrase: donner un sens plus pur aux mots de la
tribu, which Eliot transposed in the Four Quartets
as "to purify the language of the tribe." I repeat
that this ideal has the paradoxical nature of what
one can only call a relative absolute. Man's
noblest function, to which Mallarme subordinated
everything else, is to treat language as an aesthetically exploitable mystery, but the most
successful poem cannot lead us beyond human
experience into the transcendent. It remains a
phenomenon within the human area, and moreover a transient phenomenon, since it will
eventually disintegrate in the evolving universe.
This sense of the cosmic fragility of the aesthetic
moment is, in fact, one of Mallarme's most poetic
LANGUAGE,

features and is behind the haunting quality of
some of his finest lines.

is,
that he should
I have
maintained such a passionate belief in
T

OF COURSE, STRANGE

poetry against a background of general nonbelief. If, in spite of what I have said, he is to be
called a mystic, I think we have to say that he is
an exponent of a humanistic mysticism, which
happens to have fixed on a particular form of
literary activity. It is worth noting that, in spite of
his friendship with various artists and musicians,
he was quite convinced of the superiority of
poetry over the other arts, and he doesn't even
seem to have been flattered when he heard that
Debussy was composing his Prelude a I'apresmidi d'un faune. He is said to have murmured
reproachfully, "I thought I had set it to music
myself." (The French phrase is: Je croyais Vavoir
mis en musique moi-meme, which is still more
pointed.) In short, he is quite unique, I think, in
his total commitment to poetry as the supreme
value, since he is not followed all the way even
by Valery, who placed his absolute not in poetry
as such but rather in the self-knowledge of the
conscious mind.

But other examples of humanistic mysticism
are not unknown in French history, and it may
be a phenomenon more prevalent in French
culture than elsewhere. When Mallarme played
with the idea of public readings of the Book which
would regenerate society through the collective
experience of poetry, he was not so far removed
from the fervent rationalists of the French
Revolution, who had actually organised Feasts of
Reason to celebrate what they considered to be
man's essential attribute. A little later, Auguste
Comte invented the Positivist religion and
produced his calendar of Positivist saints.
In our own time, we have had two intriguing
instances. General de Gaulle, whose Catholicism
was no more than conventional, placed his
absolute in a humanistic religion of France,
corresponding neither to French people as they
actually are, nor to any particular moment of
France in history, but to an idea or ideal of
France as it might be. Similarly, Jean-Paul Sartre,
a professed atheist, treats human freedom as an
article of faith, and yet expends enormous energy
on proving again and again how difficult, if not
impossible, it is to exercise human freedom in any
significant way. There is a kinship here with
Mallarme, who believed so utterly in poetry as
the ultimate human value and yet found the
proper sort of poetry almost impossibly difficult
to write, not only by himself but by everyone.
Another of his sayings is: Nous sommes tous
des rates (We are all failures), by which he meant
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failures not in respect of any literary or social
career, but in relationship to the ideal. This
intensity of feeling can, I suppose, be called
religious in the sociological or anthropological
sense, and consequently Mallarme's status, in
poetry, is, like Baudelaire's or Rimbaud's, that of
a prophet or a saint.
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French Clarity
MOVE NOW to my second heading: the subI version
of the French tradition of clarity. Up

to the middle of the 19th century, and indeed up
to 1918 or even 1939 over the major part of the
field, French writers subscribed to the view that
ce qui n'est pas clair n'est pas frangais, ce qui se
concoit bien s'enonce clairement, and so on. The

