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INTRO: From Poet to Ape 
 
 

The dawning of a new century on the rise: construction of the Eiffel 
Tower, symbol of industrial and artistic progress and icon of the En-
lightenment, concludes in 1889, the centenary of the French Revolu-
tion and founding of the First Republic. Not long thereafter, Freud & 
Jung will expand the fields of the mind and construct equally monu-
mental conceptual structures, mapping the unconscious and the 
shadow, presaging the mapping by physicists of dark energy and dark 
matter in the late 20th century. In 1905, Einstein will publish his theo-
ry of special relativity, and in 1915 his theory of general relativity, ex-
ploding notions of space & time, consequently provoking a revolution 
as monumental if not greater than the Copernican. It is also the epoch 
of cinema, its birth oft considered to be December 28, 1895, the day 
the first film was screened at the Lumière brothers Cinématographe. 
Conversely, the terrors of WWI would bring to bear against the prom-
ise of a new century, the potential that is of an ever-more pacific and 
refined civilization, its first forbidding foil. 

In the midst of these events, the Swiss-French writer Blaise 
Cendrars, who was born the year construction on the Eiffel Tower 
began, establishes himself as one of the most intrepid and iconoclastic 
figures of the 20th century. Nomadic writer par excellence, Cendrars 
began his writing life as a poet and would have his hand in almost 
every art and pen almost every kind of text, from poems to stories 
and novels to reportage, radio plays, ballet texts and film scripts. He 
also worked as a translator, anthologist (of African myths, legends, 
poems, and modern writing), and with Cocteau and Paul Laffitte, 
founded Les Éditions de La Sirène, co-editing and overseeing projects 
such as a monumental edition of Casanova’s Memoires, reprints of 
Villon, Nerval, Baudelaire, Lautréamont, and Apollinaire, not to 
speak of, as he would have us believe, tracts, anthologies, mystical 
writings, Alexandrian and Byzantine novels, painters’ sketchbooks 
and more. Cendrars’s activities were not, however, restricted to the 
ateliers and editing rooms; he was active on battlefields, too. 
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In 1914, to defend his adopted country, Cendrars would join 
the Foreign Legion and fight in WWI, which interrupted his writing 
life due not only to the consumption of his time but, more significant-
ly, to the loss of a limb. He fought on the front line at Somme, where 
he was stationed from mid-December 1914 until February of 1915. 
Seven months later, on 28 September 1915, while fighting in the battle 
of Ferme Navarin in the Marne Valley, Cendrars would lose the lower 
half of his right arm and thus, his writing hand. These war experienc-
es feature in several of his books, including La main coupée (The sev-
ered hand) and what follows hereafter in English translation, “J’ai 
tué” (I killed). He does not speak of the maiming in “J’ai tué”; that 
trauma is what opens “J’ai saigné” (I bled), its companion volume, 
which is more sanguine and melancholic, more anguished, an explicit 
account of the injury. Significantly, the wound figures in La main 
coupée, where, twenty-eight years later, Cendrars transforms it, re-
ferring to his lost hand as a red lily, its fingers anxiously digging into 
a floor to take root: “une grande fleur épanouie, un lys rouge, un bras 
humain tout ruisselant de sang, un bras droit sectionné au-dessus du 
coude et dont la main encore vivante fouissait le sol des doigts comme 
pour y prendre racine et dont la tige sanglante se balançait douce-
ment avant de tenir son équilibre.”1 The stigma of the wound clearly 
remained over time, but if Cendrars’s physical if not psychic equilib-
rium was under threat, mytho-poetics seems to have brought him a 
sense of balance. Although he started writing La main coupée as early 
as 1918, it would not be published till 1946, making “J’ai tué” the first 
publication about his time as a soldier.2 

Maimed but not broken, Cendrars would eventually regain his 
desire, as well as the physical ability, to write; perhaps, as he explains 
in a poem written prior to La main coupée, it emboldened him to up-

