
[image: image]


[image: image]

 

Adjusting type size may change line breaks. Landscape mode may help to preserve line breaks.


To Caroline, Clara, and Louisa


 

 

 

All the Great masters, ancient and modern, 
plagiarized Homer, and Homer plagiarized God.

—STÉPHANE MALLARMÉ
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INTRODUCTION

The poet Stéphane Mallarmé slept badly in the summer of 1896. He suffered periodically from insomnia, and took analgesics to put him to sleep. Once he joked with a journalist, who asked him about his dreams, that he had not closed his eyes in twelve years. But the bout of insomnia that began that May was especially severe, though in the beginning it was nothing more than worries about house cleaning and home renovation that kept him awake at night.

For twenty-three summers, Mallarmé and his wife, Marie, and daughter Geneviève had rented the first floor of an old boatman’s house on the banks of the Seine. From the entrance facing the river, one could see the Pont de Valvins, with its steel crisscross girders on stone, a monument to the new technology favored after the Franco-Prussian War of 1870–71. The bridge would be destroyed by explosives on the morning of August 23, 1944, as General George Patton’s Third Army, on its way to liberate Paris, engaged German troops stationed on Mallarmé’s side of the river. An Allied shell penetrated the poet’s study. On the far bank lay the eastern edge of the thick Forest of Fontainebleau. The castle had once been a favorite of the Emperor Napoleon III, who was baptized in its rococo chapel. In 1814, his uncle Napoleon I bid farewell to the Old Guard of his army in the courtyard of the castle, after a coalition from Austria, Russia, and Prussia forced him into exile on the island of Elba.

Napoleon III had been gone for twenty-five years, and summers along this particular stretch of the Seine now brought a harvest of artists and intellectuals. A fourth member of the Mallarmé family, eight-year old Anatole, rested in the nearby cemetery of Samoreau.

Each year, the poet preceded les dames to Valvins to prepare the house for their arrival. This summer was different, however. Mallarmé had retired from his day job as a high school teacher of English to devote himself to art. The thought of spending more time in the country house, which would now be more of a second home than a summer retreat, meant that repairs could no longer wait. So, having hosted his last of the season’s Tuesday evening gatherings for a circle of select writers and artists, the poet traveled on the morning of May 6, 1896, seventy kilometers by train from Paris to Fontainebleau, where he was met by one of the local residents, Charles Guérin, who took him by carriage to Valvins. There were plasterers, painters, and masons to be hired and kept on task over the long Ascension weekend, minor damage from the winter to be repaired, all combined with a fear that the owners would object to the changes he had made. “I haven’t closed my eyes, with all the worry and bother,” he wrote to Marie and Geneviève after the first week.1

Mallarmé was no stranger to domestic tasks. He was deeply fascinated by the workings of this house while attuned to the new consumer goods that were making daily life in Belle Époque France easier and more aesthetically pleasing. For a brief period in the mid-1870s, he had edited a ladies’ fashion magazine, giving advice about the latest dress, home decoration and remedies, vacation destinations, and menus for special occasions. At home in Paris and Valvins, the poet surrounded himself with beautiful objects—paintings and drawings, which were gifts from fellow artists: Édouard Manet’s portrait of the poet smoking a cigar, a seascape by Berthe Morisot, a pastel of flowers by Odilon Redon, the plaster cast of a faun by Auguste Rodin, and James McNeill Whistler’s sketch of Geneviève. Stéphane and Marie Mallarmé treasured a few pieces of well-chosen furniture and accessories that had accompanied them on their moves through southern and eastern France before they settled in Paris: an oriental lacquered chest, an elaborate Venetian mirror, and a Saxony porcelain clock that they had purchased in 1863, before their marriage.

Alongside these inanimate objects were animate ones as well, exquisite pets. “He needed these small living presences, with all their naiveté,” wrote Geneviève: greyhounds named Yseult and Saladin; an owl, Clare-de-Lune; a bluebird, a waxbill, and small green parrots whom the poet referred to as “little academicians”; a white angora cat called Snow and her son, Fog; and the black cat Lilith, who was the granddaughter of poet Théodore de Banville’s cat Éponine, for whom Charles Baudelaire wrote his famous poem “Les Chats.” In an interview about his pets, Mallarmé declared cats to be as worthy of respect as human beings. We may chase them outside because of their intemperance, but they come back inside, “like household gods, the idols of the apartment.” He traveled back and forth between Paris and Valvins with Lilith in a basket.

On neither his meager salary as a teacher nor his pension of 5,000 francs per year could Mallarmé afford the costly furniture and refined knickknacks of France’s Belle Époque. So, he indulged in bricolage, do-it-yourself tinkering about the house. “I tried to imitate English furniture with your dressing stand, you will see,” he wrote to his wife. “Tomorrow, I will set about painting in off-white the winged chair, a delicate task in view of the trimmings.” When it was done, the poet was as fastidious about the finish as he was about his verse: “My winged chair, too white and shiny, looks new; I am going to apply a coat of matte.” While attempting to clean house amid all the disorder, he realized that the key to a silver clock was lost, and the one he borrowed broke the mainspring. Juliette Hubert, the woman who prepared the poet’s meals and did his laundry when he was alone in the country, promised to have it fixed in nearby Fontainebleau. “I slept badly because of this,” he confessed.2

In the course of his first stay in the country, the mailman brought news of various kinds: a copy of Émile Zola’s latest novel, Rome; word of the death of Trixie Whistler, the wife of his friend, the painter James McNeill Whistler; and a copy of Argus magazine, which informed its readers in one of its “gossips” that Stéphane Mallarmé received visitors with a bottle of wine, salad, and a round of Camembert cheese. Who was the informant? he wondered. Could it be the Irish novelist George Moore, whom he had invited to lunch the previous summer?