change began in poetry and now, for a number
of reasons, it has eventually spread to prose, with
the result that the Parisian literary language of
the present moment is one of the most difficult
dialects that have ever existed, and certainly the
most complicated form of French that has
occurred in history.
If Mallarme is referred to so often now, this is
because he played his part in originating hermeticism both in poetry and in prose. It is extraordinary to think that, according to his own
account, he began his poetic career as a schoolboy
with the ambition to rival the ballad-writer,
Beranger, than whom no one could be easier to
understand or more popular in his appeal. The
change was fairly abrupt, since by his early
twenties Mallarm6 was already writing verse that
was more difficult than the norm. Thereafter, he
went on to develop obscurity as a deliberate
technique and carried the process so far that
several poems of his maturity remain permanently
undecipherable in rational terms. Interpretations
are not lacking, but they all contradict each other
to some extent, and the divergencies may be so
wide as to involve disagreement about the actual
subject-matter of a given poem. Mallarme
provides no help with the very difficult pieces,
although he gave literal transcriptions of some of
the easier ones, such as "Le Tombeau d'Edgar
Poe", for the benefit of American translators. Nor
does he offer any full account of his philosophy of
obscurity. He deals with the subject to some
extent in Divagations, which contains some very
striking and beautiful formulae, but his prose is
usually poetic rather than explanatory and almost
as difficult as his verse. Nor is there any mass of
posthumous manuscripts in which we can trace
his development, as is the case with Valery. He
instructed his wife and daughter to burn his
papers, and they appear to have obeyed him as
literally as possible. So, in discussing his motives

"Ever since the publication of THE
CODEBREAKERS, I have the greatest
admiration for David Kahn's work.
Here, as there, he has chosen an
exceptionally difficult task. But he
knows where to look for evidence; he
knows how to test it; and he knows
how to interpret it.
This is the only work which really
penetrates the Nazi intelligence system
as a whole: a work of profound
research and intelligent criticism by a
master of the subject."
Hugh Trevor-Roper
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Ludendorff and the
Supreme Command
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Friedrich Wilhelm Ludendorff, victor
of Tannenberg, was one of the most
skilled soldiers in history, an important
tactical innovator, and a genius as Chief
of Staff to his friend and partner
Hindenberg.
In place of the hitherto accepted
image of the obstinate, obsessive,
rude and ruthless general, Roger
Parkinson s penetrating portrait reveals a
different man - with traits which now
can be regarded with some sympathy as
the author skilfully uncovers the tragic
elements of Ludendorff s twisted career.
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I can only make a few suggestions, based on
from what he actually says.

»*\trapolations
exi

THE TURNING-POINT was obviously his reading of
Baudelaire, which was a sort of revelation on
two counts. Firstly, although Baudelaire never
tried to be obscure, some of the most beautiful
poems in Les Fleurs du Mai are spontaneously
mysterious and dreamlike, in a way unparalleled
in French writing of the first half of the century,
except in the work of Gerard de Nerval, whom
Mallarme may not have come across at that
stage. I am thinking of such poems as "La Mort
des Amants", "La Vie Anterieure", "La Geante",
"Le Balcon" and the great cat poem, "Dans ma
cervelle se promene." These poems depart from
what one might call the linear rhetoric of neoclassicism, which had been only slightly modified
by the Romantic Movement. They proceed by
apparently irrational juxtaposition or telescoping
of metaphor, which corresponds however to a
deeper rationality of feeling.
Now Baudelaire's remarkable originality lay in
the fact that he wrote this sort of poetry in the
heyday of Victor Hugo, the most fluent inventor
of rhetorical, linear verse that France has ever
produced. Andre Gide's famous reply to the
question: Who is the greatest French poet?
(Victor Hugo, helas!) means precisely this. In
Hugo's torrents of eloquence there are single
lines or fragments of great beauty, but Hugo
wrote no work that would be recognised as a poem
in the modern sense of a permanently satisfying
interlocking structure of metaphor, with the
possible exception of "Booz endormi", which has
a slightly oneiric character.
Mallarme immediately grasped the original,
non-Hugolian element in Baudelaire, and went
on to intensify it consciously in his own way. As
I mentioned before, there is a parallel development
of deliberate obscurity in Verlaine and Rimbaud,
as if they too were reacting against Hugolian
rhetoric, either in the wake of Baudelaire or
independently. But Mallarme cannot have owed
anything to their example at the time when he
was evolving his style, and in fact the debt, if
there is one, may be the other way round.
Secondly, Baudelaire, more clearly still than the
major Romantics or even Gautier, presented
Mallarme with the image of the poet as a
consecrated, sacrificial figure, a poete maudit, to
use the expression invented later by Verlaine, and
a poete maudit of inherent distinction. In spite of
his bourgeois origins, Baudelaire was a selfelected, spiritual aristocrat, an aesthetic dandy,
entirely devoted to the pursuit of beauty, and
Mallarme followed his example, switching
completely from the vox populi function as