                                                   
1 Blaise Cendrars, La main coupée (Paris: Editions Flammarion, 1975) 118. 
2 Originally published by A la belle Edition in 1918. It featured five wood engravings 
by Fernand Léger, a close friend of Cendrars. The text was printed in red ink, two of 
the engravings were printed in blue and two in red, and the cover was blue and yel-
low. The book was 18 cm x 18.5 cm and enclosed in a blue Morocco clamshell case. 
Limited to 353 copies. 
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hold Orion as his polestar, as well as his lost hand itself, a dead limb 
transformed into a living constellation: 
 
   ORION 

This is my star 
 It has the form of a hand 
 It’s my hand rising to heaven 
 During all of the war I saw Orion through a crenel 
 When the Zeppelins came to bomb Paris they always came from Orion 

Today I have it above my head 
The great mast pierces the palm of that hand which must hurt 
Like my severed hand hurts pierced as it is by a continual sting3 

 
In 1916, while struggling with the psychic lacerations of the 

horrors of the war, as well as the trauma of losing his writing hand, 
Cendrars trained himself not only to type one-handed but also to 
write with his left hand.4 If at least one poem, “La Guerre au Luxem-
bourg,”5 and one short prose text, “Profond aujourd’hui” (1917), pre-
date “J’ai tué,” the latter is one of his earliest post-WWI texts, one of 
the first he writes with his left hand.6 As a brief account of the war, 
“J’ai tué” could be characterized as reportage, but how closely it hews 
to fact and personal experience is indeterminable. On the original ti-
                                                   
3 “Orion,” Le Formose (1924). The small star just above Cendrars’s right shoulder in 
Modigliani’s Portrait de Blaise Cendrars (1916–1918) is a subtle reference to this. 
4 Cendrars had at least two different mechanical limbs but abandoned use of them. 
Albert t’Serstevens recollects the final rejection of the device: “Maurice Barrès gave 
him a marvelous orthopedic device, an arm made of ash wood and aluminum which, 
with the slightest pressure, clenched the fingers on their metallic hinges. For a 
while, Cendrars enjoyed using the limb. He just abandoned [it] in a station; when he 
was going on a trip, he deposited it at the left luggage office, thus lightening his 
load.” See L’homme que fut Blaise Cendrars (1972) 414–15. 
5 This features six drawings by Moise Kisling. It was published in 1916 by Daniel 
Niestlé, who had also volunteered to fight in the Foreign Legion and was a friend of 
both Cendrars and Kisling, another veteran. The book is dedicated to three of their 
dead comrades. Upon publication, the cover was censored. In one signed copy of the 
poem Cendrars ironically refers to it as “this little book about the first games of a 
new civilization.” 
6 At the end of his life, Cendrars would suffer from hemiplegia, which paralyzed 
much of the left half of his body, once again making writing a challenging if not 
difficult task. He died in Paris on 21 January 1961 and was first buried in the Ci-
metière des Batignolles. Thirty-three years later, his remains would be transferred 
to Tremblay-sur-Mauldre. 
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tle page of the book, Cendrars himself refers to his text simply as 
“prose.” Richard Sieburth calls “J’ai tué” a “laconic, shell-shocked 
first-person report from the trenches,” yet, although laconic, it is 
hardly the report of a shell-shocked person. It is too alert, too incan-
descent, a stroboscopic prose poem whose cadence and beat replicate 
the swift, sharp, severe cadence and beat of war as well as its vile 
odors and vulgar imaginings. The text is hyper-lucid, suffused with 
energy, force, and dynamism, as muscular if not as violent as war it-
self, but perceived from the vantage point of Cendrars’s Brahmin-like 
consciousness. The noises of combat, its demonic precision, & how its 
infernal machinery functions with a terrible, regimented logic — like 
the ordered days of Sade’s 120 Days of Sodom —, makes Cendrars 
think of mathematics and the music of the spheres. Equally so, the 
respiration of the world itself evokes for him Baudelaire’s poetics. 
These are not the reflections of a soldier partisan to violence, and this 
consciousness, a grander, all-seeing cosmic perspective that abjures 
nationalistic and militaristic rhetoric, informs “J’ai tué.” Set as it was 
in red ink, it is explicitly a text of blood, one born not only of lacera-
tions, injuries, and wounds, but murder. 

