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Introduction 

 

When Paul Verlaine died in 1896, Stéphane Mallarmé honoured 

his dead friend with a maningful symbol: a bouquet of violets. In 

antiquity, the adornment with violets was a prerogative of the 

gods. In the Middle Ages it was a symbol of humility, but at the 

same time  pointed to the suffering of Christ. Mallarmé's bouquet 

of violets thus summed up in one single symbol his humble 

veneration for the poet-god and his homage to the latter's devo-

tion to the world of poetry. 

The small anecdote shows that Stéphane Mallarmé knew exactly 

on what foundation his poetic work was based. As with Verlaine's 

poetry, he never concealed the fact that Charles Baudelaire's 

collection of poems Fleurs du Mal (Flowers of Evil), published in 

1857, was a revelation to him – as it was to so many other poets 

of his time. 

Mallarmé's life, however, was very different from that of his 

revered literary models. In Baudelaire's and Verlaine's poetry, the 

evocation of the abyss of human existence corresponded to a life 

on the abyss. Drug excesses and repeated ecstatic devotion to 

human passions led to a life on the edge of society, marked by 

constant financial worries and an early ruined health. 

Mallarmé, by contrast, lived a thoroughly bourgeois life as a 

grammar school teacher and faithfully caring family father. In his 

later years, he was revered in literary circles as a kind of poet-

prince and, as the center of the literary salon founded by him, 

quite naturally received the recognition that Verlaine and Bau-

delaire had to struggle for their whole lives long – often in vain. 

These fundamental biographical contrasts are also reflected in 

Mallarmé's poetic work. Whereas in Baudelaire's and Verlaine's 
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poetry the suffering from and within existence is present 

throughout, in Mallarmé's poetry this is only the case in his early 

work. The later poems are characterised by a hermetic sym-

bolism that creates its own context of references and thus seals 

itself off from the chaos inherent in life. 

This bold attempt to oppose imperfect life with a perfect, unas-

sailable spiritual world frequently led to Mallarmé's own down-

fall: Many of his larger projects remained unfinished. This makes 

it even more difficult for those dealing with Mallarmé's work to 

do justice to his poetry. 

Nevertheless, it seems possible to work out the key points of his 

philosophy and the conception of poetry derived from it. In this 

way, at least a rough orientation framework can be gained in or-

der to find an approach to the hermetic world of his later work. 

The following considerations are intended to provide a starting 

point for this. They are supplemented by English adaptations of 

some early poems by Mallarmé, in which many of the later intel-

lectual concepts and also aspects of the poet's poetological con-

victions are already contained in their essence. 
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Igitur: The Dilemma of the Dice Roll 

 

"A throw of the dice 

will never abolish 

randomness." 

 ("Un coup de dés jamais n'abolira le hasard.") 

 

This key sentence from Stéphane Mallarmé's boldest poetic 

sketch, Un coup de dés ("A Throw of the Dice"; 1897), also offers 

a key to the understanding of his work. At first, the sentence 

seems like a tautology. After all, a throw of the dice is nothing 

other than a random throw. It stands precisely for the unpre-

dictability and lack of foreseeability of an action. Hence, there 

seems to be no need to emphasise that a throw of the dice, as 

the epitome of chance or an action that follows the logic of 

chance, cannot "abolish" randomness. 

For a better understanding of the sentence as part of Mallarmé's 

spiritual cosmos, it is helpful to include the drama fragment Igitur 

in the interpretation. In it, there is also a scene entitled Le coup 

de dés ("The Throw of the Dice"). 

Igitur, the hero of the drama, is the last scion of an old noble 

family. With a decisive deed, he could ensure the continuation of 

the dynasty. This deed is captured in the image of a perfect throw 

of the dice. The introduction to the scene in question states in 

this regard: 

 

"If chance plays a role in an act, it will always be chance that 

prevails with its spiritual momentum by either affirming or 

denying itself. In view of its existence, every affirmation or 

negation [coming from the acting subject] is doomed to 
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failure. It [chance] contains the absurd – it includes it within 

itself, albeit in a state of latency that prevents it from be-

coming reality. And it is precisely this that enables the eter-

nal to exist" (Igitur 280). 

 

Against this background, the image of the throw of the dice takes 

on a more existential meaning and becomes a general symbol for 

the "condition humaine". According to these considerations, 

every human action would necessarily be a submission to the dy-

namics of chance, by which inner-worldly events are determined. 

This applies even to the most perfect conceivable deed. It, too, 

would only be a form of consent to the chance-determined hu-

man existence, which is essentially absurd due to the constant 

possibility and inevitability of death. 