Local visitors were not shy about dropping by the Mallarmé cottage in Valvins. Thadée Natanson, editor of the high cultural La Revue blanche, and his ravishingly beautiful wife, the pianist Misia Godebski, rode their bicycles over to invite the poet to dine with them at the nearby summer home of Misia’s father, the sculptor Cyprian Godebski. This was before Natanson made a deal with Misia’s lover, Alfred Edwards, the wealthy editor of the daily newspaper Le Matin. Edwards agreed to pay for publishing La Revue blanche as well as for the costs of Natanson’s political activities, in a divorce settlement that was most unusual even for such heady times, when private life was often the stuff of public spectacle. Edwards, in turn, soon replaced Misia with the actress Geneviève “Ginette” Lantelme. Misia was so furious that she sent her rival all of the Edwards family jewels. When Lantelme mysteriously fell off Edwards’s yacht and drowned in 1911, her tomb was desecrated by robbers seeking the jewels with which it was rumored she was buried in Paris’s Père-Lachaise Cemetery. Misia later married the Spanish painter José Maria Sert. Henri de Toulouse-Lautrec, Auguste Renoir, Édouard Vuillard, and Pierre Bonnard all painted portraits of Misia Sert, who was one of the deadliest femmes fatales of fin-de-siècle France.

Mallarmé may have suffered from insomnia, but he saw to it that in just three weeks the kitchen of the little house in Valvins was enlarged and made lighter. Cracked walls were patched and tiles replaced. Four rooms, the circular staircase leading to the second floor, and both indoor and outdoor furniture were painted. The baking oven was rebuilt, the floors waxed, the garden replanted, and the trees trimmed. “In spite of the workers’ inexperience, it will be pretty; and the faults of execution will disappear in the harmony of the ensemble,” he wrote to Marie and Geneviève on the eve of his departure to fetch them. “Nonetheless,” he mused with typical humor and the understated irony known to anyone who has undertaken home renovation, “these have been strange weeks. . . . One day, I will look back on it perhaps with curiosity. To have something built, only to move back in!”3

In these final years of the nineteenth century, the poet, despite his modest means, was at the height of his poetic reputation and powers. He was still healthy. On the forms required by the French government for retirement, he testified: “My daily food regimen is mixed; I believe you asked me to indicate my height: 1 meter, 63 centimeters; width of shoulders: 41 centimeters; weight: 150 pounds; age: 53. Exercise, moderate. No medications.”4 He planned in retirement to spend more time sailing and fishing in the ten-kilometer stretch of river between the lock of Héricy and the village of Thomery. Once the house in Valvins was restored, the poet would finish a number of difficult writing projects that had haunted him all his life.

The poetry review La Plume had elected Mallarmé to succeed Paul Verlaine as France’s “Prince of Poets” after Verlaine’s death in January 1896. Two months later, the editors published a special issue devoted to their new prince, with several of his major poems and a portrait by the celebrity photographer Félix Nadar. Just a few days before his departure for the country, the popular newspaper Le Figaro included in its “Concerts and Spectacles” column the review of a public lecture dedicated to France’s most esteemed poet, delivered at the Théâtre Mondain: an “enormous, exquisite, elite audience interrupted the eloquent lecturer often with applause.” Mallarmé had begun to be known abroad, not only in England, where he had lectured at Oxford and Cambridge, but even across the Atlantic in the United States. The week of his arrival in Valvins, his article on the poet Arthur Rimbaud appeared in The Chap Book, edited in Chicago. “Tuesdays” chez Mallarmé, these renowned afterdinner gatherings in the French tradition of literary salons, attracted an international array of poets, novelists, painters, and composers, who, once a week in winter, climbed four flights of stairs on the rue de Rome to the “little house of Socrates.”

Upon his return to Paris in the middle of May, Mallarmé sent get-well wishes to the writer Léon Daudet and a letter of condolence to the journalist and art critic Théodore Duret, whose brother had been killed in Africa. He then changed the address of some of his magazine subscriptions, forwarding them to the country. He agreed to head the committee to erect a monument in honor of Verlaine. The poet dined at home the night of his arrival in the capital, and, the next night, at the home of his lifelong confidante and muse, Méry Laurent.

In the days between his initial trip to Valvins and his return to Paris, Mallarmé heard rumors about a Jewish army officer who had been arrested two years before. Alfred Dreyfus, a graduate of the French military academy Saint Cyr and the son of a wealthy textile manufacturer from Alsace, was tried for espionage and exiled for life to the penal colony on Devil’s Island, off the coast of French Guiana. In May 1896, however, the case against Dreyfus began slowly to unravel. Mallarmé’s disciple, the journalist and polemicist Bernard Lazare, had been contacted by Alfred’s brother Mathieu and was one of the first to cast doubt upon Dreyfus’s conviction for selling French military secrets to the Germans. On May 14, Émile Zola, journalist, playwright, and France’s leading naturalist novelist, published an article in Le Figaro decrying the dangers of anti-­Semitism: “I am stupefied that such a return of fanaticism, such a fomenting of religious war, could happen in our era, in our great Paris, among our good people.” Zola was promptly attacked by Édouard Drumont, founder of the Anti-Semitic League of France and author of the incendiary La France juive, which had been hugely successful in stirring up anti-Jewish feelings after it appeared in 1886. Drumont predictably accused Zola of being a lawyer for the Jews and even to be like the Jews themselves because of the “filthy, blasphemous, basely smutty character of his books.” These initial seeds of doubt about Dreyfus’s guilt, planted by Lazare and Zola, would quicken over the next two years into the Dreyfus affair.

