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The dynamic communication of information happens both in the simultaneity
of space and in the succession of unfolding events. It deals with the acts of

reading, listening, seeing. Butthe sensory events might

be perceived with different durations: the time that it takes to read, to listen,
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Stéphane Mallarmé: Un coup de Dés jamais n’abolira le Hasard
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Failure in the age of mechanical reproduction?

From a designer’s perspective it is possible to
discuss two misfortunes in communicating the
poem Un coup de Dés over its 110 years: the
failure to reproduce it according to Mallarmé’s
guidelines; and the failure to investigate it
within the Communication Design discipline.

It is well documented that the poem was never
published exactly as originally devised. What
are the results of such reproduction failure?

Is it analogous to a flawed interpretation by

a musical performer? As designers we are

well aware of strategies that create structure,
contrast, hierarchy, etc. How does the

failure to reproduce a visual system affect
communication and, ultimately, interpretation?

Mallarmé’s poetic legacy is largely examined

in literary criticism. However, he is almost
inexistent in Communication Design literature,
including recent surveys in New Media Design,
where most books start with Apollinaire and the
Dada. These works are different in content and
intent from those of Mallarmé, who explored
structural means of integrating verbal and
visual/spatial information in meaning making.
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Kurt Schwitters: “Ursonate,” 1922-32.

Filippo Marinetti: “At Night in Her Bed...,” 1919.

Pierre Albert-Birot: “Poem for declaiming and
dancing: the aeroplane,” SIC magazine, 1917.
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Guillaume Apollinaire: “Il Pleut,” S/C magazine, 1916.

Guillaume Apollinaire: “Petite Auto,” 1914.

e

Lewis Carroll: Alice’s Adventures in
Wonderland, 1865.

Spread #4 of Mallarmé’s Un coup de Dés:

Top left: Reproduction of the proofs Mallarmé was correcting at
the time of his death in 1898. The set of proofs—known as the
“Lahure proofs”—were first published by Robert G. Cohn in his
Mallarmé’s Masterwork: New Findings (The Hague: Mouton,1966).
Bottom left: Gallimard, 1914. Considered the “ne varietur”
edition.

Top right: A Throw of the Dice Never Will Abolish Chance.
Translation by Daisy Aldan. Tiber Press, 1956. This is the first
translation of Un Coup de Dés into English which was authorized
by Gallimard and Mallarmé’s heirs.

Bottom right: Penguin Books, 1965. Edited by Anthony Hartley.
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