However, chance can only become effective if the deed is actually 

carried out. If one abstains from this, the deed remains only an 

imagined deed, a possibility, a draft – and as such evades the ab-

surdity of life. Only the deed that does not leave the immaterial 

space of the human spirit allows human beings to participate in 

the eternal. Only the unperformed deed does not subject hu-

mans to the chaotic, absurd momentum of chance. 

In essence, Mallarmé thus radicalises the old Hamlet hesitation 

into a general existential question. The issue is no longer whether 

or not one single action should set an uncontrollable dynamic in 

motion. Rather, the image of the throw of the dice raises the 

question of whether one should become a "player" in the realm 

of chance at all, given the fact that every form of action is at the 

same time a bow to the absurdity of randomness. 

Since existence is not possible without action, the most radical 

consequence of these considerations is the renunciation of 
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existence. It is precisely this consequence that Igitur draws at the 

end of the drama fragment. Convinced that every "deed is use-

less" (Igitur 282) because it cannot eliminate the momentum of 

chance, he lies down in the tomb of the ancestors in the grave 

intended for him and empties the vial of poison he has brought 

along. 

But precisely by consuming this "drop of nothingness", he annuls 

the real nothingness and preserves spiritual purity for himself 

and his dynasty: in the "opened nothingness", the "castle of pu-

rity" gains eternal duration (Igitur 284). 
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Hérodiade: Radical Abstinence  

 

Igitur's suicide can be understood as a form of radical asceticism: 

Instead of merely refraining from perpetuating the cycle of be-

coming and passing away, the protagonist withdraws from it al-

together. In this respect, the Igitur fragment is in line with the 

way Mallarmés interprets the figure of Salome in his drama Hé-

rodiade, which also remained a fragment. 

The modification of the traditional Salome theme is already indi-

cated by Mallarmé by having her merge with the figure of her 

mother (Herodias). In fact, with his interpretation of Salome, he 

reverses the traditional view of the figure: Salome was and is 

predominantly portrayed in literature as a "man-eating" femme 

fatale who demands the head of John the Baptist in an ecstatic 

dance – a tendency that became even stronger in the Décadence 

literature at the turn of the century. 

By contrast, Mallarmé's Salome-Herodias figure does not plunge 

into life like a femme fatale, but conversely turns away from it. 

The "blossoming" of her lips is a "lie" for her, because it is pre-

cisely this flowering that throws her into the cycle of becoming 

and passing away and thus consigns her to death (Herodias 70). 

She therefore refuses to enter life and instead wants to preserve 

the "horreur d'être vierge", the "shudder of virginity": 

 

"I love the shudder of virginity, I enjoy 

getting entangled in the maze of my  flickering curls, 

so that in the evening, in the cave of my bed, 

as an unconquered reptile, 

I can feel in the useless flesh 

the cold sparkle of your pale brightness, 
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the chastity that burns within you, 

o immaculate, icy desert of night!" 

(Herodias 68) 

 

It is precisely this "horreur d'être vierge" that becomes John the 

Baptist's downfall. For he, who is pure by nature, recognises the 

longing for redemption of the virgin concerned about her purity. 

In a way, he penetrates her spiritually, that he rapes her on an 

ideational level by uncovering her secret. 

Seen in this light, the reason for his death is not that he implicitly 

questions Salome's ecstatic way of life with his asceticism. Ra-

ther, his death is demanded by Salome because John the Baptist, 

as a soul mate, endangers her virginity in a spiritual sense – at 

least this is how Mallarmé described the unfinished plot to his 

fellow poet Robert de Montesquiou (cf. Montesquiou 1921). 

Even in death, however, John the Baptist testifies to his spiritual 

closeness to Salome – or to the "Hérodiade" she mutates into in 

Mallarmé's drama – by describing his dying as the extreme form 

of 'fasting frenzy'. For him, this opens the way to those regions of 

"eternal iciness" which he, like Herodias, perceives as a prerequi-

site for the attainment of perfect spiritual purity precisely be-

cause of their hostility to life. This is also suggested by the con-

cluding "Canticle of John the Baptist": 

 

"In lonely wakefulness 

my head rises 

from the triumphant wing 

of this scythe 

which with the body 

in one clear cut removed 
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and displaced 

the old disharmonies." 

(Herodias 72) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gustave Moreau (1826 – 1898): Salome with column, holding the head of 

John the Baptist (1885 – 1890); Wikimedia commons 

                              



13 
 

L'Azur: The Frightful Sublime 

 

The "maladie d'idéalité" 

 

The drama fragments Igitur and Hérodiade show that there is in-

deed an ideal of perfection in Mallarmé's world of ideas – be it 

spiritual perfection, the perfect deed or a life that is not aban-

doned to absurdity by being doomed to death. The ideal certainly 

appears to be worth striving for. However, any concrete aspira-

tion to it is clouded by the awareness of its structural unattaina-

bility, which is rooted in the randomness and finiteness of human 

life. 