In relation to the effects “J’ai tué” conveys, whether or not 
Cendrars himself actually murdered a German soldier is immaterial, 
for its principal concern is in depicting how even a poet can be dehu-
manized to such a degree, mutated that is into an ape-like marionette 
of pure matter, that he will commit murder. This mechanization and 
fragmentation is also evident in Léger’s fractured cubist drawings 
where not only space and time collapse upon one other, but the hu-
man body itself is split and violated, if not crushed by the overfull 
world around it. Not whole, not distinct, but uniform, as if cut in slic-
es by the rigors of war, though still alive. In one of the drawings there 
is even an image of a dangling arm free-floating in space, adjacent to 
a bandaged soldier with what seems to resemble a tear beneath his 
eye, a probable reference to Cendrars’s own wound, if not to every 
maimed or disfigured soldier.  
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All that the Eiffel Tower symbolizes is then questioned in “J’ai 
tué” as a force that has likewise contributed to horror, to an irrepress-
ible power that can possess even the most refined — the poet — and 
turn him into a murderous fiend, yet, as Cendrars intimates, the en-
tire earth is complicit. The pronoun “on” (we) is generally used 
throughout the text, Cendrars only switching to “Je” (I) in key mo-
ments, one an instance of individuality, of the reverie the poet has of 
Baudelaire, another when the ghastly machinery of war has taken 
possession of the poet and extinguished his individuality. If this is an 
individual it is one denuded of self, an “I” of the herd, only a number, 
a functionary. This brute reduction is explicitly signaled at the end of 
“J’ai tué” when the enemy is seen not as a human, but as an ape. In-
voking the lex talionis and the Old Testament, the poet himself is also 
no longer human but an avenging savage whose sense of reason has 
gone amok. If one of ours is killed, one of yours must die as well. 

Is this pure inevitability, an inescapable probability pro-
grammed by the Commander-in-Chief’s prayer calculus of violence? 
As Cendrars says in La main coupée, “war is not a pretty sight and 
what you see when you take an active part in it, when you are just a 
simple man lost in the ranks, a service number among millions, is al-
together stupid and seems to obey no overall plan but chance. To the 
expression ‘march or die’ could be added the axiom ‘go wherever I 
push you’! And that was exactly how it was: we went, we pushed, we 
fell, we died, we got up, we marched and we started all over again.” 
This clearly evokes Abel Gance’s antiwar film, J’accuse, which was 
shot in 1918 and first released in 1919, just one year after the comple-
tion of Cendrars’s text, which he wrote while on set working as 
Gance’s assistant. Cendrars is featured in its final haunting scene 
wherein soldiers are depicted rising from their graves, returning to 
question the living about why they were killed, and what, if anything, 
they died for. Gance also used other veterans who had been disfigured 
in the war, many of whom resemble the malformed, monstrous sub-
jects of some of Otto Dix’s more gruesome paintings and etchings. 
This cavalcade of actual mutilated figures renders palpable the grue-



 19 

some effects of war, the resurrected soldiers a terrible j’accuse that 
sends the rest of society fleeing in horror.  

The creation of Cendrars’s “J’ai tué” and Gance’s J’accuse are 
then intertwined, each perhaps informing the other, and both are an-
tipathetic visions of war, something undeniably horrific to Cendrars, 
a man who even carried trunks of books with him on his journeys into 
the Brazilian jungles. When the Gestapo ransacked his house during 
WWII, destroying his entire library, Cendrars said it brought about 
the temporary extinction of his personality.7 Afterwards, he did not 
write for many years, language having gone silent in him. Even if an 
amorphous, ephemeral strength, language remains a strength, though 
one that doesn’t necessarily enable us to survive terrors. Although it 
is a dwelling place, if it endowed Radnóti with sustaining energy in 
his final days, it did not save him from execution, nor did the strength 
of language sustain Nerval, nor Celan, nor Gherasim Luca. There are 
many others, too, for whom language is an unreachable power, one 
both feared and considered threatening, as can be the books we make 
with it. But if language is lost, when the barbarians threaten to un-
dermine culture by destroying it, whether through burning books, 
pulverizing statues and other unique artifacts, or through murdering 
satirists and thereby silencing a critical and creative power, then hu-
manity itself is under threat of extinction, just as Cendrars personally 
felt temporarily extinct through the destruction of his library. Lan-
guage is a subtle, lasting strength out of which a civilization can be 
built, but if lost, the power to create a civilization is also lost. Without 
books, without the singularity of language, there is our definite eras-
ure. The ape is not far off. 