Such unpleasantries did not weigh heavily on the poet’s mind when he brought wife and daughter back to their pastoral home in Valvins. The first task upon his second trip to the country was painting the little sailboat, which brought him solace amid the storms of life. Mallarmé had always been fascinated by water, which he associated with poetry itself. “I no longer write a poem without an aquatic reverie running through it,” he had written some thirty years earlier to Frédéric Mistral, the poet and leader of the Félibrige, or indigenous Provençal literary association.5 Two decades later, in 1885, Mallarmé described himself to Verlaine, who had requested biographical information, as a “simple wanderer in mahogany skiffs, but a furious sailor proud of his flotilla.”6 Boating and writing were deeply entwined in the poet’s mind, poetry, in his own phrase, like an “oar stroke,” and the sail, like a “white page” on which verse is written.7

The return to Valvins was filled with distractions. Members of the Verlaine memorial committee arrived with the Swiss sculptor Auguste de Niederhäusen, a prominent student of Rodin, to discuss a list of patrons willing to pay for the commission. The painters Pierre Bonnard and Édouard Vuillard also came to visit late one afternoon. Since their earlier visit, the Natansons had bought their own place, La Grangette, so close to the Mallarmés that the sounds of Misia’s piano could be heard in the evenings. The circle of writers and painters around La Revue blanche gathered there nightly, the loudest among them, apparently, Toulouse-Lautrec, who loved to tend bar, his specialties being a multicolored layering of liqueurs known as the “Pousse-Café,” designed to push afterdinner coffee out of the way, and a mixture of absinthe and cognac known as the “Earthquake.” Because of his underdeveloped legs, the painter walked with a cane, which he had hollowed out and filled with alcohol so he would never be without liquid refreshment. One afternoon, Toulouse-Lautrec dropped by the Mallarmés to borrow the poet’s little boat, and, when the “Master” consented, had the effrontery to ask if he might borrow a swimsuit as well. Mallarmé was not very tall, but Lautrec was of such a size that the poet’s bathing trunks drooped about the painter’s knees.

Julie Manet, whom Mallarmé and Auguste Renoir had cared for after the death of her parents, the painters Eugène Manet and Berthe Morisot, was staying nearby with her cousins Paule and Jeannie Gobillard. There were boating parties for everyone, expeditions to paint along the Seine, long walks in the forest, and home concerts with Julie playing the violin, accompanied by Geneviève or Jeannie on piano.8 If ever life imitated art, it was in and around Valvins in the summer of 1896. Boating on the Seine was a favorite subject of the Impressionists. Vuillard painted several views of the Mallarmé cottage during his stay with the Natansons that year. Julie Manet and Jeannie Gobillard had posed for Renoir’s painting Young Girls at the Piano in 1892.
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Valvins, summer 1896. Seated left to right: Mme Gabriel Séailles, Geneviève Mallarmé, Mme Marie Mallarmé, Mme Henri Normant; standing left to right: Julie Manet, Jeannie Gobillard, Stéphane Mallarmé, Gabriel Séailles, Paule Gobillard.

Bibliothèque littéraire Jacques Doucet, Paris, MNR ms. 1851.



When the time came to put pen to paper in the newly renovated rooms at Valvins, Mallarmé picked up a long dramatic poem, Hérodiade, which he had begun at the age of twenty-two. Here, the poet sought to capture via the story of Salomé and Saint John the Baptist a vision of what he referred to through his life as the “Ideal” or “ideal Beauty.” Of the three sections of this exotic treatment of violated virginity and sacrifice, only one was published during the poet’s lifetime. A second writing project, conceived around the same time as Hérodiade and related to it, remained shrouded in mystery. Mallarmé referred to it simply as The Book, a work whose ambition, the poetic equivalent of Richard Wagner’s The Ring, was nothing less than “an orphic explanation of the earth” that would “change the nature of the human community.”9

A third writing project, which may have been part of The Book, took shape around the theme of water and sailing—“ONE TOSS OF THE DICE NEVER WILL ABOLISH CHANCE” (“UN COUP DE DÉS JAMAIS N’ABOLIRA LE HASARD”).

Some of the notes that Mallarmé left for The Book indicate that he conceived of writing a work which would hark back to the origins of Western literature and would supplant Homer, in what would be a new source for poetry in the epic mode. So, in a mythic move that reached all the way back to the beginnings of voyage literature and Homer’s Odyssey, Mallarmé, an avid sailor, took to the sea in this masterwork. “One Toss of the Dice” is, in fact, a seafarer’s tale of a shipwreck, filled with images of water, of a captain, master and helmsman, of waves, surges, and of the shell, sails, tilting deck, plunging prow, toppled mast of a ship, listing to this side or that. In the distance, the horizon frames the sinking boat, while winds howl. Closer in, the general litter of driftwood crowns the depiction of disaster.