This gives rise to an ambivalent attitude towards the ideal. Both 

Igitur and Herodias long for it, but at the same time are aware 

that they can only achieve it by renouncing life. The uncondi-

tional striving for the ideal is therefore, as it is put in relation to 

Igitur, always a kind of spiritual "disease", a "maladie d'idéalité", 

in the sense of an "ennui" (world-weariness) that prevents the 

persons concerned from coming to terms with their imperfect 

existence (Igitur 264). 

In the case of the Herodias-Salome figure, this results in a kind of 

love-hate attitude towards the ideal. It is longed for, but at the 

same time cursed because of its factual unattainability. The 

image chosen in this context for the ideal is used repeatedly by 

Mallarmé. It is the "azure", understood as the epitome of the 

immaculate blue sky, which in its purity stands for an ideal of 

perfection that exceeds human possibilities. 

In its sublimity, the azure – like any other form of being that 

transcends human existence – is related to the terrible. This is 

true for craggy rock faces as well as for the starry sky or – in the 
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biblical world of imagination to which Mallarmé refers in his Hé-

rodiade – the archangels. The sublime can serve as a goal for hu-

mans – but if it is placed in an absolute position, it can also de-

stroy them. 

Against this background, Herodias explicitly turns away from the 

ideal "azure". The "seraphic azure" that "smiles" through the 

windows is locked out by drawing the curtains: "For my part, I 

abhor it, the beautiful azure!" (Herodias 70). It only appears ac-

cessible to her in its perfect negation, the night (see above). 

 

The Image of the Azure in Mallarmé's Poetic Work 

 

Mallarmé's ambivalent relationship to the ideal is also crucial for 

him with regard to the poetic creative process. This is illustrated 

in a programmatic way by the poem The Azure (SG 40). 

Here, the poet strives with his "yearning spirit" for an adequate 

expression for the "equanimous" beauty of the Azure. However, 

since the sublime exceeds human expressive possibilities, this 

goal remains unattainable for him. 

As a result, he curses the impotence of his own imperfect spirit, 

but at the same time feels mocked by the "blinding contempt" of 

the ideal that stands unchanged before him. In order to escape 

the "harsh ideal", he tries to drown his pain in an ecstatic devo-

tion to "vice". 

Nevertheless, the "piercing gaze" of the Azure pursues him wher-

ever he goes: he cannot escape his destiny to name the ideal as 

well as the "crack in the sky" that separates him from this ideal. 

A similar view ensues for the poem Le sonneur ("The Bell Ringer"; 

SG 36) – especially since the bell ringer is explicitly identified with 

the lyrical I: "This man is me". In this way, he appears as an artist 
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who can evoke the "ideal" with his art, but nevertheless fails to 

come close to it. The "pure" air of the morning remains outside 

the church walls, inaccessible to him. He, who shows others the 

way to heaven, therefore feels a satanic ennui rising within him, 

darkening his soul and even giving rise to the thought of suicide. 

Likewise, the confrontation with the pure ideal of the "azure" has 

a paralysing effect on the mind in the poem Renouveau ("Re-

newal"; SG 30). Winter, as the "time of serene art", is contrasted 

here with the "sickly spring", in which the "azure" with its trium-

phantly blinding light pushes back mental activity. Just as the 

ideal in the drama Hérodiade can only be dreamed of in its nega-

tion, the night, here too the opposite pole of awakening life – the 

winter – is the place where the spirit can sense the ideal and 

shape it in art. 

 

Longing as a Bridge to the "Azure" 

 

In the realm of love, the "azure" denotes the unattainability of 

the ideal of lasting, perfect union. This is what the dream words 

in Tristesse d'été ("Sadness of Summer"; SG 38) refer to: 

 

"Never shall we rest as one mummy 

under the blissful palm trees of the ageless desert." 

 

However, love, like art, is said to have the potential to convey an 

inkling of a life in perfect harmony. Thus, in Soupir ("Sigh"; SG 

46), the lovers dream themselves up into the azure, which in its 

infinity offers a consoling refuge from the "jardin mé-

lancholique", the melancholic garden of autumn. 
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Similarly, for the terminally ill man in Les fenêtres ("The Win-

dows"; SG 24), the timelessly serene moments of his past life are 

bundled into a last moment of ecstatic bliss through his gaze into 

the "azure". 