                                                   
7 Cendrars was wanted by the Gestapo due to his involvement with the British Ex-
peditionary Force as a war correspondent for Paris-Soir. These articles were collect-
ed in Chez l'armée anglaise (Paris: Corrêa, 1940) but, prior to publication, the Gesta-
po confiscated the book. Cendrars recounts this story in L'homme foudroyé, the first 
volume of his autobiographical saga. 
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They come. From all horizons. Day and night. 1,000 trains disgorge 
men and material. In the evening, we cross a deserted city. In this 
city, there is a large hotel: modern, fancy, and square. It is the G.Q.G. 
Cars with flags, packing crates, a swinging oriental chair. Very distin-
guished adolescents, in impeccable chauffeur’s clothes, talk and 
smoke. A yellow novel on the sidewalk, a spittoon and a bottle of co-
logne. Behind the hotel, there is a small villa hidden behind the trees. 
You can barely see the facade. A white shape. The road passes in front 
of the gate, turns, and runs along the wall of the estate. We’re sudden-
ly marching on a thick bed of straw that absorbs the sluggish noise of 



 21 

thousands and thousands of oncoming boots. All you hear is the rustle 
of arms swinging in rhythm, the clink of a bayonet, a bracelet, or the 
flat thud of a canteen. The breathing of a million men. Muffled pulsa-
tion. Involuntarily, everyone sits up and looks at the house, the very 
common little house. A light filters between disjointed shutters, and 
in this light an amorphous shadow comes and goes. It’s HIM. Have 
pity on the Commander-in-Chief’s insomnias, for he brandishes the 
table of logarithms like a prayer machine. A calculation of the proba-
bilities knocks him cold. Silence. It rains. At the end of the wall, the 
straw stops. We’ll fall and be re-waddling in the mud. This is the dark 
night. The marching songs begin again. 
 

Catherine has pig feet 
Ugly ankles 

Knock-knees 
A musty crack 
Rotten breasts 

 

Here are the historic roads stretching up to the front. 
 

Ours are the broads 
With hair on their asses 
We’ll watch ‘em again 

When the troops (repeat) 
We’ll watch ‘em again 

When the troops’ll return 
.............................................. 

Soldier, grab your gear 
Now you see him, now you don’t 

My old buddies! 
Another Arab gets fucked in the ass 

In the officer’s trench 
.............................................. 

Grumpy Father 
Pull down your pants 

Look, here’s the sausage (three times) 
For Alsatians, Swiss, and Lorrains 
................................................... 



 22 

Bang, bang the Arbi 
The jackals are over there 
.........................................  

It was a spring evening 
In the far-south a marching troop 

......................................................... 
Then the Bat d’Af’ passes 
Breaks out and out again 

Save the Tonkinese 
Within three months they get out 
.................................................. 

 
Trucks rumble on. Left, right, everything moves awkwardly, heavily. 
Everything advances in the same direction by spurts, by jerks. Col-
umns, masses give way. Everything trembles. It smells of a horse’s 
burning ass, Motosacoche, phenol and anise.8  The air is so heavy, the 
night so suffocating, the fields so putrid it’s like swallowing rubber. 
Father Pinard’s stinking breath poisons nature.9 Long live Aramon, 
which burns in the belly like a vermilion medal!10 Suddenly a plane 
takes off in an explosion of backfire. Clouds engulf it. The moon rolls 
behind. And the poplars of the national highway spin like the spokes 
of a vertiginous wheel. The hills tumble. The night cedes to this pres-
sure. The veil is torn. All at once everything breaks, cracks, booms. 
General commotion. A thousand blasts. Infernos, fires, explosions. 
It’s an avalanche of cannons. The thunder roll. Barricades. The firing 
pin. In light of the looming departure, oblique, ambiguous men, the 
index of a signboard, a crazy horse. The batting of an eyelid. The flash 
of magnesium. A quick snapshot. Everything disappears. We saw the 
                                                   