Published first in 1897, “One Toss of the Dice” broke with the expectations of two thousand years of metric verse. Nothing like it had ever been seen. Even Lewis Carroll’s The Hunting of the Snark, An Agony in Eight Fits (1876), another seagoing poem full of enigmas that border on nonsense, had none of the visual boldness of “Un Coup de dés.” Mallarmé’s manuscript looks in places like sheet music, and the poet saw the layout of his poem as a musical score whose ups and downs indicate the rising or falling intonation of the voice. The typography, with different letters ranging from 3 to 22 points in size, of varying weight and typeface (bold, normal, italics), and blank spaces, resembles the poster art of Belle Époque Paris, with its varied type sizes, forms, and irregular spatial design.10 “One Toss of the Dice” brings to mind the original punch cards that Joseph-Marie Jacquard invented at the end of the eighteenth century for the programming of textile looms, that the English polymath Charles Babbage adapted for his calculating “Analytic Engine” (1864), that Herman Hollerith used for the tabulation of census data in the 1880s, or that Mallarmé encountered in the barrel organ, organette, and player piano rolls, that were popular in fin-de-siècle France, even after Edison’s invention of the phonograph in 1877. The poet originally envisaged a disposition of print that involved reading not down, but across an open double page. He insisted on great patches of blank space between verses of wildly different lengths. Some lines were to contain a single word, others to stretch fully across two pages. Some folios of “One Toss of the Dice” hold only a single word, while others are densely packed, in what, in the phrase of fellow poet Paul Claudel, is a “great typographic and cosmogonic poem.”11

The balky syntax of “One Toss of the Dice” is unsettling, its logical leaps a form of grammatical dissonance that assails the reader, as the music of Stravinsky and Schoenberg, or the paintings of Picasso and Kandinsky, would jar listeners and viewers only a decade later. Print gives pattern to space, and scatters, becomes mobile, aggressive even. Intelligibility is constantly under threat. The task of the reader is to disentangle main from subordinate material in order to make the lines of a sentence, to make meaning, to distinguish subjects from predicates, order from chaos, arguments, explanations, chronologies, causes and effects, narrative structures.

Reading “One Toss of the Dice” is an active process. As we begin, we are made insecure. In the place of a founding story, guiding directives, or description, which might orient and comfort us, we sense randomness and danger. Through careful reading, however, we begin to recognize certain patterns; and, by the end, on the last folio, the constellation of words on the page aligns fully with the constellation of the stars to which the words point, like the needle of a compass after a geomagnetic storm.

Part of the challenge of “One Toss of the Dice” stems from the newness of its ideas, and from a change in the look of the poetry to which we are accustomed. Mallarmé recognized at the end of the preface originally printed with the poem that new forms are appropriate for dealing with “subjects of pure and complex imagination or intellect.” Yet the poem’s rigor also derives from a performance of meaning that coincides with meaning—language that appears somewhat arbitrary and haphazard used to describe a chaotic universe, a dice throw about a throw of the dice. The poem dramatizes the difficulty of making sense of a world in which truth, meaning, and order are no longer given, and are constantly changing. The spatial layout—without the margins that contain the body of text in a conventionally printed book, without fixed line lengths or a set number of lines on a given page—renders a work beyond borders, without limits, out of bounds. Seven of the ten double pages of “One Toss of the Dice” contain lines that cross from the verso, the left-hand page, to the recto, the right-hand page, requiring us to read across the open fold, or gutter.

“One Toss of the Dice” is a disaster poem, and the experience of reading it is akin to being tossed overboard in a shipwreck. We grasp at bits of linguistic debris or meaning as if words and phrases were the flotsam and jetsam of the scattered pieces of a foundering ship. The lines on the page sink to threaten us, or remain aligned to keep us afloat. Mallarmé’s masterwork is full of counterintuitive reversals having to do with space. “The first words of the Poem, so that those that follow, arranged as they are, lead to the last, the whole of it without novelty except the spacing of the text,” the poet states in the preface.

Space in “One Toss of the Dice” has the function of punctuation, a have-stop function. It distracts and destabilizes, disrupts the normal expectation that the order of appearance of syntactical units will correspond to the logical sequence of meaning, and that meaning will coincide with the world. The empty spaces leave hanging elements of language that cannot stand alone, e.g., “than playing” (que de jouer), “no matter where” (n’importe où), “or the event” (ou se fût l’évènement), “not so much” (pas tant). Space dissolves what the printed elements of the poem unite. The spaces encourage us to pause, to seek another method of reading, other paths to follow, such great unexpected reversals, surprises, ellipses, and setbacks all being part of verbal modernism, and of the hypertext of the information age in which we now live.

Mallarmé described himself as a “sacred spider,” the inventor of a “marvelous lacework.” The appearance of “One Toss of the Dice” thus colluded, in its lacy lack of transitions, with the Lumière brothers’s cinématographe, which had burst upon the world in late December 1895 and was barely up and running before Mallarmé began his optical oeuvre. Bravely conceived and fiercely written against the long tradition of verbal poetry, “One Toss of the Dice” marked a great shift in the direction of the visuality of our own era, with its still and moving projections, hand-held personal data devices, monitors, and screens.

