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Paul Claudel and Guillaume Apollinaire both experimented with visual forms in 
an effort to incorporate a more synthetic and immediate experience into their 
poetry. The letters of the Idlwgramme and the shapes of the Calligramme do not 
reproduce reality as much as they translate the fundamental images and 
world-view of the authors into the visual mode. In both cases the linearity of 
writing symbolizes movement and time while the larger unit, word or sentence­
shape, imposes a more immobile, spatial form upon this movement. For both 
authors, in spite of differences , this synthetic aspect of visual logic expresses the 
structure of the real world, which is a dynamic and simultaneous interaction of 
multiple phenomena, yet is in constant evolution. 

The two French poets Paul Claudel and Guillaume Apollinaire 
both composed their major works during the same period: the 
first two decades of this century. Yet they have very rarely been 
compared because of their apparently profound differences in 
temperament and outlook. Apollinaire is known as an aggressive 
modernist, Claudel as an equally aggressive conservative. In 
reality, however, the two authors share some common preoccupa­
tions and heritage which are hidden beneath their dissimilarity 
of temperament. Both, in fact, were very much interested in 
visual poetry; their works ldeogrammes occidentaux and Calligrammes 
(originally entitled Ideogrammes lyriques) show them to be heirs not 
only of the long tradition of visual poetry originating with the 
Greeks but also of its more recent partisans

2 
notably Stephane 

Mallarme and his Un Coup de des jamais n' abo! ira le hasard. 1 This 

1. David W. Seaman, "The Development of Visual Poetry in France," Visible 
Language, VI, 1 (Winter 1972), 20. For a discussion and reproduction of Un Coup 
de des jamais n' abolira le hasard, see Gerald L. Bruns, "Mallarme: The Transcend­
ance of Language and the Aesthetics of the Book," The Journal of Typographic 
Research (now Visible Language), III , 3 Ouly 1969), 219-40. 
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poem was important because it showed that typography could be a 
visible metaphor for a new poetic syntax, liberated from the 
temporal succession of language which had, until now, imprisoned 
poetry in its mechanical, grammatical order. Implicit in this 
experiment was the notion that the essence of poetry itself is in 
fact spatial and v1sual, because its structure is characterized by an 
internal system of relationships between words created by the 
poet himself, a system which immobilizes the constant movement 
of ordinary language and turns the act of reading back upon 
itself. Thus, for Claudel, "Le vers est une ligne qui s'arrete, non 
parce qu'elle est arrivee a une frontiere materielle et que l'espace 
lui manque, mais parce que son chiffre interieur est accompli et 
que sa vertu est consommee." 2 Visual and spatial representation, 
capable of expressing this interaction of words simultaneously, is 
thus a natural means of exploiting the synthetic, non-logical 
potential inherent in all poetry. 

Both Claudel and Apollinaire propose to do this by creating 
"written signs of an idea," or "ideogrammes," although both 
seem to have interpreted this as "signs of specific objects." They 
therefore seek a formula which will enable writing to express an 
object through its specifically pictural and visual attributes rather 
than through the process of abstraction which is the normal act of 
reading. However, they must first overcome the obstacle posed 
by typography itself, which is necessarily rigid and impersonal 
and allows for little intervention without losing its intelligibility 
as a system. Claudel deals with this problem by investing the fixed 
letters of the alphabet with symbolic significance. His "ideo­
gramme" is a written word whose letters resemble aspects of the 
object it designates, as in the word "faux" or scythe: "fest le 
manche et la poignee de la faux, ala place qu'on vient de faucher 
et l'on voit la lame qui s'eloigne, u est l'herbe, x tout ce qui est 
section, la lame avide pour couper qui ouvre de toutes parts ses 
machoires." "Corps," or body, is described as follows: "c est la 