represented by Beranger, or by Hugo in most of
his moods.
In one respect, Mallarme carried his aristocratic
dandyism even further than Baudelaire. An initial
reason for his obscurity is the unashamedly highbrow intention of keeping the philistines or the
hoipolloi at bay by creating a semi-secret language
within ordinary language, a trobar clus, to mark
the shift from the plane of humdrum speech to
the aesthetic level of poetry. Rhyme and rhythm
did not seem enough to him to underline the
distinction. He says rather quaintly in Divagations
that poetry, using a medium accessible to
everyone, is at a disadvantage in comparison
with music, which is protected by its special
notation.
I don't think he would have been able to say
this today when music, in its various forms, is
part of the everyday consumption of democratic
society, whereas poetry has retreated to a very
narrow area, and is practically ignored by the
vast majority. However, such was not yet the case
in his time. Rightly or wrongly, he was reacting
against the democratic literary tendencies of the
earlier part of the century as being aesthetically
vulgar. Victor Hugo claimed to have abolished
poetic elitism, saying "/'a/ mis un bonnet rouge au
vieux dictionnaire (I have placed a red, revolutionary cap on the old dictionary)", and
Wordsworth had advocated a return to plainness
of speech. Mallarme places himself squarely in
the opposite camp, which believes in poetic
diction, preciosity and complexity of metaphor as
being essential for the creation of the poetic
experience. But he doesn't theorise much about
this, nor does he show any knowledge of, or
interest in, the precious or hermetic poets of other
periods: the troubadours or Maurice Sceve in
France, Lilly or the metaphysical poets in
England, or Gongora in Spain. He was not a
scholar, but a craftsman trying to work out his
linguistic salvation as he thought best, and this
involved erecting deliberate linguistic barriers,
although he sometimes flavoured the operation
with a certain amount of humour.
REASONS for his obscurity
B UTare,THEto myFURTHER
mind, much more interesting. Also

in Divagations, he distinguishes between the instrumental and the poetic uses of language, and
his distinction has become more or less axiomatic
in modern French culture, since it is repeated,
and developed for very different purposes, on the
one hand by Valery and on the other by Sartre.
According to this view, ordinary prosaic language
is immediately functional. It expresses a meaning
which can be assimilated independently of the
words used, and then re-expressed, perhaps in
different words; that is, language, in its prosaic
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aspect, is translatable, because its content is
referential, in a rough and ready way, to the
external world.
If, for instance, you need to manipulate an
object on the level of physical reality—a chair or
a chest of drawers—you can refer to it by its
usual label and the desired effect will normally be
achieved. But if you wish to convey the significance
of the object on the level of psychological reality,
to reconstitute it, as it were, in its concrete poetic
presence, the last thing to do is to name it directly,
because you will short-circuit the poetic charge
by the literal meaning, which does no more than
place the object in the general abstract category
signified by the term: chair or chest of drawers.
You have, on the contrary, to keep the meaning
in suspense, and create a context of appropriate
impressions so that the absence of the object is
eventually experienced as its poetic presence.2
THE METHOD can be called Impressionism, since
the Impressionist painters also reconstituted the
object by means of its context, in the form of the
play of light on it and around it. The difference
is, however, that the subject of an Impressionist
picture is not usually in doubt. If you stand at the
right distance, you can see that Monet has
painted water-lilies, because the eye automatically

105

interprets the signs. In language, the operation is
much more difficult, since we may have no means
of ordering the impressions to reconstitute the
central theme unless the poet gives us a clue. The
connotations of words are infinitely more varied
2

On one occasion, Mallarme achieves his
effect the other way round. In the famous
paragraph on the flower, he names the object
first, enhancing the everyday word with an
exclamation mark, and then he produces a gloss
which is a sort of mimesis of the ideal growth of
the flower. The stalk snakes up gracefully in
stages, almost as in speeded-up photography of
plant life, to open out at the top into the idee
meme et suave—the broad, sweet, anonymous,
phantom bloom:
Je dis une fleur! et, hors de I'oubli oil ma voix
relegue aucun contour, en tant que quelque
chose d'autre que les calices sus, musicalement
se /eve, idee meme et suave, I'absente de tous
bouquets.
This is what Mallarme means by the phrase:
peindre non la chose mais I'effet produit (to
describe not the thing in itself but the effect
produced); and "thing", of course, refers not
simply to material objects but to any phenomenon.
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and misleading than the effects of light, and the
problem of controlling them correspondingly
more complex. Besides, some connotations may
be peculiar to the poet; they may be part of his
private relationship with language, and so remain
permanently inaccessible to the reader. For these
two reasons, I must confess that I have always
found myself shut off from several of Mallarm6's
poems. I cannot reactivate the connotations