The fact that the gate to the "azure" opens at the very moment 

of (seasonal or life-time) farewell is by no means a coincidence. It 

is precisely the suffering from the fact that not only life, but also 

love – as the ultimate illusion of an existence reconciled with it-

self – is finite that can awaken the longing for the "azure" and its 

unchanging perfection. 

However, becoming absorbed in the All-One, in which every 

separation is suspended, goes hand in hand with a withdrawal 

from the ecstatic dynamics of life. In this sense, it is said in 

Tristesse d'été: 

 

"Drinking the shadow  from your tear-stained eyelids, 

my heart, conquered by you, might learn 

the azure equanimity of the sky." 

(Sadness of Summer; SG 38) 
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A Faun between Eros and Apollo 

 

The suffering of the imperfection of earthly life also plays a cen-

tral role in L'après-midi d'un faune ("The Afternoon of a Faun"), a 

poetic work by Mallarmé inspired by ancient bucolic poetry. Un-

like in the drama fragments Igitur and Hérodiade, however, the 

issue is not addressed here prospectively, but in retrospect. 

Igitur and Herodias shy away from any form of entry into life be-

cause they know about the fundamental absurdity of all human 

activity. By contrast, the faun, who functions as the lyrical I in 

L'après-midi d'un faune, reflects on the imperfection of earthly 

pleasures in retrospect. The figure seems predestined for this by 

virtue of its mythical character, which shows the faun to be a 

border crosser between heavenly perfection and earthly imper-

fection. 

The key problem addressed in this context is at first, quite 

generally, the fleeting nature of earthly happiness. Like butter-

flies, the nymphs seduced by the faun "flutter" away. The seduc-

tive redness of their skin, still clearly recognisable a moment ago, 

fades as quickly as it blossomed. Thus the desire arises to breathe 

permanent life into the nymphs: 

 

"How I would like to immortalise these nymphs!" (Faun 76) 

 

This, however, not only refers to the well-known desire to cap-

ture the moment that bestows "eternal" bliss. Rather, the rapid 

transience of happiness also gives rise to epistemological doubt. 

Thus the faun asks himself while recalling the amorous events: 

"Did I love a dream?" And did the dream of love arise only from 

the "desire" for a "false rose ideal"? (ibid.). 
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The solution that the faun devises for this problem corresponds 

to his second nature, in which he appears as the player of the 

"pan flute" named after him. The "reed" of Eros, which enables 

him to experience the frenzy of love, only helps him to achieve 

momentary happiness. In order to assure himself of this happi-

ness and help it to last longer, he has to resort to the Apollonian 

"great twin reed" that is "played under the azure" (Faun 78). 

Art thus serves here as a means of approaching perfection, 

whose central symbol in Mallarmé's poetry is the "azure" (see 

above). Only by artistically shaping the erotic dream of seductive 

"hips" can the fleeting form be transformed into a clear shape 

that transcends the moment: The "shadow" of the nymphs is 

freed from its "girdle", their shadowy figures recede behind their 

true essence, which is revealed in the song (cf. ibid.). 

 

 

 

Piero di Cosimo (1462 – 1522): The Death of Procris (ca. 1500); London, Na-

tional Gallery (Wikimedia commons)  
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Essential Elements of Mallarmé's Poetics 

 

Central elements of Mallarmé's image of the poet and of poetry 

are already hinted at in L'après-midi d'un faune. More explicitly, 

he developed his poetological positions in the collection of essays 

Divagations ("Digressions"), published in 1897. 

Of particular importance are his reflections on the "crise de vers" 

("crisis of the verse"), some of which had already appeared in 

other contexts. From this, a few points can be extracted that are 

central to Mallarmé's conception of the nature of poetry and the 

role of the poet. 

 

The Ideal as Essence and Counterpole of Poetry 

 

For Mallarmé, poetry strives for the "ideal", for perfection – but 

in the awareness that this is incompatible with human existence. 

Thus the ideal is both the innermost essence of poetry and its 

antithesis, that which it strives to express without ever being able 

to achieve it. It is that which is at rest within itself, the flawless 

beauty and immaculate purity, the unbroken duration in which 

all dynamism is suspended – in other words, something that hu-

man beings can only get an inkling of with the help of similes. 

Only in death is it truly attainable for them. 

 

Symbolistic Poetry 

 

According to Mallarmé, in order to juxtapose everyday life, de-

termined by chance, with the ideal of a perfect world, the poet 

must not depict reality directly. In contrast to the mimetic poetic 

ideal of the Parnassiens – a group of poets oriented towards an-
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cient poetry, predominant in France at the time – Mallarmé 

therefore advocates a suggestive lyrical form of expression 

through which the truth hidden behind the visible things can be 

evoked. The highest goal of poetry thus appears to be 

 

"the miracle of transferring, through the play of words, an 

object of nature into a state of suspension which almost 

makes it disappear, but which, precisely because of this, al-

lows its essence to emerge, uninhibited by the concrete 

reference" (Crise de vers 250). 