2. Paul Claudel, La Philosophie du livre, in Oeuvres en Prose, ed . Petit et Galperine 
(Paris: Gallimard, La Pleiade, 1965), p. 77. Translation: "A verse is a line which 
stops, not because it has arrived at a material boundary and runs out of space, 
but because its interior number has been accomplished and its virtue 
consumma ted.' ' 
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bouche qui respire et qui avale, o tousles organes ronds, r les 
liquides qui montent et qui descendent, p le corps proprement dit 
avec la tete (ou les bras), stout le tuyautage, ou le souffle." And 
Claudel sees in the word "oie," or goose, "o la mare ou le corps du 
volatile; i sa langue d'ou sort le cri, e ala fois l'oeil, la tete et le 
bee ouvert." 3 The plastic shape and direction of the lines which 
make up each letter are imagined to resemble components of the 
total concept. Apollinaire, on the other hand, intervenes on a 
level which gives him greater freedom: the patterns among whole 
words. His "calligramme" is a poem whose parts are organized 
in the form of objects which play a role in the meaning of the 
poem. In "Coeur, Couronne et Miroir," for example, each object 
is figured by the shape of the sentence which also describes it 
poetically: "Mon coeur pareil a une flamme renversee" forms a 
heart shape (Fig. 1; see also Figs. 2 and 3).4 Thus both poets seem 
to be using writing as visual representation, to create a parallel 
between the linguistic iniage of an object and the real qualities of 
this object. 

Most specialists in the field would be quick to object to this 
proposal, of course, since it is a generally accepted doctrine of 
post-Saussurian linguistics that there can exist no such simple 
resemblance. The connection between word and thing is an 
arbitrary one created by conventio~ and system. 5 The two poets 
were aware of this problem, however: in reality, the relationship 

3. Claude!, Ideogrammes occidentaux, in Oeuvres en Prose, pp. 83-6. "f is the handle 
and the grip of the scythe, a the spot that has just been cut and one can see the 
blade moving away, u is the grass, x everything which is division, the blade avid 
for cutting which opens out itsjaws in all directions .... cis the mouth which 
breathes and swallows, o all the round organs, r the liquids which rise and fall, 
p the body properly speaking with the head (or the arms), s all the pipelike 
forms, or the breath .. . . o the pond or the body of the fowl; i its tongue from 
which comes its cry, e the eye, the head the opened beak all at the same time." 
4. Guillaume Apollinaire, Calligrammes, in Oeuvres poetiques, ed. Adema et 
Decaudin (Paris: Gallimard, La Pleiade, 1956),, p. 197. Figure 1 : "Heart, 
Crown and Mirror : My heart like an upside-down flame . ... In this mirror I am 
enclosed living and real as one imagines the angels and not in the way of 
reflections .... The kings who die turn by turn are reborn in the hearts of poets." 

Figure 2 : p. 1 70; Figure 3 : p . 213. 
5. Ferdinand de Saussure, Cours de linguistique generale, ed. De Mauro (Paris : 
Payot, 1972), p. ix. 
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Figure 1. 
"Heart, Crown and Mirror 

(Coeur, Couronne et Miroir) ." 
A pollinaire, Calligrammes. 
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Figure 3. "The Stabbed Dove and the Fountain (La Colombe Poignardee et le 
J et d ' Eau ) ." Apollinaire, Calligrammes. 
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between the visual form and the linguistic notion is in both cases 
more complex than it first appears. Apollinaire later changed his 
title to Calligrammes, meaning "beautiful" written objects, thus 
implying that the esth~tic function of his visual forms was more 
important than the expressive function. His object-poems, on one 
level, are games which seem to juxtapose the visual and semantic 
modes of communication rather than seeking to have them 
coincide. There is a certain redundancy to the process, since each 
mode is merely reinforcing a meaning which was already clear 
and complete in the other mode. The parallel, for example, 
between the poetic idea of the heart and the picture, in the poem 
already quoted, seems so clear and simple as to be almost super­
fluous. This redundancy in some ways strengthens the seemingly 
arbitrary character of the relationship between the linguistic 
notion and the visible shape in that it creates a sense of irony. 

w 
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However, Apollinaire's choice of specific objects does play a role 
in the total impression and the profound poetic intention of the 
Calligramme, but this role must be understood in terms of structure 
rather tha n reference to reality. The isolation of a specific object, 
both visually and m entally, tends to immobilize it and thus to 
withdraw it from the ceaseless flux of time which haunted 
Apollinaire. 6 In this sense, the representation of objects in the 
Calligrammes is a part of thei r es thetic dimension , because im­
mobility and synthetic structure can be seen as aspects of speci­
fically poetic form, as opposed to the movement of prose. 