8 Motosacoche is a Swiss motorcycle manufacturer, founded in Geneva in 1899 by 
Henri and Armand Dufaux. At the first Bol d’or in Paris (1922), which was held in 
the St-Germain Forest, the winner of the race covered a distance of more than 750 
miles on a 500cc Motosacoche. 
9 Pinard was a type of red wine (of the Burgundy variety) rationed to French troops 
during WWI that the soldiers affectionately dubbed Father Pinard. The term moved 
beyond their lexicon and was made popular after the war. 
10 A variety of red wine grape that is blue-black in color and which hails from the 
Languedoc-Roussillon region of southern France. It is also referred to as Ugni Noir 
(Provence), Rabalairé, Pisse-vin, Gros Bouteillan & other names. 
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phosphorescent sea of the trenches, and the black holes. We pile into 
the parallel side, crazy, hollow, haggard, drenched, exhausted and 
flushed out. Long hours of waiting. We shivered under the shells. 
Long hours of rain. A little cold. A little grey.11 Finally dawn creeps in. 
Devastated countryside. Frozen grass. Dead soil. Sickly pebbles. Cru-
ciform barbed wire. The eternal waiting. We are under the arc of the 
shells. We hear the big honeys enter the station. There are locomo-
tives in the air, invisible trains, crashing, smashing up. Including the 
double blow of Rimailhos.12 The toiling of the 240. The great fart of 
the long 120. The roaring spin of the 155. The crazy meow of the 75. 
An archway opens over our heads. Sounds drop out in male and fe-
male pairs. Gnashing. Hissing. Ululating. Neighing. This thicket spits, 
trumpets, screams, cries and laments. Steel chimeras and rutting mas-
todons. Apocalyptic mouth, open pocket, from which inarticulate 
words plunge, huge as drunken whales. It interlocks, forms sentences, 
takes on meaning, redoubles intensity. It is precise. We discern a par-
ticular ternary rhythm, a proper cadence, like a human accent. Over 
time, this terrifying noise is really no more noticeable than the noise 
of a fountain. We think of a jet of water, a cosmic jet of water, for it is 
regular, orderly, continuous, mathematic. The music of the spheres. 
The breathing of the world. I clearly see the plain corsage of a woman 
gently stirring with emotion. It rises and falls. It’s round. Powerful. I 
dream of Baudelaire’s “The Giantess.” A silver whistle. The colonel 
leaps forward open armed. It’s H hour. We march to the attack smok-
ing cigarettes. Immediately the German machine guns go rat-a-tat-
tat. Coffee grinders rotate. Bullets crackle. Marching forward we 
raise the left shoulder, shoulder blade twisted to the face, every bone 
disarticulated to make ourselves into shields. Our heads burnt with 
fevers, anxiety abounding. We were jittery. But we march all the 
same, well aligned and with calm. There is no chief officer any more. 

                                                   
11 “Petit gris,” a common French idiom of 1914–18 meaning tobacco. 
12 A reference to the 155mm Rimailho Howitzer, used by France during WWI, which 
was designed by Capt. Emile Rimailho, a French artillery officer. Its name is also 
similar to the archaic French verb rimailler, which means to write bad poetry, an 
echo surely not lost on Cendrars, and clearly intended. 