harmonically, through the lack of a central
guiding line, and the conflicting interpretations
put forward by the specialists merely seem to
prove that the words are hopelessly ambiguous.
On the other hand, in those cases where I do
understand, I readily agree that Mallarme's
method can produce poetry of a quite unique
richness and delicacy. To quote one instance,
which is sometimes dismissed as minor—I have

Autre Eventail

Another Fan

de Mademoiselle Mallarme

Belonging to Mademoiselle Mallarme

O reveuse, pour queje plonge
Au pur dilice sans chemin
Sache, par un subtil mensonge,
Garder mon aile dans ta main.

Dear dreamer, that I may plunge
Into pure, trackless delight.
Know, by a subtle deceit,
How to hold my wing in your hand.

Une fraicheur de crepuscule
Te vient a chaque battement
Dont le coup prisonnier recule
L'horizon delicatement.

A freshness of twilight
Upon you at each wing-beat
Whose prisoned strokes defer
The horizon delicately.

Vertige! void quefrissonne
L'espace comme un grand baiser
Qui, fou de naitre pour personne,
Ne peut jaillir ni s'apaiser.

Vastness! See how thrills
Space like an immense kiss
Which, mad to be born for no one,
Neither canflownor be still.

Sens-tu le paradis farouche
Ainsi qu'un rire enseveli
Se couler du coin de ta bouche
Aufond de I'unanime pli!

Do you feel the wild paradise
Which like laughter entombed
Flows from the lips' last curve
Down the unanimous fold!

Le sceptre des rivages roses
Stagnants sur les soirs d'or, ce Vest,
Ce blanc volferme" que tu poses
Contre le feu d'un bracelet.

The sceptre on rose-red shores
Stagnant on evenings of gold is
This white flight which you place
Against a bracelet's fire.

MALLARM£

TRANSLATION BY ROGER FRY

A still more literal version.
Oh dreamer, so that I may plunge into pure, trackless delight, know how, by a subtle deceit, to keep my wing
in your hand.
A twilight coolness comes to you with each beat, whose tethered movement delicately repels the horizon.
Dizzy rapture! Space itself thrills like a great kiss which, crazed through being addressed to no one, can
neither burst into being nor die down.
Do you feel the wild paradise which, like stifled laughter, slips from the corner of your mouth into the
unanimous fold!
It is the sceptre of rose-red shores, spread out motionless over golden evenings—this white flight which,
when closed, you lay to rest against your bracelet's sparkle.
J. W.
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always been convinced that the second fan-poem,
"Eventail de Mile Mallarme", is an almost
miraculous work, in which the object, the fan, is
recreated in words through a phenomenon of
depth, or circularity, or linguistic abstraction, so
that its beating on the air becomes the most
poignant symbol of the lyric state. But I would
immediately add that, in this poem as in all the
others I understand and admire, the obscurity in