For Claudel's Ideogramme, on the other hand, the resemblance 
between writing and meaning is essential: literature and language 
must refl ec t the real world, since it was crea ted by God. However, 
Claude! acknowledges at the same time that this principle is 
scientifically untenable. He succeeds in overcoming this seeming 
contradiction by a compromise: the resemblance is a potential 
rather than a real one- it resides in the human psych e, and 
perhaps the unconscious- but the laws which govern this human 
psyche themselves correspond to the divine law which governs the 
world. The writer or read er , in the act of following the physical 
movement of the lines across the page, will inves t them with a 
symbolic emotional m eaning which Claude! calls a "geste." And 
this active symbolic value corresponds to the dynamic "geste" by 
which real things create and maintain themselves in Claudel's 
world-view . As he explains in his Art poetique, " Tout mot es t 
!'expression d ' un etat psychologique procure par !'a ttention a un 
objet ex teri eur. C'est un geste qui peut se decomposer en ses 
~ l ements ou let tres, " and elsewhere, "Ce qui subsiste d 'une chose 
dans ce signe qu'est d' elle un mot, c'es t seulement son sens, son 
intention, ce qu 'elle veut dire et que nous disons a sa place. " 7 

If one studies his Ideogrammes closely, one notices that the same 

6. Philippe R ena ud , Lecture d' Apollinaire (Lausanne: L' Age d 'H o mme, 1969), 
p. 378. 
7. Claude! , Art poetique , in Oeu vre poetique, ed. Petit (Paris: Gallimard , La Pleiade, 
1967 ), pp . 195, 178-9. "Every word is the ex pression of a psychological sta te 
obtained by attention to a n ex ternal object. I t is a gesture which can be broken 
down into its elements or letters .... W hat is left of a thing in that sign of it 
which is a word, is only its meaning, its intention , what it means to say and (what ) 
we say in its place." 
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letters change in value from one word to the other. These lines or 
letters are "elements mecaniques," whose visual symbolic value 
depends on the total meaning conferred on the word by the mind 
of the author. When the word "faux" mentioned above becomes 
the adjective "false," the same letters acquire a different meaning: 
"Un veritable rebus mathematique. Fest l'unite branlante et 
coupee par le milieu, a l'unite a qui le zero est amalgame, u deux 
unites egales et equivalentes, X }'unite definitivement detruite par 
l'unite, l'inconnu, le carrefour, !'inextricable." 8 Thus, as in the 
case of A pollinaire, it is the structure of writing rather than the 
objects it represents which interests Claudel: this structure depends 
on the simultaneous interaction of the different "gestes," which 
are symbols of the structure of reality. 

Beneath their variability, however, the lines or "gestes" retain a 
minimum, fundamental symbolism from one word to the other. 
This symbolism is mostly based on abstract principles and 
relationships: in "faux" or false, quoted above, the concept of 
"l'unite''; in "arne," or soul, that of "l'ouverture": "a est a la fois 
ouverture et desir, reunion de l'homme et de la femme, ce qui 
exhale et inhale le souffle, m est la personne entre deux parois, e 
l'etre." In "sur," (on) it is ''l'action parallele": "s la compression, 
u l'action parallele de haut en bas dont temoigne la boucle 
inferieure, r la ligne de force verticale avec l'indice en haut comme 
en chinois"; and in "toit" (roof) "la conservation et la force" 
which for Claudel are represented by the circle, symbol of the 
feminine principle, and the vertical line or masculine: "N'avons­
nous pas la une representation complete de la maison a laquelle ne 
manquent meme pas les deux cheminees? 0 est la femme et I 
l'homme, caracterises par leurs differences essentielles: la con­
servation et la force; le point de l'i est la fumee du foyer ou, si vous 
aimez mieux, l'esprit enclos et la vie intime de !'ensemble." 
Among the most interesting is the S-shape, often symbol of a 
twisting descent into mysterious depths, as in "Soi" (oneself) : 