 

For the poet, to say "flower" against this background means pre-

cisely to blur the familiar calyx contours. Instead, he must bring 

to light "in a musical way" something that is missing in the fa-

miliar poetic "bouquets of flowers": the "idea itself" of the 

flower, its actual being (cf. ibid.: 251). 

In addition to these considerations, reminiscent of the Platonic 

doctrine of ideas, the refusal of the mimetic approach is for Mal-

larmé also the prerequisite for poetry to serve the evocation of 

inner states of the soul. His remarks in this regard – as well as his 

emphasis on the importance of the immediate, musical effect of 

the verses – bear at the same time witness to the symbolist core 

of his understanding of poetry: 

 

"By designating an object, three quarters of the pleasure in 

reading a poem are eliminated – a pleasure that results from 

the fact that the mystery of the poem only gradually reveals 

itself. The poem's dreamy character results precisely from 

the fact that the object is left in abeyance. The symbol arises 

from the perfect realisation of this mystery – from conjuring 
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up an object little by little to show a state of mind, or, con-

versely, from choosing an object to deduce from it, through a 

series of decryptions, a state of mind associated with it" 

(Conversation with Jules Huret, 1891). 

 

Autonomy of the Poetic World 

 

For Mallarmé, poetry constitutes a world of its own. It is hermetic 

in the sense that it refuses any contact with the fleeting everyday 

life. This applies to poetry, which eludes rapid "consumability", as 

well as to the poet, whose work takes place outside the world of 

daily events. His task is not to bring about immediate change. Ra-

ther, he has to contribute with his work to a new and different 

way of perceiving things and thus make them accessible to 

transformative action. 

This corresponds to a poetic language that consistently rejects 

traditional forms of expression and breaks new ground both on 

the level of semantics and on the level of syntax and prosody. 

In Un coup de dés ("A Throw of the Dice"), Mallarmé has even 

gone one step further and left the traditional print images be-

hind. The verses here reach beyond the individual lines and pages 

and thus affirm the claim of poetry to "grow" into life precisely in 

its radical otherness. 

For Mallarmé, however, the idea that the poet had to stay out of 

the day-to-day business was by no means synonymous with a life 

on the fringes of society. Not only was he well integrated into so-

ciety as a grammar school teacher. The poetry meetings that he 

regularly organised in Paris also functioned as a kind of intellec-

tual side-society in which those who followed the poetic ideal 

espoused by Mallarmé encouraged each other in their work. 
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Unlike Paul Verlaine or Charles Baudelaire, for whom the idea-

tional marginality of the poet's existence went hand in hand with 

a life in social isolation, Mallarmé thus established the ideal of a 

poet acting as a spiritual leader. Accordingly, he himself was ad-

dressed by his colleagues as "Maître" (Master). This ideal was 

also attractive to a poet like his German admirer Stefan George, 

who occasionally attended the meetings organised by Mallarmé 

and later radicalised the idea of a poet prince into an openly 

elitist gesture. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Mallarmé, sitting in his literary salon 
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https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Enqu%C3%AAte_sur_l%E2%80%99%C3%A9volution_litt%C3%A9raire
https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Enqu%C3%AAte_sur_l%E2%80%99%C3%A9volution_litt%C3%A9raire
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English Adaptations of Poems by Mallarmé 

 

Preliminary Remark on Selection and Translation 

 

Mallarmé's later poems are for the most part decidedly cryptic. 

This corresponds to his conviction that poetry can only develop 

its meaning when it unfolds in its own spiritual world, radically 

separated from everyday life. The central ambition here is to no 

longer merely touch the surface of things, but to make their es-

sence perceptible. 

At the same time, the objective world disintegrates in Mallarmé's 

work into its individual elements, which are recombined like the 

notes of a piece of music. The aim is to no longer depict reality in 

traditional terms, but to present it like a score that evokes certain 

states of mind in the reader (or listener). 

Mallarmé's later works are thus poorly suited for starting an ex-

ploration of this poet. The following English adaptations of his 

poems therefore concentrate on his early work. Central themes 

and motifs of Mallarmé's poetry are already present in them, but 

without the cryptic alienation of the later poems. In this way, the 

early poems can facilitate access to Mallarmé's spiritual cosmos. 

