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IN THE AUTUMN OF 1913, Les Hommes nouveaux, a radical journal and
small press founded by Blaise Cendrars and his friend Emile Szytta, pub-
lished a remarkable verbal-visual text called La Prose du Transsibérien et de la
petite Jehanne de France. It bore the subtitle: “poémes, couleurs simultanées
de tirage atteignant la hauteur de la Tour Eiffel: 150 exemplaires numérotés
et signés” ("poems, simultaneous colors, in an edition attaining the height
of the Eiffel Tower: 150 copies numbered and signed”). Le Premier livre si-
multané, as the work was also called, was made up of a single sheet of paper,
divided down the center, which unfolded like an accordion, through twenty-
two panels to a length of almost seven feet. The height of the Eiffel Tower
was to be attained by lining up the 150 copies of the text vertically.

On the left, a panel containing the title page initiates the passage of the
eye downward, through a sequence of visual semiabstract forms in bright
primary colors, to a final panel that contains a child's image of the Eiffel
Tower, a curiously innocent giant red phallus penetrating an orange Great
Wheel with a green center. On the right, meanwhile, the text of the poem
is prefaced by a Michelin railway map of the Trans-Siberian journey from
Moscow to the Sea of Japan; underneath this map, a wide strip of green in-
troduces the poem's title in big block letters as if the pochoir were a poster
signboard. The text then follows, arranged in succeeding blocks made up
of different typefaces and broken by large irregularly shaped planes of pre-
dominantly pastel color. The coda, "Paris / Ville de la Tour unique du grand
Gibet et de la Roue" (“Paris / City of the incomparable Tower of the Rack
and the Wheel"), corresponds to the visual image of tower and wheel on the
bottom left.

La Prose du Transsibérien was the collaboration of the poet Blaise Cendrars
and the painter Sonia Delaunay. The particular version of modernity found
in this text makes it an especially fitting emblem of what I call the Futurist
moment. Cendrars's is not, of course, strictly speaking a “Futurist” (e.g., Ital-
ian Futurist or Russian Futurist) poem, but, perhaps precisely for that rea-
son, it furnishes us with a paradigm of Futurism in the larger sense, as the
arena of agitation and projected revolution that characterizes the avant
guerre, Certainly, La Prose du Transsibérien embodies Antonio Gramsci's
understanding, voiced in L'Ordine Nuovo (the official organ of the newly
formed Italian Communist party), that Futurism was the first movement
to give artistic expression to the “intense and tumultuous life" of the newly
industrialized urban landscape.
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. The very names Blaise Cendrars and Sonia Delaunay are emblematic of
- the anomalies that characterize the Futurist ethos. Mme Delaunay-Terk, as
~ she is listed on the title page of the poem-painting, was born in the Ukraine
to Jewish parents; as a small child she was adopted by her maternal uncle
Henri Terk and grew up in Petersburg. In 1905 she went to Paris to study
art; in 1909 she decided that the best way to assert her independence from
her Russian relatives was to accept a marriage offer from a Parisian gallery
owner, the German art collector William Uhde. A year later, the two were
~ amicably divorced and Sonia Terk Uhde married her husband's painter
friend Robert Delaunay.
~ Sonia Delaunay's place in the French avant-garde of the 1910s (it is
 usual to speak of the “orphism” or “simultaneism” of “the Delaunays" as if
* Sonia's work were no more than a footnote to Robert's) is thus complicated
~ by her Russian origins and German Expressionist connections. Blaise Cen-
 drars's self-characterization as the only poet in the Paris of 1913 who could
: seriously rival Apollinaire is even more ironic. Born in La Chaux-de-Fonds,
Switzerland, Cendrars was christened Frédéric Louis Sauser. As a young
man he called himself Freddy Sausey, and then, by the late fall of 1911, when
he was living in New York, he was using the signature Blaise Cendrart, a
name that, at the time of his arrival in Paris a few months later, had become
Blaise Cendrars. Blaise, as the poet later explained it to a friend, came from
braise (ember, cinder) by means of the simple “confusion of R- and L-
sounds”; as for Cendrars, from cendres (again cinders, though more in the
sense of ashes), in his autobiographical fragment Une Nuit dans la forét, the
poet explains:
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Well, one may adore fire, but not indefinitely respect the ashes; that's why I
rake up my life and exercise my heart (and my mind and my balls) with the
poker. The flame shoots forth.

The role-playing that transformed a Frédéric Sauser into Blaise Cendrars,
a Sonia Terk into Madame Delaunay, points to the curious tension be-
tween nationalism and internationalism that is at the heart of avant guerre
consciousness. Delaunay's abstractions have strong affinities to primitive
Russian Iubki (woodblocks) as well as to the collages of the Russian Cubo-
Futurists who were her contemporaries; she also had contact with Wassily
Kandinsky, then living in Munich. Yet although the Delaunays received
artists and poets from all over Europe and the United States, she remained
for the rest of her life ardently French, refusing, for example, so much as to
visit America.
Again, the Switzerland of Cendrars’s birth represented the confluence
of German and Latin currents, specifically the Milan (Italian Futurist)-
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