8. "A true mathematical rebus. F is the unit tottering and cut through the 
middle, a the unit to which zero is amalgamated, u two equal and equivalent 
units, x the unit definitively destroyed by the unit, the unknown, the crossroads, 
the inextricable" (p. 85 ) . 
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Figure 4. " It's R aining (II Pi eu t J. " A.polJinaire, Ca/ligrannne.c 
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"s =souffle (dans souffle les f les deux traits profonds de l'haleine) 
spirale mouvement de descente en soi-meme recherche toujours 
eludee de la parallele, o et i le flambeau et le miroir." 9 In this 
respect there are direct parallels with Apollinaire since he, too, 
seems to return to certain characteristic forms which express the 
abstract essence of objects rather than their exact image. The 
direction of lines on the page can evoke primordial archetypes, 
gestures or attitudes: the vertical as descent or ascent, as in "Il 
Pleut," Figure 4; the horizontal as progression, and the scattering 

9. "L'ouverture": opening. "Soul: a is both opening and desire, meeting of man 
and woman, that which exhales and inhales breath, m is the person between two 
walls , e the being." "L'action parallele": parallel action. "On:. s compression, 
u parallel action from top to bottom as proved by the lower curve, r the vertical 
line of force with the indication on top as in Chinese." "La conservation et Ia 
force": conservation and force. "Roof: Don't we have here a complete represen­
tation of the house even including the two chimneys? 0 is the woman and I the 
man, characterized by their essential differences: conservation and force; the dot 
on the i is the smoke from the fireplace or, if you prefer, the enclosed spirit and 
the intimate life of the whole." "Oneself: s= breath (in 'souffle' the fs the two 
deep lines of respiration ) spiral movement of descent into oneself search a lways 
eluded for the parallel, o and i the torch and the mirror" (pp. 82-88, Ideogrammes ). 
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Figure 5. "Voyage (Voyage)." Apollinaire, Calligrammes. 
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of letters which implies spiritual dispersion or disintegration, as in 
"Voyage," Figure 5. 10 In both cases, the continuity of these 
primordial archetypes suggests the intervention of the sub­
conscious, as Claude! himself says in ldeogrammes occidentaux: "Tous 
les mots sont constitues d'une collaboration inconsciente de l'oeil 
et de la voix avec !'objet." 11 For this reason one can find striking 

10. Figure 4: Calligrammes, p. 203; Figure 5: p. 198. 

11. Claude!, Ideogrammes , p. 90. "All words are constituted by an unconscious 
collaboration of the eye and the voice with the object." 
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parallels between the two poets' favorite forms and the major 
imagery in their poetic works as a whole: for Claude!, the vertical 
as tree, the circle as Omega and "Maison fermee" (closed house ) ; 
for Apollinaire, horizontal space as a realm of literary, military, 
and amorous conquest. 12 The space of the page, for both, has 
become a visible metaphor for poetic and spiritual space, through 
a coincidence of primordial structures rather than direct 
reproduction. 

At the same time, however, the two poets are obliged to deal 
with the fixed aspect of line as it has been codified in Western 
linear syntax: line as an impersonal, universal aspect of structure 
rather than an individual symbol. Claudel suggests that the 
linearity of Western writing is a metaphor for the movement of 
time as it is defined by Christian theology. Each being evolves 
towards its death , as the world towards the Day of Judgment: 
"Dans les pays chretiens ... il y a ce qu'on appelle un sens, a la 
fois dans le sens d'une phrase ou d'une expression et dans le sens 
d'un fteuve. La civilisation chretienne vient de quelque part et va 
ailleurs." 13 This is the reason for the title of his work, Ideogrammes 
occidentaux. Claude! opposes this movement of Western writing to 
the Chinese character which is totally synthetic and therefore 
immobile, and he suggests that Chinese civilization is as immobile 
as its writing. To a certain extent he integrates the principle of 
linearity into his ldeogramme) which is a series of individual con­
cepts or letters organized into a unity of meaning after they are 
read successively, just as his universe will fully realize its meaning 
only on its final day. 