Rhymes are omitted in favour of an effort to achieve metaphori-

cal and "musical" equivalence. However, "equivalence" is not to 

be understood in the sense of unilinear semantic corre-

spondence. A poetry that aims to find poetic analogies for states 

of mind could not be done justice by a literal translation anyway. 

It therefore seemed more important to find equivalents for pre-

cisely this structural principle of Mallarmé's poetry. 
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Apparition 

 

Lunar mourning. Dreaming seraphim 

in the silence of the blossom breath, 

with sighing violins, pouring out tears 

on the azure corollas. 

 

The blessed day of our first kiss ... 

 

The frenzy of dreams dissipated 

in the fragrance of sadness, absorbed 

without remorse and regret as an echo 

of the dream in the heart that plucked the dream. 

 

My straying step, my gaze caught in the wrinkled pavement .... 

 

And then: the sunlit flickering of your hair, 

your laughter that conquers the night, 

your magic of a childhood fairy 

who scatters wondrous dreams into slumber 

and from whose generous hands 

fragrant bouquets of stars snow on the earth. 

 

(Apparition, SG 16; probably written in 1862/63; first published 1883) 

 

The poem was not published until 1883, but was presumably written as early 

as 1862 or 1863. It probably refers to Mallarmé's acquaintance with Chris-

tine Marie Gerhard, a German woman seven years his senior, who worked 

for a noble family in Sens. Mallarmé had admired her golden blonde hair, 

which is also alluded to in the poem. 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Apparition_(St%C3%A9phane_Mallarm%C3%A9)_(1887)
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The two initially lived together in London without a marriage certificate, but 

the young woman ended the wild marriage after a few months to comply 

with her family's demands. The following summer, shortly after reaching the 

age of majority, Mallarmé married his beloved. 

The poem was set to music by Claude Debussy as part of his four Chansons 

de Jeunesse. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841 – 1919): Spring (1876) 

Wikimedia commons 
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Sigh 

 

Stained by the freckle shine of autumn, 

my soul, secret sister, sinks at your brow 

into the fleeting sky of your angel eyes 

and rises with the dreaming fountains 

from empty weeping gardens into the azure. 

– Into the azure, soothed by October's pure pallor 

and its knowing wound, 

the bleeding webs of leaves on the congealing river, 

in which the wind digs a furrow of frost, trembling 

in a last, long ray of sunlight. 

 

(Soupir, SG 46; first published in 1866) 

 

Along with Placet futile and Autre éventail, the poem belongs to the Trois 

poèmes de Stéphane Mallarmè set to music by Claude Debussy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

William Merrit Chase (1849 – 1916): October (wikiart.com) 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Soupir_(1887)
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Another Fan 

of Mademoiselle Mallarmé 

 

 
 

 

The wing of my dreams reposes, 

my dreaming maiden, in your hand, 

which immerses my dreams 

in its shivering enchantment. 

 

The refreshing breath of the evening 

blows from your hand, which yet, 

caught in its own claws, 

eludes the evening maw. 

 

Kissed by the wing of your hand, 

a frenzy suddenly seizes the room, 

a yearning that, unborn, encircles you 

as an unfulfilled dance. 
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And shyly a paradise blossoms 

in the niches of your tender lips, 

which, barely awakened to the scent of smiles, 

closes in on itself again. 

 

Yet I sense floating in the shimmering cocoon, 

woven by your rosy wings, embroidered 

with the starry splendour of the sky, 

the dream of the flowering evening. 

 

(Autre éventail, SG 98; first published in 1884) 

 

Mallarmé had the habit of gifting fans with self-created verses to female 

acquaintances and family members on special occasions. This is the reason 

why the poem is not simply called "The Fan", but "Another Fan". Mallarmé 

wrote the poem for his daughter, who was 19 years old at the time. 

The poem is noticeably longer than the other poems of this kind, most of 

which have only four lines. Another special feature is that the poem refers to 

the movement of the fan and relates this to the awakening femininity of the 

addressee. 

Along with Placet futile and Soupir, the poem belongs to the Trois poèmes 

de Stéphane Mallarmè set to music by Claude Debussy. 

 

 

 

Picture: Original fan with the poem written by Mallarmé for his daughter; 

Musée Stéphane Mallarmé, Vulaines-sur-Seine 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Autre_%C3%89ventail_de_mademoiselle_Mallarm%C3%A9_(1887)
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Sadness of Summer 

 

The gold of your curls in the sunlit sand floats, 

o slumbering Athena, around you as a longing splendour, 

as a breath that mingles with your fragrant cheeks 

and tears into a frankincense-like love potion. 

 

And from this white glow sounds in sudden sorrow, 

blown with the wind and my anxious kisses, 

your voice: "Never shall we rest as one mummy 

under the blissful palm trees of the ageless desert." 

