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Some background information on Le bestiaire ou cortège d’Orphée
I didn’t quite know what to make of these poems when I first discovered them. Some of them were easy enough to understand; many of them were completely baffling. Why, for example, does a poem called “The Tortoise” talk about the poet’s lyre and “the sound my tortoise makes”?
Apollinaire’s title for this collection has two parts: it’s the “Le bestiaire” or “cortége d’Orphée.” Each part makes allusion to a separate tradition. “Le bestiaire” (in English: “the bestiary”) refers to medieval “bestiaries.” They were collections of anecdotes about animals, “followed by a ‘moralization’ of the anecdotes for a Christian purpose,” and they were “often richly illustrated with miniatures” (Oxford Companion to English Literature 1998: 93). Following in this tradition, the illustrations in Apollinaire’s bestiary, created by the artist Raoul Dufy, are an important part of the work, and some of the poems have an explicitly Christian moral. (The medieval bestiaries were modeled on an ancient Greek document that featured some 50 anecdotes about the natural world, mostly animals.)
The “cortége d’Orphée” refers to the Greek legend of Orpheus. The best-known part of this legend today is the episode in which Orpheus tried to rescue his dead wife Eurydice from the underworld, but the legend has other parts as well. Here is what Apollinaire has to say about Orpheus in his notes in Le bestiare:

Orpheus was a native of Thrace. This sublime poet played on a lyre that Mercury gave him. It was made from the shell of a tortoise, bound with leather, with two horns and a sounding board and strings made from sheep’s gut. Mercury gave lyres like this to Apollo and Amphion. When Orpheus played and sang, even wild animals came to hear his singing. Orpheus invented all the arts and sciences. Learned in magic, he knew the future and predicted the coming of our Christian Savior.
The “cortége d’Orphée” is the parade of wild animals who followed Orpheus, charmed by his singing. Orpheus was also one of the Argonauts, a group of Greek heroes who accompanied Jason on his search for the Golden Fleece. When the Sirens tried to lure the Argonauts to their deaths with their songs (as they did later to Odysseus and his sailors in The Odyssey), Orpheus broke their spell with his own singing. A few of the poems in Apollinaire’s bestiary make reference to the journey of the Argonauts. 
Some biographical information on Guillaume Apolinnaire

Here is the “Biographical Note” taken from Bestiary or The Parade of Orpheus (Godine: Boston 1980) from which the English translations I gave you are also taken. Apollinaire had a short but remarkable life:

Guillaume Apollinaire was born in Rome on August 26, 1880. The son of a sometime adventuress, Angelica Kostrowitzky, and an unknown father, he was baptized Gugliemo Alberto Wladimiro Alessandro Apollinaro Kostrowitzky. His turbulent childhood was governed by his mother’s passion for gambling: he first heard French in Monte Carlo. Rarely in one place long enough to finish a school year, young Kostrowitzky was nonetheless composing poetry long before he took the name Apollinaire.

At age nineteen, Apollinaire moved to Paris and took a series of hack writing jobs. Broke, he drifted in and out of the city. In August 1901 he became tutor to the children of the Viscountess of Milhau. Their governess, Annie Playden, became the first great love of his life, inspiring some of his most famous poems.

In 1903, back in Paris after a stint abroad working for the Viscountess, Apollinaire met André Salmon, Alfred Jarry, and Jean Moréas. He made his debut in the Paris literary scene by founding Le Festin d’Esope, a periodical that went out of business in less than a year. Early in 1904 he met Max Jacob and Pablo Picasso, and in the spring of 1905 he began editing the Revue Immoraliste. This too failed, and by 1906 he was supporting himself by writing pornography.

Despite these setbacks, Apollinaire’s importance to the art world grew rapidly. An influential champion of Cubism, the then revolutionary art style, he also coined the word ‘surrealism’ seven years before André Breton formally founded the movement. His circle of friends included Braque, Picasso, Dufy, ‘Douanier’ Rousseau, and Marie Laurencin (who became his mistress in 1907).

His first collection of poems, The Rotting Enchanter, was published in 1909; The Heresiarch and Company followed in 1910; and the next year, while working for the Mercure de France, his Bestiary, or The Parade of Orpheus appeared. These triumphs were overshadowed, however, when he was falsely arrested in connection with the theft of the Mona Lisa in September 1911; although he was released a mere five days later, the incident earned him considerable unsavory notoriety.

Marie Laurencin left him in 1912 and Apollinaire moved to the Latin Quarter. The following February he became editor of Les Soirées de Paris and that same year he published Alcools, The Cubist Painters, and The Futurist Antitradition.

When war was declared in 1914, Apollinaire tried to enlist. At first unsuccessful, he finally managed to join the infantry in December, after an affair with the Countess Louise de Coligny (later immortalized in “Lettres à Lou’). By the summer of 1915, he had been promoted to sergeant and become engaged to Madeleine Page, whom he had met during his service in Nîmes.

In November, Apollinaire joined the infantry as second lieutenant. On March 17, 1916, he received a serious head wound and was trepanned [they drilled a hole in his head] that May.  Demobilized (but undaunted), he published The Assassinated Poet later that year. The Breasts of Tiresias followed in June 1917, and in November he gave his influential lecture on the ‘esprit nouveau’.
In May 1918, Madeleine forgotten, he married Jacqueline Kolb, and his final collection of poetry, Calligrammes, was published. That November, two days before the Armistice, he died in Paris of the Spanish flu.

As the article mentions, someone actually stole the Mona Lisa from the Louvre in 1911, and, since the painting was just as famous then as it is today, the theft caused a huge uproar. Apollinaire was suspected because he had a roommate who had previously stolen a couple of statues from the Louvre (which he had given to a painter friend of his, a certain Pablo Picasso, who eventually returned them). The real thief was a slightly crazy house painter who had been hired to do some work at the Louvre. One day he just waited until everyone else had left, then collected the painting and walked out. It was two years before it was recovered. My guess is that security at the Louvre is a bit tighter now.
Here are a couple of critical remarks on Apollinaire’s work that I think are relevant to Le bestiare:

The mainspring of Apollinaire's poetry is a dialectic between tradition and innovation. A dialogue if you like between the old and the new. Put another way, Apollinaire's work is the result of a tension, a creative opposition between two opposing impulses: the impulse to `make it new' (to use Ezra Pound's phrase) and the desire to locate his work within recognizable poetic traditions….
In the majority of Apollinaire's poems no single tone or register tends to dominate. His poems are characterized by the conflict of disparate tones and registers. Fantasy mingles with reality, past with present, and biblical and oriental myths jostle with coded autobiographical references. Apollinaire often subverts lyric traditions through a casual or `flippant' treatment of a serious theme.
From:  http://www.sunderland.ac.uk/~os0tmc/apo/aponotes.htm