Apollinaire also does not seek to destroy linear reading in his 
Calligrammes but to integrate it and to utilize it. However, he does 
this in a highly ambiguous, ironic way, so that the end result is a 
heightened awareness of this linearity, of the space which 

12. Jean Levaillant, "L'Espace dans Calligrammes," Revue des Lettres Modernes, 
Nos. 217-222, (1969), p. 49. 
13. C1audel, Memoires improvises (Paris: Gallimard, 1969), p . 298. "In Christian 
countries ... there is what one could call a direction, both as in the meaning of a 
sentence or expression and in the direction of a river. Christian civilization comes 
from somewhere and goes somewhere else." 
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alphabetic typography creates for itself. Almost all of his Calli­
grammes are shapes, therefore plastic, anti-linear forms; but these 
are built up by lines of type, which must be read successively to be 
understood. The poet delights in playing with the hapless reader 
by creating a constant tension between these two elements. "Du 
Coton dans les Oreilles," for example, forces the reader to read 
backwards or upwards, and other poems make him follow the 
sentences around circles, down lines letter by letter, or across 
diagonals (see Figs. 6-8) .14 Like Claudel, Apollinaire uses this 
linearity as the symbol of the movement of time. In "La Cravate 
et la Montre" (The Necktie and the Watch) the words which 
describe the watch and its time, "la beaute de la vie passe la 
douleur de mourir," are broken up into a descending curve like 
one side of a round watch and like the clockwise movement of the 
hours around this watch. 15 However, the shape which is formed by 

14. Figure 6: "Cotton in the Ears" (p. 287 ): "So many explosives at a live 
point. ... Write a word if you dare .... The points ofimpact in my soul always 
at war. ... Your fierce herd spits fire . ... Omegaphone." 

Figure 7: "Lettre-Ocean" (pp . 184-5): "Do you remember the earthquake 
between 1885 and 1890 we slept more than a month in a tent Hello My Brother 
Albert in Mexico City . . .. Young girls in Chapultepec ... Toussaint Luca is 
now in Poitiers .. . And how I hitched a ride with my girl .. . St. Isidore Street 
in Havana that no longer exists ... Chirimoya ... With cream at ... Pendeco is 
more than an imbecile ... he called the Indian Hijo de la Cingada . . . prietor 
of 5 or 6 buil ... I got up at 2 A.M. and I've already drunk a sheep ... the 
cablegram consisted of two words In Safety ... Let's move on gen ... board all 
travelers for Chatou ... The poet 's new shoes ... of your flower gardens close 
the doors ... change of section ... 300 meters high." 

Figure 8: "Aim" (p. 224): "Horses cherry color boundary of Zeeland . . . Of 
golden machine-guns croak the legends ... I love you liberty who watches in the 
hypogeums . .. Harp with silver strings o rain o my music ... The invisible 
enemy silver wound in the sun ... And the secret future that the rocket 
elucidates ... Hear the Word swim subtle fish ... Cities turn by turn become 
keys . .. The blue mask as puts on God his sky ... War peaceful asceticism 
metaphysical solitude . .. Child with cut hands among the pink oriflammes." 
15. Figure 9: "The Necktie and the Watch" (p. 192) : "The beauty of life 
exceeds the pain of death ... The painful necktie which you wear and which 
decorates you, o civilized man, take it off if you wish truly to breath ... What a 
good time we're having ... the hours ... my heart . .. the eyes .. . the child .. . 
Agla ... the hand . .. Tircis ... week .. . the infinite straightened up by a crazy 
philosopher ... the Muses at the gates ofyour body ... the beautiful unknown 
and the Dantesque verse, shining and cadaverous ... It's five till at last ... And 
everything will be ended." 
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Figure 6. "Cotton in the Ears (Du Caton dans les Oreilles )." 
Apollina ire, Calligrammes. 
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Figure 8. "Ai rn (Visioe) . " A po \\ina ire, Call igrammes. 