Charles Mauron's
Commentary
THIS POEM is spoken by the fan. A curiously subtle

fan, since it knows what is perhaps the secret of all
aesthetic, how to refuse Life, lie to reality, and not
respond to an exterior stimulus by the appropriate
response, but, having reached the threshold of
action, to stop, laughing at the universal deception,
and play or contemplate rather than act. Man is an
artist in so far as he can stop living. As a painter he
draws, rather than embraces, the nude. Poet, he
gathers not fruit but images. Or so at least thought
the Faun, whose pipe "turns the cheek's trouble to
itself." So also thinks the fan. Being winged, as its
movement shows, it should have known the real
pleasures of flight. But, since it is an artist, it
knows better. If the dreamer's hand can hold and
imprison this flight, it will plunge into the space of
pure imagination. For as soon as one lies to life,
one enters the Platonic kingdom of Ideas, of Notbeing.
So the game begins. The imprisoned fan goes
through the motions of flight. But instead of serving
in some useful progress, each movement of the wing
only serves to open, dilate and reclose the space
before the young woman's face—without any object
except the pleasure of the emotion.
An immense space comes into being when the
horizon under the fan draws back—it comes into
being, but for no one. Nothing really happens; if
any happiness were possible, it would not happen.
The girl's lips, uncovered by the fan, suggest a kiss,
but there is no one to kiss them. The excitement of
the imagination arises from just these checks on the
threshold of action. And, when the fan recloses, shy
happiness, a happiness which flees reality, like a
laugh which is checked and becomes internal,
flows and glides along the converging folds of the
fan, closing like a folded wing. This is the game;
all idea ofpower is banished from it. It gives no real
control, over the actual world. But it opens up, to
anyone who plays it, the territories of imagination,
the shores of non-existence, those which "stagnate
on the gold" of twilight. The folded fan is the sceptre
of these. Thefinalcouplet closes the poem with the
fixity of a scintillation immobile as the contemplator.
From Stephane Mallarme, Poems, translated
by Roger Fry, with commentaries by Charles
Mauron (Vision Press Ltd, 1951; originally
published by Chatto & Windus in 1936).
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the last resort is not really obscure. It could be
better defined as the complex creation of linguistic
perspective in an area where impressions are
normally confused, and so it is ultimately the
triumph of a certain kind of clarity.
In other words, at its best, Mallarme's cult of
obscurity is an attempt to replace the superficial
clarity of ordinary speech, or of average linear
rhetoric, with a deeper or higher aesthetic clarity
which, however, remains surrounded by that
irreducible mystery inherent in language, and
indeed in the whole of existence. Clarity, we might
say, is never more than a provisional aspect of
mystery, and Mallarme sees the poem as a sort
of musically patterned clearing in the forest
of meanings.

IF I MAY REFER AGAIN to the celebrated expression:
dormer un sens plus pur aux mots de la tribu, it

should be noted that the term pur cannot be taken
in the sense of simple or univocal. No one was
ever more sensitive to the multiple associations of
words than Mallarme; by purity he must mean
maximum control of linguistic ambiguity so that
nothing is alien to the required effect. He wants
to eliminate haphazard linguistic noise in order
to produce continuous linguistic music.
And again, in this context, music does not
mean the obvious musicality of external onomatopoeia. The aim is to create the deepest possible
correspondence between sound and sense, at a
level which is only intermittently accessible to
consciousness. All good poetry is fundamentally
onomatopoeic in this way, and the difficulty is to
ensure that the various parts of a given poem are
all equally effective. Mallarme never writes at
random like the Surrealists; in fact, he would
have been totally opposed to their philosophy.
Nor is he content with facile mystery or blurring
of meanings, like some other undisciplined
obscurantists. But I think he was prepared on
occasions to trust his instinct or his principles
beyond his own understanding, and if I am right
in believing that some of his poems fail to come
off, this is because he was not quite correct in his
judgment of the extent to which he could go too
far. We might call him a specialist in the poetic
long shot. When it succeeds, the effect created is
one of unparalleled beauty, but when it fails, the
result can be a sort of tortured blankness.
For instance, the sonnet which he placed at the
end of his collected works, "Mes bouquins
refermes sur le nom de Paphos", is, for me at least,
three-quarters magic and one-quarter dead wood.
The second quatrain, in particular, has always
bothered me, because it contains one of the most
wonderful evocations of winter and snow ever
penned and yet ends with a conceit that, to my
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knowledge, has never been properly elucidated:
Coure le froid avec ses silences de faulx
Je n'y hulluleraipas de vide nenie
Si ce tres blanc ebat au ras du sol denie
A tout site I'honneur du paysage faux.3
The puzzling use of the verb denier, at the end
of the third line, about which the specialists
are in disagreement, is an example of a last reason
for Mallarme's obscurity. He occasionally allows
himself to use words in special senses that he
himself determines, or more accurately leaves
indeterminate, and he violates normal French
usage to achieve particular effects or greater
concentration. It has sometimes been argued that
he was attempting to transpose certain English
turns of speech into French or that he wanted to
approximate to the lapidary constructions of
Latin verse. In my view, this is a mannerism which
has little connection with his true quality, which
depends on elision but never on distortion.
The mannerism may result from an occasional
mood of linguistic authoritarianism in one who
was so strongly convinced of the uniqueness of
the poet's relationship to language. Valery said,
with some degree of exaggeration:
"Mallarme understood language as if he had
invented it."