 

But without regret my soul sinks deep 

into the warm waves of your curls, 

and surrenders to a void you do not know. 

 

Drinking the shadow  from your tear-stained eyelids, 

my heart, conquered by you, might learn 

the azure equanimity of the sky. 

 

(Tristesse d'été, SG 38; first published 

in 1866; for the English adaptation, 

the manuscript version, which partly 

deviates from the text of the publica-

tion, was also taken into account; cf. 

SG 310 f.). 

 

Monika Risna: Blue sky over the Indo-

nesian island of Sulawesi (Wikimedia 

commons) 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Po%C3%A9sies_(Mallarm%C3%A9,_1914,_8e_%C3%A9d.)/Tristesse_d%E2%80%99%C3%A9t%C3%A9
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Fear 

(Title in the manuscript version: To a Daughter of Joy) 

 

Today I do not want to tame your body, 

dragon goddess, to whom whole nations 

sacrifice their sins, nor with sore kisses 

sow tangled tempests in your mane. 

 

Today I only ask you for a deep and dreamless sleep 

under the veil of remorse that you,  

patron goddess of liars, cast over the doubters, 

you who know the void much better than the dead. 
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Bitten by the serpent of vice, lies on the ground, 

weaned from the night, my barren spirit. 

Your heart, Princess, is a rocky fortress, 

 

never reached by the arrow of fear. 

But its shadows chase me to your breast,  

which, rejoicing in sin, defies death. 

 

(Angoisse, SG 32; first published in 1866 under the title A celle qui est tran-

quille – "To the one who is calm"; with the title "Angoisse" first published in 

1887). 

 

 

Picture: Edvard Munch (1863 – 1944): The Hands (1893); Oslo, Munch Mu-

seum (Wikimedia commons) 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Angoisse_(1887)
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Sea Breeze 

 

How stale are books to me and all my pleasures ... 

I want to flee, to feel the frenzy of the birds 

among the whitecaps and the thrones of heaven! 

Nothing – not even lovingly shimmering eyes –  

softens the heart that is seized by the sea. 

Nothing – not the deserted glow of my lamp 

above the white wasteland of paper 

nor the nursing mother – compares to the night of the sea! 

So off we go, weigh anchor, Ocean Queen! 

take me to colourful, nameless worlds! 

 

Only those who are attacked by the predator Hope 

believe in the handkerchief farewell, pure and clear. 

Even if the masts gladly bow to the storm 

and let themselves be tempted to a capsize dance 

in anchorless water deserts  – yet like a siren triumphs 

the longing song of the sea. 

 

(Brise marine, SG 44; first published in 1866) 

 

 

 

Hugo Schnars-Alquist 

(1855 – 1939): Helgo-

land at dusk (1935); 

Wikimedia commons 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Brise_marine_(St%C3%A9phane_Mallarm%C3%A9)_(1887)
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Renewal 
 

Winter, the time of serene art, the clear winter, 

has been sadly chased away by the sickly spring. 

Now, in the sluggish flow of my blood, 

a yawning awakening paralyses my mind. 

 

And while the wave of transformation 

rampantly rages through the fields, 

I chase the twilight of an unfathomable dream 

beneath the thorny crown of the glistening light. 

 

Weary of the fragrance of the trees,  

I bury the dream in the grave of my face 

and sink into the warmth of the violet earth; 

 

I sink until my gloom envelops me, 

while through the trellis of the hedges breaks, 

laughing, the twittering glow of the sky. 

 

(Renouveau, SG 30; first published in 1866) 

 

 

 

Cf. Mallarmé's letter to his friend Henri Cazalis of 4 June 1862 on the poem: 

"Emanuel [des Essarts] may have told you about the strange barrenness that 

spring had produced in me. – After three months of powerlessness I am free 

of it at last, and my first sonnet is destined to describe it, that is, to curse it. 

It is an entirely new kind of poetry, in which the material effects of the blood 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Renouveau_(St%C3%A9phane_Mallarm%C3%A9)_(1887)
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and the nerves are analysed and mixed with the moral effects of the spirit 

and the soul. 'Springtime Spleen' is what it could be called" (cf. Haug 1957, p. 

290 f.). 

 

 

 

Vincent van Gogh (1853 – 1890): The Sower (June 1888); Wikimedia com-

mons 

 

 

Picture on next page: Vincent van Gogh (1853 - 1890): The old cemetery 

tower of Nuenen at dusk (1884); Wikimedia commons 
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The Bell Ringer 

 

While the bell lifts its clear voice 

into the pure, dew-soaked morning air 

and a mowing maiden joins in the peal of bells 

with an Angelus that smells of lavender and thyme, 

 

only a muffled echo resounds to the bell ringer 

in the pale flickering candlelight. 