A Madame Ren~ Berthisr 



Figure 9 . "The Necktie and the Watch (La Cravate et Ia Montre)." 
A polli naire, Calligrammes. 
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the letters conflicts with the movement of reading, and thus 
undermines the idea of linear time instead of reinforcing it. At the 
same time, the shape is much more concrete and therefore com­
municates a literal value; the meaning of the words, on the other 
hand, is poetic and often figurative. The "cravate" of the above­
mentioned poem is formed by the words "La cravate douloureuse 
que tu partes et qui t'orne 0 civilise, ote-la situ veux bien 
respirer," arranged in the shape of a necktie. The movement of 
language creates this poetic extension of the object by the process 
of linear reading: thus the interaction of literal object and 
figurative meaning is similar to that between the immobility of 
the visual form and the temporal succession of reading. The 
immobile object gives form to the ceaseless movement of time, 
contains it within a comprehensible structure; yet this movement 
of time is an equally vital part of Apollinaire's universe, since it 
symbolizes the dynamic quality of poetry and of reality itself. 
Thus there is a subtle interaction between the two modes, which 
seem to coexist without ever quite coinciding; the reader is 
indirectly conscious of one level while reacting directly to the 
other. In the same way, Apollinaire's general view of poetry and 
the world suggests a tension between space and time; the world is 
ceaselessly moving and evolving, yet the only mental and poetic 
structure capable of seizing its truth is an immobile, synthetic, 
global vision. "Chaque jour peut-etre une volonte toute puissante 
change l' ordre des choses, contrarie les causes et les effets et 
aneantit le souvenir et la verite meme de ce qui existait la veille 
pour creer une succession d'evenements etablissant une nouvelle 
realite . Et ces nouveautes sont le mensonge de l'ancienne verite. 
Tel est l'ouvrage poetique: la faussete d'une realite aneantie." 16 

Thus Apollinaire's visual poetry utilizes the movement of time 
without attributing to it the character of logical causality and 
historical progression which had been implicit in nineteenth-

16. Apollinaire, in La Phalange (August 1908), quoted by Renaud, op. cit. , p. 397. 
" Each day perhaps an all-powerful will changes the order of things, disrupts 
causes and effects and destroys the memory and even the truth of what existed 
the day before in order to create a succession of events establishing a new truth. 
And these new things are the lie of the former truth. This is the poetic work: the 
falsity of a destroyed reality." 
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century ideas of time. And here we touch on perhaps the most 
fundamental resemblance between Apollinaire and Claude!. 
Claude!, too, feels that the real world is essentially a dynamic 
interaction of multiple phenomena. Although he accepts time as 
the dimension in which things perfect themselves, in a ceaseless 
effort to realize God 's ideal image, this image is itself eternal and 
therefore timeless. His world is both linear and simultaneous: a 
totality which at each moment changes and builds upon itself like 
a text being written. 

Comme la main de celui qui ecrit va d 'un bord a l'autre du 
papier, donnant naissance dans son mouvement uniforme a un 
million de mots divers qui se pretent l'un a l'autre force et 
couleur, en sorte que la masse entiere ressent dans ses aplombs 
ftuides chaque apport que lui fait la plume en marche, il est au 
ciel un mouvement pur dont le detail terrestre est la 
transcription innombrable. 

Le passe est une incantation de la chose a venir, sa necessaire 
difference generatrice, la somme sans cesse croissante des 
conditions du futur. II determine le sens, et, sous ce jour, il ne 
cesse pas d'exister, pas plus que les premiers mots de la phrase 
quand l'oeil atteint les derniers. 17 

The instantaneous and simultaneous perception of spatial 
relationships expresses an aspect of Claudel's world which is just 
as important as the movement of sound and time . Each word on 
the page, each letter of his ldeogrammes, each member of the 
universe depend on their relationship with all the others for their 
full meaning. It is necessary to perceive the totality all at once in 
order to situate each part. An ldeogramme is a total picture which 
tries to englobe many different facets of a synthetic experience, 

17. C1aude1, Art poetique, pp. 135-6: "As the hand of the person writing goes 
from one side of the pa per to the other, giving birth in its uniform movemen t to a 
million different words which lend each other force and color, so that th e entire 
mass feels in its fluid equilibrium each contribution made to it by th e moving 
pen, there is in h eaven a pure movement of which ea rthl y detail is the 
innumerable transcription ." 