 24 

Instinctively we follow the one who always showed the most compo-
sure, often a lowly private. Without bluff. There are even a few bawl-
ers who are killed shouting: “Vive la France!” or: “For my wife!” Gen-
erally, it’s the most taciturn who takes command and leads, followed 
by a few hysterics. This group stimulates the others. The braggart is 
made small. The ass brays. The chicken hides. The weak fall to their 
knees. The thief abandons you. Some even pick your pockets. The 
cowardly turtles sneak to the trenches. Others play dead. And a whole 
gang of poor devils are bravely killed without knowing how or why. 
And they fall! Now the grenades explode in the deep water. We’re 
surrounded by flames and smoke. And a senseless fear knocks us into 
the German trench. After a vague clamor, we recognize each other. 
We organize the conquered position. The guns go off alone. We’re all 
suddenly there, among the dead and wounded. Without respite. “For-
ward! Forward!” We don’t know where the order comes from. And we 
start by abandoning the plunder. Now we march in the tall grass. We 
see demolished cannons, upturned landmines, fields scattered with 
shells. Machine guns fire at you from behind. There are Germans eve-
rywhere. They have to cross the barrage of gunfire. The great black 
Austrians crush and boil an entire section. Limbs fly in the air. A gob 
of blood hits me in the face. We hear heart-rending cries. We jump 
into abandoned trenches. We see heaps of corpses, ignoble as the 
sacks of rag pickers; shell holes filled, to the brim, like garbage cans; 
terrines filled with nameless things, juices, meats, clothing and stacks 
of shit. Then, in corners, behind bushes, in a sunken road, we see the 
humiliated corpses, frozen like mummies, making a little Pompeii. 
Planes fly so low you have to duck. There’s a village to seize down 
there. It’s a big take. Reinforcements arrive. Bombardments resume. 
Winged torpedoes, trench mortars. After half an hour, we rush for-
ward. Twenty-six of us make the position. The prestigious setting of 
crumbling houses and gutted barricades. I should clean it. I have the 
honor of being issued a switchblade. We deal out ten of ‘em and sev-
eral large melinite bombs. Here I have the flick-knife in hand.13 The 

                                                   
13 Cendrars uses the word “eustache” here, Parisian slang for a switchblade suppos-
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whole immense war machine comes down to this. Women dying in 
factories. A population of laborers toiling excessively in mines. The 
striving of scientists, inventors. Every marvelous human activity is 
paying its tribute. 
 

 
 
The wealth of a century of intensive work. The experience of many 
civilizations. The entire surface of the earth is working only for me. 
The minerals come from Chile, the conserves from Australia, the 

                                                                                                                            
edly invented by the infamous criminal and anarchist Jules Bonnot. The Bonnot 
Gang (1911–1912) used cars and repeating rifles prior to their being available to the 
police. The socio-political orientation of the gang was informed by the ideas of Ba-
kunin, Proudhon, Stirner, Ravachol, and Nietzsche. Cf. Richard Parry, The Bonnot 
Gang (1987). 
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leathers from Africa. America sends us machine tools, China sends 
workmanship. The rolling horse was born in the pampas of Argenti-
na. I smoke Arabian tobacco. I have Batavian chocolate in my ruck-
sack. The hands of men and women have made all that I carry with 
me. All races, all climates, all beliefs have collaborated. The oldest 
traditions and the most modern techniques. The bowels and morals of 
the globe are upsurged; still uncharted regions have been exploited 
and harmless beings have learned an inexorable trade. Entire coun-
tries were transformed in a single day. Water, air, fire, electricity, ra-
diography, acoustics, ballistics, mathematics, metallurgy, fashion, 
arts, superstitions, the light bulb, travel, the table, the family, and the 
history of the universe is the uniform I wear. Steamers crossing the 
oceans. Submarines diving. Trains running. Lines of trucks reverber-
ate. Factories explode. In big cities crowds rush to the movies and 
fight for the papers. Deep in the countryside farmers sow and reap. 
Souls pray. Surgeons operate. Financiers get richer. Godmothers 
write letters. A thousand million individuals have dedicated all their 
activities, their strength, their talent, their science, their intelligence, 
their habits, their feelings, their hearts to me for a day. And here to-
day I have the blade in my hand. The flick-knife of Bonnot. “Long live 
humanity!” I feel cold truth cut by a sharp blade. I’m right. My young 
athletic past will suffice. Here I am, nerves tense, muscles bandaged, 
ready to leap into reality. I’ve braved the torpedo, the cannon, mines, 
fire, gas, machine guns, the whole anonymous, demoniac, systematic, 
blind machinery. I will brave man. My fellow. An ape. Eye for eye, 
tooth for tooth. Between us now. At fists, at knives. Merciless. I jump 
on my antagonist. I deal him a terrible blow. The head is almost cut 
off. I killed the Kraut. I was livelier and faster than him. More direct. 
I hit first. I have a sense of reality, me, the poet. I’ve acted. I’ve killed. 
Like one who wants to live. 
 
 

Nice, February 3, 1918 