Murmuring Latin litanies, he reaches 

over the stone that stretches the age-old bell rope. 

 

That man is me. No matter how much I make 

resonate the bright ideal in the gloomy night –  

the darkness still sticks to the gloomy heart, 

 

the bell's voice sounds broken and hollow to me. 

But one day, tired of the futile ringing, 

the rope, o Satan, will weightlessly carry me to you. 

 

(Le sonneur, SG 36; first published in 1862; an earlier handwritten version 

was also taken into account for the English adaptation; cf. SG 310) 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Le_Sonneur_(1887)
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The Azure 

 

With its brightly blossoming, equanimous beauty 

the serene irony of the azure weighs down the poet, 

who, helplessly cursing his spirit, 

wanders through a fruitless desert of pain. 

 

Get out of here! Flee! But heavy with remorse 

the azure gaze stabs into my empty soul. 

Where should I go? And what shy nocturnal garment 

protects me from this blinding contempt? 

 

Rise up, you mists! Pour out your veils of drops 

and soothing threads of ashes into the sky! 

Float up from the sallow swamps of autumn 

and spread your tranquil canopy over me! 

 

And you, my longing spirit, break free 

from the pale ponds of Lethe, surrounded by reeds, 

and plug with your tireless hand 

the blue holes that the birds sing in the sky. 

 

But with their gloomy nets of grime 

the chimneys enclose, restlessly breathing, the sun. 

And their soot-stained flags extinguish the light 

that dies yellowish on the horizon. 

 

Heaven has died! So take me up in your arms, 

earthly delight, let me forget the harsh ideal 

and bestow upon the martyr of sins 
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a gentle bed in the straw of vices. 

 

Drained of dreams, my spirit lacks the strength 

to decorate the pitiful hereafter. 

No longer do I want to cover up the crack in the sky 

and yawn towards a dark transition. 

 

But it is all in vain! Triumphantly sings 

in the Angelus of the bells the Azure.  

His jubilant song resounds in my soul, 

which fearfully bows before his victory, 

 

His deep blue sword cuts through the mist 

and breaks into your innate death throes. 

Where shall you flee in your useless revolt? 

It haunts me everywhere: the azure! The azure! The azure! 

 

(L'Azur, SG 40; first published in 1866) 

 

Mallarmé, who worked as an English teacher in Tournon in Southern France, 

was transferred to a grammar school in another town (Besançon) in 1866 

because of the poem after his students had written the closing, on first sight 

disconcerting verse – "Je suis hanté. L'Azur! L'Azur! L'Azur! L'Azur!" – on the 

blackboard; cf. also Mallarmé's self-interpretation of the poem in a letter to 

a friend (SG 311 f.). 

 

 

 

         OpenClipart-Vectors: Sunlight (Pixabay) 

  

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/L%E2%80%99Azur_(1887)


40 
 

The Windows 

 

Weary of the hospital and the clouds of incense 

that climb the pallid curtains 

up to the cross that languidly leans on the empty wall, 

the dying man turns his back on death 

 

and creeps to the window. Instead of warmth 

his worn-out body seeks the magic wand of the sun 

on the motionless stone, the play of stains 

that flickers as a gloriole around his whitened hair. 

 

Greedily his fevered mouth drinks the azure – 

as when he used to suck in the pristine scent 

of virgin cheeks. And he breathes 

a bitter kiss on the tepid panes. 

 

Bewitched, he forgets about clocks and medicines, 

the sickbed, the cough and the horror 

of the last rites; and as the day, bleeding away, 

floods the horizon with crimson rivers, 

 

he beholds golden glimmering galleys 

swimming like swans through sleeping scents 

and awakening with their flickering furrows 

forgotten dances to a last, quivering flame. 

 

(Les fenêtres, SG 24; first published in 866) 

 

https://fr.wikisource.org/wiki/Les_Fen%C3%AAtres_(St%C3%A9phane_Mallarm%C3%A9)_(1887)
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The poem consists of two parts, each comprising five stanzas which revolve 

around the contrast or confluence of the frenzy of life and the fear of death. 

The first part, presented here, uses lyrical imagery to approach the subject, 

while the second part deals with the theme on a more philosophical, abstract 

level. 

 

 

SG: Mallarmé, Stéphane: Sämtliche Gedichte (Collected Poems, 1957). Hei-

delberg 4th ed. 1984: Lambert Schneider. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Pierre-Auguste Renoir (1841 – 1919): Stéphane Mallarmé (1892) 

Paris, Musée d’Orsay (Wikimedia commons) 

 

 