Art poetique, p. 140: " The past is an incantation of the thing to come, its 
necessary generative difference, the endlessly growing sum of future conditions. 
It determines the direction , a nd , in this light , it does not cease to ex ist, no more 
than the first words of the sentence when the eye reaches the last ones." 
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even while each aspect remains distinct. In the word "baum" 
(German for tree ) Claude! imagines a whole landscape in minia­
ture: "a est un lac alimente ala fois par la pluie et le ruissellement, 
u est une vallee sur laquelle flotte un gracieux nuage, m est une 
foret de sa pins." In "locomotive," he sees "U n veritable dessin 
pour les enfants. La longueur du mot d'abord est !' image de celle 
de !'animal. L est la fumee, o les roues et la chaudiere, m les 
pistons, t le temoin de la vitesse, comme dans auto a la maniere 
d'un poteau telegraphique, ou encore la bielle , v est le levier, i le 
siffiet, e la boucle d 'accrochage , et le souligne est le rail! " And in 
"courir" (to run), "c est le corps penche, u les deuxjambes, r les 
deux genoux qui travaillent, i le but qui est en avant et au-dessus, 
tout c;a roule o !" 18 The task of the poet in general, as Claude! sees 
it, is to expand and to exploit this synthetic potential of writing 
till it expresses the entire universe. For the very basis of poetry is 
image, or the juxtaposition of two different things, like the basis 
of synthetic visual logic itself. 

Par l'image, le poete est comme un homme qui est monte en un 
lieu plus eleve et qui voit autour de lui un horizon plus vaste 
ou s'etablissent entre les choses des rapports nouveaux, rapports 
qui ne sont pas determines par la logique ou la loi de causalite, 
mais par une association harmonique ou complementaire en 
vue d'un sens. 

J adis au J apon, com me je montais de Nikko a Chuzenji, je vis, 
quoique grandement distants, juxtaposes par l'alignement de 
mon oeil, la verdure d'un erable combler l'accord propose par 
un pin. Les presentes pages [ developpent ce] nouvel Art 
poetique de l'Univers, une nouvelle Logique ... celle-ci a 
[pour organe J la metaphore, le mot nouveau, !'operation qui 
resulte de la seule existence conjointe et simultanee de deux 
choses differentes. 

18. Claudel, Ideogrammes, pp . 83-7: "Tree: a is a lake fed both by rain and 
streams, u is a valley over which floa ts a graceful cloud, m is a pine forest. 
Locomotive: A real picture for children. The length of the word, first , is the 
image of that of the animal. L is the smoke, o the wheels and the boiler, m the 
pistons , t the witness of the speed , as in auto like a telegraph pole, or maybe the 
connecting-rod, vis the lever, i the whistle, e the hitching hook, and the 
underlining is the rail! To run: cis the inclined body, u the two legs, r the two 
knees working, i the goal which is ahead and above, all of that's rolling o !" 
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II est impossible pour un poete d'avoir vecu quelque temps en 
Chine et au Japon sans considerer avec emulation tout cet 
attirailla-bas qui accompagne !'expression de la pensee ... 
Quelques traits deliberes ... et voici, de quelques mots, 
debarrasses du harnais de la syntaxe et rejoints a travers leblanc 
par leur seule simultaneite, une phrase faite de rapports! 

Le mot chez nous (qui signifie: acquis par le mouvement) est un 
ensemble obtenu par une succession. II vibre encore, il emane 
encore dans cet arret du blanc qui le limite l'allure de la main 
qui l'a trace. 19 

Throughout his life, as the passages above show, Claudel was 
haunted by the idea of a poetic structure liberated from 
mechanical and logical progression, and suspended in the mind 
as written words are suspended in blank space. 