Is “One Toss of the Dice” a verse or prose poem? Or both? A lyric, dramatic, concrete, or metaphysical poem? Is it a picture poem? Something akin to a Chinese ideogram? Or not a poem at all, but a visual work of art, which was known in the nineteenth century as a livre de peintre, the painter’s or artist’s book?12 Whatever its origins or type, “One Toss of the Dice” makes meaning not in the traditional way, by the sound and rhythm of its verses, but by the visual layout of the letters on its double pages and the spaces between them.

Mallarmé’s masterwork, presented here in a new translation by J. D. McClatchy, cut a wide swath across twentieth-century literature and the arts, and deserves more recognition in the English-speaking world. “One Toss of the Dice” was the birth certificate of modern poetry in the same way that Picasso’s Demoiselles d’Avignon was the inaugural work of modern painting, and Stravinsky’s Rite of Spring, of modern music. Mallarmé’s poem became an icon of modernism, in a line that associates difficulty and modernity, from “One Toss of the Dice” to “Zone” (1912), Guillaume Apollinaire’s epic of urban dislocation, to The Waste Land (1924), T. S. Eliot’s jarring poem of disintegration and regret. In fact, the logical leaps of “One Toss of the Dice” were the first signs of what would become the free-­associative modernist novel—Marcel Proust’s flashbacks of involuntary memory, Franz Kafka’s wild mixings of fantasy and everyday life, James Joyce’s and Virginia Woolf’s streams of consciousness, and Gertrude Stein’s “continual present.” Joyce kept a copy of “One Toss of the Dice” close at hand while writing Finnegans Wake.

Mallarmé’s epic poem laid the groundwork for the temporal and spatial dislocations of cubist painting and poetry. It anticipated, among other things, Italian futurism, and French and Swiss Dadaist visual displays. Elements of “One Toss of the Dice” surfaced in the concrete sheet music and the syncopated beats of Erik Satie. Cy Twombly’s word pictures and John Cage’s chance-controlled music looked for inspiration to “One Toss of the Dice,” as did the musique aléatoire of Pierre Boulez. In his longest composition, “Pli selon pli” (“Fold by Fold”), Boulez set five of Mallarmé’s poems to music, “so, fold by fold,” the composer states, “as the five movements develop, a portrait of Mallarmé is revealed.”

“One Toss of the Dice” is an atomic poem, conceived a full four decades before the discovery of nuclear fission in 1938. Words are broken into particles. Negatives are supplanted by further negatives. Prepositions lose their weight. Parentheses gain in substance. Each phrase is potentially a nucleus around which others may be construed, a large semantic periphery beyond which wide spaces separate similar clusters of scattered print. The poem, in a happy coincidence, appeared just five days after the publication of the British physicist J. J. Thomson’s article announcing the discovery of the electron as the fundamental unit of matter. Mallarmé, despite his anglophilia, could not have known Thomson. Yet the preface to “One Toss of the Dice,” which defines the originality of the poem as a scattering of words upon the page, resonates uncannily with Thomson’s radical spacing of the basic elements of the material universe.

The vision of a word genius like Mallarmé—no less than scientific geniuses like Thomson and Einstein for physics, Watson and Crick for molecular biology, and Freud for psychology—shaped the perceptual world out of which scientific breakthroughs emerged. Art this great is the fellow traveler, if not the lubricant, of science and technology. The effects of simultaneity that “One Toss of the Dice” produce in the reader contributed to the coming into being, beginning in the 1880s, of universal time and fixed longitudinal zones among the nations of the world. Einstein went to work on clock coordination for the Bern patent office just five years after Mallarmé strove to produce the sensation of time simultaneity in his masterwork. The first theory of relativity, which can be understood in terms that resonate with those of “One Toss of the Dice,” would emerge out of the scientist’s experience with the mechanics of time just four years after that.

“One Toss of the Dice” marked an enormous break with the conceptual world in place since the Renaissance. Its verbal and visual dislocations make it more like an interactive poem of the digital age than like any kind of traditional verse. A great existential crossword puzzle, Mallarmé’s masterwork invites the reader to fill in the stretches between words, the gaps in his or her understanding, to organize a wide array of scattered bits of meaning. Many works of literature, both poetry and prose, elicit multiple interpretations, yet none before it maintains so fully a lack of hierarchy in its word order or its sense. None offers the kind of multiple paths through disparate interconnected images and ideas of “One Toss of the Dice.”

At the furthest reach of its effective horizon, Mallarmé’s poem is an early avatar of the hypertext of our era, with its modular possibilities of reading up and down, backward, forward, and obliquely, with great leaps. In its juddering jumps from one place of meaning to another, “One Toss of the Dice” is the zero point of a change of mental universe that culminated in the World Wide Web.

What will taking the chance of reading “One Toss of the Dice” do for you? Why should you, in such a fissionable age as our own, read it?

I am convinced that part of the benefit of reading “One Toss of the Dice” has to do with the sheer pleasure of cracking something hard. A great poetic Rorschach test, the poem is an exercise in mastering words as a way of mastering the world. Mallarmé tells you what his great work means in its title, the capitalized, centripetal sentence that runs like a verbal skewer through the poem: “ONE TOSS OF THE DICE NEVER WILL ABOLISH CHANCE.” Yet, the dispersed constellation of words begs for order, and the way we understand the poem’s title tells us more about ourselves than the words on the page, which are, after all, mute until they are read and infused with sense.

