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Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898), the 
great French symbolist, may have been the most 
modernist of the Modernist poets; his work 
explored the elaborate complexities of his time 
through radical innovations in poetic language and 
often startling experiments in form. Often thought 
to simultaneously resist and demand interpretation, 
Mallarmé’s work increasingly pushed past 
traditional artistic boundaries, transcending the real 
toward what he envisioned as the ideal in ways that 
even his equally original contemporaries—Verlaine 
and Rimbaud, and Baudelaire before them—did 
not. So it is not surprising that Mallarmé’s work 
poses enormous challenges for translators. And 
while there are many highly lauded translations 
of Mallarmé into English, post-doctoral teaching 
fellow and editor Blake Bronson-Bartlett and 
poet Robert Fernandez have broken boundaries 
themselves and triumphed in their new translation 
Azure: Poems and Selections from the “Livre.”

Azure begins with the translations from 
Poesies (1899), which includes some of Mallarmé’s 
most well known poems, such as “Tomb of Edgar 
Poe,” “Tomb of Baudelaire,” “Funeral Toast,” and 
“The Afternoon of a Faun;” these are followed by 
the new translation of Un Coup de Des (“A Cast of 
Dice”) and, for the first time in English, selections of 
notes from the “Livre,” Mallarmé’s massive work—
what he called his grand oeuvre—that remained 
unfinished at the poet’s death.

In their comprehensive, enlightening and—
at least for this reader—necessary “Translators’s 
Note,” Bronson-Bartlett and Fernandez discuss 
what motivated them to take on this project, what 
obstacles they encountered, and what inspirations 
they celebrated and then employed to produce 
new English versions that they hope will launch a 
revitalized interest in Mallarmé and his poems. 

There have been a lot of English translations 
of Mallarmé’s work and many of them have received 
sparkling praise. Bronson-Bartlett and Fernandez 
pay due respect to these efforts, particularly to the 
translations of Henry Weinfield (1994) and E. H. 
and A. M. Blackmore (2006). In the “Translators’s 
Note,” they demonstrate how their own work 
acknowledges that of these predecessors’s but 
then moves beyond in order to, “carry over from 
Mallarmé’s verse some of what Weinfield and 
the Blackmores did not while taking some of the 
same liberties.” They explain their own goals, to 
“create translations that worked as contemporary 
poems and that linked translation to the reading and 
writing of poetry.” To that end, the work in Azure 
is the product not only of considering French and 

its English “equivalents” in terms of connotative, 
associative, symbolic and metaphorical meanings, 
but also of meticulous attention to the ways both 
languages present in sound—syllables and meter, 
inflection, internal and external rhyme (full and 
slant)—and many other poetic concerns and 
techniques to achieve what these translators call “a 
certain music—a striking music—that is integral 
to Mallarmé’s poetics and that has not surfaced in 
previous translations.” 

 Bronson-Bartlett and Fernandez “sought 
to maintain an ethos of fearlessness, respecting 
Mallarmé’s own wild gambles” in order ”to make 
poetry that exceeds both poet and translator to become 
the very name of intervention.” To demonstrate 
how they did this, they provide as example the 
first four lines of the second stanza of Mallarmé’s 
poem, Funeral Toast—presenting first the original 
in French, then Weinfield’s translation, then the 
Blackmore’s and then their own. The comparisons 
reveal evidence of the theories and approaches that 
precede them in these “Translators’s Note;” some 
of the choices may seem startling but at the same 
time bring forth both a more powerful vision—
one that is in keeping with Mallarmé’s ideas and 
contemporary at the same time—and a more lyrical 
musical version than previous translations, some 
of which have been described as too academic. As 
Fernandez himself said, “Our translation was not 

done out of survival or responsibility (who needs 
another Mallarmé?), but excitement and fascination 
and a sense of adventure. I believe that because we 
had nothing to lose, we were able to uncover veins 
of seeing and music that may otherwise have lain 
dormant.” 

Unlike the audience of Mallarmé’s time, 
readers in the twenty-first Century will not be 
shocked or surprised by the formal layout of “A 
Cast of Dice” (variously translated over the years 
as “A Throw of the Dice,” “A Roll of the Dice”…) 
but it is interesting to consider how the use of white 
space, the bold letters in all capitals, the way the 
lines move back and forth across the page—ignoring 
traditional and creating new margins—would have 
unnerved late nineteenth/early twentieth century 
readers expecting the poetic forms they were used 
to, particularly when the poems explored extreme 
and unconventional ideas about reality in obscure 
and often elusive language:  

 
in these latitudes
    of the wave
     in which all reality dissolves

EXCEPT
    at the altitude
     MAYBE
             

as far as place fuses 
with the beyond.
Finally, we are presented with excerpts 
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from the “Livre” (“The Book”), which was to 
encompass all of Mallarmé’s ideas and theories 
but was not completed at the time of his death. 
In the “Translator’s Note,” Bronson-Bartlett and 
Fernandez explain how they chose excerpts from Le 
Livre (a 250+ page manuscript), provide some of the 
determinations behind their translation decisions, 
and present some necessary background regarding 
what Mallarmé had in mind for his grand oeuvre. 
For readers interested in process, the material in 
“Livre” is fascinating in terms of the progression of 
Mallarmé’s ideas, lines he chose to save and those 
he crossed out, those his markings suggest he was 
attempting to move around the page, etc. In addition 
to the lines and edits, these excerpts in “Livre” also 
include drawings and “schematic illustrations” of 
the “seating plans for the theater in which the ‘Livre’ 
would be enacted.” And while Bronson-Bartlett and 
Fernandez’s discussion of the translation choices 
they made in this section offers another compelling 
consideration of the relationship between translation 
and the nuances of language, there is more to be 
perplexed than enlightened by in the excerpts from 
the “Livre.”

That Mallarmé had a career, albeit not 
particularly successful, teaching English is an 
interesting aside to reading these new English 
translations of his poems. Of course we have no 
way of knowing whether or not he would have 
approved but this much is clear: Bronson-Bartlett 
and Fernandez not only showcase Mallarmé’s 
poetic sensibility, genius, beauty and skill, but their 
own as well. 

Diane Goodman’s three collections of short stories 
are Party Girls (2011), The Plated Heart (2006), and 
The Genius of Hunger (2002). She is an Associate 
Professor of English at Grand Canyon University 
in Phoenix, AZ.

“Livre” is fascinating in terms of the 
progression of Mallarmé’s ideas. 

azure:                                                  
poemS and SeLecTionS                             

from The “Livre”
Stéphane Mallarmé

Blake Bronson-Bartlett &                                     
Robert Fernandez, trans.

Wesleyan University Press
www.upne.com/0819575791.html
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of compulsion that does nothing to allay our fears 
—rather the opposite. This is Kramer at his best: 
an unhindered and unsettling storyline that delivers 
complexity in a simple package.

George Murphy is a Vermont-based artist, author, 
and editor. He majored in Philosophy at York 

University (UK) and has artwork in the Smithsonian 
American Art Museum. His short stories and 
verse have been published in the Nantucket and 
Brazenhead Reviews, in Kosmosis, and in the 2015 
VT anthology, PoemTown. He is currently working 
on a collection of interlocking short stories, Clouds, 
and a translation of Apollinaire’s Le Bestiaire.

be that which brings Wordglass to a close. “Orpheus 
—The Descent into the Underworld” unfolds like a 
story by Paul Bowles, leading us further and further 
from what feels safe. “A wisp of perfume in the 
night air…” is the seductive opening line, and the 
physically and philosophically robust culmination 
of this sinister narrative holds within it an admission 

Murphy continued from page 16
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