The ldeogramme and the Calligramme are, as we have seen, very 
different in structure and intention: one is a fully developed, 
self-contained poem, the other a reverie on the visual potential of 
the system of writing as a whole. And, as we have also seen, 
Claudel believes in the ultimate power of this system to suggest an 
eternal reality, albeit indirectly. Apollinaire, on the other hand, 

19. Claude!, Introduction a un poeme sur Dante (Introduction to a Poem about 
Dante), in Prose, p. 422 : "By the image, the poet is like a man who has climbed up 
to a more elevated spot and who sees around him a more vast horizon where 
new relationships are established between things, relationships which are not 
determined by logic or the law of causality, but by a harmonic or complementary 
association in view of a meaning." 

Art poitique, p. 143: "In former days in japan, as I climbed from Nikko to 
Chuzenji, I saw, although quite distant, juxtaposed by the alignment of my eye, 
the green of a maple complete the accord proposed by a pine. The present pages 
[develop this] new Poetic Art of the Universe, a new Logic ... it has [for organ] 
the metaphor, the new word, the operation which ~.:esults from the simple united 
and simultaneous existence of two different things." 

Claude!, Preface a Cent phrases pour even tails, in Oeuvre poetique, p. 699: "It is 
impossible for a poet to have lived some time in China and japan without 
considering with emulation all those implements which accompany there the 
expression of thought ... Some deliberate strokes ... and here we have, out of 
several words, liberated from the harness of syntax and joined across space only 
by their simultaneity, a sentence composed of relationships!" 

Ibid., p. 700: "Our word (which signifies: acquired by movement) is a unity 
obtained by a succession. It still vibrates, it still emanates, through the white 
space that arrests it, the rhythm of the hand that traced it." 
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is interested in exploring the potential of different forms in order 
to express an essentially human truth, and in innovation per se as 
a necessary image of the constantly changing world. It is possible 
to question, as many critics have done, the real success of the 
Calligrammes as visual poetry and the usefulness of the Ideogrammes 
occidentaux in the actual reading and understanding of poetry: in 
both cases, the visual and linguistic modes remain perhaps too 
loosely fused. In this context it is interesting to compare them with 
a third work, Claudel's Cent phrases pour eventails (One Hundred 
Phrases for Fans), in which the words of each poem are laid out in 
different patterns on the page: here the designs are purely abstract, 
yet perhaps for that very reason seem more intimately a part of 
the total experience of the poems (see Fig. 1 0) .20 The structure of 
the thought is more closely related to the visual structure which 
expresses it. 

This problem of structure is thus the most important component 
in the question of Claudel's and Apollinaire's visual poetry. Not 
only their ultimate success or failure but also their intentions can 
best be understood by their efforts to penetrate the essential, 
internal workings of visual and poetic expression. Both perceive 
poetry as a way of organizing language and thought, a unique 
structure, and the visual mode as a direct way offormulating this 
structure. Thus, beyond their differences and the question of their 
relative success or failure , the Calligramme and the Ideogramme 
retain a certain enigmatic quality because their ultimate workings 
defy exact translation into ordinary language. The choice of the 
visual mode imparts to the poetic message an aura of suggestive­
ness and concreteness so that we experience a different type of 
logic which, in its own way, completes and expands the conven­
tional act of reading. 

20. Figure 10: Cent phrases pour eventails (One Hundred Phrases for Fans), pp. 708-9: 
"The rose ... is only the form resounding for an instant of what the heart in a 
low voice names its desire /We r ... eopen our eyes and the rose has disappeared 
we have breathed it all in/ Fan ... out of the poet's words nothing is left but the 
breath/ The rose ... I have crossed on a coral bridge something that does not 
permit return/ A rose ... of a red so deep that it stains the soul like wine/ A 
peony ... as white as blood is red/ Snow .. . over the whole earth for the snow 
spread out a carpet of snow f Across the waterfall . .. a long horizon tal green and 
pink fairy plays the flute." 

270 Visib le Language : XI 3 Summer 1977 