A masterpiece about the enduring question of beating, cheating, or gaming the odds attached to every life worth living, “One Toss of the Dice” is about risk management and tolerance for the unknown. Engaging with it is risky in the way that committing ourselves to any consuming passion, work, hobby, sport, spiritual quest, journey of self-discovery, creative or intellectual project threatens a loss of the self. It is dangerous in the way that falling in love threatens to take the lover to unfamiliar places, the danger, of course, being part of the thrill. That risk taken, arranging and dispersing the poem’s shards of meaning around its central phrase puts us up against the question of whether we think of our world as ordered from the start and from without, or chaotic and wild, without design or purpose—or somewhere in between.

Rightly understood, “One Toss of the Dice” sheds new light upon the condition of modernity, which is sometimes associated with a loss of moral direction, with skepticism, anxiety, self-­criticism, paralysis, doubt, and despair. Mallarmé, against the grain of discontent of the period of great upheaval between 1870 and World War I, unites us with a tradition reaching all the way back to the Greeks and with questions so deep and enduring as to clarify what it means to be fully human. This “desperately modest man” with a “sweeping cosmic manner,” the poet who could fuss about the paint on his easy chair while contemplating the metaphysical nature of human language, has much to teach us about how to live, both spiritually and in a myriad of small ways.13 “One Toss of the Dice” contains a great lesson in how to negotiate, after Nietzsche’s declaration of the death of God, the treacheries of a rootless secular world.
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One

A POET IS BORN

Stéphane Mallarmé’s last poem, an epic drama of shipwreck and survival, reached so far into the poet’s past, so deep into the psychic recesses of what it meant to suffer, recover, and write, that it can be said to have been growing in him his whole life.

Étienne, as he was known as a child, was born in March 1842 to a comfortable, even affluent, middle-class family of lawyers and soldiers, alongside bureaucrats, notaries, and clerks who had worked for the government both before and after the Revolution of 1789. A measure of the solidity of Mallarmé’s origins can be seen in the two witnesses who signed his birth certificate in Paris’s second arrondissement. His maternal grandfather, André Marie Léger Desmolins, head of the Service of Registration and Domains in the Ministry of Finance, and his uncle, Jules Charles Adélaïde Mallarmé, lieutenant in the Garde Municipal, both had been awarded the Legion of Honor, France’s highest prize for national service. At the time of Étienne’s birth, his parents, Numa and Élizabeth Mallarmé, lived with the Desmolins in Paris. The infant was put out to nurse. The birth of a second child, Maria, two years later, encouraged Numa to buy a house on the rue de l’Hameau de Boulainvilliers, in what is now Paris’s chic sixteenth arrondissement.

Louis-Philippe, king at the time of Étienne Mallarmé’s birth, was the third royal to govern during the restoration of the monarchy, after the second exile of Napoleon I in 1815. More liberal than his Bourbon predecessors, the Orleanist “Citizen King” had ruled, after the July Revolution of 1830, as “King of the French,” and not as “King of France,” by national sovereignty limited by a constitution, and not by divine right. Louis-Philippe presided over the industrial revolution in France, the building of roads and railroads, the development of factories and mines, and a consolidation of the power of the wealthy bourgeoisie—landowners, merchants, those who exercised liberal professions, and civil servants—at the expense of the working poor. The nation as a whole expanded its territorial reach and its sense of national pride by the conquest of Algeria between 1830 and 1847, as a result of intense colonial competition among the European powers over the continent of Africa.

As a midlevel government employee, Numa Mallarmé profited little from the economic takeoff of the July Monarchy. This may have had to do with a genuine lack of ambition. But it may also have had to do with a desire not to draw attention to the role played by one of his ancestors during the Reign of Terror, the ten-month period between September 1793 and July 1794, when tens of thousands of “enemies of the Revolution” were executed by guillotine. François René Auguste Mallarmé had presided over a meeting of the National Convention that voted for the execution of King Louis XVI, “without appeal and without delay.” With the return of monarchy after the departure of Napoleon I in 1815, the members of the Convention were banished from France. François Mallarmé, Numa’s great-uncle, who had served under Napoleon I during the Empire as well as during the Hundred Days of his return between March and July 1815, went into exile in Belgium, where he died in a mental hospital in 1831. He was one of the relatively lucky ones. According to a reckoning compiled in 1829, only 86 of the 338 members of the Convention died of natural causes; 33 were guillotined; 14 committed suicide; 7 were assassinated; 5 perished in French Guiana, having been deported; 2 drowned; and 5 died, as François Mallarmé soon would, as a result of madness.

The legacy of a regicide in the family was still alive long after the event. One of Stéphane’s high school teachers, Emmanuel des Essarts, mentioned it in a memoir about his famous student. Paul Verlaine, in preparing a book on contemporary poets, wrote to Mallarmé in 1885, to ask him about this ancestor. Verlaine was especially interested in how François died, a question that his fellow poet, despite the lifting of any moral sanction with the disappearance of monarchy altogether after 1848, simply neglected to answer. Numa Mallarmé, however, had every reason to maintain a low profile as a civil servant in the government of Louis-Philippe, whose own father, along with the revolutionary Mallarmé, had voted to execute his cousin Louis XVI and had himself been put to death during the Reign of Terror.

