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Green Pulp: Stéphane Mallarmé and the Ecopoetry of Paper in fin-de-siècle France

By the 1860s, paper production in Europe and the United States had moved away from the raw material of rags to that of trees. As 19th-century France grappled with increasing threats of deforestation, how did French poets and writers consider the environmental implications of mass-produced and chemically treated wood-pulp paper? 
Recent research in Victorian and American studies has examined the connection between new paper technologies and shifting conceptions of literary production. Yet, while a significant body of research exists concerning the history of paper-making in France, surprisingly little scholarly work has attended to its repercussions on French literature. 
My project thus proposes to examine the late 19th-century poetry of Stéphane Mallarmé (1842–1898), a poet particularly invested in the art of the book, through an ecocritical lens focused on the twofold contexts of arboriculture and the history of paper. As I consider the impact of the paper industry on trees and forest conservation initiatives along with its impact on writing itself, I draw out the implications of what had become the ubiquitous material of wood-pulp paper on Mallarmé’s poetics. A symbolist poet who privileged a plant-based yet more sustainable Japanese paper, Mallarmé’s abstract forms and images can be paradoxically rooted in the “green” material of the page. The stakes of his poetry were not only to defy the ephemeral and easy-to-digest newsprint of the Third Republic, but to resist the widescale destruction of the sylvan scenery that infuses his lyric verse.
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