language to his will. But language is, by definition,
that which belongs, not to the individual but to
the multitude, la tribu, and its obligations are in
the end statistical, and therefore always an effect
of chance or necessity, either term being appropriate according to one's angle of vision.
Language, one might say, is chance always
hardening into necessity, or necessity always
threatened by some new collective wave of chance.
Mallarme, I am sure, was perfectly well aware of
this most of the time, and I suspect it is one of the
possible meanings of the haunting title: Un coup
de des jamais n'abolira le hasard. Each use of
language is a throw of the dice intended to
establish a necessary relationship between words
and psychological reality.
The poet hopes that he will throw nothing but
sixes, but even when he has a run of sixes, he
knows that their pseudo-necessity is an effect of
chance, and that chance may again be less
favourable at the next throw.

Artistic

Consequences

the general consequences of
A sMallarme's artistic
ideal, I can only offer a
REGARDS

few tentative speculations because, as I suggested
earlier, he has become, or is in process of
becoming, a myth, and once that stage has been
Mallarme may have felt at times that he had a
reached, an artist can engender all sorts of effects
right to invent it, at least in certain details. No
which may have little or nothing to do with his
doubt this is a matter of taste, but I think such
central reality. And if, in addition, he is seen as a
systematic distortion of accepted usage is a sterile
positive representative of obscurity, the deductions
error, a sort of linguistic dead-end, just as mistaken
that can be made from him are correspondingly
as Joyce's tedious development of the multiple,
intercultural pun in Finnegans Wake. It is quite more various.
different from the bold and positive creation of
No one, I should think, now believes in the
metaphors and conceits, which is Mallarme's
mission of the poet with the same fervour as he
forte.
did, but he must have played his part in emphasising the divorce between the sensitive
I suppose he had his moments of impatience
when he felt that to conquer chance, vaincre le individual and the immediate society of his time,
hasard, in literary composition, he would bend which has been such a feature of the modern era
in France and elsewhere. He was not a case of
3
flamboyant alienation, like Baudelaire, Verlaine,
Roger Fry gives the following literal transRimbaud, Lautreamont, Jarry, Artaud, and so
lation :
Let the cold course with its scythe-like silences many others. He was quietly and discreetly
alienated, like Flaubert, say, or like the majority
I will not wail there for a vain reproach
of French intellectuals, who tend to live with
Even if this so white gambol along the ground
both feet in the bourgeois world and their
denies
imagination
elsewhere. He can thus serve as an
To any site the honour of the unreal landscape.
attractive model for contemporary schizophrenia.
This does not solve the problem, and even blunts
that part of the meaning which is intelligible
It is very interesting, I think, that Sartre should
always have treated Mallarme with respect, and
through the use of the preposition "for" in "for a
should have preferred to use Flaubert as his
vain reproach." The sense is: "I shall not wail a
whipping-boy, although the theory of committed
vain lament against or in the cold." But, in any
literature is the exact reverse of Mallarme's
case, it is probably impossible to render in
artistic philosophy. Le monde est fait pour
English the perfect patterning of the vowels and
aboutir a un livre becomes, in effect, with Sartre:
consonants in the first two lines and the astonishing
Le livre est fait pour aboutir au monde. But Sartre
use of the rare word nenie.
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has now more or less abandoned commitment
and again taken refuge in language in a Mallarmelike manner, although he is as fluently inexhaustible as Mallarme is succinct.
SAID that, in my view, Mallarme is not
I HAVE
a transcendentalist. He is a conscious exploiter