The Desmolins had other reasons for not participating as fully as they might have in the economic and national expansion of the July Monarchy. They were preoccupied by the health of their only daughter, Élizabeth, who suffered from rheumatoid arthritis and heart trouble. André Desmolins’s wife, Fanny, an extraordinarily pious woman and the driving force of both households, spent much time in prayer, trusting in the will of God as much as in the skill of doctors. Élizabeth followed in her mother’s footsteps. When her health worsened in the summer of 1847, the Mallarmés left Stéphane and Maria with their grandparents and undertook a pilgrimage to Rome in search of a cure. The hoped-for miracle did not materialize, however. That August, Élizabeth Desmolins Mallarmé died, probably still clutching the cross that had been blessed by the Pope in the Vatican.

A family council was convened. While Numa would remain the legal guardian of the Mallarmé children, grandfather Desmolins was appointed their deputy guardian (subrogé tuteur), representing the interests of their dead mother in the absence of their natural father, or even against him, if need be. Such an arrangement protected the inheritance that would come to them from their mother when they attained majority. It also attested to a certain confusion in the parental status of the two generations. From then on, the children would live either with their father on the rue de l’Hameau de Boulainvilliers or with their grandparents in Passy, which was then a nearby suburb.

Étienne was only five years old when his mother died. His childhood comprised a series of devastating blows. A second shock came a little over a year after Élizabeth’s death, when Numa married Anna Mathieu, the nineteen-year-old daughter of a military officer. Fanny Desmolins described the children’s reaction to their father’s remarriage in a letter to her cousin and confidante Mélanie Laurent as “a ruinous piece of work.” A half sister, Jeanne Mallarmé, was born a year later, which caused Fanny to complain to Mélanie that it fell to her to “encourage affection for this new arrival, who does not yet elicit the sympathy” of her stepsiblings. In rapid succession, the birth of two other children solidified the marriage of Numa and Anna Mallarmé.

In the overwhelming loss of wife and daughter and the quick rebuilding of a new family, the Mallarmés and the Desmolins took little note of the tumultuous events of February 1848, which saw the abdication of Louis-Philippe, rioting in the streets of Paris, and the installation of a provisional government led by the poet Alphonse de Lamartine. Louis Napoleon Bonaparte returned to France after almost a decade of exile in London, and was elected president of the Second Republic in December 1848. In the space of only four years, the government passed from monarchic, to republican, to imperial rule, when Louis Napoleon, after the coup d’état of December 1851 and the referendum of November 1852, declared himself Emperor Napoleon III.

While France as a country was changing all around him, Étienne Mallarmé, whose first name changed about that time to Stéphane, had sufficient upset all his own. Upon the advice of Numa’s half sister, Herminie du Saussaye, a woman with aristocratic pretensions, eight-year-old Stéphane was placed in a boarding school in the nearby suburb of Auteuil. The institution was filled with the sons of high nobility, who made such fun of Stéphane Mallarmé’s modest origins that he invented for himself yet a third name: the Marquis of Boulainvilliers, a reference to the street on which Numa’s house was located. In fact, Numa lived there for only two more years. In 1853, he was promoted in the Registry Office to serve as “keeper of mortgages” in the town of Sens, a distance of some seventy miles southeast of Paris. Stéphane stayed behind, to be looked after by his maternal grandparents.

In the absence of Numa, with whom relations had always been strained, and in keeping with her own piety, which had only been strengthened by her daughter’s death, Fanny Desmolins enrolled Stéphane as a boarder in the Jesuit College of the Christian ­Brothers—in Passy. Reports from the school showed a lackluster performance: “Religious study: passing; work: marginally satisfactory; conduct: leaves much to be desired; religious observance: not satisfactory; neatness: not careful about his belongings; appearance at recess, at the dining table: lack of cleanliness.”1 At the age of thirteen, Stéphane Mallarmé was expelled for insufficient scholastic assiduity and an “insubordinate attitude.” After a year away from any formal learning environment, he enrolled as a boarder in the Lycée Impérial of Sens, though his father and stepmother lived nearby. Maria, still supervised by the Desmolins, remained at boarding school in Paris.

Tragedy struck again in August 1857, when Maria, who had last visited Stéphane and her father in Sens the previous September, and whom Stéphane was preparing to visit in Passy, died suddenly of the same rheumatic disorder that had carried off their mother exactly ten years earlier. The pathos of a letter sent five years later to his most intimate friend, the poet and doctor Henri Cazalis, reveals the depth of the shock. Mallarmé described Maria as “this young phantom, who was thirteen years my sister, and the only person whom I adored.”2

For Stéphane Mallarmé, the first decade and a half of life must have felt like a shipwreck during which he had been tossed overboard. One of his earliest recorded memories, recounted in the journal of poet Henri de Régnier as Mallarmé related it to him many years later, harked back to the bewilderment he experienced a few days after his mother’s death. “He was called into the drawing-room where his grandmother was entertaining a friend. As the latter referred to the unfortunate event, the child, who felt embarrassed by his lack of grief which prevented him from acting as he was expected, decided to throw himself on the tiger-skin rug lying on the floor and tear at his long hair which kept getting into his eyes.”3 The passage has been taken by critics and biographers as an indication that Mallarmé felt little grief at the loss of his mother. Yet, such helpless pitching on the floor, conscious of the inappropriateness of his external display of emotion, was akin to flailing in water over his head. It is the primal scene of the powerless castaway that will find expression in his earliest poetry and that will surface fifty years later in the shipwreck of “One Toss of the Dice.”

