
Les Fleurs: Translating Mallarmé’s Poem for Inspiration

Mallarmé is most known for his pioneering of concrete 
poetry and the Symbolism movement. Famous examples 
in these respective categories include Un Coup de Dés 
Jamais N’abolira le Hasard, in which the arrangement of 
the words on the page represent the movement of 
rolling dice, and Herodiade, in which the biblical story of 
Herodias is used to represent the lost ideal of art. 
Compared to the obscure imagery and complex syntax of 
these works, Les Fleurs is one of his easier poems to grasp. 
Structurally, the poem utilizes a simple rhyme scheme 
(ABAB) and the classic French alexandrine meter, which 
is deceptively simple for its rich content.

Stéphane Mallarmé (1842-1898)

Henry Weinfield, who wrote perhaps the most famous English 
translation of Les Fleurs, omits some elements of the original 
poem. Compare the first stanza of the original to his translation:
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⚜ ⚜

● Twelve syllable meter 
● Emphasizes symmetry rather than soft or stressed beats
● Example of a scanned alexandrine stanza:

Alexandrine Meter

“Les Fleurs ” by Stéphane Mallarmé (Original)

Des avalanches d’or du vieil azur, au jour
Premier et de la neige éternelle des astres
Jadis tu détachas les grands calices pour
La terre jeune encore et vierge de désastres,

“The Flowers” by Stéphane Mallarmé (Translated 
by Henry Weinfield)

From golden showers of the ancient skies,
On the first day, and the eternal snow of stars,
You once unfastened giant calyxes
For the young earth still innocent of scars:

Weinfield’s translation adopts slant rhymes where there are 
true rhymes in the original French, which does not necessarily 
make for a poor translation. Especially in poetry, the translator 
must often make the choices like these to balance structure and 
content. Additionally, he uses iambic pentameter, perhaps the 
most common English meter, for the majority of his translation. 
However, in some lines, such as line two, he breaks from this 
meter to preserve meaning. 

L’hy/a/cin/the,/ le/ myrte/ à/ l’a/do/rable/ é/clair
Et,/ par/eille/ à/ la/ chair/ de/ la/ fem/me,/ la/ rose
Cru/el/le,/ Hé/ro/dia/de en/ fleur/ du/ jar/din/ clair,
Cel/le/ qu’un/ sang/ fa/rou/che et/ ra/di/eux/ ar/rose!

Important elements to note:
● Liaisons: Some sounds blend syllables from two words.
● Silent e: A silent e’s position determines whether it is part of 

a syllable.
● Alliteration and Assonance: Repeated consonant and vowel 

sounds reinforce the meaning of the line/stanza.
● Syllable symmetry: Emphasis is placed on uneven phrases.
● Inspiration and Symbolism in natural/mythological imagery

“The Flowers” by Stéphane Mallarmé (My 
translation)

From golden avalanches of the azure sky
On the first day, and from the stars’ eternal snow
Long ago, you let the giant calyxes fly
For Earth, whose virgin youth disaster did not know

“Chrysanthemum” by Trey Melton (Original)

When fall should come to take the land,
And frost should bite at all alive,

Or sunset soft, a golden band,
Just o’er the skyline should contrive,

“Chrysanthème” by Trey Melton (French Version)

Quand l’automne vient et se faufile sur
Le pays, et la gelée mord le monde vivant, 

Le crépuscule crée un bord d’or très obscur
Juste par-dessus l’horizon assombrissant.
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