of the mystery of language, which is an empirical
fact. When he goes over the edge into incomprehensibility, this is because he has carried his
principles too far—almost, one might say, through
an excess of rationalism. But his example may
have given extra force to the great stream of
anti-rationalist and would-be transcendentalist
writing which has developed since the second half
of the 19th century, and which has been nourished
by Rimbaud's dereglement systematique de tous
les sens, the Surrealist cult of randomness, and
the various more or less frantic reactions to the
concept of the Absurd.
Strangely enough, Mallarme, although a nonbeliever, seems to have helped Eliot, the believer,
to write more astringently, and to react against
the softness of Georgian rhetoric and Swinburnian
fluidity. But I suspect that a number of minor
writers may think they are following in Mallarme's
footsteps when they compose flaccid verse that
they themselves do not wholly understand, or
when they doodle with language without
Mallarme's strict attention to sound and
connotation.
On the other hand, because of Mallarme's selfconsciousness about language, there are rigorous
exponents of form in literature and the other arts
who see him as the great representative of the
idea that what counts, in any artistic enterprise,
is not the ostensible subject-matter—that is the
relationship to the vulgar world of everyday
phenomena—but the aesthetic essence, the pure,
distilled, intangible something, which is very
close to nothingness and yet makes all the
difference between success and failure.
Undoubtedly, Mallarme's most characteristic
verse hovers delicately between existence and nonexistence, and is concerned with the diaphanous,
evanescent quality of the lyric state. The debate
about la poesie pure, which developed in the 1920s
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in the wake of Mallarme around the verse of
Valery, also helped to increase the feeling that
poetry is something which usually exists in a
highly rarefied, autonomous, linguistic form, and
need not be referential to life as it is actually lived.
This concept was generalised to all the arts
through the use of the expression "significant
form", an invention of Roger Fry, who was a
professed admirer of Mallarme, although it is
difficult to guess, from reading his English
transcriptions of the verse, what exactly he can
have got out of it.
It has further been claimed by some art critics
that Mallarme's distortion of syntax, an innovation in form, encouraged the Cubists to
impose their geometrical patterns, which are
Platonic abstractions, on to the impurities and
irregularities of the given world. Various more
recent schools have rejected representational
content entirely, as Mallarme abandoned explanatory linear "rhetoric in favour of opaque
ultra-poetic concentration. Similarly, in the
French New Novel, there has been an attempt to
empty fiction of social significance, individual or
collective psychology and didactic purpose, in
order to isolate the so-called ludic quality of
language, which is held to be the essential
aesthetic function that fiction illustrates.
IN REACTING TO ALL THIS, each person must make
his own choice, according to his philosophy of
language or his philosophy of form, both of which
are, perhaps, in the last resort, a matter of
temperament.
Most of us, I would say, are born to be either
Realists or Idealists. The Realists put their trust
more in the primary world of phenomena than in
the secondary world of language or man-created
forms, and the Idealists do exactly the opposite.
Mallarme's peculiar strength came from the fact
that, while being an Idealist, who was ultimately
on the side of language rather than of life, he was
also a Realist who kept afirmgrip on phenomena,
and so embodied an interesting tension between
the two philosophic possibilities—a necessary
tension, which has perhaps not always been fully
understood by some of the people who look upon
him as their master.
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R. S. Thomas

Thirteen Blackbirds Look at a Man
It is calm.
It is as though
we lived in a garden
that had not yet arrived
at the knowledge of
good and evil.
But there is a man in it.
2.
There will be
rain falling vertically
from an indifferent
sky. There will stare out
from behind its
bars the face of the man
who is not enjoying it.

with a man, our
bills give us no trouble.
8.
Who said the
number was unlucky?
It was the man who
trying to pass us
had his licence endorsed
thirteen times.
9.
In the cool
of the day the garden
seems given over
to blackbirds. Yet
we know also that somewhere
there is a man in hiding.

3.
Nothing higher
than a blackberry
bush. As the sun comes up
fresh, what is the darkness
stretching from horizon
to horizon? It is the shadow
here of the forked man.

10.
To us there are
eggs and there are
blackbirds. But there is the man,
too, trying without feathers
to incubate an answer.

4.
We have eaten
the blackberries and spat out
the seeds, but they lie
glittering like the eyes of a man.

11.
We spread our
wings, reticulating
our air-space. A man stands
under us and worries
at his ability to do the same.

5.
After we have stopped
singing the garden is disturbed
by echoes: it is
the man whistling, expecting
everything to come to him.
6.
We wipe our beaks
on the branches
wasting the dawn's
jewellery to get rid
of the taste of a man.
7.
Nevertheless,
which is not the case

12.
When night comes
like a visitor
from outer space
we stop our ears
lest we should hear tell
of the man in the moon.
13.
Summer is
at an end. The migrants
depart. When they return
in spring to the garden
will there be a man among them?
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