The young Mallarmé had been thrust back and forth between so many parental, grandparental, stepparental, child-care, guardian, and scholastic figures that it must have been unclear to him just where he belonged. In the first edition of a prose poem, “The Orphan” (1867), subsequently published in several different versions, Stéphane saw himself as being without parents altogether: “Orphan, already, child with the sadness anticipating the Poet, I wandered dressed in black, eyes turned away from the sky and seeking my family on earth.”4

“The sadness anticipating the Poet” captures what must have been a deep desire to grasp something by which the hapless child might anchor himself in the ever-changing and unpredictable world of infancy and early boyhood. As things turned out, he did not have to wait very long.

Anna Mallarmé had a friend on the rue de l’Hameau de Boullainvilliers, Madame Dubois-Davesne, whose daughter Fanny Dubois-Davesne introduced Stéphane to the art of making verse when he was seven years old. He thanked her with a poem in her honor: “My dear Fanny / My good friend / I promise to be wise / All my life / And always to love you / Stéphane Mallarmé.” (Ma chère Fanny / Ma bonne amie / Je te promets d’être sage / A tout âge / Et de toujours t’aimer / Stéphane Mallarmé.) This is, of course, not much of a poem, but it does rhyme, and it shows traits of character that will be obvious throughout the poet’s life: gratitude for the gift of poetry in the epithet “my good friend”; forbearance in the face of difficulty in the “promise to be wise”; and constancy in love in the promise “always to love you” and the rhyme aimer / Mallarmé.

Either on the same occasion or in another visit to the Dubois-Davesnes’s, Stéphane Mallarmé encountered Pierre-Jean de Béranger, the poet and the most popular songwriter of nineteenth-century France. Béranger was almost seventy at the time, and the meeting clearly meant more to the boy than to the old man. As Mallarmé later wrote to Paul Verlaine, the contact with Béranger marked him deeply, and set the artistic course of the rest of his life: “I lost as a child, at seven [sic], my mother, adored by a grandmother, who raised me at first; then I passed through various boarding schools and lycées, with a Lamartinian [i.e., romantic] soul and a secret desire to replace, one day, Béranger, since I had met him in the house of a friend.”5 The trajectory could not be clearer: from devastating loss, to disorientation in a world of constantly shifting people, places, and things, to poetry as the one activity that might, as he would later phrase it, “fix his place in the universe.”

The deaths of Stéphane Mallarmé’s mother and sister haunted his earliest verse, as poetry became the way out of grief and provided consolation. “The Guardian Angel” (L’Ange gardien), a biographical prose poem written when the poet was twelve, evoked a distant past where safety and stability, and not death and a passing “through various boarding schools and lycées,” might sustain him at every stage of existence. The poet appealed to the tutelary gods of Antiquity, which protect each family, each person, through childhood, maturity, and until death. “And when he is launched out into the world, you alone watch over him, only you never leave him, you replace a mother whom he perhaps has lost.”6

The guardian angel, a mother substitute, reappeared in a poem written after the death of his sister, as, again, poetry made up for irretrievable loss. “Yesterday. Today. Tomorrow” (“Hier. Aujourd’hui. Demain”), dated March 1859 and dedicated “to the one who sleeps,” is situated physically “in coming back from the cemetery of Passy” where Maria was buried. In this lamenting lyric—“Oh Maria! Maria! The coffin / Is it cold?”—the dead sister appears as “A beautiful angel [which] under the feather of its wing made me a nest.”7

“Yesterday. Today. Tomorrow” reinforced the continuity of life among the dead as among the survivors, but it introduced a significant new element: the feathered wing. In the scribal culture of the mid-nineteenth century, the feather was the writing instrument par excellence. The nest under the feathers of the angel’s wing points to the shelter provided by writing verse. The tone and context of the two poems connected to the deaths of his mother and sister are explicitly religious. Faced with disorienting loss, the young Mallarmé, who was a devout child, converted the orthodox Catholic religion all around him into the religion of art.

While at boarding school among the Christian Brothers and later at the public lycée of Sens, Mallarmé either could not afford or was denied access to the books of verse he wanted to read. So, beginning at the age of twelve, he copied by hand, like a medieval scribe, more than eight thousand lines of traditional French poetry which he obtained from either edited books or another such notebook that he had borrowed. Here we see just how inextricably religion and writing were entwined. The first line of this notebook, “June 18, 1854: First communion,” yokes the act of writing poetry, even if it was copying, with the sacrament of communion.

Three poems written in late adolescence affirm the connection between loss, suffering, and writing, between the feathered wings of a guardian angel and the consolation of putting pen—from the Latin penna, plural for “wing feathers”—to paper. The poet wrote a “Cantata for the First Communion” (“Cantate pour la première communion”), dated July 1858, as part of the state-required religious education at the Lycée Impérial in Sens. The following July, he read another poem, “A Mother’s Prayer” (“La Prière d’une mère”), at a public ceremony, presided over by the archbishop of Sens. A mother, alone, in tears, on her knees before the cross, emits “bitter pains.” Her prayer is received by God as a “joyful song”: “Oh! On this day, O Lord, / A song of joy rises to you on the wings of an angel, weak echo of my heart!”8

In “The Cloud” (“Le Nuage”), composed around the same time, Mallarmé appealed to another guardian angel. Formations of clouds in the sky are transformed into the shapes of foam in the sea, and the pattern of clouds summons an angel’s wing.


Cloud, are you the foam

Of the celestial ocean on a limpid and pure wave?

Are you the white wing

Detached by the breeze, in crossing the blue sky,

From the wing of one of our angels?



Eventually,
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